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    The Story So Far 
 
    In the 23rd century, humanity has been hunted to the verge of extinction by an alien race called the Cho-ta’an. The crew of Andrea Luhman, an exploratory ship in the service of the Interstellar Defense League, has been given a weapon that could alter the balance of the conflict: a “planet killer” bomb left behind by an extinct race. Pursued by a Cho-ta’an warship, Andrea Luhman flees through a hyperspace gate to the Sol system, but a fluke accident sends them back in time to 883 AD.  
 
    Its primary thrusters badly damaged, Andrea Luhman limps into orbit around Earth, and a four-person crew, led by an engineer named Carolyn Reyes, is sent to the surface to fabricate a replacement part. The lander is shot down by a Cho-ta’an ship that followed Andrea Luhman through the gate. The Cho-ta’an ship falls into the North Sea, and the lander crashes in Norway.  
 
    The crew of the lander soon find themselves with a new enemy: Harald Fairhair, the King of Norway, who is determined to acquire the spacemen’s technological knowhow. Befriended by a group of Norsemen led by a man named Sigurd, the spacemen fight back. In the ensuing battle, the lander is destroyed, and Sigurd’s son is killed. Sigurd vows vengeance against Harald. The spacemen, having lost contact with Andrea Luhman, flee with Sigurd and their Viking allies to Normandy.  
 
    The survivors settle in the Seine Valley, where they plan a last-ditch defense against the avaricious King. In the spring, Harald’s ships cross the sea and attack. The attackers, with the help of a Cho-ta’an who survived the crash, break through the defenders’ walls. 
 
    Realizing they are defeated, the spacemen and their surviving allies board a ship and flee to Iceland. In the wake of their defeat, it becomes clear to the spacemen that they need a goal that is greater than mere survival. They re-commit themselves to their mission of repairing Andrea Luhman and delivering the planet killer to the IDL. To do this, they must somehow build a craft capable of reaching space: a ship that will come to be known as the Iron Dragon. 
 
   


 
  

 Prologue 
 
    Bishop Gozlin slowly paced in his bedroom, holding his hands behind his back to keep himself from chewing his nails. He’d already bitten several of them to the quick.  
 
    Shortly, Count Odo would call for him, and Gozlin would have to update the count and the rest of the defense council on the state of Paris’s defenses. The state could be summed up in one word: inadequate. 
 
    It was unusual for a bishop to hold the position of chief of defense for the city, but these were unusual times. Paris’s defenses had mostly been built during the time of Charlemagne, when the Frankish empire was ascendant. Since then, the walls had fallen into disrepair and the number of men-at-arms had dwindled. King Charles the Fat was preoccupied with rebellions farther south, and it was generally believed that the Vikings would not dare come this far south. That assumption had been proved wrong. 
 
    Hrólfr, who had thus far contented himself with raids along the coast and the northern part of the Seine, had assembled a force of nearly ten thousand men to lay siege to Rouen, some seventy miles north of Paris. Odo’s spies informed him the Vikings showed no sign of planning to return home before winter. The cowards at Rouen had bought Hrólfr off with a few hundred pounds of silver, freeing up his men for an assault on Paris. Gozlin had assigned forty men to work on barriers across the river but he doubted it would be enough to dissuade Hrólfr’s fleet. If the Parisians were lucky, it might buy them a few days. 
 
    Some, including Odo himself, held out hope that the Norsemen would wait until spring to attack, but Gozlin didn’t believe it. Several Danish ships had already arrived at Hrólfr’s fort, just north of Rouen, and more were rumored to be on the way. Those men were not going to sit on their hands all winter. 
 
    Realizing he was wearing a hole in the carpet, he chided himself and got on his knees to pray. Better to offer these matters to the Lord than to wear out his mind and his rug treading the same ground a thousand times. Perhaps Saint Germain, who watched over Paris, could be persuaded to intercede on the city’s behalf. 
 
    As he prayed, there was a knock on the door. “Yes?” Gozlin said, after saying a quick amen. Undoubtedly Count Odo had summoned him at last. 
 
    A servant peeked his head in. “Your Excellency,” the man said, “there are reports of more ships at the mouth of the Seine.” 
 
    “Danish?” 
 
    “It appears so.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “There are conflicting reports, Your Excellency. I would not trust the initial reports, as they’ve been passed on several times and may have been garbled in the process. When our man returns this afternoon, we should have a better—” 
 
    “For heaven’s sake, Dagobert, just give me an estimate. What are you hearing?” 
 
    “Five hundred ships, Your Excellency.” 
 
    The servant’s words hit him like a hammer to the chest. Five hundred ships! Did the Danes even have five hundred ships? He nearly called Dagobert a liar, but he quickly reminded himself he had insisted the man give him a number. He took a deep breath. 
 
    “Very well, then. When our man returns, please inform me. We will need to confirm these reports.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Excellency.” Dagobert hesitated, his hand on the door. 
 
    “Is there something else?” 
 
    “No, Your Excellency. That is, there is a man at the gate who claims to know something of Hrólfr’s plans. He offers to help us defend Paris. I took him for a mountebank.” 
 
    “Who is this man?” 
 
    “He says he has been working with Hrólfr, helping him to assemble his forces.” 
 
    “And now he expects us to believe he is switching to our side?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Excellency. He offers as proof his knowledge of Hrólfr’s weaponry.” 
 
    “What sort of weaponry?” 
 
    “Siege engines, I believe. He also claims to know the exact date the Norsemen will attack.” 
 
    “Nonsense. I doubt even Hrólfr himself has settled on a date.” 
 
    “As you say, Your Excellency. I will send him away.” 
 
    “What does this man want in return?” 
 
    “Money, Your Excellency. He is asking for three hundred pounds of silver.” 
 
    Gozlin let out a stifled cough. “He is at least a top tier mountebank, in any case!” 
 
    “Yes, Your Excellency. He claims to offer a guarantee of victory. If Paris does not prevail against the Norsemen, he says he will forfeit the silver and offer himself up to the executioner’s axe.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Gozlin said. “I think I should like to speak with this man, if only because I do not believe I have witnessed this particular form of madness. Does our strange visitor have a name?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Excellency. He calls himself Sigurd Olafson.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter One                
 
    Carolyn Reyes let the wheelbarrow skid to a halt against the half-built sod wall and let out a relieved sigh. The wheelbarrow was a slipshod apparatus barely deserving of the name, just a box with a solid wooden disk for a wheel and two pegs for feet. Rolling it over the rocky, uneven ground of the valley was alternately grueling and terrifying, depending on the way the volcanic terrain crested and dipped. Still, it was better than moving the turf chunks by hand. 
 
    “Careful!” cried Ulf, who was working on placing the turf pieces Reyes had already delivered. He’d attempted to teach Reyes how to place them but had given up in exasperation after an hour. Placing turf was delicate work, appearances to the contrary: if the pieces weren’t placed optimally, the wall might crumble as it got taller, or, worse, the whole thing would begin to sag after a few strong rains, creating gaps that would let the weather in and weaken the house. Reyes had been relegated to working the wheelbarrow. Not far away, a score or so other men and women worked at clearing the land or building their own turf walls. One longhouse, some thirty yards to the southeast, was nearly finished. 
 
    Reyes smiled apologetically at Ulf, who responded with a dismissive wave and went back to his work. Deciding she’d earned a break, Reyes walked the short distance from the wall to a nearby rise that offered a better vantagepoint of the burgeoning settlement. Six turf buildings, including the one Ulf and she were working on, were taking shape in the vicinity. Other than clearing the land, little else had been accomplished in the five months they had been here. Reyes wiped the sweat from her brow and arched her back, stretching her sore, overused muscles. She was tired. 
 
    She and the other settlers had been working long hours every day since they’d finalized their claim on this land. She had to remind herself to rest occasionally, as it was easy to work oneself to exhaustion. The weather was warm and pleasant, and the days were almost sixteen hours long this time of year. It was now mid-August, and soon the days would grow much shorter. At this latitude, there were less than five hours of daylight for much of the winter. As the settlers possessed no artificial lighting, it was vital to take advantage of the daylight while they could. 
 
    She didn’t have to work this hard, she knew. In fact, Ulf and the others probably would prefer it if she stuck to administrative tasks. But she felt it was important that she learn to survive in this new land, and she hoped to earn the respect of the others by demonstrating that she was willing to do manual labor. If anything, though, her efforts had had the opposite effect. She couldn’t match the Vikings in strength, skill or endurance, and she knew that some of them—unaware how much of the Norse language Reyes had picked up—grumbled behind her back that she should leave the real work to those who knew how to do it. After all, didn’t she have a schedule, plans and maps to attend to? 
 
    They had a point. There was plenty to keep her occupied on the administrative side. But that was the problem: there was so much to be done on the Iron Dragon project that it was overwhelming.  
 
    O’Brien had coined the name while they were still en route to Iceland, and it stuck. The name somehow both made the project seem more real and served as a buffer against the sheer insanity of their undertaking. “The Iron Dragon Project” sounded like something whimsical but not impossible. 
 
    When she’d first proposed the idea of building a craft that would allow them to return to Andrea Luhman, orbiting twelve hundred miles above them, she’d known it would be an immense undertaking. But when she looked out at the primitive settlement taking shape before her and reflected on what still needed to be done, it was difficult not to despair. The project was so big and so complex, with so many dependencies upon other dependencies, that it had taken her months just to get a handle on where to start. Fortunately, she’d had some time to think. 
 
    After fleeing from Normandy, the three spacemen and their Viking allies had made landfall near Reykjavik, in the southwest of the country. Reykjavik barely qualified as a village at this point, but the majority of the land in the area had already been claimed by other settlers, most of them from Norway. The refugees spent the next year with Sigurd’s relatives. Most of the refugees found some work to do, from shearing sheep to weaving cloth or building houses, while Sigurd and the three spacemen surveyed the island for a suitable site for a settlement.  
 
    They had ultimately bought several hundred acres of land bordering the southern coast, about a hundred and fifty miles east of Reykjavik. Except for a few fishermen along the coast, the only occupants had been a man named Osmund, who scraped by fishing in the stream, and an Irish hermit called Áengus. They’d bought Osmund’s parcel, and Áengus had turned out to be harmless. The settlers had pitched camp a few miles in from the coast, christening the place Höfn, meaning haven. 
 
    It was no mystery why this land had not been claimed: it was nearly worthless, from the typical Norseman’s perspective. There was little game, and not much but scrub and weeds grew in the rocky soil. A stream ran through the valley, providing freshwater, but it was too narrow and shallow to support a significant number of fish. The only mineral resource was bog iron—big chunks of iron-rich volcanic rock that littered the marshlands. There were no trees to speak of; the only material available for building was turf: sections of vegetation and soil that had to be chopped from the marshes with spades. 
 
    Despite the land’s lack of resources, Reyes and her companions had judged it suitable for their purposes. They would make use of the bog iron for certain, and there was another resource bubbling up from underground that would be invaluable when the project was farther along. The main benefit the parcel offered, though, was secrecy: they were a long way from the power-hungry Harald Fairhair and the kings of Europe who might take an interest in their project. Their only neighbors were farmers and fishermen.  
 
    They had learned the hard way the costs of getting involved in politics. Their Norse allies had been invaluable to them, but the spacemen had also made dangerous enemies. Undoubtedly Harald’s ships scoured the North Sea for them even at this moment. The spacemen had considered seeking an alliance with one of the other European kings, perhaps Aethelwulf of Wessex, but in the end Reyes and the others had agreed that as far as was possible, they would stay out of politics. The alternative would be to manage an ever-widening network of enemies and alliances, all while trying to remain hidden from the Cho-ta’an, who presumably still lurked somewhere in Europe. 
 
    If they could remain unseen by the Cho-ta’an and unnoticed by the powers of Europe, the primary obstacle they faced was the passage of time. It would take decades to build the infrastructure capable of producing a craft that could reach orbit. Would Reyes, Gabe and O’Brien even live to see it? If they did not, would they be able to impress upon the next generation the importance of their mission? They were the only three people on Earth who had glimpsed the end of the human race—and that end was 1300 years in the future. It would take a lot of faith for someone born in medieval Europe to commit to this project without any direct evidence the Cho-ta’an even existed. 
 
    Reyes arrested this line of thought before it could get out of hand. This was just one of many dead-ends her mind might wander down on any given day—and one of the reasons she tried to keep herself busy with physical labor. Beyond the sheer scope of their project, the amount of time it would require, and the dearth of natural resources, another challenge loomed large: they didn’t have the brainpower needed to run a space program.  
 
    As an engineer, Reyes was accustomed to defining problems and developing solutions for them, but there were simply too many problems for one person to solve—and as the project advanced, the need for skilled personnel would increase exponentially. On top of the sheer volume of mental work that needed to be done, there was the fragility of their organizational structure: Reyes was the only engineer they had. O’Brien was pretty good with his hands, but as a scientist his thoughts tended to drift toward the abstract; he’d never make it as a leader or project manager. Gabe was something of a jack-of-all-trades: he was a good guy to have in a pinch—particularly if you were being attacked by a horde of axe-wielding Vikings—but he didn’t have the patience or depth of knowledge to spearhead a project like Iron Dragon. That meant that Reyes was a huge potential failure point. They could rely to some extent on the considerable intellectual resources of everyone aboard Andrea Luhman—including two pilots and a physicist, as well as indirect access to the ship’s terabytes of technical data—but without a competent engineer to manage the project on the ground, it would fail.  
 
    The urgency of expanding the amount of brainpower available to them on the ground had prompted the spacemen to take a huge risk: for the first time since Shaw’s death, they had split up. Reyes would remain in Iceland while Gabe and O’Brien recruited potential scientists and engineers. Looking out over the paltry collection of half-built turf buildings, Reyes had never felt so alone. The only two people on Earth who fully understood the settlement’s purpose were Gabe and O’Brien, and currently they were both over two thousand miles away. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Two               
 
    Dan O’Brien stood at the prow of the karve, his heart quickening as the distant form of Constantinople came into view. He’d finally made it. They’d set out from Reykjavik nearly six weeks earlier, and finally their destination was in sight. He hoped it was worth the time and expense. 
 
    O’Brien guessed they were still about four miles out from the city. For the past two days, they’d been traveling across the Sea of Marmara, just within view of the southern coast of what would someday be Turkey. Today all the land they saw—and all they had seen for the past two weeks, from Sparta to Anatolia—was part of the Byzantine Empire. Now they neared the northeast end of the sea, where it narrowed into the Strait of Bosporus. 
 
    Ahead of him, the southern defensive wall of Constantinople came into view. Toward the right end of the wall O’Brien spotted the massive dome of the Hagia Sophia, the largest church in the world, resting atop the hill known as the Acropolis. The evening sun glinted red off the dome’s western side. His fingers gripping the gunwale with anticipation, O’Brien glanced behind him toward the crew, wanting to share his excitement. But the twelve Norsemen, facing the rear of the boat, grunting and sweating as they strained at the oars, remained oblivious. There’d been no wind since they’d entered the Dardanelles. 
 
    O’Brien’s eyes met those of the coxswain, Birgir, who stood at the stern, his hand on the steering board. Birgir smiled at O’Brien and then shouted to the men, “Land in sight, boys! We’ll be at port in an hour!” 
 
    The men groaned in equal parts exhaustion and relief. Only one of these twelve—a young man named Folki, who sat in the rear near Birgir—had been with them in Normandy; the others had been hired for the voyage in Reykjavik. O’Brien, Birgir and Folki were the only three on board who had any inkling of their purpose in Constantinople. The others, who hadn’t even known their ultimate destination until a few days ago, had signed on for two silver coins a week, no questions asked. They’d acquired the karve in Reykjavik, too: the snekkja they had stolen from Harald was too big to be rowed by such a small crew, so they’d traded the snekkja for the smaller karve and fifty silver coins. The karve, which had a poorly carved badger on its prow, was named Skjöldur. 
 
    Until three weeks ago, there had been four other members of the team on Skjöldur: Gabe Zuehlsdorf, their chief of security and unofficial resident historian; Aengus Ó Floinn, an Irish monk who had been squatting on their land in Iceland; and two Norsemen, Sigurd and Njáll. Those four had disembarked at Tunis on a separate mission. O’Brien, who hadn’t been fully at ease since they’d crash-landed in Norway a year and a half ago, had been particularly on edge since Gabe and the others departed. With Gabe gone, O’Brien was in charge of the expedition, and that was not a role he relished. Thankfully Birgir made most of the nautical decisions, but O’Brien was still responsible for the success—or failure—of their mission. 
 
    That mission was simple, if somewhat vaguely defined: they were hunting for brains. Doctors, architects, engineers, philosophers, mathematicians—anyone with a proven capacity for analytical thinking and memorization of technical information. To create the infrastructure needed to build the Iron Dragon, they were going to need a lot of smart people. People who could design, build and maintain machines and buildings, people who could manage logistical operations, and people who could manage all the other people. Reyes had sketched out a rough organizational chart, but so much was still unknown that there was little point in obsessing about the details. The main thing at this point was to acquire brains—as many high-quality brains as possible. O’Brien had a bag full of silver hidden in a crate of dried cod for this very purpose. The silver alone wouldn’t be enough to entice the sort of people they were looking for, of course; they would have to be sold on the project itself. And that was going to be difficult, because Reyes had forbidden him from going into any specifics about the Iron Dragon. He was authorized only to say that he was recruiting for a project in Northern Europe that was funded by a consortium of investors. And before he even said that much, he was going to need a translator, as he didn’t speak Koiné Greek or any of the other predominant languages of Constantinople. 
 
    O’Brien sighed as he turned back toward the city. His anticipation was turning into anxiety. So much was riding on this mission, and he was solely responsible. Even when their mission had been merely to forge a new ionization manifold for Andrea Luhman out of titanium, it had seemed like a nearly insurmountable task. And now they had to forge the manifold and build a spaceship to carry it into orbit. He’d gone along with the idea because Reyes had thought they could do it, and it wasn’t like they had anything to lose, but now the reality of the situation was beginning to set in. The fate of the human race rested on his shoulders. 
 
    He wasn’t completely alone, of course. Birgir and Folki had at least had a basic understanding of their mission. They didn’t know the ultimate goal was to build a spaceship; they wouldn’t have understood the idea if they’d been told. No doubt they’d heard the spacemen speak the phrase Iron Dragon, but they didn’t know what it meant and knew better than to ask. They’d seen enough of the spacemen’s magic to trust them, and after the Cho-ta’an had showed up in Normandy with a laser, they understood the need for secrecy. It was a testament to the Viking spirit of adventure that none of the Norsemen abandoned the spacemen after the debacle in Normandy; these people knew that greatness came through perseverance, and that with great risk came great reward. Whatever the spacemen were up to, the Norsemen were happy to be a part of it.  
 
    Several tall pillars came into view to the left of the Hagia Sophia. These, O’Brien realized after a moment, were the “triumphal columns”—stone pedestals nearly two hundred feet tall, upon which perched statues of great Roman generals and emperors, such as Justinian and Constantine himself. Gabe had told him about these; most of them had been torn down by the Turks in the fifteenth century. Thinking of this, O’Brien made another realization: something about the Hagia Sophia was different from pictures he had seen, and he now saw what it was: the minarets—added by the Muslim invaders something like six hundred years later—were missing. 
 
    As the city loomed closer and the sun neared the horizon, O’Brien became aware of a glowing point above and beyond the dome of the Hagia Sophia. He realized with a thrill that the great lighthouse called the Maiden’s Tower, which guided ships into the harbor, had been lit. Soon the roof of the imperial palace came into view behind the city wall. A dozen or so other boats were in the process of entering the harbor at the same time. Most were on a course roughly parallel to Skjöldur’s, having traveled along the coast from the Dardanelles. Constantinople was by far the largest city in Europe, and it was a hub for trade throughout the Empire and beyond. Gabe had said that ships routinely arrived from all over the Mediterranean and even the British Isles and the northern coast of Europe.   
 
    The others—mostly small ships—came from the southeast, having disembarked from one of the smaller cities along the eastern coast of the Marmara Sea. O’Brien saw no ships approaching from the north; presumably most ships arriving from the Bosporus made port in one of the harbors on the north side of the city, along the estuary known as the Golden Horn. Those ships would mostly have arrived from cities on the Black Sea, on the other side of the Bosporus. 
 
     The ships he saw—mostly cargo vessels by the looks of them—were larger than Skjöldur, and some were ten times its size. It was hard to say what most of them carried; O’Brien saw one ship loaded to the gunwales with fur pelts and another that appeared to be carrying firewood. As the traffic converged toward the city, O’Brien became aware that darting amongst the cargo ships were several smaller boats carrying crews of uniformed men who seemed to work for the city, looking for contraband, pirates and other irregularities. A man at the prow of one of these boats shouted something to Birgir, who nodded and gave a wave. 
 
    “He’s directing us to Prosphorion Harbor,” Birgir shouted, in response to O’Brien’s inquiring glance. Birgir had been to Constantinople once many years earlier. He had an uncanny memory for geographic details, so it didn’t surprise O’Brien that he remembered the locations of the various harbors that served the city. It soon became clear why the man had directed them to head farther north: dozens of ships were now converging toward the two southern harbors, racing to make port before sundown.  
 
    Skjöldur slid past the eastern wall of the city. Just beyond the guard tower on the northeast corner, a channel nearly half a mile wide opened up to their left. This was the mouth of the Golden Horn, which divided Constantinople proper from the community of Galata to the north, a ghetto where the Jews and Muslims lived. The lighthouse, shining brightly in the fading light, now loomed over the starboard bow. 
 
    Birgir gave an order, and Skjöldur made a gradual turn toward port, entering the Golden Horn along with twenty or so other ships, most of which were arriving from the Bosporus. The Sea of Marmara had been relatively calm, but as they entered the Golden Horn, it became like glass. The soft lapping of waves against the bow that had been an ever-present rhythm since they’d left the Dardanelles three days earlier ceased completely. The only sounds were the grunts of the men and the gentle splashing of the oars. Birgir shouted another order, and Skjöldur made another port turn, into a U-shaped harbor that was maybe two hundred yards wide. As Skjöldur neared the docks, a man in a tower overlooking the harbor pointed Birgir toward a vacant berth. Birgir gave a wave and directed the karve toward their destination. A few yards from the docks, he gave the order to pull in the oars, and by the time Skjöldur bumped softly against the dock, the oars had been neatly stowed. O’Brien leaned aside as several men toward the prow jumped out onto the dock and secured Skjöldur with ropes. They had arrived. 
 
    Birgir climbed out of the boat and settled up with a dock attendant wearing a deep blue uniform. A confused exchange followed, with the attendant pointing to the red glow of dusk on the horizon and then motioning toward the buildings that lined the docks. At last Birgir nodded and walked back to O’Brien, who stood waiting next to Skjöldur. The dock attendant ran off to deal with a cargo ship that had just arrived. 
 
    “There’s a curfew in place,” Birgir said. “Nobody’s allowed out after dark. If we don’t find an inn quickly, we’ll be stuck on the boat for the night.” 
 
    O’Brien nodded. Most of the crew were going to have to sleep on the boat for the night anyway; that was part of the deal when they’d signed on. But O’Brien had been looking forward to sleeping on something like a mattress after six weeks at sea. “All right,” he said, “the rest of you will have to stay on the boat for now. Folki, see to it that no one leaves until daybreak.” 
 
    Folki nodded. Groans and a few more strident protests went up from the men. The young man enjoyed his status as a member of the Höfn settlement, even if he had no idea what the Iron Dragon project was really about. The men from Reykjavik harbored some resentment toward him, but so far it hadn’t amounted to much. 
 
    “Take it up with the city watch,” Birgir growled. “If you leave Skjöldur tonight, you’ll get to experience the exotic pleasures of a Byzantine jail. You won’t be needed tomorrow, so you may have free rein of the city. Just stay out of trouble and be back before dark. Any man who gets himself arrested or otherwise makes trouble in the city isn’t coming back with us.”  
 
    O’Brien nodded approvingly. Really, this speech should have come from him, but he tended to defer to Birgir on matters involving the Norsemen.  
 
    O’Brien led Birgir up the dock toward a building where torches burned in sconces on either side of a heavy door. O’Brien couldn’t read the Koiné script over the door, but he hoped the building’s welcoming demeanor meant it was an inn. A city watchman barked something incomprehensible at them as they passed. 
 
    “Did you understand that?” O’Brien asked. 
 
    “Not a word,” Birgir said. “I didn’t have time to pick up any Greek when I was here.” 
 
    “I don’t know any Greek either.” 
 
    “Many of the priests and officials speak some Latin,” Birgir said.  
 
    “Do you speak Latin?” O’Brien asked hopefully. 
 
    “No,” Birgir admitted.  
 
    “Does anyone here speak Frankish?” O’Brien had become passably fluent in Frankish over the past two years. 
 
    “A few, perhaps,” Birgir said. “Constantinople has nearly as many languages as people. I did tell you we’d be better off going to Paris or London.” 
 
    “We’ve been over this, Birgir,” O’Brien said. Birgir still didn’t seem to grasp the scale or complexity of the project they were undertaking. To find the quantity and quality of people they needed, Constantinople was the only option. It was twenty times the size of London or Paris, and it was also the capital of the Byzantine Empire and the center of learning in all of Europe. If the people O’Brien was looking for existed at all, they’d be here. Unfortunately, they’d also probably speak only Greek or Latin. 
 
    They had reached the door. O’Brien pushed it open and found, to his relief, that the building was indeed an inn. To their left was a bustling tavern area, where seamen, merchants and other travelers enjoyed a boisterous meal. Ahead of them, a heavyset bald man with a thick black mustache and beard stood leaning over a wooden desk. He looked up and smiled as the three Northerners entered. They approached the desk and the man tried several languages before finally settling on broken pidgin Frankish. 
 
    “You want room?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” O’Brien said. “Three of us.” 
 
    The man nodded happily. “Week?” 
 
    “Yes. At least.” O’Brien had no idea how long they would be in Constantinople but suspected it would take several days just to get their bearings. After agreeing, he realized it might have been better to stay here only for the night, and secure lodgings closer to the center of town after that. But the clerk was already scribbling something on a sheet of paper. 
 
    “You eat?” the man asked. 
 
    O’Brien nodded. He wasn’t sure if the man was asking about supper this evening or meals for the entire week. He was too tired and hungry to try to figure it out. 
 
    The clerk held out seven fingers. 
 
    O’Brien took this to mean seven silver coins. He reached into the purse hidden under his cloak and gave the man the money. The clerk frowned. “No siliqua?” he said.  
 
    O’Brien shook his head. He would have to change their money tomorrow. The clerk held out ten fingers. 
 
    O’Brien sighed and grabbed three more coins. 
 
    The clerk took them with a smile and slipped them into a pocket. “Room later,” he said. “Eat?” 
 
    “Yes,” O’Brien said. “Eat.” 
 
    The man pointed toward an empty table. O’Brien nodded and the three walked to the table and sat down. After a moment, a Slavic-looking woman brought plates of roasted vegetables, flatbread and cold lamb meat to the table. She then disappeared, returning a moment later with three mugs of warm beer. 
 
    “Now what?” Birgir said, in between bites of roasted cucumber. 
 
    “We eat,” said O’Brien. “Then get some sleep. Tomorrow we start recruiting.” 
 
    “What does that mean exactly?” Birgir asked.  
 
    O’Brien ignored him. He leaned back and closed his eyes, letting the sounds and smells of the tavern wash over him, trying not to worry. Tomorrow morning he would need to have an answer to Birgir’s question, and the truth was that he had no idea what they were going to do next. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Three                          
 
    Gabe Zuehlsdorf stood in front of the massive gate to the city of Kairouan, dizzy from the heat. The late morning sun beat down on his shoulders, evaporating the sweat from the linen robe hanging on his shoulders almost as quickly as his body could produce it. He’d been wearing the robe since they’d resupplied in Tangiers a week earlier. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to remove it without taking a few layers of skin along with it. 
 
    The man in front of him, the Irish monk who called himself Áengus, was babbling something in a language Gabe could only hope was Arabic. Before they departed from Iceland, Áengus had claimed to know six languages, Latin and Arabic included, but Gabe had since discovered that Áengus had a predilection for exaggeration. If the watchmen guarding the gate to Kairouan had as much trouble interpreting Áengus’s Arabic as the merchants in Tangiers had, the party’s chances of getting into the city were slim. And that was bad news, because it was a two-day walk back to Tunis, and they were out of water. 
 
    But either Áengus made himself understood or the watchman tired of the effort; at last the man shouted an order and the gate began to creak open. Gabe waved a tired thank-you to the guard and followed the Irishman into the city. 
 
    To Gabe’s left, the young hunter, Njáll, put his hand to the knife at his waist. Gabe opened his mouth to caution the man, but Sigurd, on Njáll’s left, spoke first. 
 
    “Don’t be a fool, Njáll,” Sigurd grunted. “We’re outnumbered a hundred to one. Keep your hands in sight and put a smile on your face. We’re not here for a fight.” 
 
    Njáll, never one for levity, did his best impression of a smile. Sigurd, Gabe and Njáll had adopted more climatically appropriate clothing, but Áengus, leading the way, still wore his threadbare monk’s habit. All of them save Áengus were over six feet tall. Sunburned and unshaven, there was little chance of the group of Northerners blending into the crowd in Kairouan. 
 
    They made their way down the main street toward the heart of the city. After the quiet desolation of the desert, the city assaulted their senses. Merchants and laborers bustled about them, for the most part uninterested in the newcomers. The drone of a hundred conversations was punctuated by the staccato recitations of street vendors, the braying of donkeys and the clank of hammer against chisel. The city smelled of cinnamon, curry and manure. Njáll, who had never seen a city of this size, gaped in amazement. 
 
    For his part, Gabe was too exhausted to take in much of the spectacle. They had business in this city, but it was going to have to wait until baser needs had been attended to. Dehydrated and on the verge of heat stroke, he scanned the streets for a shady place to sit down.  
 
    He was jerked out of his reverie by tense voices to his left: Njáll, having been accosted by a hunchbacked man in a dirty gray robe, stood in a fighter’s stance, his right fist raised. The man staggered backwards, protesting incomprehensibly. On his right shoulder a wooden pole, about four feet long, was balanced. Tear-drop shaped items the size of coconuts hung from either end. 
 
    “Njáll!” Gabe snapped. “Calm yourself! This man is no threat to you.” The hunchback smiled weakly, relief evident on his face. 
 
    Gabe reached into his robe for a small woolen pouch. He extracted a copper coin from the pouch and held it up for the man to see. The man nodded, untied one of the teardrop-shaped things, and handed it to Gabe. He pocketed the coin and disappeared into the crowd. 
 
    Gabe held the skin to his mouth and tasted it: fresh water. Warm and faintly sulfurous, but drinkable. He downed half the contents and then tucked the skin into his belt, ignoring Njáll’s glare. Gabe could only hope the man’s thirst would serve as a reminder not to overreact again. Njáll was a good man and an excellent hunter, but he was young, impetuous, and unaccustomed to foreigners. He’d served as an exemplary bodyguard on their voyage from Iceland, but if he wasn’t more careful he was going to get the three of them killed before they even made contact with the man who was the reason for their mission. 
 
    “Gabe,” Sigurd said. Gabe turned to see Sigurd standing a few yards away. Sigurd pointed to Áengus, who was cutting through the crowd, oblivious to the rest of their party. 
 
    “Njáll,” Gabe said, “stay close.” Sigurd went after Áengus and Gabe followed, trusting that Njáll was behind him. 
 
    Áengus continued to dart through the traffic, heedless of whether the others followed. The old monk—Gabe thought of him as old because of his eccentricity and erudition, but the man’s weathered features and bald head made it impossible to determine his age with any precision—had a habit of forgetting about the others in the party. Whether this was a consequence of Áengus’s years spent in hermetic solitude or an innate deficiency of conscientiousness was impossible to say. 
 
    When Gabe and Sigurd caught up to him, he was deep in negotiations with a street vendor for some kind of meat on a stick. Gabe saw what was happening too late: by the time he opened his mouth, the thief had already acted. Unused to large cities, Áengus was careless with his purse; by the time he knew what had happened, a grizzled man had darted out of the crowd, snatched the leather pouch full of coins, and disappeared again. 
 
    If he’d known Áengus was accompanied by Gabe and two hulking Norsemen, the thief might have chosen a different target. Gabe and Sigurd both got a bead on the man and plunged into the crowd after him. There was no time to tell Njáll what had happened; hopefully the young man would stay behind with Áengus.  
 
    Gabe and Sigurd converged on a single path through the throng. Gabe trailed just ten paces behind the thief, and Sigurd was right behind Gabe. The thief was tall but gaunt, and his badly soiled cotton robe made him easy to track. As far as Gabe could tell, he was not armed. He moved quickly, but Gabe managed to keep pace. The gaunt man had the advantage as they threaded their way through the teaming crowd, but eventually they’d reach an open area and Gabe would catch him. 
 
    The thief glanced back and, seeing Gabe in pursuit, darted to his left, making for the mouth of a narrow alley. Gabe went after him, with Sigurd on his heels. 
 
    They ran down the alley after the thief, who was surprisingly quick on his feet. He turned sharply to the right, heading down an even narrower alley. For a split-second, Gabe considered letting him go. Áengus’s purse only held about twenty silver coins; they could get by without it. But at this point, the chase was a matter of principle: after snapping at Njáll for overreacting to the water seller, it chafed at him that this filthy miscreant had taken advantage of them. So Gabe plunged down the alley, which was barely wide enough for him to run without turning his shoulders. Sigurd’s bootsteps followed close behind.  
 
    Ahead, the alley opened into a dirt courtyard strewn with garbage. The thief disappeared to the left, and Gabe began to slow. He felt Sigurd’s breath on his neck. Something was wrong. 
 
    Gabe skidded to a halt as three men came into view from the right. All three had knives. They’d run headlong into a trap. 
 
    Turning, Gabe saw that Sigurd had stopped a few paces back, apparently having come to the same conclusion. His hand was on the hilt of his sword, but there was barely room to draw it in this alley. At least four men—armed with knives and clubs—stood at the end of the alley from which they had just come. 
 
    “Forward!” Sigurd growled. Gabe drew the hunting knife from his belt and advanced. Sigurd was right: Retreating down the alley would allow them to fight one-on-one, negating the advantage of the thugs’ greater numbers, but there was no telling how many men they’d have to cut through to escape. Their best bet was to try to dispatch the three closer men before the others could get down the alley. Gabe doubted the men expected a fight: they were counting on their victims to retreat. 
 
    As Gabe exited the alley, though, he found that the situation was even worse than he’d feared: in addition to the three men with knives, two more with clubs came into view, as well as the thief himself, who had picked up a broken bottle from the ground. They were now facing six men in the courtyard, and in about ten seconds several more would be emerging from the alley. Gabe lunged at the knife man straight ahead of him. 
 
    Startled by the aggressiveness of Gabe’s attack, the man stumbled backwards, stopping when he hit the brick wall behind him. Sigurd surged past on Gabe’s right, drawing his sword and advancing on the other two knife men. These two also shrank away, stumbling into their club-bearing comrades. The thief, clutching his broken bottle nervously, hung back. 
 
    Gabe jammed his knife into his adversary’s gut just below the solar plexus, burying the blade up to its hilt. The man gasped, grunted, and fell to his knees. As Gabe pulled back his knife back, Sigurd slashed at the man nearest him, the blade of his sword cutting into the tendon between his neck and left shoulder. The man dropped his knife, clutched at his wound, and fell to the dirt. 
 
    Gabe turned to face the thief, who looked as though he might turn and bolt through another alley behind him. But as Gabe advanced, the man held his ground, swinging wildly with the broken bottle. To Gabe’s right, Sigurd faced off with the last knifeman. The two with clubs held back as if waiting to see how their friend fared before committing to the fight. 
 
    On the thief’s third swing with the bottle, Gabe lunged, stabbing him in the ribs behind the shoulder blade. The thief screamed and dropped the bottle. As the bottle hit the dirt, Sigurd stabbed the last knife man through the belly. Still the two with clubs held back. Gabe was starting to think he and Sigurd might live through this encounter. 
 
    Then something hard struck the base of his skull, and everything went black. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Four         
 
    As Reyes watched the Norsemen struggling with boulders and turf chunks, her comm crackled. That would be Carpenter with his morning check-in. Andrea Luhman was at an altitude of about two thousand kilometers, with an orbital period of one hundred nineteen minutes. That mean it had radio contact with the ground for a span of between twenty and thirty minutes every two hours, depending on the time of day. As Andrea Luhman orbited, Earth rotated beneath it, so the ship’s position relative to Höfn shifted with each trip around Earth, altering the duration of the line-of-sight window. Carpenter checked in at the beginning of that window every morning after sunrise. 
 
    “You there, Reyes? It’s Carpenter.” 
 
    Reyes smiled at Carpenter’s insistence on identifying himself. There were only four radio transmitters on Earth, and Reyes’s comm was one of them. The other three were out of range: one in Scotland, one in Constantinople and one somewhere in northern Africa. 
 
    “I’m here, Carpenter. Good morning.” 
 
    “Good morning. Anything to report?” 
 
    “More of the same. Work on the buildings is progressing.” 
 
    “Still think you’ll be done by winter?” 
 
    “It’s going to be close. We’re losing four men next week.” 
 
    “The men returning to Norway.” 
 
    “Temporarily, yes.” 
 
    Many of the men at Höfn had families back in Norway. Four men had volunteered to return to Norway to retrieve spouses, children, and other relatives. If all made it safely to the settlement before winter, Reyes expected their headcount to increase by twenty or more. 
 
    Reyes could recite the numbers from memory: 
 
    Thirty-eight souls had left Normandy aboard the snekkja after their battle with Harald’s troops. Two men had succumbed to their wounds on the way to Iceland, leaving fourteen men and nineteen women, in addition to the three spacemen. Áengus the monk became an unofficial member of the group not long after, for a total of thirty-seven people.  
 
    Three weeks ago, Gabe and O’Brien had departed for the Mediterranean with Sigurd, Áengus, Njáll and Folki. Yesterday Reyes had received word that they had reached the port of Sûsa, in North Africa. Gabe, Sigurd and Njáll had disembarked the karve there to journey to the city of Kairouan, while O’Brien, Birgir and Folki had continued on to Constantinople. 
 
    Additionally, five men had left a week ago on an expedition to northern Scotland, where they planned to begin mining gold. This had been Captain Mallick’s idea: having traded most of their treasure for land, the settlers were desperate for cash. Mallick had scoured the historical records and found that gold had been discovered in 1869 at a place that came to be known as Baile an Or (“town of gold”). In 885, the area was uninhabited, and it was reachable by a four-day voyage from Iceland. Reyes was still waiting to hear if the mining expedition had had any success; she hadn’t heard from them since they’d made landfall in their tiny boat the previous day. 
 
    That left twenty-six people. Four more men would shortly be leaving for Norway in a few days, leaving two men and twenty women. It was only temporary—all planned to return before winter—but for the next few weeks they were going to be stretched very thin. 
 
    “The captain is concerned you’re being overly ambitious.” 
 
    Reyes couldn’t help laughing at the idea that constructing eight primitive turf buildings was an overambitious beginning for a space program. “Look, if we’re going to do this, we need people. A lot of people. And those people need a place to sleep.”  
 
    “I guess I don’t have to tell you that six half-finished turf buildings are a lot less useful than three finished ones.” 
 
    “No, you do not. Is there anything else, Carpenter?” 
 
    “No movement on the Harald situation. Any resistance to his rule in Norway seems to have been pretty well wiped out, which is bad news for us, but there’s no sign he has any idea where you’ve run off to.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s given up.” 
 
    “We can hope. There’s so much ship traffic between Scandinavia and Northern Europe right now that it’s difficult to spot any anomalies, but my pattern analysis algorithm is coming along nicely. If Harald’s got ships out looking for you, I should be able to start identifying them in the next few days.” 
 
    “Copy that, Carpenter. Thanks.” 
 
    “You bet. I’ll let you get back to your Viking stuff. You know where to reach me.” 
 
    “Talk to you later, Carpenter.” 
 
    Contact with Andrea Luhman was a mixed blessing. The ship had terabytes of data on Earth history, geography, geology and technology, which had proved invaluable in solving several problems already. On the other hand, Captain Mallick was used to running the show, and although he hadn’t yet countermanded any of Reyes’s decisions, it was clear that he disapproved of some of her choices. The situation looked very different to someone floating two thousand kilometers above the planet in a spaceship than it did to someone ankle-deep in a marsh, digging up chunks of turf with a wooden spade. Reyes was under enormous pressure without being second-guessed by someone who wasn’t even on the planet. 
 
    As she descended the slope toward the wheelbarrow, she became aware of a man approaching from the south. This was Eirik, a strapping young man whom Gabe had charged with security while he was gone. In the case of a threat, all the Vikings would take up arms, but Eirik was the only dedicated watchman at this point. They simply couldn’t afford the manpower if they were going to have the houses finished before winter. In reality, of course, secrecy was their only true defense. If Harald or the Cho-ta’an found them, they’d be wiped out in short order. They’d had no time to build defenses as they did in Normandy, and their firearms had either been left behind or were out of bullets. Even at full force, they’d be no match for an enemy force of a hundred or more. 
 
    Eirik looked agitated, which was unlike him. His cool demeanor was one of the reasons Gabe had picked him for this job. Eirik had a sharp eye and was a good judge of people, but Reyes had been on edge ever since Gabe left.  
 
    “Chief Reyes,” Eirik said, as he approached. Reyes tried not to smile at the appellation. In Normandy, the men had simply called her “Reyes,” but she’d thought it important to establish her authority at the outset of the Iron Dragon project. She didn’t want there to be any question about who was in charge once the settlement had expanded to two hundred or more. At first she’d told them to address her by her proper IDL title, lieutenant, but the word had proved too unwieldy for the Norsemen. Most had defaulted to calling her ‘chief,’ which seemed like a promotion in her mind. She had let it pass, and now that’s what everyone called her. 
 
    “What’s up, Eirik?” 
 
    “Trouble by the river. You remember old Osmund Dagson?” 
 
    “Sure,” Reyes said. “We bought most of our land east of the creek from him. Cost us half the silver we brought from Normandy.” 
 
    Eirik nodded. “Osmund died a few weeks ago. A man claiming to be his son is here. Just arrived from Trondheim. Says his name is Torben. He was harassing Emma and Gisela, who were cutting turf at the bog.” Emma and Gisela were two Frankish girls who had joined the group in Normandy. They’d proven to be particularly hardy and adept at turf-cutting, putting many of the men to shame. 
 
    Reyes frowned. “What does this Torben want from us?” 
 
    “It seems that Torben was unaware that his father sold the land. He received the news in Trondheim and has come to claim his inheritance.” 
 
    “Then let him. Osmund can’t have spent that hoard of silver yet.” 
 
    “That’s what I told him,” Eirik said. “It has nothing to do with us. His father got a fair price for the land.” 
 
    “More than fair.” 
 
    “Yes, but there’s a complication. His father kept a journal. Torben showed it to me. I was unable to read it, but Torben said that his father noted a group of settlers offered to buy his land to raise sheep. His father wrote that he was surprised at the price they offered, because he couldn’t see how they’d make it back on sheep.” 
 
    Reyes stared at Eirik for a moment, puzzled. “I’m not seeing how this is our problem.” 
 
    “Torben is claiming we lied to his father. That we claimed to be sheep farmers, when in fact…” He motioned toward the hills around him. Reyes got the point: they had no sheep. She’d been meaning to get some, but there hadn’t been time. They had no farm animals of any kind yet; for this winter at least, they’d have to import all their food.  
 
    “I still don’t see how this is his business.” 
 
    “He thinks we’re up to something.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “He thinks we’re mining silver.” 
 
    “What if we are?” 
 
    “His reasoning is that we bought the land from his father knowing there was silver on it. But Osmund never consented to a survey.” 
 
    “So he thinks we trespassed on his father’s land?” 
 
    “That’s the gist of his claim, yes.” 
 
    Reyes sighed. “Where is Torben now?” 
 
    “I advised him that if he wants to press a claim of trespassing, he’d best not come any farther upstream unless he wants us to return the favor. Emma and Gisela are watching him.” 
 
    “You left them alone with him, unarmed?” 
 
    Eirik smirked. “You’ve obviously never watched Gisela wield a spade.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Reyes said wearily. She had enough to do without having to deal with frivolous claims of fraud. “Take me to this Torben.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Five          
 
    Joseph Poncella sat in the corner of the dimly lit tavern, taking in the scene. He liked this place. The venues closer to the Hippodrome were infested with patricians and bureaucrats. Here, close to Prosphorion Harbor, one saw a more interesting mix of people. As a traveling merchant, Joseph made a point of observing the way people of different backgrounds, races and trades interacted with each other, and having just sold three hundred yards of Egyptian cotton cloth to the office of the Patriarch, he had enough silver to indulge his pastime for a bit. Constantinople, with over half a million souls, was by far the most populous city in Europe, and its status as capital of the Byzantine Empire as well as its location on the straits of the Bosporus, made it the ideal place to observe humanity in all its varied forms. 
 
    Take these three men at the table to the left, for example. They spoke in low, hushed tones as if they were planning a robbery—or a raid. Norsemen, obviously. If it weren’t obvious from their language or their appearance—tall, fair, with long blond hair—Joseph still could have identified them from their assured swagger, the way they walked as if they were claiming the ground as they strode across it. The mere fact that they were here in Constantinople attested to the Norsemen’s adventurous spirit: as the crow flies they were, at the very least, well over a thousand miles from home. But Joseph didn’t take these men for Rus; the braided hair of the youngest man and their lack of tattoos and jewelry marked them as Danes—possibly from Norway or even Iceland. That meant they had almost certainly sailed here, a voyage of some two thousand miles. 
 
    As he looked closer, Joseph noticed something amiss: one of these men was different from the others. A bit older, slightly built, with sandy hair, he had the appearance of a Celt or perhaps a Saxon. He spoke the Norsemen’s language, but not easily. His accent was impossible to place. It was vaguely Germanic but had hints of Latin influence. Curious. 
 
    Nor was it only the man’s manner of speaking that set him apart from the other three. He seemed to be the leader of the group, but he was clearly no warrior. A priest, perhaps? Certainly not one who was accustomed to leading a congregation. Nevertheless the others deferred to him and seemed to be looking to him for guidance. But the sandy-haired man was agitated and uncertain. He had volunteered to lead this expedition but was now having second thoughts. He had doubts about his own competence as well as the wisdom of their mission. But what was their mission? What were three Norsemen and a foreigner of indeterminate origin doing in Constantinople? 
 
    Joseph strained to make out their conversation. The younger Norsemen said something about being better off going to Paris, and the older man shushed him. The younger man responded ruefully that no one in the city spoke their language, so there was no danger of being overheard. Ah, so that was the problem. They were trying to find something or someone in Constantinople, but none of them spoke Greek. But if the sandy-haired man was a priest, he’d at least know some Latin, wouldn’t he? Latin wasn’t spoken by many in the city, but it was still the official language of the Empire. At the very least, it would have allowed them to acquire a translator who spoke Greek. 
 
    Perhaps, Joseph considered, they had no money for a translator. But that seemed unlikely. They’d had the resources to get here from the North, and they clearly had some specific purpose for being in Constantinople. The leader of the group was quiet and introspective—not the sort to dash off to a strange city with no money in his pockets. In fact, Joseph would be willing to bet that he—or whoever he represented—had a good-sized cache of silver somewhere. Joseph realized, with a smile, that he was no longer assessing the group out of curiosity, but rather with a mind toward making a profit. Whatever these men wanted, it was clear that they need a guide or go-between, a role for which Joseph was uniquely suited. 
 
    He forced his attention back to his subjects. If the leader spoke no Latin, then he was no priest. But then what was he? Not a soldier, tradesman or laborer. He might have been a tax collector or clerk, but he lacked the dull smugness of the Byzantine bureaucrats, and Joseph couldn’t imagine a scenario in which a Celtic tax collector would travel to Constantinople flanked by Vikings. 
 
    An adventurer, then. A bored minor scion of some noble family in the British Isles, who’d gone abroad to treat his ennui and picked up a retinue of Norsemen along the way. But that didn’t explain the man’s agitation. No, this man was some kind of academic or inventor who’d made the voyage to the capital in hopes of a finding the solution to problem that he’d been unable to resolve on his own. But his worry and self-doubt spoke to something else: others were counting on him to solve this problem, and he was afraid of failing them. Joseph suppressed his glee. If he was right about these men, he stood to make a fortune on them. The exact nature of their mission was immaterial; the important thing was that they were desperate and wealthy—or at least connected to people who were. 
 
    Joseph got up from his table and strode confidently toward the strangers. He wasn’t certain what tack to take with the leader, but Norsemen responded well to directness. If he could win them over, perhaps the leader would relax too. 
 
    “Greetings, travelers,” Joseph said, as the men turned to look up at him. “I am Joseph Poncella, a trader in furs, textiles, jewelry and, well, just about anything else that will put silver in my pocket. Am I mistaken in thinking that you hail from the land of the Danes?” 
 
    “What business is it of yours?” demanded the older Norseman. The younger man nodded in agreement while the leader regarded Joseph with an unreadable expression. Joseph hesitated. He was hoping the Norsemen would be disarmed by his use of their language, but it seemed to have unnerved them instead. He was reassessing his approach when the sandy-haired man spoke. 
 
    “Easy, Birgir,” the man said, with more confidence than Joseph expected. It seemed that this man’s uncertainty dissipated when action was required. Interesting. “That’s right,” he went on, turning to face Joseph. “My name is O’Brien. We’re from Norway originally. You speak excellent Norse, sir.” 
 
    Joseph grinned. “Perhaps not as well as you,” he said. O’Brien, he thought. He’d never heard that particular surname, but it sounded Irish. This man’s accent wasn’t Irish, though. 
 
    The sandy-haired man smiled back but didn’t reply.  
 
    “What do you want from us, trader?” Birgir asked, still on edge but less hostile. 
 
    “The question,” Joseph replied, “is what I can do for you. May I pull up a chair?” 
 
    Birgir shrugged. The sandy-haired man nodded. Joseph grabbed a chair from an empty table behind him and slid it around to take a seat between Birgir and one of the other Norsemen.  
 
    “My business is getting people what they need,” Joseph said. “I’ve sold bronze to the Rus, willow bark to the Egyptians, leeches to the Aghlabids, silk to the Greeks, feathers to the Sicilians and honey to the Bulgars. And unless my instincts fail me, you three are men in need.” 
 
    “What is it you think we need, exactly?” asked O’Brien, guardedly. 
 
    “For starters,” Joseph replied, “someone to trust.” 
 
    The man on his right guffawed. “And you think that someone is you, Jew?” 
 
    Joseph smiled at the man. He was used to this sort of thing from the less civilized tribes of Europe. The Arabs, Greeks and Latins treated Hebrews with a begrudging respect, but to Franks and Danes, his people were exotic and treacherous. “I’m sorry, friend,” Joseph said. “I believe I’ve missed your name.” 
 
    “I am Folki,” the young man said. “I have dealt with your kind in the markets in Frankia. Shysters and swindlers, all of them.” 
 
    “Ah, there’s no accounting for Frankish Jews,” Joseph said apologetically. “The cold climate turns our race bitter and petty.” 
 
    “And greedy,” Birgir added. O’Brien looked like he was about to censure the men, but Joseph held up his hand.  
 
    “That’s where I must disagree with you, friend. The problem with the Frankish Jew is that he is not greedy enough.” 
 
    The two Norsemen regarded him, puzzled. “All right, then,” Birgir said after a moment. “Explain yourself.” 
 
    “Gladly,” Joseph said. “As I said, what you require is a man you can trust. And who can be trusted more than a man who is a slave to his own greed? A religious man can be trusted to an extent, sure. A drunk can be trusted to find a bottle. But a greedy man. Ah! You have but to dangle a silver in front of his nose and he will perform tricks for you all day long. The problem with the Frankish Jew, as you yourselves have observed, is that their loyalties are divided. They take a stab at satisfying their greed, but are soon distracted by family, or drink, or ritual. So they take what money they can get from you and run, leaving you rightly feeling swindled. What you need is a Jew who pursues his greed to the exclusion of all other interests. A Jew you can lead around by the nose as long as you have silver to pay him.” 
 
    Birgir, unable to contain himself, burst into laughter. The other Norseman soon followed his lead. O’Brien smiled, but seemed vaguely uncomfortable at Joseph’s monologue. No matter. O’Brien was a man of reason. Joseph could work with a man of reason, but first he had to get past the prejudices of the Vikings. From their guffaws, he judged that he was making progress. 
 
    When the Norsemen’s laughter had died down, O’Brien pressed him further. “So, Joseph. Assuming that we trust you—or at least your greed for our silver—what services do you propose to offer?” 
 
    “That depends, of course, on what you want. My impression is that you are men of purpose. You did not voyage all this way to Constantinople on a whim. You came here looking for something, but so far your efforts at acquiring it have been thwarted. Am I correct?” 
 
    “As far as it goes,” O’Brien said. “But that much is evident just from our presence in this tavern.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Joseph said. “First off, you need a translator. Someone who can speak your language and that of the Greeks. I’m fluent in Greek and Latin, as well as the language of my own people, and as you can see, I get by in Frankish. But you need more than simply a translator. You need someone with contacts, someone who knows the ins and outs of Byzantine politics. I can get you in to see the Emperor himself, if the price is right.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that will be necessary,” O’Brien said. “We’re not interested in political power, per se. In fact, it would be better if the local authorities knew nothing of our presence. Our primary concern is to get the information we need without drawing too much attention, if you understand my meaning.” 
 
    “Implicitly,” Joseph said. “Then we will proceed covertly, using back channels. Secrecy is but one of the many services I provide.” 
 
    “How much do you plan on charging for these services?” Birgir asked. 
 
    “For basic translation and guide services, five siliqua a day, plus expenses.” 
 
    “Five siliqua a day!” Birgir cried in disbelief. 
 
    “Relax, Birgir,” O’Brien said. He turned back to Joseph. “I’m willing to discuss that rate, but before we pay you anything, we’ll need you to make a showing of goodwill. I need to know that you can deliver on your promises.” 
 
    “Of course,” Joseph replied. “Perhaps if you could give me a better idea what you are trying to accomplish here in Constantinople…” 
 
    “In time,” O’Brien said. “For now, suffice it to say that we represent a consortium of wealthy individuals in northern Europe. I take it you’ve done some traveling, Joseph?” 
 
    “Thousands of miles,” Joseph said. “I’ve been as far west as Portugal and as far east as Baghdad.” 
 
    “And you’re familiar with the Frankish lands?” 
 
    “Of course, although I have myself been no farther north than Lyon.” 
 
    “But you are aware that since the fall of Rome, the West has lagged behind the East in learning and technology.” 
 
    Joseph regarded the man. What a curious way O’Brien had of speaking, as if he were a cloistered academic who was familiar with Europe, but only through maps and books. 
 
    “It is well-known that the Franks and Saxons are, on the whole, less civilized than the Greeks,” Joseph said guardedly. “Of course, the ingenuity and bravery of the Norse puts to shame any conceit regarding superiority that the Greeks or Arabs might harbor, to say nothing of the accomplishments of the Irish in preserving—” 
 
    “It’s all right,” O’Brien said, with a dismissive wave of his hand. “We wouldn’t have traveled three thousand miles if we’d been able to find what we were looking for in Norway or Ireland.” He hesitated a moment, as if reviewing his words to make sure he had not said too much. His face turned stern. “What I’m telling you is in confidence,” he said. “If a word of it gets out to anyone else in the city, we will leave, and you will never see another copper from us. Additionally, you should know that we represent some powerful people, and they will deal with you harshly in time. If you cheat us, there is nowhere in Europe you will be able to hide.” 
 
    Joseph had to struggle to keep from laughing at O’Brien’s attempt at intimidation; the poor man was clearly not comfortable threatening force. Still, Joseph did not doubt the sincerity of the man’s promise to flee at the first sight of trouble. These men were antsy, and whoever they worked for clearly valued secrecy. It would behoove Joseph to take their threats seriously. “Understood,” Joseph replied solemnly. “Not a word of your presence or your mission will leave my lips except with your explicit permission.” 
 
    “Good,” said O’Brien. “What we are looking for, to put it succinctly, is men. Men who know how to think. Men who know how to build things.” 
 
    “What sorts of things?” Joseph asked. 
 
    “Buildings, for starters,” O’Brien said. “Large buildings.” 
 
    Joseph nodded. “There is a rather ingenious covered marketplace where Mese Street splits, where merchants display their wares in booths sheltered from the sun. The building makes use of vaulted ceilings to maximize the amount of space relative to the number of support pillars required. I know the owner and I’m sure I could determine the name of the architect. In any case, it’s a pleasant place to spend an afternoon.” 
 
    “I was thinking on somewhat grander terms,” O’Brien said. 
 
    “How grand?” Joseph asked, his brow furrowing. 
 
    “Well,” O’Brien said, “what do you know about the Hagia Sophia?” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Six                 
 
    Sunlight pierced Gabe’s eyelids, blinding him to everything but the dull, thudding pain in the back of his head. He smelled urine and garbage and slowly became aware that he was lying on his back in the dirt. An alley in a strange city. Men stood over him, speaking a language he didn’t know. Arabic? What the hell planet was he on where people spoke…. 
 
    And then he remembered. Earth. The Cho-ta’an. Andrea Luhman. He was in a city in an area of North Africa that would someday be called Tunisia. He had come here looking for something. Someone, perhaps? Whatever mission had brought him here, one thing was certain: it was going poorly. 
 
    He let his eyelids open a crack and then regretted it. He could see nothing but the blinding sunlight. Blazes, it was hot. Men above him continued to murmur in Arabic. One of them leaned forward, momentarily blocking the sun. There were at least eight of them. A glint of sunlight revealed that one of them held Gabe’s knife. A jingle of coins told him they’d taken the cloth purse at his belt as well. The men seemed to be arguing about something. How to split the money, maybe, or what to do with Gabe. Would they kill him or just take his money and leave? He suspected the latter but wasn’t sure he wanted to bet his life on it. They didn’t seem to notice he was conscious. Could he make a run for it? The dizziness and pounding in his head said no. 
 
    Someone next to him groaned. That would be Sigurd. Still alive, then. Probably also enjoying the after-effects of being clocked in the back of the skull. He couldn’t leave Sigurd; they were in this together. No making a run for it, then. If they could just keep quiet, the gang might lose interest and move on, but Sigurd’s incessant groaning was agitating them. One of the thugs barked an order, and another gave Sigurd a kick. Sigurd groaned louder. Gabe became aware of the moans of other men, a bit more distant. Those would be the men Gabe and Sigurd had wounded.  
 
    He needed to do something, but what? He couldn’t take on all these men by himself, and he had nothing to bargain with. He didn’t even speak their language. Maybe if he could stall them long enough for Sigurd to come to his senses, they could make a run for it? It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was all he had. 
 
    Gabe slowly turned over, getting on his hands and knees. The men around him shouted and backed away. He waited for someone to stab him or knock him over the head again, but it didn’t happen. So far, so good. Once he was certain he wasn’t going to fall over, he stood up and put his hands in the air. His head pounded harder. Glancing to his right, he saw Sigurd lying on his side. Blood covered the right side of his face. He had stopped groaning and seemed to have slipped into unconsciousness.  
 
    “Hold on,” Gabe gasped, blinking in the sunlight. He tried to determine which of the men was the leader. The man holding his purse was a good bet. “There’s more where that came from,” he said, pointing to the purse. He spoke in Frankish, so it was unlikely they would understand him, but they certainly wouldn’t understand twenty-third century English. 
 
    The man with the purse pulled a knife from his belt and pointed it at Gabe’s throat. 
 
    “Wait,” Gabe said. “Just hold on and… you don’t have a clue what I’m saying, do you?” 
 
    The man growled at him and brought the blade to Gabe’s throat. 
 
    “Yeah, all right,” Gabe said tiredly. “Just kill me then.” 
 
    A man shouted, somewhere behind Gabe. It was the same language, but this man spoke with authority. He didn’t sound like a thug. Gabe felt the blade’s pressure against his throat ease. The man behind him shouted again, and Gabe became aware of footsteps approaching from behind him. Several of the thugs moved away from him and Sigurd. Gabe risked a glance behind him. 
 
    Another man had entered the courtyard. Tall and lean, he was dressed well but not gaudily, in a long, deep blue tunic fringed with gold. In his right hand was a sword whose steel flashed in the sun. The man’s face was stern and showed no fear. He was alone. 
 
    Despite this, the thugs seemed to be afraid of him—or perhaps afraid of what he represented. He was dressed too well to be a member of the city guard, but maybe he was a private bodyguard for one of the city’s wealthier residents. Whoever he was, the question was whether the thugs would risk a fight with him despite his status. 
 
    After a few tense moments, it became clear that the answer was no. The leader pulled his knife away from Gabe’s throat and sheathed it. He said something to the others, and they began to move toward the alley to Gabe’s left. The man in blue shouted again, and the leader absently tossed the purse onto the ground near Gabe. The gaunt man, who presumably still had Áengus’s purse, was already in the alley. Gabe considered pointing him out to the man in blue but thought better of it. At this point, twenty pieces of silver seemed like a small price for getting out of this situation alive. The man in blue watched as the thugs retreated. 
 
    At Gabe’s feet lay a fist-sized clay vessel, its smooth glazed surface shining dully in the sun. The vessel was shaped like a pomegranate, tapering to a narrow stem at its top. Gabe noted with relief that the metal pin that penetrated the stem crosswise remained in place. The thugs, unable to identify the thing, had discarded it. Gabe grabbed the vessel and turned to Sigurd, who was struggling to sit up. He helped the Norseman to his feet, and for a moment the two stood there, leaning on each other as the thugs retreated down the alley. The man in blue sheathed his sword and, stepping toward Gabe, spoke a curt sentence to him. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Gabe said in Frankish. “I don’t speak your language.” 
 
    The man spoke again. Gabe just shook his head. The man shrugged and turned to walk away down the alley. 
 
    “What in Odin’s name was that about?” Sigurd asked, rubbing his head. 
 
    “Good Samaritan, I guess.” 
 
    “In Kairouan?” 
 
    “No, I mean… forget it. Are you okay?” 
 
    Sigurd nodded slowly, holding his hand to look at his bloody fingers. “Club had an edge on it. Broke the skin, but the bleeding’s—.” Sigurd stopped short, feeling frantically at his belt for something. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” said Gabe, holding the clay vessel for Sigurd to see. Sigurd grabbed at the vessel and Gabe pulled it away. Sigurd gritted his teeth, glaring at him. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Gabe asked, holding the clay vessel behind his back. 
 
    Sigurd looked for a moment as if he might strike Gabe, but then he relaxed. “I’m all right,” he said gruffly. 
 
    Gabe nodded, handing the vessel to Sigurd. “Let’s see if we can find a place to rest and get you cleaned up.” 
 
    Sigurd grunted in response, putting the vessel back into the leather bag on his belt. Gabe tried to help him back to the alley, but the Norseman waved off his help. Gabe shrugged and led the way down the alley, walking slowly to make sure Sigurd could keep up. They came out onto the street and stood for a moment, blinking in the dazzling sun. Gabe shielded his eyes and scanned the street for anything that looked like a tavern or inn. He couldn’t read the signs, the jostling pedestrians and pack animals blocked most of the view, and the glare and continued pounding in his head made it difficult to concentrate. Sigurd, who was in even worse shape, was no help. Gabe was about to tell Sigurd to wait while he bribed the beggar woman across the street to get him a cup of water when a man spoke to him in Frankish. 
 
    “Found him,” the man said. It took Gabe a moment to realize it was Áengus. Njáll stood behind him. Gabe hadn’t seen them approach and was too drained to be startled. 
 
    “Who?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “Our engineer, of course. What the hell have you two been doing? You look awful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Seven                          
 
    Eirik took Reyes to meet Torben where he waited, in a marshy area about a mile from the coast. Torben sat on a boulder watching Emma and Gisela cutting sections of turf from the bog. He stood up as Reyes and Eirik approached, throwing his head back arrogantly. He was lanky and pale, with a thin blond beard and small, mean eyes. Reyes disliked him instantly. 
 
    “Torben Osmundson,” Reyes said, stopping a few paces in front of the man. “What brings you to our land?” 
 
    “You are the leader of this settlement?” Torben said, looking her up and down. He seemed amused. 
 
    “I am. Chief Reyes.” 
 
    The man laughed. “She claims to be a chief! I begin to see how my father was taken in.” 
 
    “Your father received a fair price for this land,” Reyes said coldly. “And it doesn’t speak well of you that you disparage him while he lies in his grave.” 
 
    Torben gave a slight bow. “I meant it as a compliment to you, not disparagement of my father. I assume your man told you of my concerns? Or shall I repeat myself?” 
 
    “Eirik told me you have misgivings about your father’s sale of his land. What this has to do with me I couldn’t begin to guess.” 
 
    Torben’s face turned harsh. “You are no shepherds or farmers. You purchased this land under false pretenses.” 
 
