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  Introduction


  Given the amount of time I spent talking with Colin Harvey over pints of beer, it seems strangely fitting that I am writing this introduction in a hotel bar in Liverpool. I was fortunate enough to know Colin for several years, and we spent much of that time in similar surroundings, either at one of the monthly Bristol writers’ meet-ups or conversing late into the night at a science fiction and fantasy convention — in that twilight world of con hotel bars, where the beers and bar staff never change and it doesn’t matter whether you’re in Heathrow, Bradford or Chester, the view from the windows remains pretty much the same.


  Colin took great delight in such events. He loved talking to people, making new friends and discussing the craft and business of writing. One of the things I most looked forward to, however, was sharing the drive home with him afterwards. I’d drive and he’d ride shotgun and recap the weekend’s important conversations and insights, and fill me in on any gossip that might have passed me by.


  I miss that.


  I do know that he was very proud of this book, however.


  This was the first book he sold to Angry Robot, and the first he’d placed with a high profile publisher. Although he played it cool about the whole thing, forever displaying his trademark modesty, you could see he was pleased as punch. He had a twinkle in his eye and a spring in his step.


  And rightly so!


  If you’re about to read this book for the first time, you’re in for a treat. The solid characterisation, white-knuckle plot and unusual setting (the authentic culture and landscape drawn from holidays and research in Iceland) speak of a novelist getting into his stride and approaching the height of his powers. When I look through the pages, I hear my friend’s voice and can’t help but wonder what other treats he may have had in store for us, if only he hadn’t left us so suddenly.


  But never mind what I think. Skip ahead now and get to the story. That’s the part that mattered most to Colin. He left this book here for us all to enjoy, and it is a testament to his imagination, talent, generosity, and perseverance.


  And it starts with a bang, as all the best stories do.


  — Gareth L. Powell

  Liverpool, January 2015


  


  ONE


  Karl


  Karl was dreaming of his clone-wife, far away on distant Avalon, when the plasma bolt slammed into Ship’s engines.


  One moment he was bathing with Karla in iodised springs beneath Jodi’s Falls, soaping her up-tilted breasts in the warm sunlight of Delta Pavonis, the next a giant was sitting on his chest while alarms screeched in the emergency lighting.


  The pressure lifted and he floated naked in his bed-web on the bridge, a voice calling ever louder, “Karl, we are under attack.” That Ship’s too-perfect alto was gravelled by static showed how mortal the blow might be. His interface wasn’t working; none of the usual displays were scrolling down his field of vision, and with no data feeding directly into his brain he was forced to use archaic Voice. “What — what’s the damage?” He smelled the acrid tang of smoke and the monitors — used only by passengers — were blank.


  He coughed, his eyes stinging, and a smooth wall opened and out popped a freshly grown mask connected to an air-pack.


  “I’m not wearing that,” Karl muttered between coughs. “I hate putting things on my face.”


  “You’re enhanced, not invulnerable,” Ship snapped. “Put it on!”


  Muttering, Karl complied.


  “Thank you,” Ship said. “We have lost all but emergency power in this third. In the central third we have intermittent power. The rest is undamaged. When waves from the gravity generator threatened to crush you, I had to take the engines down, and can’t restart them. I’m attempting to dodge a second incoming bolt with lateral power, but it’s already expanded, and complete evasion is unlikely. Time to impact is four minutes.”


  Karl tried to digest the news that he was probably dead. “They must have fired as soon as they dropped out of fold-space.”


  Ship didn’t answer directly. “The second bolt came from different co-ordinates, indicating another ship, though it’s difficult to scan through the asteroid belt. I’ve registered a third ship nearby.” It sounded sheepish; “They must have identified us before I could see them. The first I knew was their plasma bolt coming at point-nine-cee. I had barely three minutes’ warning. I’m sorry, Karl.”


  “Forget it,” Karl said.


  That meant there would be no respite while the others re-charged their capacitors. Even if by a miracle they dodged this second bolt, and one from the third ship, the first would have recharged and be ready to fire.


  He slipped free of the amniotic safety of the bed-web. “Are they the Aye ships we spotted earlier?” Unlikely, he knew. The ships that were each individual Artificial Intelligences rarely interacted with the Flesh-bound, who held little interest for them. He floated over to one of the screens. “Can you get this working?”


  Ship paused for so long that Karl wondered if it had died.


  “Yes,” it said.


  A schematic appeared, of Ship at less than three Standard AUs from Mizar B2. Karl had thought that here on the sunward edge of the system’s asteroid belt, surrounded by the myriad dots among which Ship and he had lurked, they would be safe to spy upon the Ayes. There they were, the symbols denoting the Ayes around the nearest of the four stars — the double pair that had so attracted astrophysicists ever since their nature had been discovered — in close orbit around the upper chromosphere of Mizar B2, doing whatever incomprehensible things Ayes did.


  Scattered among the debris of the outer belt were three perfectly spherical ships, their regularity a defiant cry to the universe. “Their signatures indicate that they’re Traditionals. I’m sorry, Karl. You’ve been fired upon by your own species.”


  Though it was debatable whether their assailants would consider Karl human, it was no surprise — Ship’s design was clearly the angular asymmetry of the Radicals; the Pures, the most likely suspects among the Traditionals, would have guessed that he had man-machine interfaces, and was therefore to be despised even more than the Ayes they hated. Like all bullies they picked on him, a single target, rather than five Aye ships.


  Between the symbols denoting Ship and their assailants was the pulsing sphere of a plasma bolt, the enemy’s fuel hawked up from their engine and spat out of a tube.


  “How far away are they?”


  “Two AUs spaceward.”


  “Recommendations?”


  “With five… four minutes to impact, your logical course is to abandon ship.”


  “Stitch that.” He gazed at the monitor. “Let’s see how far lateral power gets us. Are we dead centre of the bolt?”


  “Slightly to starboard, so I have already set course in that direction.”


  “Good girl. What else can we do?”


  “I can get no more power through the vents.” As always, Ship ignored his anthropomorphising.


  He thought. “What if we vented atmosphere from the hold?”


  Ship paused so long that Karl thought he would have to prompt it. “It’d increase velocity by an additional one per cent. Not enough. We need seven.”


  “Vent the airlocks as well. Take the air pressure as low as possible, then drop it another per cent.”


  “I can’t do that, Karl. I’m programmed to protect you. It’s an unacceptable risk.”


  “And being blown up isn’t?”


