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      The wreckage of the tourist flitter lay on ice like a dead insect on a broken tiled floor. A tiny speck. Lost in the jumble and flex. Visible from a distance solely because of the transponder.

      Lex let her own flitter hover. The hum of the Voith coils was reassuring. She could feel it through the cyclic yoke.

      A hundred fifty meters above the side.

      Her flitter was a Zenbi S18. New and sleek and rugged. The bulbous forward cockpit gave her a three hundred degree view, when the cabin folded around below. The canopy was an actual single bubble of mineral quartz. Just about rigid and sealed enough that the flitter could be launched into space and she would be fine.

      The controls practically ran themselves. Tell it where to go and it would go. Safely and quickly.

      But she liked to hold the yoke. Liked to pull on the collective. The feel of really flying.

      The bank of controls around and above her showed the location, the status of the craft, all the telemetry she needed.

      A constant ping from the transponder on the downed tourist flitter.

      At the left hand corner of the console stood a ceramic unicorn. Gold-blue, with glittery flanks and a twisted horn that shimmered, iridescent and bright. The unicorn's head turned to look at her. It blinked.

      "Yes," she said. "Here we are again."

      The unicorn had a few little servos, overlapping links in its ceramic hide and a personality that, when it spoke, bordered on the cocky.

      Right now it didn't speak. The little smart systems would be talking to her flitter and know that there was serious business afoot.

      They had a job to do, and the flitter was fully equipped with the resources. Almost half its volume was taken up with rescue devices and bots.

      In some ways, Lex and Sabrine were redundant. Passengers.

      The air outside was a chilly one degree centigrade. Altitude and latitude. The sky was clear and blue and thick. Far to the west billowing clouds were rolling in. Dark undersides. Probably bringing a dumping of snow.

      The tourist flitter would be covered come morning.

      Lex was wearing a standard flight unitard. Crisscross fabric that adjusted to her shape, which was a little heavier than it had been a year ago. Her mother would say she was looking healthy and she knew a couple of ex-boyfriends who would look her up and down with a level of disdain.

      Lay off the bread, Lexy, Joe would say. Kind of guy who was better off far from her. Lately the easiest way to make better choices for male company was to avoid those kinds of entanglements altogether.

      The unitard was comfortable and warm. Smart enough, and loaded enough that if she crashed herself--touch wood--it could inflate and add insulating layers. A survival suit, in effect.

      On her head she had a flight and data analysis cap. Little bigger than a yarmulke, with the little arms of reach-out data feed aerials. She looked like a cricket, with the two poking out in front of her face. The tips lasered data directly onto her retinas. It was a new rig and she was still getting used to it.

      Right now the aerials were stowed, folded up and flush against the yarmulke. Rig-cap, technically.

      The white of the glacier stretched out for dozens of kilometers in all directions. Hundreds of kilometers both up and downstream.

      A river of ice. If the motion was timelapsed over a thousand years it would seem to race along.

      To the west and east, the crests of mountain ranges showed. They looked like little more than dark ripples in an ocean. Farther upstream the glacier coalesced with others, and together they formed a vast ice field, coating the landscape. Three thousand, four thousand meters deep in places.

      Not even the north pole. Just a huge, raised shield of the planet's oceanic crust, floating on the mantle. Weighed down by the ice, but not so much.

      Sabrine had told her that if the ice all melted, the land could rise by hundreds of meters. It was still happening in the Nordic countries, the landscape incrementally lifting from the weight melted away at the conclusion of the last ice age.

      Boggling. Beggared belief. Land pressed down by the weight of just water. Solid water, granted, so it wasn't going anywhere fast, but still.

      "Canada," Sabrine would say. "Just imagine Canada."

      The ice field was smaller than Canada. Spelton was smaller than Earth. Fourth planet from a regular star, interesting weather because of the hot Jupiter--Wagner--that orbited in a shade under sixteen days.

      Lex's comms crackled.

      Sabrine, in the cabin below. She didn't like it. Said that the flitter looked like a cat hanging from its front elbows on a tree branch. In high-speed flight, the flitter looked more like fat-headed trout, with the cabin folded back up behind for streamlining.

      "We're on site?" Sabrine said. The cabin gimballed too, so she stayed horizontal. Directly below Lex through a hatch.

      "On site," Lex said. "You want to come up here now?" The cockpit, like most had two pilot seats. Lex sat in the right hand one.