    “We never lied to your father, nor misrepresented ourselves in anyway. Osmund received a fair price and had no quarrel with us. You have no claim, Torben.” 
 
    “Then you deny mining silver on this land?” 
 
    “It is none of your business what we do on our land, but if there is silver here, it is news to me.” 
 
    “Gold then,” Torben said. 
 
    Reyes sighed. “There is nothing under this ground but sand and stone, Torben. There is no treasure here.” The former statement was true. The latter was questionable. There was treasure under the ground, but not of the sort that Torben would recognize as such. 
 
    “Lies,” Torben said. “You sneaked onto my father’s land and found something of great value. Then you offered him a pittance, counting on his ignorance.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to lose my patience,” Reyes. “We never trespassed on Osmund’s land. We surveyed it with his knowledge and cooperation. He received a fair price. Your quarrel is with a dead man, not us.” 
 
    “If you tell the truth,” Torben said, “then you will not object to me taking a walk around your settlement.” 
 
    “If you take one step farther inland, I’ll have Gisela knock you over the head with her spade and the two of them will have you buried six feet under the turf before lunchtime.” The two women, still hard at work, paused to giggle at this. 
 
    Torben’s face went red. “Why do you object, if you have nothing to hide?” 
 
    “I object because I have nothing to prove to you,” Reyes snapped. “Get off our land. Now.” 
 
    Torben fumed for a moment but then stomped off, heading back toward the coast. 
 
    “I doubt we’ve seen the last of him,” Eirik said. “Osmund was a wealthy man. His son has nothing to do here but press these frivolous claims.” 
 
    “Let him,” said Reyes. “I’m going to get back to work.” 
 
    On the walk back, her comm chirped. Carpenter again. 
 
    “Hey, Carpenter. Surprised you’re still in range.” 
 
    “I’ll be losing you in a few minutes,” Carpenter said. Andrea Luhman was about to dip behind the curve of the Earth, after which it would be out of contact for about an hour and twenty minutes. “Just wanted to check in quick and let you know Gabe made contact.” 
 
    “Any news?” 
 
    “Says they’ve got a solid lead on this engineer, Muhammed what’s-his-name.” 
 
    “Ibrahim ibn Muhammed.” 
 
    “Yeah, him.” 
 
    “They found him in Kairouan?” 
 
    “No, somewhere nearby. They’re on their way now.” 
 
    “Good. Hopefully they can win him over.” 
 
    “Remind me what we need this guy for again?” 
 
    Reyes hesitated. She’d been deliberately vague about their motivations for seeking out Ibrahim. This was one of the areas where things looked a lot different to the spacemen on the ground than they did to the ones in orbit. The epicenter of the disagreement was Sigurd. 
 
    Sigurd had been their first ally and best friend since the lander crashed. He’d proven himself time and again, even sacrificing his personal quest for vengeance against Harald Fairhair to help the spacemen survive. Reyes had been agitating for him to be let into the spacemen’s inner circle, so they could speak freely with him about their plans. He’d already figured most of it out: the spacemen came from the future, when humanity had spread across the stars. The spacemen had somehow traveled back in time and crashed on Earth and were trying to return to space to prevent humanity’s extermination at the hands of a hostile race known as the Cho-ta’an. What Sigurd didn’t know amounted to mere details, and keeping secrets from him only served to sow division between the spacemen and the Norsemen, who would follow Sigurd unquestioningly. If there was ever a split between Sigurd and Reyes, there was no doubt whose side the Norsemen would take. 
 
    Captain Mallick, who still thought of the Norsemen as primitive and untrustworthy, had warned Reyes against getting too friendly with Sigurd—a warning that Reyes considered absurd. This project was bigger than any of them; their only chance of success was to fully incorporate people like Sigurd into the planning and leadership. Mallick realized this on some level, of course, but he cautioned against moving too quickly. For Reyes, who spent her days observing the barely perceptible progress on turf buildings, the idea of “moving too quickly” seemed almost laughable. 
 
    So when Sigurd had announced his intentions to locate the engineer who had designed the siege engines that had broken the defenses of Melite and Syracuse, Reyes handled the matter with caution. Sigurd sold his plan in terms of the benefits to the Iron Dragon project, but Reyes couldn’t help wondering if Sigurd had ulterior motives. He’d made it clear that he was fully on board with the project, but he’d never explicitly repudiated his quest for vengeance against Harald. Reyes wanted to believe that if it came down to it, he’d choose the future of the human race over vengeance for his son’s death—as he had twice before—but there was no way to know for sure. She hadn’t pressed him on the issue for fear of further alienating him; he already resented the way the spacemen held meetings on delicate matters without him. That was Mallick’s choice, not Reyes’s, but she couldn’t explain that to Sigurd without going against Mallick’s orders.  
 
    Captain Mallick had even more doubts about Sigurd than Reyes did. He’d never have agreed to Sigurd’s plan if she’d related it to him the way Sigurd had presented it. But she couldn’t say no to Sigurd without feeding his resentment against the spacemen. In any case, she doubted she could stop him. In the end, Sigurd did what Sigurd wanted. 
 
    So she’d agreed to Sigurd’s plan, on the condition that Gabe accompany him. She hadn’t phrased it that way to Sigurd, of course. She’d suggested that Gabe could help assess the Ibraham’s technical and tactical expertise, which was true. Gabe’s departure left her without a security chief, but that was a risk she’d been willing to take. It was decided that Sigurd, Gabe, Áengus and Njáll would accompany O’Brien’s party on the karve until Tunis, where the engineer—whose name they hadn’t even known at that point—was thought to reside. Sigurd’s information had come from men in Reykjavik who had heard secondhand about the terrifyingly destructive machines used by the Aghlabids against the Sicilian city of Syracuse. 
 
    Reyes had little choice to but inform Mallick about the expedition, but she fudged on the details. The way she presented it, Sigurd and Gabe were seeking out the mastermind of the siege of Syracuse for his knowledge of machinery. This was true, after a fashion: if the Iron Dragon project was to succeed, they would need many men who knew how to design, build and maintain complex machines. The man who had masterminded the powerful ballistae and mangonels that had torn down the walls of Syracuse and Melite would undoubtedly be invaluable in constructing drill presses, lathes, grinders, saws and many other machines the Iron Dragon project would require. Ibrahim ibn Muhammed was, by all accounts, an engineer and inventor without peer, and eventually he might very well be recruited to work on the Iron Dragon. But first, Sigurd had other plans for him. 
 
    “He builds machines,” Reyes said at last. “We’re going to need people like him.” 
 
    “Seems like a long way to travel to find an engineer. There have got to be engineers in Constantinople.” 
 
    “And O’Brien is looking for them,” Reyes said. “Look, this decision has been made. We decided to split the expedition to cover more ground. It’s only for a few weeks.” 
 
    “All right,” Carpenter said, seeming unconvinced. From his tone, Reyes guessed Mallick had been asking him questions he couldn’t answer. “I should tell you, we’ve got a potential problem. I haven’t been able to raise Sten on the comm for the past six hours.” Sten was the man in charge of the gold-mining expedition to Scotland. They’d given him Slater’s comm so they could keep tabs on his progress. 
 
    “He’s not answering?” Reyes asked. 
 
    “No signal at all. I’m trying to locate their team visually, but I can’t track them. Either he’s turned off the comm or it’s malfunctioning.” 
 
    “Dead battery?” 
 
    “My records say that unit is only three years old—by ship’s time, I mean. Those batteries should last at least twenty.” 
 
    Reyes sighed. Carpenter was right: the piezoelectric generator embedded in the comm assembly produced more than enough energy to power the comm; it would keep going until the battery degraded to the point where it could no longer hold a charge—most likely many years in the future. Unless the comm itself were damaged, the only explanation was that Sten had turned it off. Sigurd had vouched for Sten, but it was possible Sten had gotten the idea of keeping the gold for himself. “Thanks for letting me know,” she said. 
 
    “Of course. I’ll try again when we come around. I’m going to lose you, Reyes. I’ll catch you later.” 
 
    “Hold on. Can you still hear me, Carpenter?” 
 
    “Yeah, go ahead.” 
 
    “We’ve got something developing here too. The son of a guy we bought some land from just showed up. He might try to contest our claim on the land.” 
 
    “Does he have a case?” 
 
    “No, but if he gets a sympathetic hearing from one of the neighboring chiefs and they decided to do some poking around….” 
 
    “Understood,” Carpenter said. “Whatever you do, keep them out of the cave.” 
 
    “That’s the plan. I don’t think we’re in any immediate danger, but I thought the captain ought to know.” 
 
    “Good luck. I’ll ping you in a couple hours in case there are any developments.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Reyes out.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Eight                           
 
    O’Brien strode alongside Joseph through the wide, brick-lined streets of Constantinople, Birgir following close behind. Folki had  rejoined the other Norsemen, under orders from O’Brien to make sure they didn’t get into too much trouble. Denizens of the city and travelers from all over the Empire milled or darted about all around them, each finding their way in the teeming throng, as if their movements were dictated by some hidden choreography. 
 
    “I admit to being a bit puzzled,” said Joseph. “Does the consortium you represent intend to build a basilica?” 
 
    O’Brien smiled as he and Joseph moved to the side of the street to give wide berth to a man butchering a calf. Birger and Folki followed walked after them. “Not as such,” O’Brien said. “But we require a large building with a great deal of open space. I’m not as interested in the spiritual or aesthetic aspects as the structural elements.” Specifically, he thought, I’m interested in maximizing the usable space in a gigantic underground vault. But that was more information than Joseph needed at present. 
 
    “Ah, but the three are inextricably interlinked!” cried Joseph. “You will see. This way!” Joseph darted down a side street, and the three foreigners followed. They soon came out on another wide avenue. Joseph turned right and O’Brien, following, saw their destination up ahead: beyond a wide brick plaza lined with street vendors loomed a massive, domed structure. Several smaller domes clustered around it. This was the majestic Hagia Sophia, one of the most famous churches ever built. O’Brien was not a religious man, but as someone who had never expected to see Earth at all, much less one of its most profound and impressive expressions of spirituality, couldn’t help feeling humbled. Whatever the outcome of their project, this moment could never be taken from him. The four men crossed the plaza in silence, oblivious to the vendors hawking spices and roasted meat on both sides. When they were a stone’s throw from the building, they stopped and stared for some time. Once again he was struck by the missing minarets. He wondered how Joseph would feel if he told him that in six hundred years, the crown of the Orthodox Christian empire would be a mosque.  
 
    “The Christian conception of God requires three times as much faith as I can muster on my best days,” said Joseph, as they stared up at the imposing structure, “but I confess that there have been times when, standing under the dome of the Hagia Sophia, I have felt envy toward my Christian brothers. Solomon himself never built such a temple. Follow me!” Breaking their reverie, he led the men to the entrance. Joseph engaged the man-at-arms guarding the door in a brief conversation; O’Brien thought he saw Joseph slip something into the man’s hand. The man nodded curtly, and Joseph returned to the foreigners.  
 
    “If anyone asks,” Joseph said quietly, “you’re representatives of the King of Norway, who is considering converting to Christianity.” 
 
    O’Brien couldn’t help chuckling at the idea. Harald Fairhair had caused them more trouble than anyone else on Earth. 
 
    “You’re not, are you?” Joseph asked. 
 
    “What? Christians?” 
 
    “Working for Harald.” 
 
    O’Brien smiled. “No.”  
 
    “Good,” said Joseph. “I’d hate to tell a lie that turned out to be the truth. Of course, it would be easier if I knew the truth.” 
 
    “In time,” O’Brien said. “You’re still proving your worth.” 
 
    Joseph nodded as he pulled open the massive wood door to the basilica. He led them inside the narthex. It appeared to be empty.  
 
    “Emperor Justinian commissioned the building of the basilica in the year five hundred thirty-two anno domini,” Joseph announced. “It is not, as some believe, named for Saint Sophia the martyr, but rather for the second person of the Christian trinity. Its full name in Greek is Naos tēs Hagias tou Theou Sophias, which means “Shrine of the Holy Wisdom of God. This way, please.” 
 
    The structure of the vast interior was dizzyingly complex. The nave was covered by a central dome, the apex of which looked to be nearly two-hundred feet from the level of the floor. The dome rested on an arcade of 40 arched windows.  
 
    At the western side—from which they had entered—and the eastern side, there were arched openings extended by half domes of identical diameter to the central dome, carried on smaller semi-domed exedras; a hierarchy of dome-headed elements built up to create a vast oblong interior crowned by the central dome, with a clear span of well over two-hundred feet. 
 
    “Columns and other marbles were brought from all over the empire,” Joseph said. “The project was said to have employed ten thousand men and was finished in five hundred thirty-seven anno domini—just under six years after construction began.” 
 
    Joseph paused for a moment as the three foreigners gaped at their majestic surroundings. Six years, O’Brien thought. It was incredible. If the Emperor could accomplish this in six years, maybe there was hope for the Iron Dragon project yet. Of course, Justinian had an army of workers at his disposal and virtually unlimited resources. 
 
    “Earthquakes in the sixth century caused cracks in the main dome and eastern half-dome,” Joseph continued. “The main dome collapsed completely during a subsequent earthquake shortly thereafter. The emperor ordered an immediate restoration, which used lighter materials and increased the height of the dome some thirty feet and made other changes to make it more structurally sound. It has stood, without major alterations, since then.” 
 
    “You know a lot about this place, for a Jew,” Birgir said. O’Brien glared at him. 
 
    “I am a trader, but I come from a family of stone masons, much like Yeshua himself, and I appreciate fine workmanship in all things. My God urges me to see beauty in all things, as one might expect from a deity with two functioning eyes.” 
 
    By the time O’Brien caught the insult, Birgir was already laughing. “I like you, Jew,” he said. “I will be sad when Odin strikes you down where you stand.” 
 
    “As will I,” said Joseph. “Not to mention surprised.” 
 
    “Has any major work been done on the basilica in the past few decades?” O’Brien asked, eager to get back to a less volatile topic. 
 
    “Only repairs,” said Joseph. “No new structures have been added recently.” 
 
    “Then no architects who worked on the basilica’s design are still alive?” O’Brien asked. 
 
    “No, no. They are long dead.” 
 
    “Then who would repair it if the dome collapsed again?” Birgir asked, still trying to provoke the man. 
 
    “Highly unlikely,” Joseph said. “However, there is one man who could be called upon under such a circumstance.” 
 
    “A man equal to the builders of this place?” 
 
    “Some say he exceeds them, but of course my own expertise is that of a curious layman. I can take you to him, if you like, but it will take some time to arrange the meeting, lest certain well-connected people find out. His name is Dimitris Angelidis. He is the chief architect for the Church, reporting to the Patriarch himself. 
 
    O’Brien nodded, understanding. “Take as long as you need, Joseph.” The Patriarch was one of the most powerful men in Europe. If he found out about the Iron Dragon project, it would complicate their task immensely. It seemed unlikely they’d be able to lure the chief architect away to a secret base in Iceland in any case, but that was the challenge O’Brien was up against. 
 
    “I’ll make some inquiries,” Joseph said. “Perhaps that’s enough for today? You men look tired. We can settle up and then you can get some rest. Five siliqua, as agreed, plus the three I paid to the guard.” 
 
    “We’re not giving you eight siliqua for a tour of a church,” Birgir said. 
 
    “Half, then, rounding up. Three plus the three.” 
 
    O’Brien smiled. “I suggest a compromise. We ask that guard how many siliqua you gave him. If he says three, we’ll give you the full sum. Otherwise, you get nothing.” 
 
    For a moment, Joseph was speechless. “You’re savvier than you appear, O’Brien,” he said at last. “Consider me duly chastened for my avarice. I have an idea of how to make it up to you, however.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” said O’Brien. 
 
    “This project you are planning. It is not a church, correct?” 
 
    “That’s correct. Not a church.” 
 
    “But you need to build a large building with a lot of open space?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “And these people you work for, they are businessmen? Merchants?” 
 
    “What are you getting at, Joseph?” 
 
    “Sorry, I will speak plainly, and perhaps the favor will be returned. As you’ve noted, the West lags behind the East in terms of production of goods. As a trader, I rarely venture further west than Milan because although the quality of goods produced in Frankia is generally high, it’s simply too much work to acquire large quantities of honey, homespun fabric or other goods. I’m forced to travel to half a dozen small markets and spend hours haggling over prices just to get a quantity worth unloading in Rome or Constantinople. Perhaps you are aware of the large-scale silk production facilities in India, or you have heard how the Venetians delegate the various tasks of ship-building to separate teams of men, each team working against predetermined specifications, in order to produce ships as quickly as one per week. I have seen such workings first-hand, and I am convinced this is how most goods will be produced someday. Today the world is ruled by princes and bishops, but the future belongs to those enterprising men who have the wherewithal to bring men together in such cooperative endeavors.”  
 
    He broke off, realizing that O’Brien was staring at him, a curious expression on his face. “I apologize,” Joseph said. “I said I would speak plainly, and instead I’m rambling about matters far beyond my ken. Perhaps it would be better if we all retire for the evening. I will contact you tomorrow, if you’ll give me another chance to prove myself to you.” Joseph’s embarrassment didn’t seem like an act. He’d let his glib façade fall and exposed his genuine excitement—and then regretted it. But he’d misread O’Brien’s reaction. What Joseph had taken as boredom or irritation had simply been stunned silence: O’Brien had just heard a ninth century Jewish trader foretell the coming of the industrial revolution.  
 
    “Hold on,” O’Brien said as Joseph turned to leave. “I want to hear where you’re going with this.” 
 
    The Norsemen turned to look at O’Brien, puzzled. Joseph hesitated, perhaps unsure if O’Brien was making fun of him. But when he saw that O’Brien was serious, he continued. “Well,” he said uncertainly, “you say you represent a consortium of wealthy people. Aristocrats, I suppose, although it doesn’t really matter. My suspicion is that you are attempting to build some sort of large-scale production facility along the lines of Indian silk production or Venetian ship-building. Ordinarily I would guess you are planning to produce wool cloth or perhaps ceramic cookware. But your obsession with secrecy causes me to think it’s something more sensitive. Something in demand that can be produced in large qualities and shipped across Europe to buyers with a lot of money.” 
 
    “Interesting,” O’Brien said. “Any ideas what that might be?” 
 
    “Weapons,” Joseph said. “I would say swords, but sword-making requires a highly-skilled craftsman, and except for adornments, they are essentially fabricated in one piece. I’m not sure how much added efficiency you could get from producing them in mass quantities. So it would be something with several parts, perhaps crossbows. Or maybe even siege weapons. Judging by your companions, I would suspect you are planning an attack on one of the major cities of Europe, but that would be a short-term gambit, and I get the impression you are thinking longer term. Therefore, you are planning to sell these weapons to an emergent power intent on conquest. Probably the Danes. Am I close?” 
 
    O’Brien smiled at Joseph’s reasoning process. Given the information he had to work with, it certainly was a logical conclusion. Even more remarkable: he had come uncannily close to describing the mission that Gabe and Sigurd were undertaking even now. Whatever Joseph’s foibles, it was becoming clear to O’Brien that his was exactly the sort of mind they were looking for. 
 
    “You’ve got quite an imagination,” O’Brien said with a smile. 
 
    Joseph threw up his hands in exasperation. “I bare my soul to you, and this is what you give me?” 
 
    “All right, listen,” O’Brien said. “Let’s suppose you’re right. Suppose we’re undertaking to build a secret factory where we’re mass producing weapons or some other sort of complex item. What would we need to accomplish that goal?” 
 
    “Besides the building and plenty of laborers?” Joseph asked. “Well, you’d need engineers, of course. Men who know how to design the weapons, oversee the process and test the end results.” 
 
    “Good,” O’Brien said. “Do you think you could find men like that in Constantinople?” 
 
    “Weapon makers? Of course, but such men work for the Emperor or one of his underlings. If you start recruiting such men, you run the risk of—” 
 
    “I’m not concerned with weapons makers, per se. Assume that we already have men who know how to make the weapons.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t follow. You have the engineers, the laborers and the facility. All you’re lacking is the tools.” 
 
    “Yes,” said O’Brien. “Exactly. Except the tools we need are complex machines in their own right.” 
 
    “Ah!” Joseph said, nodding excitedly. “It’s a multi-tiered process, like arches supporting arches. You need engineers to design the tools that your engineers will use to build the final product!” 
 
    “Right. And in some cases, we will need engineers to design the tools that engineers will use to design the tools that engineers will use to build the final product. The process may be as many as five or six levels deep at points.” 
 
    Joseph thought for a moment, taking this all in. At last he said, “You’re not building crossbows, are you?” 
 
    O’Brien grinned. “No, we are not. We are building something much more amazing than crossbows. Something that, at the risk of blasphemy, will surpass even the Hagia Sophia herself.” 
 
    “Machines for building machines,” Joseph murmured. “What a wondrous idea. I know just the man you need to talk to.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “I do indeed. You have heard of Leo the Mathematician?” 
 
    O’Brien nodded. “I know of him.” Leo was a name that had come up in Carpenter’s research of Constantinople. Known as “the cleverest man in Constantinople,” Leo was a true renaissance man—four hundred years before the Renaissance. Most of his work was lost to history, but he was known to have worked in the fields of philosophy, mathematics, medicine, science, philology and astronomy. O’Brien hadn’t asked about him previously because he was thought to have died several years earlier. “He is still alive?” 
 
    “Alive and as sharp as a Damascus dagger. He still teaches occasionally near the Emperor’s palace.” 
 
    “You can introduce us to him?” 
 
    “I can, as he is an old friend. If you’d told me earlier what you were up to, I could have made an appointment today. I will make arrangements and report to you in the morning.” 
 
    “Then we are finished for today?” O’Brien asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid so, if I am to have time to make an appointment with Leo and return home before dark.” 
 
    “Return home?” O’Brien asked. “You do not stay here in the city?” 
 
    “My kind are not permitted within the city proper after dark,” Joseph said matter-of-factly. “I have to take a boat across to Galata, where I keep an apartment.” 
 
    “You understand we’re still not paying you eight siliqua for today,” O’Brien said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t take it if you offered. My friend, you don’t know it, but you’ve performed a miracle today. You got Joseph Poncella to work for free. It seems my interests are not so undivided as I let on. Curiosity is a strong motivator, and my interest is piqued. I plan to make up for it in time, of course, but savor your victory while you can. I will see you in the morning!” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Nine         
 
    Reyes climbed carefully down the rain-slicked rocks toward the bowels of the cave. When she reached a sheltered area twenty yards or so from the narrow, roughly oval-shaped opening, she picked up a torch from the cache and lit it with her pocket flashlight. Once the torch was blazing, she climbed farther down, holding the torch high over her head. She reached a steep, sheer rock grade and allowed herself to slide for several feet, unable to see the bottom but knowing it was not far below. Her boots hit solid ground, and she stood.  
 
    The floor of the cave was relatively flat here but had enough variation that she was glad to have the torch. The ceiling was even more uneven, but except for a few low-hanging stalactites had a clearance of at least five feet. To her right was the settlement’s store of nonperishable food, mostly dried fish and berries, nuts and barrels of yogurt-like skyr.  
 
    Reyes walked carefully across the stone surface toward the far wall of the cavern, hidden in the darkness beyond the reach of the torch. Directly ahead of her was a massive stalactite, reaching almost to the floor. It had been marked by a large chalk X. That was O’Brien’s work.  
 
    Early in the settlement, not long after they’d finalized their purchase of this land, O’Brien had taken a day to survey the cave—the parts of it that could be reached without endangering his life, anyway—and marked obstacles that would need to be removed to turn it into a usable space. Before he left, he’d begun the process of blasting away some of the rock formations that either hampered access to the main cavern or threatened to fall on its occupants. These structures had held for tens of thousands of years, but they didn’t want to take the chance of O’Brien’s remodeling efforts shaking loose the basaltic rock over their heads. This was a bit of a guessing game; O’Brien was a geologist, not a miner or structural engineer, and Reyes had urged him to err on the side of caution—although what qualified as “cautious” was debatable when supervising a team of Vikings placing black powder charges in a cave. He’d had middling success with these charges; black powder was not a particularly powerful explosive, and he lacked tools for boring holes in the rocks. His method had basically consisted of directing his team of Norsemen to stuff as much black powder into a crevice as they could, light the fuse and run. Reyes had been sad to see O’Brien and the others go, but she couldn’t help feeling a bit relieved that O’Brien’s loud, unpredictable and dangerous blasting work had been temporarily put on hold.  
 
    The problem was not the size of the cave, but rather the way the space was distributed. The cave was gigantic—O’Brien had estimated over fifty thousand square feet of potential usable area in the main cavern alone, and there was no telling how many other spacious chambers could be reached by widening some of the dozen or so narrow passages that snaked out in all directions.  
 
    This cave would someday house the nerve center of the Iron Dragon project. This is where the engineers, machinists and other tradesmen and laborers would design and assemble the components that would go into the spaceship. It was in many ways ideally suited for the purpose: the entrance to the cave was well-hidden; they’d never have found it if it weren’t for O’Brien’s geology background—not to mention his dogged persistence. Two hundred people could toil in this cave without anyone on the surface even knowing they were there. Additionally, the cave had several other advantages: it provided shelter from the elements and, due to the moderating effects of the Earth’s crust—in conjunction with the heat from magma farther down—the temperature of the cave remained about halfway between room temperature and freezing year-round.  
 
    The volcanic activity was another huge potential boon: if they could drill deeply enough, they could use the pressure of water trapped underground as a virtually limitless energy source. O’Brien had found several steam vents only a few miles from here, and there were places in this cave where one could stand and feel warm air wafting up from chasms below. If they could tap into that reservoir of compressed gas, they’d have the power to drive the dozens of machines they’d need to fabricate parts for the Iron Dragon. More than anything else, all their hopes rested on this: Iceland had no coal and few trees. If they couldn’t find a way to use its geothermal resources, then settling here would turn out to be a costly mistake. 
 
    In addition to uncertainties, there were also clear drawbacks to using the cave as their base of operations: the main problem—the one that prevented other Icelanders from taking full advantage of such caves: darkness. It simply wasn’t practical to burn torches all day for light. Even longhouses, which felt a lot like caves, at least had a few small openings to allow daylight in. In the depths of this cave, where you were sheltered from the weather, you couldn’t see your hand in front of your face. 
 
    This problem would be easily rectified if they could solve the geothermal energy problem: a steam-powered turbine could power a generator, which would easily provide enough electricity to light the entire cavern. They’d have to expend some effort manufacturing copper wire, light bulbs and insulation, but they’d need to master these processes for components of the Iron Dragon anyway. Reyes suspected they’d also need batteries to keep the lights on during outages, but O’Brien insisted that a well-designed electricity generation system powered by steam would run consistently enough that batteries would be superfluous. 
 
    A bigger drawback was the cave’s inaccessibility. The cave mouth could be widened, and stairs—or even an elevator—could be constructed to make it easier for people to get in and out, but the problem of getting raw materials into, and finished parts out of, the cave was an unsolved problem. Eventually they would have to create a larger opening with a hydraulic lift to move supplies of iron, copper, aluminum, coal and other raw materials into the cave—as well as build a road to the cave from the port.  
 
    When she reached the back wall of the cavern, she turned right and counted eighteen paces. Glancing to her left, she saw an opening in the cavern wall, just above the level of her sternum. After setting the torch down on the ledge, she hoisted herself up next to it and then lowered herself into the chamber on the other side. She picked up the torch again, strode across the smooth-floored chamber, and placed it in makeshift wooden sconce that had been wedged into a crack in the far wall. In the dim light cast by the torch, she could now make out a flat ledge, the height of her knees, that ran across the left wall. She pulled her lighter from her pocket and lit the wick of an oil lamp that rested on a flat board that had been laid across the ledge. The board—a four-foot long piece of driftwood that one of the women had found on the shore—had been propped up on one side to compensate for the unevenness of the ledge and weighted down with rocks on either side. It made for a usable, if primitive, desk. She even had a stack of papers on it, some of which were covered with lists of materials, provisional organizational charts, sketches of the cave’s layout, and to-do lists. Reyes smiled. This was her office, the place from which she would be spearheading the Iron Dragon project for the foreseeable future. 
 
    To someone else in her position, it might have seemed ridiculous, or even pathetic. But for Reyes, it was a tangible expression of the audacity of their mission. This place was just a cave now, but it would be a factory someday. She would sit right here, in an actual chair, at a real wood desk, and look out on the factory floor at dozens of men and women toiling and sweating at great iron machines—sheet metal rollers, drill presses, wire pullers, and dozens more. Even now she could make out the dim outline of the stones Arvid, their resident blacksmith, had begun piling up to build a forge. Some of the larger stones had come from O’Brien’s demolition efforts. Arvid had paused in his efforts to help out with the turf house building; Reyes hoped to let him return to his task when the new settlers arrived from Norway in a few weeks. 
 
    When winter came, house-building and most other outdoor activities would cease, so it was critical that they had the tools to continue working indoors. Generally, Nordic women spent much of the winter spinning wool and weaving cloth, but at this point the settlement had neither sheep nor looms. Both could be purchased, of course, but the spacemen were short on silver and Reyes couldn’t spare the manpower. Until their numbers increased, she needed all hands building houses, not buying or caring for farm animals. And that meant that for this winter, at least, they would have to buy all their food as well as any clothing they needed. They’d make it through the winter, but if Sten and his men were unsuccessful in their efforts to extract gold from Scotland—or if he had gone rogue—they were going to be in trouble by summer. Reyes sighed. She was starting to lose track of the number of possible ways in which this project could fail. Time to start another list, she thought ruefully. 
 
    The cave was a two-mile walk from the longhouses, but Reyes tried to get here at least twice a week. Seeing this place helped to keep things in perspective and to remind her what this was all for. The hundreds of tons of rock above her also blocked transmissions from Andrea Luhman, allowing her to think and plan without fear of interruptions. 
 
    Interruptions still came at times. She was pondering the wisdom of Sigurd’s plan when she heard a voice echoing faintly through the cave. It was hard to pinpoint the source, but it had to be coming from the opening. Only one other person in Iceland even knew about this cave, and he was supposed to be on guard duty. 
 
    Reyes climbed out of her “office” and made her way toward the sliver of light that represented the cave mouth. As she climbed up the steep rocky slope, she saw a familiar figure at the opening: Eirik. Of course. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Chief,” Eirik said. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I have some news about Torben. Not good, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Reyes said, taking Eirik’s hand. He helped her out of the cave opening. “All right, what is it?” 
 
    “It seems that Torben has some important friends. His uncle is a jarl.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Ten                
 
    Gabe followed Áengus up the narrow, stony path toward the modest house perched on top of the hill, the stark contours of the house just visible in the diminishing light of dusk. Sigurd and Njáll brought up the rear of the party. Behind and below them was the massive stone wall surrounding the city of Kairouan. At long last, their journey neared its end. Gabe had had his doubts about bringing Áengus along, but the eccentric monk had proved his worth today. 
 
    They’d found Áengus in southeastern Iceland. Or rather, he’d found them. In April of the previous year, the spacemen had arrived on the coast of Iceland, along with the Norsemen who had survived the battle with Harald’s troops in Normandy. It was only after three months of clearing the land that a group of the settlers hacking at brush with their axes were approached by a man in a threadbare cassock who demanded to know what they were doing to his land. 
 
    What could have turned into a bloody confrontation rapidly deescalated as it became clear that the bald man had no weapons and no intention of fighting them. Once he had made it clear that he considered them trespassers, he seemed to consider the matter settled. He was brought to Reyes, who asked him who he was and what he was doing on their land. The man introduced himself as Brother Áengus, an Irish monk who had taken a vow of solitude. He claimed to have sailed alone from Ireland to Iceland twelve years earlier in a small boat made of a wood frame covered with animal skins and said he had not seem another human being until he’d come across “five shock-haired barbarians tearing up my pasture.” 
 
    Reyes gently corrected the man, informing him that she had a legally registered claim to the entire area. Áengus insisted that his claim, witnessed by the Almighty Himself, superseded hers. He reassured her that he had no intention of evicting her, however, and in fact had received a “divine vision” that he was to end his solitude and pledge his support for their endeavor. Reyes at first balked at this, as she was expending no small amount of effort to ensure that only a handful of people actually knew what their endeavor consisted of. But Áengus went to work clearing brush, moving boulders, and doing whatever else he thought necessary, and eventually he became an indispensable member of the settlement. Thanks to his academic training as well as his experience surviving in the wilderness, he possessed a broad and eclectic body of knowledge covering a baffling array of topics.  
 
    His appearance on the island was so unexpected that for some time Reyes entertained the possibility he was a spy for Harald or even the Cho-ta’an themselves, but in the end that hypothesis seemed untenable. Áengus was just Áengus, accountable to no one but himself—and God Himself, if Áengus was to be believed.  
 
    The spacemen had gradually allowed him more and more responsibility, as the project moved from land-clearing to building turf houses and remodeling the cave. At this point there was no danger of Áengus or anyone else figuring out what they were actually up to; it would be years before the project had advanced to the point where they could even produce sheet metal. Except for the spacemen and a handful of Norsemen including Sigurd and Njáll, all any of the settlers knew was that they were someday hoping to launch a ship-building business.  
 
    Áengus had deduced early on that they were up to more than trying to turn out a few knarrs or snekkjas, but he never pressed for details. He was happy to be along for the ride, bemusedly picking up clues as he went. He had even picked up a few phrases of the spacemen’s language, which he employed more-or-less at random. For example, whenever he finished a task—placing the last stone in a rock wall or clearing the last bit of bramble from a field—he would loudly proclaim “Roger that!” in his lilting Irish accent. 
 
    It was partly his talent for languages that had caused Reyes to select him for this mission, although Gabe suspected Áengus’s understanding of Arabic was limited to a similarly arbitrary collection of phrases. It was a mystery how he’d managed to determine the whereabouts of the man they were seeking. 
 
    The party had left from Reykjavik, along with O’Brien and the two Norsemen accompanying him, three weeks earlier. At that point, they hadn’t even known the name of the man they were looking for; they knew him only as the mastermind behind the Siege of Syracuse. In Tunis, Áengus had discovered the man’s name was Ibrahim ibn Muhammed, and that he was thought to reside in Kairouan. That made sense: Kairouan was the capital and largest city of the kingdom of the Aghlabids, who controlled an area that encompassed much of what would later be known as Algeria, Tunisia and Libya. A mansion in the wealthy district of Kairouan would be a suitable habitation for the man who was in no small part responsible for the Aghlabids’ successful expansion into Southern Europe. 
 
    So it had been a surprise to Gabe and Sigurd when Áengus had told them he’d been informed that Ibrahim had recently moved out of Kairouan to a small house on a hill overlooking the city. Ibrahim ibn Muhammed, of all people, knew the dangers of living outside the city walls. The Aghlabids’ attacks in Sicily and Byzantium had made Kairouan a target; it was only a matter of time before the Europeans struck back. But then Ibrahim ibn Muhammed also knew better than most the desperation of those trapped inside city walls. Perhaps in the event of an invasion he preferred to die quickly rather than experience the privations and humiliation of an extended siege. 
 
    The door to the house swung open as they approached; they had probably been seen a long way off. A small, brown-skinned man with close-cropped jet-black hair, wearing a modest beige robe, stood holding the door. His face was expressionless, and he did not make eye contact. Áengus said something to the man in Arabic, but the man did not reply except to stand aside and nod almost imperceptibly. 
 
    “I believe we’ve been given permission to come inside,” Áengus said. Gabe raised an eyebrow at the monk, still half-expecting the Irishman’s limited grasp of the language to lead to a misunderstanding that would get them all killed. Sigurd, however, did not hesitate. He nodded toward the man and followed Áengus inside. Gabe and Njáll went after them. 
 
    The house was obviously well-built but not ostentatious, constructed of mud bricks, as was the custom in the area, and conservatively decorated in the North African Islamic style. The floor was a mosaic of glazed ceramic tile accented with decorative rugs. The man who had greeted them at the door led them from the foyer down a hall to a recessed room illuminated by high, squat window. A thick rug covered the floor of the room, with large silk pillows lying in rows against the walls. Reclining amongst the pillows was a tall man with olive skin. In one hand he held a ceramic cup and in the other a heavy, leather-bound book. He set the book down in his lap and looked up at the visitors with a smile. 
 
    “I am afraid I do not speak Norse,” the man said, in Frankish. “This will have to do. Unless you speak Arabic?” 
 
    Áengus said something to the man, and the man laughed. “Frankish it is, then,” he said. Áengus reddened. Gabe smiled, his suspicions about Áengus’s grasp of Arabic having been confirmed. Allah only knew how he’d gotten them this far. Fortunately, they all spoke a bit of Frankish, thanks to the year they’d spent in Normandy. For Gabe, who’d already possessed moderate fluency in German, it was an easy language to pick up. He also had another incentive: most of the women back at Höfn were Frankish. 
 
    “Please, have a seat,” the man said. The four men sat. “You have been traveling some time, yes? I will have Salim bring you some lamb and bread.” He set down his cup and knocked three times on the wall behind him. 
 
    The man who had met them at the door, who had vanished without notice, appeared in the room once again. 
 
    “Salim, please bring our visitors some food and drinks.” 
 
    Salim nodded slightly and disappeared once more. 
 
    “Forgive Salim,” the man said. “He is a deaf-mute, and to make matters worse, moves as quietly as a cloud. He’ll kill me in my sleep one of these days. Now, introductions. I am Ibrahim ibn Muhammed, but of course you know that, or you would not be here. Please, my strapping Northern visitors, tell me your names.” 
 
    “I am Sigurd,” Sigurd said. “This is Gabe, Áengus and Njáll.” 
 
    “Ah, Njáll,” Ibrahim said, nodding. “He is a fine specimen, is he not? One does not often see pale gods such as he in these parts.” 
 
    Njáll, whose Frankish was spotty, furrowed his brow at Sigurd, who ignored him. 
 
    “But Áengus and Gabe. These are not Danish names.” 
 
    “I am Irish,” said Áengus. 
 
    Ibrahim nodded. “And Gabe. Is it short for Gabriel?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Gabe said. 
 
    “Then you are named for an angel, the herald of Allah. Do you bring news from heaven, Gabriel?” 
 
    “Wars and rumors of wars,” Gabe said.  
 
    Salim reappeared, bearing a tray of bread and cold meats, along with four cups and a pot of tea. He set the tray down, poured the tea and handed a cup to each visitor without making a sound. He then disappeared again. Tea wasn’t exactly what Gabe was craving at the moment, but he and the others tore into the food. 
 
    “I am no longer in the business of war,” Ibrahim said. “I’m afraid that if you traveled from the North on behalf of some Norse chieftain to ply me for my military expertise, you have made a very long journey for nothing. 
 
     Sigurd spoke: “Is it true you were the mastermind behind the sieges of Syracuse and Melite?” 
 
    “I’m no general,” Ibrahim said. “I’ve never even wielded a sword. I fully intended to become a mathematician. It was my dream to serve in the court of the sultan at Baghdad. But when I was a young man, the caliph at Kairouan summoned me to help him make sense of drawings of Frankish siege engines. I never did make it to Baghdad.” 
 
    “Then you are the one they call the engineer,” Sigurd said. 
 
    Ibrahim shrugged. “I built some machines based on the drawings. In some cases, I made improvements.” 
 
    “I was told your mangonels fired farther and faster than any others ever seen in Europe,” Sigurd said. 
 
    “Perhaps. Most of the improvements I made, though, were for reliability and safety. The Frankish engines were based on ancient Roman designs. The Romans evidently considered their artillery crews expendable. I assume others will continue to improve on my designs, but I am done with all that now. For a younger man, it is no great thing to tear down ancient walls. The consequences weigh heavier as one ages.” 
 
    “Is that why you retired?” Gabe asked. “You feel guilty about the destruction your machines caused?” 
 
    Ibrahim laughed. “No, no, Gabriel. I feel no guilt for the deaths of infidels, nor for the destruction of their cities. Muhammed himself commanded war against their kind, and who am I to argue with the Prophet? Understand I have nothing against you men; you seem polite enough for Northerners. But neither would I hesitate to flatten your houses with a trebuchet if that is what duty required of me.” 
 
    “And we would be happy to burn down your house with your family in it, as payment in kind,” Sigurd said. 
 
    “Then we understand each other,” Ibrahim said with a smile. “But I’m afraid you’d be disappointed in your quest for vengeance, as I have no family. My work required me to be gone for many years, and so I never married. For the past two decades, Salim has been the closest thing I’ve had to family, although that will soon change.” 
 
    “You are getting married?” Áengus asked. 
 
    “That is the plan,” Ibrahim said, without excitement. “She is a beautiful girl, from a wealthy family—a distant cousin of the caliph himself. I am not myself from an important family, although my service to the caliph has afforded me some prestige. My sons will have every advantage and will be well-positioned to seek employment with the caliph if they so desire. If it has been my destiny to destroy cities, perhaps my sons will still save this one.” 
 
     “Is that why you live up here on a hill?” Gabe asked. “You fear the possibility of a siege of Kairouan?” 
 
    “A siege of Kairouan,” Ibrahim said with a smile. “Tell me, Gabriel, how would you conquer a city like Kairouan?” 
 
    Gabe hesitated. Did Ibrahim think that they had come to glean intelligence from him to be used against his own home city? Sigurd, however, had no reservations. 
 
    “Cut off the supply routes,” he said. “Most of the city’s food and other goods come from the port at Sûsa. Block that road and the other routes through the desert from Tunis. Kairouan will fall within a few weeks.” 
 
    “So simple!” Ibrahim said. “There are problems with your plan, I’m afraid. First, the caliph maintains grain stores to last the city at least six months. Second, the city maintains a spy network of traveling merchants who utilize a system of mirrors as beacons. A force of more than a dozen men would be identified and reported to the caliph before it even disembarked at port. If I were a wagering man, I would bet that the caliph is aware of your presence in the vicinity at this very moment. Third, there is a complex system of tunnels leading from the city to the desert, the openings of which are so well-hidden that you could be standing on top of one and never see it. These tunnels will act as a conduit for the scores of well-trained assassins who will kill your men one by one as you wait in the desert. And let us not forget the terrors that the desert itself holds, from venomous scorpions to sandstorms. You’ll find no wells to drink from and no farms to plunder here, Norseman. Only scorpions and sandstorms. Your greatest enemy, though, will be the sun. You have felt the heat of the afternoon in Kairouan. Imagine what it is like outside the city, where there is no shade, no respite. Even if you somehow manage to secure enough food and water to last half a year, you will not survive the sun. No, my friend, I’m afraid you will not be able to outlast the city of Kairouan. You will need a more direct approach.” 
 
    “Siege engines and artillery,” Sigurd said. “Break down the walls.” 
 
    “The walls of Kairouan are solid stone, thirty feet high and twelve feet thick. They are topped with crenellations that allow an archer to be placed every three feet, and the city has the manpower to match. Unless you have a force exceeding ten thousand men, and they are well-armored, you will never even get your artillery in position.” 
 
    “You seem to know a great deal about the defenses of Kairouan,” Áengus said. 
 
    “I ought to,” Ibrahim said. “I designed them. My last endeavor, before I retired.” 
 
    “Your defenses are no match for an army of ten thousand Norsemen,” Sigurd said. “Archers or no.” 
 
    Ibrahim laughed. “You Danes are all the same. You think the solution to every problem is brute force. I will tell you a secret, Dane. If you arrive with ten thousand of your countrymen, you will indeed be able to get your ballistae and mangonels in place, but only because the caliph will not want to waste his arrows slaughtering Northmen. For you see, the true defense of Kairouan is its offense. Come, and I will show you.” He got up and walked across the room to a stone staircase that led to a floor above them. He led them through a room to a balcony that overlooked the city. The sun had just set, and the walls made a stark silhouette against the magenta sky. 
 
    “You see that building?” said Ibrahim, pointing at a massive structure near the center of the city. “That’s the caliph’s palace. It’s a fortress within a fortress. Few have ever been allowed inside. The caliph and his staff could hold out there for years.” 
 
    Sigurd shrugged. “Just another wall to break down.” 
 
    “Ah, but it’s what’s inside the walls that I’m concerned with. An invention of mine. A true innovation, the likes of which have never been seen in Europe or Asia. I had wanted to build them for the siege on Melite but did not have adequate time for testing. So when the caliph gave me a free hand to update Kairouan’s defenses, I indulged my whims. Do you see the four smaller domes? There is one set a stone’s throw behind each of the four corner towers.” 
 
    “I see,” said Sigurd. “What of them?” 
 
    “If you look closely at the one on the southeast, you will see a rectangular break in the surface of the dome. Roughly the size of a man, about halfway up the dome. 
 
    The way the sun struck the dome, the outline was just barely visible. 
 
    “What is it?” Áengus asked. “A door?” 
 
    But Gabe, who had seen something like this before, realized what it was. “An artillery turret,” he said. 
 
    “Very good, Gabriel!” Ibrahim exclaimed. “There is hope for you yet.” 
 
    “But… what sort of artillery could you fit in that little space?” Sigurd asked, puzzled. Gabe shared his confusion. Medieval siege weapons were notoriously unstable and difficult to control. A catapult-like device once used by the Romans, called an onager, was named after a type of wild ass because it bucked so violently. A catapult operated in such close quarters would be as likely to kill its operators or destroy its housing as to do any damage to the enemy. A ballista, which resembled a giant crossbow, could be fired from such a housing, but these would be unlikely to take out an enemy siege engine.  
 
    “Counterweighted trebuchet,” Ibrahim said. “A bucket at the end of a long arm holds a projectile, typically a stone weighing sixty pounds or more. The arm rotates vertically around an axle, and a heavy counterweight is attached to the opposite end of the arm. Rather than relying on torsion, the projectile is essentially powered by gravity. The box is slowly raised by several men turning a crank, and then released when it is time to fire. The movement of the arm is determined entirely by the mass of the counterweight, along with the mass of the projectile itself, so there is no guesswork involved in determining the velocity or trajectory of the projectile. Further, there is far less chance for mechanical problems, such the cracking of a wooden bow or tearing of sinew. The greatest advantage, however, is that the axle allows the throwing arm to continue its movement after the projectile is thrown, eliminating the violent shock that occurs with a standard catapult.” 
 
    “More predictable movement and less wear and tear,” Gabe said. “You could fire it a hundred times and not have to worry about it breaking down or making the dome collapse on top of it. And they could be fired with great accuracy. A direct hit would easily take out an enemy siege engine. Catapults and ballistae would be sitting ducks. You could destroy the attacker’s offensive capabilities before they even put a dent in your walls.” 
 
    Ibrahim frowned. “You have seen something like this before?” 
 
    Gabe shook his head. “I’m a quick study.”  
 
    Ibrahim nodded, seeming a bit relieved if not entirely convinced. 
 
    Of course, Gabe had seen something like it—in books about military history. As far as he knew, though, counterweight trebuchets hadn’t been invented until the twelfth century. It was possible that Ibrahim was lying; they had no way of knowing what, if anything, was hidden under those domes. For all they knew, he was simply trying to impress them. But even if he were lying, he knew the principle of the machine: if he hadn’t actually built one, he’d either seen one somewhere or envisioned it himself. So, assuming history would unfold as Gabe knew it had, any record of Ibrahim’s discovery had been lost. One thing had been confirmed for certain: Ibrahim ibn Muhammed was the man they were looking for. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Eleven                   
 
    The man called Leo the Mathematician was tall and lean, with deep lines worn in his leathery face and a head of shaggy white hair. He was sitting on a bench in his workshop, whittling at a small piece of wood. The workshop was a menagerie of wood carvings, tools, knickknacks and devices of wood and copper. Leo didn’t look up as O’Brien and the others approached. O’Brien, following Joseph’s lead, stood silently, waiting for the old man to acknowledge them. Not wanting to frighten Leo, O’Brien had asked Birgir to wait outside. They remained this way for several minutes. O’Brien, growing increasingly agitated, was about to break the silence when the old man set the wood piece down and looked up at him. O’Brien saw now that it was a carving of a robin. Leo spoke a curt sentence in Greek, and O’Brien looked at Joseph.  
 
    “He is asking what you want,” Joseph said. “I have told him only that you are Northerners looking for men to build machines.” 
 
    Any hopes O’Brien may have had of recruiting Leo himself had evaporated the moment they’d walked into his workshop. The man looked to be at least eighty, and though he looked to be in good health, was clearly frail. He hadn’t many years left, and probably wouldn’t want to spend them in Iceland. He might not even survive the trip. 
 
    “Tell him it’s an honor to meet him,” O’Brien said. “We have come a very long way, and word of his accomplishments has reached us even in our homeland.” O’Brien didn’t think it was a stretch to suppose that Leo was known to educated people in Northern Europe. Among other achievements, Leo was credited with a system of beacons stretching across Asia Minor from Cilicia to Constantinople to give advance warning of Arab raids. He was equally well-known for the intricate automata he’d created, such as trees with moving birds and roaring lions.  
 
    Joseph spoke a few sentences to Leo, who didn’t react in any appreciable manner. Joseph turned back to O’Brien. “I think he’s still waiting for us to answer his question.” 
 
    “Tell him we’re looking for men who can build things. Not just with their hands, but with their minds. Men who can see how things go together in their heads.” 
 
    Joseph nodded and spoke again to Leo. Leo answered briefly. 
 
    “He wants to know for how long.” 
 
    “For life,” O’Brien said. “We will be taking them back with us. The project will take many years.” 
 
    Another brief exchange in Greek followed. 
 
    “He wants to know what this project is.” 
 
    O’Brien sighed. How the hell was he going to convince Leo to help them when he couldn’t tell him what they were doing? If he cared about his students at all, he wouldn’t send them across the continent with a bunch of Vikings to work on some unspecified project. At best, the purse of silver might entice a few of the dimmer bulbs. They’d be better off recruiting orphans from Paris and teaching them from scratch. 
 
    “The project is so important that it must be kept secret,” O’Brien said. “If the wrong people find out, they will try to stop us.” 
 
    Joseph translated. Leo seemed unimpressed. He picked up the wooden robin and began to carve again. 
 
    “It is like the levitating throne you built for the emperor,” O’Brien said. “But a hundred times as complex, with thousands of interworking parts. It will be the greatest thing ever built on Earth, more wondrous than the pyramids of Egypt and the Hagia Sophia itself. The machines we will need to build this thing will be marvels in themselves.” 
 
    Joseph dutifully translated, but Leo wasn’t listening any more. They’d lost him. This was their best chance to find qualified engineers, and O’Brien had blown it. He would return to Iceland a failure. O’Brien’s eyes fell to a complex model of the solar system that rested, half-finished, on a table nearby. The model was geocentric but the planets—Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn, anyway—were in the correct order in terms of distance from Earth. The inventor’s intention was clearly to make it a moving model that reflected the planets’ actual motions, but from the dust gathered on the spheres O’Brien surmised that the project had been aborted. 
 
    O’Brien walked to the table, studying the way the smaller spheres were connected by wires that could move around tracks that bisected Earth roughly at the equator. A hinged door into the Earth had been left open, revealing a complex arrangement of clockwork inside. Even unfinished, it was a marvel to look at. 
 
    “You built this?” O’Brien said to Leo. 
 
    Leo, not waiting for the translation, muttered a word in Greek. 
 
    “He says it’s garbage,” Joseph said. 
 
    “But the machinery!” O’Brien exclaimed, peering into the Earth. “It’s amazing! Does it work?” 
 
    Joseph repeated the question in Greek, and Leo muttered an answer. 
 
    “He says it works like an idiot reciting Aristotle.” 
 
    “He what?” 
 
    “I think he means that it works, but it doesn’t reflect the movements of the planets as it’s supposed to. The mechanism is there, but it doesn’t add up to anything.” 
 
    Leo, still working at the wood robin, grumbled several more sentences. 
 
    “It was commissioned by the Emperor. It is part of a series of works showing the Imperial Palace at the center of Constantinople, Constantinople at the center of the world, and the world at the center of the universe. Apparently there were some creative differences with the Emperor.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” O’Brien said. 
 
    Leo grumbled something else, and O’Brien made out the name Aristarchus. 
 
    “Aristarchus of Samos,” O’Brien said, remembering the name from science classes. 
 
    Leo’s eyes lit up and he set down the bird. 
 
    “Heliocentrism,” O’Brien said. “The model doesn’t work because the sun should be at the center, rather than the Earth.” 
 
    Joseph looked puzzled, but he dutifully translated. Excitement came over the old man’s eyes. O’Brien experienced a moment of panic as he realized the potential importance of what he was saying. The heliocentric model of the solar system hadn’t prevailed until the sixteenth century—and even then, its acceptance hadn’t exactly gone smoothly. On the other hand, the idea that the sun was at the center of the solar system had been raised hundreds of years earlier. Aristarchus of Samos, in the third century B.C., was one of the first, if not the first, to propose it. Most of Aristarchus’s works were eventually lost, but evidently Leo was familiar with him. In any case, it was doubtful that Leo needed O’Brien’s validation—although he certainly was excited to meet someone who shared his understanding. 
 
    Leo had gotten up from the bench and was riffling through a sheaf of papers. He seized a large piece of parchment and lay it on the table in front of O’Brien. It was a drawing that clearly depicted the sun at the center of the solar system. The planets, labeled in Greek, were all in a row, tracing circles around a blazing sun. O’Brien put his finger on the third planet. “Earth,” he said. He pointed to the smaller circle orbiting Earth. “Moon.” 
 
    Leo nodded excitedly, not waiting for the translation. O’Brien pointed to a pen resting in an inkwell nearby. Leo’s brow furrowed, but then he nodded. 
 
    O’Brien picked up the pen, dipped it in the ink, and then carefully drew three more small circles in line with the other planets. He pointed to each of them in turn. “Uranus. Neptune. Pluto.” 
 
    Leo’s eyes went wide. O’Brien hoped this was a good sign, but he half-expected Leo to chase him out of the workshop for ruining his diagram. Joseph held out his hand and O’Brien gave him the pen. Joseph scrawled Greek names next to each of the three new planets. 
 
    Leo’s face had gone pale. He murmured a question to Joseph. 
 
    “He wants to know how you have seen these things.” 
 
    O’Brien thought for a moment. Should he try to explain the concept of telescopes? A man like Leo would certainly be fascinated to learn it was possible to arrange lenses in such a way as to make distant items appear larger. But on a whim, O’Brien decided to go a different direction. He hoped Reyes would forgive him. 
 
    Taking back the pen from Joseph, he drew a passable representation of a sailing ship, not unlike the karve the Norsemen had taken from Reykjavik, floating in the empty space near Neptune. He drew lines behind the ship in an attempt to approximate a wake, indicating the direction from which the ship had come. “Ship,” he said, tapping the drawing. Then he pointed to his chest. 
 
    Leo regarded him severely. O’Brien could tell the old man was trying to determine whether he was playing a joke on him. He could only imagine what Joseph was thinking. The Jew had remained dispassionate and businesslike throughout the exchange. Most likely he thought O’Brien was trying to run some kind of con game, taking advantage of a senile old man. O’Brien wasn’t sure whether to be impressed at Joseph’s loyalty or concerned that he seemed to be making no effort to watch out for his “old friend.” 
 
    Leo muttered something and turned away, moving slowly back to his work bench. 
 
    “He wants you to leave,” Joseph said. 
 
    “He doesn’t believe me.” 
 
    “Of course he doesn’t believe you!” Joseph snapped. “I told you his mind is sharp. Ships traversing the ether! I was a fool to believe this project was anything more than a fantasy.” He spoke to Leo in an apologetic tone and then turned to leave. Leo ignored him. 
 
    “Wait,” O’Brien said. 
 
    “Why?” Joseph growled, whirling to face him. “Do you have a message for me from the queen of the fairies? Would you like me to serve as an interpreter in your meeting with an important djinn?” 
 
    “I can prove it,” O’Brien said. 
 
    “Prove what? That you’re a traveler from beyond the planets?” 
 
    “Yes,” O’Brien said.  
 
    Joseph seemed uncertain how to respond to this. 
 
    “I will pay you,” O’Brien said. “Your full wage for yesterday and for today. But you must do one thing.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “Return here with me after dark.” 
 
    Joseph laughed bitterly. “Now he taunts me! I am a Jew, stranger! As I have told you, I am not allowed in the city after dark. You have no intention of paying me. If I come here after dark, you will have me hauled away by the city guard.” 
 
    “I swear that I will not,” O’Brien said. “Here.” He handed Joseph the purse full of silver. “There are twenty silver coins in there. It’s all I have on me. I will give you another ten if you return this evening.” 
 
    Joseph regarded him skeptically. “And what should I tell Leo?” 
 
    “Tell him that I have something amazing to show him. After he’s seen it, he’s free to throw us both out. We can face the city guard together.” 
 
    Joseph peered inside the purse, jingling the coins in his hand. After a moment, he sighed, shaking his head. He walked back to Leo’s bench and bowed deeply. He spoke several sentences in a soft, pleading tone. Leo shrugged and muttered a reply. 
 
    “We will return at sundown,” Joseph said. “For both of our sakes, I hope you are not a liar or a madman.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twelve                   
 
    “If it is true what you are saying about these machines, then it is a well-kept secret,” Sigurd said to Ibrahim. “You would not part with such information so easily, unless you were instructed to do so.” 
 
    “You said the caliph knows we are here,” Gabe said. “Does he think we are spies, scouting the defenses of Kairouan?” 
 
    “I cannot speak for the caliph,” Ibrahim said nervously. 
 
    Sigurd regarded him sternly. “But his men reported to you that we were on our way here.” His suspicions had been confirmed: the man who had intervened in their scuffle in Kairouan was an agent of the caliph. The caliph’s men had been watching them from the moment they’d entered the city, possibly earlier. It also explained how Áengus was able to ascertain Ibrahim’s location so easily: the caliph wanted them to find him. 
 
    “I… cannot say…” Ibrahim stammered. 
 
    “Relax, Ibrahim,” Gabe said. “We’re not your enemies. Nor are we spies,” Gabe said. “Not of the sort your caliph need worry about anyway. We do not work for the Byzantines, and we have no intention of attacking Kairouan.” 
 
    “Yes, that was apparent to me.” 
 
    “But you told us about the city’s defenses anyway.” 
 
    “I am not one to miss a chance to boast of my handiwork, particularly when given express permission.” 
 
    Sigurd smiled. “Then the caliph did instruct you to try to scare us off.” 
 
    Ibrahim sighed. “I am sorry, I am afraid I am no good at this business of espionage and subterfuge. This is why I am an engineer rather than a diplomat. Even Salim will tell you I cannot bluff at shatranj to save my life. Yes, I received word from the caliph that a party of four northerners, believed to be Byzantine spies, were on their way to my house. I was told that the caliph wished to impress upon these men that an attack on Kairouan would be ill-advised. As I would have in any case, since it is the truth.” 
 
     “Then what you said about the trebuchets in the domes,” Gabe said. “It’s true?” 
 
    “The city is impregnable even without the trebuchets,” Ibrahim said. 
 
    “I think you’re a better liar than you realize,” Gabe said. “You had us convinced.” 
 
    “There could be trebuchets,” Ibrahim said quietly. “It was a dream of mine, but the caliph was not convinced they were worth the expense. Of course, if you mention this to the caliph, he will have me executed.” 
 
    “We won’t say a word,” Sigurd said. “If we have the opportunity to speak with the caliph, we will tell him you have convinced us the city is unassailable.” 
 
    Ibrahim nodded appreciatively. “That would be most kind.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure we are not planning to attack the city?” Sigurd asked. 
 
    “You would not have broached the topic of assaulting Kairouan so easily if that were your intention. Your approach could be a bold bluff, but I do not think so. And it would not matter if it were.” 
 
    “You believe Kairouan really is impregnable, then?” Sigurd asked. 
 
    “No. A force of ten thousand Greeks or Spaniards could storm the gates. But Kairouan is too remote for them to concern themselves with. There are more attractive targets closer to home. Kairouan will not fall to a siege; rather, it will succumb to rot.” 
 
    “What sort of rot?” asked Sigurd. 
 
    “Internal division. There is great unrest among the Berbers, and many thousands of them are already inside the gates. This city will fall, as surely as if its walls had been pierced by my imaginary trebuchets, probably within a decade.” 
 
    “This is what you meant when you said your sons might still save this city,” Gabe said. 
 
    Ibrahim sighed heavily. “It is probably a vain hope. The caliph is a good man, but he is short-sighted. I’m afraid his mismanagement of the city has made a revolt inevitable. I do my best to advise him, but I am only one man, and I am not a diplomat. Sometimes my words are too harsh, and they have the opposite effect of what I intended. I had a hope that if I had sons… ah, but it is only a fantasy. Things have progressed too far already. And I am a coward, because I hide up here on a hill rather than face what is coming. The people of the city think I am a fool, having built a wall to keep them safe and then choosing to live outside of it. But they are too close to see what is coming.” 
 
    “If you believe the city is doomed, why do you stay?” Sigurd asked. 
 
    “The caliph will not let me leave. He values my counsel too much to let me move away, but not enough to follow my advice. It took three years to convince him to let me move to this house. So here I sit, overlooking a city that I cannot save, even if were allowed to build the machines I envision.” 
 
    “What if I could give you the chance to build them?” Gabe asked. 
 
    Ibrahim’s eyes lit up. “Then you are planning an attack!” 
 
    “Yes, but not of Kairouan. We are only here because of you.” 
 
    “Then where?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t be that candid yet. When we are away from here, we can give you more details.” 
 
    “I am to be married in three weeks. And as I said, I am not permitted to leave.” 
 
    Áengus, who had been listening quietly for some time, spoke: “If I may be so bold,” he said, “I sense a lack of enthusiasm on your part regarding this marriage.” 
 
    Ibrahim sighed. “She is a beautiful girl from a good family. A passable cook, and an agreeable personality. However… she is not stimulating in conversation. She is a terrible gossip, spreading rumors about people in the city. My machines destroy cities, but her words tear people down in a way that causes disgust to rise up in my guts. I have tried to love her, but I cannot. If she could only be quiet! It would be better for her to be like…” Ibrahim trailed off, as if he had said too much. 
 
    “Then it would not break your heart if you were unable to marry this girl?” Sigurd asked. 
 
    “It is no use!” Ibrahim cried. “I cannot leave. If I were to abandon her now, I would be forever shamed. The caliph would hunt me down, wherever I went.” 
 
    “If you left of your own free will,” Áengus said, glancing toward Sigurd. Sigurd nodded, understanding Áengus’s meaning. 
 
    “You said the caliph knows we are here,” Gabe said. “Does he have men watching us now?” 
 
    “Here?” Ibrahim asked. “No, no. He wouldn’t risk being discovered. He wants you to return to your masters thinking I have told you that it is pointless for you to besiege Kairouan.” 
 
    “Suppose that we were not sent to gather information on Kairouan,” Gabe said. “Suppose we intended to kidnap the vaunted mastermind of the siege of Syracuse and bring him back with us.” 
 
    Ibrahim stared at Gabe, aghast. “Is… is that what you intend to do?” 
 
    “If it were,” Gabe said, “how much resistance from you could we expect?” 
 
    “You’re talking about taking me to the North? To Scandinavia?” 
 
    “To Frankia first. But if you prove your worth, as I’m sure you will, there will certainly be a place for you in our settlement farther north.” 
 
    “Would I really have a chance to build my trebuchets?” 
 
    “You will if it’s up to me,” Gabe said. “The project is dependent on convincing a very wealthy man of our chances of success.” 
 
    “I am no salesman,” Ibrahim said. 
 
    “Tell him your story about the machines under the domes,” Sigurd said. 
 
    “Yes?” Ibrahim said. “You found it convincing?” 
 
    “Quite,” said Gabe.  
 
    Ibrahim rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I will get to destroy a city?” 
 
    “Filled to the brim with infidels,” Gabe said. 
 
    “And this settlement of yours, it is comfortable?” 
 
    “It is comfortable enough for my people,” Sigurd said. “The cold will take some getting used to.” 
 
    “But I will be able to have books? And tea?” 
 
    “I’m sure that can be arranged,” Gabe said. 
 
    Ibrahim sat in silence for some time. At last he said, “Could I bring Salim?” 
 
    “Of course,” Gabe said. 
 
    “When would this abduction be taking place?” 
 
    “Tonight,” Gabe said. “We can’t afford the caliph taking any more interest in our plans.” 
 
    Ibrahim nodded, looking around at the trappings of his house. 
 
    Gabe said, “I must tell you, it is unlikely you will ever be able to return here.” 
 
    “Luxuries don’t particularly interest me. My concern is that I will get to do my work.” 
 
    “We will certainly find work for a man of your skills, one way or another.” 
 
    “In that case, I should think resistance on my part would be minimal. But I have one more question. Who is this man I would be building the machines for?” 
 
    “A powerful Viking chief in northern Frankia,” Sigurd said. “His name is Hrólfr.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirteen    
 
    “Carpenter, you there?” 
 
    O’Brien wasn’t sure Andrea Luhman was still in range. It had taken him so long to find a place in Constantinople where he could use his comm in private that he might have missed his window. He finally had to content himself with a filthy alley behind a tannery where he was reasonably certain he wouldn’t be seen talking to himself like a lunatic. Joseph, still muttering about what he’d gotten himself into, stood at the mouth of the alley, watching the street for nosy passersby. 
 