  “That’s why I recommended that you abandon ship. You have two minutes to decide. You should leave two minutes earlier not to be caught by debris and radiation. That’s now, by the way.”


  “Jack it, I’m not leaving you!” Or the lump of neutronium locked in a stasis field in the corner of the hold. If the field failed the cargo would devour the ship in less time than it took to scarf down one of the tasteless protein-burgers he’d lived on for a month.


  “Karl, that’s sentimental nonsense,” Ship said. “The major risk to you is from exposure, but I’ve sent a tight-beam Mayday toward the Hanghzou Relay, which I estimate the nearest one sympathetic. It’s about four light-months away. They can jump here in days once they have the signal, and the lifegel will keep you safe — even in vacuum — until then.”


  “I’m glad you haven’t suggested I let our attackers pick me up,” Karl said.


  Ship ignored his feeble humour. “You have many months of power in your companion, which will kick in as soon as I am out of range. But before the power fails, the lifegel will need fuel, and will slowly consume your body. Even before that, there will be side-effects — weight loss, anaemia, eczema. Such skinsuits are only designed as a short-term measure.”


  Karl nodded, clenching and unclenching his fists. “I wish I had these bastards in reach.”


  “Adrenaline has that effect,” Ship said. It added, “I am an object; you can replace me, probably even approximate my programming. But I am no more a person than any other vehicle. I am expendable. You are not. You should leave now, from Bay Eight.”


  Karl slapped the wall, but it didn’t make him feel any better. “Bay Eight, then. Keep talking while I’m en route.”


  “Karl,” Ship said. “There’s something else you should know.”


  “Go on.”


  “I’ve found some data that was previously misfiled. This system was settled over four centuries ago.”


  “These bastards are local?”


  “I believe not. There’s no other indication of local traffic. The last records are over two centuries ago, from just before the onset of the Long Night. If the colony survived, they probably slipped back during the conflict.


  “It’s unlikely that they did survive. If the war didn’t get them, the planet’s orbit is elliptical. During summer it would just be habitable, but its winters too cold to survive.”


  “Which star is it orbiting?”


  “It appears to be orbiting both of the Mizar B pairing, at a distance that would give it a sub-Martian climate.”


  “Can I reach it from here?”


  Ship said, “It’s about eighteen million kilometres from here, so it will take…”


  There was a perceptible pause, which told Karl how terribly, terribly wrong things were — Ship should have been able to calculate the numbers instantly, as well as simultaneously managing a multiplicity of other tasks. “Three standard weeks.”


  It added, “I will get you there. And I will download all the information I have to you. Plug in.”


  Gritting his teeth, Karl wiped the dust from the jack that hung beside the monitor screen for emergencies, and inserted it in the socket behind his right ear. “Aagh! That’s horrible!” he cried. “It’s like someone running claws down a stone wall, really, really loudly.”


  “I’m sorry,” Ship said. “If so many of my systems weren’t down…”


  “Doesn’t matter,” he said, blinking a lie to the two words. The symbols flashed in front of his eyes, too fast to comprehend; he would review the data later, while he drifted in space.


  Then he was pulling himself hand-over-hand down the corridor. As he rounded the first bend, Ship said, “The Ayes’ behaviour is curious.”


  “How… so?” He was panting from the effort as he passed the hold, with the lump of super-heavy cargo that would have paid for the trip. Particularly if he could have traded it for information on the next leg.


  “If I were to assume that they are going to continue with their actions, what the Ayes are doing to the star’s upper chromosphere could have the effect of making the stars burn hotter.”


  “Why would they do that?”


  “I don’t know. They have never attempted to modify a star before, as far as we know.”


  Karl reached Bay Eight, and paused.


  Before he could speak, Ship said. “You must go now.”


  Karl ripped off the mask, sighing with relief. He nodded, thin-lipped, and patted the wall. “Thanks… uh, you know—”


  “No time,” Ship said. “Go now.”


  The door irised slowly, revealing a wall of quivering blue jelly, three metres high and stuffed full of nanos. He paused, steeled himself, then pushed into the gel, which gave against him. He felt the stupid-smart goo hook into his skin and poke squidgy fingers into his nostrils, ears and even up his anus and urethra. It had little more intellect than an amoeba but was hardwired to climb into him and form a second skin, and did so relentlessly. He’d done this a hundred times, but every time it felt deeply unpleasant.


  “Why would Terraformers pick a planet with such an unorthodox primary?” Karl wasn’t really that interested, but it was better than thinking about the gel, or worse, the boiling mass of superheated plasma hurtling toward them at a quarter of a million kilometres a second. He fought down a rising tide of panic as the gel pushed deeper. It took a mighty effort of will to open his mouth and let it flow down into his lungs. It formed an impenetrable skin over the vitreous liquid of his eyes: when it transluced so he could see the exit button, he knew that the covering was complete, and it had formed a tasteless, odourless emulsion between his frail flesh and the vacuum of space.


  “With high maintenance, it would have been a viable project,” Ship said. “What they didn’t foresee was the coming war. They never do. That changed everything.”


  Karl felt, rather than heard, the deep groan in the bowels of the ship as the containment fields around the neutronium weakened, and began to tear Ship apart.


  “Got to go now!” he shouted to Ship by way of farewell.


  “I have been squeezing all the lifegel into Bay Eight,” Ship said.


  Before he could ask why, because the extra gel would do him no good, the closet-sized airlock opened onto space. The depressurising atmosphere fired him clear, and he understood then. The extra gel was propellant, and as he tumbled head over heels, he blessed his clever, dependable Ship.


  


  Counting showed that he was rotating head over heels every six seconds. The lifegel opaqued to protect his eyes — leaving him with only turquoise-blue to stare at — every time he faced the eye-meltingly fierce glare of the Mizar quartet. As he turned to face shadow, it cleared again.


  The lifegel formed a perfect seal around him, but he couldn’t stop his chest from rising and falling; the carbon dioxide he breathed out was absorbed by the goo and gradually converted back into an oxygen and nitrogen mix a few microns thick, between him and the membrane.


  He hadn’t counted how long he had been accelerating when Ship said, “Karl, there’s something else that I should tell you. The colonised planet’s ozone layer appears—” and broke off.


  Despite the fact that Karl was facing away from the suns, the membrane opaqued. Then — even though it was supposed to absorb all kinetic energy — he felt a punch in his back that would have been a fragment of Ship, blown to pieces.


  Although it had only been a semi-organic machine, Ship had been closer to him at times than any lover, and he wept for his loss.