      "You know I'm not much for moving around the ship when it's flying," Sabrine said. She was six years younger than Lex, but bigger and more imposing. Lex was five feet, four inches and athletic. Sabrine stood a shade over six feet and big boned and big busted. Most people thought she was older.

      "The view's amazing," Lex said. Crisp white ice as far as she could see.

      "We're not here about the view. We're here to evaluate and assess and lend assistance to the survivors."

      Lex didn't reply.

      After a moment, Sabrine said, "If there are any."

      Lex looked at the telemetry coming in with the transponder. It looked like there were survivors. But a whole lot of the systems had been destroyed in the crash. What she was getting was mostly extrapolation from the data points that were making it through.

      Lex looked at the wreckage.

      A mess. Hopeless.

      Her flitter was still a hundred meters up. Settling slowly on the Voiths. Coming in for a landing.

      Something moved. Down there. A person?

      "Hey," Lex said. "I saw movement."

      "Movement? Great. We might have people."

      Sabrine was the same as her. No matter how much effort, saving even just one person was worth it.

      These people likely only had hours left to them. Less if the flitter's hull had been badly damaged. It would be night in an hour and every scrap of heat would vanish from the surface.

      "Sabrine," Lex said. "Hold on. I'm setting down."
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      The tourist flitter was an Embarka 80ic. Standard airframe on fifty different planets. There was nothing special about this one here on Spelton. There were probably almost a hundred exactly the same.

      The bodywork was metallic gray and metallic red, glinting in the late afternoon sun. The windows were wide and black. Oblongs following the side of the hull like a series of puckers.

      Almost thirty meters long, with tiny, nominal wings and a vane for a tail. The exterior was designed for style as much as function. Attempting to achieve a certain kind of look. To generate a certain kind of feeling among the customers

      The craft took eighty passengers, though the manifest said there had been just seventeen. Fully automated flight profile. Systems aboard serving tapas and hors d'oeuvres and measured glasses of wine.

      A three hour trip up over the ice field. One of perhaps a dozen various tours the visitors would take during their few days on Spelton. Before they loaded up into the leap ship for the next interesting planet.

      Waterfalls and blue holes, the Needle Mountains, spawning of the clatterfish shoals over the Tenter Abyssal Deep, riding a rug-stepper over the equatorial dunes to see the lily fields oases.

      Frankly, after experiences like that, Lex would be ready to go home, not fly to another planet for more.

      "You saw movement?" Sabrine said, climbing up into the cockpit. Sabrine had her dark hair tied in a knot at the top of her head. Her bright eyes stared at Lex. Sabrine had a purple-lilac iris tint. Kind of an affectation, really

      "I thought I said to stay put," Lex said.

      "No."

      "'Hold on', I said."

      "Oh. I thought that was just an expression."

      "Buckle up." Lex frowned. "That's  not an expression."

      Sabrine slipped into the left hand seat and the foam grabbed her. Buckled up.

      Lex drifted the flitter down quickly. The Voiths hummed. With her right hand she eased the cyclic lower.

      "There," Sabrine said, pointing to the right. Astern of the wreckage. "Looks like a good spot to set down."

      "It's all white," Lex said. "How can you tell?"

      "Instinct."

      "I'll trust the system. There might be crevasses or holes."

      Lex flicked the system over to autoland. She might love piloting, but she knew her limitations.

      Sabrine pointed ahead. "Person. Survivor."

      "Really?" But Lex had seen it too. Movement behind the twisted hull. Maybe a head, looking up at them.

      From this low, the ice glittered and shone. The crash had blown away a lot of the uncompacted surface snow. There was a depth to the ice. Like looking into a huge block of glass.

      A cool, enticing blue, but there were other colors in there. Ribbons of red and orange. Pearls of glimmering white. Beads of gray.

      "It's like a diagram of cell," Sabrine said. "Like looking through a strong microscope."

      There were rocks along the surface too.

      From a height, the rocks lay in long striations stretching through the center of the glacier. Plucked from the ground below and brought up through the churning of the ice over years and decades.

      This close, the rocks stood out individually. From sand to boulders bigger than Lex's flitter.

      The cockpit shuddered. The hull whined as the legs folded out.

      "This is what I don't like about riding up top," Sabrine said. "I feel like I'm balancing atop a pillar."

      "I get that." The transparent canopy made for amazing views, but it also left you feeling exposed.

      They landed with a thump. Lex quickly ran the post-flight checks and shut the vessel down.

      "Now comes the hard part," Sabrine said.
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