    “O’Brien?” a voice crackled in his ear. “Carpenter’s asleep. This is Mallick.” 
 
    “Oh, hey, Captain. How are things in orbit?” He regretted the question as soon as he’d asked it. Talking to the captain still made him a little nervous. 
 
    “Cramped and boring,” Mallick said. “Can I help you with something, or did you just want to ask how I’m doing?” 
 
    “I have a request,” O’Brien said. “Is this a private channel?” 
 
    “Just you and me. Go ahead.” 
 
    “Before I tell you what I need… would it be possible for you to not tell Reyes?” 
 
    “It’s possible. What’s the request?” 
 
    O’Brien hesitated. He felt bad going over Reyes’s head. Technically he wasn’t disobeying her orders, but he knew that if he asked her, she’d say no. And then he’d be stuck in Constantinople with no leads, having blown his best chance to recruit the people they needed. What he was doing carried some risk, but without taking some risks, they weren’t going to get anywhere. “What’s the closest your orbit brings you to Constantinople?” he asked. 
 
    “About a thousand miles to the northwest on our current trajectory, but we’re closing on you. In four hours, we’ll cross over the Black Sea.” 
 
    “Perfect,” O’Brien said. Sunset was in three hours. 
 
    “Say again, O’Brien? Your signal is fading.” 
 
    “I’ve found someone who can help us recruit engineers. But it’s going to take a minor miracle to convince him. I’ll tell you the rest in a couple of hours. O’Brien out.” 
 
    Mallick’s reply was garbled; Andrea Luhman had passed over the horizon again. Just as well: it would give Mallick’s imagination some time to work. Mallick was a man of action, and it was killing him to be stuck in orbit while his crew were running all over Europe. He didn’t think Mallick would object to being given the opportunity to influence events on the ground. 
 
    O’Brien walked back to the street corner, where Joseph waited. “How was your conversation with the sky ship?” Joseph asked. 
 
    “Short,” O’Brien said. “But I think we’ll get what we need.” 
 
    “You’re barking mad. You realize this, yes?” 
 
    “I’m well aware of it. But not for the reason you think. Are you familiar with the system of beacons Leo set up to communicate with the other cities of the empire?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “The signalmen use some sort of code, right? Different combinations of flashes to mean ‘attackers heading your way’ or ‘send help’ or whatever?” 
 
    “My understanding is that the code is much more sophisticated than that. They use it for diplomatic agreements.” 
 
    “Ah. Then the code is kept secret?” 
 
    “Well, yes. But I know where the signalmen like to drink.” 
 
    “Excellent. Let’s see what we can find out before sundown.”  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Three and a half hours later, O’Brien and Joseph were standing on Leo’s roof. O’Brien had to beg—and finally bribe—a servant to get Leo out of bed; the old man had forgotten he’d made an appointment. He stood in his nightgown, arms folded against his chest, glaring at O’Brien. He looked like he might at any moment have his servants throw both of them out in the street. That would be bad news for them, as the curfew was currently in effect, but particularly for Joseph. O’Brien would probably be thrown in jail for the night, but Joseph might very well be expelled from the city and forbidden to return.  
 
    “I apologize for waking you, Leo,” O’Brien said, “but I think you’ll find this demonstration worth the loss of sleep.” Joseph translated. Leo muttered something, continuing to glare.  
 
    “We’re doomed,” Joseph said. “I never should have agreed to this.” 
 
    “He didn’t say that,” O’Brien said. 
 
    “You don’t want to hear what he said,” Joseph replied. “Is any of what you’ve told me true? Please, just tell me. I want to prepare for the next stage of my life, perhaps herding goats in India.” 
 
    A voice crackled in his ear. “O’Brien, are you there?” 
 
    “I’m here,” O’Brien said. It was Carpenter. “Are you set up?” 
 
    Joseph frowned and then sighed and rolled his eyes as he realized O’Brien was once again talking to the crew of the “sky ship.” 
 
    “Ready when you are,” Carpenter said. “We’ll be over the Black Sea in two minutes.” 
 
    “Wait for my signal,” O’Brien said. He turned back to Leo. “Leo, I’m about to show you something that is going to seem impossible. As a man of science, I expect that you’re going to want to see it replicated, and you’re going to want to tell everyone you can about what you’ve seen. Unfortunately, I can’t allow either of those things. This is a one-time demonstration for your eyes only. It will never be repeated, and you may not tell anyone. I am taking a great risk by providing this demonstration, and I am doing it only because I believe your understanding and cooperation are critical to the success of my mission. Do you accept these conditions?” 
 
    For a moment, Leo and Joseph both stood staring at O’Brien, perplexed.  
 
    “I need you to translate that, Joseph.” 
 
    “Oh!” Joseph exclaimed. “Of course.” He’d been so transfixed by O’Brien’s bizarre speech that he’d forgotten his role. O’Brien waited as Joseph did his best to remember what he’d said and translate it into Greek. The way Leo’s eyes gradually widened as Joseph talked let O’Brien know he’d gotten the gist of it. Leo seemed less angry and more stunned by O’Brien’s impertinence. 
 
    “I need to know he accepts the terms,” O’Brien said. 
 
    Joseph nodded and spoke a question to Leo. Leo regarded O’Brien sternly for a moment and then nodded. O’Brien smiled. As expected, Leo’s curiosity won out. Even if there were only a one in a thousand chance of O’Brien’s story about a sky ship being true, he wouldn’t miss a chance to see it. 
 
    “Good,” O’Brien said. “I want you to look up at the sky, directly above us.” 
 
    As Joseph translated, O’Brien tapped his comm. “Carpenter. We’re ready. Hit the lights.” 
 
    For a few seconds, they craned their heads upwards, staring at the sky, seeing nothing but stars. Fortunately, it was a clear night. 
 
    Then O’Brien saw a faint blinking in the sky, just to the north. “There!” he said, pointing it out to the others. 
 
    Joseph stood open-mouthed. Leo gasped. 
 
    Joseph had managed to crib a code sheet from one of the signalmen, and O’Brien had related the entire code to Mallick two hours earlier. It was a simple code, similar to Morse, with a series of combinations of short and long blinks corresponding to letters in the Greek alphabet. There were plenty of other shortcuts for certain words and phrases, but the alphabet was all they needed. If, as he hoped, Leo had invented the code as well was the signaling system, he would recognize the word.  
 
    Judging by Leo’s reaction, O’Brien’s hunch had been right. Joseph had to move quickly to keep the man from collapsing from shock. They helped him to a nearby chair as the signal repeated: 
 
      
 
    LEO LEO LEO LEO 
 
      
 
    As he sat, still staring at the tiny blinking light in the sky, Leo murmured something to Joseph.  
 
    “He wants to know how you did it,” Joseph said. “He thinks it’s some kind of trick.” 
 
    “No trick,” O’Brien said. “That’s our sky ship. It’s orbiting the Earth, just like the moon does in your drawing.” 
 
    Joseph translated, and Leo shook his head animatedly, now wide awake. He shouted something in Greek. 
 
    “He says it would fall.” 
 
    O’Brien shook his head. “It moves forward as fast as it falls,” he said, holding up his left fist and tracing a circle around it with his right index finger. “So it falls, but it keeps missing what it’s falling toward. It can do that basically forever. It’s the same thing that keeps the moon in orbit around the Earth, and the Earth in orbit around the sun.” 
 
    Joseph translated, and a look of understanding came over Leo’s face, as if he’d been told something that he already knew on some level but hadn’t known how to express it. 
 
    “Then the Earth really does revolve around the sun?” Joseph asked. Leo hadn’t said anything; this was Joseph’s question. 
 
    “It really does. Most people won’t know this for another six hundred years though.” 
 
    “And the sky ship? It’s real?” 
 
    “You’ve seen it yourself. That beacon is a very bright focused light called a laser. I had the captain aim it directly at us.” 
 
    “And you were aboard this sky ship?” 
 
    “I was,” O’Brien said. He was now telling Joseph far more than Reyes would have allowed, but he didn’t see the point in keeping this a secret anymore. If Reyes found out, so be it. He was doing what he needed to do to make the mission succeed. “My people originated on Earth, but many years ago, we left in sky ships for other habitable planets.” 
 
    “Why did you return?” 
 
    “We were shot down by an enemy ship. Where I’m from, all of humanity is engaged in war with a race called the Cho-ta’an. To win the war, my crew must return to space.” 
 
    “So that is what you’re up to. You’re building one of these sky ships.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Well,” Joseph said. “That’s much better than a basilica.” 
 
    As he spoke, Leo let out a gasp. The two men looked up at the sky to see that the blinking continued, but the pattern had changed. O’Brien wasn’t familiar enough with the code to decipher it. 
 
    “Hey, Carpenter,” O’Brien said into his comm, “what the hell is that? Showing off?” 
 
    “Maybe a little,” Carpenter said. 
 
    “What does it say?” 
 
    “‘Hope is the dream of a waking man.’ It’s from Aristotle. Figured your philosopher would appreciate it.” 
 
    O’Brien turned to look at Leo, who was staring at the sky with tears running down his cheeks. “I think it’s safe to say we’ve made an impression.” 
 
    “Good, because we’re going to lose you in a few minutes.” Already the blinking light was approaching the horizon. 
 
    “Thanks, Carpenter. Tell the captain thanks, too. I’ll check in again in the morning.” 
 
    “Copy that, O’Brien. Good luck. Carpenter out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fourteen    
 
    “I am surprised to see you in Frankia,” Hrólfr said. “You left under less than auspicious circumstances.” He stuffed a piece of venison into his mouth, staring across the table at Sigurd. Behind Hrólfr  stood two armored Norsemen holding spears. Gabe sat on Sigurd’s right, and Ibrahim and Salim sat on his left. Ibrahim’s eyes kept falling shut, and Salim kept nudging him in the ribs. They’d been in this room for over an hour, waiting for Hrólfr to return from a scouting expedition. 
 
    All three travelers were tired. After sneaking Ibrahim and Salim out of the house, they had traveled all night to reach the port city of Sûsa. There they had paid the crew of a cargo ship for passage to Tunis, where they had spent the night. The next day, they boarded a passenger vessel bound for the Frankish town of Maguelone. After a week spent crossing the Mediterranean, they joined a merchant caravan traveling by horseback from Maguelone to Paris. From Paris, they set out on foot for Hrólfr’s fort near Rouen. It had been three weeks since they left Kairouan.  
 
    “We were attacked by Harald’s men,” Sigurd replied. “And despite your assurances, you did nothing to assist us.” 
 
    Hrólfr guffawed. “You neglected to tell me of your past troubles with Harald, and this is my fault? You are lucky I didn’t join in the battle on Harald’s side! Merely remaining neutral costed me dearly with my cousin.” 
 
    “More than you extorted from us for that parcel of land on the hilltop?” Sigurd said. “I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    “Gentlemen,” Gabe interjected, “it’s best if we set aside past quarrels. It’s in all of our interests to work together.” 
 
    Hrólfr laughed again. “What do you have to offer me? I only agreed to meet with you because I could not believe you dared show your faces again in Frankia after the beating Harald gave you. How many are left of your little tribe? Two dozen? I have ten thousand men at my disposal. In two months, we will take Rouen.” 
 
    “It’s true we have no fighting men to offer you,” Sigurd said. “But we have something else. Something that will allow you take Rouen with far fewer losses.” 
 
    “And maybe allow you to set your sights on even bigger targets,” Gabe added. 
 
    “You refer to some kind of weapon? I already have men working on siege engines. Mangonels and siege towers. We will be ready by October. Rouen will not last a month.” 
 
    “I saw some of these engines as we walked in,” Ibrahim said sleepily. “You will be lucky if they kill more of the enemy than your own men.” 
 
    Hrólfr glared at Ibrahim. “Who is this man?” he demanded. “I was told you had brought valets with you from Africa.” 
 
    “This is Ibrahim ibn Muhammed,” Sigurd said. “He is from Kairouan.” 
 
    Hrólfr studied Ibrahim. “You speak excellent Frankish.” 
 
    “I have been to your country before. And I have spent many hours poring over Frankish manuscripts. You are familiar with Lothar of Reims?” 
 
    “Lothar is my chief engineer,” Hrólfr said. 
 
    “I thought as much,” Ibrahim said. “He uses fir or pine for most of his construction, even the pins that hold the machines together. They will contract as they dry, and the pins will slip out of place. Soft woods are good for the main apparatus, particularly the throwing arm, which will give you a longer range if you use a wood with some flex. Maple and birch are better for pins.” 
 
    “Ibrahim masterminded the sieges of Melite and Syracuse,” Sigurd said. “He is the greatest builder of siege engines in the world.” 
 
    “I was told Lothar was the greatest,” Hrólfr said. 
 
    Ibrahim chuckled at this. “Lothar is a competent workman,” he said. “If you give him a pile of lumber and a thousand men, he will produce catapults that a Roman legionnaire would be proud to wheel into battle. Such weapons would be more than sufficient if you were fighting Huns in wood forts and did not expect the battle to last more than a month.” 
 
    “You believe you can do better?” 
 
    “Better than Lothar? Salim could build better engines than Lothar.” Salim nodded. 
 
    “You really masterminded the sieges of Melite and Syracuse?” 
 
    “I built the mangonels and trebuchets, yes. I understand many of them are still in use today, although they have been sold off to minor noblemen across Europe.” 
 
    “Ibrahim has invented a new type of trebuchet,” Gabe said. “It is counterweighted to allow it to throw farther, with more accuracy and stability.” 
 
    “I am not one for novelties,” Hrólfr said. “I just need machines that work. I want to attack Rouen before winter.” 
 
    “Give Ibrahim a month,” Sigurd said. “He will prove his worth to you.” 
 
    “You’re giving him to me?” 
 
    “He’s a free man, but he has agreed to work for you. At our expense, of course.” 
 
    “What is the benefit of this arrangement to you?” 
 
    “Consider it a gift of goodwill,” Sigurd said. “My friends are convinced that you will soon rule all of northern Frankia, and they need allies.” 
 
    “Penance for past sins,” Hrólfr said. 
 
    “We admit to no wrongdoing,” Gabe said. “Harald tried to steal from us, and when we resisted, he tried to kill us. We did what we needed to do to survive.” 
 
    “You misled me.” 
 
    “We never lied to you,” Sigurd said. “You could have asked about our history with Harald, but you did not, presumably because you wanted our silver for that parcel of land—a parcel, I might add, we still technically own despite the fact that you have now sold it to a group of Danes.” 
 
    “You vacated the property,” Hrólfr. “If I allow such a valuable parcel to remain empty, it will be claimed by squatters. If you wish to contest the claim, you are welcome to do so. I can hear the case now if you like.” 
 
    “We will not be contesting the claim,” Gabe said. “We wish to put this all in the past.” 
 
    “And you expect no other form of payment for this man’s services?” 
 
    “None,” said Sigurd. “Although we had hoped you would allow us to participate in the attack on Rouen. We ask for nothing more than our share of the spoils.” 
 
    Hrólfr thought for a moment. “I will give your man a month. You may stay here while he works, but you will assist me in preparing my troops. If, after a month, I am satisfied with the arrangement, you may join me in the attack on Rouen and receive your fair share of any spoils.” If Sten didn’t come through with any gold, they were going to need it. 
 
    “Good,” Sigurd said. “Then the matter is settled. Now perhaps you could have a servant show us to our quarters before our engineer falls asleep in his milk?” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifteen           
 
    Torben’s great-uncle, Adelmund, was the jarl at Hella. Eirik had learned this from a man named Korey, who owned a parcel of land just west of Höfn. Korey had told Eirik that he had overheard Torben at the market in Hella, going on about how his uncle was going to expose the newcomers for the liars and criminals they are. Hella was a settlement a hundred miles or so to the west, about halfway between Höfn and Reykjavik.  
 
    “Adelmund?” Reyes asked. “He has no authority here.” They’d traded with Adelmund’s settlement a few times, although Reyes had never personally met the jarl. From what she had heard, he was a decent man without great ambition. 
 
    “Perhaps not, but you have not been officially recognized as a jarl, so…” 
 
    “So there’s a bit of gray area,” Reyes said. She’d been afraid this would happen. The spacemen had been trying to remain political non-entities as far as possible, but even in remote and sparsely populated Iceland that was proving difficult. A political void had formed, and it was going to be filled one way or another. 
 
    There were no other female jarls in Iceland, but there was no prohibition against it in Icelandic law. Iceland had no king, and there wasn’t even any sort of formal legislative body at this point; just individual jarls who met on occasion as needed.  
 
    And yet, Reyes had made no effort to be recognized as a jarl, nor had she nominated Gabe or Sigurd for the job. To some extent the decision had been left unmade by default; she simply hadn’t wanted to take time away from her other tasks to deal with Icelandic politics. But she realized now that her failure to act had also been prompted by denial: she wanted to believe that here in Iceland they’d found a place where they could undertake their project without outside interference. That had been a mistake, and she had a feeling she was going to be paying for it. If the situation escalated, the jarls might even appeal to King Harald to act as an arbitrator, which would be the absolute worst-case scenario. 
 
    “Since there is no local jarl,” Eirik said, “Adelmund may feel that it’s incumbent upon him to address the issue.” 
 
    “He might feel that way, but he still has no right to trespass on our land, nor to allow anyone else to do so.” 
 
    “He could still cause us problems with the other jarls. If he thinks we’re hiding something, it won’t look good. News will spread that we are not to be trusted. It will make trading and other agreements difficult. Perhaps if we allowed Adelmund to send a neutral representative to verify that there is no gold or silver to be found here?” 
 
    Reyes shook her head. “No. They’ll find the cave.” 
 
    “Does it matter? What can they learn from the cave?” 
 
    “Enough,” Reyes said. “They’ll know we’re expanding it, planning to use it to house something. If rumors of our secrecy are flying now, just wait until people find out we’re building a secret underground facility. People on this island don’t have that much to talk about. We’ll be lucky if Harald doesn’t find out eventually.” 
 
    “Perhaps if we swear Adelmund to secrecy?” 
 
    “Even if we trusted him, which I don’t, it will never satisfy Torben. Secrecy will fuel his suspicions, and he’s got nothing but time and his father’s money. He’ll send men to spy on us or agitate for the other jarls to do something. We need to nip this in the bud.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Do we have any leverage over Adelmund?” 
 
    “What sort of leverage?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Reyes admitted. “Any kind of influence? Something that we have that he wants?” 
 
    “Like a bribe?” 
 
    Reyes sighed. “I guess so.” This was the problem with not getting involved in politics. When you needed something done, you had no recourse but to lay your cards on the table and hope for the best. 
 
    “He might be receptive to that,” Eirik said. “After all, the law is on our side. From what I know of Adelmund, he’s the sort to take the path of least resistance.” 
 
    Reyes nodded. “We just need to make it easier for him to take our side. If we can tell him a story, some reason for our secrecy, it might help. Something that would make him sympathetic to our plight.” 
 
    “What if we tell him we’re mining gold?” 
 
    “And confirm Torben’s suspicions?” 
 
    “No, I mean what if we tell him about Sten’s project in Scotland. The goldmine. We don’t have to tell him the location, of course. We could tell him we’re using the cave to store our gold.” 
 
    Reyes hadn’t told Eirik that they’d lost contact with Sten. It had now been over twenty-four hours since he’d last checked in with Carpenter. Carpenter reported that Sten and the other men appeared to still be in Baile an Or, but Andrea Luhman’s sensors weren’t powerful enough for him to determine what they were up to. Reyes wouldn’t allow herself to entertain the possibility that Sten had betrayed them. If Sten didn’t return with a supply of gold, they would run out of money before summer. Running out of money meant starvation.  
 
    “I don’t like telling him about the cave,” she said, “but it might be necessary to persuade him. It’s more believable if there are some salacious details.” 
 
    “We could tell him the vault isn’t built yet,” Eirik said. “So we’re going to need a place to store the first few gold shipments.” 
 
    Reyes stared at Eirik. She hadn’t known he was capable of such Machiavellian plotting when Gabe had selected him for this job. “Eirik, you’re a genius. We tell him we won’t be ready to store the first shipment of gold. Ask him if he knows of any safe place where we could store it.” 
 
    “Do you think we’ll get the gold back?” 
 
    “Probably not, but it won’t matter. There’s enough gold in that valley to pay off every jarl in Iceland. It’s just a matter of finding it and getting it back here.” It was a huge risk, promising Adelmund gold that they didn’t have yet, but if Sten didn’t return, they were dead anyway. “We’ll give him a deadline when we expect to have the gold back, but I don’t think we’re going to need it.” 
 
    “How much gold are you talking about?” 
 
    Reyes thought for a moment. Carpenter had estimated, based on historical records regarding Baile an Or, that Sten’s six-man crew would be able to produce between five and ten ounces of gold per day, once their operation was set up. On the low end, that was two pounds per week. 
 
    “Ten pounds,” Reyes said. With ten pounds of gold, Adelmund could buy a longboat—or a small castle. “Tell him we will need it back in five years.” 
 
    “And in return, we’re going to get him to promise not to get involved in Torben’s claim?” 
 
    “When did Korey see Torben at Hella?” 
 
    “This morning, as I understand it.” 
 
    “Good. He’s probably still there, stirring up the locals. If you hurry, you can get to Adelmund first. Then we don’t even have to broach the subject of Torben’s claim. We just make our offer and swear him to secrecy. If he accepts, he’s got a conflict of interest. He can’t intervene on Torben’s behalf without revealing his deal with us. Torben might still go to the other jarls, but Adelmund will do his best to quash his complaints.” 
 
    “Smart,” Eirik said. “I take it this task is being delegated to me?” 
 
    “You’ve proven yourself more than capable, Eirik. This whole idea was yours. I think you’re our official liaison to the jarls now.” 
 
    “All right,” Eirik said. “Who will handle the watch while I’m gone?” 
 
    “I suspect Emma and Gisela wouldn’t mind a break from turf-cutting.” 
 
    “I suspect you’re right.” 
 
    “When can you leave?” 
 
    “I’ll be on the road by daybreak. If I travel all day, I can be in Hella by nightfall. What happens if Sten’s crew doesn’t find the gold?” 
 
    “They’ll find it,” Reyes said. But in her mind, she was adding another item to the list of potential failure points. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Sixteen           
 
    After O’Brien’s “sky ship” demonstration, Leo was eager to give whatever help he could. It was difficult for O’Brien to determine how much Leo believed or understood about the war with the Cho-ta’an, but the idea of assisting an effort to build a ship that could traverse the ether was enough to make him an enthusiastic participant. Before he would offer any concrete help, though, he insisted that O’Brien tell him everything he knew about physics, astronomy and space travel. A geologist by trade, O’Brien’s knowledge of such matters was limited—by twenty-third century standards—but it still took three days to satisfy Leo. O’Brien and Joseph temporarily took up residence in Leo’s spacious house for this process. Birgir had joined them for the first few hours but soon became bored and had opted to rejoin Folki and the other Norsemen, who were happily exploring the city and sampling its many carnal delights. 
 
    O’Brien didn’t tell Leo anything that couldn’t have been discovered by a bright twelve-year-old in 2308, but even so, he swore Leo to secrecy and forbade him to write any of it down. Leo didn’t seem to mind these prohibitions, as his interest was not practical or pedagogical. He was eighty-two years old, and his only motivation was to learn for the sake of learning. 
 
    Joseph, a much more pragmatic man, found the lessons frustrating and baffling. He had trouble understanding some of the more abstract concepts, which made translation difficult. Many times he simply had to provide literal translations of O’Brien’s words and hope the meaning came through. With few exceptions, Leo was able to glean the meaning from the stilted translation, like a man recognizing figures from shadows on a wall. 
 
    “I see through a dark mirror,” said Joseph, translating for Leo. 
 
    O’Brien smiled, recognizing the reference. “Paul’s Epistle to the Corinthians,” he said, and Leo grinned and nodded. As far as O’Brien could tell, Leo was agnostic, but like all learned men in Byzantium, he’d been steeped in biblical teaching. 
 
    “Shadows on the wall of the cave,” O’Brien said, and Joseph dutifully translated. Leo laughed and replied in Greek. Joseph said, “Saint Paul stole from the best. I hate it when you do this.” The latter sentence was an addition of Joseph’s. O’Brien and Leo had found that despite his encyclopedic knowledge of European cultures, his grasp of classical literature and the New Testament was spotty. He’d probably never heard of Plato’s Myth of the Cave. 
 
    The lessons ended abruptly on the evening of the third day, when Joseph flatly refused to translate the concept of quantum indeterminacy. O’Brien couldn’t be certain whether it was the complexity of the subject that caused Joseph’s consternation or whether he simply didn’t believe what O’Brien was telling him. Either way, he’d had enough: the idea of objects not existing until they were observed was too much for a practical man like Joseph. General relativity had already pushed him to his limit. O’Brien was secretly relieved at Joseph’s refusal, as he wasn’t at all certain he understood quantum mechanics himself. He certainly couldn’t explain how hyperspace worked, or how Andrea Luhman had been thrown 1300 years back in time. 
 
    Leo had established his school in Byzantium, some twenty years earlier, at the urging of the emperor himself. Although most children in the city remained illiterate and without any formal schooling, the bureaucracy of the empire had given rise to an insatiable need for literate men, particularly those who possessed some knowledge of math or accounting. Due to the lavish spending on public works, engineers and architects were also in high demand. Schools had popped up all over Byzantium to help supply these men, and the competition among aristocratic families to get their sons accepted into one of these schools was fierce. Young men and boys came from as far as Spain and India to attend, in the hopes of joining the ranks of the Byzantine bureaucracy or returning to important positions in their homelands. The most selective and prestigious school of them all was Leo’s. 
 
    Leo rarely lectured the pupils himself these days, leaving their education in the hands of a half-dozen tutors he’d personally selected from among previous classes. There were some fifty students at present, all male, ranging in age from six to twenty-five. Some of the older students acted as teaching assistants at times and were presumably being groomed for full-time positions. Many of those who were not destined to teach had already received tentative offers of employment, mostly from various departments in the Byzantine government. Others were bound for the priesthood. If O’Brien was going to try to recruit any of these young men, he’d likely end up in direct competition with the government and the church, and possibly with the emperor himself. Leo assured him he’d smooth over any political complications, but O’Brien had his doubts. It was becoming increasingly clear that evading the attention of those in power was going to be one of the greatest challenges of the Iron Dragon project. 
 
    Leo had made O’Brien and Joseph promise not to speak to anyone at the school but the instructors, and to make no attempt to recruit any of the instructors. O’Brien was fine with both restrictions. He and Reyes had decided that it would generally better to recruit younger candidates who had fewer preconceptions and no expectations based on previous employment. They wanted bright, healthy, literate young people with a basic understanding of mathematics. The more specialized subjects like chemistry, metallurgy, and electronics could be taught at Höfn, by O’Brien or Reyes, and a student with a head full of alchemy and ninth century physics would have to unlearn half of what he knew before he even started. As it was, O’Brien had to bite his tongue to keep from correcting the teachers when they spoke about the possibility of “base metals” being transmuted into gold or heavy objects “seeking their level.”  
 
    The prohibition against speaking to anyone but the students was understandable as well: Leo didn’t want O’Brien undermining the authority of the teachers or creating division among the students. O’Brien’s presence was disruptive enough as it was: Leo had explained to the instructors that he was a representative of a wealthy nobleman who was undertaking a major engineering project in Frankia, and that he was to be given all the deference accorded to nobility. The students had been given even less information, but word spread rapidly through the school that O’Brien was looking to recruit several bright students for an extremely important undertaking. 
 
    The school was housed in an impressive building near the center of the city, about half a mile from Leo’s home, with classrooms surrounding a large open-air courtroom furnished with neatly manicured bushes, statuary, fountains with running water, and marble benches. When the weather was pleasant, as it usually was this time of year in Constantinople, several groups of students could be found scattered around the courtyard, sitting on the ground or on one of the benches, scribbling at their slates with lumps of chalk while an instructor lectured them, sometimes with the help of a chalkboard on a wooden tripod. 
 
    It was while he was walking through this courtyard, observing the various classes, that he first noticed Helena. He didn’t know her name at the time; she was simply a young, dark-haired woman who sat quietly at a bench, writing on a slate tablet. She wore a long, flowing cotton robe that mostly concealed her figure but failed to completely quell the distracting effect she had on the male students. She was the only female O’Brien had seen at the school, and she seemed to be neither student nor teacher. She lingered at the periphery of the group, alert but not engaging. O’Brien had little doubt that this woman was who Leo had in mind when he specifically forbade him from talking to anyone other than the instructors. This had the predictable effect of making her irresistible to him. 
 
    O’Brien sat on a bench within earshot of the group, where he could observe the woman without being overly obvious about it. As always, Joseph accompanied him. For the next hour the teacher, who seemed oblivious to the woman’s presence, lectured the students on binomial equations, stopping frequently to pose a question to one student or another. O’Brien did his best to discern which students were giving intelligent answers while allowing himself to steal an occasional glance at the dark-haired woman. When the instructor ended his lecture and dismissed the students, she remained seated. O’Brien and Joseph approached the instructor, a slightly built man in his mid-twenties named Alec. 
 
    “Any prospective recruits for the arcanum opus?” Alec asked O’Brien with a smile. He spoke in Frankish, but used Latin to refer to O’Brien’s “secret project.” This had become something of an inside joke for the instructors. 
 
    “Cyrus seems bright,” O’Brien said. “And the young blond boy.” 
 
    “Eckart,” the instructor said. “He’s a good choice, as he speaks Frankish. From somewhere in the Loire Valley originally. His uncle is a count.” 
 
    The woman said something in Greek without looking up. 
 
    Alec scowled and spoke a churlish response. 
 
    The woman shrugged and spoke again, as matter-of-factly as before. 
 
    O’Brien glanced to Joseph, who said, “She says he copies his work from Dorian.” 
 
    Alec spoke to her again, and in response the woman sorted through a stack of tablets to find the one she was looking for. She handed it to Alec, speaking a curt sentence. 
 
    “She says to look at the nines,” Joseph stated. 
 
    Alec studied the tablet as O’Brien looked over his shoulder. O’Brien couldn’t read the Greek words, but he recognized most of the numerals, which were written in an early version of the Hindu-Arabic figures still used in the twenty-third century. O’Brien noticed nothing unusual about the nines. Neither, apparently, did Alec. 
 
    He spoke curtly to the woman again, and she responded in a patient, if somewhat bored, tone. 
 
    “She says Eckart learned his numbers in Frankia, before arriving in Constantinople last year,” Joseph said. “The Franks draw their nines with a hook on the bottom, like this.” He pointed to a figure near the top of the slate. “The Greeks write them like this.” He pointed at another figure at the bottom of the page. 
 
    “Eckart did the easier part of the lesson himself, and then got bored or frustrated,” O’Brien said. “He copied the latter part from someone else. Someone who wrote numbers in the Greek style.” 
 
    Joseph nodded. “He probably didn’t even know he was writing a nine. He just copied the figure without knowing the meaning.” 
 
    Alec’s face reddened. He tucked the slate under his arm and marched off, presumably to hunt down poor Eckart. 
 
    “Thank you,” O’Brien said to the woman in Greek. It was one of a handful of phrases he’d picked up. She responded in Frankish: “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “You speak Frankish?” O’Brien asked, but she simply smiled and began to walk away. 
 
    “Wait,” O’Brien said. “May I speak with you a moment?” He knew he was disobeying Leo’s direct command, but at this moment he didn’t care.  
 
    The woman stopped and turned, speaking a few curt words in Greek. 
 
    “She says she is expected at home,” Joseph said. “Her father only allows her to attend these classes a few hours a week.” 
 
    The woman appeared to be in her early twenties. If she was still bound to obey her father, that meant she wasn’t married. 
 
    “Then you are a student?” O’Brien asked. 
 
    “This is a bad idea,” Joseph said. 
 
    “Just translate, will you?” O’Brien said. “Save the commentary for later.” 
 
    Joseph sighed and did as instructed. The woman laughed and spoke again. 
 
    “She says she should not be talking to you.” 
 
    “Are you a teacher?” He knew the answer to this, but he imagined feigning ignorance might be his best chance to avoid getting into trouble with Leo.  
 
    “No, I not a teacher!” the woman snapped in broken Frankish. “I nothing for you.” She turned and walked away. 
 
    “What’s your name?” O’Brien called after her. She didn’t respond. 
 
    “I think that went well,” Joseph mused. 
 
    “What’s the harm?” O’Brien asked. “I haven’t spoken to a woman in weeks.” 
 
    “What’s the harm?” Joseph repeated, throwing up his hands. “Surely you noticed the resemblance?” 
 
    “Between the nines?” 
 
    “Between the…” Joseph started, staring at O’Brien as if he couldn’t possibly be this dense. “No, not between the nines! Between that woman and her father!” 
 
    “Her father?” O’Brien asked, still confused. 
 
    “Her name is Helena,” said Alec, who had returned to the courtyard. “She is brilliant but volatile. I have learned to handle her, but it is best that you leave her alone. The Master has made himself clear in this matter.” 
 
    “Leo?” O’Brien asked. “What does he…?” And then it hit him: the reason Leo hadn’t wanted him to talk to her.  
 
    “You understand now?” Joseph asked.  
 
    “I do,” O’Brien replied. But even as he said it, he realized he had no intention of leaving Helena alone. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Seventeen                     
 
    Michael Carpenter stared at the display projected above him, trying to see the pattern. The screen was mostly a deep blue, dominated by the North Sea at its center. Around the fringes were the coasts of Scandinavia and Northern Europe. Green icons marked the locations of the spacemen: Gabe and Sigurd, in Normandy, were represented by two simplified human figures, virtually on top of each other; Sten’s goldmine in Scotland was a pickaxe icon; an approximation of a Viking longhouse represented the settlement at Höfn. Reyes was another human icon, currently almost eclipsed by the longhouse. O’Brien was well off the map, about a thousand miles southeast of the lower righthand corner. Labels marked the various cities and towns in the region, the most prominent being Paris, Rouen and London. Avaldsnes, the seat of King Harald’s power in Norway, was marked with a red castle icon. Dozens of ship icons of various colors littered the blue area, mostly clustered around the coasts: red for Harald, orange for Danes, yellow for Franks, and so on. 
 
    The view didn’t look like much, but it had taken Carpenter three weeks to put together. It was a combination of data from several different sources, the primary one being a live visual feed from Andrea Luhman itself. This was trickier than it sounded: Andrea Luhman was still in low Earth orbit, which meant that about three fourths of the time the relevant area was hidden from view by the Earth itself, and the rest of the time Andrea Luhman was viewing the area from a constantly varying angle of obliqueness. To render a static view, the visual data had to be interpreted and “flattened out.” Additionally, when Andrea Luhman was below the horizon, the data had to be filled in with approximations. Movements of ships and people required extrapolation based on trajectory, velocity and a number of other factors. 
 
    Carpenter hoped eventually to use the display and the underlying pattern recognition algorithms to track the movements of the Cho-ta’an, but the spacemen had seen no sign of the aliens since their assault on Hrólfr’s fort in Normandy. Andrea Luhman had been spying on Harald and his forces since the spacemen fled Normandy, and there was no indication that the Cho-ta’an were still with them. The hooded figure Reyes had seen had been lost in the shuffle after the battle and hadn’t reappeared. The spacemen didn’t even know how many Cho-ta’an were on Earth. Reyes had seen a single specimen, but the escape pod that had left the Cho-ta’an warship could have held as many as five. They’d also apparently taken a heavy-duty laser with them, however, which indicated that some of the space in the pod had been taken up by equipment. What that equipment consisted of—in addition to the laser—was another big unknown.  
 
    The first task for the algorithm, though, was to determine how much effort King Harald was putting into finding the spacemen and where he was looking. They hoped to use this information to avoid detection by routing their supply ships around his surveillance net and eventually perhaps sow disinformation that would keep him looking in the wrong places. 
 
    Getting the algorithm to do this was largely a matter of identifying which ships were in Harald’s employ and then analyzing the movements of those ships. This was an iterative process: ships that undertook certain routes tended to belong to Harald, and ships that belonged to Harald tended to take certain routes. Fortunately, Carpenter had started collecting data shortly after Harald had found out they were in Normandy, which gave him about twelve weeks of baseline information. Using that information, the algorithm could determine with reasonable accuracy which ships remained on normal trade routes and which ones had been repurposed for Harald’s search. There was a lot of gray area in these categories, of course: Harald’s territories were served by many ships he didn’t own, for example, and it was certainly possible that Harald was offering bounties to private captains for information on the spacemen. But the algorithm continued to learn, and in the past week it had begun to identify ships that seemed to be going deliberately out of their way to make stops at rarely-traveled-to ports. In another week or two, Carpenter hoped to have a pretty good idea how many ships were involved in the search and where they were looking. 
 
    “What the hell are they doing?” asked a stern voice behind him. That would be Mallick: he was one of only four people aboard Andrea Luhman who were currently conscious. The rest of the crew remained in stasis for now, revived only for one week out of every four to stave off ill effects of long-term hibernation. Andrea Luhman lacked the resources to support more than a few conscious crew members, and in any case, the others simply weren’t needed at this point. Eventually the Iron Dragon project would probably need the expertise of a physicist, mathematician, or one of the other specialists on board, but for now they remained on ice. 
 
    “Diplomacy?” Carpenter suggested. He knew who Mallick was talking about, of course: the two little blue humans in Normandy.  
 
    “Bullshit,” Mallick replied. “Gabe and Sigurd didn’t go all the way to Africa to find any old engineer. They went specifically to recruit this Ibrahim ibn Muhammed, an expert in building siege machines. And now they’re at Hrólfr’s fort on the Seine. They’re planning an attack on Rouen. But what the hell for? We’ve got more pressing concerns. Reyes and her skeleton crew are going to be lucky to get those houses built by winter.” 
 
    “They’re short on money,” Carpenter said. “They spent almost everything on land.” 
 
    “They’ve got enough to get through winter, and once that goldmine in Scotland starts producing, its output will dwarf any spoils they might win from taking Rouen.” 
 
    “The goldmine isn’t a sure bet. If Sten can’t locate the—” 
 
    “Nothing’s a sure bet. That’s why it’s crazy to be playing at wargames in Normandy. Everybody not directly involved in recruiting engineers or literally digging gold out of the ground needs to be at that settlement building houses.” 
 
    “At some point they’re going to have to come to terms with Hrólfr. He’s going to be the Duke of Normandy, at least according to the history books. They aren’t going to be able to get the resources they need without his buy-in.” 
 
    “There are a thousand more pressing concerns,” Mallick said. “This project isn’t going to succeed if we try to solve every problem at once. I’m beginning to think this whole thing was a mistake.” 
 
    Carpenter said nothing. The captain was right: it made some sense to patch things up with Hrólfr, but such diplomatic niceties could have waited until spring. He had his own suspicions about Gabe’s motivations, but he didn’t dare mention them to Mallick. The only possibility that made any sense was that Gabe’s presence in Normandy was somehow related to Sigurd’s quest for vengeance against Harald. Perhaps they were trying to ally with Hrólfr against Harald in the hopes Hrólfr would instigate an assassination plot against the Norwegian king?  
 
    Reyes had assured the captain that Sigurd was on board with the project, but Carpenter was not convinced. A man like Sigurd wouldn’t forgive the man who killed his son, even if the future of humanity depended on it. His loyalties remained divided, and there was no way of knowing what he would choose until the moment came. If Gabe was humoring him, he was playing a dangerous game. The spacemen had been operating on the axiom that it was impossible to change the past, and if that were true, Sigurd would never kill Harald Fairhair: it was a well-documented fact that the first King of Norway had lived well into the tenth century. Barring an improbable scenario such as Harald being replaced by a body double early in his reign, Sigurd’s quest would fail, and that failure would likely put the Iron Dragon project at risk. Sigurd knew too much to be allowed to go rogue. 
 
    Mallick undoubtedly had his own suspicions, but so far he hadn’t voiced them. The captain had been skeptical of the Iron Dragon project from the beginning, but he had deferred to the expertise and enthusiasm of those on the ground. The infinitesimal progress they had made on the project to this point only reconfirmed Mallick’s suspicions that they’d embarked on a fool’s errand. Gabe was dithering in Normandy, O’Brien was wandering around Constantinople looking for engineers, Sten was incommunicado in Scotland, and Reyes was struggling to get six longhouses built by winter. If Carpenter suggested to Mallick that Gabe was plotting with Sigurd to kill the King of Norway, he had no doubt Mallick would order Gabe back to Iceland. Gabe, being Gabe, would refuse, and the situation would escalate. The mostly likely outcome would be Mallick ordering Andrea Luhman to abandon the Iron Dragon project and immediately make for IDL space in the hopes that the planet-killer would be of some use to whatever remnant of humanity remained two hundred years after the Cho-ta’an won the war. Carpenter wasn’t sure he wanted to be responsible for that, so he waited in silence, chewing his nails, staring at the little blue men in Normandy. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Eighteen    
 
    Commander Tharres P’kaucha stood on the small balcony overlooking the lush green landscape and smiled. Earth was not as beautiful as Yavesk, but the cradle of humanity certainly had its charms. The gravity was too strong, and the air was too rich, but views like this one nearly compensated for these shortcomings. He watched as the sun dipped below the horizon and then turned to re-enter the house to check on Kulchirran’s progress. 
 
    The balcony was a semicircle that jutted out from the master suite on the second floor of the dilapidated old mansion. This estate was about as isolated as one could be in southern Europe. It had originally belonged to a young nobleman who had squandered his father’s fortune in attempt to turn the surrounding land into a vineyard. The climate was good and the soil had proved fertile, but by the time the grapes were ready for picking, the man had nearly run out of money. He couldn’t afford the wages necessary to entice workers to travel this far for seasonal work, and the grapes had mostly rotted on the vine. Nearly bankrupt, he defaulted on a loan he’d taken out on the property and returned to his family’s home in Lyon, disgraced. 
 
    Too small to be self-sustaining and too remote for economical trade, the estate had remained unoccupied for most of the next decade. Tharres and his comrades had learned about it from one of the dozen or so human agents they’d managed to recruit over the past few months. It was amazing what humans would do for a handful of gold ingots. These men and women didn’t know they were betraying their species by helping the Cho-ta’an, of course, but neither did they ask who their mysterious benefactors were or what they were up to. They knew the Cho-ta’an only as very tall, lean men who wore long cloaks, kept their faces covered, and seemed to have a ready supply of gold. 
 
    The gold had nearly run out, but it had been well-spent. Only six months after the assault on the fort on the Seine, they were nearing completion on a project that would doom humanity to subjugation at the hands of the Cho-ta’an. 
 
    After leaving Harald’s army, Gurryek had rejoined Tharres and Kulchirran at their camp north of Paris. Gurryek claimed all the spacemen had been killed in the battle, but he admitted that he couldn’t be certain the bodies they’d found in the flight suits were the crew of the lander that had crashed in Norway. In any case, he’d only seen three bodies, which meant that one was missing. It was possible the other female had died before the attack, but they could not know for certain.  
 
    In Tharres’s opinion, it didn’t really matter whether the spacemen had survived. The threat to the Cho-ta’an had never been the spacemen itself; it had been the possibility that human history might be rewritten by their arrival. The science officer aboard Ankarron, the warship Tharres and his companions had barely escaped from, had been of the opinion that changing the past was impossible—but that’s all it was: an opinion. Nobody knew because nobody had ever gone back in time before. Tharres had refused even to believe at first that they’d traveled backwards in time, but there was no other explanation for the missing hyperspace gate, the strange constellation patterns and the apparent reversion of human history to an earlier stage. They were stuck 1300 years in the past on the human homeworld, and they were going to make the most of it. 
 
    What that meant, in Tharres’s mind, was to create as much chaos and havoc as possible. If it disrupted whatever the spacemen were up to, that was a bonus, but his goal was simply to inhibit the technological progress of the human race. If they could set humanity back even a hundred years, the Cho-ta’an would spread throughout the galaxy before the human race ever left their own solar system. 
 
    It was a risky strategy: there was a possibility that whatever obstacles they created for humanity would only serve to spur the humans on to greater success. A more conservative officer might have argued the wiser move would be to let human history run its course: after all, the Cho-ta’an were winning the war when they were sent back in time. All they really had to do is wait out the clock. 
 
    But Tharres believed the incident that sent them back in time was potentially a reset button for human history: if the spacemen were able to introduce twenty-third century technology during the Middle Ages, humanity might make a huge leap forward, accelerating the space age by hundreds of years. If that happened, the Cho-ta’an were doomed. Thus Tharres’s motivation was to cancel any influence the spacemen had—or might still have. 
 
    Tharres went inside and strode across the wood-floored room to the bench where Kulchirran and Gurryek were working. The place was perfect for their project: it had come with hundreds of pieces of glassware left by the vintner that they’d repurposed for their makeshift laboratory. Gurryek had even managed to grind some lenses for a primitive microscope. The two Cho-ta’an were bent over a series of glass dishes, inspecting the latest batch of tissue samples. 
 
    “Any improvement?” Tharres asked. 
 
    “Yes,” said Kulchirran. “Significant.”  
 
    “Then we are ready?” 
 
    “I believe we are.” 
 
    “How is the latest group of subjects?” 
 
    “Dead.” 
 
    “All of them? So soon?” 
 
    “The incubation period is very short when the virus is directly injected into the bloodstream. It takes nearly three days for symptoms to appear if the virus is contracted through the respiratory system or mucous membranes. I hoped to accelerate the process during testing….” 
 
    “As long as it doesn’t affect the transmission rate.” 
 
    “The communicability has remained constant across every strain,” Kulchirran said. “The virus becomes infectious between twelve and twenty hours after it’s contracted. Symptoms develop on day two or three. Subject is incapacitated by day six. Major organs fail shortly thereafter. Death usually occurs by day twelve.” 
 
    “Fatality rate?” 
 
    “In our limited sample? One hundred percent. It won’t be quite that high in the field, of course. My best guess would be ninety to ninety-five percent. It’s delicate work, as you know, balancing communicability with mortality. Subjects who get too sick too soon tend to isolate themselves, making it less likely—” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Tharres said. “I’m familiar with the principles of germ warfare. The question is: are we ready?” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    “Good. I will inform Sahchem that you will be on the road by tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Nineteen    
 
    O’Brien spent another week observing classes at Leo’s school, trying to identify promising candidates. There were risks in even approaching any of the students who were already being groomed for positions in the church or government. Students from Constantinople whose futures had not been planned out could also be problematic: these tended to be scions of wealthy families who were expected to remain in the city. The best bets were students who had traveled from elsewhere in Europe or Asia. Most of these were expected to return home after their schooling, but families willing to send their sons off to Constantinople for several years would have to be prepared for the possibility that they might not come back. Additionally, the foreigners had proved themselves able to adapt to another culture and learn a different language. As an added bonus, many of them already spoke Frankish, which was becoming the lingua franca of the Iron Dragon project. 
 
    Joseph generally accompanied O’Brien during his observations, but he would occasionally disappear for a few hours to attend to some matter of espionage or diplomacy. Sometimes this involved investigating the family of a likely candidate to determine how likely they were to cause problems in the event of an attempted recruitment.  
 
    Joseph also continued to put out feelers for candidates outside the school, with minimal success; after a week he had identified only three possibilities: a Muslim bookkeeper who worked for a ship-building firm and two Greek engineers who had worked on several bridges in and around Constantinople. These men were, according to Joseph, competent but hardly brilliant; their main selling point was their lack of attachments. Recruiting bachelors was a two-edged sword: in the short term, the Iron Dragon project needed engineers and craftsmen, but the settlement would not thrive and grow without women and children. But it was a moot point: even if O’Brien dismissed some of the oarsmen, there was only so much room aboard Skjöldur.  
 
    Helena appeared around mid-morning on most days. She seemed to have an informal agreement with some of the instructors to act as a sort of teaching assistant. She never spoke during the lectures unless addressed directly, but when this happened, she invariably demonstrated an easy mastery of the material. She could speak authoritatively on everything from the Iliad to calculating square roots. The instructors treated her with begrudging respect, simultaneously appreciating her contributions and resenting their necessity. O’Brien had already been smitten by her, and now he was becoming convinced of the urgency of recruiting her. 
 
    On the third day she appeared, O’Brien offered to walk her home. As Joseph was off spying on patricians, and Helena’s grasp of Frankish was tenuous, this was an awkward exchange, consisting of a lot of pointing and pantomiming. Finally Helena shrugged and began walking away. O’Brien, taking this as consent, hurried alongside her, and she did not protest. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what the rules were in this culture for interacting with a young, unmarried woman, but he figured he couldn’t get into too much trouble for walking her home in broad daylight. Joseph had learned that Helena lived with her father, about a half-mile from the school, but the house was large enough that the two sometimes went days without seeing each other. She entered through a side gate that Leo never used, and Leo kept such odd hours that there was a good chance he was asleep when Helena returned in the middle of the afternoon. If he were awake, he was undoubtedly tinkering on something in his workshop. 
 
    The next day, at O’Brien’s request, Joseph reluctantly accompanied them on their walk, and O’Brien was able to glean some additional information from her. Helena’s mother had been an exceedingly beautiful Turkish woman whom Leo had met while she was selling fruit in front of the Imperial Palace when Leo was working on a project for the Emperor. Their marriage had been something of a scandal at the time, tolerated only because of Leo’s esteemed position in the city. It was not to last, however: the woman, named Zümra, died less than a year later while giving birth to Helena. 
 
    Some of this information was volunteered by Helena; the rest was gathered by Joseph, who was more than happy to dig into Leo’s history. Helena met O’Brien’s inquiries with more bemused evasiveness than active resistance; she seemed to enjoy the way O’Brien hedged and stammered, trying to hide both his personal and professional (if it could be called that) interest. O’Brien didn’t mind; he enjoyed amusing her. 
 
    O’Brien was, at least in some ways of measuring these things, still married. But he hadn’t seen his wife or two children in nearly two years, and technically Cara wouldn’t even be born for nearly 1300 years. Even if the Iron Dragon project somehow succeeded, against all odds, there was literally no hope of him ever seeing them again.  
 
    He was under no delusions about reciprocation. Helena spoke little on their walks, giving one- or two-word answers to O’Brien’s questions and then allowing him to continue agonizing about filling the silence, while Joseph trailed behind them, muttering to himself. It didn’t matter to O’Brien. Every moment he spent with her, even the agonizing silences, was pure joy. 
 
    O’Brien could rationalize his interest, of course: she was the perfect candidate for the Iron Dragon project: a smart, young, independent thinker with a mind for mathematics. That she was female was another obvious benefit: the for the next few years, their settlement was going to be very male-heavy.  
 
    Would Helena want to return to Iceland with him? She seemed to have no attachments in Constantinople other than her father; her role at the school was clearly informal as well as being a waste of her talents. She certainly seemed to be the sort of person who would be attracted to a challenging project like Iron Dragon. Did she have any idea why O’Brien had come to Constantinople? O’Brien danced around the question, well aware that he was already endangering his mission simply by talking to her. On the other hand, if he could recruit her, wasn’t it worth the risk? 
 
    On their fifth walk, she stopped him at the gate as he was about to return to the school, putting her hand on his shoulder. “Is it true?” she asked. 
 
    “Is what true?” O’Brien asked, surprised to hear her speaking in Frankish. Joseph was not with them this day. 
 
    “Sky ship,” she said. 
 
    O’Brien’s heart quickened. So she did know. Had Leo told her? 
 
    “I hear. You talk with father. Sky ship. Lights in sky.” 
 
    She had been eavesdropping the night of his demonstration! 
 
    “Did you see?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head, blushing. “I hear. I in house, you no see.” 
 
    “You were hiding,” O’Brien said. 
 
    “Hiding,” she repeated. “Hiding for you no see. But I no see sky ship.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you missed it,” O’Brien said. 
 
    “You make sky ship in Frankia?” 
 
    “Yes,” O’Brien said. Technically in Iceland, but there was no need to confuse her with details. 
 
    She smiled sadly. “I hope you make sky ship flying.” 
 
    “Thank you. It is going to be very difficult. I wanted to ask… I mean, it occurred to me that you would…” 
 
    “Goodbye, O’Brien,” she said, releasing his shoulder. “I no come to school.” 
 
    “What? No, you don’t have to—” 
 
    “Father no like. I no come to school.” 
 
    “You mean he doesn’t want you to come to school, or you’re worried he’s going to disapprove of me talking to you?” 
 
    “Goodbye, O’Brien,” she said again. She pushed open the gate and walked into the courtyard. The gate swung shut behind her and she walked to the house without looking back. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty                 
 
    Carpenter tapped his fingers impatiently as he waited for the latest patch of the algorithm to compile. He had high hopes for this version; it included a number of fixes to better approximate movements of ships and other targets while Andrea Luhman was below the horizon. 
 
    They still hadn’t seen any sign of the Cho-ta’an. At this point, Carpenter didn’t know how many Cho-ta’an were on Earth or where they were. The biggest x-factor, though, was how much the Cho-ta’an knew about what the spacemen were up to. The fact that they’d crashed the single ship in pursuit of the lander in an attempt to shoot it down indicated the Cho-ta’an had some idea of the importance of the humans’ mission: they knew that Andrea Luhman was damaged and would require repairs to carry the planet-killer to IDL space, and they were determined to prevent those repairs from taking place. They had to know the lander had been destroyed, which meant they knew the spacemen would have to build a replacement ship.  
 
    As the spaceman all knew, the odds in this endeavor were stacked against them as it was: even if the Cho-ta’an didn’t interfere, trying to build a spaceship in medieval Europe was a nearly impossible task. The Cho-ta’an would therefore most likely err on the side of caution: they’d hunt down the spacemen and harass them, hoping to disrupt and demoralize, rather than risk an all-out confrontation. They didn’t have to win; they just needed to prevent the project from moving forward.  
 
    How they would do this, though, was anyone’s guess. If they discovered the location of the base at Höfn, they might attempt a direct assault with their laser and any other weapons they might have, but Mallick and Reyes thought it was more likely they’d attack indirectly, perhaps by inciting the Franks or Saxons. If they went with a “long game” option, they might choose to set up shop somewhere far from the site of the lander’s crash in an effort to evade detection.  
 
    As the display refreshed, Carpenter frowned. Nothing seemed to have changed. He hadn’t expected major adjustments, but he had hoped a few of the little red ship icons would have moved a bit, their coordinates having been updated by the increased precision of the new algorithm. But they all seemed to be in the same place as before. He sighed. So that was twenty hours of coding wasted. Either he’d made an error in the new algorithm or—more likely—the old algorithm was already doing about as well as could be expected given the input data. 
 
    So far, Harald seemed to be looking mostly along the coast of Normandy and Frisia, although a few ships had stopped as far north as the Orkneys—uncomfortably close to Sten’s mining camp in Scotland. It was doubtful Harald’s men would learn anything of value even if they interviewed everyone at the port of Inverness, but it was still unnerving that he was so close.  
 
    As far as Carpenter could tell, none of Harald’s ships had ventured to Iceland, but it was only a matter of time. At the rate Harald was covering territory, he’d likely have a ship stop at Reykjavik by spring. The existence of the Höfn settlement was known only to a few in Reykjavik, and most of these were friends or relatives of Sigurd who knew he was in hiding and would not willingly betray him. As the settlement grew, word of it would undoubtedly spread throughout Iceland, but for now Harald was unlikely to discover it unless his men were extremely thorough in their investigation.  
 
    Carpenter’s brow furrowed as he noticed a flashing white dot toward the bottom of the display. So there was a problem with the algorithm: something wasn’t rendering correctly. A flashing white dot just meant that the software couldn’t find the appropriate icon to represent an element on the map. As the algorithm only displayed known elements, that should be impossible: the icon had to represent a ship, a city, a person, or one of a half-dozen other elements. 
 
    He moved his finger on the pad in front of him to let the pointer hover over the flashing dot, which should have caused a label to display next to it with all the available data about the element in question. A label did appear, but nearly all the fields were blank. Somehow the system didn’t know what this thing was. It had a numeric identifier and coordinates but little else. No heading, no velocity, no affiliation, no historical data. One of the few fields that was populated with anything other than a default value was the one that should have been blank. It read:  
 
      
 
    Signal Strength: 22 dBmV/m 
 
      
 
    Carpenter’s heart quickened. That label would only appear in the case of a radio transmitter that was actively transmitting. As far as he knew, there were only four transmitters on Earth, and except for one that had gone offline in Scotland, they were all accounted for. This signal seemed to be emanating from somewhere in southern France, several hundred miles from any of the spacemen. Unless Sten had traveled nearly a thousand miles in the past three weeks, the only possible explanation was that he’d accidentally picked up a Cho-ta’an transmission. 
 
    As he watched, the signal strength reverted to zero, which only confirmed it hadn’t been a fluke. Andrea Luhman’s sensors had been calibrated to filter out background radio noise, but in the year 885 background noise was not a big problem. So he’d cranked the sensors all the way up and then used software to filter out quasars and other natural radio sources. The latest algorithm was the first version to fully make use of the new data. If the anomaly had been natural—a large thunderstorm, for example—the signal would not drop from twenty-two decibel-millivolts per meter to zero instantaneously. It would only do that if a transmission abruptly ceased—as it would when a transmitter was turned off. 
 
    He needed to wake the captain, but first he needed to make sure it wasn’t a problem with the algorithm. He minimized the display and brought up the logs of the raw sensor data. Sorting all the received radio signals made the fact undeniable: except for the anomaly, all the signals with a strength of over point five dBmV/m originated with one of the three spacemen. Someone besides them was using a radio transmitter. 
 
    But that wasn’t the most disturbing thing about the signal. If there were two groups of Cho-ta’an on Earth, it wouldn’t be surprising if they were using radios to communicate with each other. But ordinarily communication went two ways. So where was the second signal? Nothing else resembling an unknown radio transmission existed anywhere else in the data. Did they only have the one transmitter? And why was the signal so strong? It was far stronger than would be needed to communicate with someone else on Earth, even if they were just above the horizon. 
 
    Who the hell were the Cho-ta’an talking to? 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-one          
 
    O’Brien did not see Helena at the school again. Part of him insisted this was for the best: Helena was a distraction, and his infatuation with her was putting their mission at risk. Another, louder, part of him told him he’d screwed up. He’d missed the forest for the trees. His own personal biases aside, Helena was by far the best candidate they’d come across. She had a quick, insightful intellect that reminded him of Reyes, but with a broader range of knowledge. Helena alone would have made O’Brien’s expedition to Constantinople worth it. But instead of pursuing her aggressively, he’d flirted like a schoolboy, and now he’d lost her. Whatever other candidates they might recruit, they were all consolation prizes now. 
 
    He could have sought Helena out at Leo’s house, of course, but Leo had put strict prohibitions on where he and Joseph were allowed in the house. Occasionally he would hear Leo arguing with her, but so far he had not seen her inside the house. Helena seemed to keep to her own quarters; whether this was prompted by the presence of Leo’s houseguests, he could not say. 
 
    Joseph, sensing O’Brien’s despondence, tried to cheer him up with some good news: he’d finally managed to set up a meeting with Dimitris Angelidis, the chief architect for the Patriarchate. Dimitris had recently completed construction of a new church in Constantinople—literally called Nea Ekklasia, or “New Church”—and was said to be dissatisfied with his circumstances. He wished to undertake a project the scope of the Hagia Sophia, but the Church wasn’t interested. Joseph had approached one of Dimitris’s assistants with his standard story about representing a consortium of aristocrats who were undertaking a large project in Frankia. As always, Joseph had insisted that the government and the Office of the Patriarch remain in the dark about the meeting. 
 
    Joseph had dropped Leo’s name to convince Dimitris to take the meeting, promising they would be able to meet at Leo’s house. As the day of the meeting approached, however, a complication arose: Dimitris had sent a messenger requesting that Joseph confirm that Helena would be present at the meeting. Joseph insisted he had not given Dimitris the impression Helena was involved in the project; he claimed not to have mentioned her at all. Further investigation on Joseph’s part revealed that Dimitris—like half the rich men in Constantinople, it turned out—had once had designs on Helena. Dimitris, who was some ten years older than Helena, had now been married for five years, but evidently his interest in Helena remained. 
 
    “Is he even interested in the project?” O’Brien asked. “Or is he just using this as a way to meet Helena?” He and Joseph were eating lunch at one of the thermopolia near Leo’s school. These small eateries—the name literally meant “a place where something hot is sold” were essentially the Greek equivalent of fast food restaurant. They liked to eat here rather than walking back to Leo’s for lunch, partly because it gave them a chance to talk without risk of being overheard. Leo spoke little Frankish, but he had half a dozen servants who hailed from all over Europe. 
 
    “My impression was that he was genuinely interested,” Joseph said. “He’s had nothing interesting to work on since Nea Ekklesia, and he’s bored. You know these artistic types.” 
 
    O’Brien did know the type—which was the reason for his worry. “How much did you tell him?” 
 
    “The standard story. We need a chief architect to build a vault for a large-scale, unspecified project. And his personal foibles aside, he’s the man for the job. He’s brilliant.” 
 
    “Leo will never go along with it. I think he’s angry that we even talked to Helena. Things are strained between them.” 
 
    “But he’s said nothing to you?” 
 
    “No, but you know Leo.” 
 
    Joseph nodded. Leo avoided talking about personal matters if at all possible. So foreign were the workings of human relationships and society to Leo that he still had not asked O’Brien for any elaboration about where he was from or the war his people were fighting. To Leo, it was all details. It wasn’t that he didn’t care about Helena; he just didn’t understand how all these different people in his life fit together. In general, he preferred that they didn’t. Complex relationships outside of his control made him uncomfortable. He wanted to be able to see the machinery work. 
 
    “What if I can get Helena to agree?” Joseph asked. 
 
    O’Brien sighed. It would be a huge coup if they could get the architect of the Nea Ekklesia on board. The church was not as grand as the Hagia Sophia, but was an architectural marvel in its own right. “We won’t be able to meet at Leo’s,” he said. 
 
    “I’ll find a neutral place,” Joseph said. “Leave it to me.” 
 
    O’Brien agreed to let him try. Dimitris hadn’t wanted to meet at his home—ostensibly because he didn’t want church officials or other busybodies finding out, but O’Brien assumed Dimitris was at least as keen on keeping the meeting secret from his wife. For O’Brien’s part, he would be happy to have a chance to see Helena once more, even if it was only to satisfy the lecherous interests of a preening architect. In any case, he couldn’t imagine Helena going along with it, even if Joseph could locate her. 
 
    He should not have doubted Joseph’s diplomatic skills nor his tenacity. Joseph reported back the next day, having approached Helena at the market. She had reluctantly agreed to be present at the meeting as long as she was not committed to anything else. Joseph was evasive when O’Brien asked him how he’d gotten her to agree; he hoped he hadn’t promised her anything they couldn’t deliver. 
 
    Joseph set up the meeting for noon on the last day of September. The four of them would meet in the upstairs room of a tavern in Galata, the ghetto across the Golden Horn where the Jews and Muslims lived. It was a rough area, but they would be unlikely to run into any high-ranking representatives of either the Church or the government. 
 
    In the meantime, O’Brien, Leo and Joseph finalized their choices for recruits from the school. They ended up selecting six boys, ranging from twelve to sixteen in age. Three were Greeks, two were Latin, and one was Frankish. Eckart, the boy who’d copied Dorian’s work, barely made the cut—mostly on the basis of his knowledge of Frankish. Dorian was one of the three Greeks selected. A few of these boys, including Dorian, had accepted prior offers of employment, but Leo was able to find suitable replacements for them. The others had no attachments to speak of; the three Greeks were orphans whose schooling had been paid for by a wealthy patrician. O’Brien’s plan was to leave for Iceland two days after the meeting with Dimitris. That wouldn’t give Dimitris much time to make arrangements, but he doubted they’d be able to recruit the architect in any case. Birgir had released four of the oarsmen with a small severance to make room for the passengers; these men would have to eventually find work in Constantinople or make it back to Scandinavia on their own. Birgir promised the remaining men would be ready to depart on the second of September.  
 
    The recruits still knew virtually nothing about the project. They only knew that they were going to be working on something very secret and very important, and that they would have employment for life. Only one boy—a curly-headed Greek lad named Nestor, thought to ask whether he might one day be able to leave the project to do something else. O’Brien assured him that once he started working on the project, he’d never want to leave. He suspected this was true, but of course he hadn’t actually answered the question. The truth was that Iron Dragon was too sensitive to allow word of it to spread throughout Europe. That meant that they were going to have to strictly control travel outside the Höfn base. Some in the inner circle would have to travel in order to recruit and to secure resources and forestall political troubles, but most of the engineers, craftsmen and laborers would never be allowed to leave.  
 