  Later, after he had exhausted his tears, he slept. It was a fitful doze, more to process everything that had happened since his rude awakening than from exhaustion.


  When he awoke, he held himself in as long as possible until there was no evading the unpleasant sensation of voiding himself into the membrane and allowing it to absorb the deposit. If it had not been for his circumstances, hanging in space would have been enjoyable. He even wondered why no one had used the lifegel at home to sight-see Avalon’s neighbour worlds.


  Astronomers on Ancient Earth had thought Mizar was one star. When they made the first telescopes, they realised that “it” was a pair. Still later, they finally understood that each pair — Mizar A and B — was in turn a pair.


  Using the info that Ship had fired into him he went through the seven worlds orbiting the smaller pair that was Mizar B and the centuries-old ruin of the semi-mythical Mizar B3, glimpsed only briefly before it flared and died again.


  Farthest away from the stars that the settlers had named Alfasol, Betasol, Gamasol and Deltasol was tiny Asgard, a ball of ice and methane around a rocky core. Next was Valhalla, a blue hydrogen, helium and methane giant like Neptune. Moving inward past green Midgard — Mizar B’s Uranus — Vanaheim was the largest world, though only slightly bigger than many-mooned Asagarth, next to it and closest to the asteroid belt dubbed Bifrost. While sunward little Ragnarok was scorched to sterility. What this system lacked, Karl realised, was an equivalent to Earth and Venus; it would have made the Terraformers’ choices much easier.


  And ahead of him was the other world, his destination. Isheimur, the settlers had named it — ice world.


  The colony would have faded with the curtain-like falling of the Long Night, when the two types of humans, the Terraformers who wanted to shape worlds to fit humans, clashed with those Pantropists who rather wished to change humanity, to fit the worlds they settled. It had been a war that raged for decades, across only a few disputed systems to start with, but spreading like a virus.


  Two centuries on, he had no idea whether there were survivors here or he was falling toward a dead world. The thought of re-entry made his mouth go dry, but at least the interminable waiting would be over — if he didn’t miss altogether and spin onward until the lifegel ate him alive.


  


  Days, weeks, perhaps months passed. He had no way of telling one day from the next. He could have switched his companion on, but the semi-idiot objects reminded him too much of Ship, and he needed to save the power for more important things, like conserving the lifegel.


  Isheimur crept closer until it filled his whole sky and he saw patches of blue and grey toward the equator. Sometimes it even eclipsed Mizar B — or Gamasol and Deltasol, as he should now call them, he decided.


  He’d never heard of anyone trying what he was about to do, and he was sure that Ship would have told him if there was a precedent. No, this was the first attempt to confirm something that existed only as theory.


  He was desperate to test the theory, for he still hadn’t got used to the gel taking care of his bodily functions; as well as the waste, it fed him through intravenous drips of nutrient-rich saline. Worse, he felt at times as if he was starting to lose his mind.


  If he had switched it on, his sub-moronic companion would have fed basic data directly into his cortex. But it would have been nothing compared to what sounded like Ship haunting him; he awoke from fragmented dreams with whispers still pulsing in his ears. Sometimes he woke crying. It seemed wrong that he should miss an artificial construct more than his own partners, but he’d spent more time with Ship than with them.


  He wondered what Karla was doing, where she was, who she was with. More mercurial than he, though they were supposedly the same, would she and the others wait for him, or would they decant a replacement?


  At last, he felt the drag of atmosphere. He swung his feet around so that he seemed to be standing on the still near-vacuum, but what air there was began to glow as he cut through it. He opened his arms to create drag, spreading himself as wide as he could. The gel rushed to insulate his feet and under his arms, but even so, some of the heat began to seep through.


  He doubted that anyone had ever tried to dive feet-first into atmosphere, to fall all the way to the ground, and actually survived. Even with the lifegel, it felt as though giant hands squeezed him, and someone was applying a blow-torch to the soles of his feet.


  The roaring grew louder, louder, louder, louder — until it filled his whole world. It drilled into his ears and the hands around him squeezed ever harder and each breath was an effort. When oblivion came it was a merciful release.


  

  TWENTY-THREE


  Karl pulled clothes on and yomped to the bridge. “What’s happening?”


  Bera twisted in the command chair. “Loki’s stopped the engines.”


  Static crackling from the speakers, Loki said: “A quake has shaken us loose of the plateau, and we have slid around and are resting at an angle. Our exhaust vent has jammed into a crevasse. I’m worried about damage, plus venting is unsafe.”


  “We can’t just melt the ice?” Karl said.


  “Possibly,” Loki said. “But I’d like someone to assess the damage first.”


  “Maybe we can dig it out?” Orn said. “We could go out the lateral side airlock.” He had found a second lock, on deck nine, which would have been beneath the frozen surface of Jokullag. “And we could use those spacesuits you found down on deck six.”


  “The ones I’ve been busily cutting up to make into shirts?” Bera said.


  “You weren’t given all of them,” Karl said. “There’s one left for each of us.” Karl turned to Coeo, “Will you go with Orn, and help him?”


  Coeo didn’t answer immediately. “I will,” he said at last.


  Karl knew how difficult it was for the adapted man to fit into something that must have seemed suffocating. “Thanks,” he said.


  The next fifteen minutes were tense ones, Karl staring at the ticking counter, which now read one hundred and fifty-eight hours to planetfall. They could loop around, in theory, but Karl was acutely conscious of time passing. But a worse scenario was that they couldn’t restart the engines at all, and would sail serenely past Isheimur.


  “We’re here,” Orn said. “The view’s beautiful.”


  Never mind that, Karl thought. “Can you see the vent?”


  “Yeah,” Orn said. “The weight of the ship jamming it onto about the only bloody rock on this ice-ball has buckled it. Coeo has a small blowlamp, which he’s turned onto the ice just below the rock.”


  Fifteen, then twenty, then twenty-five more tense minutes passed. Orn muttered occasionally, but otherwise the men worked in silence. Karl resisted the urge to ask questions, instead letting them work undisturbed.


  Orn said, “We’ve cleared the rock. Loki should be able to melt the ice safely, but the vent itself is buckled. We can’t fix it without equipment we don’t have.”


  “OK,” Karl said. “Get back in.” He said to Loki, “As soon as the airlock cycles, re-start the engines.”


  “Understood,” Loki said.