    Reyes had assured him this wouldn’t be a problem: after all, where would they go? If one of the engineers got fed up with the project, it wasn’t like he could send his resume to another spaceship-building program. The idea of using knowledge of twenty-third century technology and historical events to exploit the resources of medieval Europe sounded good on paper, but as the spacemen had found, foreknowledge did little good when you needed all your wits and energy just to survive. Most of the skills learned on the Iron Dragon project would be useless anywhere else in Europe, which was largely still a very primitive, agrarian society. Who would voluntarily leave what would essentially be a cushy office job to go live in crushing poverty, as most of Europe did at this point in history? Once the project got going in a few years, they hoped to have the best living conditions available anywhere in the ninth century. That wasn’t saying a whole lot, of course, but at the very least they would have comfortable living quarters, a steady supply of nutritious food, and basic medical facilities staffed by people who understood the principle of infectious diseases. Anyone who left Höfn would be at much greater risk of dying from starvation, cholera, gangrene and a hundred other dangers. 
 
    None of this changed the fact that once recruited, the workers would be captives. They would be comfortable, well-fed captives, and Reyes didn’t intend to force anyone to work against their will, but they would still be captives. For the sake of the project and the future of the human race, they simply could not be allowed to leave. But such conflicts were still some way in the future, and O’Brien decided twelve-year-old Nestor didn’t need to know about all of that right now. So he changed the subject. 
 
    O’Brien, Joseph and Helena took a ferry across the Golden Horn from Prosphorion Harbor to Galata. It was evident to O’Brien before they’d even reached the dock that this was a much less desirable area of the city. The stench of garbage and the odor of tanneries and butcher shops wafted over the boat, and he did his best not to retch. No wonder the government forced the less desirable citizens to live here. 
 
    Reading his thoughts, Joseph said, “It’s bad along the water. There are nicer neighborhoods farther in.” 
 
    “I should hope so,” O’Brien said. Behind a ramshackle fence were rows of tiny mud-brick houses. Larger buildings, including what appeared to be a mosque, loomed in the distance. 
 
    The boat had reached the dock. They got out and Joseph paid the ferryman. “This way,” he said, leading them up the dock to a gate. The attendant, apparently determining that they were not a threat, swung the gate open and they entered Galata. They followed a brick path that sloped steeply upward past the houses clustered around the docks, eventually reaching a wider city street. This area looked less desperate than the environs of the docks, but was still a far cry from the well-heeled districts of Constantinople where they’d spent most of the past two weeks. 
 
    Joseph led them down the street to a tavern and they went inside. The place appeared to be empty except for a short, fat man who stood wiping down the bar. He exchanged greetings with Joseph in what O’Brien took to be Aramaic. They followed Joseph upstairs to a small room with pillows on the floor. Joseph and Helena sat, while O’Brien remained standing, nervously facing the door. Something about holding a secret meeting in a room above a Jewish tavern had him on edge. 
 
    “Relax, O’Brien,” Joseph said. “Ezra is a friend. We are safe here.” 
 
    O’Brien nodded, but he was starting to regret agreeing to this meeting. He didn’t like using Helena as bait, and he still had doubts regarding Dimitris’s motivations. He’d agreed to the meeting because he thought Reyes would have wanted him to, and because he honestly hadn’t believed Helena would show up. But here she was, looking almost as nervous as he felt. She had barely spoken a word on the trip over. He wanted to say something to her, to reassure her, but he had no idea what to say. Hopefully Dimitris wouldn’t show, and they could all go back to Leo’s. 
 
    His hopes were dashed. There was a knock at the door, and Ezra opened it. With him was a tall, lean, handsome man with narrow eyes and a long, aquiline nose. He wore an undoubtedly very expensive outfit of green and yellow silk. The man’s eyes lit up as he saw Helena. Helena greeted him with a faint smile and a nod of her head. Ezra closed the door and the four sat. 
 
    The meeting went about as O’Brien expected: he described the Iron Dragon project in vague terms while doing his best to make it sound like a huge, challenging, and important endeavor. Joseph translated. Dimitris nodded politely while staring at Helena. After five minutes of this, O’Brien was tempted to stand up and declare the meeting over. They weren’t going to be able to recruit Dimitris, and O’Brien wasn’t sure he even wanted him. 
 
    O’Brien was in the middle of trying to describe the vault Dimitris would be building—without actually explaining that it would be inside a cave—when the door to the room opened. Ezra stood in the hall, a nervous look on his face. Next to him was a large woman wearing a long, flowing emerald dress and copious amounts of gold jewelry.  
 
    “Nerissa!” Dimitris cried as he got to his feet. 
 
    Nerissa greeted Dimitris coldly. Ezra mumbled an apology. 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” Joseph said, getting to his feet. 
 
    “Why, what’s…?” O’Brien started, as he stood up. Heavy boots were coming up the stairs. Nerissa strode into the room, and Ezra followed. 
 
    Dimitris said something to Nerissa in a pleading tone. Nerissa smiled and spoke curtly to him. Dimitris spoke again, shaking his head violently. A man wearing the uniform of the city watch appeared in the doorway. He entered the room, and O’Brien saw at least three more men behind him. They wore short swords at their sides. 
 
    Nerissa pointed to Joseph and then to O’Brien and spoke a brief sentence to the watchman. 
 
    “We’ve been sold out,” Joseph said weakly. “She’s telling them we’re spies for the Slavs.” He turned to the watchman, saying something in Greek. The watchman shrugged. Ezra continued to mumble apologetically. Dimitris approached Nerissa and quietly pleaded with her, but she pretended not to hear, continuing to smile her haughty smile. The watchman moved aside and barked an order. Two more men entered the room and moved toward Joseph and O’Brien. 
 
    “We’re being arrested,” Joseph said. “Don’t resist.” 
 
    O’Brien nodded weakly, a sick feeling growing in his gut. He knew this meeting was a bad idea. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-two          
 
    “Hrólfr seems to have accepted your engineer, then?” Reyes said in Gabe’s ear. He was standing at the summit of a hill near the Norsemen’s fort. The altitude wasn’t really necessary to confer with Reyes; they were too far apart for direct contact, so they were using Andrea Luhman as a relay, using the channel they’d agreed upon for ground-to-ground communications. Of course, there was no way to keep Mallick or anyone else aboard Andrea Luhman from listening in if they wanted to. Generally that wasn’t a problem, but there were elements of this operation that Reyes had wanted to keep the captain in the dark about. Hence her cryptic question. 
 
    “Yes,” Gabe replied. “We’re on our way to being back in Hrólfr’s good graces. We’ll need his help going forward, as we’re going to need a lot of resources from Frankia, and pretty soon he’s going to control all of Normandy.” This was all true, but it had little to do with their real reason for offering Ibrahim ibn Muhammed to Hrólfr. 
 
    “So this Ibrahim guy, he’s the real deal?” 
 
    “Look like it. He’s already completely reorganized the teams of workmen Hrólfr had in place. Much better division of labor. Hrólfr’s guys were tripping all over each other. It’s going to be slow going for a few weeks, as he’s having them tear apart everything they’ve built over the past six months, but I can see what he’s doing, and it makes sense. The new mangonels will require half as many men to operate and the ballistae will fire much more accurately. Rouen won’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “Rouen was supposed to have fallen to the Vikings ten years ago.”  
 
    This was an odd discrepancy in the historical record Carpenter had found in his research: according to several sources, Hrólfr had taken Rouen in the year 876, but in 885 it remained in Frankish hands. The discrepancy occurred too early for it to have been caused by the spacemen’s interference in events; the only explanation was that the historical sources were wrong. 
 
    “I’ve looked into that a bit,” Gabe said. “It does seem that Hrólfr attacked and nearly destroyed Rouen in 876. They were bought off with offers of land around the Seine—which explains how they ended up where they are. They’ve left the city alone since then.” 
 
    “So the Franks bought themselves ten years of peace. But we don’t know if Hrólfr attacked again after that?” 
 
    “The record is unclear. We know Hrólfr became the Duke of Normandy in 911, and he made Rouen his capital in 912. Whether the Vikings took the city in the intervening years or whether King Charles ceded it when he made Hrólfr a Duke is unknown.” 
 
    “Then this attack Hrólfr is planning…?” 
 
    “We don’t know whether or not it actually happened,” Gabe replied. “If it did, it didn’t make much of an impression. But that’s all right. We’re not here primarily for the loot from Rouen.” 
 
    “It’s just funny how uncertain all of this is, considering it’s already happened,” Reyes said. “Or not happened, as the case may be.” 
 
    “What can I say? Record-keeping was spotty in the ninth century.” 
 
    “But we’re sure about Paris?” 
 
    “Yeah, Paris is a known factor. Hopefully we’ll be out of here by then. With a few pounds of silver to show for it.” Their deal with Hrólfr would allow them to keep a share of any ransom paid by the city to forestall an attack. 
 
     “Any word on Harald?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Gabe replied. He nearly said more but bit his tongue. It was better at this point not to give Mallick any more hints about what they were up to. 
 
    “How’s Sigurd?” 
 
    “Sigurd is Sigurd,” Gabe said. This was a sort of code phrase between them. It meant that Sigurd was acting as expected, but it was still impossible to know what he would do when the moment of truth came. 
 
    “Understood. When do you think you can get back here?” 
 
    “I was planning on sticking it out here with Sigurd until the Rouen attack. That is, until whatever happens at Rouen. Why? You need me back there sooner?” 
 
    “Things are heating up with this guy, Torben. He’s stirring people up in the nearby settlements, telling people we’re bribing jarls to keep our secrets.” 
 
    “Aren’t you?” 
 
    “Just one, so far, and I’ll be damned if I know how Torben found out about it.” 
 
    “You think they’re going to get violent?” 
 
    “Hard to say at this point. But Gabe, if they do, we’re in trouble. Other than a few black powder bomb prototypes O’Brien threw together before he left, we’ve got nothing but spears and axes, and we have less than a dozen people capable of fighting. Our defenses are nonexistent. We’ve spent all our resources building houses. If Torben can raise thirty men and the jarls don’t intervene….” 
 
    “Understood,” Gabe said. “Even if I leave now, though, I’m not sure how much difference I can make by myself. I left my railgun in Norway.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Reyes said. “Do what you need to do there. Hopefully I can still defuse the situation here. I’ll let you know if things escalate.” 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-three                    
 
    O’Brien and Joseph were escorted downstairs and down the street to the docks, where a boat waited. They were ferried across the Golden Horn and taken to a garrison near Prosphorion Harbor. The watchmen marched them downstairs to a dark hallway lined with jail cells. They were prodded into a cell that already held three men, who were sitting or lying on straw mats on the floor. The door slammed shut behind them and the watchmen left. 
 
    “It seems that I underestimated some of the risks involved in attempting to recruit the Church’s official architect,” Joseph said. 
 
    “It’s my fault,” O’Brien said. “I knew from the beginning that meeting was a bad idea, and I did it anyway.” At some point he was going to learn to trust his instincts, rather than do what he thought Reyes would want him to do. Thinking of Reyes prompted a new wave of anxiety: she would be expecting him to check in soon regarding the status of their mission. The status at this point, as far as he could tell, was completely fucked.  “I don’t know anything about Byzantine law,” O’Brien said. “Does the wife of a prominent architect really have the power to get two foreigners convicted of espionage on the strength of her testimony alone?” 
 
    Joseph shrugged. “I doubt she’ll even testify when it comes down to it. She’s made her point. Unfortunately, the charge itself is likely to bring some unwanted attention.” 
 
    “You think the emperor will get involved?” 
 
    “Not personally, but he’ll probably be briefed. The Byzantines take the threat of an attack on their city very seriously. I would expect that tomorrow morning, we are going to be… aggressively interviewed.” 
 
    “Tortured?” 
 
    “It depends on how you define the term. It will not be pleasant.” 
 
    O’Brien nodded. While he wasn’t looking forward to interrogation by the emperor’s thugs, of greater concern was the imminent failure of his recruiting mission. While he and Joseph might not be convicted of any crime, the Byzantines would not hesitate to eject him from the city and bar him from returning. Additionally, they’d investigate their connection to Leo and his school, which would make it virtually impossible for O’Brien to abscond with several students. Someone else—Gabe, perhaps?—would have to return to Constantinople to complete the mission where O’Brien had failed, and they would be working with the additional handicap of the heightened suspicions of the Byzantine government. At this point, it might be better to try their luck in Paris or London. 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted when one of the men who’d been huddled in a corner got to his feet and moved toward them. He was a great, hulking man, and O’Brien found himself with his back pressed against the bars. To his right, Joseph was paralyzed with fear. 
 
    “O’Brien,” the man said, and Joseph saw now by the light of the torches in the hallway that the man’s hair was dirty blond. A Norseman. 
 
    “Folki!” O’Brien exclaimed. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “A couple of the lads and I got in a bit of a skirmish with some locals,” Folki said. 
 
    “You were supposed to be keeping the men out of trouble,” O’Brien said, looking at the other two men, who seemed to be asleep. He now recognized them as Bjorn and Thorvald, two of the men who had signed on as oarsmen in Reykjavik. 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t look like either of us is very good at staying out of trouble.” 
 
    O’Brien sighed. “That’s a fair observation, I suppose.” 
 
    “The recruiting is not going well, I take it?” 
 
    “Could be better. I think we’re going to be lucky to get out of the city in one piece. How are the rest of the men?” 
 
    “They are well. Ready to go home.” 
 
    O’Brien nodded. He wished he had a home to return to. All he had was a godforsaken settlement in Iceland, where he’d be surrounded by people he’d let down. He wondered—assuming that he survived the next twenty-four hours—whether it might be better for everyone if he had Birgir drop him off somewhere in Italy or Spain on the way back to Iceland. But this was fantasy: he didn’t have the skills or resources to survive on his own, even in the mild climate of Southern Europe. He’d die of starvation or dysentery or be murdered by brigands. There were easier ways of committing suicide. 
 
    They spent the next several hours trying to sleep. O’Brien was exhausted, but the straw mat was bumpy and uneven, and it smelled like urine. So he thought about all the things he’d done wrong over the past few days and how these bad decisions had landed them in a Byzantine jail. 
 
    He awoke with a start. Boots were coming down the hall. He sat up, dazed, as a key rattled in the lock. The gate swung open and rough hands seized him. In dim light, he saw Joseph sit up. Joseph began to speak but was silenced by a kick in the gut. Men dragged O’Brien out of the cell and down the hall. 
 
    He was brought to a small room where he was tied to a chair. One small window high in the wall in front of him let in a sliver of light, informing him that day had broken. The guards left, slamming the door behind him. He sat there alone, his fingers numb and his throat parched, for several hours. Only the distant din of clanking dishes, indicating that lunchtime had come—and gone—gave him any sense of how much time had passed. 
 
    At last, sometime in the late afternoon, the door opened again, and a man entered. He was large and wore a uniform, but that was about all O’Brien could say for sure. The only light in the room came from the little window just above the man’s head. This was, he assumed, by design. 
 
    The man spoke a question to him in Greek. His tone was firm but not unkind. 
 
    O’Brien shook his head. “I don’t speak Greek.” 
 
    “Frankish then?” the man asked. 
 
    O’Brien paused, considering whether he should pretend not to speak Frankish either. If he couldn’t communicate, he couldn’t tell them anything about Iron Dragon, but he also wouldn’t be able to negotiate for his release. And he’d undoubtedly be punished if they found out he’d tried to deceive them. O’Brien nodded. 
 
    “You understand why you are here?” the man asked. His accent was thick, but he spoke slowly enough for O’Brien to understand. 
 
    “All I know is that a woman named Nerissa had us arrested. I believe she’s the wife of the architect, Dimitris Angelidis.” 
 
    “You know more than that.” 
 
    “My translator told me she claimed we were spies.” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What is your name?” 
 
    “Dan O’Brien.” 
 
    “What kind of name is that?” 
 
    “Irish,” O’Brien said.  
 
    “You are a foreigner, then, Dan O’Brien?” 
 
    “What was your first clue?” 
 
    The slap came without warning, a sharp flash of pain across O’Brien’s right cheek, followed by a surge of heat. “You will answer questions respectfully.” The interrogator’s voice remained completely calm. 
 
    “Yes, I am a foreigner.” 
 
    “You understand that as a foreigner, Dan O’Brien, you have no rights in Constantinople?” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “How well do you know the Jew?” 
 
    “Joseph? I’ve only known him for two weeks, but he seems to be a decent fellow.” 
 
    “You realize he is a spy for the Slavs?” 
 
    “He is not!” 
 
    Another slap, across the same cheek. O’Brien strained angrily against his bonds for a moment, and then forced himself to breathe deeply. “I know what you want me to say,” he said, “but Joseph is no spy.” 
 
    “Why were you meeting with the architect?” 
 
    “I wanted to hire him,” O’Brien said. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “To build a church.” 
 
    Another slap stung his face. “The Jew says otherwise.” 
 
    So they were interrogating Joseph too? What would he tell them? They’d certainly never believe the truth. Or was the interrogator simply manipulating him?” 
 
    “I have no control over what Joseph says.” 
 
    “He works for you.” 
 
    “He’s a translator.” 
 
    “Who set up the meeting with the architect?” 
 
    O’Brien hesitated. He didn’t want to throw Joseph to the wolves, but he had no way of explaining how he’d been able to get Dimitris to agree to a meeting. He could tell the interrogator that Leo had set up the meeting, but he didn’t want to drag Leo into this if he could avoid it. Leo had been nothing but helpful and O’Brien had repaid him by setting up a meeting with his daughter and the architect behind his back.  
 
    It was clear the interrogator wanted him to implicate Joseph. If he did, would they let him go? Or was this just more manipulation? But what choice did he have? The mission could go on without Joseph. If O’Brien were executed, the Iron Dragon project was doomed. He was one of three human beings on Earth who knew about the threat from the Cho-ta’an, and the others were counting on him to recruit engineers. They might never get a chance like this again. He owed it to the human race to take any out available to him. If he had to sacrifice Joseph, that was a small price to pay. At least, that’s what Reyes would say if she were here. 
 
    But O’Brien also remembered how he’d gotten into this predicament: he’d ignored his instincts, doing instead what he thought was the right thing for the mission, what he thought Reyes would have him do. In this case, what his instincts were telling him was that a people who threw their friends to the wolves at the first sign of trouble weren’t worth saving. 
 
    “I set up the meeting,” O’Brien said. 
 
    The slap came, as expected. 
 
    “You do not even speak Greek,” the interrogator said. 
 
    “I know it’s hard to tell,” O’Brien said, wriggling his fingers, “but I’m really good at hand signals.” 
 
    This time, it was a backhand to the temple—so hard that two legs of the chair briefly left the floor. O’Brien groaned, dazed from the blow. Another followed it, and then a third. 
 
    O’Brien couldn’t say how long the interrogation went on. Hours, probably. Nor could he say what he ended up telling his interrogators—for there were several. He was fairly certain he confessed to being from outer space at one point, but this admission was met with such severe punishment that he resorted to qualifying it with fantastical lies. He confessed to being a spy for the Slavs as well as the Franks, the Berbers, and a half-dozen other tribes he had never even heard of. At some point, he realized that he was conscious and that the room was quiet. The interrogation was over, at least for now. His left eye was swollen shut and his lips were cracked and bleeding in several places. His ribs and arms were bruised. More than anything, though, he was thirsty: he’d had nothing to drink since his arrest the previous afternoon. 
 
    Sometime after dark the door opened again, and O’Brien braced himself for more. But this time the man entered, bent over O’Brien without a word, and untied his bonds. He grabbed O’Brien by the arm, pulling him out of the chair. O’Brien winced and tumbled to the floor, his legs refusing to hold his weight. The man snapped an order at him. Slowly, O’Brien pulled himself to his feet. The guard walked out of the room and O’Brien staggered after him. They made their way down a long hallway lined with doors and then up a stone staircase to a room where Joseph and the three Norsemen waited for him. A door behind them appeared to lead outside. The guard left them. 
 
    “They worked you over pretty good,” Joseph said. He was standing but didn’t look much better. Bruises covered his face and his clothes were stained with blood. The Norsemen didn’t appear to have been harmed. 
 
    “What… happened?” O’Brien gasped. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Joseph said. “Maybe they got bored with us.” 
 
    “Did you tell them anything?” 
 
    “Of course,” Joseph said. “Told them right off you were building a church in West Frankia. They didn’t buy that, so I told them we worked for the Slavs.” 
 
    “You weren’t afraid they were going to kill you?” 
 
    “I assumed they were going to kill me. I don’t know anything of importance, so why not tell them what they want to hear?” 
 
    O’Brien nodded. “I need water.” 
 
    “I’ll see to it,” Folki said. “But first, let’s get out of here before they change their minds.” 
 
    “That’s the shrewd Nordic thinking I’ve come to appreciate,” Joseph said. “Outside.” 
 
    They filed out of the building into the street, where a member of the city guard waited. A horse-drawn carriage had just pulled away from the corner and was moving away down the street. Joseph spoke briefly with the guard, and then turned to O’Brien. “Leo vouched for us,” he said. 
 
    “Was that him?” 
 
    “Evidently.” 
 
    “I guess he’s not very happy with us.” 
 
    “I would imagine not.” 
 
    “So one word from Leo and we’re free? He has that much power?” 
 
    “More than the wife of an architect, it seems. I wouldn’t get too comfortable. Our interrogators were city guardsmen, easily intimidated by someone with Leo’s clout. I suspect that when their superiors hear of his meddling, there will be hell to pay. The curfew is in effect, so this man will escort us.” 
 
    “Escort us where?” 
 
    “Well,” Joseph said, “I suppose that’s up to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-four   
 
    A month after Ibrahim’s arrival, Hrólfr inspected the engineer’s work and found it satisfactory. Ibrahim would have liked to have more time to build a larger battery of siege engines, but Hrólfr didn’t want to wait until winter. Between the new engines Ibrahim had built and the ones that had been retooled from Hrólfr’s existing force, they had twenty-six mangonels and thirty-one ballistae. Ibrahim was happy to be back at work, but the tight deadline meant he still hadn’t had a chance to build his counterweighted trebuchets. 
 
    The mangonel—an adaptation of the Roman onager—was a catapult with a bowl-shaped bucket at the end of a wooden arm that could be used to hurl rocks and other projectiles at walls and towers. Ibrahim claimed his mangonels would throw a hundred-pound stone over a thousand feet. The ballista was essentially a giant crossbow. Unlike the mangonel, it was designed to fire along a straight trajectory. Ballistae were more accurate than mangonels but not as powerful. 
 
    It was difficult to keep the operation secret, and Hrólfr didn’t really try. The Norsemen felled hundreds of trees with their axes, and pastures and open land all around Hrólfr’s fort on the Seine were repurposed for building and testing the machines. Men from Rouen and other nearby villages often stopped by to witness the spectacle; it was assumed that some of these men were spies. 
 
    Gabe knew that their last raid on Rouen—spearheaded by the spacemen, using a gunpowder bomb to breach the city wall—had to be fresh in the Franks’ minds. The scale of that raid had been much smaller than what Hrólfr was planning, but it had proved the walls could be breached. If the spies were looking for gunpowder bombs, though, they were disappointed: for this assault, Hrólfr’s men were sticking with known technology. 
 
    Hrólfr knew about the previous raid, but if he knew the spacemen were behind it, he didn’t let on. Nor did he ever mention the long guns the foreigners had used in their fight against Harald the previous spring, although he had to have been briefed on the battle. The guns themselves had been destroyed, hammered into swords or tools. Hrólfr knew he had the firepower to conquer Rouen, even without guns or bombs. 
 
    For his part, Gabe was glad Hrólfr didn’t ask. Gabe was pretty sure he could duplicate O’Brien’s black powder recipe if pressed, but that was a road he didn’t want to go down. Recruiting the architect of the sieges of Melite and Syracuse was one thing; forcing a paradigm shift in armaments was another. The spacemen were having a hard enough time staying out of European politics without starting an arms race. And although their current arrangement with Hrólfr may have seemed to further embroil them in the politics on the Continent, the rationale for this mission was actually the reverse. Of course, that depended on Sigurd doing his part, which was still a big unknown. 
 
    Hrólfr’s previous engineer, Lothar, put up some initial resistance to his being replaced by Ibrahim, but Ibrahim was so good-natured about the situation—as well as being clearly better qualified—that after a week Lothar was toiling away as Ibrahim’s lieutenant. Gabe assisted them where he could, but little of his tactical knowledge was applicable to the process of building siege weaponry, and he didn’t have the skill to craft usable boards out of tree trunks using an axe, the way the Norsemen did. He ended up spending a lot of his time chopping down trees. He ate alone or sometimes in the company of a few of the other lumbermen. At night, he and Sigurd shared a tiny room in Hrólfr’s fort. 
 
    Sigurd spent his time assisting Hrólfr in training and arming the troops. Sigurd had participated in several small sieges in East Anglia when he was younger, so he knew what was involved. The main thing was to drill into the men the importance of remaining in a defensive position until the time for a ground assault came. Siege warfare was very much a hurry-up-and-wait game; when the breach came, it would be sudden, but the Viking army might very well stand at the ready for weeks, being harassed by arrows from a distance, waiting for the moment to strike. 
 
    Hrólfr had recruited nearly two thousand infantrymen, most of whom were armed with spears or axes. Many of these men also carried bows, but Hrólfr also had a dedicated contingent of three hundred archers. Another seven hundred men were assigned to crew the various siege engines. 
 
    Hrólfr also now commanded nearly sixty ships, about half of these being the long snekkjas capable of carrying up to eighty men each. The ships had no weapons except those borne by the occupants, and as attacking from the water would make the valuable ships vulnerable to missile fire from the city’s walls and towers, the plan was to move the men and siege engines into place by ship and then bring the ships a safe distance back down river and use them as needed to keep the Norsemen supplied. Rouen was some twenty miles upriver from Hrólfr’s fort—a half-day’s journey by oar. 
 
    The exact date of the planned assault was known only to Hrólfr and his closest advisors; even Gabe and Sigurd were left in the dark. Gabe suspected the date was fluid; Hrólfr would launch the assault when he thought the weather and other factors were in his favor. He also suspected there was an element of psychological warfare at work: Hrólfr was enjoying the idea of making the leaders of Rouen sweat. 
 
    Hrólfr’s own spies, who moved freely up and down the river—and even into the city itself, in the guise of farmers or tradesmen selling goods—reported little sign of preparations on the city’s part. The city watch numbered a mere hundred men, out of a city of nearly ten thousand. The walls had been repaired and, in many places, reinforced since the gunpowder bomb raid, and reports indicated the city had stockpiled several weeks’ supplies of food, but few other preparations had been made. Nor had the Frankish authorities taken note of the city’s precarious position. King Charles apparently had his hands full with revolts farther south, in the Burgundy region. 
 
    The impression that Gabe got from the rumors among the men and intelligence reports he overheard was that Rouen wasn’t actually planning on putting up a fight. They knew there was an even more tempting target farther upriver, and they hoped to convince the Norsemen to move on with minimal expense of treasure and no bloodshed. Finally, on the fourth of October, Hrólfr gave the order to move the siege engines into position.  
 
    It took nearly a week to get everything in place. The siege engines were arranged in a rough circle on the plains around the city, and the infantrymen waited just out of crossbow range. They’d already cut off any boat traffic to the Rouen, and now the roads were blocked too. It was becoming clear that Rouen could not win a prolonged battle, and no help would be coming from the King. The city would have to pay Hrólfr to leave; at this point, it was just a matter of deciding on the price.  
 
    Meanwhile, the situation in Iceland continued to deteriorate. Reyes updated Gabe nearly every day, and the news was rarely good. The expected newcomers from Norway had not arrived, and the few settlers who remained at Höfn continued to work long hours to get the houses done before winter. Reyes had begun to entertain the possibility of leaving half of the houses unfinished. This would put them in a tough spot if the newcomers arrived before winter, as well as leaving the exposed walls to deteriorate in the bad weather. 
 
    “I’ve received word from the men in Norway,” Reyes told him during one of these briefings. “They’re going to winter there and return in the spring. Just as well, considering the situation here. Torben’s recruited thugs from all over Iceland. Rumor is he’s promising them a share in our gold mine. I sent a message telling the men in Norway to wait until they hear from us that it’s safe.” 
 
    “Risky,” Gabe said. “You could use those men if Torben attacks.” 
 
    “More mouths to feed, and we don’t have anyplace to put them.” 
 
    “What about the cave?” 
 
    Reyes sighed. Taking shelter for the winter in the cave was always an option, but she’d been trying to avoid it. Winters in Iceland were gloomy enough without spending them in an actual cave. “We’ve got a plan in place if it comes to that. There’s enough food in the cave to last six months, and I’ve sent some of the women to the other settlements to buy more.” 
 
    “Any idea how Torben found out about the bribe?” 
 
    “He’s got an informant in Adelmund’s house. We don’t know who it is, but apparently they overheard Adelmund coming into a supply of gold. This did not help our situation, as you can imagine. Instead of smoothing things over, I exacerbated the situation.” 
 
    “It was a good idea. You couldn’t have known.” 
 
    “Yeah. Well, it gets worse. Torben is now openly accusing several jarls in the region of accepting bribes to look the other way. If any of them intervene on our side now, it makes them look guilty.” 
 
    “You really think Torben will try to take the land back?” 
 
    “Probably not soon. He’s still gathering men, and he’s making threats, testing the jarls to see if they’ll step in. If they don’t….” 
 
    “It’s only a matter of time. I understand.” 
 
    In the end, Gabe decided the risk to the settlement was too great for him to remain in Normandy. His presence at Höfn probably wouldn’t make a decisive difference, but he could do more good there than at Rouen. He had no significant vested interest in the outcome of the siege; he was there primarily to ensure that Sigurd didn’t go rogue—and it was becoming increasingly clear this was a fool’s errand. Sigurd was going to be Sigurd. He tried talking to Sigurd several times about his intentions, but Sigurd refused to say anything on the matter. Short of physically restraining Sigurd, there was little Gabe could do but remind him he’d given his word to Reyes that he would return to Iceland when their diplomatic mission was finished. 
 
    “Can we trust him?” Áengus asked, as he and Gabe sat one day, watching Sigurd as he strode along a row of mangonels, inspecting Ibrahim’s handiwork. 
 
    “Sigurd?” Gabe asked. “Your guess is as good as mine. He gave Reyes his word.” 
 
    “But his son….” 
 
    “Yeah. Will he break his promise to Reyes to get vengeance for his son? I don’t know. For that matter, we don’t even know if he’ll get the opportunity. This whole outing may turn out to be a total waste.” 
 
    “Not total. We’ve made peace with Hrólfr, and Ibrahim may be the best engineer in Europe. Assuming he agrees to come back to Iceland with us when this is all over, he will be a valuable asset to the Iron Dragon project.” 
 
    “‘When this is all over,’” Gabe repeated. “This could go on for years. Whatever happens at Rouen, we know that Hrólfr lays siege to Paris this winter. The siege lasts until summer, and Hrólfr will undoubtedly have more work for Ibrahim after that. And the outcome will be the same, no matter what we do.” 
 
    “What are you saying, Gabe?” 
 
    “I’m saying I’m done waiting around for history to happen. Sigurd is going to do what he’s going to do. We knew that going in. It’s time for us to move on. Reyes needs us.” 
 
    Áengus nodded. “It will be a shame to miss the siege of Paris, but we are in agreement. There’s nothing more we can do here.” 
 
    They informed Sigurd and Njáll of their intentions later that night. Sigurd accepted the news with aplomb, and Njáll informed them after a moment’s consideration that he would prefer to remain at Sigurd’s side. On the thirteenth of October, Áengus and Gabe hitched a ride on one of Hrólfr’s ships headed to Portsmouth, in the south of England, where they hoped to find a ship headed for Reykjavik. They were going home.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-five    
 
    O’Brien considered his options. Bruised and bloodied, he wanted nothing more than to get aboard Skjöldur and flee this damned city. Folki could probably assemble the crew in less than an hour; they could be at sea by sunrise.  
 
    It would be the prudent thing to do: if they stayed in Constantinople, they would likely be arrested again as soon as the emperor’s lieutenants found out about Leo’s interference. Fleeing now, though, meant their mission was a failure: the only recruit they’d managed to extract from Constantinople was Joseph Poncella—and while Joseph would certainly be a valuable addition to the team, he was only one man, and he was not an engineer. O’Brien imagined the disappointment on Reyes’s face when he returned to Höfn accompanied only by Birgir, Folki and a fast-talking Jewish merchant whose knowledge of mathematics was limited to basic accounting. 
 
    No, if he left the city now, he would not be able to return to Höfn. He would have to quit the Iron Dragon project altogether and try to make a go of it on his own, maybe in Italy or Spain.  
 
    Folki, Joseph and the others stood in the street, looking to him to make a decision. O’Brien sighed. As much as he wanted to run away, he wouldn’t be able to face these people if he gave up now. If Mallick wanted to cut and run, that was up to him, but O’Brien wasn’t going to be the one to doom the Iron Dragon.  
 
    “To Leo’s house,” O’Brien said. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Joseph asked. “Leo seems a bit displeased with us. For good reason, I might add.” 
 
    “He may be angry, but he wouldn’t have interceded for us if he didn’t still believe in the project.” 
 
    “That may be,” Joseph said, “but there are limits to Leo’s influence. If the emperor gets involved, Leo will not be able to help us. Also, if we return to Leo’s house, we may be putting him in danger.” 
 
    “Calculated risks,” O’Brien said. “I didn’t come all this way to give up now.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    When they arrived at Leo’s house, they were surprised to see light from several windows. The watchman spoke a curt word to Joseph and departed. A servant opened the door and they entered the main room to find several other people already there. In addition to Leo, Helena and the servants, six boys stood about the room, each with a knapsack at his feet: the recruits from Leo’s school. 
 
    Leo, sitting in a chair at the far end of the room, spoke softly. After a moment, Joseph translated. “Leo says it is best if we leave immediately. He has some influence with the watch, but when the emperor hears that two men accused of spying for the Slavs are in the city….” 
 
    “Yeah, we ought to be gone,” O’Brien said. “Why did he bail us out?” 
 
    Leo spoke again. “He says you dishonored him, but this project is too important to let such offenses stop it. Also, Helena threatened to leave if he did not get us released.” 
 
    O’Brien looked to Helena, who blushed. 
 
    “You threatened to leave?” 
 
    She spoke a few sentences. Joseph said, “A few weeks ago, she received an offer of marriage from a wealthy man in Spain. She said that she was going to accept the man’s proposal if Leo didn’t get us out of jail.” 
 
    “Were you… was she bluffing?” O’Brien asked. 
 
    “I tell small lie,” Helena said, evidently understanding the question. 
 
    “Well, it is much appreciated,” O’Brien said. “And Leo too. Thank you.” Joseph translated, and Leo waved his hand dismissively. He grumbled something again. 
 
    “He says we should leave now before he changes his mind.” 
 
    “Right,” O’Brien said. “Joseph, let’s gather our things and we can be off.”  
 
    A few minutes later, they were standing at the doorway with their own rucksacks. O’Brien, bruised from his interrogation and bleary-eyed from stress and lack of sleep, couldn’t believe how his luck had changed. They’d gone from crushing failure to stunning success in a matter of an hour—assuming they could get to the karve without being arrested again. Lacking an escort, they would have to rely on Joseph to sneak them through the city without being seen. 
 
    “Thank you again, Leo,” O’Brien said, as he stood at the threshold. “You’ve been a great help to us.” Joseph translated, and Leo grumbled a response. O’Brien turned to Helena. “Thank you, Helena,” he said. “I’m sorry I… that is, I hope I will see you again someday.” 
 
    Helena nodded. “Good luck. With sky ship.” 
 
    As O’Brien turned to leave, Leo spoke again. 
 
    “What’s that?” O’Brian said. 
 
    “He says we need to wait,” Joseph said. “There is one more recruit.” 
 
    O’Brien regarded Leo, puzzled. Leo spoke briefly to Helena. Helena shook her head. Leo spoke again, more loudly. Helena looked from Leo to O’Brian. 
 
    “What is happening?” O’Brien asked. 
 
    “He says the project is too important.” 
 
    “Too important for what?” 
 
    “To leave the best engineer behind.” 
 
    O’Brien saw that tears were running down Leo’s face. Helena walked to him and knelt down at his side, speaking softly to him. Leo spoke a response, quiet but firm. 
 
    “He says when she threatened to leave, he realized what she meant to him. It wasn’t the fear of losing her that prompted him to help us. It was the idea that she was going to be wasting her life. Wasting her mind. He didn’t want her to spend her life as the wife of some Spanish playboy.” 
 
    “He’s asking her to go with us?” 
 
    “Insisting, yes.” 
 
    Helena embraced her father, and the two spoke softly to each other for a moment. At last she kissed his cheek and stood. “We go,” she said. “We build sky ship.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    It was nearly dawn when O’Brien and the others reached the docks. Joseph had led them on a winding route through the city, avoiding major intersections and other places where watchmen were likely to be. He bribed the guard at the gate to the docks to let them in before sunrise. O’Brien sent Folki to get Birgir and the other oarsmen, who were staying at an inn nearby, and the rest of them settled into Skjöldur. 
 
    The oarsmen—most of them, anyway, arrived shortly after dawn. Two men had gone missing in the night and were probably either asleep in an alley or had been tossed into a jail somewhere else in the city. Another man, who had been drinking most of the night, proved impossible to rouse. They had little choice but to leave him behind. 
 
    It was just as well that they were short a few men: they’d ended up with more recruits than expected, so Skjöldur was going to be crowded. O’Brien and the recruits would have to take turns rowing.  
 
    As Folki was about to push Skjöldur away from the dock, a man called from the shore. His silk shirt, shining with a rose hue in the light of the pre-dawn, fluttered in the breeze as he ran toward the dock. 
 
    “Is that…?” Joseph asked. 
 
    “Dimitris,” O’Brien said. The two of them sat in the prow of the boat along with Helena and Eckart. The other boys were at the oars. 
 
    “Wait!” cried Dimitris as he ran toward them down the dock. “Wait for me!” 
 
    Folki turned to O’Brien, who nodded. They waited. 
 
    Dimitris ran up to the boat, stopping on the dock to bend double and wheeze. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Dimitris?” O’Brien asked. 
 
    “Leo… told me what you’re doing,” Dimitris gasped. 
 
    “What did he tell you?” 
 
    “That you’re building a ship. A ship that will fly through the ether.” 
 
    O’Brien didn’t reply. He wasn’t sure whether to be angry at Leo for talking or thankful it had worked. 
 
    “I know, I know,” Dimitris gasped, climbing into the boat and dumping his rucksack on the deck. “Very secretive. Leo isn’t going to tell anyone else. So, where are we headed? Paris? Good morning, my dear. How are you?” 
 
    This last was directed at Helena, who smiled weakly in response. 
 
    “Where is your wife?” Joseph asked. 
 
    “Still at home asleep, by the mercy of the gods,” Dimitris replied. “I’d like to be halfway across the Sea of Marmara by the time she wakes up, if possible. I don’t mind rowing.” 
 
    “All right, enough gabbing!” Birgir shouted from the stern. “Oarsmen, take your seats. Everybody else, hold on and stay out of the way!” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-six           
 
    At the end of October, nearly a month after the siege of Rouen began, a fleet of twenty-one ships came up the Seine. Sigurd was told this was a force of Danes and Norwegians, organized by the Danish chief Siegfried. Sigurd smiled at the mention of the Norwegian contingent: he did not have the spacemen’s gift of foresight, but in this matter at least, things were going as he had imagined they would. This fleet had not come for the spoils of Rouen. Word had spread throughout Scandinavia that Hrólfr was assembling a force capable of taking Paris itself, and the temptation had proven too great for the Norwegians to resist. Soon, Sigurd’s opportunity would come. 
 
    It came sooner even than he expected. Hrólfr had been overseeing the siege personally but had returned to his fort a few days earlier on the pretext of needing to inspect their food stores, leaving his second-in-command, a man named Jorgen, in charge. Sigurd suspected the real reason for Hrólfr’s departure was the arrival of a prestigious guest who had come over on one of Siegfried’s ships, and it didn’t take long for this suspicion to be confirmed. The morning after the fleet arrived, Jorgen allowed a diplomatic contingent to leave the city and travel downriver to the fort. The contingent returned that evening, and word quickly spread that a settlement had been reached. The Viking forces would remain in place while the details were worked out. The next day, Sigurd was summoned to the fort. 
 
    As a sort of unofficial officer in Hrólfr’s army, Sigurd had been allowed the freedom of traveling between the fort and Rouen as he wished, and generally it was no trouble to hitch a ride on one of the several boats that ferried men and equipment back and forth during the day. Many of these boats were crewed by locals who were more than happy to accept a silver coin for assisting the invaders. This time, though, Sigurd noted that he was escorted to a karve full of men known to be loyal to Hrólfr. He smiled, and his hand went to the leather pouch that hung from his belt. The time had almost arrived. 
 
    He was escorted by three men from the karve to Hrólfr’s fort. The men pretended to be uninterested in him, but he knew their purpose: one in front of him, two behind, never letting him out of their sight. Never before had he needed an escort to speak with Hrólfr.  
 
    Once inside the gate, he was asked to surrender his sword—another first. Sigurd scowled at the young man making the demand. A shock of blond hair spilled out from under his iron helmet. He was no older than eighteen—the age of Sigurd’s son, Yngve, when he was cut down by Harald’s men. 
 
    “Hrólfr insists I take all weapons,” the young man said. They were standing on a small covered porch in front of Hrólfr’s lodge. 
 
    “You’ll be taking their weapons too, then?” he asked, referring to the three men standing in the yard behind him, doing a poor job of looking uninterested in him. 
 
    “If they go inside the lodge,” the young man said. 
 
    Sigurd shrugged and unstrapped the sheath, handing it to the man, who set it on a bench behind him.  
 
    “The knife too.” 
 
    Sigurd unsheathed his knife and handed it to the man. 
 
    “What’s that?” the man asked, pointing at the leather pouch hanging at Sigurd’s side. 
 
    “Personal.” 
 
    “I’ll need to look at it.” 
 
    Sigurd sighed in frustration. He opened the pouch and pulled out the clay vessel. The man took it from him and looked it over, his brow furrowing. “What is this?” 
 
    “A gift for Hrólfr. As I said, it’s personal.” 
 
    The man held the vessel to his ear and shook it. “What’s in it?” 
 
    “Nothing you would understand.” 
 
    “Is it a weapon?” 
 
    Sigurd laughed. “Does it look like a weapon?” 
 
    The man had noticed the metal pin in the vessel’s neck. The pin bent at ninety-degree angle so that the visible section fit snugly into a groove in the neck about an inch long. The man got his thumbnail behind the bent section and began to pry it away from the neck. 
 
    “Please don’t do that,” Sigurd said, doing his best to sound merely irritated, rather than worried. 
 
    “Why?” the man asked, letting go of the pin. 
 
    “Have you never heard of a Persian music box?” 
 
    The man frowned dubiously. 
 
    “The name is inaccurate, of course, for as you can see, it is not a box. If you pull that pin, the vessel plays a song.” 
 
    “I don’t believe it.” 
 
    “You don’t have to, as it is not a gift for you.” 
 
    The man put his thumbnail behind the pin again. 
 
    “It will only work once,” Sigurd said. “A Persian music box has only one song, and when it has played, it will never be heard again. I bought this one from a merchant in Rouen who did not know what he had.” This latter claim wasn’t completely far-fetched; several men from Hrólfr’s force had managed to gain entry to Rouen by pretending to be locals. 
 
    “How do I know it’s not dangerous?” 
 
    Sigurd shrugged. “I suppose you don’t. What is your usual procedure for music boxes?” 
 
    The young man regarded him skeptically for a moment, and then handed the vessel to him. “You may go in.” 
 
    Sigurd thanked the man and tucked the clay vessel back into the leather pouch. He opened the door and went inside, where he was met by another man, who escorted him to the reception room where Hrólfr ordinarily held meetings. The guard opened the door and Sigurd strode inside. Standing at the far end of the room, looking out a window overseeing the river, were two men. The one on the right was the hulking giant called Hrólfr Göngu—walker—because he was said to be too big to ride a horse. He was, if the historical record was to be believed, destined to be the first Duke of Normandy. The one on the left was Harald Fairhair, the current King of Norway. Sigurd noted as the door closed behind him that two men stood behind him, one on either side of the door. He didn’t recognize these men; presumably they were Harald’s personal bodyguards who had come over from Norway with him. They wore matching armor and helmets, and short swords hung at their sides. The one on his left was weathered and sinewy, with a long beard that was streaked with gray. The smooth-chinned, strawberry blond man on his right was little more than a boy. 
 
    “Sigurd Olafson,” Harald said. “It is brave of you to return to my cousin’s territory. Surely you knew I would hear of it.” 
 
    “Hrólfr informing you of my presence in Normandy?” Sigurd said, staring at Hrólfr. “The possibility never occurred to me.” 
 
    Hrólfr said nothing, returning Sigurd’s glare.  
 
    “I mean you no harm, Sigurd,” Harald said. “I’m here only to ask you a few questions.” 
 
    “You mean me no harm?” Sigurd growled, taking a step forward. “You killed my son!” 
 
    “Men in my employ did, yes. And I’m sorry it came to that. You must understand, though, that if Norway is to survive, it must be united. You do not see it, but the petty chiefdoms of Europe will not last. If I didn’t unite Norway, it would fall to the Franks or the Saxons or the Danes. If you saw the future as I did, you would—” 
 
    “Do not speak to me of the future, usurper!” Sigurd roared. “My son is dead!” 
 
    “Be quiet before I have my men silence you!” Harald snapped. “You are lucky I don’t have you killed after what you did to me. Do not forget that you held a knife to my throat.” 
 
    “I had every right to kill you,” Sigurd said. “My son’s death demands vengeance.” 
 
    “Then you should have taken your chance when you had it,” Harald said. “The gods do not look kindly upon those who fail to take the opportunity they have been given. You let me live at the pass and then you fled from your fort on the Seine rather than face me there.” 
 
    “Were you at that battle?” Sigurd sneered. “There were several men hiding behind shields at the rear of the line. You’ll forgive me if I did not recognize you from such a distance.” 
 
    “You call me a coward, but you know I have led my troops in battle on many occasions. It was your people who started using weapons that can strike with great accuracy at a distance. With such weapons, it is a simple task to demoralize and decapitate an enemy force by killing its leaders. Which brings us to the reason you are still alive.” 
 
    “I know what you want from me,” Sigurd said. “You wish to know where the foreigners are hiding, so that you can seek them out and steal their weapons and technology. I will give you nothing.” 
 
    “Be reasonable, Sigurd,” Hrólfr interjected. “Harald is willing to offer you mercy in exchange for information about the foreigners. We are not your enemies. You and I have worked together well on our siege preparations, and there is no reason we can’t continue our partnership. With the foreigners’ technology, all of Europe will be—” 
 
    “You will get nothing,” Sigurd said again.  
 
    “Your cooperation is not in question,” Harald said. “Whether you retain all your fingers and toes is.” Hrólfr nodded to the man behind Sigurd’s left shoulder, and the two men stepped toward him. 
 
    Sigurd slipped from the men’s grasp, moving closer to Harald and Hrólfr. He pulled the ceramic vessel from the pouch at his side, gripping the pin with the fingers of his left hand. 
 
    “What is that?” Harald asked. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “This,” Sigurd said, holding the vessel before his face, “is called a hand grenade.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-seven                     
 
    Skjöldur made good time on its voyage back to the Atlantic, riding a steady wind from the northeast across the Sea of Marmara, around the southern tips of Greece and Italy, and then across the Mediterranean to the Strait of Gibraltar. They stopped for the night in the Greek port of Methoni to rest and buy provisions and then for three nights in Syracuse, to wait out some bad weather. Sunshine and a steady wind returned on the fourth day, and the karve embarked again, sailing for three days to reach Tunis. After briefly resupplying there, they sailed for another week to reach Gibraltar. 
 
    The wind was against them along the coast of Portugal, requiring a week of frequent tacking to make northward progress while keeping land in sight. Despite their nautical prowess, the Vikings avoided the open sea whenever possible. They had ways of determining the ship’s orientation, and Carpenter could track their location by the signal from O’Brien’s comm, but O’Brien wasn’t about to overrule Birgir’s instincts to save a few days in travel. Birgir didn’t want his help, and O’Brien had enough to worry about without taking over navigation of the ship. 
 
    Skjöldur stopped again for a night at the Spanish port of A Coruña and then rode the north wind across the Bay of Biscay, along the northern coast of Spain. Here the weather turned stormy again, so Birgir furled the sails and the men switched to oars. Spirits were generally good on board, but by this time the novelty of rowing had worn off and the younger recruits began to grumble that they’d been unwittingly sold into slavery. Birgir made it clear in short order that such talk would not be permitted on his ship: he didn’t care how valuable these young minds were; troublemakers would be thrown overboard.  
 
    Most of the recruits battled seasickness to some degree. Helena seemed the least affected, experiencing only occasional bouts of queasiness when the sea was rough. Dimitris bore his nausea with stoic silence, and the younger recruits, having been admonished by Birgir, did their best not to complain lest he make good on his threat. O’Brien worried most about Eckart, who had been sick for nearly the entire voyage. The boy lay curled in the prow, getting up only to vomit over the side. He wouldn’t eat, but Helena did her best to get him to drink water to avoid dehydration. 
 
    The foul weather persisted for the next three days as they sailed up the Frankish coast. The storm wasn’t violent enough to threaten the ship, but the winds were too blustery for sailing, requiring constant rowing against the wind. At last Birgir ordered the exhausted oarsmen to make port at the tiny village of Saint-Nazare, about a hundred and fifty miles south of the English Channel. O’Brien knew the name of the village only because Carpenter was tracking their movements and referring to maps of medieval Europe. 
 
    As Skjöldur coasted into port, O’Brien noted that the docks were deserted. This was not surprising; Saint-Nazare was a village of fewer than a hundred people, and the weather was not good for fishing. But as he made his way through the drizzle and gusting wind to the center of the little village, the absence of people began to seem uncanny. He shared a concerned glance with Joseph, who walked alongside him. Folki trailed close behind them. Birgir, Helena and Dimitris remained at the dock with the other Norsemen and recruits. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” Folki asked, echoing O’Brien’s thoughts. “Surely they don’t all hide indoors any time there’s a little rain?” 
 
    It was indeed strange. They had seen sheep and a few horses milling about enclosed pastures, but no farmers. No denizens of the town were seen, not even a man hurrying inside with an armful of firewood or a woman bringing a bucket of milk in from the barn. No smoke came from the chimneys. The village seemed to be deserted. 
 
    They made their way down the muddy main street to a run-down building that seemed to be the one inn in the village. O’Brien knocked, but there was no answer. He opened the door to find the place empty. A quick look around the place confirmed this observation. 
 
    “Vikings have been raiding farther and farther down this coast,” Folki said, as they left the building. “The village may have been evacuated.” 
 
    “Would they have left the animals?” Joseph asked. 
 
    “Not unless it was very sudden,” O’Brien said. “And I can’t imagine Vikings wanting to raid this place in the first place.” He was not an expert on the matter, but he’d paid some attention to the way Sigurd and the others had picked targets when they were planning raids at the fort on the Seine, and this place would not have tempted even their small band of Norsemen. It appeared to have one small church, which probably housed a few copper candlesticks and tapestries. Hardly worth sailing a hundred miles down the Frankish coast. 
 
    O’Brien considered sending Folki back to the ship to retrieve the rest of the men. There was plenty of room in the inn, and if the town really was deserted, nobody would complain if they rested there for a few days. They had enough food onboard to last at least three weeks, so they could wait for the weather to improve and then disembark again, stopping to resupply at Brest or one of the other large port towns farther up the coast. 
 
    But the inexplicable abandonment of the town troubled him. He wouldn’t feel that they were safe until he had some idea what had happened here. Checking his comm display, he found that it was nearly noon. By his reckoning, Andrea Luhman should be right overhead. He walked outside and tapped the cuff. “Hey, Carpenter?” 
 
    “O’Brien. What’s up?” 
 
    “This village you pointed us to, Saint-Nazare. There’s something weird about it.” 
 
    “Weird how?” 
 
    “It’s deserted. I’m standing in the middle of town, and I haven’t seen a soul. You got any more information on this place?” 
 
    “Afraid not. Scant historical records and what I can see from six hundred miles up. When I scouted this place out a week ago, it looked normal enough.” 
 
    “It definitely wasn’t abandoned a week ago?” 
 
    “No, I’d have noticed. I can pull up the footage, but I’m sure there were plenty of people around town. I wouldn’t have sent you to a ghost town.” 
 
    “Have you been watching it since then?” 
 
    “Sorry, no. Limited bandwidth. I scoped out a few towns along the coast and then moved on to other tasks. I may have a few hours of surveillance footage from a week or so ago. I’ll look it over and let you know if anything looks amiss.” 
 
    “Thanks, Carpenter. O’Brien out.” 
 
    Ultimately, they resorted to going door-to-door. The town center was comprised of a few dozen buildings clustered around several narrow dirt streets. There was no answer at the first three doors they tried, but at the fourth house O’Brien heard a muffled moaning. O’Brien tried the door: it was unlocked. 
 
    “I’ll go first,” Folki said, pushing past him. O’Brien didn’t argue. Folki was younger and more formidable than he—not to mention more expendable.  
 
    The house was little more than a shack appended to the leatherworking shop next door. As the door swung open, an odor of rotten milk and rancid meat wafted out. Folki strode inside. O’Brien and Joseph pulled their cloaks over their noses and followed him. 
 
    They found themselves in the main room of the house. To the left was a stone fireplace that had gone cold. A tattered rug covered most of the floor, and to the right sat two rustic wooden chairs. Rotting food, abuzz with flies, lay strewn across a table and the floor; rats scattered as the three entered. Straight ahead of them, soft moans came from an open doorway. Folki moved carefully across the room, his hand on the knife at his belt. As he reached the doorway, O’Brien put his hand on Folki’s shoulder. Folki stepped aside, allowing O’Brien to pass. 
 
    He entered a small room, which was dark except for strands of dull gray light that filtered through the cracks in the shutters on the one small window on the far wall. In a bed under the window lay two figures covered by a heap of blankets and cloaks. The smell was even worse here than in the rest of the house. The nature of the odor was difficult to pinpoint; O’Brien forced himself not to think about it. He moved closer to the bed. 
 
    It took him some time to determine that the figure on the left was the source of the moaning. Both were pale and emaciated; the one on the left seemed to be a man. The woman next to him was either dead or unconscious. Judging from her appearance, O’Brien guessed the former. The man didn’t look like he was going to last much longer either. 
 
    As O’Brien approached, he saw that the lymph nodes on the man’s neck were swollen and purple. The dead woman’s neck looked the same. Still holding his cloak over his mouth, O’Brien instinctively held his breath. Then, feeling foolish, he began to breathe again. The adaptive antibiotic nanobots in his bloodstream would probably protect him from whatever antigen had caused this, and in any case holding his breath was unlikely to help. 
 
    The man’s eyes were glassy, and he did not turn to look at O’Brien. O’Brien wanted to help the man, but he doubted there was anything he could do. He would not live much longer and was probably beyond comforting. And while O’Brien would be unlikely to personally contract any disease, he could carry pathogens on his skin and clothing. Lingering here put his entire mission at risk. He walked slowly out of the room to rejoin Folki and Joseph, who had wisely remained in the main room. 
 
    “Some kind of plague,” O’Brien said. “Let’s get out of here.” The two men needed no additional encouragement. 
 
    “You think they are all dead? The whole town?” Joseph asked, as they exited the house. 
 
    “Dead or dying,” O’Brien said. “We could check a few more houses to be sure.” 
 
    “Let’s get back to Skjöldur,” Joseph said. Folki nodded. They might not have O’Brien’s twenty-third century knowledge of disease pathology, but they knew better than to linger in a town where all the inhabitants had died of a plague. 
 
     They hurried back through the town, cutting through narrow alleys to make a beeline to the docks. “Look!” Folki said, as they passed a heap of garbage behind one of the houses. O’Brien and Joseph stopped to see what Folki was pointing at. After a moment, Joseph let out a gasp. Lying amidst the debris was an emaciated human corpse, barely recognizable, half-eaten by wild animals. 
 
    “How could this have happened in a week?” Joseph asked. O’Brien had told him of his conversation with Carpenter. O’Brien shook his head. It was an excellent question. 
 
    “Carpenter, you still there?” 
 
    “I’m here, O’Brien. About to lose you though.” 
 
    “It’s a plague,” O’Brien said. “A virus, I think. Everybody’s dead, Carpenter.” 
 
    “Everyone?” Carpenter asked in disbelief. 
 
    “We found one survivor, and he’s not long for this world. There may be a few stragglers, but nobody’s come out to greet us. We’re heading back to the ship. You notice anything funny on the footage?” 
 
    “Not yet. I haven’t had a chance to review it all. I doubt I’ll see anything, though. I don’t have the resolution to—” The transmission broke up for a moment. “—so unless people are literally falling over in the street, I’m not—” It cut out again. 
 
    “You’re breaking up, Carpenter. I’ll catch you when you come around.” There was no response. He’d gotten the gist of what Carpenter was saying: it was going to be pretty tough to identify the onset of a plague from two thousand klicks up. 
 
    “Come on,” he said, starting off down the street again. Joseph and Folki followed. They made their way past the braying sheep and untended fields back down to the docks. As they approached, O’Brien saw that something was amiss: someone was lying on his back on the dock not far from Skjöldur. Helena and several of the others were crouched over the body. 
 
    O’Brien broke into a run. The man’s face was hidden; O’Brien’s first thought was that Eckart had taken a turn for the worse. But as he ran down the dock he saw Eckart sitting up a few feet away. 
 
    “What is going...” O’Brien started, and then he saw the man’s face. “Get away!” he shouted. “Move away from that man, now!” 
 
    The man lay on the dock, unmoving. A thick beard covered most of his face and neck, but O’Brien could just make out a purple lump just above the man’s left collarbone. Helena was cradling the man’s head in her lap.  
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-eight                     
 
    Sigurd held the grenade before him. “A friend in Iceland made it for me,” he said. “Hrólfr, you remember the raid on Rouen, when a gaping hole was mysteriously blown in the city walls, allowing raiders to make off with a small fortune in spoils?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Good. Then you’ll understand why you should order your men out of this room before I pull this pin.”  
 
    “You’re saying this vessel is a weapon?” Harald said. 
 
    “An explosive device,” Sigurd said. “I witnessed O’Brien testing some prototypes, and they were quite impressive. When I pull this pin, this lever on the side is released.” He pulled the pin, still holding the lever down with his thumb. “If I let the lever go, a small spark is emitted, lighting a fuse. The fuse burns for about three seconds. At the other end of the fuse is a lump of black powder—the same stuff we used in the bomb at Rouen. The clay vessel is embedded with dozens of tiny metal fragments. The black powder explodes, sending those jagged metal pieces flying in all directions. O’Brien assured me that if it were triggered in a small area—such as this room—it would kill anyone in the vicinity.” 
 
    Harald and Hrólfr regarded the vessel dubiously. “This is a bluff,” Hrólfr said. 
 
    Sigurd laughed. “A bluff implies that I want something from you. I do not.” 
 
    “If you want nothing, then what are you waiting for?” Hrólfr demanded. “Pull the pin and let’s see what this weapon does!” Harald nodded in agreement. The young man behind Sigurd’s right shoulder moved toward him, his hand outstretched as if to seize the grenade. 
 
    “Easy, Rørek,” Harald chided. 
 
    The young man lowered his head and slowly backed away. 
 
    “Despite our differences in the past,” Sigurd said, “I have no quarrel with you, Hrólfr. Nor with these other men. I came for Harald.” 
 
    “You call the King of Norway a coward and bring a weapon into my fort to kill him, and you expect me to walk away?” 
 
    Sigurd laughed. “And you summoned me here with only the best intentions, is that right? You threatened to torture me until I told you where my allies are. If you are angry, it is only because I had the foresight to see what you had planned for me.” 
 
    “I will not order these men to stay,” Hrólfr said, “but neither will I flee like a dog. If you wish to murder Harald, you will have to kill me as well.” 
 
    “Then we will all die together,” Sigurd said. “But that was not my intent. I wish only to challenge Harald to personal combat. I did not think he would accept my invitation if I didn’t offer additional enticement.” 
 
    “You have no right to challenge the King,” Hrólfr said. 
 
    “He killed my son,” Sigurd said. “That should be reason enough for an honorable man. But if that is not sufficient, understand that I will not hesitate to kill everyone in this room, including myself.” 
 
    Harald studied him silently.  
 
    “It is a ruse,” Hrólfr said. “I do not believe the foreigners sent Sigurd here to kill us. It is not in their interest.” 
 
    “And what do you know of the foreigner’s interests?” Sigurd asked. 
 
    “I know that they are planning something. They did not come to Normandy simply to pass the time, and your presence here indicates that they have not fled Europe. Harald’s spies have led us to believe that they have set up shop somewhere in the north, perhaps in the Orkneys or Iceland.” 
 
    Sigurd remained tight-lipped. He had not known Harald had already narrowed down the location of their base with such specificity. Even if Hrólfr was just guessing, his accuracy was startling. If Harald’s ships began combing settlements in the North Sea in the spring, it would be only a matter of months before he found them. Sigurd would have liked to warn Reyes that Iceland was not safe, but that was going to be difficult if he never made it out of this room. This was undoubtedly why Hrólfr had showed his hand: he was betting that Sigurd cared more about the spacemen’s mission than getting vengeance. Hrólfr was wrong. 
 
    “As I said,” Sigurd spoke again, “my people have no quarrel with you, Hrólfr. I only wish to settle a score with Harald.” 
 
    Hrólfr shook his head. “No, I don’t believe it. Even if the foreigners have the capability to make a device of the sort you describe, they would not trust you with it. Harald is the King of Norway and soon I will rule all of Normandy. Whatever it is the foreigners are up to, they cannot succeed without allies such as us. They would not throw away a chance to make peace with us so that you can settle a personal grudge.” 
 
    “Believe what you wish,” Sigurd said. “If I let go of this lever, you will see how much the foreigners trust me.” In truth, he was a bit irritated at Hrólfr’s insinuation: that O’Brien would not have trusted him with a functional grenade. The thought had actually occurred to Sigurd as well, which was why he had slipped into O’Brien’s makeshift lab in the cave the night before he left and swapped out the grenade O’Brien had given him with one of the other prototypes. Unless O’Brien had anticipated this swap and defused all the grenades, the clay vessel in his hand was more than capable of killing them all. 
 
    Hrólfr and Harald continued to regard him dubiously. “Perhaps it is a ruse,” Harald said at last. “It may be that you are deceiving us, or that your people have deceived you. What I know is that there are four good men in this room, and I will not risk their lives out of cowardice. I agree to personal combat on one condition.” 
 
    “Speak it,” Sigurd said. 
 
    “You must tell us everything you know about the foreigners.” 
 
    Sigurd frowned. He had been fully prepared to release the grenade and kill them all or for Harald to accept his challenge, but he did not expect Harald to dither in this way. “You are hardly in a position to negotiate,” Sigurd said. 
 
    “That may be,” Harald replied, “but those are my terms. If you wish to have your vengeance, you must choose it wholeheartedly. I will not put myself in danger of your blade unless I know you are willing to betray your friends to satisfy your bloodlust.” 
 
    “Do not tempt me, Harald. I am quite willing to forego cutting your throat if that is what you desire. I will kill your men before I betray the foreigners.” 
 
    Harald laughed. “So it is as I suspected. Half-measures. You lie to your friends, tell them you will seek peace with me so that you can get close, but you balk at outright betrayal. Make no mistake, Sigurd. You have betrayed them already, and now you have revealed yourself as a coward as well. Go on, then. Let us see what this grenade of yours can do!” 
 
    Sigurd seethed quietly, clutching the grenade in his hand. Harald was right, of course: he had betrayed the spacemen. He had misled Reyes, allowing her to think that their mission to recruit Ibrahim was about patching things up with Hrólfr and Harald. He had rationalized his lies, believing they were unavoidable in his quest for vengeance. And after all, didn’t the spacemen deserve to be misled if they thought so little of Sigurd? Did they really believe that he would let his son’s death go unavenged? 
 
    No, it was not that they thought too little of him, but rather thought too highly of themselves: they believed they knew the future, and that belief made them arrogant. They didn’t trust Sigurd not to kill Harald; they believed killing him was impossible. After all, didn’t their inerrant historical records tell them that Harald Fairhair died of old age decades from now? 
 
    In the end, it was their arrogance that justified his deception. If he could not kill Harald—or Hrólfr, for that matter—then what did it matter whether he betrayed Reyes and the others? If they were right, he would fail. And if they were wrong, it would free them from their delusion of omniscience, demonstrating that history could be changed. Reyes would undoubtedly see his actions as a betrayal, but the way Sigurd saw it, he was freeing them from their captivity to fate. As long as the spacemen saw the future as immutable, they would fail. According to their historical records, humanity would not build a craft capable of reaching space for over a thousand years. If he killed Harald now, it would prove that their history was a myth with no power over them. 
 
    And yet, until this moment, he had not fully come to terms with this fact. He had been content to leave the matter in the hands of fate, but Harald, ever the clever negotiator, was forcing him to commit. If Sigurd revealed what he knew about the spacemen to Harald and then failed to kill him, Reyes and the others were doomed. Even if he did kill Harald, there was no way to know what Hrólfr would do with the information. He might pick up Harald’s cause after his death, pursuing the spacemen to the ends of the Earth.  
 
    No, he could not tell them where the spacemen were, but he had come too far to allow Harald to live. It was time to end this. 
 
    He released the lever on the grenade. 
 
    As his thumb slipped off the lever, there was a blur of movement over his left shoulder. A blade sliced downward, biting into Sigurd’s forearm just above the wrist. His hand went limp, and the grenade tumbled to the floor. The man who had swung at him lunged forward, but Sigurd moved left, blocking his advance. Harald and Hrólfr stood watching in stunned silence as the grenade rolled toward them. Sigurd smiled. It was done. Harald would die, and Sigurd would at least be at peace. The spacemen would have to find their way without him—and without their infallible record of future history. 
 
    There was another flash of movement from Sigurd’s right as the younger man dived forward. Off-balance from blocking the other man, Sigurd watched in horror as the young man’s body came down on the grenade. A split-second later it went off, causing the young man’s body to lift several inches off the ground as a deafening boom filled the room. The man died instantly, his midsection torn apart by the blast. Blood and bits of his entrails lay scattered across the floor and their boots. 
 
    For a moment, the four remaining men stood in silence, their ears ringing, watching the dead man’s blood spread across the floor. The room smelled like gunpowder and seared flesh. At the dead man’s left side was a small dagger in a sheath. 
 
    Recovering from his shock, the other guard swung at Sigurd’s head, but Sigurd ducked under the blow and lunged toward the body. He slipped the man’s dagger from its sheath and propelled himself toward Harald. Both Harald and Hrólfr were drawing their swords, but they were too slow: by the time Harald’s blade was clear of the scabbard, the dagger was against his throat. 
 
    “Drop it,” Sigurd shouted, his ears still ringing. “All of you. Put down your weapons or the King dies.” Blood streamed down the gash in Sigurd’s arm, dripping off his elbow and pooling on the ground to join that of the dead man. 
 
    Harald, meeting Sigurd’s glare, slid his sword back into its scabbard. Hrólfr and the other man did the same. 
 
    “Now,” Sigurd said, “if you are through stalling, I challenge you to combat. To the death.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-nine   
 
    Skjöldur set out again, heading northward along the Frankish coast. O’Brien and the others had left the old man to die on the dock. He seemed insensate to any pain, and there was little they could do for him.  
 
    The weather improved somewhat after a few hours, but a pall remained over the crew. Several on board, including Helena and Dimitris, had come near the dying man, and judging from the way the plague had spread through the village, the pathogen was extremely contagious. O’Brien had instructed those who had been in close proximity to the man to scrub their hands and faces with seawater and sand, but he had no idea if it would do any good. If it was an airborne virus, probably not. And the close quarters on the karve ensured that anyone who hadn’t already contracted the virus probably soon would.  
 
    O’Brien was fairly confident the nanobots in his bloodstream would protect him, but the others had no such assurance. He shuddered as he was visited by a vision of a ghost ship adrift at sea, the crew dead or dying, O’Brien struggling impotently with the sails. He could only hope it didn’t come to that, but it was on the minds of everyone on board. Every sneeze or sniffle was greeted with hushed suspicion, as if it might be the harbinger of their doom. 
 
    After a few hours at sea, O’Brien pulled Birgir aside to discuss their options. O’Brien argued in favor of finding a port where they could wait out the incubation period of the virus and hopefully establish a quarantine for the infected. Birgir, however, thought they should press on northward while they could. 
 
    “These plagues sweep through regions quickly,” Birgir said. “Odds are good that it will reach the next port before we do—or that it has already been there. We should travel as far as we can while we are still able. If we keep land in sight, we should have no trouble making port after symptoms begin to appear.” 
 
    “Then we are assuming everyone on board will become ill?” O’Brien asked. He hadn’t told anyone of his own immunity. 
 
    “The way these things go? Everyone or no one. I think there is little benefit to a quarantine at this point. The gods will take whom they will.”  
 
    O’Brien nodded. The Norsemen often surprised him with their common-sense understanding of scientific phenomena. They lacked a sophisticated theory of pathogens, for instance, but understood the principles of communicability and mortality rates. This was particularly true of Birgir, who had traveled throughout Europe. He had undoubtedly seen his share of deadly plagues. 
 
    So they continued on, riding intermittent winds northward along the coast for the next three days. Skjöldur rounded the northwest corner of Brittany on the morning of the fourth day, entering the English Channel. The wind was strong out of the south, allowing the karve to make good time.  
 
    By mid-morning, two men had begun to show symptoms. Dimitris complained of a sore throat; the other, an oarsman, had chills and body aches. Birgir was reluctant to waste the wind, but when the number of men experiencing symptoms grew to six, he was forced to admit it was time to put into shore. 
 
    With Carpenter’s help, they found another small port city, on the northern coast of Frankia, about a hundred miles east of the Channel mouth. The city, called Saint-Pol-de-Léon, had begun as a religious commune centered around a monastery in the sixth century. Carpenter assured them it was bustling with activity; there was no sign the plague had reached the city. 
 
    O’Brien went into the city with Birgir and Joseph, who spoke the most Frankish of the group. They left Folki behind, as he was running a fever. Skjöldur, housing the six men who had developed symptoms, became a de facto quarantine ward; the crew members who remained unaffected set up their tents on the shore. This was an imperfect solution, to say the least: they had no way of knowing which of the seemingly healthy crew members carried the virus. In any case, somebody had to administer to the sick men on the boat. Helena, over O’Brien’s objections, had taken on the role of nurse, bringing the men food and water, and doing her best to keep them comfortable. 
 
    O’Brien harbored a vague notion of finding an inn where the sick men could rest, but it soon became clear this was untenable. It was a long walk up a rocky foot path to the city gates, and inside the walls the streets were narrow and packed with pedestrians. Even if they could find an inn with enough private rooms, it would be virtually impossible to get six sick Norseman there—and they would probably infect half the city in the process. As it was, O’Brien had to instruct Joseph and Birgir to keep their distance from the city’s residents and keep their mouths covered when they spoke. 
 
    The three men discussed their predicament as they huddled in the corner of an inn, drinking beer and eating mutton stew. They decided on a wait-and-see approach: they would resupply in the city and then camp on the beach, waiting for the pathogen to take its course. At the rate the virus was moving through the crew, soon more than half of them would be sick, and if it really was as deadly as it appeared to be at Saint-Nazare, they were going to be short-manned for the voyage home.  
 
    “What about Skjöldur?” Joseph asked, staring into his beer. 
 
    “We’ll have to scuttle it,” Birgir said. O’Brien nodded sadly. Their ship was hopelessly contaminated; there was no way they could allow it to get anywhere near Iceland. They were going to have to find another way home. The three men were silent for some time, pondering their situation.  
 
    O’Brien was having a hard time wrapping his mind around the deadliness of the virus. It was almost unheard of for a virus to kill as effectively as this one apparently had at Saint-Nazare. Even in the genocide of the North American natives through the introduction of smallpox and other infectious diseases, the mortality rate hadn’t reached a hundred percent—and that process had taken decades. The key element in those epidemics was the introduction of pathogens against which the natives had no natural resistance: the natives’ immune systems hadn’t had a chance to adapt to germs that had evolved in Europe and Asia. That led O’Brien to a troubling prospect: the plague they were experiencing was not natural. 
 
    If that were the case, there were two likely possibilities. The first was that despite their precautions, the spacemen had inadvertently brought a virus with them from the future. If they had, however, he would have expected the outbreak to have started sooner, centered on Norway or the Seine Valley. It was possible the virus had been passed from the spacemen to the local population and then mutated into a far more dangerous form somewhere in western Frankia, but this seemed improbable. 
 
    The second possibility was even more worrisome: the Cho-ta’an may have begun a germ warfare campaign. He couldn’t imagine how they might have done this or what they hoped to accomplish by starting a plague in Europe; knowing the Cho-ta’an, they were probably content simply to kill as many humans as they could. 
 
    O’Brien excused himself and stepped outside, making his way to an empty alley behind the inn. “Carpenter, you there?” 
 
    “I’m here, O’Brien. Go ahead.” 
 
    “I think we need to consider the possibility that this plague isn’t natural.” 
 
    “You think it was engineered by the Cho-ta’an.” 
 
    “You don’t sound surprised.” 
 
    “Was just talking it over with the captain. He had the same thought. As far as I can tell, the plague killed that whole town in just over a week. Viruses that deadly don’t just appear from out of nowhere like this.” 
 
    “Well,” said O’Brien, suddenly feeling the need to play devil’s advocate, “it’s possible it spontaneously mutated from a less dangerous strain.” 
 
    “In a population of a couple hundred people? Our subject matter expert is unfortunately no longer with us, but common sense would tell you the odds of that happening are slim.” Carpenter was speaking of their biologist, Thea Jane Shaw, who had been killed during their flight from Norway to the Frisian coast. 
 
    “The virus didn’t necessarily originate in Saint-Nazare,” O’Brien said. 
 
    “No, but then how did it get there? There’s a reason the Black Death didn’t happen until the fourteenth century. Most travel between cities in Europe ceased after the fall of the Roman Empire. There isn’t enough traffic to sustain a virus this deadly. It might spread from its starting point to a few nearby towns, but it would quickly burn itself out. A virus that kills its hosts in a week isn’t going to get very far in a world without automobiles or aircraft.” 
 
    “Unless someone is helping it,” O’Brien said. 
 
    “That’s right. If, for example, one were to travel from one major port city to the next, infecting as many people as he could at each stop, one could compensate for the virus’s tendency to burn itself out while maximizing mortality rates.” 
 
    “You think that’s what the Cho-ta’an are doing?” 
 
    “It’s just a theory at this point.” 
 
    “What would their end game be?”  
 
    “Who knows?” Carpenter replied. “Killing everybody in Europe, probably. They may not share our philosophical consensus that it’s impossible to change the past. For the record, I’m not sure I buy it either.” 
 
    O’Brien thought for a moment. “You know, if you could…” 
 
    “Repurpose my pattern recognition algorithm to look for disease vectors? Already working on it. Should have something for you by tomorrow.” 
 
    “Wow,” O’Brien said. “Okay, sounds like you’re way ahead of me on this one. I don’t suppose you have any recommendations for treatment?” 
 
    “How many of your crew are sick?” 
 
    “Six, at last count.” 
 
    “Given the symptoms you describe, it sounds a lot like pneumonic plague.  Same virus as the bubonic plague, but it’s airborne. Dr. Kim is still coming out of stasis, but hopefully we can give you some better information soon.” Georgia Kim was the ship’s doctor. Mallick had decided to wake her after the threat from the plague became evident. “For now, bed rest and plenty of fluids. Ice would help with the fever, but I’m guessing that’s in short supply this time of year. Hold on.” 
 
    O’Brien’s comm went silent for several seconds. When Carpenter came back on, he said, “Dr. Kim says there may be some local herbs around that will help with fever and body aches.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “She’s, um… not feeling very well herself right now, but I don’t think she knows exactly. Wait. Okay, she says to try to find a local herbalist or doctor.” 
 
    “A doctor? You mean the guys who double as barbers?” From what he knew of medieval doctors, they were better off without them. 
 
    “You don’t have to send your guys in for a bleeding. I’m just saying, find a local who knows something about herbs. It may not retard the progression of the illness, but you can at least make them comfortable. And if you can find something to treat nausea, it will help with dehydration. For all we know, those people at Saint-Nazare may only have died because of dehydration or malnutrition.” 
 
    “All right, point taken. We’ll do some asking around. Call me when Dr. Kim has anything more to tell us.” 
 
    “Will do. Carpenter out.” 
 
    O’Brien walked around to the front of the tavern and went back inside. When he neared the table in the back, he was surprised to see Birgir leaning forward, his face buried in his arms. Sweat glistened on the nape of his neck. 
 
    “It came over him very suddenly,” Joseph said.  
 
    O’Brien’s heart sank. So now they were up to seven. 
 
    “Birgir, do you think you can walk?” Joseph asked. 
 
    Birgir let out a quiet moan. 
 
    “We’d better hurry if we’re going to get him back to Skjöldur.” 
 
    “Come on, Birgir,” O’Brien said, taking his arm. They helped the old Norseman to his feet. Birgir coughed several times as he got up, and then wiped spittle from his chin. Joseph shot O’Brien a worried glance. 
 
    O’Brien knew what Joseph was thinking: we’re next. He was half-right. The way things were going, O’Brien was soon going to be the only member of their expedition still breathing.  
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty                   
 
    Sigurd met Harald in the training yard in front of Hrólfr’s fort later that afternoon. Fortunately, Sigurd’s wound was not severe; the flesh was cut to the bone, but no sinews or major arteries had been severed. The wound was cleaned and bandaged by one of Harald’s healers, and he was sent to the yard to await his opponent. He was met by Njáll, who had heard Sigurd had been called to the fort and hopped on the next boat to go after him. Njáll listened in stunned silence as Sigurd told him what he had done. 
 
    “You had a dagger to his throat? And you let him go?” 
 
    “He swore in front of Hrólfr and another man that he would meet me in personal combat. His honor will not let him renege.” 
 
    “It sounds to me like you should have killed him when you had the chance.” 
 
    After some time had passed, Sigurd began to wonder if Njáll was right. But soon men and women began to filter into the yard, forming a ring at the perimeter. It was clear they were expecting a fight. Duels were not uncommon among Vikings; they were an acceptable means of settling a conflict between two men. It was less common for the belligerents to fight to the death, however, and still more rare that one of them was the King of Norway. No public announcement had been made, and there hadn’t been time for men to travel from the camp at Rouen, but even so, a crowd of some eighty people had gathered. Sigurd suspected this was everyone currently at the fort. 
 
    Harald exited the fort to cheers from the crowd, most of whom probably hadn’t even known he was on the premises. Only a few had ever seen him, but excited murmurs surrounded them as word of his identity spread. Hrólfr walked with him.  
 
    Harald’s armorer, a man named Thorgil, strode to the center of the yard, carrying two round wooden shields. Behind him walked his assistant, Gudmund, with two swords. Thorgil called to Sigurd, who stood with Njáll toward the south end of the yard. 
 
    “May the gods be with you,” Njáll said. 
 
    Sigurd walked silently toward Thorgil. Harald, standing nearby, removed his cloak and handed it to a man behind him. 
 
    “Sigurd, as the challenger, you may have first choice of weapon,” Thorgil said. Gudmund held up the two swords. They looked virtually identical to Sigurd: Frankish blades of good make but unexceptional design. He picked the one on the left. Harald chose a shield and took the remaining sword. Sigurd took the other shield and the two men stepped away from each other and squared off. 
 
    “Sigurd Olafson has challenged King Harald to combat, and Harald has accepted. This will be combat to the death. No quarter will be given.” Gasps and murmurs of surprise went up from the crowd. 
 
    “You do not have to do this, Harald,” Hrólfr said. “It is not too late to withdraw your consent. This man has no standing to challenge you.” 
 
    “He has accepted the challenge,” Sigurd said. “If he backs down now, all who are gathered here will know he is a coward.” 
 
    “The King of Norway does not need to prove himself to you, nor to these people.” He turned to face the spectators. “Sigurd lost his son, and he is aggrieved, as any of us would be. But his son was killed honorably, in war, by men in service of Harald’s laudable goal of uniting the country of Norway. His claim to vengeance is not valid.” 
 
    “I have accepted the challenge,” Harald said gruffly. “Let us cease arguing and be done with it. 
 
    Hrólfr bowed slightly to the King and took a step backwards. He did not speak again. 
 
    “The challenge has been accepted,” Thorgil said again. “Let the combat begin.” He turned and made his way to the perimeter. Hrólfr and the other men did the same. Harald and Sigurd were alone in the center of the circle, some ten feet apart. 
 
    Sigurd banged his sword against his shield, getting a feel for it. He sized up his opponent. Harald was not a small man, and he was no stranger to the sword. Despite Sigurd’s goading, it was true what he had said: Harald had personally led his men in combat countless times. One did not become a Viking chieftain—much less King of Norway—by hiding behind other men. Harald had grown older since his days of leading small bands of men in raids, and as his behavior at the battle the previous year showed, more cautious. Sigurd was no longer young either, but he had spent much of the previous year in combat or preparing for it. He did not doubt he could best the King. 
 
    Flouting Sigurd’s expectations, Harald came at him aggressively, swinging his sword in a backhanded sweep toward Sigurd’s waist. Sigurd easily blocked the blow but was surprised at its strength. It was not uncommon for these wooden shields to split during battle; they were more effective against arrows than swords. For now, though, it held. 
 
    Sigurd fought defensively, hoping to take advantage of Harald’s evident anger and impatience. Harald had accepted Sigurd’s challenge out of necessity, but like Hrólfr he regarded Sigurd’s claim as illegitimate. Sigurd’s impudence angered him, and Sigurd could use that anger against him. 
 
    Harald continued to come at him, startling Sigurd with both his ferocity and stamina. Sigurd began to think he had underestimated Harald: the King fought like a man twenty years younger. As Sigurd parried and blocked, slowing moving around the arena in backwards circles, the spectators began to jeer and boo. A chant of “Har-ald! Har-ald!” started. 
 
    Sigurd would not let himself be rattled. He had waited a year for this moment, and he would not be goaded into making a mistake. As the frequency and force of Harald’s blows began to decrease, Sigurd went on the offensive. He parried a swing and then countered, knocking Harald’s shield aside, and then jabbed at Harald’s left shoulder. Harald dodged, and the blade slid along his arm, slicing through the fabric of his shirt. Sigurd brought his sword back, trying to cut deeper, but Harald knocked the blade away with his own sword and then went for Sigurd’s neck on the counter-swing. Sigurd barely managed to duck below the blade, dropping to his knees in the process. Off balance, he pressed his shield against the ground to steady himself. 
 
    Sigurd was coming to an unpleasant realization: he had underestimated Harald. Even in his anger and impatience, Harald was a better swordsman than he. Perhaps if Sigurd had waited a little longer, had allowed Harald to grow tired, he might have a chance. But he had done exactly what he’d determined not to do: he had rushed his attack, allowing himself to be goaded by the crowd. It didn’t bother him that he was probably going to die. But he could not accept Yngve’s death going unavenged.  
 
    Harald brought his sword down again, and Sigurd raised his sword to parry. The blades clashed, and Harald raised his sword and brought it down again. Over and over, Harald’s blade came down, in such a furious barrage that it was all Sigurd could do to parry. His shoulder began to ache from the effort of absorbing the blows. At last he seized on a momentary pause to dive aside, rolling over his shield and getting back on his feet. Harald wasted no time in coming after him again, raining blow after blow on his shield. 
 
    Sigurd began to reconsider his plight. At this point, Harald was just being reckless. There was no doubt in Sigurd’s mind that Harald had the skill to beat him, but Harald was fighting like a man with nothing to lose. This went beyond impatience or irritation at Sigurd’s impudence. Harald’s furious blows were driven by pure rage. 
 
    Sigurd attempted a counterattack once again, but Harald knocked his blade aside with ease and then swung again at Sigurd’s midsection. Sigurd brought his shield up clumsily, and Harald’s blade struck the edge, neatly splitting it in two pieces barely held together by the iron boss in its center. Sigurd hurled the useless shield away as Harald came at him again. Sigurd parried several more blows, and Harald showed no sign of slowing. If anything, his ferocity had increased. Had his flagging earlier been a ruse? Or was he getting angrier the longer the fight went on? 
 
    His shoulder aching, Sigurd brought his blade up to parry for perhaps the hundredth time. He couldn’t keep this up much longer. But as their blades met again, he heard a sound he’d heard once before, on a battlefield in England. It was the sound of metal cracking.  
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-one            
 
    The small merchant vessel bearing Gabe and Áengus arrived in Portsmouth on the evening of the last day in October. The docks of that ordinarily bustling port city were eerily quiet. Having been informed by Captain Mallick what O’Brien’s team had encountered in Saint-Nazare, Gabe was on edge. He’d told Áengus privately, but not wishing to upset the crew, he’d opted not to say anything to the others. It seemed unlikely to him that the plague would have reached England so quickly, but the obvious agitation of the ship’s captain, a doughty Frank named Roland, gave him second thoughts. 
 
    “Wait here,” Roland ordered, as his men secured the boat to the dock. Gabe and Áengus, along with the seven other men on board, did as instructed. Gabe and Áengus exchanged worried glances, but neither spoke of their suspicion. 
 
    It was confirmed just after dark, when Roland returned from his investigation of the city. “Plague,” he said. “Half the city is sick.” 
 
    “Did you… come into contact with any of them?” Áengus asked, as Roland climbed onto the deck. 
 
    Roland shook his head. “I was waved off by a priest. All the trading houses are closed. We’ll have to return to Rouen.” 
 
    Groans went up from the crew. If their cargo was not delivered on time, they would forfeit most of their pay. 
 
    “There’s nothing I can do about it!” Roland snapped. “I can’t unload sixty cases of wine in a city overrun by plague.” 
 
    “We could continue to London,” one of the men suggested. 
 
    “I’ve got no contacts in London,” Roland said. “If we can’t sell this wine, we’ll be stuck in London without enough rations to get home. And as far as we know, the plague has hit London too. We’ll spend the night here and embark again in the morning.” 
 
    The men grumbled again, but it was clear the matter had been settled. They had a meal of watered-down ale and hard biscuits and bedded down for the night. While the men snored, Gabe and Áengus conversed quietly. 
 
    “Do you suppose it’s the same plague?” 
 
    “That would be my guess,” Gabe replied. “Occam’s razor.” 
 
    “Who?” Áengus replied. 
 
    “Sorry, four hundred years too early.” 
 
    “I thought O’Brien said they were spreading it over land.” 
 
    “These things are unpredictable,” Gabe said. “It would just take one infected traveler from Saint-Nazare to Portsmouth to start a whole new outbreak. The only thing we have going for us is that the virus acts so quickly and effectively that anyone who contracts it is unlikely to survive a trip from Frankia to England.” 
 
    “Apparently one did.” 
 
    “Either that or the Cho-ta’an got here ahead of us. Not sure which is worse.” 
 
    “We could try to find another ship to London,” Áengus suggested. They had planned to take an indirect route back to Reykjavik in any case, hoping to confuse any spies Harald might have looking for them. Their urgency to help Reyes deal with the threat from Torben had to be balanced by the need for secrecy. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like there are any ships. We could go overland, but that would be dangerous. The nanobots will protect me, but…” 
 
    “Yes, yes, you’ve told me about this magic protection from disease you have. We mortals remain vulnerable.” 
 
    Gabe shrugged. Áengus liked to tease him about the spacemen’s “magic,” and Gabe had tired of correcting him. The fact was, Gabe didn’t really understand how the nanobots worked either. As far as he was concerned, they were magic. 
 
    “Returning to Rouen is also dangerous, is it not?” Áengus asked. 
 
    “It’s probably our best bet, under the circumstances. As far as we know, the Cho-ta’an spreading the virus is still a couple hundred miles west of Paris. The plague won’t spread as fast over land as it will over sea. We should have a few days in Rouen, at least, to secure passage to Iceland.” 
 
    Not long after, the two men joined the others in slumber. At dawn, the ship set out again. Riding a steady wind out of the west, they arrived again at Rouen shortly after dark. Gabe and Áengus accompanied the crew to a tavern near the docks, which was already abuzz with word of the plague. It seemed a pilgrim had recently returned home to his estate near Rouen, having stopped briefly in Lyon on the way. He had planned to stay longer in Lyon but having found the city ravaged by plague, he hurried northward. That was one week ago. From the secondhand accounts Gabe overheard, the symptoms were the same as those O’Brien had described. 
 
    “Was the pilgrim sick?” Áengus asked the man who’d been speaking. 
 
    The man shook his head. “Seemed healthy to me.” 
 
    “He must have avoided contact with the citizens,” Áengus said. 
 
    Gabe nodded uncertainly. “Maybe,” he said, but he couldn’t help wondering if there was another explanation. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    They spent the night at a nearby inn. Gabe paid extra for a private room, as Harald undoubtedly had spies in Rouen looking for them. They were running low on silver, since Roland had demanded full payment for their voyage to Portsmouth, but Gabe didn’t want to risk being abducted in the middle of the night by Harald’s men. Most likely, Harald’s spies would simply watch them, hoping he would lead them back to their base, but Gabe would not put it past Harald to abduct them and torture them for information. If, as Sigurd had believed, Harald intended to come to Normandy, he might even interrogate them in person. 
 
    Gabe contacted Andrea Luhman after arriving at the inn to let Carpenter know they were going to be delayed in their return. Carpenter would pass the information along to Reyes, who was busy preparing to defend Höfn from a potential assault. The houses had been finished, and Reyes had redirect most of the settlers’ efforts into making spears and shields. Others hunted, fished or traveled to the other settlements in the area to buy food and other provisions for winter. So far, Adelmund had been successful in keeping the peace, but relations among the various settlements in the region were strained by accusations that Reyes had bribed Adelmund to favor the interests of Höfn. Many influential people in the area had begun to agitate for an investigation of Torben’s claim of a secret gold mine, and Reyes continued to refuse to allow any outsiders access to their land.  
 
    Gabe and Áengus arose at dawn the next morning, hoping to find a ship bound for London or one of the port cities along the Frankish coast to the east, but the docks were in a state of confusion. No captain wanted to embark on a voyage until more was known about the plague. Gabe and Áengus were effectively stuck in Rouen. 
 
    “We could travel upriver,” Áengus suggested as they stood on the dock, listening to sailors argue. “I hear Paris is nice.” 
 
    “Paris is about to be attacked by Vikings,” Gabe said. 
 
    “Well, yes,” Áengus replied. “But the Vikings lose, don’t they?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking,” Gabe replied. “Assuming we haven’t screwed up history just by being here. In any case, it’s not the safest place to be right now.” 
 
    “We may not have much choice,” Áengus said, eyeing a group of armed men standing on the shore. The men were doing a poor job of pretending they weren’t watching Gabe and Áengus.  
 
    “Agreed,” Gabe said. “We can’t stay here. If we can get to Paris, maybe we can travel the Seine farther south.” 
 
    “And then what? I thought we were in a hurry to get back to Iceland.” 
 
    “At present, this is the fastest way. The Seine doesn’t go through Lyon, does it?” 
 
    “No, it turns east south of Paris. It skirts Lyon by a hundred miles or more.” 
 
    “Then we should be safe. We’ll travel south to Troyes or one of the other major cities and they try to hook up with a caravan heading east. Maybe sail the Rhine back up to the North Sea.” 
 
    “That could take a month,” Áengus protested.  
 
    “I’m open to suggestions,” Gabe said. “Just remember, that plague is a much bigger danger to you than it is to me.” 
 
    Áengus sighed. “If it’s what we have to do, it’s what we have to do.” He walked down the dock, and Gabe followed him, navigating his way through the chaos and bustle of agitated seamen. Áengus made several inquiries and was eventually pointed to a small boat at the end of the dock. Gabe cast occasional glances behind them, but he’d lost the three men in the crowd. 
 
    They arrived at the small sail boat. A young man lay on his back in the prow, his arms behind his head, watching them approach. Áengus asked the man whether he was headed for Paris. A bemused expression came over the man’s face. “Indeed I am,” he said. “I’ll be departing shortly, as soon as the rest of my crew returns.” 
 
    “Would you happen to have room for two more? We can pay for our passage.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think that will be necessary,” the young man said, getting carefully to his feet. “We’ll be happy to have the company.” 
 
    As he spoke, Gabe felt something sharp against his ribs. A glance back told him the three men had found them. One of them held a knife to Áengus’s back as well. 
 
    “Ah, here they are now!” the young man exclaimed. “All aboard, then. We have our crew, and we have our quarry. I must say, that was easier than I expected.” 
 
    Gabe was given a shove, and he stumbled into the boat. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-two           
 
    While they helped Birgir down the street, O’Brien informed Joseph of his suspicions that the Cho-ta’an were behind the plague. He had already told Joseph about the Cho-ta’an while they were killing time in Syracuse on their way back from Constantinople, and it wouldn’t hurt to have the quick-thinking merchant ruminating on the matter as well. Joseph was not unfamiliar with biological warfare—at least in its more primitive forms, such as hurling diseased animals into a city with catapults—but the idea of modifying microscopic organisms to make them deadlier fascinated him. 
 
    “You’re saying that plagues such as this one are actually caused by tiny insects?” he asked. 
 
    “Not insects, exactly, but very, very small creatures, yes. And it’s possible through selective breeding to modify the organisms to make them more dangerous.” 
 
    “Like breeding dogs.” 
 
    “Yes, more or less. Germs reproduce thousands of times faster than mammals, though, so the process takes less time. And occasionally there are replication errors called mutations. Most of these mutations are dead ends, but some of them are useful. By forcing the virus to mutate and then replicating the useful mutations, you can….” He trailed off, realizing Joseph was no longer following him. “Forget it,” he said. “Germ theory won’t even be invented for another nine hundred years.” 
 
    It soon became evident that Birgir was not going to make it back to Skjöldur. By the time they’d made it halfway through the city, he was feverish and shaking. He was also a lot heavier than he looked. 
 
    “Should we go back to the inn?” O’Brien asked. “Try to find a room for the night?” 
 
    “I have a better idea,” Joseph said, eyeing a nearby stable. “Set him down here for a moment and I’ll inquire about acquiring a more suitable means of transport.” 
 
    They lowered Birgir onto a grassy embankment and Joseph walked to the stable. He returned some time later, leading a sad-looking speckled gray-and-white horse. “Hold the reins a moment,” Joseph said. “I need to get the others.” 
 
    “The others? How many horses did you buy?” 
 
    “Three. Also, this.” He held up a small glass vial of brown-tinted liquid. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “The stable owner said it’s a health elixir. He got it from a traveling doctor.” 
 
    “It’s probably dirty water. How much did you pay for it?” 
 
    “Three siliqua.” 
 
    “Three siliqua! You’ve spent nearly all our money! What on Earth for?” 
 
    “He was loath to part with it. I thought it might be of use to you.” 
 
    “Of use how?” Herbal remedies were one thing, but a “health elixir” mixed up by some medieval alchemist was likely to be worse than useless. 
 
    “The stable owner seemed a shrewd man to me, unlikely to part with his money without good reason, so I asked him what it was about this doctor that convinced him to make this purchase. He told me the doctor himself traveled in a covered carriage pulled by two horses. He had a retinue of six men, including one who acted as his salesman. The salesman spoke in great detail of the benefits of the elixir, including the protection it offers against various ailments. He went into some detail about a particularly horrific plague that has struck several communities farther south.” 
 
    “Did he ever see the doctor?” 
 
    “He saw the figure of a tall man in the carriage, partially obscured by a curtain.” 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
    “Indeed.”  
 
    “Do you suppose that’s how they’re spreading it? Disguised as a health elixir?” 
 
    “The thought had occurred to me.” 
 
    “If that’s what they’re doing, then this city is going to look like Saint-Nazare in a few days. You may have saved that man’s life.” 
 
    “He will probably get sick anyway.” 
 
    “Did you ask him where the doctor was headed?” 
 
    “He didn’t know, but he was under the impression the retinue had come from Landerneau, to the southwest. As there is little to the north and east but seawater, we can deduce they were likely headed southeast toward Morlaix. My suggestion would be to deliver Birgir to our camp, rest for the night, and then set out for Morlaix in the morning.” 
 
    “And then what? We can’t take on six men.” 
 
    “I was merely suggesting a reconnaissance mission, to determine whether this doctor really is one of your mysterious Cho-ta’an. Also, the doctor’s retinue raises an interesting question.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “If the doctor is spreading this plague everywhere he goes, how does he keep his own men from getting sick?” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-three                      
 
    Sigurd regarded Harald over his shield. The King’s face showed nothing but rage. Had he heard it too? The sound of a blade breaking? 
 
    Harald came at him again, his blade coming down hard on Sigurd’s shield. Sigurd swung back, but Harald parried. The melee continued for some time before Sigurd managed a glance at his own sword. He saw no sign of a crack. Harald’s sword was little more than a blur. He would just have to risk it. It was the only chance he had. 
 
    Sigurd parried several more times, waiting for the right moment. At last it came: Harald swung hard at his head, and rather than simply parrying, Sigurd swung back. It was a risky move: if it didn’t work, he’d be off balance and unable to resist Harald’s next attack. The blades crashed together—and Harald’s broke. The crack revealed itself just above the hilt, the bulk of the blade separating and landing with a thud to Sigurd’s left.  
 
    For a moment, the two men stood, watching each other. The yard had grown quiet except for breathing of the two combatants. Sigurd wiped the sweat from his eyes. Harald was red-faced and panting. He threw the hilt to the ground and then dropped his shield.  
 
    “Finish it, then,” Harald said. “You wanted revenge. Take it.” 
 
    Sigurd stepped toward him, gripping his sword tightly. He could hardly believe it had come to this. Part of him had believed Reyes when she told him he could not kill Harald—and when he’d seen how Harald fought, he’d begun to think his quest for vengeance was doomed. But now here he was, with a sword pointed at the throat of the man who called himself King of Norway. 
 
    “I’ll not grovel,” Harald said. “I wish to die on my feet, as a man. I only ask that you do not balk in your swing. I abided by your terms. You owe me a swift death, at least.” 
 
    “I owe you death,” Sigurd replied. “If it is swift, it is because this moment is already long overdue.” He took another step forward, bringing his blade back to slice through Harald’s neck. 
 
    “I am at peace,” Harald said. “My work is finished. I shall join Rørek in Valhalla.” 
 
    Sigurd hesitated. Rørek? Where had he heard that name? 
 
    “Do it!” Harald shouted. “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    A vision of a young man, lying on his belly with his entrails splayed across the floor, flashed through Sigurd’s mind. He hadn’t noticed it before: the young guard who had thrown himself on the grenade had strawberry blond hair. Just like Harald. 
 
    Sigurd willed himself to swing the blade, but his body would not obey. Was this fate intervening? Or was he simply too weak to see the task through? 
 
    “Coward!” Harald spat, glaring at him. “Dithering and half-measures. Someone give me a sword and I will finish this charade.” Mutters of disapproval arose from the crowd. Several men echoed Harald’s cry of “Coward!” 
 
    Sigurd ignored them, bringing his sword against Harald’s throat. “I think you want to die,” he said. “I think you do not know what to do with yourself now that you have conquered all of Norway. You never truly believed you could do it, and now that you have, you have nothing left to fight for. So you simply wait to die, but death does not come for you, taking instead those around you. Your own son, even.” 
 
    “I have many sons,” Harald said. “Rørek died bravely. I shall not weep for him.” 
 
    “You shall lose many sons,” Sigurd said. “And after your death, your sons will fight and kill each other over the kingdom you hold so dear.” 
 
    “You speak nonsense.” 
 
    “I speak the truth. The people whose science you seek are not merely foreigners. They are soothsayers who have seen the future as surely as you have seen your own son die before your eyes.” 
 
    “Cease this foolishness! If you wish to kill me, do so!” 
 
    “I owe you nothing,” Harald said. He turned to face the spectators. “Jeer if you will. Your sentiment means nothing to me. I have seen things none of you would believe. Go back to work, scratching in the dirt or dying for this old fool for the promise of a pocketful of silver.” He turned back to Harald. “I will let you live on one condition.” 
 
    “You claim I wish to die, but then offer to let me live,” Harald said, his words dripping with contempt. “Make up your mind.” 
 
    “You wish to die, but you cannot make yourself choose it. This is your curse: if you die of your own hand, you will not earn a warrior’s reward.” 
 
    “I tire of these stories. What is your offer?” 
 
    “I will spare you if you leave the foreigners alone. They bear you no ill will; in fact, they sent me here on the understanding that I would make peace with you. I failed at that as I have failed at my quest for vengeance. But no matter. I owe them this much: leave them in peace and they will not interfere with your rule over your own country.” 
 
    “Such generosity. As if I have anything to fear from a handful of fugitives.” 
 
    “If they are of so little consequence, it will be no trouble for you to leave them in peace. They have not trespassed against you and still bear you no ill will. They only want to be left alone.” 
 
    “What is it that these foreigners are up to?” 
 
    “Again, I will not answer that, except to say that it is no threat to you.” 
 
    Harald regarded him for a moment. “They must never set foot on the soil of Norway, nor interfere with any of our affairs. They may do as they wish in the rest of Europe, but if they so much as delay one of my ships, this agreement is void.” 
 
    “The foreigners have no intention of meddling with the affairs of Norway.” 
 
    “And what of you?” 
 
    “If you will agree to these terms, you may do with me what you will.” 
 
    “Very well. I accept. I pledge to do no harm to the foreigners as long as they do not interfere in the affairs of Norway.” 
 
    Sigurd nodded tiredly. He threw his sword to the ground. Several of Hrólfr’s men moved toward him. 
 
    “Leave him be,” Harald said.  
 
    Sigurd met Harald’s gaze, surprised. 
 
    “We are both men caught up in schemes larger than we,” Harald said. “Perhaps it is as you say, that I have built what I was fated to build, and now I must watch as it falls apart. But your fate is worse. You’re caught between two worlds and you do not have the courage to commit to either. You will lie on your deathbed years from now and rue the day you let me live. Be gone from here.” 
 
    Sigurd turned and walked away. Njáll went to his side, and together the two walked away from the fort, toward the docks. Sigurd had not thought past this moment. He’d never expected to get away from Hrólfr’s fort alive. He intended to take the next boat back to the camp near Rouen and collect his things. Beyond that, his future was unwritten. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-four    
 
    By the time O’Brien and Joseph returned to the camp with Birgir, two more men had gotten sick. Dimitris and the oarsman who had been first to show symptoms, Bjorn, were now feverish and pale. It was late afternoon, but storm clouds darkened the sky, making it seem much later. O’Brien didn’t like the idea of waiting until morning to pursue the mysterious personage they were calling “the Doctor,” but as the cold rain began to pelt his face, he saw the wisdom of Joseph’s plan. They had bought rations and several skins of water in town, and after distributing this among the sick men on the boat, they spent the rest of the day huddled in their tents. Helena continued to minister to the sick men throughout the night. 
 
    The weather broke in the early morning, and O’Brien and Joseph set out on their horses at first light. Helena looked exhausted, but she assured them she felt fine and was quite capable of looking after the men. The total infected remained at nine: Dimitris, Birgir, Folki and six other Norsemen. None of the young recruits had yet shown any symptoms.  
 
    The two men rode eastward along the beach for about eight miles and then turned south at the mouth of the river that ran through the city of Morlaix, Carpenter guiding them from far above. Morlaix was a tiny commune of maybe a hundred people. According to Carpenter, who was monitoring the traffic in and out of all the settlements in the region, the population showed no signs of infection. He had not yet located a carriage accompanied by a retinue of men on horseback, which indicated that the Doctor and his associates were not currently on the move. If they weren’t still at Morlaix, they were stopped at one of the towns farther east. 
 
    Carpenter also delivered some bad news: Gabe had not been heard from since the previous evening. His comm showed that he was moving south from Rouen on the Seine, but Carpenter had been pinging him for several hours, with no response. A malfunction that would allow the comm to continue transmitting its location was unlikely, pointing to the possibility that Gabe had been killed or captured by Harald’s men or the Cho-ta’an. Cloud cover had made it difficult to determine more than that. Unable to help Gabe, O’Brien and Joseph pressed on.  
 
    Inquiries around Morlaix revealed that the mysterious man in the carriage and his entourage had indeed recently spent a night at the one inn in town. An elderly woman O’Brien inquired of held up a tiny vial that she said she’d bought from the Doctor’s salesman. It was empty. She cheerfully informed them that she’d poured a few drops on the tongues of everyone in her family. “Plague’s going around,” she explained. O’Brien nodded weakly and thanked her for the information. 
 
    The innkeeper’s wife fed their horses, and O’Brien and Joseph ate a quick lunch of bread and river salmon. They set out again just after noon. Just before evening, they reached another village, about twenty miles east of Morlaix. Here they inquired of a burly, mustachioed innkeeper, who was quite gregarious until O’Brien broached the topic of a covered carriage accompanied by six men on horseback. The innkeeper attempted to redirect the conversation to the weather, and when that proved unsuccessful, retreated to a back room, leaving O’Brien and Joseph to ruminate in silence over their beer. O’Brien was considering the wisdom of inquiring of one of the other half-dozen or so patrons who sat scattered about the inn’s public room when one of these, a large, gruff-looking man with a sword at his side, approached the bar. 
 
    “What is your interest in the Doctor, strangers?” the man asked.  
 
    Joseph gave the man a surprisingly plausible-sounding story about being merchants interested in procuring a quantity of the Doctor’s elixir for resale, and the man listened, stony-faced. When Joseph finished, the man said, “You will want to speak with Hugo. Come this way.” He turned and walked back to the corner table from which he had come. They saw now that a small bald man sat there alone, unmoving and almost invisible in the dim light of the room. O’Brien and Joseph traded glances. O’Brien shrugged, and the two followed the big man to the table. They sat down across the table from the bald man, placing their half-empty beer flagons in front of them. The large man leaned over to the bald man and whispered in his ear. When he had finished, the bald man looked up from his own drink and said, “Supplies of the Doctor’s elixir are limited.” 
 
    “We are willing to pay a good price,” Joseph said. 
 
    The man waved his hand over his flagon. “Money is not the Doctor’s concern. He wishes only to get the elixir to the people who need it.” 
 
    “We have many contacts in Constantinople and throughout the east,” Joseph said. “If the Doctor’s elixir is as potent as we have heard, we believe we could sell it in Italy, Greece, the Anatolian peninsula… even the Holy Land.” 
 
    The man shook his head. “The Doctor has no interest in those places.” 
 
    Of course not, O’Brien thought. He’s going to focus on Western Europe, where he assumes the spacemen are. “Do you mean the people of the East have no need of the elixir?” he asked. 
 
    “I do not pretend to understand the Doctor’s reasoning,” the man said. “I am but his mouthpiece, as long as he allows me to be so.” 
 
    “Why does the Doctor need a mouthpiece?” O’Brien asked, growing irritated with Hugo’s reticence. “Does he have a stammer?” 
 
    “It is best if you leave now,” Hugo said. The large man straightened in his chair, ready to back him up. 
 
    “Why?” O’Brien asked. “What threat are we to you?”  
 
    Hugo didn’t seem to suspect them of ill intentions, but nevertheless he was anxious at their presence. Was this guilt? Hugo seemed like an intelligent man; he had to know, at the very least, that the Doctor was not human. And if he had not figured out by now what the elixir really was, he must at least suspect. 
 
    “No threat,” Hugo said. “Only a mild irritation.” Erol, please see these men out.” 
 
    “What did he tell you?” O’Brien asked. “Assuming it’s a he. They can switch sexes, you know.” 
 
    Hugo stared at him. Erol had gotten out of his chair and grabbed Joseph by the arm. 
 
    “Wait,” Hugo said, glancing around nervously. “Erol, sit down. Stranger, what do you know of the Doctor? You are no merchants.” 
 
    “More than you do, I’ll wager,” O’Brien said. “What did he tell you? That you’d be spared from the plague that destroys Frankia?” 
 
    Joseph interjected, “I would imagine he gave you and Erol and his other henchmen a special version of the elixir. And warned you not to take the one you’ve been selling across Frankia.” 
 
    Erol, who had once again taken his seat, glanced worriedly at Hugo. 
 
    “Whatever he told you,” O’Brien said, “it’s a lie. These are not good people. Technically, they’re not even people.” 
 
    Neither of the men seemed surprised to hear this. 
 
    “You know,” Joseph said. “You’ve seen him.” 
 
    “I have,” Hugo said, after a moment. “The room was dark, and he was not wearing his mask. I only told Erol, as I didn’t think the others would believe me.” He lowered his voice to a barely audible whisper. “The Doctor… is not human.” 
 
    “Why are you working for him?” O’Brien asked. 
 
    “We… we had no choice,” Hugo said. “It was our village he came to first. We didn’t know what he was at that point. He wore a cloak and a mask, as doctors sometimes do when there are plagues. He offered some of us his elixir. Those who took it lived, while the rest of the village died, slowly and in pain. He said he would keep us safe if we helped him.” 
 
    “You must have known he was behind the plague.” 
 
    Erol looked to Hugo, puzzled. 
 
    “We didn’t even know such a thing was possible!” Hugo protested. “And we never did figure out how he sickened our friends and family. Somehow he spread the plague without us seeing.” 
 
    “Then his methods have grown less subtle,” Joseph said. 
 
    “I began to suspect only a few days ago, when I overheard a traveler talking about the plague that had swept through Saint-Nazare. We had been there less than a week before. But what can we do now? The Doctor gives us the real elixir every few days. Says it keeps us safe from the plague. We’ve all been exposed to the plague. If we leave him, we will die!” 
 
    “Not that you don’t deserve it,” O’Brien said, “but for what it’s worth, that’s unlikely. Whatever he gave you initially probably gave you permanent immunity to the virus. He’s just stringing you along now, keeping you dependent on him.” 
 
    “Then… we could leave?” Erol asked. 
 
    “You could,” O’Brien said. “But you’d still be responsible for the deaths of thousands. Possibly millions.” 
 
    “There is nothing we can do about that,” Hugo said. 
 
    “Actually, there is,” O’Brien replied. “If we can get a hold of the real elixir, as you call it, we might be able to replicate it and save a lot of lives.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Hugo asked. 
 
    “Travelers from a place that has seen the devastation caused by the Doctor’s kind,” O’Brien said. “But it’s not too late to stop them here.” 
 
    “There are more of them?” 
 
    “Many more, but only a few in Europe. It is our mission to defeat them.”  
 
    “How?” 
 
    “For starters, we need to stop this plague. Can you get us the real elixir?” 
 
    “The Doctor keeps the ingredients locked in a wooden chest in his room upstairs. We have talked about overpowering him and taking it from him, but we do not know how to mix the ingredients. The elixir I sell is in the same chest.” 
 
    “If we can get the chest, we can figure it out,” O’Brien said, with more confidence than he felt. In principle, he was telling the truth, but the process would probably require more trial and error than any of them would like. The alternative, though, was millions of dead across Europe. In any case, the Doctor had most likely lied to them about the need to “mix ingredients” on the spot to make the vaccine; it would almost have to have been precisely formulated and prefabricate in a lab somewhere. The location of that lab was anyone’s guess.  
 
    “He remains in his room almost all the time,” Hugo said. “It would be impossible to get the chest out without him knowing.” 
 
    “We leave tomorrow morning,” Erol said. 
 
    Hugo nodded. “It might be possible to get the chest away from him then. Erol and one of the other men usually carry it to the carriage once he is inside.” 
 
    “We could kill him,” Joseph said quietly. 
 
    For a moment, the two men were silent. “Is that… possible?” Hugo asked. 
 
    “It’s possible,” O’Brien said. “The Cho-ta’an are an alien race. They aren’t supernatural.” 
 
    “Yo-tuhn?” Erol said, mangling the word with his Frankish accent. 
 
    “Cho-tah-AHN,” O’Brien repeated. 
 
    “We did not know,” Hugo said. “I have seen him kill a man with his touch.” 
 
    “Probably a shock glove,” O’Brien said. “The Cho-ta’an like to use them in close combat. A powerful surge of energy is channeled through the glove to the victim.” 
 
    “It’s just a tool, then. A weapon.” 
 
    “That’s right. Dangerous, but not magic.” 
 
    The two men seemed to be reassessing their understanding of the nature of the mysterious Doctor. Clearly the Cho-ta’an had fooled them into thinking his powers were nearly unlimited. Now they were considering the possibility that not only did they not need him, but they could actually do away with him. 
 
    “It would be better to capture him alive, if possible,” O’Brien said. “We could interrogate him and find out where the other Cho-ta’an are.” And where their lab is, he thought. 
 
    “We would need to tell the other men,” Hugo said.  
 
    O’Brien nodded. He didn’t like their odds in a fight, if it were just the four of them. It would be better to have all the men in on the plan—but the more men they told, the more likely one would betray them. 
 
    “Where are they now?” O’Brien asked. 
 
    “Out getting rations for tomorrow’s journey. They should return shortly.” 
 
    “What is their disposition toward the Doctor?” Joseph asked. 
 
    Hugo and Erol exchanged uncertain glances. “They do not have much contact with the Doctor. He usually speaks through me, or occasionally Erol. None have seen his face.” 
 
    “Do they suspect he is behind the plague?” 
 
    “I doubt it. They are simple men whose families were killed when the plague swept through our village. In their minds, the Doctor saved their lives and gave them good-paying work when they had nothing. They get to travel through the countryside, bodyguards for a wealthy and mysterious Doctor. It is not in their interest to ask many questions.” 
 
    O’Brien glanced at Joseph, who shook his head. They were in agreement then. “All right, no telling the other men. We can’t risk it. Given that, killing or abducting the Doctor is off the table. We seize the chest and run.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-five     
 
    Sigurd stood on the dock near Hrólfr’s camp at Rouen, waiting for a sign. For the first time in his life, he felt truly lost. As a young man, he had been a warrior and a carpenter, working in the winter and partaking in raiding expeditions in the summer. After he’d married Thora, he devoted himself to her, and when Yngve was born, his life centered on caring for his family. Even when Thora died, Yngve gave him a reason to go on. Since Yngve’s death, he’d been driven only by vengeance. And now that drive was gone. He’d had his chance and failed. 
 
    Further, he had failed in his mission for the spacemen as well. The whole point of recruiting Ibrahim—from the spacemen’s perspective—was to make a peace offering to Hrólfr, helping to ensure his dominion over Normandy. If it helped smooth things over with Harald, all the better. Reyes hadn’t been sure Harald would even come to Normandy, but Sigurd knew he would. He wondered if Harald had any intention of living up to his promise. There was no way to know. Sigurd hoped he’d done enough to allow the spacemen to proceed with their plans, but the matter was out of his hands now. Whatever he did now, he did not plan to return to Iceland. 
 
    “It’s a shame we didn’t get a chance to fight at Rouen,” Njáll said. He stood next to Sigurd on the dock, their rucksacks at their feet. He wisely had not asked Sigurd why he had allowed Harald to live. 
 
    “There was never going to be any fighting at Rouen,” Sigurd said. As he spoke, he spied a small boat, weighed down with some kind of cargo, coming up the river. A lone man worked at the oars. 
 
    “Then it’s true? A settlement has been reached?” 
 
    “Harald did not come all this way just to see me,” Sigurd replied. “He wanted to express his support for Hrólfr to the leaders of Rouen. With a word, Harald could send a fleet up the Seine.” 
 
    “Do you think he would do that? Doesn’t Harald have enough to worry about in Norway?” 
 
    “He’s put down any internal resistance. His concern now is that the Danes are restless. He will likely not commit many of his own ships, but by looking the other way while the Danes attack, he keeps the Danes occupied while helping Hrólfr strengthen his hold on Normandy.” 
 
    “How is it you know so much about this?” Njáll asked. “I confess I am not as savvy about political matters as you, and certainly have not had as much reason to concern myself with Harald’s business. But you speak as if you have seen these things with your own eyes.” 
 
    Sigurd laughed, continuing to watch the boat move closer. “Yesterday I would not have spoken with such confidence, but I am coming to accept that some of the future, at least, is already written.” He saw now that the boat was loaded with a pile of rawhide skins. A gray-haired boatman strained at the oars. 
 
    “Then you believe what the spacemen said. That Hrólfr and Siegfried will attack Paris?” 
 
    Sigurd nodded. “At the end of November.” 
 
    “I’ve heard Paris has sent for help. They’re watching what is happening in Rouen, and they are begging the King to send reinforcements.” 
 
    “Help will not come,” Sigurd said. “Charles is busy suppressing revolts in Burgundy.” 
 
    “How many men currently defend Paris?” 
 
    “Fewer than two hundred.” 
 
    “Two hundred! Hrólfr must have ten thousand!” 
 
    “Many more will come,” Sigurd said. “And Ibrahim’s siege engines are unmatched in all of Europe.”  
 
    Njáll pondered this for a moment. 
 
    “Hello!” Sigurd called to the man in the boat. “Where are you headed?” 
 
    “Paris,” the man shouted back. 
 
    “Do you have room for two more? We’d be happy to help you row.” 
 
    The man gave them a wave and shortly the boat changed course, heading toward the dock. 
 
    “Surely you do not really mean to head for Paris?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It is suicide! Hrólfr and Siegfried will lay waste to the city!” 
 
    “If you wish to remain here, I will not blame you. I’m sure Hrólfr would be happy to have your spear on his side.” 
 
    “Do you really believe two hundred men can stand against ten thousand?” 
 
    “I believe,” said Sigurd as the boat coasted to the dock, “that Paris is as good as any place to die.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-six             
 
    O’Brien and Joseph spent the night in the common room of the inn, sleeping fitfully as they waited for Erol to come downstairs and let them know when the Doctor was about to leave.  
 
    According to Hugo, the men followed a standard protocol for morning departures: Hugo and Erol would fetch the horses and the Doctor’s carriage from the stable across the street and park the carriage in front of the inn. The Doctor, escorted by the other men, would then come downstairs and board the carriage. Hugo and Erol would then go back upstairs to fetch the chest. 
 
    This morning, though, Erol would come downstairs to wake O’Brien and Joseph. They would get their own horses and two of the others and bring them around to the alley behind the inn. After the Doctor was safely aboard his carriage, Hugo and Erol would fetch the chest, bringing it around back. O’Brien and Joseph had rigged up a simple travois that would allow them to drag the chest behind one of the horses. The four of them would mount their horses and cut through alleys, heading back toward Morlaix. They wouldn’t make good time with the travois—and they’d leave a trail a blind man could follow—but Erol would sabotage the Doctor’s carriage, removing a pin from one of the wheels.  
 
    That was the plan, anyway. When Erol came quietly down the steps while it was still dark outside, O’Brien sensed something was wrong. He shook Joseph awake. 
 
    “We have to get the chest now,” Erol whispered as he approached them in the dark room. Several other travelers snored as they slept on mats scattered about the room. 
 
    “Why?” O’Brien asked. “What happened?” 
 
    “I think the Doctor received a message during the night. He has some way of communicating with his allies over long distances.” 
 
    “We know,” O’Brien said. “What happened?” 
 
    “He’s in the carriage already. We don’t have much time. Hurry!” 
 
    O’Brien and Joseph exchanged puzzled glances. Could the Cho-ta’an have slipped past them in the dark?  
 
    “Where’s Hugo?” Joseph asked. 
 
    “He’s outside, trying to stall the Doctor! Please, I need your help with the chest!” 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” Joseph said quietly to O’Brien. 
 
    O’Brien nodded. They began to move toward the back door. O’Brien stopped as he heard a sword being pulled from its sheath. 
 
    “Not another step,” Erol hissed. 
 
    O’Brien turned to see Erol holding the tip of the blade a few inches from his chest. He considered making a run for it. It was unlikely Erol could stop both of them. O’Brien might be able to get to his horse and get out of town. After all, he was essential to the Iron Dragon project. Joseph was not. But Joseph showed no sign of fleeing, and O’Brien couldn’t make himself abandon him. 
 
    The back door to the room opened and a short man walked in. He carried a dimly lit lantern in his left hand and a dagger in the other. Hugo. So much for running. Hugo moved silently toward O’Brien and Joseph. 
 
    “Do as you’re told,” Hugo snapped. “The Doctor wants to see you.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” O’Brien asked. “What did he promise you?” 
 
    “Get upstairs now, or I’ll gut your friend in front of you.” He pointed his dagger at Joseph’s belly. In a corner, one of the men on the floor stirred and mumbled a drunken curse. O’Brien moved slowly toward the stairs. Joseph came after him, followed by Erol and Hugo. 
 
    Once in the upstairs hallway, Hugo slipped past them and knocked quietly on the door at the end of the hall. A raspy voice answered. Hugo doused the lantern and opened the door, walking into the room. “Inside,” he said to O’Brien. Joseph, prodded by the point of Erol’s blade, breathed down his neck.  
 
    O’Brien walked into the room. To his left, in a chair against the wall, sat a tall, lean figure in a hooded cloak. Thick curtains were drawn over the window; the only light was from a lantern resting on a small table to the hooded figure’s right. The lantern was partially covered by a shade, shining in O’Brien’s eyes while shielding the figure’s face from direct light. Even so, there was no doubt regarding the mysterious figure’s identity: he (or she) was Cho-ta’an. A ghoulish mask, resembling the beak of an oversized bird, rested on the table in front of the lantern. O’Brien recalled that medieval doctors used such masks to protect themselves from plague: the tip of the “beak” was sometimes filled with juniper berries, cloves and other aromatic material that filtered the air and disguised putrid scents. It was certainly an appropriate disguise for an alien masquerading as a human in medieval Europe. 
 
    Erol prodded them inside and closed the door behind them. O’Brien realized two more men stood behind him, one on either side of the door. So Hugo and Erol had talked to the others after all, as well as betraying them to the Cho-ta’an. He couldn’t imagine what they were thinking. Did they really believe they would be spared from death when the Doctor was finished with them? 
 
    “You surprise me,” said the dark figure. “We had expected you to be in hiding.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, we were pretty sure you were at the bottom of the North Sea.” 
 
    “Most of our crew died in the crash,” said the Cho-ta’an. “Only three escaped. My name is Kulchirran.” 
 
    “Then we are evenly matched. I’m O’Brien.” 
 
    “Ah, we had thought there were four.” 
 
    “There were. One was killed by Harald’s men.” 
 
    “This one… he is not one of yours.” 
 
    “No. Joseph is a just a merchant we picked up in Constantinople. He’s been acting as a translator and guide. He knows nothing of our technology or our plans.” 
 
    “What are your plans?” 
 
    O’Brien smiled. “While I’m enjoying this quid-pro-quo, I’m afraid I can’t tell you that.” 
 
    “If you tell me where your allies are, I will stop the plague. I will even give you the vaccine.” 
 
    “Tell us where Gabe is first.” 
 
    “I do not know this Gabe.” 
 
    “He’s one of ours. We haven’t heard from him since yesterday.” 
 
    “That is unfortunate, but I am afraid I know nothing of his capture.” 
 
    “Then I will tell you nothing.” 
 
    The Cho-ta’an made a choking noise that O’Brien took for laughter. “Would you have told me if I had handed this Gabe over to you?” 
 
    “I will not tell you even if you kill millions.” 
 
    The Cho-ta’an made the choking noise again. 
 
    “I wonder if you truly believe that. I have studied humans, and I know how you think. We have access to your historical records too, you know. A plague that killed millions in Europe would have been recorded. That is what you are thinking, is it not? You aren’t afraid of us killing millions because you think we are doomed to fail. But a history book is not an ironclad law. It is merely a story of what may or may not have happened. This is the weakness of your species. Unable to bear the truth, you rely on crutches like fate and destiny. You surrender before you even begin. That is why we will beat you. If I wish to kill ten million humans, I will do so!” 
 
    O’Brien wondered. There was some truth to what the Cho-ta’an said: as troubled as he was about the possibility of a deadly plague sweeping across Europe, he had taken some solace in the presumption that it couldn’t get too bad. A plague anywhere near the scope of the Black Death would have been recorded by multiple sources across Europe. Even accounting for the loss of records, it would be virtually impossible for an event that killed millions to have left no trace. But was the belief that the Cho-ta’an would fail in their plan a “crutch,” or was it simply faith in their own resilience? Whatever it was, O’Brien was not going to be able to stop the plague if he didn’t make it out of this room alive. 
 
    “What are you trying to accomplish?” O’Brien asked. “Humanity is not at war with the Cho-ta’an. We won’t even meet you for another 1300 years, for Christ’s sake.” 
 
    “Are we not at war? Then you are not working even now to return to space to deliver the planet-killer bomb to the IDL?” 
 
    O’Brien said nothing. 
 
    “Then it’s true,” Kulchirran said. “You intend to build a spacecraft. You understand that if our plan to kill millions in a plague is doomed to fail, then your endeavor is doomed by the same token? Or do you believe that humanity reached the stars in the ninth century and your historians somehow forgot to record it?” Kulchirran got up from his chair and walked to the window, pulling the curtain aside a few inches. The sky was beginning to lighten in the east. He turned to face O’Brien again. “I must be on the road by dawn. If you do not tell me what I want to know by the time the sun peeks above the horizon, I will have my men kill your friend. They will stuff a blanket in his mouth so he cannot scream, and then they will disembowel him and leave him here to die alone in agony.” 
 
    Joseph, on O’Brien’s left, swallowed hard but said nothing. 
 
    “Joseph has nothing to do with this,” O’Brien said evenly. “He is a translator, no more.” 
 
    “Then his death will be of little importance to you,” Kulchirran replied. “I have no use for a man who knows nothing. If you refuse to talk here, I will have no choice but to take you back to our lab, where we can subject you to more effective means of interrogation.” 
 
    O’Brien remained silent. As unpleasant as this sounded, at least it would delay the Cho-ta’an’s efforts to spread the plague across Europe. Additionally, Andrea Luhman might be able to track the carriage to the Cho-ta’an lab. There would be little they could do to help O’Brien, but they might be able to direct Gabe to make an assault on the lab. Even if Gabe couldn’t save O’Brien, it would be worth it if they could destroy the lab and kill the Cho-ta’an. 
 
    Orange light penetrated a crack in the curtain: dawn had arrived. Behind him, O’Brien heard the sound of a sword being drawn. 
 
    Without warning, Joseph darted toward the Cho-ta’an. Hugo, still holding his dagger, moved to intercept him. But Joseph feinted, dodging sideways toward the table. Joseph seized the lantern from the table and hurled it toward Kulchirran. The Cho-ta’an stepped back with a gasp, and the lantern crashed at his feet, spilling oil across the wood floor and spattering on his cloak. A split-second later, the oil ignited, leaping across the floor and up the cloak. Garish yellow light bathed Kulchirran’s alien features and threw a jagged shadow on the wall, exaggerating his demonic appearance. 
 
    The two men near the door cried out in terror, backing away from Kulchirran. Erol stood open-mouthed, his hand on the hilt of his sword. Hugo moved toward Kulchirran, trying to help the alien get his cloak off. The flames shortly began to consume the curtains. 
 
    Trusting that Joseph was behind him, O’Brien threw open the door and ran down the hall. The light from the room flickered across the walls, casting nightmarish shadows. He bounded down the stairs and was relieved to hear Joseph’s footsteps behind him. They ran across the dimly lit sleeping room to the front door and into the street. Boots thudded down the stairs behind them.  
 
    “This way!” Joseph shouted, darting down an alley.  
 
    “What about the horses?” 
 
    “No time!”  
 
    O’Brien followed. Joseph was right: they’d never get the horses out of the stable in time. They would have to make a run for it on foot. It would be a long way back to the camp, but they had little choice. After cutting through several side streets and alleys, it became evident that their pursuers were no longer behind them. A plume of smoke was visible in the distance, indicating the inn still burned. 
 
    “Went to get their horses,” Joseph panted. “Betting that we can’t outrun them on foot.” 
 
    O’Brien nodded. It seemed a good bet. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-seven                      
 
    “Is that all you can tell us?” Count Odo asked. “Knowledge of the workings of Hrólfr’s siege engines will do us little good while our houses are being crushed by stones from above.” 
 
    Sigurd sat at the far end of a long table from the count. Bishop Gozlin, whom he’d spoken with earlier, sat at Odo’s right. Gozlin’s brother, Ebles, sat on Gozlin’s left. Across from them were Odo’s brother, Robert, and a marquis named Humbert. Closest to Sigurd were two counts, Grimald and Theodulf. These men comprised the entire defense council of Paris. Sigurd understood that they had begun meeting every day since the siege at Rouen began. Gozlin had not been entirely convinced by Sigurd’s story, but he had reluctantly agreed to allow Sigurd to speak briefly to the council. 
 
    “I have told you the exact date of the Norsemen’s attack,” Sigurd replied. 
 
    “Also of little use, even if it is true. I am not paying you a single silver piece for that information, let alone three hundred pounds.” 
 
    “I do not expect a penny until the threat has abated,” Sigurd said. 
 
    “Already you tax our time,” Gozlin reminded him. 
 
    “You have nothing to lose by trusting me,” Sigurd said. “You can see with your own eyes that Paris is doomed. Your barriers on the Seine did not hold the Danes for even a day. Some five hundred ships are on their way here as we speak. Twenty-thousand men, along with the towers, mangonels and ballistae. Your walls will not hold!” 
 
    “We have sent word to King Charles,” Humbert said. “Help may yet arrive from Sélestat.” 
 
    “Help will not come!” Sigurd shouted, growing impatient. “Forgive me for my boldness, but it will take a miracle to save Paris.” 
 
    “Ah, now the heathen speaks of miracles!” Theodulf exclaimed. “Is the mighty Thor going to save us from his own sons?” 
 
    “I did not intend to blaspheme,” Sigurd said. “I know little of the gods. What I can tell you is that I have received a vision of the future, and, hazy and fragmented as that vision may be, I know it to be the truth. Whether the vision was sent by Odin or your Christ, or some other god, I do not know. But I know it to be the truth.” Sigurd had decided on this tack rather than attempting to explain how he had really come to possess this information. 
 