  When the engines fired, there were a few minutes’ further delay as Loki melted the last of the ice away, and returned the Winter Song to its position of almost drilling into the comet, but then they were under way, with their usual hundredth of a gee deceleration.


  Karl bounded down the stairs to the lock to greet the returnees. As he had feared, Coeo was shaking with either fatigue or nerves — or both. “You did a wonderful job,” Karl said as the adapted shucked himself out of his suit, and tried not to wrinkle his nose at the rank smell of panic-sweat. Poor bugger must be claustrophobic in that suit, he thought.


  He still worried about Coeo throughout the day. The adapted man spent most of his time on his own, either in the gym, or in one of the seats, talking to Loki. Karl knew the folly of trying to overcome centuries of bitterness on both sides and make him one of a virtual family, but he was equally worried that Coeo might become so isolated that the adapted man deteriorated mentally.


  “What does he talk to you about?” Karl asked Loki. The counter read a hundred and forty-two hours, he noted absently.


  “He questions me,” Loki said. “He’s like a sponge, soaking up knowledge. He asks about Isheimur as it was before the settlers arrived, as it is now, and how it might change. I have been perfectly truthful on the first two, but exaggerated the effects of the blast.”


  “What else?” Karl said.


  “The current situation in human-space — about which I have been perfectly honest, since you did not tell me to lie — and human history.”


  At the end of his shift, Bera took over the watch, oozing into her seat. “I’ve got my sewing,” she said dryly. “Like a good little seamstress.”


  “Should I do the sewing?” Karl said, and was rewarded with a sardonic glint.


  “You know the answer to that.”


  “How about Ragnar?” Karl ignored the snort from the old man, who watched them. Karl glimpsed Ragnar opening his mouth, and held up a warning finger.


  “You know that that isn’t going to happen in our life-times,” Bera said.


  “I’m willing to learn,” Karl said. “Honestly.”


  “I know you are,” Bera said. “But it’s faster for me to do it. So I do.”


  “So it’s not that you’re the only one sewing?” Karl said. “That’s making you unhappy?”


  “Not just that,” Bera said. “But it’s all I seem to do.”


  “What would you like to do?” Karl said.


  “I don’t know!” Bera growled, but her voice rising with each word. “That’s just it!” She drew in a lungful of air, and some calm with it. “I’d like to walk under the twin suns again, Karl. I know that it’s unreasonable, but I just can’t help it.”


  “I understand,” Karl said. He wanted to hold her, and comfort her, but with Ragnar there, that was impossible. “I’m used to sailing on my own, but sometimes even I get cabin-fever. Sometimes there’s nothing for it but to tough it out.”


  Ragnar cleared his throat. “You know,” he snarled, and held up a quivering hand, “some of us would sell our soul to be able to hold a needle and thread.”


  Karl had no answer to that, but instead left the bridge, and walked down the stairs to the gym. As he half-expected, Coeo was in one of the exercise wheels striding from step to step. “You’re setting a fast pace,” Karl said. “Good to see you’re staying in shape.”


  “I should,” Coeo said between breaths, “be fitter… than… before we… took off.”


  “You’re expecting to have to run when we land?” Karl said.


  “Perhaps.” Coeo pressed a button on the wheel rim, and it slowed slightly. “It helps me to think, this machine,” he said, breathing a little more freely.


  “You don’t have enough time to think?” Karl entered the other wheel, next to Coeo.


  “Lots of time, but much noise and…” Coeo waved a hand in the air as if to conjure the word. “Distractions.”


  “Ah,” Karl said. “Deep thought.” He wasn’t sure whether Coeo would understand the concept, but the adapted man nodded. “Exactly.”


  “Why do…” Karl hesitated, unsure whether he was going to offend Coeo, then pressed on: “You ask Loki lots of questions. Why?”


  “To learn,” Coeo said, as if it were obvious.


  “But why?” Karl said. “Simply for something to do?”


  “Partly,” Coeo said. “But we have lost too much knowledge, my people. After we fall again, when we go home, I want to be a seer for my people. I want to be like you, to know everything.”


  

  Tick. The timer had counted down to one hundred and nineteen hours when Loki stopped the engines again. “We’re overheating,” Loki said. “I think that the dam-aged vent is causing heat build-up.”


  Karl felt his thoughts close up, as if the panic was squeezing the oxygen supply to his brain. “Can we fix it?”


  “Unlikely,” Orn said. He had been visiting Ragnar on the bridge, just chatting — but he had been the one who had examined the vent. “It needs heavier tools than we have available. We need a portable version of the forge.”


  “The fastest way is to let the engines cool down a little, and accelerate harder. And we have a little spare time. I originally allocated us seven hours, and even with the time we lost, we still have most of that.”


  Tick. The timer passed a hundred hours to planetfall mark. It reached ninety-five, just as Karl handed over to Bera, when the engines died again.


  “Still overheating?” Karl said. An antique line of a song ran through his head, Hello panic my old friend, and he felt that familiar squeeze of his mind shutting down.


  “It will get worse, I’m afraid,” Loki said. “I will need to take them off-line, for longer periods of time. But we still have that spare time, albeit less of it.”


  “Good,” Karl said.


  Tick. The timer read seventy-three hours to planet-fall.


  “I will need to take the engines down for twenty minutes, and resume on fifty-three per cent, rather than fifty per cent of full thrust. Of course, that means that the heat will build up faster. But if we do not, we will pass the point at which we need to detonate the reactor and break Fenris up.”


  “What would happen?” Ragnar said. “No,” the old man added, shaking his head. While one side of his face still drooped, he moved more freely and spoke more clearly than before, but he was still only a shadow of the man he’d once been.


  “What?” Karl said.


  “Just thinking the unthinkable,” Ragnar said, looking sheepish. “Sometimes as leader, you have to ask the stupid questions.”


  Karl wanted to scream that he didn’t want to be leader, he’d only ever wanted to go home, not end up in a box stuck to the face of an iceberg hurtling at a rock. His voice betrayed none of that when he said, “Ask.”


  Ragnar said, “What would happen if we didn’t vent the heat, but kept running the engines?”


  Loki said, “The engines would overheat and either burn out or blow up the reactor.”


  “Ah.” Ragnar gave an embarrassed shrug.


  “Sometimes the unthinkable really is the unthinkable,” Karl said, with a smile. “Worth asking, though.”


  “So we have a stark choice,” Loki said. “If I do not run the engines, we overshoot. If I do run the engines they overheat, and we may overshoot unless I run them harder, in which case we overheat faster.”