    “How do you know it to be the truth?” Odo asked. 
 
    “Have you heard that King Harald is in Normandy?” 
 
    “We have heard rumors,” Odo replied. 
 
    “You may also hear rumors that he was challenged to a duel to the death. I was that challenger, and I defeated him.” 
 
    “But Harald still lives?” Humbert asked. 
 
    “For the past year, I was driven by nothing but the thought of killing Harald. But when the moment came, when I had a sword to his throat, I found I could not do it. My vision told me this would happen, but I did not believe it until that moment.” 
 
    Humbert smirked. “You suggest we trust you because of your lack of resolve?” 
 
    Sigurd fumed silently. He was no salesman, and he had not planned this speech as carefully as he should have, trusting that his knowledge of the future would carry him through. But now he was on the verge of losing them.  
 
    “It is strange,” Robert said at last. “A Norseman bragging of his inability to consummate.” 
 
    This prompted laughter from everyone at the table except Sigurd, who forced himself to breathe deeply. He wondered how many of these men he could kill before the men-at-arms at the door stopped him. 
 
    When the laughter abated, Ebles said, “Irony aside, I find myself intrigued. What sort of Viking boasts of his failure to kill a King?” 
 
    “It is no boast,” Sigurd said, calming himself, “but merely the truth. A power greater than I stayed my hand. And that same power granted me a vision of a successful defense of Paris.” 
 
    “It is not unheard of for a heathen to be granted a divine vision,” Gozlin said. “Did not the spirit of the prophet Samuel appear to the witch of Endor?” 
 
    “You believe this man is the recipient of a message from God?” Odo asked. 
 
    “He may be a madman,” Gozlin said, “but he does not strike me as a liar. He has spoken several important truths, the chief one being that Paris requires a miracle. The Holy Book tells us to test the spirits. This man has given us a way of testing him. If the Norsemen attack on the twenty-sixth of November, as he predicts, we will have our proof.” 
 
    The marquis spoke: “That might mean only that he is a double agent, sent here by Hrólfr to misinform us of his tactics.” 
 
    “We are not children,” Gozlin said, “to be taken in by such an obvious ploy. We can check the information Sigurd gives us and test his counsel against our own wisdom. I only suggest that if his date proves correct, we have reason to believe he knows something of Hrólfr’s plans.” 
 
    “I don’t wish to belabor the obvious,” said Grimald, “but that date is two weeks away. If we wait until after the initial assault to begin planning, we have already lost.” 
 
    “Then we will proceed carefully,” Gozlin said. “If we keep our wits about us, it cannot hurt to hear Sigurd out.” 
 
    Odo spoke again. “Speak, then, Sigurd. What would you have us do in the two weeks before the attack?” 
 
    “What preparations have you taken so far?” Sigurd asked. Laughter went up from the group again. It was all right, though. Sigurd had expected this. “I am your prisoner,” he said. “If I escape to tell Hrólfr of your preparations, then you have only yourselves to blame.” 
 
    Odo waved his hand tiredly. “Tell him.” 
 
    Gozlin nodded. “As you know, we have had men working on barriers across the Seine, farther downriver. Those have proven ineffective, and the men have been reassigned to other tasks.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Stockpiling food, mainly. We must be prepared for a long siege.” 
 
    “That is unnecessary,” Sigurd said. More laughter. Sigurd went on, undeterred, “Hrólfr and Siegfried are overconfident. They are unprepared for a long siege. They expect to take Paris in an open assault, smashing holes in the walls and ransacking the city over the course of days or weeks.” 
 
    “What do their intentions matter?” Humbert asked. “Either they break through the walls quickly or they do not. If they do, there is little we can do about it. If they do not, we must be prepared for a long siege.” 
 
    “Their intentions will dictate their strategy,” Sigurd said. “Because they do not expect a long siege, they will not bother to cut off your supply lines. They will control the Seine, of course, and they will make a show of blocking the roads, but you will continue to be able to get food from nearby farms and towns. Butchering all your cattle now is a waste of time and will hurt you in the long run.” 
 
    “Foolishness,” muttered Grimald. 
 
    “Go on,” Odo said. “What else?” 
 
    “The bridges must not fall. They will prevent the Norsemen from making a landing close to the city or attacking from their ships. If the bridges fall, your supply lines really will be cut off.” Paris at this time was confined to Île de la Cité, a natural island in the middle of the Seine. Two bridges, a wooden bridge to the north and a stone bridge to the south, connected it to the banks of the river. Each bridge was guarded by two stone towers, one at each end. 
 
    “We know this already,” grumbled the marquis. 
 
    “Humbert is right,” Odo said. “Give us something we can use.” 
 
    “The Vikings will focus their attacks on the north bridge. If they can get close enough, they will burn it down. As long as the tower stands, your men will be able to repel attacks against the bridge. But if it is to stand, the tower must be taller.” Sigurd’s advice was based on the very general account of the siege Gabe had given him. At the time, Sigurd had not been planning to be personally involved in the siege—much less on the defending side!—so he had not paid close attention. Additionally, Gabe’s account was based on his own recollections of reading he had done years earlier, and Sigurd got the impression that historical records about the event were sketchy. He could only hope his vague understanding of future events was enough to sway the council. 
 
    “Ah, you suggest we quickly throw another story on the tower,” Grimald said. “Butchering cattle is a waste of time, but sending a hundred men to dredge stones from the Seine is not.” 
 
    “Build it from wood if you have to,” Sigurd said. “Hrólfr’s men will measure the height of the tower by comparing its shadow against that of a measuring stick, and then they will build ladders and modify their siege towers to match that height. This will take some time, during which they will focus most of their efforts on the frontal assault. We can repel that assault, but it will be for naught if the tower falls. If we build another story on the tower, we can attack their ladders and siege towers from above.”  
 
    Humbert scowled, and most of the others remained unimpressed. Gozlin seemed uncertain. Count Odo, however, listened intently. 
 
    “Vision or not, this sounds like wise counsel to me,” Odo said. 
 
    “What if it is a trick?” Theodulf asked. 
 
    “What would be the purpose of such false counsel?” 
 
    “He is trying to get us to waste our time building another story for the tower when we should be stockpiling resources for the winter.” 
 
    “You don’t have to build the additional story now,” Sigurd said. “Assemble a supply of lumber and nails at the tower’s base and wait until Siegfried begins building his towers.” 
 
    Odo looked to Gozlin, who said, “It seems like a sensible precaution to me.” Odo nodded. “Have it done. And assign a team of men to inspect the bridges. Make sure the supports are sound and shore up any weak points.” 
 
    Sigurd went on, “The men who are butchering cattle should be reassigned to collecting supplies for the defense. We will need as much oil and pitch as you can get your hands on, as well as cauldrons for boiling it.” 
 
    “Hot pitch is fine for men on ladders,” Robert said, “but it will not help against mangonels.” 
 
    “The tower will hold against mangonels,” Sigurd said with more confidence than he felt. “The greater threat is men scaling the walls.” 
 
    “Sigurd speaks the truth,” Gozlin said. “There is no time to reinforce the foundations of the tower. Either it will hold or it will not. We must focus on threats we can do something about.” 
 
    Odo nodded. “Reassign half of the men stockpiling food. We’ve collected all the pitch and oil in the city, but send them with carts to the neighboring towns. There is little we can do to strengthen the bridges, but we can be prepared for men trying to scale the walls.” 
 
    “Then we are entrusting our defense to this Norseman?” asked the marquis. 
 
    “We will follow his counsel to the extent it seems wise,” Odo replied. “And if the Vikings do not attack on November twenty-sixth, we will have him hanged from the tower as a sign to his countrymen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-eight                       
 
    O’Brien and Joseph spent the day alternately trudging across muddy fields or scrabbling through underbrush, doing their best to approximate a straight line back to Saint-Pol-de-Léon. The weather was cold and rainy, and they had to keep moving to stay warm. They were aided in their navigation by Carpenter, who guided them from above. Having pinpointed the location of the Cho-ta’an’s carriage and entourage, it was a simple matter to keep them out of sight—simple for Carpenter, not so much for O’Brien and Joseph, who had to make their way across the mucky, obstacle-filled landscape that appeared so clean and flat to Andrea Luhman, a thousand miles up. It had been touch-and-go for the first few miles, as there was little cover in the grain fields that surrounded the town. At one point, they’d had to hide for nearly an hour, shivering in a pig-sty, waiting for the Doctor’s agents to pass. 
 
    Once they were several miles out of town, though, it was just a matter of staying off the road while finding a way around the copses and bogs that dotted the Frankish countryside. When nightfall came, they were still ten miles from Saint-Pol-de-Léon. Having left in a hurry, they’d taken no food or other supplies with them, so they spent a cold evening sleeping fitfully under piles of dead autumn leaves. After spending the day prowling all of the streets out of the town for several miles, the Doctor and his men retired for the evening too: they parked the carriage in a meadow not far off the road, and the men slept in tents nearby. 
 
    At dawn, O’Brien and Joseph set out again. Their stomachs growled, but they did at least find a brook near their campsite to ease their thirst. Andrea Luhman was over the horizon when they set out, so they could not get an immediate report of the Doctor’s location. When Carpenter finally came online, nearly an hour later, he had bad news. 
 
    “They’ve gone ahead of you,” Carpenter said. 
 
    “What do you mean, ahead?” O’Brien asked. “How do they even know where we’re going?” 
 
    “That’s a very good question,” Carpenter said. “They’re heading straight for Saint-Pol-de-Léon.” 
 
    “Why the hell would they go there? They’re going backwards. There’s no way they could know our camp is there.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you,” Carpenter said. “I’ll keep you updated.” 
 
    O’Brien and Joseph spent another two hours trudging through muddy meadows, losing contact with Andrea Luhman as they neared the road going into Saint-Pol-de-Léon. Not wanting to risk being caught in the open, they waited behind a stand of birches until the ship came around again.  
 
    “—you hear me?” Carpenter’s voice said, garbled with static. “—right for the beach!” 
 
    “Say again, Carpenter,” O’Brien said. “You’re breaking up.” 
 
    “—but his henchmen are headed for the beach. You gotta… your people out of there!” 
 
    “How the hell…?” O’Brien asked, more to himself than to Carpenter. He turned to Joseph. “The Cho-ta’an’s henchmen are on the beach. We need to get over there, now.” He left their hiding place and ran toward the road. 
 
    “Wait!” Joseph cried from behind him. “We can’t fight four armed men! We don’t even….” 
 
    But O’Brien wasn’t listening. He’d reached the road and was running toward the town. The beach was still almost a mile away, and he realized as he neared the houses at edge of town that he was not going to make it in time. Even if he cut through the woods to the west of town, making a beeline for their camp, the Doctor’s men would reach Helena and the others before he did. 
 
    “O’Brien, stop!” Captain Mallick was shouting in his ear. “Forget it. There’s nothing you can do.” 
 
    Panting, O’Brien slowed to a walk. “What’s… happening?” he gasped. Joseph came up alongside him.  
 
    “They’re approaching the camp. Looks like all four men, on horseback.” This was Carpenter’s voice again. 
 
    “What about the carriage?” 
 
    “They left it in town.” 
 
    “And the Cho-ta’an?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Don’t see him, and the carriage seems to have some heat shielding. Nothing shows up on infrared. Okay, they’ve made contact.” 
 
    “Made contact? Jesus, Carpenter. Talk to me.” 
 
    “Looks like… fighting. Can’t make much out. Cloud cover at the beach, and it’s hard to differentiate with infrared. It’s… I think it’s not going well.” 
 
    “Where’s the carriage?” 
 
    “About a klick straight ahead of you, near the trailhead.” 
 
    “Come on,” O’Brien said to Joseph, taking off at a run again. Joseph followed. 
 
    “Somebody’s running away,” Carpenter said. “Several figures, running into the woods. Hard to make out, with the cover. The ones at the beach, they’re… I think they’re dying, O’Brien. There are three… four down already. Five. I’m afraid your people aren’t putting up much of a fight.” 
 
    They’re half-dead of plague, O’Brien thought. And the others are children. And Helena…. But he did not reply, saving his breath for the run to the carriage. Shortly, it was in sight, parked in front of the woods that stood between the town and the beach. The curtains of the carriage were drawn. Other than the two horses in front, there was no sign of life. 
 
    O’Brien approached the carriage, intending to throw open the curtain and throttle the Doctor. As his foot hit the running board, a gloved hand reached toward him through the curtain. Before he could react, Joseph gripped his shoulder, pulling him backwards. The Doctor’s long finger brushed against his chest and pain shot through O’Brien’s body.  
 
    The next thing he knew, he was lying on his back on top of Joseph, his entire body tingling. The carriage was pulling away. Joseph groaned. The charge from the shock glove had gone through both of them. If Joseph hadn’t grabbed him when he did, he’d be dead. 
 
    O’Brien struggled to his feet, his muscles trembling. He took a few steps after the carriage, but it was no good: he could barely walk, much less pursue the carriage.  
 
    “O’Brien,” Carpenter said in his ear. “You need to move. The henchmen are coming back your way.” 
 
    O’Brien helped Joseph to his feet. “Horses coming,” he said. “Have to get out of sight.” 
 
    Joseph nodded, and the two staggered into the woods, taking cover behind a fallen pine tree as a man on horseback came around a bend in the trail. They waited for the men to pass. 
 
    “Looks like two of their men are down,” Carpenter said in his ear. “Lots of bodies on the beach. Some of your people are missing. I think they ran into the woods.” 
 
    O’Brien listened silently, not daring to speak. The two men on horseback passed and headed toward the carriage, which was receding in the distance. O’Brien and Joseph stood and made their way down the trail to the beach. 
 
    The beach was a scene of carnage. Bloody corpses lay strewn across the beach, many with limbs missing. One horse lay on the ground, a bloody gash in its neck. Another stood some ways down the beach, looking back on the battlefield. Skjöldur remained moored a few yards away.  
 
    O’Brien came upon Birgir almost immediately. His jaw had been completely crushed, perhaps by a horse, rendering him almost unrecognizable, but O’Brien knew the coxswain’s clothing and sturdy build. Folki lay not far from him, blood seeping into the sand from a half-dozen wounds.  
 
    “They’re all dead,” Joseph said. It seemed a foolish thing to say, but then O’Brien realized what he meant: every single Norseman in their party had been killed. Helena and the boys were nowhere to be found. The Vikings had died protecting them. 
 
    “They… saved them,” a voice gasped from farther up the beach. O’Brien turned to see a well-dressed man lying on his side. The sand under him was stained with blood. Dimitris. 
 
    O’Brien ran to him.  
 
    “I’m afraid I… wasn’t much help,” Dimitris gasped. “But the Norsemen, oh they were glorious! Barely able to stand, some of them, fighting men on horseback….” He erupted in a fit of coughing, blood spattering from his lips onto the sand. Dimitris’s face was ashen, and his hair was matted with sweat. Like the Norsemen, he had been in rough shape even before the battle began, and the blood pouring from his chest and his back near the shoulder blades indicated he’d been run through with a sword. 
 
    “Where are Helena and the boys, Dimitris?” O’Brien asked. 
 
    “They rose… like giants,” Dimitris said. “Oh, to see it! Do you know, have you seen? The men of the North. I have stood under the dome of the basilica at Hagia Sophia….” 
 
    “Dimitris,” O’Brien said urgently, gripping the architect’s arm. “Helena and the boys. Are they okay? Where are they?” 
 
    “…compared to this,” Dimitris babbled. “Norsemen on the beach at sunrise, axes gleaming in the crimson light. I see them now, their glorious wings beating against the dawn. I am no warrior. I struck but one blow, and that weakly, but I stood. I stood alongside them. Surely the penumbra of their valor envelopes me as well! Oh, to see the Hall of Odin….” 
 
    With this, Dimitris’s head fell to the sand. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-nine     
 
    The people of Paris worked tirelessly for the next two weeks preparing for the expected attack. Dozens of barrels of oil and pitch were collected, in addition to hundreds of pounds of wax. Thousands of arrows were produced. The supports of the bridges were reinforced, and deep trenches were dug around the towers at the far end of both bridges. Some food was stockpiled, but only enough for a few weeks. The city’s leaders were counting on Sigurd being right about the Norsemen’s overconfidence. 
 
    Sigurd’s primary concern remained the tower at the far side of the wooden bridge to the north of the city. The tower was the main defense for the bridge; archers stationed on the tower could dissuade any attempts to cross—or destroy—the bridge, which reachable through a massive gate connected by a stone wall to the tower. The tower itself was nearly thirty feet tall, with three levels, the lowest of which was windowless and accessible only via a heavy wooden door inside the gate. The second level was outfitted with angled slots, colloquially called “murder holes,” that could be used by archers to target anyone approaching the gate. A partial wall topped with stone crenels ringed the top of the tower, allowing a dozen archers to fire arrows a hundred yards or more.  
 
    Inspecting the towers, Sigurd found them to be well-constructed; Bishop Gozlin had ordered them built with a mind to the lessons learned in the last Viking siege, forty years earlier. Still, Sigurd found it difficult to imagine how any tower could stand for long against Ibrahim’s mangonels. He had seen the mangonels throw a sixty-pound stone three hundred yards. The tower was round, which meant that projectiles would tend to glance off it, but it would likely take only a few direct hits to shatter the walls. He could only hope Ibrahim’s engines weren’t as accurate as they’d appeared to be. 
 
    On the nineteenth of November, Siegfried’s ships began to come ashore just west of the city, ferrying men and equipment. From the western wall, Sigurd could see Ibrahim’s lieutenant, Lothar, managing the assembly of the various siege engines. On the twenty-fourth, Siegfried arrived with his entourage at the city gate, and he was allowed inside to meet with Gozlin. Sigurd was not present at the meeting, but it went as expected: Siegfried demanded some ridiculous amount of silver to order his men to leave Paris. Gozlin declined. 
 
    The attack began on November twenty-sixth, as Sigurd had predicted. He had known it would come, but he couldn’t deny feeling a surge of relief at the sound of the first arrows plinking off the northern tower. Expecting the tower to take the brunt of the Norsemen’s initial assault, he and Njáll had joined the twenty men-at-arms there the night before. Bishop Gozlin had arrived early that morning. 
 
    Sigurd’s relief turned to worry as the mangonels and ballistae were dragged into position. The first stones flew toward the tower just after noon. They missed by a considerable distance—some falling short, others splashing harmlessly in the Seine. The mangonels were recalibrated and fired again, with some improvement in accuracy, but it was several hours before a glancing blow struck the tower. Occasionally a stone would land on the bridge, splintering the rail or thudding against the plank surface, but doing no real damage. Some stones rolled into the water; others accumulated like neglected toys on the bridge. The ballistae proved far more accurate, but the bolts did little damage to the sturdy stone walls.  
 
    At the same time, the Viking archers sent hundreds of arrows toward the battlements of the tower. These made a tremendous racket, bouncing off the tower and clattering on the wooden bridge, but they were unlikely to hit flesh: the men in the tower remained behind cover, waiting for the Norsemen to get closer before firing. The defenders might be able to pick off a few Vikings at a distance, but they weren’t going to win a war of attrition. By Sigurd’s estimate, the Norsemen numbered over twenty thousand, and ships continued to arrive.  
 
    The Vikings, realizing they were making no headway, soon opted for a more direct approach. A rallying cry went up from the Norsemen’s lines and a hundred or more men rushed toward the tower. Sigurd counted fourteen ladders. The Norsemen ran with the ladder over their heads and their shields resting on the ladder, giving them near-total cover from the tower. 
 
    Sigurd had acquired a bow, and he and the other archers rained arrows down on the attackers, to little effect. Most of the arrows thudded into shields or stuck in the ground. Gozlin himself was the first man to score a hit, sending one of the ladder-carriers to the ground with an arrow to the knee. 
 
    The attackers slowed as they reached the trench, some twenty yards from the base of the tower. The trench was fifteen feet wide and eight feet deep at most points, making it nearly impossible for a man in armor to leap over it. The bottom of the trench was littered with boulders, brambles and spike-filled holes covered by leaves and branches. A few of the attackers clambered into the trench and began to work their way through the hazards while holding their shields above their heads. Others lay ladders down to act as makeshift bridges and then attempted to crawl across them. Both methods met with mixed success. 
 
    One of the ladders being used as a bridge splintered, sending three men into the spikes and brambles. A few men managed to crawl all the way across, but most of these had an arrow or two sticking out of a limb by the time they got to the tower. Dead men piled up on the ladders, requiring the next wave of attackers to shove the corpses into the ditch or crawl over their comrades. Most pressed on, ignoring the dead men, but soon more ladders split under strain. Of the men who had ventured across the ditch floor, over half were impaled by arrows or fell victim to a wolf trap.  
 
    A few men did make it to the tower unscathed, but these then faced the task of retrieving the intact ladders from across the ditch while avoiding a hail of arrows from above. Most of them failed. Sigurd, who was not one of the better archers of the group, focused on the men at the base of the tower, and soon had hit three of them in the neck or shoulder. The men lived but were in no condition to hoist a ladder. A half-hour into the attack, not one ladder had been successfully placed against the tower. 
 
    Still the attackers came. Their supply of ladders—to say nothing of men—seemed infinite. Having learned from the first wave, the attackers began stacking ladders in pairs over the trench for added support and crossed the trench in a continuous line, one man’s helmet right against the rear of the man ahead of him. This forced the defenders to split their fire among more attackers as well as giving each man some additional cover. 
 
    Meanwhile, the barrage of stones from mangonels and bolts from ballistae continued. A man-at-arms named Frederick was the first defender to fall, pinned to the crenel behind him by a bolt. The ballistae were accurate enough to allow the Vikings to continue their attack while men crossed the ditch; the mangonels were so wildly inaccurate that the attackers didn’t even flinch at the telltale sound of a throwing arm thudding into a crossbar. For all the trouble they’d gone through to recruit Ibrahim, his engineering prowess seemed to have been greatly exaggerated. Stones continued to glance off the tower on occasion, but direct hits—causing the whole tower to shudder—were rare.  
 
    Nearly two hours after the assault began, Sigurd allowed himself to be relieved by a man-at-arms so that he could rest and get a sense for how the battle was going. From the tower, he could see a sizable portion of the Viking force, including most of their siege engines. While the attack on the tower went on, the Norsemen had dragged more siege engines into place on the north bank of the Seine. Rather than focus on the walls, the Vikings seemed to be firing randomly into the city. This was probably partly due to the inaccuracy of their weapons, but breaking down the city walls would provide minimal advantage in any case. The primary barrier to an assault on the city was the Seine. If they were unable to cross one of the bridges, the Norsemen would have to row across the river and climb up the steep banks to the city—all while under fire from archers lining the wall. This might be an effective strategy if the Vikings were willing to go all out, but so far their assault had been conservative. Sigurd suspected they didn’t plan to invade the city itself; their primary intention was to destroy the bridge that kept them from plundering freely up and down the Seine. Still, the mayhem and destruction the mangonels and ballistae were causing in the city would create panic and put pressure on the defenders to surrender. 
 
    After his respite, Sigurd rejoined the fray. The Vikings continued to refine their tactics, advancing closer and closer to the tower with their ladders before being cut down. At one point in the late afternoon, they had five ladders planted at the base of the tower at once. Even firing as rapidly as they were able, the archers in the tower couldn’t shoot down the men scurrying up the ladders quickly enough. The defenders were saved only by a stray boulder from a mangonel, which nicked the edge of one of the ladders, sending the attackers hurtling into the ditch.  
 
    After this close call, Gozlin called for pikemen to surround the tower to prevent the Norsemen from planting their ladders. This was a risky assignment, as the men were exposed to enemy arrows and ballistae, but as long as the Norsemen continued to stream over the ladders, they had some cover. Gozlin ordered the pikemen be replaced every hour by reinforcements from the city.  
 
    The assault went on until sunset, at which time the Vikings abruptly ceased their barrage and retired to their camps. The men near the ditch withdrew their ladders and retreated. Guarded cries of relief went up from the men in the tower, and the dead and wounded were carried across the bridge to the city. Three pikemen and three archers had been killed, and many more had been wounded. Despite this, spirits remained high. Gozlin worried, however, at how close some of the attackers had gotten to the top of the tower. If even half a dozen men reached the top, it would distract the defenders long enough for a hundred more to get across the ditches.  
 
    “We need that additional story on the tower,” he said to Sigurd, as they watched the Norsemen retreat in the twilight.  
 
    Sigurd nodded. “Summon the carpenters and enlist as many able-bodied men as you can to carry lumber. Assign pikemen to protect them. The Norsemen might try a sneak attack.” 
 
    “The tower will be undefended while the work goes on,” Gozlin said. 
 
    “Archers won’t be any good in the dark anyway.” 
 
    “You think we can finish the work by morning?” 
 
    “We had better. If that story isn’t finished by daybreak, the Vikings will take the bridge.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty                          
 
    Work on the tower continued through the night. While the carpenters sawed and hammered above, pikemen escorted laborers carrying lumber and other materials. Bishop Gozlin had torches set on tall poles just inside the trench, to allow the men to work. More torches, on shorter poles, were placed in several concentric rings outside the trench so that the workers would have some warning of the Norsemen attacked during the night. 
 
    The attack never came. Neither the hammering nor the glare of light from the torches seemed to interest the Vikings. Campfires glowed in the distance, and men could be heard singing and shouting boisterously for much of the night. If the Norsemen had been humbled by their inability to take the tower, they did not show it. 
 
    The additional story on the tower was finished just after dawn. Fortunately, the Vikings got a late start due to the previous night’s revelry, so they did not renew their attack until full daylight. Having evidently failed to grasp the significance of what had occurred during the night—and perhaps heartened by the fact that the defenders had withdrawn the pikemen at the base of the tower—the Norsemen continued with the same tactics they’d used the previous afternoon. Soon they had three ladders in place. It didn’t take them long to realize their mistake. Men reaching the top of the ladders found themselves facing crenels that had been divided by boards into vertical slits that were too narrow to climb through. Unable to swing their axes at their foes, they were impaled by spears or struck by arrows from above and fell to their death. 
 
    After a half-dozen men suffered this fate, the Norsemen gave up on climbing the ladders, opting for a different tactic: they sent men over the ditch with picks and shovels to dig underneath the tower. Some held shields over their heads while others dug. But the defenders were prepared for this as well. A small charcoal furnace burned in the tower, allowing them to heat a mixture of oil, wax and pitch in a cauldron, which was then dumped onto the attackers. Much of the scalding hot goo simply spilled off their shields, but enough spilled or splashed onto them to cause severe burns. A man might survive one assault, but by the second he was writhing on the ground in agony or clawing his way through the trench in an attempt to get to the river. After several hours and many more dead, the Norsemen gave up at this as well.  
 
    Their next tactic proved more effective. Men crawled over the ladders carrying a large canopy made from the skins of oxen. Arrows stuck in the leather but could not penetrate it, and soon a dozen men labored in front of the heavy wooden door of the tower. The canopy was assembled into a dome with a frame of pine logs. The Vikings spent the rest of the day crawling back and forth on the ladders under shields, ferrying bundles of green wood and buckets of pitch to the dome. Just before dusk, they set the mass of fuel alight. 
 
    Soon a dense plume of smoke enveloped the tower, burning the eyes and throats of the men inside. It grew so smoky and hot inside the tower that all the men were forced to the top level. The tower itself was in little danger, but several men were incapacitated by the smoke. The top of the tower was crowded with men on their knees, coughing and vomiting. Those who could still function stood at the perimeter of the tower with their bows ready and tears streaming down their cheeks. If the Vikings rushed the bridge en masse, the defenders were going to be hard-pressed to repel them.  
 
    Gozlin ordered two men to use some of their supply of water to douse the fire but called off the operation after a hundred gallons splashed ineffectually off the canopy. Meanwhile, the Norsemen continued to crawl back and forth on the ladders, bringing more fuel and stoking the flames higher. The archers did their best to slow them down, but they could barely see through the choking haze. Viking archers kept up their harassment, and a steady barrage of bolts slammed into the tower from distant ballista, gradually chipping away at the tower’s exterior. Occasionally the tower would shake as a stone struck it, but the structure showed no signs of weakening. Over the course of the day, three more defenders fell to arrows, including Count Odo’s brother, Robert. In desperation, the defenders threw the bodies of the dead men on top of the domed furnace in an attempt to break the wooden frame, to little effect. 
 
    “We need something heavier,” Sigurd gasped to Gozlin as the two leaned over the edge of the tower, hoping for a breeze to push some fresh air toward them.  
 
    “We could pull apart one of the merlons,” Gozlin said, patting the stone surface on which he was leaning. He was barely holding in a coughing fit. 
 
    Sigurd regarded the structure dubiously. If one fact had been proven over the course of the battle so far, the tower had been built to withstand just about anything. He was doubtful that a group of men sickened by smoke inhalation and barely able to breathe could break one of the merlons apart. There was a momentary break in the haze, and his eyes fell to the gate in front of the bridge. The gate was essentially a massive oak frame surrounding an iron portcullis some ten feet wide and ten feet high. A heavy iron chain ran from a pulley at the top of the portcullis to a slot in the side of the tower. On the lower level of the tower was a winch system that men could use to raise and lower the portcullis by turning a heavy wooden wheel. 
 
    “The wheel,” Sigurd coughed. 
 
    Gozlin’s brow furrowed, but then he nodded. He opened his mouth to speak but erupted in a fit of coughing. 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” Sigurd said. Gozlin stopped coughing long enough to nod again. 
 
    Sigurd summoned Njáll and two other men who had not yet been overcome by the smoke and led them down the stairs to the lower level. It was like walking into an oven. The smoke was even thicker here; even with their shirts pulled over their faces, the air burned their lungs. His vision blurred by tears, Sigurd stumbled across the floor toward where he knew the winch system to be. One of the men had an axe, and they took turns hacking at the wheel’s housing. One of the men was overcome by the smoke and had to be helped back to the upper level by one of his comrades. Two more men came down the stairs to relieve them. 
 
    At last the wheel came free, and the four men lifted it, rolled it across the floor and then slowly carried it up the stairs. The wheel was nearly six feet in diameter and weighed as much as two men. By the time they reached the upper level, the men were on the verge of collapse. Oblivious to the others, Sigurd staggered to the edge of the tower, shoved an archer out of the way, and vomited over the edge. 
 
    Not much later, he became aware that a group of men to his right had lifted the wheel and were carrying it to the edge of the tower above the furnace. He watched through tear-filled eyes as the wheel fell, disappearing from view. A moment later, a huge crash sounded and several men on the ground cried out.  
 
    Soon the smoke began to thin, and Sigurd moved closer to the fire to see the results of their efforts. The dome had been demolished and he could see the limbs of at least three men who had been pinned under the wheel. But the fire still burned. Even as he watched, the flames were licking the edges of the wheel as expressing their gratitude for this new offering. “Should we try to douse it again?” Njáll asked Gozlin, who stood at the next crenel. 
 
    Gozlin shook his head. “We’ve already used most of our water, and the heart of the fire is under that wheel. We’ll just have to let it burn.” 
 
    Sigurd nodded. For now, the smoke had thinned enough to give the men some respite and allow them to accurately target the men coming over the ladders. The Vikings had grown careless, counting on the thick smoke to cover them. Many of them had left their shields behind so they could carry larger bundles of wood to the fire, and these were quickly impaled with arrows. The dead men and piles of wood effectively blocked the ladders, arresting the Vikings’ efforts to stoke the fire. Soon a breeze picked up, blowing the smoke away from the tower and directly toward the Norsemen. The attackers finally gave up in frustration. 
 
    For now, the tower had been saved. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-one                   
 
    Ibrahim ibn Muhammed sat on a stool in a small dark room with his wrists tied tightly behind his back. He had been here for three days. 
 
    His imprisonment was his own fault; he’d underestimated Hrólfr’s canniness. It had taken the Viking chief only a few hours to determine he’d been duped. Ibrahim had planned to slip away from the fortress that evening but never got a chance. Two of Hrólfr’s men had burst into his quarters while he was napping and dragged him to this tiny storeroom. He’d had nothing to eat and only half a cup of water since then. 
 
    Ibrahim had never even had a chance to see his machines in action, not that there’d been much to see. From what little information he’d been able to garner about the siege, the mangonels had been comically inaccurate. The first several fusillades were expected to miss their targets, but recalibrating the engines had only marginally improved their accuracy. Ibrahim had effected these handicaps through various forms of sabotage, from cutting gears with irregularly spaced teeth to dousing the torsion elements with lamp oil the night before the siege. The mangonels would have to be completely disassembled, inspected and repaired before they would be of much use in battle. 
 
    It was regrettable that the sabotage was necessary. Ibrahim had wanted nothing more than to see the towers and walls of the Christians laid low by his magnificent engines, but after this debacle he doubted he would ever work as an engineer again. The foreigners had promised him work at their stronghold, but they had all left and were unlikely to return, given the violence and chaos that had seized Normandy. If the foreigners had a secret stronghold somewhere far away from here, they would be fools if they had not already fled this land. In any case, it did not matter: Ibrahim would never leave this room alive. 
 
    His motivations for sabotage might have been considered petty by some, but Ibrahim had never cared about the judgments of others. Hrólfr’s men had mistreated Salim, and that was a sin for which he would not forgive them.  
 
    Lothar, Hrólfr’s previous siege engineer, had pretended to accept Ibrahim’s authority while secretly working to discredit him with Hrólfr. When these efforts failed, he made up a ridiculous story about Salim assaulting him. There had been no witnesses and Salim, being mute, was unable to speak in his own defense. Salim was already widely disliked by the Norsemen for his aloof manner, and rumors had been spreading since Ibrahim and Salim’s arrival  about Ibrahim and Salim’s relationship. Hrólfr, in a fit of impatience, had ordered Salim exiled from the fort. Salim was a resourceful man—he’d had to be to survive as a deaf-mute in Kairouan—but casting him out of the fort in Frankia in the dead of winter was a death sentence. 
 
    Ibrahim, never a man to lash out in anger, had continued to work diligently on the siege engines, even magnanimously giving Lothar more responsibility, while secretly plotting to make certain the mangonels would never function properly. The ballistae would be more difficult to sabotage, and in any case they were not as vital to the assault as the mangonels: as long as the city’s towers stood, the city would not fall. Ibrahim had been willing to suffer the embarrassment of his siege engines’ failure—as well as the risk of his own capture—to ensure Hrólfr’s humiliation. 
 
    But now, having been tied to a stool in a dark room for three days with no food, he began to wonder if he’d made the right choice. Perhaps it would have been wiser to quietly slip away from the fort and look for Salim. But Ibrahim did not have the tools or skills to survive in this strange land. Even if he’d been able to locate Salim, they’d likely both have ended up dead. 
 
    The door opened, and Ibrahim squinted as light streamed into the tiny room. A hulking figure stood in the doorway, holding a torch: Hrólfr. He entered the room, closing the door behind him. He held the torch over his right shoulder so it cast a garish shadow on the wall behind him. 
 
    “Ivar says you still refuse to speak,” Hrólfr said. 
 
    Ibrahim did not reply. 
 
    “It is all I can do to keep my men fed,” Hrólfr said. “I will not waste food on a traitor.” 
 
    “Then you will learn nothing,” Ibrahim rasped. 
 
    “Ah, now you offer to talk?” 
 
    “My offer remains the same. I will tell you how to repair the mangonels… when you return Salim to me.” 
 
    “Salim is dead,” Hrólfr said. “And Lothar has made much progress in repairing the mangonels. He says someone added oil to the springs.” 
 
    Ibrahim did not speak. He eyed the torch sizzling in Hrólfr’s right hand. 
 
    “I do not intend to torture you,” Hrólfr said. “It is only a matter of time before the engines are repaired. You’ve delayed the assault by a week, no longer. The siege goes on, and Paris will fall. I am keeping you alive only because I suspect the Parisians will pay a ransom for you. Even so, I will not waste bread on you. If you die before Paris falls, so be it.” 
 
    “Then what… do you want from me?” 
 
    “If you tell me now everything you did to sabotage the siege engines, I will grant you a swift, painless death. I will even allow you a final meal.” 
 
    Ibrahim’s laughter quickly turned into a hacking cough. “Salim,” he croaked. 
 
    Hrólfr sighed and left the room, slamming the door behind him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-two                   
 
    The reprieve gave Sigurd and Gozlin a chance to survey the battlefield. So far, the Vikings seemed to be having no luck breaching the city by other means either. Looking out over the tower wall, they saw a slew of ships approaching the bank north of the city. Already several ships were moored on the muddy bank, and men were pouring out of them. Other men, who had arrived on ships that were being rowed back to the Viking camp, held their shields over their heads while attempting to scramble up the bank toward the wall. Between the slippery ground and the dozens of arrows raining down on them from archers lining the wall, they were making little progress. Already the bank was littered with a hundred or more dead or injured Norsemen. Those who got close to the wall received a faceful of boiling water or tar and were forced to retreat, many of them diving headlong into the Seine. 
 
    Noxious smoke continued to waft up from the fire at the tower’s base, but the fuel was slowly burning out, and the wind was now carrying the worst of the smoke away. The bodies of the three men they had thrown down had burned beyond recognition. 
 
    “It is not a fitting resting place either for warriors or for the brother of a count,” Sigurd said. 
 
    “They served Paris well, even in their death,” Gozlin replied. “There will be time to give them a proper burial, but first we must make sure the city is safe.” He put a man in charge of the tower and then he and Sigurd went downstairs. They ran across the bridge, mindful of the possibility of being picked off by an archer, but the Norsemen appeared to have had enough for the day. The city gate opened and the two went inside. 
 
    They stopped briefly at Gozlin’s house to eat and wash up. Neither had eaten anything since the previous evening, and they were covered from head to toe with a sticky mixture of sweat, dirt, and pitch. Gozlin changed clothes and offered a fresh shirt to Sigurd, who gladly accepted. They were both exhausted, but there was no time to rest. They needed to take advantage of this reprieve to consult with Odo and the rest of the defense council; the Norsemen might resume their assault on the tower at any moment. 
 
    By the time they arrived in the meeting chamber, though, the immediate threat seemed to have passed. 
 
    “The Danish ships have fled downriver,” Odo informed them. 
 
    “Are they going home?” Gozlin asked hopefully. 
 
    “It doesn’t appear so. Men at the northwest corner of the wall report that they are dragging their ships aground less than a half-mile away. They are returning to their camps.” 
 
    This was good news, though not what the defenders were hoping for. Odo informed them that the people of the city were desperate and afraid; there was no defense against the constant barrage of boulders that rained down on the city, crushing buildings and killing people at random. Some citizens were beginning to agitate for surrender. 
 
    Odo himself seemed tired and anxious, but he expressed relief and gratitude that the tower had been successfully defended. He accepted news of his brother’s death with grim resolve. “We will not cede an inch of this city to those barbarians,” he growled, heedless that two barbarians—Sigurd and Njáll—had played a vital role in saving the tower. 
 
    The defenders had lost twenty-six men in total, in addition to nearly a hundred civilians. Most of the latter had been crushed by collapsing buildings that had been struck by stones. By comparing accounts from the tower and men on the walls, they estimated that over three hundred Norsemen had lost their lives over the past two days, with many more wounded. These were not welcome numbers: although the Norse casualties outnumbered the Frankish by a large margin, the defender’s forces had been reduced to such an extent that they could barely cover the entire city wall. Meanwhile, the Vikings still had nearly twenty thousand men, most of whom were well-rested and anxious for a fight. Only a fraction of their total force had so far engaged in any fighting. From what little information the defenders could gather, it seemed that the rest were busy cutting wood, building shelters, and scavenging the countryside for food and supplies. 
 
    Little was decided at the meeting; the defenders had few options but to continue to be wary and watchful. Sigurd and Gozlin retired to the bishop’s house to get some much-needed sleep.  
 
    When Sigurd awoke, it was dark, and Gozlin was already up. He still looked exhausted. The bishop was suffering from a hacking cough that hadn’t ceased for more than a few minutes since they’d left the tower. Sigurd’s lungs still burned, and his throat was sore, but Gozlin was faring much worse. In between fits of coughing, he informed Sigurd that the Vikings near the tower had retreated to the camp as well. They showed no signs of leaving the valley; in fact, they were at work on several wooden halls and garrisons, indicating they planned to stay through the winter, at least. 
 
    Over the next few days, scouts informed the defense council that the Vikings were pillaging widely throughout the area, stealing or slaughtering farm animals, taking anything of value, and setting fire to houses. The Franks they did not kill with spear or axe were left to die from the elements. Hundreds of these made their way to the gates of Paris and were admitted in groups while archers in the towers watched for the approach of Viking attackers. The Vikings showed no interest in the refugees, though, content to allow the city’s population to surge while its food supplies dwindled. This prompted some grumbling from members of the defense council about Sigurd’s assurances that their rations would not run out. The swelling of the city’s population was worrisome enough, but the Vikings were consuming anything edible for miles. So far, they hadn’t made an organized attempt to cut Paris off from the surrounding villages, but they certainly had the numbers to do so. 
 
    The haphazard character of the Norsemen’s attack puzzled Odo and the other members of the defense council. The full force of Norsemen—mostly Danes—had now arrived, and scouts estimated their numbers at over twenty thousand. That meant they outnumbered the defenders by a margin of a hundred to one. If they attacked en masse, they would have no trouble overwhelming the defenders. But so far, they had not. 
 
    Sigurd thought this was largely due to overconfidence: the Vikings had begun to believe the myth of their own invincibility, which had spread widely through Europe. After successful raids throughout northern Frankia and the capitulation of Rouen, it simply hadn’t occurred to them that the city would put up a credible fight. 
 
    Beyond this, though, were problems of logistics, organization, and inter-tribal rivalries. The Viking army was really four separate groups: two factions of Danes under the command of Siegfried and Sinric, respectively, Hrólfr’s men, and a Norwegian contingent nominally under Hrólfr’s control. Although Harald undoubtedly gave his blessing to the Norwegian group, he did not seem to have an active hand in organizing the attack. He was rumored to have returned to his own country before the siege began. 
 
    As far as the council could determine, the men spearheading the attack on the tower were Hrólfr’s. The ships delivering men to the northern bank were Siegfried’s, while those attacking the south side of the city were Sinric’s. Sinric seemed to have no siege engines; all the mangonels and ballistae were being fired from the north bank. Siegfried had his own battery of mangonels; the ones Ibrahim and Lothar had built were focused mainly on the northern tower.  
 
    The accuracy of Ibrahim’s mangonels had improved somewhat after the first day but still had scored few direct hits on the tower. Sigurd continued to be unsettled by the inaccuracy of Ibrahim’s mangonels, but the truly baffling aspect was their inconsistency: even after scoring a direct hit, a mangonel would usually miss with its next shot. In the testing he had observed, Ibrahim was able to gradually fine-tune the mangonel’s aim, becoming more accurate with each shot. Yet these men missed the tower most of the time even after two days of practice. Either the men firing the mangonels were completely incompetent or the mangonels were malfunctioning. Spies reported that Hrólfr’s men were tearing apart some of the mangonels, suggesting the latter. 
 
    For the next three days, while the Norsemen raided the countryside, constructed garrisons and puzzled over their siege engines, the denizens of the city buried their dead, attended the wounded, removed debris and did their best to repair structures that were reparable.  
 
    On the morning of the fourth day after the Viking retreat, a messenger reported to the council that a young knight, who had traveled to Normandy from England to offer his assistance to the Parisians, had arrived. Accompanied by his squire and six men-at-arms, the knight, named Bernard, had left on a boat from London on the first of November, arriving in Rouen three days later. Finding the passage to Paris blocked by Danish ships, they went ashore and marched overland toward the city, but could not get through the Viking lines. When the Norsemen retreated, Bernard and his companions seized the chance to slip past them and approach the northern gate. 
 
    Welcome though they were, eight men were unlikely to make a critical difference in the city’s defense. What caught Sigurd’s attention was the messenger’s mention of two prisoners Bernard had picked up along the way. Apparently they had encountered two foreigners in Rouen who were reported to have advised Hrólfr on strategy for the attack on Paris. 
 
    Bernard was invited to brief the council on what he had seen on the way to Paris, but Sigurd excused himself from the meeting, making his way to the jail where he’d been told the prisoners were being held. By this time, Sigurd was well-known throughout the city for his heroism at the tower, and the guard let him into the prisoner’s cell without a word. 
 
    “It seems fate will not allow us to part quite yet,” he said to the two men, who sat on the dirt floor with their backs against the far wall of the cell.  
 
    The larger man got to his feet. “Sigurd?” he asked. “What in Odin’s name are you doing here?” 
 
    “Making the best of a bad situation,” Sigurd replied. “You’d be amazed how much credibility you can earn with a little foreknowledge. It is good to see you, Gabe. And you as well, Áengus.” 
 
    Áengus pulled himself to his feet. “Foreknowledge hasn’t helped us much. Can you get us out of here?” 
 
    “I will have to speak with the bishop, but I don’t think it will be a problem, assuming you are willing to fight for Paris.” 
 
     “I’d fight for the devil himself if he gave me a warm bed and a bottle of ale,” Áengus said. 
 
    Sigurd smiled and exited the cell, closing the door behind him. “Get these men something to drink,” he said. “They are friends.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-three     
 
    “O’Brien!” called a woman’s voice from up the beach. O’Brien stood and peered toward the woods. It was Helena. With her were the young recruits, looking as healthy as ever. 
 
    While Joseph tended to Dimitris as best he could, O’Brien ran to Helena and embraced her. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” O’Brien said. “I had no idea they’d come here. I still don’t understand how they—” 
 
    “It is all right,” Helena said. “The Vikings fight. They save us.” 
 
    “It was amazing!” Eckart said, coming up alongside of Helena. “They fought, every one of them. Even the ones near death.” The other boys chimed in with their own accolades.  
 
    “They are in Valhalla now,” Joseph said. 
 
    O’Brien nodded grimly. He knew why the Norsemen had arisen from their tents: to die as a warrior was to earn the eternal reward, feasting with the gods in Odin’s Hall. They’d barely been able to stand, but they’d chosen to die on their feet. Because of this, Helena and the boys still lived. And even more incredible, the Vikings, near to death as they were, had killed two of the Cho-ta’an’s henchmen. 
 
    “What’s happening, O’Brien?” asked Carpenter in his ear. 
 
    “The Norsemen are all dead. Dimitris is bleeding out. Helena and the other recruits seem to be okay.” 
 
    “The Doctor is on the move,” Carpenter said. “Looks like the two henchmen have rejoined him. They’re heading south.” 
 
    “Back to Morlaix?” 
 
    “Don’t know yet. Will let you know when they get to the fork.” 
 
    “Dimitris is dead,” Joseph said, walking up to O’Brien. 
 
    “Are any of the others still breathing?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Joseph said, looking around. 
 
    “I look,” Helena said. 
 
    An inspection of the bodies revealed that none of the men still lived. 
 
    “Should we bury them?” Joseph asked. 
 
    “Put them on Skjöldur,” O’Brien said.  
 
    Joseph nodded, understanding. They needed to scuttle the ship anyway. A funeral pyre was an appropriate treatment for Vikings who had died in battle. 
 
    They spent the next hour dragging bodies to Skjöldur and lifting them onto the deck. After a brief debate, it was decided to give the two Franks the same treatment. Leaving the bodies to rot on the beach seemed callous, and they weren’t about to dig a grave without tools, even in sand. The men would all burn together, and the gods would decide which of them to reward in the afterlife. 
 
    Disposing of the dead horse was a bigger problem. Joseph and O’Brien ended up hacking the beast in half with axes so they could get it into the boat. While they did this, Eckart and Dorian worked on coaxing the other horse back to their camp. Helena and the other recruits gathered driftwood and dry brush for the pyre. 
 
    Once the ship had been loaded with fuel, O’Brien climbed into the ship and got the fire going with his lighter. He jumped out, and together they all pushed the ship into the sea. Splashing after the ship in the surf, Joseph and O’Brien gave her a final shove. As the fire rose, Skjöldur drifted out to sea. For some time, the living stood at the shore, watching the plume of gray smoke drift heavenward, silently giving thanks to the men who had died to keep them safe. At last, the smoldering remnants of Skjöldur sank, and the smoke dissipated against the mottled gray sky. 
 
    One by one, the assembled turned and walked back to their camp. Joseph stoked the fire, and they sat for a while in a circle around it, drying their clothes and warming themselves. Having lost contact with Andrea Luhman again, O’Brien had no information to give them regarding the location of the Doctor or his men; they could only hope they continued their flight out of town. O’Brien thought it strange that they had fled, but perhaps they weren’t expecting such fierce resistance from a group of sick men. On the other hand, it was hard to know what they expected, as they couldn’t possibly have known about the Norsemen’s camp in the first place. Or could they? 
 
    It couldn’t be coincidence that the Doctor’s henchmen had shown up on the very beach where Skjöldur had made port. Somehow the Doctor knew. But how? Had Joseph betrayed them? When would he even have had the opportunity?  
 
    He was still puzzling over this when Carpenter made contact again. He stepped away from the fire to converse in private. 
 
    “Looks like the Doctor is heading southwest,” Carpenter said. 
 
    “Southwest? That doesn’t make any sense. They’ve already spread the virus there.” 
 
    “It makes sense if the Doctor is running scared,” Carpenter said. 
 
    “Scared? Of us?” 
 
    “Your guys killed two of his men. I don’t think he likes traveling without a full security contingent.” 
 
    “The other possibility is that they figure they’ve spread the virus to enough cities to cause a continent-wide epidemic.” 
 
    “Probably some combination of the two.” 
 
    “Have they?” 
 
    “Spread the virus far enough? Hard to say. The algorithm doesn’t have enough data to give a definitive answer yet, but my guess would be yes. It’ll burn out at most vectors, but with the distance they’ve traveled, the odds look pretty good that it’ll keep going for a while. Especially since we know it’s jumped the English Channel.” 
 
    “Any idea where the Doctor is headed?” 
 
    “Somewhere in southern Europe. Probably wherever their lab is. The captain is telling me you need to get your asses back to Iceland.” 
 
    “Would love to,” O’Brien said, “but we just torched our ride home.” 
 
    “I was wondering about the fire. Funeral pyre?” 
 
    “Yeah. It was a floating plague ward, and we don’t have the manpower to row it anyway. Going to have to find another way.” 
 
    “That’s going to be tough. Most of the ports are closed. You’re going to have to travel overland to the east quite some distance. Fast, if you’re going to get ahead of the virus.” 
 
    O’Brien considered this, regarding the healthy-looking young men sitting around the fire with Helena. “I’m not sure the virus is a concern, at least for our party. If these kids were going to get sick, I think it would have happened by now.” 
 
    “You think they have some kind of immunity?” 
 
    “Either that or it’s just dumb luck. Viruses are unpredictable. Maybe it’s not as deadly as we think. What if we head south?” 
 
    “South? Tell me you’re not thinking of going after this Doctor and his men.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because they’re armed and dangerous and you’ve got a bunch of kids with you, for starters. I don’t want to sound heartless, but Europe is not our problem. We can wait out a plague.” 
 
    “Unless it hits Höfn.” 
 
    “We still have better odds than if you go chasing aliens across France. If you and your recruits are killed by the Cho-ta’an, it could be a fatal blow to Iron Dragon.” 
 
    “There are a thousand things that could doom Iron Dragon,” O’Brien said. We haven’t heard from Gabe for two days. As far as we know, he’s dead. Dimitris and Birgir are dead. Sigurd is MIA. We’ve lost contact with Sten. Höfn could be overrun by disgruntled Icelanders any day now. And besides all that, millions of people are in danger of being wiped out by a plague.” 
 
    “We know the plague doesn’t happen,” Carpenter reminded him. 
 
    “Do we? Maybe so many people died there wasn’t anyone left to write down what happened. Or maybe we can change history after all. I understand that from up there, it’s really easy to believe that everything is unfolding the way it’s supposed to, but it’s like the fucking apocalypse down here.” 
 
    “All right, so what’s your plan?” 
 
    “Follow the Doctor. Figure out where he’s headed. If we’re lucky, he’ll take us to his lab. We break in and find the vaccine.” 
 
    “Captain is not going to like it.” 
 
    “With respect, the captain doesn’t have to watch thousands of people die of plague.” 
 
    Carpenter sighed. “Okay, when do you leave?” 
 
    “I’ll talk it over with Joseph and Helena, but I figure we’ll spend the night here and get on the road in the morning. We’ve got one horse; we can try to find a few more in town.” 
 
    “I’ll break it to the captain. For now, I’m going to tell him you’re heading south to find a way around the area affected by the plague. I’ll update him as necessary. Who knows what the hell is going to happen tomorrow?” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-four            
 
    “Why didn’t you kill Harald when you had the chance?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “I told you,” Sigurd replied. “The hand of fate itself stopped me. I could not make myself do it.” 
 
    The two were alone in the main room of Bishop Gozlin’s house. Gabe had just gotten off his comm with Carpenter, assuring him that he and Áengus were still alive. 
 
    Gabe shook his head. “Come on, Sigurd. You aren’t the type to abdicate responsibility for your own actions. Obviously you had a reason.” 
 
    “Then you deny putting me in a position where I could kill Harald, knowing that I could not do it?” 
 
    “We took a calculated risk. I wasn’t even sure Harald was going to show up.” 
 
    “Now who is lying to himself?” Sigurd asked. “You knew Harald would not be able to resist a chance to track you to your stronghold. You knew I would confront him but would be unable to kill him. I suppose you knew the grenade was fake?” 
 
    “I thought you said a man threw himself on it and was killed.” 
 
    “I swapped it out with a live one before I left.” 
 
    “Ah. Hold on, you’re contradicting yourself. If we thought you’d be unable to kill him, why wouldn’t we just give you a live grenade?” 
 
    “Hedging your bets does not preclude the belief that I would fail.” 
 
    Gabe sighed in frustration. “Why did you come to Paris?” 
 
    “Because I have come to believe in the inevitability of fate. I thought I may as well be on the winning side.” 
 
    “That doesn’t answer my question. You’ve never pursued wealth or glory in battle in the past. Why now?” 
 
    “There is nothing else.” 
 
    “There is the Iron Dragon.” 
 
    Sigurd laughed. “You will fail. You have said yourself there is nothing in your history books about this ship.” 
 
    “That doesn’t necessarily mean—” 
 
    “Yes, I know. You’re going to build the most wondrous ship ever imagined completely in secret, while hiding from enemies who have weapons that can cut through stone like paper. Spare me your fairy tales, spaceman.” 
 
    “So that’s it, then? You’re a mercenary now, content to make a few pounds of silver betting on an outcome you know is predetermined?” 
 
    “Yes!” Sigurd cried. “What do you want from me, Gabe? Do you want me to admit I betrayed you? Betrayed Reyes? I did! I used your faith in the future to get close to Harald, and then I failed. I am not only a traitor but also a coward. What is left for me to do but to fight, and hopefully to die in battle?” 
 
    “At least you’re being honest now,” Gabe said. “But if you believe you betrayed us, then you acknowledge that you had a choice. And if you had a choice, then the future is not set in stone.” 
 
    Sigurd waved his hand dismissively. “I have no interest in your philosophical games.” 
 
    “It’s not a game, Sigurd. We’re all in uncharted territory here. In a strange way, despite knowing what we do about the future, we’re as confused as any humans ever were. We see the broad outlines of history like rocks we have to navigate around, but we can’t predict the flow of the river. Look, nobody can blame you for what you did—or for what you didn’t do. You used us, sure, but we used you as well. We knew what you wanted, and we let you pursue it because it served our own ends, believing all the while that you would fail. We may not be able to change the future, but we sure as hell can’t change the past. So how about if we leave it there and do the best we can to move on?” 
 
    “You are saying you still want my help with your project?” 
 
    “If you still believe in something, yes. Or if you’re at least willing to try to believe in something.” 
 
    Sigurd was silent in thought for some time. “To be honest, I don’t see how we’re even going to survive the next attack.” 
 
    “You seem to be doing all right so far.” 
 
    Sigurd’s brow furrowed. “Do you think Ibrahim is a fraud?” 
 
    “No,” Gabe said. “He’s the real deal. Probably the best engineer of siege engines in the world. You’re asking because of how poorly the mangonels have performed?” 
 
    Sigurd nodded. “Something isn’t right. They’re tearing the mangonels apart now.” 
 
    “You suspect sabotage?” 
 
    “It’s the only explanation, other than pure incompetence.” 
 
    “If it was sabotage,” Gabe said, “it almost had to be Ibrahim or Lothar. No one else had the access and the expertise.” 
 
    “Hard to see why Lothar would do it, unless he was trying to make Ibrahim look bad. Even then, he didn’t seem like the type to betray his own people.” 
 
    “And suspicion would be as likely to fall on him as on Ibrahim. Hrólfr would never fully trust him again.” 
 
    “Then it had to have been Ibrahim.” 
 
    “It’s beginning to seem that way.” 
 
    “But why?” Sigurd asked. 
 
    “Must have had a falling out. But the important thing right now is that they’ve figured it out. They’ll have the mangonels repaired in a week. If they’re even half as accurate as they were when we witnessed Ibrahim testing them….” 
 
    “The tower won’t last a day,” Sigurd said. 
 
    “We need to take out those mangonels.” 
 
    “Agreed. But how? If we had our own mangonels, we might have a chance, but we don’t have the expertise. It would take us a month to build a single engine, and it probably wouldn’t be any more accurate than Ibrahim’s sabotaged machines.” 
 
    Gabe considered this. “There may be a way.” 
 
    “You want to extract Ibrahim from Hrólfr’s fort? That’s suicidal.” 
 
    Gabe shook his head. “We don’t even know if he’s still alive, or if he’d be willing to work for Paris. Fortunately, his brain isn’t the only library of siege engine designs we have available to us.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    For the next week, Gabe worked with Carpenter to coordinate the building of trebuchets. Andrea Luhman had terabytes of data on thousands of different subjects, including virtually everything that had ever been written on the art of war. Gabe had to salute whoever assembled the IDL’s data library: they may not have foreseen this particular circumstance, but that didn’t keep them from including seventeen different sets of step-by-step instructions for building trebuchets, many of them with detailed illustrations. 
 
    After two days of transcribing designs from his comm display to slate, Gabe nearly despaired of getting the trebuchets finished before the Vikings renewed their attack. Sigurd had assembled a squad of men to gather lumber, nails, horsehair and other materials, but so far all these remained in piles under a tarp. It was while Gabe sat under a tree, cursing at the crooked lines drawn on a piece of slate, that Bishop Gozlin approached and asked him why he wasn’t using the engines that had already been built. 
 
    It turned out that Paris already had five partially-constructed mangonels, which Gozlin had ordered built at the first sign of the Viking threat. Unfortunately, they lay unfinished and disassembled in a warehouse, as the engineer had died before finishing them. Gabe had the pieces hauled out and determined after several hours that the frames would suffice for his trebuchets. After another day spent adapting his designs, the men were able to start working. 
 
    While they worked, Hrólfr’s men continued to repair their own engines. The Parisians had two advantages over the Norsemen: first, they could work onsite, while the Norsemen had to ferry components back and forth from the battlefield to a workshop at the camp downriver. Second, the Norsemen, apparently seeing no need for urgency, worked only during daylight, while the defenders worked in teams around the clock. Gabe, who had reluctantly taken on the role of engineer and foreman, slept in the warehouse. Another development was more troubling: scouts reported that the Vikings were also building wheeled battering rams. 
 
    Twelve days after the Viking retreat, stones once again began to fly at the tower. The first few volleys missed by a broad margin, but the mangonels steadily became more precise over the next two hours, until stones were slamming against the tower every few minutes. Most of these were glancing blows, but several times the tower shook so hard Gabe could see it shuddering from the warehouse, over a hundred yards away. It was late afternoon when he ordered the first trebuchet into position. They’d done no full-scale testing on the machines; they would be tested in battle. 
 
    Like the Viking’s machines, the trebuchet was inaccurate at first, but it could be calibrated for greater accuracy by adjusting tension, the size of projectile used, and the amount of sand used as a counterweight. Additionally, because it used a counterweight rather than simple torsion power and a crossbar to halt the throwing arm, it didn’t buck as badly as the mangonels. As it didn’t need to be repositioned after every shot, its accuracy could be adjusted with much greater precision. The first two stones landed harmlessly on the grass. The third crushed two men standing near a mangonel. The fourth was a direct hit on the mangonel’s throwing arm, splintering it. Cheers went up from the walls. 
 
    As stones continued to smash into the tower, the other trebuchets were dragged into position. While this went on, projectiles once again began to rain down on the city from the mangonels and ballistae to the north of the city. In addition to stones, the mangonels were now throwing clay vessels of burning pitch that cracked and splattered flaming goo upon impact, setting fire to many buildings. 
 
    The other four trebuchets proved as accurate as the first. By evening, three more of the attackers’ mangonels had been destroyed. At dusk, the attacks ceased, and morning revealed that the Vikings had withdrawn their mangonels from around the tower and moved them alongside the others, where they could bombard the city itself. Gozlin ordered the trebuchets moved to where they could best target the attacking engines, but the Vikings quickly learned that if they moved their mangonels a few yards after three or four shots, it was difficult for the defenders to get a bead on them. This greatly slowed the rate of their attack, and the defenders still managed to destroy three more mangonels over the course of the day, but the deadly and destructive assault on the city continued. 
 
    That night, the Norsemen did not cease their attacks as they had in the past. Stones, bolts, arrows and fiery grenades continued to rain down on the city all night long, terrifying the citizens and keeping the bulk of the defending force awake. Though the tower and walls still stood, there was a limit to how much of this punishment the city could take.  
 
    The following morning, lookouts reported that a force of several hundred Norsemen was gathering near the tower, just outside of bow range. Meanwhile, another, even larger force boarded their ships. As the ships filled up with men, they were pushed away from shore and began to make their way upriver. Within an hour, more than a hundred ships packed full of armed men were heading for the city. They were within a hundred yards of the bridge when the ground troops charged the tower. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-five             
 
    O’Brien, Joseph, Helena, and the six young recruits set off at dawn the next day. They traveled by foot; Joseph had strapped most of their supplies to the back of the horse left behind by the Franks. Saint-Pol-de-Léon seemed unusually quiet; they saw no definite signs, but it was a safe bet the plague was well underway here. They only stopped for water at the town well and then hurried to the road leading south. 
 
    That afternoon, they arrived at a village whose population had already been ravaged by the plague. Shops were empty, and cows with swollen udders complained from their stalls. The travelers helped themselves to stores of food, stole two horses and continued on their way. 
 
    Helena, Joseph and the other recruits continued to show no signs of illness—a fact nearly as baffling to O’Brien as the Cho-ta’an’s discovery of their camp on the beach. They had been exposed to the virus countless times, with no ill effect. Was it just luck, or did they have some natural resistance? If the latter, was it possible to replicate it? He simply didn’t have enough data to know. 
 
    According to Carpenter, the Doctor and his henchmen remained several hours ahead of them to the south. O’Brien wondered if they knew Andrea Luhman was spying on them. They had to suspect by now; the Cho-ta’an weren’t stupid. Carpenter also informed O’Brien that Gabe had resurfaced, along with Áengus and Sigurd, in Paris. O’Brien was glad to hear they were still alive, although Paris was not the safest place to be: if they didn’t succumb to the plague, they would likely be killed in the impending Viking assault. 
 
    The travelers spent the night in an abandoned barn. The next morning they found six more horses; they now had one for each member of their party. The weather was cold but sunny and dry, and they made good time. O’Brien had to order them to make camp well before sundown because they were getting uncomfortably close to the Doctor’s party. There was no indication the Doctor knew he was being followed, but Carpenter insisted they leave a buffer of at least ten miles between them. As long as the Doctor stuck with his carriage, there was no danger of losing him. 
 
    They followed the Doctor in this manner for ten days, stopping only occasionally for bad weather or to give the Doctor time to get farther ahead. On the tenth day, Carpenter reported that the Doctor’s carriage had stopped at a remote estate near Toulouse. O’Brien’s party spent the night at an inn in a small village just to the north. This village, like most they had been through, appeared to be deserted. According to Carpenter’s algorithm, they were nearing the starting point of the plague. 
 
    The task of tracking the virus’s course had turned out to be somewhat more complex than Carpenter had anticipated, due to the sheer number of variables involved. He now had a general idea where the plague had started and where it had been, but he was still having trouble predicting where it would go next or how fast it would get there. Traffic analysis indicated it had hit Tours and LeMans, but despite starting out in southern Frankia had not yet infected Lyon or Marseille. Nor had it spread to any of the ports along the Spanish coast. Toulouse itself had been hit hard early on, but Carpenter estimated that at least half of the population of that city still lived.  
 
    “It’s gotta be the lab,” O’Brien said.  
 
    “Looks like it,” Carpenter replied. “Maybe they tested their vaccine on some of the locals. Could be why so many are still alive.” 
 
    “Any sign of the other Cho-ta’an?” 
 
    “Several heat signatures inside the house, but I can’t make out more than that. Too bad you don’t have the railgun.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. Although I’d settle for a pair of binoculars at this point. Tomorrow night I’m going to try to get a better look at that house. Then we can try to figure out if there’s a way to get inside and get that vaccine. I guess you’ll have to tell the captain.” 
 