  Tick; and the timer read fifty-eight hours. This time the engines were off for twenty minutes. The time before they had been off-line for fifteen, the time before twelve, the first only ten minutes.


  Tick; forty-six hours.


  Karl said, “Are we still within the safe range to break Fenris up?”


  “It’s diminishing,” Loki said, “but we are still within range.”


  “Good,” Karl said, and a thought struck him. He looked around, but Arnbjorn was busy on the other side of the deck, hopefully out of earshot. “You wouldn’t lie to me, would you?” The download had, after all, lied to the others at Karl’s instigation, selected half-truths admittedly, but still not the whole truth.


  “I would not,” Loki said. “What purpose would it serve?”


  “If you tell me that we still have time, then I agree to you taking the engines down so they don’t blow. From your point of view, better we sail past the point at which we have to brake than perish in a fireball, surely?”


  “I hadn’t thought of that,” Loki said. “We could of course, loop back around to Isheimur. In theory.”


  “Assuming we don’t run out of air or fuel,” Karl said. Got to stop this paranoia.


  “If I lied to you and said that I wasn’t, would you know?” Loki added, “That way lies insanity, Karl. I as-sure you we are within parameters for jettisoning the reactor. I will tell you when we are not.”


  Tick; thirty-six hours. The engines were silent for thirty minutes. Karl had barely slept for the last three nights, and his gut stabbed with invisible knife-wounds. Either his circulatory and digestive nanophytes had died, or had simply been overwhelmed by the stress he was under.


  Tick; the timer read twenty-seven hours, and was followed by thirty minutes’ silence. Our velocity has dropped to just over twenty kilometres a second,” Loki said. “Each individual second is less crucial than when we were at peak velocity.”


  But not much less crucial, Karl thought.


  Tick; eighteen and a half hours. This time they were off-line for forty minutes. “We are approaching the point at which we have very little time to jettison the reactor and get around to the other side safely,” Loki said.


  “What happens if we blow the comet within a hundred thousand kilometres of Isheimur?” Orn said. He, like the others, was spending more and more time on the bridge, even when it wasn’t his watch. It had become like a black hole, sucking them toward it and the view of the monitor and the un-shuttered window with its monotonous wall of white.


  Tick; the timer passed the ten-hour countdown. When it changed to nine hours fifty-nine minutes and fifty-nine seconds, Karl breathed a sigh of relief. Another milestone passed.


  His relief was short-lived. The engines quietened minutes later. Karl said, “What happens if you keep them running for just a few more hours?”


  “We’re already at risk of them seizing,” Loki said. “I would rather they seized while closed than at full thrust.”


  Twenty minutes later Loki fired the engines, and micro-gravity again replaced the near-weightlessness of Fenris.


  The next five hours stretched like toffee.


  Bera was the last person to arrive on the bridge. Her face was thin and drawn, and dark circles beneath her eyes showed how little she had slept the last few nights. Even their desperate love-making failed to give her more than temporary solace.


  She took a seat beside Karl, and he felt a hand slide tremulously into his.


  “OK?” he whispered.


  Her head dipped quickly twice. “I’ll be glad when the waiting is over.”


  “It nearly is,” he said. “What’s our velocity?” he asked Loki, for the other’s benefit.


  “It has just dipped under thirteen kilometres per second,” Loki replied. “We are just under two hundred and thirty four thousand kilometres from Isheimur, close enough that we should begin jettisoning the reactor.”


  “Agreed,” Karl said.


  The roar of the engines died away and for a few seconds silence hung over them all like a shroud. The thrusters whooshed, their tone higher than that of the main engines. For a horrible moment nothing happened, and Karl thought, We’re stuck fast! Then they lurched clear of whatever obstruction had snagged them.


  They flew south this time, completing another quarter of an anti-clockwise orbit started when they began deceleration. At the pole they slowed, and Loki nudged the Winter Song back down to where they hovered centimetres above the surface, before nudging the comet with the ship’s crown. Loki fired the main engines again, and a slightly straining whine denoted that they were on full power.


  “That’s the last time we’ll hear them,” Karl said. “Strange. I’d begun to hate the sound of those engines, and now I’m almost sad to think that.”


  “I’m bloody not,” Bera said. “Don’t be so sentimental, you old fool.” She grinned, and he smiled back.


  Karl hadn’t noted when Loki had started, but after several minutes he said, “How long do you intend to keep this up?”


  Loki said, “Seven point six zero one minutes.”


  The time dragged — then, without warning, the ship slid sideways across the comet’s ragged surface, the scraping so loud they had to cover their ears. “What are you doing?” Karl yelled.


  “We have completed the course adjustment,” Loki said. “We’d wandered slightly as a result of the changes to our braking programme, and would have sailed through Isheimur’s upper atmosphere. Now the comet should score a direct hit on the pole, and puncture the underground reservoir to one edge of the cap.” It added, “I am now firing the right lateral rear thruster, and left lateral forward, in effect turning us. The main engines have seized while on, as I feared.”


  Karl swallowed, his mouth dry, and wiped his palms on the legs of his suit. “Arnbjorn, you, Coeo and Orn suit up, and bring ours back, please.”


  “Helmets as well?” Arnbjorn said.


  “Bring them, but no need to put them on,” Karl said. “Yet.”


  When the others returned, Arnbjorn helped Ragnar into his suit while the others changed quickly. The cockpit had held, but to the scraping noises were added ominous cracking sounds. Sooner or later we’re going to hit a shard that’ll punch a hole in the cockpit. Shit, shit, shit! What do I do now? “Loki, how long will it take to dump the reactor?”


  “It will take about two to three minutes to unlock all the bolts, then a few seconds to dump it.”


  With a lurch, the Winter Song broke through a ridge, but even as the other crew members cheered, the ship crunched into the next one and held for a fraction of a second, before breaking free, and in the process slamming them back into their seats. The Winter Song flashed across the ragged polar icecaps of Fenris, so close to the micro-peaks that Karl could see every ridge, every striation in the icy surface.


  If we hit the surface full frontal at this speed, there’ll be nothing left of us, however reinforced the hull is, he thought.


  “I will take us out for about fifteen minutes,” Loki said.


  “We’ll never stand it,” Karl said. “We must be doing four or five gees.”


  “Six point three seven seven,” Loki said. “In sixteen seconds we have gained a kilometre a second away from the comet.”


  “Then… turn… us… around,” Karl grated. The pressure was crushing, and he feared for the others, especially Ragnar.