    “Oh, he figured it out,” Carpenter said. “Tore into me for half an hour earlier today.” 
 
    “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “It’s all right. Everybody needs a hobby. The important thing is that he didn’t put the kibosh on it. He knows you don’t have a lot of options.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    O’Brien never got a chance to get a look at what was going on in the house. He was awakened early in the morning by Carpenter’s voice in his ear. 
 
    “…place is on fire,” Carpenter was saying. “O’Brien, can you hear me?” 
 
    “Yeah. What’s on fire?” 
 
    “The lab, if that’s what it is. Was. If there’s a vaccine in that building, it’s not going to be there much longer.” 
 
    O’Brien dragged himself to his feet. “What about the Cho-ta’an?” 
 
    “Gone, along with their men. They scattered in three different directions. Left the carriage behind; it’s probably on fire by now.” 
 
    “Can you track them?” 
 
    “It’s going to be tough. Between the cloud cover and the trees, I can’t see much.” 
 
    “Do what you can. I’m heading to the house.” 
 
    “Be careful. It’s unlikely, but this could be a trap.” 
 
    O’Brien informed the others what had happened, and they gathered their things and got on the road. They reached the house by mid-morning, but it was nothing but a pile of smoking embers and charcoal. 
 
    “Got a line on the Doctor or the other Cho-ta’an yet?” O’Brien asked Carpenter. 
 
    “Nothing,” Carpenter replied. “It’s like they were ready for us.” 
 
    “They know they’re being watched.” 
 
    “Yes, and they had an escape plan in place. Probably have allies in the town, hiding them. Unless they do something really stupid, I’m never going to find them again.” 
 
    “So much for a vaccine,” O’Brien said. 
 
    “Actually,” Carpenter said, “I just updated my algorithm, and I think I may have another way to stop the virus.” 
 
    “You do? What is it?” 
 
    “Okay, I have to tell you, you’re not going to like it.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-six                    
 
    Reyes was revising her sketches of the cave’s interior when she heard Eirik shouting from the cave’s mouth. She left her sheaves of parchment and went to the main chamber, taking a torch with her. Eirik was just inside the cave, red-faced and panting. “Adelmund… dead,” he said. 
 
    “What?” Reyes asked in disbelief. “How?” 
 
    “Torben’s friends… killed him. Set up… another man as jarl. Man named Steiner. Preparing… to attack.” 
 
    “How long do we have?” 
 
    “A day, maybe less.” 
 
    “Hell.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “All right, you know what to do. Get everybody in the cave.” 
 
    “What if we offer… to allow Torben to survey the land? If he sees….” 
 
    Reyes shook her head. “It was never about the supposed gold mine. Torben knows it’s a lie. He’s trying to assert a claim to the land, and now that he’s installed a friendly jarl, he’s got some political cover. He’s going to try to kill us all and take the land back.” 
 
    “Do you really think he would…?” 
 
    “We’re strangers here. Sigurd was our only link to our neighbors, and he is gone. With Adelmund dead, no one will shed a tear if Torben’s men murder us all.” 
 
    “What of the houses?” 
 
    “Leave them. We can’t defend them. We’ll have to hide out in the cave until help arrives or Torben gives up.” 
 
    “If we leave the houses standing, Torben’s men will move into them.” 
 
    “Let them. It will mean fewer men camping out at the cave mouth.” 
 
    “My jarl,” Eirik began, as he did whenever he disagreed with Reyes, “I do not think that’s a good idea. Torben will not need many men to keep us bottled up in the cave. Most of his men will sleep in the houses we built. If they get comfortable, it will be harder to convince them to leave. If they are forced to sleep in tents for a few weeks….” 
 
    Reyes sighed. “All right. I can’t argue with that, Eirik. We’ll tear them down.” 
 
    It took Reyes and the other settlers most of the day to tear down the houses. At first there was some resistance, particularly from Ulf and some of the older women, but they’d been kept apprised of Torben’s threats and were shaken by the killing of Adelmund. The houses could be rebuilt; much of the work was in digging up the turf and transporting it to the site of the settlement. If Torben’s men were so inclined, they could rebuild the houses for themselves, but Reyes doubted they would. The temperature was below freezing much of the day this time of year, making the turf brittle and difficult to work with. Soon the piles of turf would be covered with snow. If Torben’s men wanted to have more permanent quarters than tents, they were going to have to work for them. 
 
    The cave was dark and uncomfortable, but it was plenty big enough for all the settlers, and the temperature was cool but consistent. Reyes would have suggested they use it as the settlement’s primary shelter, but the cave was too remote from the creek and any arable land. Additionally, she had hoped they would be able to spend the winter expanding and modifying the cave, which would be difficult and dangerous if it were occupied. The idea was that the cave would be where most of the work on the Iron Dragon would be done; the settlement aboveground would provide housing—and cover—for the project. To the casual observer, it would look like just another settlement of Norsemen. 
 
    With the threat of attack looming, however, the cave was their best means of defense and survival. It was difficult to get to, requiring a journey of nearly a half-mile over rocky ground uphill from the creek, and there was only one way in or out. It would be relatively easy for a small group of defenders to hold the cave against a larger force. Reyes didn’t know how many men Torben would be able to assemble, but Eirik estimated at least thirty. Reyes had twenty-six, most of whom were women. The women were tough and most had some experience wielding an axe or a spear, but Reyes was under no illusion they could hold their own in a fair fight against thirty Norsemen. 
 
    Fortunately she, Gabe and O’Brien had discussed the possibility of an attack while most of their men were gone and had decided on a general course of action. A guard would be posted at the mouth of the cave to watch for the approach of enemies. At night, two rows of torches, the nearest row about fifty yards from the cave mouth, would be illuminated. At the first sign of trouble, the guard would raise an alarm and enter the cave, activating booby traps—grenades on tripwires—that would kill or injure anyone following them into the cave. Invaders who got past these would face archers behind cover across the large chamber just inside the opening, and finally a row of defenders with spears. 
 
    Reyes didn’t really expect Torben’s men to try to take the cave—at least not at first. Torben was smart enough to know the risks of attacking such a well-defended position. The smarter strategy would be to wait them out. He would probably be prepared to wait through the winter, at least. 
 
    It took Torben’s men three days to locate the cave mouth. Emma, who was on guard duty, raised the alarm late in the afternoon of the third day after Eirik’s warning, and Reyes ran to meet her as she was setting the second tripwire. 
 
    “I spotted a scout coming up the hill,” Emma said. “I think he saw the poles for the torches.” 
 
    Reyes nodded. Leaving the poles up had been a calculated risk: it would be a dead giveaway to Torben’s men that the settlers were hiding in the cave, but they would undoubtedly figure this out eventually anyway. At least now they knew where they stood. “Everybody’s inside?” Reyes said. 
 
    “Yes, my jarl.” 
 
    “All right, get your bow. You know the procedure.” Emma nodded and joined the other archers, who had already assembled. Reyes returned to the deeper section of the cave, meeting Eirik on the way out. He had a spear in his hands. 
 
    “I guess they found us,” Eirik said. 
 
    “Looks like it. A scout coming up from the river.” 
 
    “All right, we’re ready.” Five women came up behind him, also carrying spears. 
 
    “Probably overkill,” Reyes said, glancing at the women, “but it’s a good drill in any case.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Eirik said. “I’ll let you know when all is clear.” 
 
    “Thank you, Eirik.” Reyes continued to a chamber hidden deep in the cave, where she would wait until the threat had passed. She thought it a little silly, but Eirik insisted that she hide until the battle was over, in the hopes that even if the defenders were defeated, she would be able to survive until Gabe and the others returned. So she waited in the dark until she heard Eirik’s voice calling for her to come out. She left her hiding spot and met him again. He informed her he had followed their decided-upon procedure, waiting for an hour with the other spear-carriers and then exiting the cave mouth to check for attackers. He had found the area deserted. The torch poles had been knocked down, but Emma and Gisela were in the process of fixing them. 
 
    “I doubt we’ll see more of them today,” Eirik said. “Assuming Torben and his men are camped near our houses, it would take an hour for the scout to get back there. It’ll be tough for them to get here before dark. I think they will wait until morning.” 
 
    Reyes thanked Eirik and then made her way to the mouth of the cave. She nodded to Hildegard, who was standing watch, and then walked several yards downhill and tapped her comm. “Carpenter, you there?” 
 
    “I’m here, Reyes.” 
 
    “I’m going to be going dark for a while. Torben’s found us.” Thorough experimentation had revealed that the comm’s signal would not reach Andrea Luhman from anywhere inside the cave. 
 
    “How long do you estimate?” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t have a clue. Several weeks, probably.” 
 
    “Do you have enough food and water to hold out that long?” 
 
    “Water isn’t a problem. There’s a steady trickle into the cave from snow melt through a fissure. We’ve got enough food to last six months with strict rationing. If you don’t hear from me by then, you have my permission to start worrying.” 
 
    “I may get started early,” Carpenter said. “I’ll let the captain know. Good luck.” 
 
    The settlers remained on edge all night, keeping two guards posted at the cave mouth and sleeping in shifts. But Eirik was right: Torben’s men didn’t show up until the next morning. There were thirty-four of them altogether, most of them armed with spears or axes. They set up their tents just a few yards away from the cave opening.  
 
    Reyes and the rest of the settlers were trapped, with six months of food. And no help would be coming anytime soon. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-seven     
 
    Half of the Viking ships split off from the others, making landfall at the steep bank just north of the city wall. Men poured off the grounded ships and began to clamber up the bank, holding their shields over their heads to block the barrage of arrows headed their way from the top of the wall. As the ships still on the water approached the bridge, archers on the decks began to fire flaming arrows toward it. More men waited behind them with torches. 
 
    The men charging the tower at first seemed to be using the same methods as the attackers had before, but Sigurd soon realized their strategy had changed: the men crawling across on ladders were merely a diversion. The real threat came from the men throwing rocks, brush, and other debris into the trench. While the ladder-men kept the archers busy, twenty or so other men moved back and forth to the trench under a testudo constructed of pine and ox hide, throwing in anything they could find. This was a slow process, but the archers in the tower, firing as fast as they could on the ladder-men, were powerless to stop them. Over the course of the day, the trench gradually filled. When the Vikings ran out of stone and brush, they used dead cows, oxen, and finally the corpses of captives they had taken from villages around the city. 
 
    While this went on, the attackers continued to press against the north wall. This group had ladders as well, although they were having trouble finding places in the uneven, sandy soil to plant them. When they did get the base of a ladder planted, usually the top wouldn’t reach the crest of the wall. Most of the attackers had to content themselves with sending over arrows and insults. Those attempting to burn the bridge also had little success. It had rained much of the prior week, and the timbers of the bridge were saturated. Most of the arrows simply stuck in the wood and burned out. Piles of stones that had been stacked in front of the bridge supports kept most of the ships from getting close to the bridge, and the few men who were able to approach with torches were rapidly cut down by archers above. 
 
    The attacks continued all night; the Vikings had realized that by fighting in shifts, they could exhaust the stamina of the defenders. During the day, they had set up hundreds of tents made of ox hide just across the river, and while some slept, others continued to fire arrows into the city through holes cut in the hides. By sometime after midnight, a section of the trench in front of the tower had been filled well enough to allow men to cross it. Two battering rams, shielded from arrow fire by a canopy of ox hide, were wheeled across the trench and maneuvered into position—one against the tower itself and the other against the gate. Sigurd learned later that a third had been transported by ship to the west side of the city. All three were incapacitated by the defenders’ mangonels before they could do significant damage. Seeing that they were not going to break through the walls that night, the Vikings retreated. The two battering rams to the north, having been abandoned by the attackers, were wheeled across the bridge into the city while the Norsemen slept.  
 
    This time, to the Parisians’ great relief, the reprieve lasted longer. Those attacking the city had evidently grown envious of the men who had spent the past two weeks raiding throughout the Seine Valley, with much greater success. Over the next few days, scouts reported that the bulk of the Norsemen’s force had now moved east and were now pillaging around Reims and Troyes. They continued at this for most of December and January. 
 
    The Vikings might have given up on Paris entirely had it not been for an unexpected stroke of luck: the rain, which had saved the bridge from burning, continued almost non-stop while they raided the countryside. Seeing that the river was close to overflowing its banks, the Norsemen labored for two days to fill the river shallows with debris, brush, and the bodies of dead animals and dead prisoners, in an attempt to get around the tower. On the third day they set three ships alight and guided them toward the bridge with ropes pulled from the shore. Two of the ships struck the piles of stones protecting the bridge’s supports, but the third reached the bridge, doing considerable damage before finally sinking. On the sixth of February, the rain caused the debris-filled river to overflow and the bridge supports to give way. With the bridge gone, the northeast tower was now isolated.  
 
    Heartened by this, the Norsemen resumed their assault. The trench around the tower, which had been partially cleared by the defenders, was once again filled with debris, and a wagon piled high with hay was dragged across and left against the door to the tower. The hay was lit on fire, enveloping the tower in smoke and sending flames licking up the wooden door. The men in the tower poured all their water onto the fire but were unable to quench it. Cut off from the tower by the fallen bridge, the defenders in the city could not send help. At one point, a man slipped through the Norsemen’s lines with a firkin, which he filled with river water and handed up to the men on the second level, but the firkin slipped from the men’s hands and the man who’d tried to help them was hacked to pieces by the Vikings. 
 
    Gabe watched all of this from the city walls with stoic aplomb. He had known all this would happen; it was in the historical records aboard Andrea Luhman. He hadn’t known when the bridge would collapse, and he didn’t know the identity of the men in the tower. He had, in fact, gone out of his way to avoid learning the latter, leaving the matter to fate. There was no way to prevent the tower from falling: even if Gabe believed it was possible to alter history, Odo and the others on the council would never agree to withdraw all the men-at-arms from the tower.   
 
    The fire continued to burn for several hours. Every time it seemed about to die, the Norsemen would advance under their testudo and throw more fuel on it. The door had been badly damaged, and smoke now poured out of the openings on the second and third levels. Gabe knew the men would not last much longer, and there was nothing he could do about it. He had warned all the men-at-arms not to trust any offers of mercy from the Norsemen, but he also knew they had little choice: they would die by fire or by sword. The Norsemen had been calling to the men on the tower for several hours, offering them the chance to surrender, and finally a man on the tower called back. Gabe couldn’t make out the man’s words, but he knew what was happening. Soon the defenders began to throw their bows from the tower. The Norsemen approached with buckets of water and doused the fire, and then hacked through the door with their axes. The defenders poured outside and were escorted away from the battlefield toward the Norsemen’s camp. The steam and smoke from the still-smoldering embers of the fire made it difficult to make out their faces.  
 
    “How many?” he asked Njáll, who had come up beside him on the wall. 
 
    “Twelve souls, all told.” 
 
    Gabe nodded grimly. Despite knowing that he could not have prevented this, he felt a twinge of guilt at their fate. The only good news was that the Vikings still had not breached the city walls, and with the bridge gone, an assault on the gates was unlikely. If the historical records were accurate, however, the Norsemen were far from finished. Gabe sighed heavily. The council needed to meet to assess their situation and decide on their next steps. 
 
    “Where’s Sigurd?” Gabe asked. 
 
    Njáll shot him a puzzled glance. “Sometimes I don’t understand the way you people speak,” he said, “but to my ear that sounds like a poor joke indeed.” 
 
    “A joke?” Gabe asked. “What do you….” He trailed off, realizing what Njáll was saying. Gabe hadn’t known. He hadn’t let himself know. He didn’t want to be the one to decide who lived and who died. 
 
    Sigurd had been in the tower. And according to historical records, everyone inside would be killed. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-eight     
 
    “I’ve got a pretty good model of the plague at this point,” Carpenter said. “It’s spread all along the coast of Frankia and into southern England. In southern Frankia, it’s gotten as far as Lyon. It also seems to have appeared in Denmark and is working its way down to Germany. My guess is about half a million dead already, and a couple hundred thousand more infected. If this keeps going, it will kill a quarter of Europe.” 
 
    “Jesus, Carpenter,” O’Brien said. “I thought you said you had some good news.” 
 
    “Okay, stay with me. Originally it looked like the plague had started in southeastern Europe. I didn’t start analyzing traffic data until a few weeks ago, so I didn’t have a lot to work with, but what I could cobble together indicated the virus started somewhere in Greece or Italy. The weird thing, though, was that traffic patterns in those areas have returned to almost pre-plague level.” 
 
    “It’s not killing people in southern Europe,” O’Brien said. “Do southerners have some kind of natural resistance? A genetic immunity?” He thought of Joseph, Helena and the other recruits, who had inexplicably never gotten sick. 
 
    “That’s what I thought at first, but the pattern doesn’t follow any known racial divisions. There’s a sharp demarcation between the areas with high fatality rates and the areas with low fatality rates but the line seems to be completely arbitrary. Near Toulouse, for example, there are two villages, twenty miles apart. One has a fatality rate of eighty percent. The other had a fatality rate of less than ten percent. The genetic makeup of the residents has to be nearly identical.” 
 
    “I get it, it’s a mystery. I assume you figured it out, or we wouldn’t be having this discussion.” 
 
    “It turns out there isn’t just one plague in Europe. There are two.” 
 
    “And this is good news?” 
 
    “It is indeed. Our alien friends got sloppy. They were trying to come up with an extremely deadly virus in a hurry. So they found an existing virus, modified it, and started spreading it throughout Europe. What they apparently didn’t anticipate is that exposure to the original virus creates an immunity to the modified version.” 
 
    “Like cowpox and smallpox.” 
 
    “Exactly. If you get one, you can’t get the other.” 
 
    “That’s why our recruits didn’t get sick. They’d already been exposed to the original strain. Doesn’t explain Dimitris, though.” 
 
    “He was an architect. Probably didn’t mingle much with the hoi polloi. As a merchant, Joseph spent all day interacting with strangers. And Helena and the kids….” 
 
    “Yeah. Schools are breeding grounds for disease. One kid gets it and everybody gets it. Thank God, in this case. It probably saved their lives. You’re saying that the two strains of the virus are actually fighting it out across Europe?” 
 
    “That’s one way to look at it. Two predators competing for territory. The good news is that the less dangerous version of the virus spreads faster, as you might expect. People with the deadlier version tend to lie down and die, whereas those with the original strain continue to interact with other people.” 
 
    “I sense some bad news coming.” 
 
    “The bad news is that it’s still not spreading fast enough. The number I gave you earlier, a quarter of the population of Europe dead? That’s assuming both viruses continue to spread at their current rate.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” O’Brien said. “If a plague had killed a quarter of Europe, it would have been recorded.” 
 
    “Records from this period are spotty. Plagues happened all the time; they weren’t particularly newsworthy. I agree that it’s unlikely an event of this scale left no mark on history, but….” 
 
    “But we can’t take the chance.” 
 
    “Right. More worrying is the fact that my model shows the modified strain reaching Paris first. If that happens, it’s not going to matter whether Paris withstands the siege.” 
 
    “So how do we use this information? What can we do?” 
 
    “Step one is to find a settlement where the original strain of the virus is still active. That should be easy enough. You just need to head toward Lyon as fast as you can. If you can get ahead of the modified strain, you’ll run into the original strain pretty quickly. Find an infected subject and get a sample.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “Do what the Cho-ta’an are doing. Spread it as fast as you can. Head north toward Paris, spreading the virus as you go. Like a firebreak, burning out the available fuel before the inferno arrives.” 
 
    “When you say spread it….” 
 
    “I mean infect people, yeah.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I haven’t worked that out yet. Kissing maidens should work.” 
 
    O’Brien ignored him. “And how are we going to store the virus? We don’t even have an insulated cooler or petri dishes.” 
 
    “Still working on that one as well. Just get going toward Lyon and we’ll work out the details.” 
 
    “I have one more question. What did you say the mortality rate of the original—we need names for these viruses. Something better than ‘original’ and ‘modified.’” 
 
    “Well, the Cho-ta’an lab was near Toulouse, so let’s call the deadlier version the Toulouse strain. The original strain seems to have originated in Italy or Greece.” 
 
    “Pick a city.” 
 
    “Athens. The original is the Athens strain. The modified version is the Toulouse strain.” 
 
    “Got it. What’s the mortality rate of the Athens strain?” 
 
    “Around ten percent.” 
 
    “That means one in ten people we infect will die.” 
 
    “Well, yes, but if you don’t infect them, they will probably contract the Toulouse, which has a much higher mortality rate.” 
 
    “But we can’t know that for sure. We’ll be killing thousands of people on a half-assed theory. And don’t these viruses sometimes mutate when they meet each other to form even deadlier versions?” 
 
    “Dr. Kim says that’s unlikely.” 
 
    “Unlikely? How unlikely?” 
 
    “To be honest, I don’t think she has any idea. This is our best option, O’Brien. I get that it’s not ideal….” 
 
    “‘Not ideal’ is certainly one way of describing the murder of ten thousand people.” 
 
    “It’s all we’ve got. If the Cho-ta’an ever had a vaccine, it’s gone now. So we either spread the Athens strain as far and as fast as we can, or we let Toulouse take its course—and that means most of the population of Paris will die, including Sigurd and Áengus.” 
 
    O’Brien sighed. “All right, we’ll get on the road as soon as we can. Find me the fastest route to Lyon.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-nine            
 
    The tower was torn down, but the Vikings did not press their advantage. Unable to break through the walls, they continued to rain arrows and stones on the city while pillaging the countryside for miles around. A large contingent traveled southwest to raid the Loire Valley. At one point, the barrage of missiles ceased for several days, and the council speculated that the Norsemen had abandoned their camp. Against Gabe’s recommendation, Bishop Gozlin’s brother Ebles led a party of two dozen men to the camp with the intentions of setting fire to it. They were chased off by several hundred Norsemen. It appeared that while many of the Vikings were busy pillaging throughout Frankia, the siege was still in effect. Projectile attacks resumed with a vengeance the following day. 
 
    News of the Parisians’ plight had evidently reached King Charles, as his chief man in Germany, Henry, the Count of Saxony, arrived in the middle of February with three hundred men. Weakened by marching for several weeks through the winter, Henry’s men made only one abortive attack on the Norsemen’s camp before retreating. This assault did buy the defenders some time: while the Norsemen focused on repelling Henry’s men, the Parisians were able to get several horse-drawn wagons past them to gather food and supplies from neighboring villages. 
 
    As the winter wore one, missiles struck the city with less frequency, and the Parisians began to regain hope that the siege might end. Scouts reported that morale in the Norse camp was low; the men had likely not expected the siege to last this long, and they had little to show for their efforts. They wanted to go home. 
 
    On the third of March, one of the two Danish leaders, Siegfried, asked to be permitted to enter the city to speak with Bishop Gozlin. Gozlin agreed to meet with him. Gabe knew this was a bad idea, but by this point he had given up trying to influence the opinions of the council. Odo and the others were now thoroughly demoralized, and their faith in Sigurd’s foreknowledge had been shaken by his capture. Gabe still believed that Paris would not fall, but it was beyond his abilities to convince the council of this. For now, he could only wait and allow events to unfold. 
 
    After the meeting, Ebles came to his quarters to inform him that Gozlin had agreed to pay Siegfried sixty pounds of silver to leave Frankia. When Gabe didn’t seem pleased with this information, he explained, “The enemy’s morale is already low. By getting Siegfried to agree to a separate peace, we put Hrólfr in a bad position.” 
 
    “Just Siegfried, or his army as well?” Gabe asked tiredly. 
 
    “Siegfried’s army will follow him,” Ebles replied. 
 
    Gabe sighed heavily, and Ebles, puzzled by the exchange, left him alone. 
 
    As it happened, Siegfried’s army inexplicably opted to stay behind—as Gabe knew they would. Siegfried left on a karve with only his own henchmen and sixty pounds of silver from the city’s treasury. Hrólfr took command of Siegfried’s men, and the siege dragged on. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty                          
 
    O’Brien and the others had to travel nearly to Geneva to get to the nearest village where the Athens strain was still active. It was now mid-March, and the Toulouse strain had spread across over half of Frankia as well as a score of cities and villages in England, Denmark and northern Germany. The Athens strain was working its way east across Spain and northward along the Rhine, having run its course in southern Europe. Carpenter’s algorithm now gave a ninety-two percent probability that the Toulouse strain would reach Paris first. 
 
    When they reached the village, Dr. Kim still had no good ideas for transporting the virus. Posing as a doctor, O’Brien had gotten into a house where three young boys were in bed with the Athens virus and made off with a blanket that was undoubtedly teeming with germs, but they had no plan for what to do with it. 
 
    The common cold virus was known to be able to live outside a host for seven days, but many viruses would last only minutes. Without doing some testing that would take time and resources they didn’t have, there was no way of knowing how long the virus would live on a handkerchief or blanket. It might be dead by the time they got to the next village. And even if it lasted for days, it would still be dead well before they got to Paris, which would require them to obtain another sample—and that meant waiting around for someone to get sick and then starting the process over again. If they were going to have any chance of saving Paris, they simply didn’t have the time. Short of kidnapping a sick child, they had no reliable way of transporting the virus. 
 
    In the end, O’Brien made a unilateral decision. They made camp just outside the village and the boys started a fire, as was their habit. O’Brien sharpened his knife and then took a brand from the fire to sterilize it. He washed the back of his neck with ale and then instructed Helena to make an incision at the base of his skull. 
 
    “You want me to cut your neck?” Helena asked, horrified. 
 
    “Just a little cut. You’ll feel a little bump at the base of my skull. Here, wash your hands first.” He handed her the ale skin. Helena did as instructed. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked, feeling the bump. 
 
    “Nanobot regulator,” he said, wincing. “It… keeps me healthy. I have… little machines in my blood that fight diseases. If you remove the regulator, the machines will stop working.” 
 
    She stared at him in horror. 
 
    “I know, it sounds crazy, but it’s true. They’re called nanobots. They are designed to shut down for safety if the regulator isn’t working.” 
 
    “Then you will get sick?” 
 
    “I will get sick.” Probably very sick, he thought. 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “We need a host for the virus. I’m the perfect candidate. I have no other diseases, and my body will put up little resistance.” 
 
    “You could die.” 
 
    “I could, but I won’t.” 
 
    “You tell sky ship?” 
 
    “Not yet. This is one of those ‘ask for forgiveness rather than permission’ deals. Please, Helena. Just find the little node and cut it out.” 
 
    O’Brien hunched over near the fire, biting down on the blanket, while Helena cut into the nape of his neck and pried the device free from the base of his skull. Joseph and the young recruits watched in amazement. When she was finished, she handed him the regulator and the knife. For good measure, he swabbed the blood on his neck with the blanket. 
 
    “Thank you,” O’Brien said. 
 
    “I hope you not die,” she replied. 
 
    “That makes two of us.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Captain Mallick was less understanding of O’Brien’s actions. 
 
    “You did what?” Mallick howled at him over the comm. “What in the ever-loving fuck?” 
 
    “I know, I’m excited too,” O’Brien said. “Look, Captain. This was the only way. Everybody else in our group is immune to Athens. They’ve already been exposed.” 
 
    “You couldn’t just grab a sick kid? How difficult could that be?” 
 
    “Ethical issues aside, if we were to kidnap someone who is sick today, in two or three days the virus will have run its course. We might be able to infect a few villages, but then we’ll have to sit around and wait for people to get sick. And then presumably kidnap another kid and leave the first one behind in his place. And keep doing that, all across Frankia, daisy-chain kidnapping sick children. But you’re right, me cutting out my regulator is definitely the crazy option.” 
 
    “You realize it could kill you, right? Athens has a ten percent mortality rate among people with healthy immune system. You’ve got zero antibodies for anything on this planet.” 
 
    “I know, Captain. But that’s another reason I have to be the host. My body’s going to have a hell of a time fighting this off, which means I’ll get sick sooner and stay sick longer. I just have to stay alive until we reach Paris.” 
 
    “We’ve got three people left on Earth who know anything about the Cho-ta’an threat, and you’re one of them. We can’t afford to lose you.” 
 
    “This project is bigger than me, Captain. If we lose Paris, we lose Áengus, Sigurd and Njáll.” 
 
    “Sigurd is probably already dead,” Mallick replied. 
 
    “Not to mention that the economy of Europe will be wrecked,” O’Brien went on. “We won’t be able to count on reliable sources of lumber, coal or copper for years.” 
 
    “Well, it’s done now, in any case. Let Carpenter know when you start having symptoms. Mallick out.” The captain abruptly closed the channel. 
 
    O’Brien sighed. He knew the captain was frustrated; he’d lost control of his people on the ground and there was nothing he could do about it. O’Brien wondered if he was still thinking about ordering Andrea Luhman back to IDL space. If he did, all of this was for nothing. And there was still a good chance he was going to die. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-one                    
 
    “What am I to do with you?” Hrólfr asked. It seemed to be a rhetorical question, so Sigurd, sitting on the ground with his back against a fence of wooden posts, did not answer. Next to him lay an unconscious man whose name Sigurd didn’t know. They were inside a large stockade that had probably once held a hundred or more prisoners, but currently held only two. The other man, a recent addition to the city’s defense force, had been with him in the tower when it was taken. He’d tried to escape their captors on the way back to the camp, and one of the Norsemen had struck him on the temple with an axe handle. Sigurd was surprised they had let the man live: the other ten defenders had been beheaded in front of him. 
 
    Hrólfr paced back and forth in front of them, stroking his beard with his hand. “My first impulse,” he said, “was to tear your lungs out.” 
 
    “Harald pledged to let me live,” Sigurd replied. He tried to will himself to stand to face Hrólfr, but his muscles would not obey. This was the first rest he’d gotten in three days. 
 
    “Harald is my kin, but I am not his vassal. I am not bound by his oaths. Besides, I suspect that you may yet be useful.” 
 
    “Useful how? I will not betray the foreigners. Nor the Parisians.” 
 
    “So the traitor has developed scruples,” Harald said. “Is it true what the rumors say? That you have foreknowledge of events?” 
 
    “I know that you will lose this battle,” Sigurd replied. 
 
    “Is that why you switched sides?” 
 
    Sigurd did not answer. 
 
    “It’s true, then. Did you receive this gift from the foreigners? Are they the source of your prescience?” 
 
    “I will not speak of the foreigners.” 
 
    “Your usefulness is waning.” 
 
    “Kill me, then. You have seen yourself that I am not afraid to die.” 
 
    “You were not afraid when you challenged Harald, but much has changed since then. You have a purpose now, though I do not know if that purpose is to save Paris or to fill your pockets.” 
 
    “My motivations are not your concern. I will tell you only that your efforts here are wasted.” 
 
    “Are you speaking out of foreknowledge or merely hope?” 
 
    “You wish to know what I know of the future?” Sigurd asked. “I will tell you. If you persist in this siege, you will fail. You will never take Paris.” 
 
    “The citizens of Paris are demoralized, and their leaders are weak. The city will offer terms of surrender before the end of April.” 
 
    Sigurd laughed. “I assure you, they will not.” 
 
    Hrólfr smiled, more amused than angry. “Then we will have this discussion again in a month.” He turned and exited the stockade. 
 
    Beside Sigurd, the other man groaned. Sigurd helped him sit up, and the man’s eyes fluttered open. He was young and gaunt, with short-cropped hair and simple clothing that did not look to be of Parisian make. There was something odd about this man. Perhaps that was why Hrólfr had let him live. 
 
    “Where…?” the man moaned, holding his temple. His eyes darted around nervously. 
 
    “We’re in a stockade in the Norsemen’s camp,” Sigurd said. 
 
    “The tower….” 
 
    “The tower has fallen. Of the twelve men inside, we are the only ones who lived.” 
 
    “Why? Why did they spare us?” He spoke with a slight accent—not that of the Parisians or the western Franks, but something in between. 
 
    “I do not know,” Sigurd replied. “Are you a foreigner?” 
 
    “I am a monk,” the man said. “Two weeks ago, I had a dream of Paris, besieged by heathens from the north. I took it as a sign that I was to come to the city and help defend it, but I have proven to be a lackluster warrior. You… you are Sigurd, the Norseman who claimed to have foreknowledge of the battle, are you not?” 
 
    “I am he, although my foreknowledge seems to have failed me. I have no more idea what is going to happen than you. Perhaps tonight you will be visited by another dream.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” said the monk doubtfully. 
 
    “What is your name, monk?” Sigurd asked. 
 
    “I am Abbo, sometimes called Abbo Cernuus, a servant of the Lord and of Paris, and of its protector Saint Germain.” 
 
    Sigurd stared at him for a moment, trying to remember where he had heard the name. Then he remembered: Gabe had mentioned Abbo while they were still in Iceland, when he first told Sigurd about the great Siege of Paris that was soon to occur. Sigurd burst into laughter. 
 
    Abbo’s face grew stern. “I am not quick to take offense, Viking,” he said, “but if you laugh at my mission, ordained by God and the Protector of Paris, I shall not stand for it.” 
 
    “Calm yourself, monk,” Sigurd managed to gasp. “I’m not laughing at you or your God.” 
 
    “Then why do you laugh? Are you mad?” 
 
    Sigurd shook his head. “Until this moment, I believed I would die here at the hand of Hrólfr. But now I know I will live. As will you, monk!” 
 
    “How do you know this? Do you claim to have been granted another vision?” 
 
    “No, no, far from it. I never had any visions. I simply heard a story of the siege of Paris. In that story, there were twelve men in the north tower when it was taken by the Norsemen, and all twelve men were killed.” 
 
    “But that is exactly what happened! There were twelve men in the tower, and ten have died already. If the story you heard was prophetic, then we may very well still be killed!” 
 
    Sigurd shook his head. “Impossible,” he said. “Well, I may still die, but you most assuredly will not.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Because, monk,” Sigurd said, “you are the one who will write the story.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-two                   
 
    O’Brien awoke the next morning with itchy eyes and a sore throat. The symptoms continued to worsen as the day went on. Still, the weather was pleasant, and he had nothing to do all day but sit on a horse, so things could be worse. 
 
    They traveled over twenty miles that day, heading north toward Dijon. The northern part of the Rhone valley had not yet been hit by either virus, and their plan was to start a new vector of the Athens strain in Dijon, hoping that it would spread eastward toward the Alps and westward to wherever it met the Toulouse strain. They stopped in every village along the way, and O’Brien did his best to greet everyone in town with a hug, kiss, or—barring that—a sneeze or cough. Joseph and Helena, who had wiped their hands with the germ-ridden blanket, did their part as well. 
 
    When they reached Dijon three days later, they still had not yet settled on how to best spread the virus. Greeting large numbers of people in person was tiring and time-consuming, and O’Brien was now so sick that he couldn’t even get on or off his horse without a great deal of assistance. Weak and feverish, he tended to lapse into unconsciousness unexpectedly. In the end, Joseph and Helena decided on something they called the “high road/low road” method: Helena would sneak into churches and contaminate the Communion wafers while Joseph made friends at the taverns and other establishments catering to humanity’s baser needs.  
 
    They traveled from Dijon to Troyes this way, stopping every night at some town or hamlet and doing their best to infect as much of the citizenry as possible. They didn’t stick around long enough to see if anyone actually got sick, but preliminary reports from Carpenter were promising: according to traffic patterns, the Athens virus was spreading as expected. Whether it would prove an effective firebreak to the Toulouse strain remained to be seen. 
 
    By the time they reached the village of Créteil, ten miles south of Paris, O’Brien was in grave condition. He had shown Joseph how to use his wrist cuff to monitor his vitals, and his fever was dangerously high. Helena did what she could to keep him hydrated and cool his skin with damp rags.  
 
    “He cannot go to Paris,” Joseph said. He had switched from Frankish to Greek, as O’Brien was too delirious to understand them anyway. 
 
    “None of us can go to Paris,” Helena replied. 
 
    Joseph nodded. They had thus far avoided the question of what they would do when they got to Paris, but they could avoid it no longer. Unfortunately, O’Brien could not participate in the discussion. 
 
    Joseph tapped the comm button on O’Brien’s wrist cuff. O’Brien had showed him how to use it a few days ago in case he became incapacitated, and Joseph had taken it off him the previous day. “Mr. Carpenter, are you there?” 
 
    “This is Carpenter. Who am I talking to?” 
 
    “I am Joseph Poncella, a friend of O’Brien.” 
 
    “Hello, Joseph. How is O’Brien?” Carpenter spoke slowly, clearly unaccustomed to conversing in Frankish.  
 
    “He lives, for now. We are near Paris.” 
 
    “I see that. You have done… a good work,” Carpenter said, struggling to find the right words. “The Toulouse plague slows.” 
 
    “What about Paris?” 
 
    “My model says the Toulouse strain will probably reach Paris first. The probability is seven out of ten.” 
 
    “We must help the Athens strain.” 
 
    “You have done enough. O’Brien is in no condition to travel. We do not know how the viruses will affect the situation in Paris. To wait is best.” 
 
    “I disagree,” Joseph said. “If we can get the Athens strain into the city, we can protect the defenders. The Toulouse strain will hit the Vikings, killing many of them. This could be how Paris wins.” 
 
    “That is… not what we believe will happen.” 
 
    Joseph smiled at Carpenter’s clumsy attempt to speak in guarded terms of his foreknowledge. 
 
    “O’Brien has told me about your history books,” Joseph said. “He says the account of this siege is sketchy and probably inaccurate. Speaking for myself, I have never believed in fate. We must do whatever we can to tip the odds in our favor.” 
 
    “O’Brien cannot travel.” 
 
    “I will go. Helena can tend to O’Brien and the boys.” 
 
    “We… I can’t ask you to do that.” 
 
    “You do not have to. When O’Brien first told me of his plans to build a sky ship, I thought he was crazy. But here I am, speaking to a man a thousand miles above me. I have come to believe that this project is the most important thing ever to have happened on Earth, and I am honored to have a small part in it.” 
 
    “All right, I will ask the captain. Although I suppose… we can’t stop you, can we?” 
 
    “You cannot.” 
 
    “All right. What’s your plan?” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Joseph left their camp on foot the next morning, following the bank of the Seine north toward Paris. After being briefed by Carpenter on the locations of the Viking forces, he left O’Brien’s cuff and comm with Helena. If all went well, Joseph would soon be reunited with Gabe, who was in contact with Andrea Luhman. They were already down to three comms, so having two in one location was a redundancy they couldn’t afford. Unspoken was the possibility that Joseph would be captured by the Norsemen. The Vikings wouldn’t be able to crack the lock required to operate it, but the comm would be lost forever. Even if the Iron Dragon project got back on track after Paris and proceeded smoothly, it would be years before they could build another miniaturized transceiver.  
 
    Joseph hoped to avoid being spotted by the Norsemen, but barring that, he would rely on his apparent harmlessness. Unless they decided to kill him for sport, they would probably allow him to pass. 
 
    As he neared the city, he left the main road to take a less-traveled path that cut through the woods to the northeast, hoping to bypass Hrólfr’s camp. Less than a half mile down the path, he heard a twig snap behind him and whirled around to find himself face-to-face with a huge Norseman with a thick, braided beard. He had a bow pointed at Joseph. Before Joseph could react, four more men stepped out from behind trees. Turning, he saw three more men coming up the path. He was surrounded. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-three     
 
    “These are Hrólfr’s woods,” said the man with the braided beard, striding down the path toward him. “You are trespassing.” The other men converged on Joseph from left, right and behind. 
 
    “I am but a penniless merchant from Constantinople,” Joseph replied. “My name is Joseph Poncella. Bandits took my horse and wares. I have nothing but a day’s supply of food and water, and I have been walking all day. I had hoped to find work in Paris.” 
 
    The man laughed. “You’ve picked a bad time to seek refuge in Paris. It is about to be overrun by vicious marauders. Come back in the summer, when we are through with it.” 
 
    “If you are so certain of the city’s fall, then I am no threat to you. Please, I have no interest in politics or war. I merely wish to find a bed for the night.” 
 
    “How much money do you have?” 
 
    “Five silver pieces.” 
 
    “Your bandits left you with five silver pieces?” 
 
    “It is sewn into a pocket inside my coat. The bandits took my purse but did not search my coat. You are welcome to it if you let me pass.” 
 
    “We are welcome to it in any case,” the man said. “Give me the coat.” 
 
    Joseph took off his coat and handed it to the man, who quickly located the hidden pocket. He tore out the money, put it in a pouch at his belt, and tossed the coat on the ground. “What is in your pack?” 
 
    “Only food and water, as I have said.” 
 
    “Give it to me.” 
 
    Joseph handed the pack to the man. The man tore it open, dumping the contents on the ground. “What is this?” he asked, holding up the dirty, damp blanket. 
 
    “A blanket. The nights here are cold.” 
 
    “Why is it damp?” 
 
    “It’s only dew,” Joseph said. 
 
    The man held the blanket to his face and sniffed. “It’s the foulest blanket I have ever seen. Ari, have you ever seen such a foul blanket?” 
 
    “I have not,” said a voice from Joseph’s left, “and I slept last night in a tent with Thorkel Hjalmarson.” 
 
    Laughter echoed in the forest. 
 
    “You are better off without it, even if you catch cold,” said the man, tossing the blanket to the ground. 
 
    “That is probably true,” Joseph said. 
 
    “Get to Paris,” the man said. “If you hurry, you will see its walls crumble. If I catch you in these woods again, I will slit your throat.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Joseph arrived at Paris just before nightfall. The men at the gate had been warned to expect him, and they opened the gate as he approached. A tall man with a three-day beard greeted him. “I’m Gabe,” said the man, holding out his hand. Joseph hesitated. “It’s all right,” Gabe said. “I’m immune.” 
 
    Joseph nodded. “Tiny machines in your blood. But you may pass it to others.” He’d retrieved his pack and the blanket after the hunters left, but he probably had enough of the virus on his hands to infect the entire city in any case. 
 
    “Well, that is the plan, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I’d assumed you’d want to control the spread. It wouldn’t do to have all your men-at-arms sick at once.” 
 
    Gabe shrugged. “It’s barely controlled chaos at this point, and we’re racing against the Toulouse strain. Probably best if we spread the Athens strain as quickly as possible.” 
 
    Joseph nodded, shaking Gabe’s hand. “Perhaps you are right. If we are lucky, the current cessation of hostilities will last for another week. Also, I should tell you that the Norsemen may have a head start.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” 
 
    “Meaning that I’m fairly certain I inadvertently infected at least one on the way over. Whether it spreads and how far is difficult to say.” 
 
    “That is unfortunate,” Gabe said. “If Athens spreads through their camp, it will protect them from Toulouse too. I suppose the good news is that the pause in their attacks will probably continue for a while. Things have been quiet since they took the tower.” 
 
    “Have you heard anything about your man Sigurd?” 
 
    “No. He is presumed to be dead, but we have not seen his body. The corpses of several of the other men who were in the tower were seen floating in the river.” 
 
    “Then there is hope.” 
 
    “There is always hope. How is O’Brien?” 
 
    “Not well. He may have saved Europe, but I am not certain he will live to see it.” 
 
    “O’Brien is tenacious. But the least we can do is make sure his sacrifice isn’t in vain.” 
 
    “Agreed. So whom shall we sicken first?” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Gabe took Joseph on a tour of the city’s defenses, introducing him to dozens of the men-at-arms as an “advisor.” The men were puzzled but cordial. Gabe couldn’t help feeling a bit guilty: they were deliberately infecting good men with a dangerous virus without their knowledge or consent. He hadn’t even told Odo or Gozlin of their plan, as he was unsure they would understand—much less approve. He had to continually remind himself that if the men were not exposed to the Athens strain, they would very probably die from the Toulouse strain. 
 
    Gabe and Joseph did not make any effort to infect the citizenry of Paris. There was enough fraternization between the men-at-arms and civilians that the disease was bound to spread eventually, and it was better if not everyone in the city was sick at once. 
 
    After two hours of greeting the city’s defenders, Gabe and Joseph walked to Bishop Gozlin’s house, where Joseph would be staying as long as he was in Paris. Gabe was conflicted about this: it was bad enough that they were infecting the city’s entire defense force, but lying to the bishop about the purpose of Joseph’s mission (Gabe had told him Joseph had information about the Vikings’ strategy) and then bringing the disease into his house was something else entirely. As he knocked on the door, Gabe wondered whether he owed Gozlin the truth. 
 
    The bishop’s servant, a man named Dagobert, answered the door.  
 
    “Hello, Dagobert,” Gabe said. “Is the bishop in?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, come in. I take it this is Joseph?” 
 
    Dagobert held the door open as they entered the house. He held out his hand and Joseph shook it, glancing uncertainly at Gabe. 
 
    “I will show you to your room,” Dagobert said. “I would summon the bishop, but he is resting. I’m afraid he has come down with a terrible cold.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-four            
 
    There was no way to know how the bishop got sick, nor which virus had infected him. Most likely he’d picked it up from one of the refugees fleeing the villages being ransacked by the Vikings. Despite his pressing responsibilities as the chief organizer of the city’s defense, Gozlin made an effort to greet all the refugees personally. In the end, this kindness probably cost him his life: he died ten days after Joseph arrived.  
 
    The whole city mourned the indomitable bishop’s passing; even Gabe, who had known the bishop was doomed—it was a documented historical fact that Bishop Gozlin had died of a plague sweeping through the city—found himself shaken by the man’s death. They never did learn which virus killed him; his lungs had been badly damaged by the smoke in the tower, and the infection was simply too much for him. He slowly suffocated in his own bed. 
 
    Most of the men-at-arms had begun to show symptoms shortly after Joseph arrived. More than two-hundred residents of the city died within a few days of Gozlin—more than they would have expected the Athens strain to kill, but fewer than would have died if Toulouse had spread unchecked. It seemed that the two strains had arrived almost simultaneously. Nearly everyone in the city got sick, although the severity of the symptoms varied widely. Some were bed-ridden for days; others had only a mild fever or sore throat. Bernard, the young knight who had delivered Gabe Áengus to Paris, succumbed to the plague a week after Gozlin. 
 
    Eckart, the young Frankish recruit traveling with O’Brien, provided Carpenter with updates on O’Brien’s condition several times a day. Helena, evidently having grown frustrated with her lack of facility with the Frankish language, had delegated the task to the boy. O’Brien’s condition remained stable but dire: he had slipped into a coma, and his fever still burned.  
 
      
 
    Fortunately, the cessation of fighting held during this time. A pattern of illness similar to that affecting Paris had emerged among the Vikings: in the end, Carpenter estimated that about twenty percent of their men were killed by the virus. When the worst of the plague had passed, the Norsemen began hurling infected corpses into the city with their mangonels, but by this point the diseases had already run their course within the walls. 
 
    Count Odo had taken advantage of the epidemic to leave the city with a small retinue to go to Sélestat, 150 miles to the east and ask King Charles for assistance. Odo’s departure was kept secret from everyone but the defense council, but Gabe had been expecting it: Odo’s mission to Sélestat was another documented historical fact. In a few weeks Odo would return, fighting his way back into the city, and in October, Charles would arrive with the Imperial army, putting an end to the siege. Despite the apparent chaos that had reigned all winter and spring, events seemed to be turning out precisely as they’d been documented. All that remained now was to wait. 
 
    The morning after Odo left, a young Frank arrived at the city gate, claiming to have come from Hrólfr’s camp and demanding to speak to whoever was in charge of the city’s defense. As most of the members of the council were sick, dead or missing, Gabe was summoned to meet with the man. He was heartened as he recognized the man as one of the defenders who had been with Sigurd in the tower. If this man lived, then perhaps Sigurd did as well. 
 
    “I am Gabe,” he said, approaching the man. “I do not know your name, but you were in the tower when it was taken, were you not?” 
 
    “My name is Abbo,” the man said. “Sigurd and I were taken captive.” 
 
    Abbo? Gabe thought. It couldn’t be. The Abbo who wrote the account of the siege of Paris was a monk, not a warrior. 
 
    “Then Sigurd still lives?” 
 
    “He was alive when I left.” 
 
    “How is it that Sigurd remains captive while you are here?” 
 
    “Hrólfr sent me with a message.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “I am to tell you that Count Odo has been captured and will be returned to you upon the payment of nine hundred pounds of silver.” 
 
    “Hrólfr is a liar,” Gabe said. “Odo is well on his way to Sélestat by now.” 
 
    “I am sorry to tell you he is not. I saw the count with my own eyes. His men have all been killed, and he is being held prisoner along with Sigurd.” 
 
    Gabe stared at the man, unable to process what he was hearing. “Are you a monk, Abbo?” 
 
    “I am indeed a Brother in service of Our Lord and the Saint Germain, the Protector of Paris. I was summoned by a divine vision to this fair city to… that is, I believed at the time I was being summoned so that I could protect it from the demonic hordes that threaten to overrun its walls. I suspect now that the Lord has seen fit to use me as an instrument to spare the life of His servant, the Count.” 
 
    “Do they call you Abbo Cernuus?” 
 
    “That is my name, yes. How is it that you know me?” 
 
    “That’s a very long story,” Gabe said. “Wait here.” He walked around a corner and tapped his comm. “Hey, Carpenter, you there?” 
 
    “I’m here, Gabe. What’s happening?” 
 
    “Remind me of the name of the guy who wrote up the story of the siege of Paris.” 
 
    “Abbo Cernuus.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought. What do we know about the guy?” 
 
    “Not much. He’s a monk who was in the city at the time of the Viking attack. The book he wrote about the siege is his only claim to fame.” 
 
    “How reliable is the book?” 
 
    “Reliable enough, as far as it goes. He exaggerates like crazy, of course, and a lot of it is poetic nonsense about saints and miracles, but the basic facts seem to check out.” 
 
    “Okay. So you know how we’re waiting for Odo to get help from King Charles and end the siege?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I think he made that part up.”  
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-five             
 
    Sigurd sat in a wooden chair across the small, sparsely furnished room from Odo, the Count of Paris. The room was plain but not uncomfortable; even the Vikings wouldn’t house a count in an open-air stockade. The improvement in Sigurd’s accommodations did not, however, compensate for the sickening dread he had felt since Odo had shown up. It wasn’t just that Odo was the leader of Paris: Gabe had assured Sigurd that Odo was the key to Frankish victory. If Odo didn’t make it to Sélestat, then King Charles would never arrive with his army and convince the Vikings to surrender. Odo couldn’t be captured. And yet, here he was. 
 
    Near the door to the room stood Hrólfr himself, arms folded, looking pleased with his quarry. Odo’s men had all been killed defending him from capture, but Odo had been unscathed. 
 
    “I have demanded nine hundred pounds of silver for your release,” Hrólfr said to Odo. 
 
    “Then you are a fool,” Odo said. “Paris will not pay it.” 
 
    Hrólfr shrugged. “I do not expect them to.” 
 
    “Then what do you want?” 
 
    “This man knows what I want,” Hrólfr said, nodding toward Sigurd. 
 
    Odo looked at Sigurd, puzzled. “What does he mean by this?” 
 
    Sigurd said nothing, glaring at Hrólfr. 
 
    “Sigurd has powerful friends,” Hrólfr said. “I wish to know their secrets.” 
 
    “Why are you suddenly so interested in my friends?” Sigurd asked. “I thought you wanted to take Paris.” 
 
    “Paris has proved a tougher nut than I expected. If there is an easier way to gain nine hundred pounds of silver, I am amenable to it.” 
 
    “You’ve accepted that you are doomed to fail.” 
 
    “Your supposed gift of foreknowledge does not concern me. However, I have been thinking recently about how much trouble you went to in order to extract a pledge from Harald that he would not bother your friends. His interest leads me to believe the foreigners may hold a treasure greater than Paris itself. I intend to hold you and Count Odo until either my price is paid or you tell me everything you know about your friends and their hiding place.”  
 
    “You expect us to believe you will let us go if I tell you about the foreigners?” Sigurd asked. 
 
    “It will depend, of course, on the value of the information you provide.” He turned to Odo. “How much did Sigurd demand for his services?” 
 
    Odo glanced to Sigurd and then back to Hrólfr. “Three hundred pounds of silver, contingent on a Frankish victory.” 
 
    “Very good!” Hrólfr exclaimed. “Then my price is three hundred pounds of silver and everything Sigurd knows about the foreigners.” 
 
    “Who are these foreigners?” Odo asked Sigurd. “Is that man, Gabe, one of them? Do they have something to do with the visions you have?” Odo had met Gabe only in passing; he knew Gabe only as the man who had coordinated the building of the trebuchets. 
 
    “Visions!” Hrólfr cried, with a laugh. “This man has had no visions. He learns all that he knows of the future from the foreigners. But they have used him and discarded him. Tell me, Sigurd, did your friends tell you that you would find yourself in this predicament, or was that not in their interest?” 
 
    “I will tell you nothing.” 
 
    “Then you will die. Don’t you see, Sigurd? You are a minor character in this story, of no real consequence. You can die a meaningless death protecting the foreigners or you can choose to be the master of your own fate.” 
 
    Sigurd said nothing. 
 
    “You did not tell me your loyalties were split,” Odo said, glaring at Sigurd in disgust. “Although I should have known it the moment you offered to betray Hrólfr. You are a traitor and a coward, Sigurd. If you do not tell Hrólfr all you know of these foreigners, you are no friend to Paris. I will kill you myself.” 
 
    Still Sigurd did not reply. He wondered if it even mattered at this point what he told Hrólfr. Reyes had been imprisoned in the cave; she and the other settlers might already be dead. Gabe, Áengus, Joseph and Njáll were trapped in Paris, and O’Brien was near death. For all the spacemen’s foreknowledge, they’d made a mess of their attempts at altering the future. Hrólfr would probably realize eventually how desperate the spacemen’s plight was, but for now he still believed they held great power. By telling what he knew, Sigurd could take advantage of Hrólfr’s illusions and probably do no harm to Reyes and the others. And yet, he did not speak. 
 
    Hrólfr sighed in exasperation. “Take Sigurd back to the stockade,” he said to the guard at the door. “He will talk, one way or another.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-six                    
 
    “I think it’s time to admit this experiment has failed,” Captain Mallick said in Gabe’s ear. 
 
    “With respect, Captain,” Gabe replied, “we need more time.” Gabe stood alone in Gozlin’s house, watching as men cleaned up debris from a building that had collapsed from a mangonel strike. 
 
    “Gabe, I understand that you’ve got more invested in this than I do, but take a look around. You’re trapped in a plague-infested city surrounded by Vikings. Gozlin is dead and Odo has been captured. The latter was supposed to be impossible, by the way, but apparently there’s no end to the amount of shit you guys can screw up if you really put your minds to it. We haven’t heard from Reyes for three weeks. O’Brien is at death’s door. We’re a year into this project and by virtually any standard, we’re well behind where we were when we started. Look, Andrea Luhman isn’t going to abandon you. We’ll stick around until you get out of Paris, one way or another, but our best chance at saving humanity at this point is to get back to IDL space as quickly as we can.” 
 
    “And arrive two-hundred years after the war with the Cho-ta’an is over? No, sir. We aren’t finished yet. We need more time.” 
 
    “Look, we can revisit this once you’re out of Paris or the siege ends, one way or another. Until then, we’ll do what we can for you. But after that, no guarantees. If you want to keep going with Iron Dragon, you’re probably going to have to do it alone.” 
 
    Alone, thought Gabe. Not just without help from Andrea Luhman. It was beginning to look like Reyes and O’Brien weren’t going to be around either. Could Gabe keep Iron Dragon going by himself? No, there was no way. He didn’t have the expertise to build a spaceship even if he had access to twenty-third century tools. If Reyes and O’Brien died, Iron Dragon would die with them. 
 
    As long as one of them lived, though, there was still a chance, however small it might be. And that meant Gabe had to stay alive through the siege. 
 
    “Any news on the Vikings? They seem to have finally gotten serious about cutting Paris off from supply routes.” 
 
    Carpenter broke in. “It’s worse than that. The way their troops are moving, it looks like they’re preparing for an all-out assault. Hrólfr and Sinric must have put aside their differences. They’re moving archers, mangonels and ballistae into position north of the city and their ships are lining up along the banks of the Seine. I’d expect an attack as soon as tomorrow.” 
 
    “We’ll be ready,” Gabe said. “Keep me updated.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    O’Brien awoke with a start. He was lying on a bed of dead leaves and moss, sticky with sweat. Sunlight peeked through cracks in a deerskin tent. He sat up and was nearly overcome with vertigo. His throat was parched. He couldn’t remember the last time he had eaten anything. How long had he been lying here? 
 
    He crawled to the door of the tent and peered out. The air was warm, and the sun was high in the sky. More tents lay scattered around a central fire pit. There was no sound but the chirping of birds. The camp appeared to be deserted except for a lean, dark-haired man dressed in skins who was leaning over the fire pit with a stick in his hand. 
 
    Looking around for a weapon, O’Brien found only a fist-sized rock. It would have to do. He picked up the rock and slowly, shakily got to his feet. The man’s back was turned to him. If he moved quietly, O’Brien might get the jump on him. He would only have one chance: one swing with the rock was all he had in him. 
 
    He moved slowly and deliberately, trying both to conserve his strength and remain silent. He was nearly on the man when he unexpectedly turned. O’Brien brought the rock down, but the man grabbed his wrist and twisted. There was a momentary shock of pain and then O’Brien was on the ground, seeing stars. The rock was no longer in his hand and his wrist was pinned to his lower back. 
 
    “Ow,” O’Brien said. “Please. Ow.” 
 
    The man released him. O’Brien panted on the ground for a moment, on the verge of blacking out. At last he managed to roll over and get a look at the man. 
 
    He was compactly built, with a close-cropped beard and short hair. His facial features and walnut-colored skin marked him as Middle Eastern. 
 
    “Who are you?” O’Brien gasped. “What have you done with Helena and the boys? 
 
    The man did not reply. He removed a leather skin from his belt and held it out to O’Brien. Hearing water sloshing inside it, O’Brien was overcome with thirst. He sat up and snatched the skin, emptying it down his throat. When he finished, he saw that the brown-skinned man had returned to the fire. He was spreading the coals as if preparing a bed for cooking. 
 
    “What are you doing?” O’Brien asked. “Where is Helena?” 
 
    Still the man did not respond. Frustrated and exhausted, O’Brien crawled to a log that had been placed near the fire to be used as a bench and sat down. The two men sat there in silence for some time. O’Brien wanted to throttle the man, force him to tell him where Helena and the boys were, but he barely had the strength to stand. He sat on the log, staring at the coals and trying to stay awake. If he were wearing his comm, he’d have tried to call Andrea Luhman, but it was missing. 
 
    He was startled by the sound of someone approaching through the woods to his left. He turned to see Cyrus, Dorian and three of the other recruits approaching from the woods. Dorian was carrying a dead rabbit over his shoulder. 
 
    “Look what I shot,” Dorian called to the dark-skinned man. The dark-skinned man did not seem to hear, but he glanced around as if noticing something different in the air. He turned, saw Dorian approaching, and bowed slightly.  
 
    “You know this man?” O’Brien said. 
 
    Dorian stopped and turned toward O’Brien, open-mouthed.  
 
    “O’Brien!” Cyrus called, running toward the camp. “You’re alive!” 
 
    “Barely,” O’Brien said, regarding the group of boys. He noticed that Eckart was not with them. “You know this man?” he said again. 
 
    “Of course,” Cyrus said. “This is Salim. He’s been helping us.” 
 
    “Salim?” O’Brien said, his addled brain working to connect the name to something. Ibrahim’s Salim? It had to be, but how…. He forced his mind to more urgent matters. “Where are Helena and Eckart?” 
 
    “They left two days ago to get help.” 
 
    “Get help? From where?” 
 
    “From Sélestat. They went to see King Charles.”  
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-seven     
 
    The Vikings attacked the next morning with everything they had. Ballistae and mangonels pummeled the city from the bank of the Seine while scores of ships deposited hordes of men with ladders and siege towers on the north side of the city. Another two hundred ships filled the river on both sides of Paris, each with a dozen or more archers firing arrows into the city. 
 
    Gabe directed the city’s mangonels to fire on the enemy’s siege engines. At this point, the ladders and towers were a bigger threat, but the risk of striking their own walls was too great. Every man, woman and child who could be spared was enlisted to throw rocks, boiling water, or hot tar down on the attackers, while the men-at-arms fired bows or manned the mangonels. 
 
    This went on for three days, with the Norsemen pausing only for a few hours during the night to sleep. It was now early June, and the nights were less than eight hours long. As some of the defenders had to remain on guard at night and others had to retrieve arrows, repair damaged walls, and fetch supplies, the Parisians were near-delirious with exhaustion. 
 
    A brief respite came in the form of Henry, the Count of Saxony, who had returned with his men to attack the Viking encampment, drawing off many of the attackers. Tragically, Henry fell off his horse into a defensive ditch around the camp and was killed. His men retreated. 
 
    Carpenter related the status of Henry’s attack to Gabe from orbit. None of it was a surprise; in fact, the precision with which the events matched Abbo’s account gave Gabe hope that maybe Charles would arrive in time after all. Aside from Odo’s capture, history seemed to be unfolding as it was supposed to. This led credence to the idea that Abbo had deliberately lied in his account. It was unclear why he would lie, and there was no point in asking him: he knew less about what was happening than Gabe did. And while history said that Odo lived, Sigurd’s fate was still unknown. 
 
    Odo’s capture remained a secret: as far as most in Paris were concerned, he was still on his mission to request help from the King. The only people in Paris who knew his actual whereabouts were Gabe, Abbo, Áengus, Joseph, and the three members of the defense council who still lived. Hrólfr didn’t want Sinric to find out because he didn’t want to have to share the ransom, and the defense council didn’t want to make Odo’s capture public because it would only demoralize the people further. 
 
    Carpenter had also informed Gabe of Helena’s departure for Sélestat four days earlier. If Charles did come, she would probably be the reason. But so far there was no sign of him. Carpenter had tracked Helena and Eckart to Sélestat, but he had lost them once they entered the city gates. All they could do now was wait and hope. 
 
    When Henry’s army retreated, though, it was clear that this wasn’t going to be enough. Regardless of what the historical record claimed, Paris wasn’t going to last another day under this scale of assault.  
 
    The defense council sent a man to Hrólfr’s camp under a white flag, and Hrólfr ordered a cessation of attacks while he and Sinric met with the defense council. This was all a ruse, and Hrólfr knew it: he had no intention of abiding by any joint decision made with Sinric. The Parisians were stalling for time. The only question was how long Hrólfr would go along with the sham. 
 
    After an hour of pointless back-and-forth, with neither the Vikings nor the Parisians conceding anything of importance, Hrólfr declared a recess. Most of the Parisian contingent returned to the city for lunch. Gabe, who had been watching the proceedings from a corner of the tent that had been set up for the meeting, decided not to push his luck any further. He approached one of Hrólfr’s men and asked to be brought to him. The man escorted him to the building Hrólfr was using as his headquarters. 
 
    “No hand grenades?” Hrólfr asked as Gabe entered the room. 
 
    “Fresh out,” Gabe replied. He had only been carrying a knife, and this had been taken from him by Hrólfr’s man at the door. The man was presumably waiting outside, but he and Hrólfr were alone in the room. Gabe studied Hrólfr, wondering if he could beat the huge Viking in unarmed combat. He doubted it. Gabe was not a small man, but the Viking chief was nearly a head taller than he, and probably sixty pounds heavier. Even if Gabe could get Hrólfr in a hold, the man outside would be on him before he could execute a death blow. Besides, history was on Hrólfr’s side: he was destined to become the first Duke of Normandy. 
 
    “You people are surprisingly reluctant to use your best weapons,” Hrólfr said. 
 
    “We are using all we have. Our guns were destroyed in the fight with Harald’s men.” 
 
    “But you know how to make more, don’t you?” 
 
    “I’m no engineer. I’m just a warrior, like you.” 
 
    “I suspect you are more than that. Let’s put an end to this charade, Gabe. Give me what I want, and I’ll convince Sinric to take whatever the city offers.” 
 
    “And what is it you want?” 
 
    “I have told you what I want. Nine hundred pounds of silver.” 
 
    “You know Paris does not have it.” 
 
    “I am not negotiating with Paris.” 
 
    “I don’t have it either.” 
 
    “No, but you have something else. Harald may have agreed to leave you alone, but I have not. I have no interest in your weapons or your technology, but there are others like Harald, who will pay a price for tools that they believe will give them an advantage over their enemies.” 
 
    “So the great Hrólfr turns out to be a simple weapons dealer.” 
 
    “I intend to rule all of Normandy. To do so, I need silver to build castles and pay men-at-arms.” 
 
    “I can’t help you. As I said, I am not an engineer.” 
 
    “Yes, that is why I will also need your friends. I understand a man named O’Brien designed the hand grenade that almost killed me. I will need him and the woman, Reyes.” 
 
    “You expect them to be your slaves?” 
 
    “I’m sure we can come to a mutually beneficial arrangement. At the very least, I can make you a lot more comfortable than you are in Iceland.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I won’t betray my friends.” 
 
    “Then this negotiation is over. Tell Ebles the attacks will resume shortly.” 
 
    “Wait,” Gabe said. “What if I can get you gold instead of silver?” 
 
    “How much gold?” 
 