  “I have put us into a parabola,” Loki said. “We need to initially head away from


  

  

  

  


  TWENTY-FOUR


  Loki’s systems raised the lee-side shutter to reveal a half-shadowed white ball from which banners of water vapour streamed out the four thousand kilometres to them, before passing them by. “Have you started the reactor dump?”


  “I have,” Loki said. “I have set the fuel rods to degrade so that the material all flows together within an hour and a quarter. By then we must be in position on the far side from here so that we’re sheltered from the blast. This will be a far bigger explosion than that which destroyed Ship — assuming that the reactor doesn’t explode when it hits Fenris.”


  After about a minute Loki said, “The safety protocols have been overridden.”


  The ship reverberated with the clang of the explosive bolts jettisoning the reactor toward Fenris’ shadowed side and the engines, deprived of power, died. Karl leaned back in his seat and exhaled. He then leaned forward at the acceleration — a tenth of a g — from the thrusters.


  They passed the reactor at a tangent, but so close that Karl fancied that he could read the manufacturer’s warning printed on the side of one of the pipes. As he watched the five-metre-square block slowly fall away behind them, he breathed a sigh of relief. They were still almost three thousand kilometres away from the comet, but closing on it at over nine hundred a minute.


  The others had stayed silent while the Winter Song careered around the sky over Fenris, but now they cried, clapped, laughed, or — in Arnbjorn’s case — leaned over Ragnar.


  The construct said, “I estimate that if the reactor survives the impact, it will take approximately seventy-eight minutes for it to become critical and detonate.”


  The thrusters slowly pushed the ship northward, away from the slowly rotating, ungainly block of pipes and metal hurtling toward Fenris. Loki fired the forward thrusters again and again to slow the ship’s headlong rush, but it was a futile battle — they had less than a sixtieth of the thrust available from the main engines, and had been travelling at more than sixteen kilometres a second faster than the comet when they had dumped the reactor.


  “This is going to sound stupid…” Bera said.


  “But?” Karl prompted.


  “We need to slow down, and be on the far side…”


  “And?” Karl said.


  “What if we just scraped along Fenris?” Bera said. “Used it as a brake?” She pantomimed sliding one palm over the back of her other hand.


  “It would smash us to pieces.” Orn had leaned closer to listen.


  “Do the two halves of ship separate?” Coeo said. “The part we’re in, and the part the engines were in?”


  Karl looked ahead, to where a faint puff was the only sign of the reactor crashing into the ice with almost unimaginable force. That’s just a taster of what awaits Isheimur, he thought.


  “Loki?” he said.


  “We have no use for the engine pod,” Loki said. “Without a reactor it is just dead weight. As an alternative, I could — if I spun us right around, void one of the pod’s water tanks and the reaction from that would slow us slightly. It would leave us critically short of raw material for the hydrogen for the thrusters, but…”


  “Do it,” Karl said. He turned to where Ragnar had been lowered to the floor by his son. “How is he?” Karl said. Arnbjorn shook his head and resumed tending his patient, who lay still but for his chest, which rose and fell. “Don’t quit now,” Karl muttered. “Hang on a while longer, Ragnar.”


  Bera squeezed his hand on her way past to help Arnbjorn.


  On the monitor, ghostly giant fingers of steam writhed and plucked at the ship, which now sailed through the thick of the comet’s tail.


  A judder marked the venting of much of the several thousand tons of water they had carried from all the way from Jokullag. Soon after they began passing the tiny ball of ice. “You’re getting very close,” Karl said, as Fenris loomed nearer and nearer.


  “You implied that my urge for self-preservation might outweigh my loyalty,” Loki said. “I do not feel emotion any longer, but I still have some vestiges of the time I spent in your skull. The echo of the emotion that I feel is resentment at such an implication. So I am endangering myself as well as you, in the name of the greater good.”


  A range of microcosmic mountains barely a hundred metres high loomed. The base of the engine pod scraped the peak, hurling a skittering Arnbjorn across the deck where he collided with a panel and lay still — luckily everyone else was strapped in.


  As the ship tilted downward, Loki fired the engine pod’s ventral thruster to lift it, and the crew-pod’s dorsal thruster to press that end down, lifting the engine pod further. Somehow the ship missed plunging rear-first into the next mountain; instead they careered toward the peak beyond, hitting it hard enough to rip the latticed gantry connecting the pods loose, and again needing the now-leaking thruster to fire another burst. A third such scrape loosened the gantry further, and moments later, the ventral thruster exploded, blowing much of the pod to pieces. A fourth such scrape wrenched the entire remainder of the pod and the gantry free of the command pod. Loki fired the dorsal and left lateral thruster and missed the bulk of the wreckage by a whisker.


  Alarms buzzed and honked across the command deck, until ceasing abruptly. “I have turned them off,” Loki said. “The situation is that we are holed on decks three, six and seven, and losing air badly on decks five, seven and eight. Seals on the stairwell doors will keep the air on this deck secure.”


  “Bera, check on Arnbjorn, would you?” Karl said. “Coeo, Orn, with me. We’ll patch the holes as best we can.” They ran down the corridor to the stairwell, and leaning into the doors, squeezed through the constricting exits.


  Karl toggled the radio on his suit as he exited onto deck three; “Loki, what did all that do to our velocity? And what air, water and fuel for the thrusters do we have to get us through the next, what, four hours?” He grabbed pieces of panel, a plastic bag, anything that would fit flat over the holes in the hull.


  “Three hours forty-two minutes, Karl,” Loki answered. “We can use the water tanks on decks ten and eleven, and split them into hydrogen for the thrusters, and fresh oxygen for us. Where you are patching the minor holes, those decks should still be habitable, but I fear that the decks with significant breaches are now vacuum.”


  “Velocity?” Karl repeated, grabbing a desk, and tipping it over against a wall where tiny fragments were hurtling through gaps.


  Still fourteen kilometres per second faster than Fenris, although the explosion will accelerate the fragments. But we do not need to ride your comet down, we are re-entering under our own impetus.”


  “Trajectory?” Karl said.


  “I will keep working to flatten it, Karl.”


  “Shit,” Karl said, realising that if it needed flattening, they were in too steep a trajectory.


  “Indeed.”


  


  They gathered on the bridge, a weary, bedraggled collection. Karl’s head was bowed, and his shoulders slouched. Bera gripped his arm, wincing and touching her clavicle with her free hand. “The belt cut into me when the ship whiplashed us,” she said to his raised eyebrow. “But we’re still alive,” she added fiercely. Coeo’s right hand hung at an awkward angle.


  The pitted hulk that had been the Winter Song sailed on, facing frontward, forward thrusters firing constantly. The timer counted down the seconds, showing two thousand left to detonation, then a thousand, still counting down, the comet falling away at a rate of fourteen kilometres per second, until it was barely visible even on the monitor and the counter read seven hundred. Then when it was over fifty thousand kilometres away a white, blinding pulse overloaded the screen so that it blanked momentarily.


  When it reset, the comet was shearing apart in a glittering chrysanthemum of shards.


  The watched its shattering silently until Loki said, “The core detonated seven hundred seconds early. Clearly its collision with Fenris damaged it.” It added, “But it could have exploded much sooner.”


  No longer falling away, the largest fragment closed the gap on the racing ship so slowly that it was almost imperceptible. Smaller pieces moved faster; minutes after the explosion the Winter Song juddered under a hail of pellets. Then larger pieces rocked it violently, and finally a giant invisible hand seemed to take the ship and shake them, trying to tip them out. Just when Karl thought that the hull must crack under the strain, the shaking subsided.


  They were weightless, only their harnesses holding them in place. Karl unclipped his. “Time to check for damage,” he said. A clamour of voices volunteered to accompany him. “Orn,” said Karl. “The rest stay.” The clamour resumed. “Oi!” Karl bellowed, and they fell silent again. Karl held up his forefinger: “Ragnar’s too frail,” he said and held up his index finger: “Arnbjorn’s needed to ensure succession.” Ring finger: “Coeo’s required to spread the word to his people that peace has broken out.” Little finger: “Bera stays here to provide first aid.”


  Ignoring her hissed “First aid? What am I, Nursemaid Bera?” Karl joined Orn who was waiting in the doorway to the corridor, which they had never replaced.


  They bounced feather-light out of the cabin and Orn muttered, “I think they’re just a little annoyed with you.”


  Karl laughed. “That was the idea. Gives them something to complain about, rather than just brooding.”


  “That was rubbish, wasn’t it?” Orn said. “All that talk of succession, and spreading the word among Coeo’s people — we’re dead, aren’t we?”


  Karl ignored him. “We need to find materials to plug the holes with.”


  They bumped down the littered corridor under the dim emergency lighting, and checked the rooms, finding enough suitable pieces of plastic and metal for their purposes. With a few almost empty sealant tubes from which they squeezed the last drops, a thirty-centimetre-square metal plate was converted into a makeshift tray. Repeating the operation over a dozen times gradually reduced and then finally ended the hiss of air rushing through the cracks and holes. “Karl,” Bera called from the bridge doorway. “We’re getting close now, you’d better finish up.”


  Returning to the bridge, the white globe of Isheimur completely filled the lee-side front window, and individual mountain ranges and lakes were clearly visible. “How far away are we?” Karl said.


  “Less than eighteen thousand kilometres,” Loki said. “Just over ten minutes to planetfall.” Karl noticed that Loki had turned off the counter, and realised he should have done that days ago. Damned thing’s become an obsession.


  Bera passed strips of rock-eater meat to Karl. “You must be hungry.”


  Even now Karl wasn’t sure that he was quite hungry enough to eat rock-eater, but he ate it, trying not to think of condemned men eating their last meal. “Tastes as good as always,” he said, and Bera giggled.


  “Give the worker some smoked lamb,” Arnbjorn said, offering some to Orn, who took a handful into his vast paw. Karl also took some with a grateful nod. “Pappi?” Arnbjorn said, offering his father the lamb. Ragnar shook his head slowly. At some point they had helped him into a seat, but he looked worse than ever with his head lolling to one side.


  Karl thought, He seems to have aged a decade or more since the stroke. I wonder how much he held age at bay before by sheer willpower alone.


  “I must admit, utlander,” Ragnar said slowly, fighting to shape the words clearly, “I misjudged you. But for all that, I regret nothing. If I hadn’t had you nursed back to health, and then chased you, we wouldn’t be sitting here now, having this marvellous adventure. I’d never have seen the stars.” He sighed, seeming exhausted by his speech, but then continued, “If you can buy us time, we’ll make peace, even if I have to bang heads together.” A thin line of drool had escaped the stricken side of his mouth, and as he slapped away Arnbjorn’s attempt to wipe it for him, Karl pitied those stuck at Skorradalur with an infirm Gothi. Ragnar continued, “And our new friend Coeo has offered to share cold-weather survival techniques.”


  Karl stared, lost for words.


  “We’ve been trying to work out what the effects will be on the adapted men of Fenris slamming into the South Pole,” Bera said. “Luckily, there will be no more than a handful that far south, but there’s bound to be some fallout.”


  Karl thought that the understatement of the century, remembering the antique video of Thorshammer slamming into Earth seven centuries before. A three kilometre-wide rock weighing forty billion tonnes smashed into the Mediterranean twenty times faster than a bullet, creating an inferno of vaporised rock and super-heated wind that incinerated most of Italy, Tunisia and Libya.


  Karl nodded. “How does he think that they can ride it out?” He and Coeo had already discussed it while he was conjoined with Loki, but it wouldn’t hurt to go over it again.


  Loki translated the question for Coeo, who picked rock-eater from between his vast canine and the next tooth, and stared at it for inspiration, before answering. “Heading for higher ground will offset the higher temperatures and air pressure. It should be OK.”


  Karl nodded. Should be OK? he thought. Coeo, you’re gambling with your people’s future; I’m not sure that it’s something that I could do. But then Coeo was adapted — who knew what changing the body did to the mind?


  Karl thought of what was likely to really happen and wished he could tell them that when the comet landed it would throw up enough water vapour and debris to occlude the suns’ light for weeks, perhaps months. That the ensuing winter would stretch into spring, maybe even into the Isheimuri summer, a full standard year away. This might be Isheimur’s year without a summer. Crops would fail, even the grass might die back, and millions of animals, settler stock and native fauna alike would die. Famine would follow.


  Karl hoped that he was being pessimistic, but he wasn’t sure.


  “Look.” Beside him, Bera pointed to the windscreen where Isheimur’s atmosphere lit up with dozens, scores, even hundreds of tiny flashes popping off all across the hemisphere. Her arm hooked through the strap on the other side, she wrapped her nearest arm around him. “It’s beautiful,” Bera said as a smudge that was a bigger piece of debris streaked across Isheimur’s sky.


  “Like you,” Karl said.


  “Flatterer.” Bera snuggled closer. “I want to be near you… in case, well you know.” She looked down. In case we’re killed, she meant.


  “Fenris is still gaining on us,” Coeo said, looking up from the monitor. “Will it hit us?”


  “Negative,” Loki said. “It will be close, but it will hit the atmosphere ninety seconds behind us.”


  “Tell us again, Gothi,” Arnbjorn said, “What will happen if someone answers all these messages that you’ve been sending about?”


  “Hard to tell,” Karl said. “If they’re Formers, we’ll be reliant on you to argue the case for Coeo’s people. If they’re Tropists, we’ll need to make them aware of the adapted men, and convince them that you’ve worked out how to co-exist.” He didn’t add that in all likelihood, one side would probably need to be re-settled, voluntarily or not. It seemed to him that long-term coexistence was unlikely at best, but Karl was used to thinking in decades or even centuries. He said, “The worst alternative is that we might draw the group who originally ambushed me.


  “Although,” he added, “two sets of colonists may distract them from any thoughts of finishing me off. And of course, no one may come at all.” It seemed the least likely outcome to Karl, but it had to be faced.


  The ship groaned and shook. Loki crackled, “We’ve just hit the edge of Isheimur’s exosphere. The ride is about to get very, very rough.”


  “Buckle up, everyone,” Karl said, and Arnbjorn helped Ragnar.


  “Karl Allman,” Ragnar called, voice quavering.


  “Yes?”


  Ragnar cursed. “You and our friend Loki will have to learn to recite my words for me.” He took a deep breath, and when he spoke, his voice had grown stronger, fighting the dull roaring outside.


  “And when the Gods left Isheimur,

  They cast a bolt from the sky…”


  “Oh, no,” Karl whispered, trying to keep his face straight. “Not epic verse, please!”


  “Hush!” Bera poked him in the ribs. “Show some respect.” She bit her lower lip, and let out a small snort of laughter, which she quickly stifled.


  Ragnar paused and Karl thought he had stopped, but the old man was merely drawing breath.


  “Years crawled by with old truths forgot,

  Until a man fell from the sky, lived ’spite all the odds,

  He saw the truth, espied the chance,

  To fling the bolt back at the Gods!”


  Ragnar finally finished — or his voice gave up against the steadily increasing roars and rattles from inside and outside the ship — Karl couldn’t be sure which. Ragnar said something and Coeo began speaking in a regular cadence that implied that it too was a poem.


  When he finished, Coeo unclipped his harness and staggering toward Ragnar, offered the settler his hands. Ragnar hesitated, but then held his out. The two men slowly clasped hands. The moment over, Coeo fell into his seat.


  The gradually thickening air outside glowed orange, then red, finally white, and Coeo and Ragnar covered their ears — even Karl’s were hurting. The deceleration tugged at his cheeks, muscles and joints. Karl took deep breaths, trying to calm his racing heart, failing miserably. He noticed Bera doing the same and gave her a smile which she returned.


  The juddering grew worse, and to the accompanying roar of the onrushing atmosphere the thrusters added their whine. “That thruster is misfiring again,” Loki said, static blurring his voice. “I’m attempting to compensate, but I fear that we are struggling to achieve a shallow enough angle. I’ve no desire to plunge into a steep dive into the ground.”


  “What’s the target?” Karl said.


  Loki flashed a map up onto the monitor. “This equa-torial sea I have marked, which has not yet frozen.”


  “Surtuvatn!” Bera cried. “Where I was born — we’re going home!”


  Karl squeezed her hand.


  Loki said, “Fenris is hitting the exosphere.” It changed the monitor to show the aft view, where a third sun lit up the sky with an angry orange glow, searing through the atmosphere like an incendiary snowplough.


  The whining of the thrusters increased to a shriek, and a piece of metal spanged! out of a side console and flew across the room, fortunately missing everyone. Loki said, “I have increased power to the other thrusters, to compensate for one that has failed.”


  “Void all decks except ours of air!” Karl called. “Loki, dump the water and anything and everything else that you can either drop or fire out to act as thrust.”


  “Proceeding.” The roaring outside increased until it hurt the ears. “We’re flattening out,” Loki said.


  Bera took Karl’s hand. It felt like holding hands on the mile-high funfair on Avalon. Bera said, “If we live—”


  “We will live,” Karl said.


  “If we live,” Bera said, flashing him a tearful smile, “I want your children. I still miss him.” Karl thought of a small cairn, back at Skorradalur. “I want him to have brothers and sisters,” Bera said.


  “I want it, as well,” Karl said. “But I can’t live on two worlds at once.” He thought of Maydays, and oncoming fleets.


  “Better still,” Bera said. “If they come, if your people come for you, we’ll bring them with us.”


  “You want to come?” Karl felt the stupid grin all over his face. But the shaking’s so bad that she probably can’t see it anyway, he thought.


  “That is one stupid grin, Karl Allman,” Bera said, nailing that idea. “Yes, I want to come. Would your family accept me?”


  “We’ll work something out,” Karl said. The juddering grew worse, even rattling his teeth.


  “That child we talked about,” Bera said, her words juddering out of her.


  “Yes?”


  “It may be sooner than you think.”


  “What?” Karl yelled. Heads swivelled around.


  “Of course, I may just be late because of stress or something, but if I’m not, you’re going to be a father… Pappi.”


  She burst out laughing. “If you could see your face… ” she sobered. “Are you… is it OK?”


  “Yes!” Karl cried, feeling the smile across his face. “Yes, yes! Very OK!” He fought the shaking and rattling to throw his arms around her.


  “I want,” Bera shouted, when he let her go.


  “Yes?”


  “I want to see the stars with you!” Bera shouted above the noise.


  And then, all at once the shuddering eased.


  They sat in silence stained by the ringing in Karl’s ears.


  On the screen the falling sun slammed into the polar ice cap and an inferno of dust and fire formed a pillar rising high into the cloudy sky in an evil blossoming.


  “Brace for the shockwave,” Loki said. Seconds later an invisible fist punched them in the back, turning them end over end, a tiny leaf in a gargantuan storm.


  When the ship finally stopped spinning, Loki opened the screen, and a great white carpeted land lay out below them, stretching as far as the eye could see to the North Pole. The only break was the blue of Saltuvatn, peppered with black rocky outcrops, rushing up toward them.


  Karl took Bera’s hand as the Winter Song fell toward the sea.
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