    “A hundred pounds. Maybe more.” 
 
    “Where are you going to get a hundred pounds of gold?” 
 
    “My people have a mine. We have already begun to refine the ore, but we need some time to get it to you.” 
 
    “Where is this mine?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you the location, but it’s a few days’ voyage from Rouen. As you know, we have ways of communicating over long distances. I just need to speak to our man at the mine, and I can have the gold here in a week.” All of this, except for the existence of a gold mine, was a lie. Gabe had no way of making contact with Sten, and they still didn’t know if Sten’s expedition had even found the gold. Still, he figured a lie with a germ of truth would be more convincing. 
 
    “Then I will see you again in a week. The attacks continue until then.” 
 
    “I may be able to get the council to pay you part of the ransom now.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “A hundred pounds of silver.” 
 
    “Three hundred.” 
 
    “I can’t get three hundred. I might be able to get two. The balance will be paid in gold, at a ratio of eight pounds of silver to one pound of gold.” 
 
    “I have it on good authority that Paris was willing to pay Sigurd three hundred pounds of silver. As I am in possession of Sigurd, that money should be mine.” 
 
    “That reward was to be paid after the siege ended.” 
 
    “And it will end, as long as you pay the balance in a week as promised. Gold or silver, it makes no difference to me.” 
 
    “If I am paying for Sigurd, I want him released.” 
 
    “No. Sigurd remains my hostage.” 
 
    “You have the Count of Paris!” 
 
    “Yes, but I suspect Sigurd is dearer to you than any Frankish nobleman. He remains my captive until the full ransom is paid.” 
 
    “I demand to see him, at least.” 
 
    “After I get the three hundred pounds of silver.” 
 
    “No. I see him now, or the deal is off. I’m not paying you a copper penny until I know Sigurd is alive and well.” 
 
    Hrólfr considered this and nodded. “He is alive. Whether he is well enough to warrant a ransom of three hundred pounds of silver I will leave to you to determine.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-eight      
 
    Gabe was first taken to Odo, who was staying in a small house that had been built inside the prisoner stockade. Odo was surprised that Gabe, rather than Ebles or one of the other defense council members, had come, but he spoke frankly to Gabe of Hrólfr’s offer. Gabe informed the count in general terms of the negotiations taking place to get him back. Odo seemed to be receiving good treatment from the Vikings; he was anxious but in generally good spirits. 
 
    Gabe was then taken to Sigurd, who was in a shack with a dirt floor across the stockade yard. Sigurd had fared considerably worse than Odo. He’d obviously been beaten; his face was bruised and swollen in several places, and clumps of dried blood stuck to the hair on his exposed chest. He sat on the floor with his hands tied behind his back. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” Gabe growled. “Untie this man!” 
 
    The guard who had let him into the room glanced at Hrólfr, who stood at the door. Hrólfr nodded, and the man walked slowly to Sigurd and cut his bonds. Gabe helped Sigurd to his feet. 
 
    “Are you all right, Sigurd?” Sigurd hadn’t looked up since Gabe entered the room. He nodded weakly. 
 
    “Get him some food and water,” Gabe said. “And a cloth and basin to wash up.” 
 
    Hrólfr regard Gabe curiously, saying nothing. 
 
    Gabe gritted his teeth. “I am not giving you a goddamned ounce of silver unless you get this man cleaned up and get him some food and water. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Do it,” Hrólfr said with a shrug. 
 
    “I’m working on getting you out of here,” Gabe said. “I need a week to get the ransom together, but I’ll make sure you’re well-treated in the meantime.” 
 
    Sigurd nodded tiredly again. 
 
    Only when he was satisfied that Sigurd was being cared for did Gabe allow Hrólfr to escort him back to the tent. “I will inspect him again before delivering the silver,” Gabe said, as they walked back. “He’d better be in much better shape, or you’re not getting your money. Between you and me, I don’t give a damn about Paris. If that man has one more bruise on him, I’ll see Paris burn before you get a penny.” 
 
    “He will be well-treated,” Hrólfr said. “Tell Ebles the negotiations are on hold.” 
 
    “What about Sinric?” 
 
    “I will handle Sinric. You have my word. We will cease our attacks until tomorrow at this time, when I will expect payment of three hundred pounds of silver. That buys you six more days. When that time is up, you will either pay my ransom or I will resume the attacks. And the first thing I hurl into the city will be Sigurd’s corpse.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Gabe returned to the city and met with Ebles, informing him of Hrólfr’s offer. Ebles called a meeting of the defense council, and Gabe briefed them on his visit to Hrólfr’s camp. Áengus, who had proved his tactical worth over the past week, joined the council for the meeting. The council had been reduced to three members, due to the deaths of Robert and the marquis, Humbert. Those who remained were Ebles and the two counts, Grimald and Theodulf. 
 
    “We’re not giving Hrólfr three hundred pounds of silver for the return of Sigurd,” said Count Grimald. 
 
    “It’s a down payment on a ransom for the city,” Gabe replied. 
 
    “A ransom we can’t pay,” Ebles said. 
 
    “The King will pay the rest.” 
 
    “Charles will never pay Hrólfr. And in any case, I have seen no sign that he is interested in our plight.” 
 
    “We have sent word to him,” Gabe said. “He will arrive soon.” This prediction was based solely on Gabe’s knowledge of history; they had still seen no sign that Charles was mobilizing his army. 
 
    “These predictions of imminent victory grow tiresome,” Grimald said. “The last man we took to be a prophet is imprisoned in Hrólfr’s camp, and Count Odo along with him. We need to be realistic. If we pay three hundred pounds of silver now and are unable to pay the balance, we will have forfeited our treasure for no gain. Hrólfr will take Paris.” 
 
    “Charles will come,” Gabe said. “We just need to give him more time.” 
 
    “I’m inclined to agree with Grimald,” Theodulf said. “We may as well surrender now rather than spending all our silver to buy another week. The people are hungry.” Theodulf was right: since the Norsemen had tightened their lines around the city, no food was getting in, and most of their stores had been eaten. In another week, the food shortage was going to be severe. 
 
    “You truly believe,” said Ebles, “that King Charles will come?” 
 
    “I am certain of it,” Gabe replied. “The King knows the value of Paris. It is the gateway to the rest of Frankia. He cannot let it fall to the Norsemen. This is why he sent Henry of Saxony. If he knew Henry had failed, he would be here already.” 
 
    “Who is this messenger you’ve sent?” 
 
    “A woman named Helena,” Gabe replied. “She is the daughter of Leo, the famous mathematician in Constantinople. She is well-spoken and very persuasive.” And relying on a fourteen-year-old boy as her translator. 
 
    “The fate of Paris in the hands of a woman!” Grimald spat. 
 
    “If we pay the three hundred pounds of silver, we are committed to paying the balance,” Ebles said. “We cannot make that commitment on behalf of the King.” 
 
    “It will be up to Charles whether he wishes to fight,” Gabe said. “He is within his rights to cancel our deal.” 
 
    “But you think he will pay?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “I don’t believe it,” Theodulf said. “The King would not betray Paris in this way. Not after we have stood for half a year.” 
 
    “Make up your mind, Theodulf,” Ebles said with a smirk. “Is the King uninterested in our plight or is he committed to defending the honor of Paris?” 
 
    Theodulf scowled but said nothing. 
 
    “The important thing,” Áengus interjected, “is that he will come. Hrólfr and Sinric cannot stand against Charles’s knights. One way or another, Paris will be saved.” 
 
    “No,” Grimald said. “If Charles cared about Paris, he would have come already. I say we ask for Hrólfr’s conditions for surrender.” 
 
    “You will end up paying more than three hundred pounds of silver,” Gabe said. 
 
    “Perhaps. But we will have peace, and the people will have food.” 
 
    “All right, arguments have been made,” Ebles said. “We will hold a vote. As honorary members, Gabe and Áengus cannot vote. That leaves only the three of us. Grimald has already voted in favor.” 
 
    “I also vote for peace,” Theodulf said. “If we are going to give up our silver, I want our dear Count returned to us, and I want the people of Paris to have bread.” 
 
    “Then I suppose my vote is of no account,” Ebles said. “We will ask Hrólfr for terms.” 
 
    “If I may ask,” Áengus said, “how would you have voted?” 
 
    “I am not inclined to surrender,” Ebles said. “I would be willing to pay three hundred pounds of silver if there’s a chance we might yet defeat the heathens.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Theodulf said. “The issue has been decided. I will send a messenger to Hrólfr’s camp with our request.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Gabe said. “Four members of the council remain living.” 
 
    “Count Odo is being held hostage,” Grimald said. 
 
    “And do you imagine that invalidates his opinion on the matter?” Ebles asked. “Gabe is right, and may the Lord forgive us for our presumptuousness. Odo has every right to cast a vote.” 
 
    “I will talk to him,” Gabe said. “Hrólfr allowed me to see him once. I believe I can convince him to let me talk to him once more, if he thinks it will help get him his ransom.” 
 
    “You will poison him against us,” Theodulf said. 
 
    “How weak-minded do you believe Odo to be?” Ebles asked. “Gabe has no more sway over Odo than he does over you.” 
 
    “How can we trust him to relay Odo’s vote accurately?” Grimald asked. 
 
    “I will have him write it out and sign it in his own hand,” Gabe said. 
 
    “If Odo votes against asking for terms, we will have a tie,” Áengus said. “Then what? Allow honorary members to cast the deciding vote?” 
 
    “If we deadlock,” Ebles said, “no action can be taken. That means no surrender, but also no payment. The council will refuse Hrólfr’s offer, and fighting will continue.” 
 
    “And we will lose,” Theodulf said. 
 
    “If Odo wishes to make the payment, I will not stand in his way,” Grimald said.  
 
    “Then it is settled,” Ebles said. “Odo’s vote will carry the matter. If he wishes to surrender, we will do so. If he wishes to pay the ransom in the hopes of delaying the Norsemen’s attacks until Charles arrives, we will pay it.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Odo seemed puzzled at Gabe’s request. “We have seen no indication that Charles intends to come to our aid.” 
 
    “Not yet,” Gabe said, “but he will come.” 
 
    “I suppose you have prophetic visions too?” 
 
    “I’m not a big believer in the supernatural, but Charles is not stupid. He knows he cannot afford to lose Paris.” 
 
    “Sigurd was sure of himself as well.” 
 
    “Sigurd has been right about everything so far.” 
 
    “His foreknowledge didn’t prevent his capture at the hands of Hrólfr.” 
 
    “Yeah, and Jonah was swallowed by a whale. What’s your point?” Gabe was growing tired of being diplomatic. 
 
    Odo smiled at this, but replied, “Jonah was being punished by God for his refusal to save Nineveh.” 
 
    “Sigurd has not betrayed Paris.” 
 
    “He has betrayed you.” 
 
    “I have nothing against Sigurd. He is a good man, and if there’s anything I can do to save him, I will do it.” 
 
    “And that’s what this is really about, isn’t it?” Odo asked. “You care not for Paris.” 
 
    “Paris will stand. Charles will come. We just need to give him time.” 
 
    Odo considered this for some time. “I do not know what to make of your prophecies, Gabe,” he said at last, “but I have to believe our Lord will not abandon Paris. We will give Charles a chance to save us. May God have mercy on us if he does not come.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-nine            
 
    Five days later, Carpenter finally reported that Charles had left Sélestat with an army of two thousand knights. He would not arrive in time. 
 
    It had taken Helena and Eckart four days to travel from Paris to Sélestat, traveling at top speed by horse. Charles’s army would take at least twice as long, and Paris had only two days left before the Vikings would resume their attacks. They had given Hrólfr three hundred pounds of silver, and it had bought them nothing but another week of worry and hunger. Ebles called another meeting of the council. 
 
    “We must surrender,” Theodulf said. “It is our only chance. We took a gamble on Charles and we lost.” 
 
    “Charles is on his way,” Grimald said. “Surely we can last two days after the attacks resume.” 
 
    “How do we even know he’s coming?” Theodulf asked. “We’re relying on the testimony of this man, who still has not adequately explained how he can know what is happening two hundred miles away.” Gabe had given them only a very vague explanation of his method of surveillance; the council was skeptical at first, but they were impressed with his uncannily accurate description of the Henry’s assault, which was later confirmed by eye-witness accounts. 
 
    “I’m afraid I must agree with Theodulf,” Ebles said. “Charles will not arrive until Thursday at the earliest. If Hrólfr resumes his assault on Tuesday as he has promised, we will not be able to hold Paris until Charles arrives. We have fewer than a hundred fighting men left, and those are tired and hungry. They cannot begin to cover the entire city wall. There is no point in allowing them to be slaughtered so that we can last a few more hours.” 
 
    “We cannot surrender,” Gabe said. “Charles will arrive in time. I know it.” 
 
    Ebles sighed. “Gabe, I understand that Sigurd is a friend of yours. But he is only one man. Many more men will die if we try to hold out until Charles arrives.” 
 
    “What about Odo?” Gabe asked. “Do you not care about your dear count either?” 
 
    “Hrólfr will not kill Odo,” Theodulf said. “He is too valuable.” 
 
    “Spoken like someone who is not being held prisoner by a horde of Vikings,” Grimald observed. 
 
    “The only way we can ensure the safe return of both men is by surrendering,” Ebles said. “There is no point in dithering now. Charles will not make it to Paris in time.” 
 
    “What if there is another way to save them?” Áengus asked. All eyes turned toward him. 
 
    Grimald spoke: “If you suggest a raid on Hrólfr’s camp, monk, save your breath. It would be suicide. We don’t have the men.” 
 
    “We don’t need many men,” Áengus said. “We only need Sinric.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Gabe climbed hand-over-hand down the rope, stabilizing himself with the balls of his feet against the stone wall. With the cloud cover, it was near-pitch-black, but he still let out a sigh of relief as his feet hit the ground. Njáll was already on the ground. Gabe gave a wave and the rope was pulled up. 
 
    The two men made their way silently to a boat that had been surreptitiously lowered earlier. They picked up the boat and carried it down the rocky bank to the river. They got in, and Njáll rowed them toward a torch flickering in the distance. 
 
    After crossing the river, they climbed onto the bank and hid the boat in the bushes. The trees and brambles were thick here, and, not wanting to risk using a lantern or an axe, they spent nearly an hour clawing their way up to the plain. When at last they emerged from the trees, they saw the line of torches marking Sinric’s camp a hundred or so yards away. They moved stealthily until they were within twenty paces of the line and then spread out, raising their hands and walking with deliberate slowness. It took only a few seconds for the first guard to notice them. 
 
    “Stop!” the man shouted. “Who approaches?” 
 
    Gabe stopped, still holding his hands in the air. “My name is Gabe. We’re emissaries from Paris. I’d like to speak with Sinric.” 
 
    “Oh, you would? I suppose you’d like to put that sword through his belly as well?” Five more men carrying spears and shields had approached. 
 
    In point of fact, Gabe was wearing two swords—a broadsword on his left and a short sword on his right—but he decided not to mention this. “You can take our weapons,” Gabe said. “We just want to talk.” 
 
    “Talk about what?” 
 
    “Delivering the Count of Paris into his hands.” 
 
    Gabe and Njáll were disarmed and escorted to the building where Sinric lived. They soon found themselves across a table from the chief himself, a brawny man with a chaotic mass of dirty blond hair.  
 
    “What’s this about Count Odo?” Sinric demanded. He looked tired and in no mood for games. 
 
    “Hrólfr is holding him,” Gabe replied. 
 
    “Lies,” Sinric said, getting up from the table. “Kill them.” 
 
    “I can prove it,” Gabe said. He pulled a fragment of parchment from his pocket and lay it on the table. 
 
    “What is this?” Sinric asked, pausing to glance at the parchment. 
 
    “It’s a statement signed by Count Odo, giving the defense council authorization to pay a ransom in return for Hrólfr ceasing his attacks for a week. Do you know anything of this deal? Have you seen any silver?” 
 
    Sinric’s face went red. “Why would Odo sign such a thing?” 
 
    “Because Odo is Hrólfr’s prisoner. Hrólfr is threatening to execute him.” 
 
    “This cannot be.” 
 
    “It is. Hrólfr seized Odo and kept it a secret from you so he could negotiate a ransom separately.” 
 
    Sinric’s eyes went wide as he realized Gabe was telling the truth. “Hrólfr is a fool and a liar! When did he capture Odo? My men told me a group of knights was stopped on their way to Sélestat for help.” 
 
    “That was Odo,” Gabe said. “The men with him were all killed, but the Count was spared. He’s a prisoner in Hrólfr’s camp.” 
 
    “I will kill that bastard, Hrólfr!” Sinric roared, slamming his fist on the table. Thorstein! Get me my axe! Ormund and Bjarke, come with me. We’re going to take care of that treacherous ogre once and for all!” 
 
    “Hold on!” Gabe said, putting himself in between Sinric and the door. Three of Sinric’s men rushed him, grabbing his arms and pinning him against the wall. One held a knife to his throat. Njáll got to his feet. 
 
    Sinric glared at Gabe. “Let him speak,” he said at last. 
 
    “You’ll never get close to Hrólfr,” Gabe said. “You can’t kill him. But there is another way to get your revenge. A better way.” 
 
    “What is this way?” 
 
    “Capture Odo. I know where he is being held. Your men can approach Hrólfr’s camp under some pretense. The guards will not suspect you. We can get in, grab Odo, and get out before Hrólfr knows he is gone.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “Then you can negotiate with Paris for a ransom. They will pay a high price for his safe return, perhaps as much as two hundred pounds of silver. Even better, Hrólfr will be denied the ransom, and he can’t make an issue of it without admitting he was negotiating behind your back.” 
 
    “It is a trick,” said the man holding Gabe’s left arm. “He intends to bring Odo back to Paris.” 
 
    “No,” Gabe said. “Odo is yours, as long as you don’t hurt him. Send your best men along with me to make sure of it.” 
 
    “Put down your knife, Ormund,” Sinric ordered. Ormund reluctantly sheathed his knife and the two men released their grip on him. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” Sinric asked. “Paris will have to pay a ransom for Odo’s return either way. You stand to gain nothing.” 
 
    “Hrólfr is also holding another prisoner, who is a friend of mine. I ask that we be allowed to take him back to Paris.” 
 
    “Who is this man?” 
 
    “A Norseman of no great importance. Paris will pay no ransom for him, but as I say, he is a friend. I would see him safely returned to Paris.” 
 
    “You ask for nothing else?” 
 
    “Only one thing,” Gabe said. “The people of Paris will need time to gather the silver for the reward.” 
 
    “How much time?” 
 
    “A week, no more.” This provision was how Gabe had gotten the defense council to approve his plan: Charles was expected to reach Paris in four days. If he could get Sinric to hold off until he arrived, the Franks would be in a much better position to negotiate. 
 
    Sinric thought this over. “I can give them a week, for two hundred pounds of silver. But I cannot speak for Hrólfr or his men.” 
 
    “I doubt Hrólfr will attack without your support. And if he does, he cannot take Paris alone.” 
 
    “You are certain you can get into Hrólfr’s stockade?” 
 
    “Yes. I have been there several times, and I know where he is being held.” 
 
    “How many men do we need?” 
 
    “I suggest no more than four. Njáll, myself and two of your men. More than that, and we risk the guards raising an alarm.” 
 
    The man on Gabe’s left spoke again: “You intend to rescue Odo, overpower our men, and flee to Paris.” 
 
    Gabe struggled to remain patient. “To get Count Odo back to Paris, we would have to cross your camp to return to our boat. Post as many men as you like between Hrólfr’s camp and the boat. This is a risky undertaking. I have taken Njáll with me because he is the stealthiest warrior we have. If your chief wants to replace him with his own men, he is welcome to do so. I cannot guarantee they will all return.” 
 
    “It seems like a reasonable plan to me,” Sinric said. “I will send Ormund and Bjarke with you. I will warn you, though, that at the first sign of treachery, my men will not hesitate to cut your throats.” The men on either side of Gabe nodded vigorously. 
 
    “Understood,” Gabe said. 
 
    “When do you intend to do this?” 
 
    “We have near complete cloud cover tonight. I see no reason to wait.” 
 
    Sinric nodded. “So be it. Get these men their weapons. They’ve got a count to fetch.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Sixty                          
 
    Ten minutes later, the four men skulked across the plain toward Hrólfr’s camp, picking their way around stumps that littered the plain. Hrólfr’s men had chopped down thousands of trees to build their camp. Fortunately, there were no watchmen on this side; Hrólfr didn’t think to be on guard against his allies. To get to the stockade, Gabe and the others just needed to make their way past a field strewn with tents, where most of the men slept, and then a series of wood and stone buildings. It was now only two hours until sunrise, so the whole camp was quiet except for snoring and the distant howling of wolves. The only light came from a row of torches along the west side of the camp, which faced the river. 
 
    Gabe, who had memorized the layout of the camp, led the way, followed by Sinric’s men, Ormund and Bjarke. Njáll brought up the rear. As they neared the tents, Gabe straightened and walked with more confidence. The ground here had been cleared and leveled, and with any luck anyone who saw them would assume they were returning to their tents after a late night of drinking. But Gabe saw no movement among the tents, and soon they were walking single file through an alley between two large log buildings. The stockade was directly ahead. 
 
    Gabe held up his hand as they reached the corner, peeking around in both directions to make sure no one was coming. Anyone up at this hour would most likely be holding a torch or a lantern, giving plenty of warning of their approach, but Gabe didn’t want to take any chances. 
 
    When he was certain the way was clear, he left the cover of the buildings and stepped quietly to the ten-foot-tall fence of vertical posts that surrounded the stockade. He moved north along the wall until he neared the northwest corner and then threw a coil of rope over. If his mental map of the stockade was correct, the other end of the rope would fall behind the building where Odo was being held. When he’d been there during the day, the guards had always been in the yard on the other side of the building. If there was a guard on duty inside the stockade at all, it was unlikely he would patrol behind the building. Gabe pulled until a knot in the rope caught between two of the spiked pine logs and then began to climb. When he reached the top, he peeked over: there was no one in sight, but flickering light came from somewhere on the other side of a building. Probably a guard with a torch. He pulled himself over the top, carefully avoiding catching his clothes on the sharpened tips of the timbers, and then climbed down the other side. He heard one of Sinric’s men starting up the other side. 
 
    As the others made their way over the fence, Gabe walked quietly to the corner of the building and peeked around. He saw a single guard with a spear about thirty yards away, facing the gate in the eastern wall. Two torches burned in sconces on either side of the gate. Gabe walked back to where the others were gathering. Ormund and Bjarke had already made it over, and Njáll had just cleared the spikes at the top. Gabe waited until Njáll had rejoined them and then held up his finger, barely visible in the dim light.  
 
    “One guard,” he whispered. He pointed behind him and then pointed to Njáll, who nodded.  
 
    Njáll moved like a ghost to the corner of the building and then disappeared. Less than a minute later he returned, beckoning to the others. They followed Njáll around the corner to find only an empty courtyard. Gabe couldn’t help grinning as Sinric’s men exchanged awed glances. 
 
    Gabe whispered, “Njáll, take Ormund and get Sigurd. I will get Odo. Bjarke, watch the gate.” 
 
    Njáll nodded and slipped away, Ormund following. Gabe had drawn out the stockade for Njáll earlier in the day; Sigurd was being held in a building just to the south. Bjarke moved toward the gate, his sword drawn. It was unlikely anyone would be entering the stockade at this time of night, but if the gate opened, Bjarke would have to incapacitate them before they could raise an alarm. 
 
    Gabe walked around to the front of the little building where Odo was being held. There was a padlock on the door, but Gabe made short work of it with the iron prybar he’d brought along. It made some noise, but he doubted anyone outside the stockade would think anything of it. “Count?” Gabe said as the door swung open. 
 
    “Who is that?” said Odo from the darkness. 
 
    “It’s Gabe. I’m getting you out of here.” 
 
    Odo came to the door. “How… how did you get in here? You’re taking me back to the city?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Gabe said. “No time to explain. This is our only chance to save Paris.” 
 
    Odo stood for a moment, puzzled and sleep-addled. At last he nodded. Gabe handed him the short sword. “Just in case,” he said. “This way.” 
 
    “Perhaps I was wrong about you, Gabe,” Odo said. “And Sigurd as well.” 
 
    Gabe didn’t reply. Odo might change his mind when he realized he was simply being moved from one Viking camp to another. As he led Odo along the wall of the building, he saw the lean figure of Njáll approaching. Ormund was with him, but there was no sign of Sigurd.  
 
    “He is not there,” Njáll said. 
 
    Gabe stifled a curse. “They must have moved him.” 
 
    “You are looking for Sigurd?” Odo asked. 
 
    “Do you know where he is?” 
 
    “They may have taken him to the sjúkrahús. He was in rough shape after the interrogation.” The sjúkrahús, literally “sick-house,” was the closest thing the Vikings had to a hospital. 
 
    “Do you know where the sjúkrahús is?” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry. I haven’t been out of the stockade since I arrived.” 
 
    “We have who we came for,” Ormund said. “We must go.” 
 
    Gabe hesitated. He couldn’t leave Sigurd behind, but the longer they stayed here, the greater the chances of being discovered. 
 
    Bjarke approached. “Is this Odo? What are we waiting for?” 
 
    “We cannot leave without Sigurd,” Njáll said. 
 
    “Odin’s eye we can’t,” Ormund said. 
 
    “We will have to split up,” Gabe said at last. “Ormund and Bjarke, take Odo to Sinric’s camp. Njáll and I will find Sigurd.” 
 
    “To Sinric’s camp?” Odo asked, startled. 
 
    “It’s only temporary,” Gabe said. “We just need time to come up with the ransom….” 
 
    “Ransom?” Odo asked. “I thought—” 
 
    “Please, Your Excellency,” Gabe said. “We don’t have time for this. Odo, go with Ormund and Bjarke. They will not harm you.” 
 
    Odo shook his head. “No, I will not be led around like a sheep. Nor will I leave Sigurd behind. I am partly to blame for his mistreatment, and I’ll not leave him to be slaughtered by—” 
 
    His words were cut short as Ormund struck him on the back of the head with the pommel of his sword.  
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Sixty-one                    
 
    Ormund caught the count under his armpits as he fell and then sheathed his blade. Njáll drew his sword and advanced on Ormund, and Bjarke drew his own sword and stepped between them. 
 
    “You fool,” Bjarke hissed, glancing at Ormund. “How will we get him over the wall now?” 
 
    “We’ll go through the gate. Get his feet.” 
 
    Bjarke and Njáll continued to regard each other, swords at the ready. 
 
    Gabe took a step toward Odo, gently slapping him on the cheek. Odo didn’t stir. “He’s out cold. We have little choice but to carry him through the gate. Bjarke, sheath your sword and help Ormund. Njáll, come with me.” He was just going to have to trust that the Vikings’ self-interest, if not the historical record, would prevent them from killing Odo. 
 
    After a moment’s hesitation, Bjarke put his sword away, and Njáll followed suit. Bjarke picked up Odo’s feet. Gabe went to the gate, Njáll and the other men following. He opened the gate and, seeing no one in the vicinity, exited into the yard. The shapes of several other buildings loomed at the edges of the yard. The sjúkrahús was probably near the center of the camp, but it could be any one of these buildings. 
 
    Ormund and Bjarke slipped past Gabe, carrying Odo. This was not how Gabe had foreseen the extraction going, but with any luck Ormund and Bjarke would have no trouble getting back to Sinric’s camp unseen. The challenge would be finding Sigurd. As Ormund and Bjarke disappeared into the darkness with Odo, Gabe tapped Njáll on the arm and then pointed to the nearest building on the left. Then he tapped his own chest and pointed to the first building on the right. Njáll nodded and disappeared. 
 
    Gabe walked silently across the matted grass toward the building. Locating a window on the north side, he peeked in but saw only darkness. There was probably a screen or curtain on the inside of the window, but it was too dark to tell. No sound came from the window, making it an unlikely candidate for a sjúkrahús. He had a small LED flashlight with him, but shining a flashlight into a building where a dozen Vikings might be sleeping seemed like a bad idea. He walked silently to the next building, hoping to hear the sounds of men snoring. 
 
    As he neared the window, though, he saw the shape of a man moving toward him in the darkness. He drew his sword. 
 
    “Gabe,” whispered Njáll’s voice. “This way.” The figure stopped a few paces in front of him and then began moving away again, without a sound. Gabe sheathed his sword and followed. After passing two more buildings, he nearly tripped on the body of man lying in the grass. 
 
    “Careful,” Njáll warned, belatedly. Gabe surmised the dead man had told Njáll where the sjúkrahús was before Njáll slit his throat. Gabe followed Njáll alongside the building. They came to door, which was locked. Njáll produced a key and opened the door. They entered.  
 
    It didn’t take them long to find Sigurd; he was the only man in the sjúkrahús. Gabe scanned the room with his flashlight to be sure. The walls were lined with benches, but only one was occupied. Njáll went to Sigurd and put a hand on Sigurd’s shoulder. Sigurd bolted awake, gripping Njáll by the wrist tightly enough to make Njáll gasp. 
 
    “Feeling better?” Njáll said. 
 
    “Njáll?” Sigurd said, startled. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Gabe and I are rescuing you. Can you walk?” 
 
    “Yes. Where is Gabe?” Gabe had turned off his flashlight, and the room was pitch-black. 
 
    “I’m here, Sigurd. We need to get to Sinric’s camp. If we—” 
 
    A distant shout broke the silence, followed by the clang of metal on metal. 
 
    “What’s that?” Sigurd asked, getting to his feet. 
 
    “Sinric’s men,” Njáll said. “Hurry!” 
 
    Gabe drew his sword and went outside. The sound of fighting came from his left, the direction of Sinric’s camp. Ormund and Bjarke had run into trouble. 
 
    “We’re behind you,” Njáll said. “Go!” 
 
    Gabe took off at a run toward the sound. Rounding a building at the far end of the yard, he saw a distant flame moving about wildly, casting shadows of at least five men. Gabe ran toward them. 
 
    By the time Gabe reached the melee, only three men were left standing: the one with the torch, another with a spear, and Bjarke. Bjarke swung his sword at the spearman, but the spearman blocked the blow with his shield. The other man swung his torch at Bjarke’s head, missing him by inches. Blinded by the torch, Bjarke didn’t see the spear coming. The spearman ran him through, and he stumbled backwards, the spear still in him. Seeing Gabe approach, the spearman, now unarmed, turned and ran. The other man hurled his torch at Gabe and followed his comrade. “Help!” he howled. “Franks in the camp!”  
 
    Bjarke groaned and fell to his side, feebly clutching at the spear protruding from his belly. Gabe ignored him, looking around for Odo. On the ground were the corpses of Ormund and two other men. Odo was nowhere to be seen. Njáll and Sigurd came up behind them. Sigurd was moving slowly, but without help from Njáll. 
 
    “Where is Odo?” Njáll asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Gabe said, “but we’d better find him quick.” Already he saw silhouettes of men in the distance, responding to the alarm. 
 
    “Gabe!” a man’s voice hissed from their right. “This way!” 
 
    Peering into the darkness, Gabe saw the faint outline of a man. “It’s Odo!” he said. “Follow me!” 
 
    They ran toward Odo, who was now moving eastward to the edge of the camp. Gabe wasn’t sure this was the best move, but he had little choice but to follow. In any case, they couldn’t very well return directly to Sinric’s camp, as this would require running right past the tents of Hrólfr’s men. 
 
    Odo led them across the meadow east of the camp toward the woods. A stone’s throw behind them, a half-dozen torches bobbed in the darkness. As the four men neared the woods at the edge of the meadow, Gabe became aware of a faint whizzing sound in the air and realized that the Norsemen were firing arrows at them. 
 
    They moved as quickly as they could in the near-total darkness, one of them occasionally stumbling on the uneven ground. Sigurd, still suffering from his wounds, had more difficulty than the others. When he fell for the third time, Njáll squatted next to him, threw Sigurd’s arm over his shoulders, and pulled him to his feet.  
 
    By the time they reached the woods, the arrows ceased falling around them, but the men with torches continued to follow. Odo plunged into the trees, and the rest went after him. They picked their way through the trees and bushes, unable to see more than a few inches in front of their faces. Their pursuers steadily gained on them, and Gabe realized they weren’t going to make it. 
 
    “We need to split up,” Gabe said. “Sigurd, find a place to hide. The rest of us will lead them away and circle back.” 
 
    “I’m all right,” Sigurd said. “Keep going. If I fall behind, don’t wait for me.” They continued to push their way forward through a sea of pine branches.  
 
    “He’s right, Sigurd,” Njáll said. “Find a bush to hide in. I’ll stay with you.” 
 
    “It’s better if—” Gabe started. 
 
    “I stay with Sigurd,” Njáll stated curtly. 
 
    “How will you find us again?” Sigurd asked. 
 
    It was a good question. “Here,” Gabe said, handing Njáll his flashlight. “When you think they’re gone, point the light to the east and flash it quickly three times. Count to a hundred and do it again. Keep that up until we find you, even in the daylight. Don’t move unless you have to.” It was possible that Hrólfr’s men returning to camp would see the flash and investigate, but that was a chance they would have to take. Gabe’s hope was to get Odo to safety and then return as quickly as he could for Sigurd and Njáll. 
 
    “All right,” Njáll said. “Sigurd, this way.” He led Sigurd into a mass of brambles. Gabe and Odo took off in the opposite direction. Odo drew his sword and began hacking at the branches ahead of him. It didn’t help much, but it certainly made a lot of noise.  
 
    The men with torches pursued Gabe and Odo until the first dim light of dawn began filtering through the trees. Once the two could see some of the obstacles in their way, they made better time, and their pursuers gradually fell behind. After another two hours of scrambling through the brush, they finally seemed to be alone. Reaching a sun-lit clearing, they both collapsed in exhaustion. When they heard no movement for several minutes, it was clear that Hrólfr’s men had given up the chase. 
 
    After a few minutes, Odo spoke: “We have to go back for Sigurd and Njáll.” 
 
    “Not until you are safe,” Gabe said, getting slowly to his feet. He helped Odo up. The extraction had turned into a fiasco, but in one way it was working out better than planned: Odo was free. Gabe wasn’t about to waste that advantage. 
 
    “No place is safe,” Odo said. 
 
    “If we can get you a few miles from Paris, we’ll have much better odds. We can find a place to hide until Charles arrives.” 
 
    “What was your deal with Sinric?” 
 
    “He would hold you until we came up with two hundred pounds of silver.” 
 
    “Only two hundred?” 
 
    “Sinric isn’t terribly bright.” 
 
    “But if the Norsemen aren’t holding any hostages, what is keeping them from resuming their attacks?” 
 
    Gabe didn’t answer. With Odo on the loose, the deals he’d made with Hrólfr and Sinric were both void. Paris would not stand for another day against a coordinated assault. Their only hope was that confusion and infighting over Odo’s escape would delay the attacks. 
 
    “We must go back.” Odo said again. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Gabe said. “With respect, Your Excellency, we’ve risked too much to hand you over to the Norsemen. Charles will be here soon. Paris just needs to hold out for a few more days.” 
 
    “At the very least, we must go back for Sigurd and Njáll.” 
 
    Gabe sighed. He couldn’t fault the count for a lack of bravery. “I will go back. You keep going. Find a place to hide until Charles arrives. Hopefully you won’t run into any of Hrólfr’s men this far out, but if you do, surrender. With any luck, I’ll see you back in Paris in a few days.” 
 
    Odo frowned at the idea of hiding, but finally he consented. As much as he clearly hated the idea of running from a fight, he understood that risking his life to save Sigurd and Njáll was unwise. If he died here in the woods, Paris would lose both its champion and its best bargaining chip.  
 
    “I will pray for your success, Gabe,” Odo said, clasping his hand. “May the Virgin herself watch over you.” 
 
    “Yeah, you too,” Gabe replied. “Good luck.” 
 
    Odo smiled and released his hand. He turned and pressed on.  
 
    Gabe turned back the way they had come and plunged into the woods. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Sixty-two                   
 
    Gabe moved slowly, stopping frequently to listen for any of Hrólfr’s men who might still be looking for them. It was late-afternoon before Gabe finally saw the faint twinkling of a light through the leaves. At first he thought it was sunlight refracting off a bead of dew, but he forced himself to remain still, staring in the direction of the light and counting to one hundred. At ninety-seven, the pinpoint of light flashed three times again. He made a beeline through the brush toward it. By the third time the signal flashed, he was nearly on them. Sigurd and Njáll were so well-hidden that he could have walked right past the bush and never known it. 
 
    Sigurd climbed out of the hiding space as Gabe approached. He still looked pretty beat up, but the swelling on his face had gone down a bit. “You came back,” he said, as if he hadn’t expected it. 
 
    “As promised. Where’s Njáll?”  
 
    “Odo is safe?” 
 
    “Safe enough. Where’s Njáll?” 
 
    Sigurd grimaced, gesturing toward the bushes. 
 
    Puzzled, Gabe got on his knees. Njáll was lying on his side under the brush. “What the hell? Njáll!”  
 
    “He never said a word,” Sigurd said, his voice strained. Njáll didn’t move.  
 
    Gabe reached into the bushes and wrapped his arms around Njáll’s chest, then pulled him into the open. As he dragged Njáll out from under the bush, something pricked his chest. Gabe pulled away, feeling blood trickling down his sternum. The tip of an arrow protruded from Njáll’s chest. Njáll’s shirt was stained with blood, and he did not appear to be breathing. 
 
    “When was he hit?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “It must have been when we first left the camp.” 
 
    “How the hell could he…?” 
 
    Sigurd shook his head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    The arrow had pierced Njáll’s lung. Every step since they’d left the camp must have been agony. And yet somehow he’d helped Sigurd escape, never letting on that he was wounded. 
 
    “I almost went after you,” Sigurd said, “but I could not bear to leave him.” 
 
    “It’s good you didn’t. I had a hard enough time finding you as it was. Can you walk?” 
 
    “Not quickly, but yes.” Sigurd was holding his side with his right hand, as if his ribs were bruised. 
 
    “Then we should go. Hrólfr’s men may still be looking for us.” 
 
    “We must bury Njáll.” 
 
    Gabe looked around at the hard-packed clay. “How? We have no shovels. If we dig by hand, it will take all day.” 
 
    “Then it will take all day.” 
 
    Gabe sighed. When he wasn’t cajoling ornery Franks, he was cajoling ornery Vikings. “Sigurd, be reasonable. We both know that Njáll deserves better, but we don’t have the luxury of burying him. We need to get out of here. Now.” 
 
    Sigurd sat staring at Njáll’s corpse for a long time. Gabe stood by, not daring to force the issue. At last, Sigurd spoke. 
 
    “I am tired, Gabe,” he said. 
 
    Gabe remained silent, knowing what Sigurd meant. Sigurd spoke not merely of physical tiredness, but of a deep mental and spiritual exhaustion. Gabe and Sigurd were in many ways alike: they were both warriors who had seen more than enough fighting and death. Njáll’s death had shaken him. 
 
    At last Sigurd got to his feet. “You are right,” he said. “It is foolish to try to bury him. We must leave him for the animals.” 
 
    “Maybe if we mark a tree nearby, we can—” 
 
    “Please, Gabe. I am not a child in need of fairy tales to reassure me. Njáll is no more. This is only a shell, and it will be a feast for wolves and rats soon enough.” 
 
    “He died in battle,” Gabe said. “His soul is in Valhalla.” 
 
    Sigurd laughed bitterly. “Your people do not believe such things.” 
 
    “But yours do.” 
 
    “And is that enough to make it true? My people also believe the world will be swallowed by a giant wolf at the end of time.” 
 
    “Jury’s still out on that one, to be honest.” 
 
    Sigurd laughed again, but this time with a hint of genuine humor. He grimaced and held his side. “You are a strange people, Gabe. You destroy our myths but replace them with even more incredible myths of your own.” 
 
    “The Iron Dragon is not a myth.” 
 
    “Isn’t it? I have fought on the losing side many times in my life. It has a familiar feel to it. What are we doing here, Gabe? This is not our fight. We stand to gain nothing, even in the unlikely event Paris holds out, save for three hundred pounds of silver.” 
 
    “This is probably a bad time to mention this,” Gabe said, “but that money’s already gone. We’re not getting another penny out of Paris.” 
 
    Sigurd chuckled again. “Then this really is for nothing. I threw away my last chance for vengeance and now I’m fighting a hopeless battle for a nonexistent prize.” 
 
    “We were never fighting for Paris,” Gabe said. “We’re fighting for the Iron Dragon. And for Reyes and the others back in Iceland.” 
 
    “Reyes still lives?”  
 
    “We haven’t heard from her for three weeks.” 
 
    Sigurd’s face grew somber again. 
 
    “I have to believe she’s still alive.” 
 
    Sigurd nodded. “All right, then. For Reyes. We keep going.” He held out his hand and Gabe helped him to his feet.  
 
    Together they removed the arrow from Njáll’s chest and lay him flat on the ground, his hands clasped on his sword. 
 
    “Goodbye, fair warrior,” Sigurd said. “I am sorry we cannot bury you. I pray for the sake of all the warriors who have died bravely that there is a Valhalla, for then they will get to meet you, the best of them all.” Tears streamed down Sigurd’s cheeks. He turned and began walking toward the east. Gabe followed him. 
 
    They had not gone more than ten steps when a voice sounded from somewhere ahead. “Well, that was touching,” it said.  
 
    The two men drew their swords as a large man stepped out from behind a tree some thirty paces in front of them. To their left and right, more men left their hiding places. Gabe counted at least a dozen. How long had they been there? Had they been waiting for him? No, they’d been waiting for Odo, who was miles away. Gabe and Sigurd were probably going to die, but at least they’d saved the count. 
 
    The large man walked closer. There was no mistaking that hulking figure. 
 
    “We had a deal,” Hrólfr said. 
 
    “I agreed to pay a ransom for Odo’s return,” Gabe said. “I never agreed not to spring him early.” 
 
    Hrólfr guffawed. “Fair enough, Gabe. Where is Odo now?” 
 
    “I haven’t a clue.” 
 
    “Where did you leave him?” 
 
    “I don’t remember. Wait, I do. There were a lot of trees around. Does that help?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’ve ever met someone so amused with himself,” Hrólfr said. “You will sing a different song after a few days in my stockade. Sigurd can tell you.” 
 
    Sigurd winced as he recalled his treatment at the hands of Hrólfr’s men. 
 
    “We’re not going willingly,” Gabe said, drawing his sword. Sigurd put his back to him and did the same. 
 
    “Then you will die,” Hrólfr said. He motioned with his hand, and his men began to advance. Gabe counted eight men on the south side alone. If there were another eight facing Sigurd, the odds of the two surviving this battle were slim. 
 
    A man with a double-headed axe ran toward Gabe. He was within three paces when he suddenly jerked unnaturally and fell headlong to the forest floor. An arrow was sticking out of his neck. Another man, just behind and to the axeman’s left, fell to one knee, an arrow protruding from his thigh. An arrow thudded into a tree a few feet in front of a third man, who turned to look for the source. Gabe swung at the man’s neck, cutting him deeply. He fell to the ground, his hand clamped over the wound, blood spurting from between his fingers. Three more arrows hit the ground a few yards away as another man advanced on Gabe. Behind him, Sigurd squared off against two men with spears, holding Njáll’s sword. 
 
    Unable to spare a glance for their mysterious saviors, Gabe parried the swing of another man approaching with a sword. He counterattacked, and the man stepped back, running into a tree. An arrow thwacked into the tree just behind his head. The split-second distraction was all Gabe needed. He thrust his sword into the man’s belly until it struck wood, then planted his foot on the man’s thigh and wrenched the blade free. The man crumpled to the ground. 
 
    Gabe stepped back and raised his sword, ready to meet the next attacker, but the battle was over. Dead and maimed men littered the forest floor. Those still alive, Hrólfr included, were fleeing toward their camp. The only two men left standing were Sigurd and Gabe. 
 
    Men began to emerge from the woods from the direction the arrows had come. They carried finely crafted yew bows and wore chainmail armor accented with steel plates. Shining steel helmets covered their head. Gabe recognized the man at the head of the group. 
 
    “Count Odo,” he said. “Thank God.” 
 
    “Thank your friend Helena,” Odo said. “The King’s army has arrived.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Sixty-three     
 
    Gabe and Sigurd were escorted by Charles’s knights to the road, about a half-mile north, where the rest of the imperial army waited. Gabe estimated there were two thousand men, about a quarter of them armored knights on horseback. They were badly outnumbered by the Norsemen, but they were also well-trained, disciplined, and in good fighting shape. These were the best fighters in all of Europe. Gabe didn’t doubt they’d be able to rout the tired, demoralized and disorganized Vikings—if they could reach Paris in time. 
 
    After Odo briefed the King, the army set off again, with Charles and Odo at the lead. Just behind rode a group of knights, with one very obvious misfit: a strikingly beautiful woman with Middle Eastern features. A young boy sat in front of her in the saddle. 
 
    “You must be Helena,” Gabe said, maneuvering his mount alongside hers. He and Sigurd had been loaned horses by two squires. 
 
    “I am,” she said with a guarded smile. “I am like goose in chicken house, no?” 
 
    “Not the metaphor I would use, but yes, you do stand out. This is Eckart?” 
 
    “Hello,” Eckart said shyly. 
 
    “You are friends of O’Brien?” Sigurd had come up alongside him. 
 
    “That’s us. I am Gabe. This is Sigurd.” 
 
    “O’Brien lives?” she asked, wincing slightly as if afraid of the answer. 
 
    “He lives, yes. He was pretty weak the last time I talked to him, but he is getting better.” 
 
    Helena’s face lit up. 
 
    Gabe tapped on his earpiece. “Would you like to talk to him?” 
 
    “On comm?” She said. “No. I wait. We talk in face.” 
 
    “Face-to-face, yeah. That’s better,” Gabe said with a smile. “Thank you for your help. I think you may have saved Paris. How did you convince the King to come?” 
 
    Looking puzzled, Helena spoke a few words to Eckart. He translated what Gabe had said, and she shook her head and spoke again. 
 
    “She says she told him that it was his destiny to save Paris from the heathens. She said that the world would never forget what he did at Paris.” 
 
    Gabe nodded. This was certainly true, although perhaps not in the way Charles expected. 
 
    Two hours later, the walls of Paris came into view. The Viking attacks had resumed: mangonels hurled stones into the city and archers in ships sent volley after volley of arrows over the walls. 
 
    As the imperial army approached, however, Gabe could see that the Norsemen’s attacks were perfunctory: they’d gone back to their strategy of harassing the citizens from a distance rather than risk an all-out assault. Either they were betting they could outlast the Parisians or the infighting between the two camps had weakened their resolve. In the end, it didn’t matter: Paris stood, and salvation had arrived. 
 
    While Charles led the main body of the army to encircle the Viking camps, Gabe, Sigurd and Helena accompanied a group of twenty knights to escort Odo back into the city. A contingent of some fifty Norsemen with spears waited for them on the plain, but Odo led the knights on a charge to the river, and they slew several of the men and scattered the rest. By the time they reached the river, the Viking attacks had ceased; afraid of being cut off from their camp, the Norse ships had returned to the outer bank, and the archers had retreated. A boat was sent to ferry Odo and his knights to the city. 
 
    The people of the city greeted Odo and his knights with cheers and embraces. Áengus ran to meet Sigurd and Gabe. Helena looked around worriedly. She tapped Gabe on the shoulder. “O’Brien?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry, he’s not here yet. He is still outside the city.” 
 
    Eckart translated for him, and Helena frowned. 
 
    “We will send men to get him,” Gabe said. “I promise.” 
 
    Helena nodded uncertainly. 
 
    “It is very good to see you,” Áengus said as Gabe and Sigurd dismounted. “But where is Njáll?” 
 
    Sigurd cast his eyes downward. 
 
    “No,” Áengus said. 
 
    “Njáll took an arrow helping us get away from Hrólfr’s camp,” Gabe said.  
 
    “Ah, that saddens me deeply,” Áengus said. “Njáll was a great warrior and a good man.” 
 
    “He will dine in Valhalla tonight,” Sigurd said, glancing at Gabe. 
 
    “Indeed he will,” Gabe replied. “If there were no Valhalla, they would have to build it for Njáll.” 
 
    As the celebration went on around them, Joseph approached. “Well, you’re a somber bunch,” he said.  
 
    Gabe smiled. “Joseph is right. We’re alive and Paris is saved. We should take a moment to celebrate.” 
 
    “And then what?” asked Áengus. 
 
    “And then we go home.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    While the Parisians celebrated their deliverance, Gabe and Odo slipped away to speak in private. Gabe informed the count of his intention to leave with O’Brien and the others. 
 
    “But you cannot leave now!” Odo cried. “Not when Paris needs you the most!”  
 
    “Paris does not need us,” Gabe said. 
 
    “The final battle has yet to be fought! Charles has the Norsemen surrounded, but victory is by no means certain. If negotiations fail….” 
 
    “The negotiations will not fail.” 
 
    “You prophesize again. But Sinric and Hrólfr are divided, and Hrólfr’s demands are unreasonable. Further, the Vikings are notorious for reneging on their agreements. How can the King negotiate with such people?” 
 
    “To be honest, it would probably be better if he didn’t. But it isn’t up to us. That said, I have a request to make of you.” 
 
    “Whatever you need. You have proven yourself a friend of Paris.” 
 
    “Hrólfr is holding a prisoner named Ibrahim ibn Muhammed. We would like him released to us.” O’Brien had told him of Salim’s presence in their camp the previous day. Salim had informed Helena and the recruits, by writing in the dirt with a stick, that Ibrahim was being held captive. 
 
    “A Mohammedan?” Odo asked. 
 
    “An engineer.” 
 
    “You intend to build more siege engines?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I would assume that the release of any prisoners would be a precondition of any negotiations. I can get your engineer back to you. I don’t suppose you plan to tell me what you and your cohorts are up to? Or where you are going?” 
 
    “It is better at this point if you don’t know. Just know that we are no threat to you or Paris.” 
 
    “Then we will not see you again?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Gabe said. “Our people are in great danger right now, which is why we must leave so suddenly. If we survive the next few weeks, we may need your help in the future.” 
 
    “With the mysterious project you can’t tell me about.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “You know the outcome of the siege of Paris, but you do not know whether your own project will succeed?” 
 
    “Yes. It turns out that foreknowledge is a capricious master.” 
 
    “Well, I hope you are right about Paris.” 
 
    “Be careful what you wish for,” Gabe said. “Charles is going to give in to the Vikings.” 
 
    “Give in! You mean cede Paris?” 
 
    “No, Paris will not fall. But Charles is going to make a deal with them. He will let them have free passage on the Seine if they leave Paris alone.” 
 
    “But then they will simply attack further upriver!” 
 
    “I think that’s the idea, yes. Charles has been dealing with uprisings in Burgundy for a while now. Letting the Vikings attack Burgundy kills two birds with one stone.” 
 
    Odo shook his head. “I cannot believe the King would do something so treacherous.” 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s true. I wish I could tell you there’s a happy ending here, but Charles has no interest in fighting. He’s going to take the path of least resistance.” 
 
    “The people will not stand for it! Pitting those heathens against his own subjects? It’s obscene.” 
 
    “Well, you’re right on that matter. In a few years, he will be disgraced for his cowardice and eventually deposed. There is one bit of good news, though.” 
 
    “Please!” Odo cried. “What is it?” 
 
    “Once Charles is gone, they’re going to make you King.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Sixty-four            
 
    That evening, Gabe went with a contingent of seven knights to meet O’Brien and the young recruits and escort them to the city. They met no resistance from the Norsemen. O’Brien was still very weak, but when they reached the city, he jumped down from his horse and ran to embrace Helena at the gate. She was at least as happy to see him. 
 
    Wagons stocked with food were allowed into the city, and that night there was an impromptu feast in the streets. The people did not know yet whether the fighting was over, but for now they were safe and could enjoy a meal without fear. 
 
    Odo was not present for the festivities, as he had been summoned to join the King in negotiations with Hrólfr and Sinric. The next morning, he reported that little progress had been made, but he’d been able to secure a promise that Ibrahim would be released. Three hours later, Ibrahim arrived on a boat from Hrólfr’s fort. He was so weak from hunger that he had to be carried to Gozlin’s house, but he seemed otherwise unharmed. While negotiations dragged on, Ibrahim, O’Brien and Sigurd spent the day resting and recovering. 
 
    Later that night Odo returned to the city and reported with a grim face that Gabe had been right: the King was going to allow the Vikings to continue upriver to Burgundy in exchange for seven hundred pounds of silver and a promise that Paris would be left alone. Odo’s disgust was evident, and as the news of the capitulation spread, sentiment in the city quickly turned against King Charles. Odo took little comfort in Gabe’s assurances that he would someday be King, and it was probably just as well, as Gabe hadn’t told him the rest of the story: Charles’s failure to deal decisively with the Vikings would signal the beginning of the end of the Carolingian Empire. Even the brave and resourceful Odo would not be able to hold it together. 
 
    But the spacemen and their allies had more pressing concerns. That morning Carpenter’s traffic algorithm had flagged a horse-drawn carriage that had taken an unusual route across Frankia, changing direction shortly after Charles’s army set out from Sélestat. If it continued on its current path, it would reach Paris by the afternoon. 
 
    In different circumstances, the spacemen might have seized upon this information as an opportunity to capture one of the Cho-ta’an. But O’Brien, Sigurd and Ibrahim were still recovering, Njáll was dead, and if Reyes was still alive, she was in mortal danger. They needed to return to Iceland as soon as possible. Gabe had secured a boat from Count Odo for this purpose. 
 
    Gabe worried, though, that the Cho-ta’an would be able to track them on their return trip. The fact that the carriage was on its way to Paris indicated that the Cho-ta’an had once again figured out where they were. If their agents asked the right questions of the right people in Paris, they might determine where Gabe and the others were headed. In the end, he decided there was nothing for it but to swear the defense council to secrecy and hope for the best. 
 
    “You’re forgetting someone,” Áengus chided him, after he’d told the monk his concerns. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The man who makes history.” 
 
    “Oh my God. Abbo. Where the hell is he?” Áengus was right. Gabe had completely forgotten about the most important witness of all. It would take Abbo years to write his account of the siege, but when he did, it would be copied and made widely available throughout Europe. They couldn’t allow an accurate account of the siege to fall into the Cho-ta’an’s hands. 
 
    “He is still in the city,” Áengus said. “I’ve been keeping an eye on him.” 
 
    “Thank God. I need to talk to him before we leave.” 
 
    “I thought you might.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “This man coming to the city,” Abbo said. “You are saying he is some sort of monster?” 
 
    “I have no better word for it,” Gabe said. “They look somewhat like humans, but they are from a different world. And yes, their intentions are malicious. They wish to wipe out humanity.” 
 
    “How many of them are there?” 
 
    “On Earth? Only three, as far as we know. But they are very dangerous.” 
 
    “And it is because of these monsters that you want me to lie in my account of the siege?” 
 
    “You don’t have to lie,” Gabe said. “Just leave things out. Namely, anything that has to do with me, Sigurd or my other friends. Anything you put in your book could be used by the Cho-ta’an to find us, even if you don’t publish it for years. They will not stop looking.” 
 
    “And you intend to stop these monsters?” 
 
    “Yes. That is our mission.” 
 
    Abbo thought for a moment. “I had not actually considered writing the story until Sigurd mentioned it. Perhaps it is better if I do not.” 
 
    “You will write it,” Gabe said. “And when you do, please leave us out.” 
 
    Abbo nodded. “You share your friend’s gift of prescience, I take it? Very well, if I write the story, I will not mention you. It is a shame, though, as you and Sigurd would make excellent heroes.” 
 
    “Bishop Gozlin and Count Odo are your heroes,” Gabe said. “We’re just passing through.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Sixty-five             
 
    They left for Iceland the following day. There were fourteen of them altogether: Gabe, Sigurd, O’Brien, Áengus, Joseph, Helena, Ibrahim, Salim, and the six young recruits. The little sailboat Odo had given them, which O’Brien had christened Thea Jane, was just big enough to hold them all.  
 
    The party was quiet for some time after leaving the mouth of the Seine, the only sound the creaking of the boat’s mast and the lapping of waves against the hull. They sat in two groups: Sigurd, Joseph, Áengus, Gabe, Helena, O’Brien and Eckart in front of the mast, the others in the stern. They had just left the mouth of the Seine; the coast of Normandy was still in sight. The sun was hot on their shoulders and a gentle southeast wind was pushing them toward Iceland. O’Brien, the only experienced sailor of the group, had been directing Eckart and Dorian in the use of the sail. If the wind held, they would be at Höfn in less than a week.  
 
    Not long after they had lost sight of Normandy, Carpenter contacted Gabe and O’Brien with bad news: the plague had reached Iceland. Traffic patterns in and around Reykjavik indicated that over a third of the population was sick. 
 
    “Any idea which strain it is?” O’Brien asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” Carpenter replied. “Both strains have hit England, Normandy and Denmark, so it could be Athens, Toulouse, or both. It could even be a mixed strain.” 
 
    “I thought Dr. Kim said that was unlikely.” 
 
    “It was. At this point, though, the strains have become so widely intermingled that anything could happen.” 
 
    “Meaning that we may have made the problem worse?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “It’s not out of the realm of possibility,” Carpenter said. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” O’Brien said. “If the strains have combined, the new version might have the worst features of both. High mortality and faster transmission.” 
 
    “We did what we had to do,” Carpenter said. “There was no other way to stop the Toulouse strain.” 
 
    “What good does it do to stop Toulouse if we create an even deadlier strain? For all we know, neither Toulouse nor Athens provides any resistance against the new strain. We’ve done the Cho-ta’an’s work for them!” 
 
    “Slow down,” Carpenter said. “We don’t even know for sure there is a new strain. We have to assume that the vast majority of Europe survives. It’s improbable that the historical record wouldn’t mention a plague that killed over a third of the population.” 
 
    “Oh, now we’re going to start assuming the historical record is accurate again?” O’Brien snapped. 
 
    “This bickering isn’t going to get us anywhere,” Gabe interjected. “Carpenter, thanks for the update. Let us know if you learn any more.” 
 
    “Will do. Carpenter out.” 
 
    O’Brien sighed heavily. “Sorry about that,” he said. “I just—” 
 
    “You just very nearly died,” Gabe said. “You made a tough call and did something very brave, albeit incredibly stupid. Don’t be so hard on yourself. Or Carpenter, for that matter. None of us knows what the fuck we’re doing.” 
 
    O’Brien couldn’t help laughing. “Your pep talks need some work.” 
 
    Gabe grinned. “Been a long year. It’s good to see you, O’Brien.” They’d barely had a chance to talk since O’Brien had arrived in Paris. 
 
    “It’s good to see you too. I’m actually amazed most of us made it this far.” 
 
    Gabe nodded, his smile fading. Too many had already died, and another fight awaited them at Höfn. Assuming that Reyes and the others were still alive, somehow their little band of recruits and refugees was going to have to defeat Torben’s band of armed men. He could only hope the plague would hit Torben’s camp before they arrived. That was one advantage to being holed up in a cave: the settlers would at least be safe from the viruses. 
 
    “What if they surrender?” Joseph asked, taking a seat next to Gabe. He and Áengus had moved to the stern to give them a modicum of privacy while they spoke with Carpenter. 
 
    “It would be suicide,” Sigurd said, from his seat near the mast. “Torben will not leave anyone alive who has any claim to the land. And if Reyes and the others flee, they forfeit their claim.” 
 
    Gabe nodded. “Reyes knows surrender isn’t an option. We just have to hope they can hold out until we get there.” 
 
    By afternoon of the next day, they were sailing north along the eastern coast of England. Carpenter reported that the weather would remain fair for at least a few days, and the light wind would continue. Carpenter’s surveillance abilities were not unlimited, however: his algorithm had lost track of the Cho-ta’an carriage while Andrea Luhman was over the horizon. Dozens of wagons and carriages had been coming into Paris—opportunistic farmers trying to sell their goods to the starving city folk—and it had been impossible for the algorithm to keep them all straight. The next morning, Carpenter delivered more bad news: a ship that had departed from Paris a day after Thea Jane appeared to be following them. It currently lagged behind them by about forty miles. 
 
    “Is it the Cho-ta’an?” Gabe asked. He and O’Brien were huddled together on the prow, listening to Carpenter over their comms. 
 
    “Hard to tell. If it is, they’ve got themselves a lot more allies. Looks like at least twenty-five men on the ship.” 
 
    “Do they know where we’re going?” O’Brien asked. 
 
    “That’s also hard to say. They could be heading to a port on the coast of England or Scotland, or even somewhere in the Orkneys or Shetlands. I can’t even say for sure that they’re following you. All I know is that they left a day after Thea Jane disembarked and the Cho-ta’an carriage arrived.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks, Carpenter,” Gabe said. “Keep us apprised.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The ship continued to tail them along the coast for the next two days. When it passed Edinburgh, the conclusion seemed unavoidable: the Cho-ta’an were following them. 
 
    “They can’t possibly see Thea Jane at this distance,” O’Brien said.  
 
    “They may already have figured out our base is in Iceland,” Gabe replied. “They might not be chasing us at all. Maybe it just took them this long to put a crew together.” 
 
    “You think it’s a coincidence they left just a day after we did?” 
 
    “I don’t have a clue, O’Brien. Neither possibility makes any sense.” 
 
    “One way to find out for sure,” O’Brien said. “Dorian, change course forty-five degrees starboard.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Gabe said. “We’re heading out to sea?” 
 
    “Do you have a better idea? If the Cho-ta’an are following us, we’re going to lead them right to our base.” 
 
    “And if they already know where our base is, then we’re letting them slip past us. They’ll get to Höfn before us.” 
 
    “Gabe, if they know where our base is, it won’t make any difference if we get there a few hours before them. Look at us. You think we’re going to stand a chance against twenty-five armed Franks in addition to Torben’s men?” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “You scared the shit out of me,” Carpenter said. “We came back around and Thea Jane was just gone.” 
 
    “Sorry about that,” O’Brien said. “We’re running an experiment.” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured. It’s working, by the way.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “The ship has changed course thirty degrees to starboard. They’re following you, no question. Looks like they changed course about twenty minutes after you did.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Gabe said. “There is no way they could know we changed course.” 
 
    O’Brien rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I think it’s time we questioned our assumptions about the Cho-ta’an.” 
 
    “What are you getting at, O’Brien?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “How did the Cho-ta’an find our camp on the beach in Saint-Pol-de-Léon?” O’Brien asked. “How did they know to flee their lab in Toulouse? How did they find us in Paris? The Cho-ta’an are smart, but they’re not that smart. I think we need to consider the possibility that they have a source of information we’re not aware of.” 
 
    “Hang on, O’Brien,” Carpenter said. “Are you suggesting….” 
 
    “I think,” O’Brien said, “that more than one ship followed us through that gate.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Sixty-six                    
 
    “How the hell could we have missed another Cho-ta’an ship?” Captain Mallick demanded. 
 
    Carpenter replied, “If they’re on the other side of the planet from us, we’d have no way of knowing they were here.” 
 
    “Well, fuck me,” Gabe said. “They’ve been playing us for fools. For three years.” 
 
    “That explains why they risked the other ship going after the lander,” O’Brien said. “They have a backup.” 
 
    “They must have matched our orbit early on,” Carpenter said. “Hell, they probably followed us around Jupiter at a few hundred thousand klicks and then synced with us as we entered orbit around Earth. If they were careful, we’d never have seen them unless we knew exactly where to look.” 
 
    “There is one bit of good news,” O’Brien said. 
 
    Mallick said, “Yes? What’s that?” 
 
    “They haven’t found our base in Höfn. If they had, they’d have attacked it before now. And they wouldn’t be following us out into the North Sea.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Gabe said. “They’ve been doing their best to track us all over Europe, but they haven’t figured out where our base is.” 
 
    “And we almost led them right to it,” Carpenter said. 
 
    “We still might,” O’Brien said. “How are we going to get to Höfn without them tracking us?” 
 
    “We have to assume Reyes can hold out a little longer,” Mallick said. “What you can’t do at this point is continue toward Iceland.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Gabe replied. “If we go to Höfn now, we just put the settlers in more danger.” 
 
    “You have another idea, Gabe?” Mallick asked. 
 
    “I do,” Gabe said. “We’re going to kill everybody on that ship.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    They dragged Thea Jane onto the bank about a half mile upriver from the tiny fishing village of Helmsdale. They were met by Sten and three other men from the gold mining expedition. Sigurd embraced Sten, slapping him on the back so hard the man gasped for breath. 
 
    “Sten, you lout,” Sigurd growled in mock anger. “We thought you’d run off with our gold.” 
 
    “And leave this paradise?” Sten said with a laugh, gesturing at the bleak, scrub-covered ground of the river valley.  
 
    “You haven’t checked in for months,” Gabe said. 
 
    “I’ve been trying,” Sten replied. “This accursed thing doesn’t work.” He handed the comm to Gabe. The housing was scratched and slightly crushed. “I may have dropped it in the water. And stepped on it a few times.” 
 
    “No worries,” Gabe said. “There are three more of them on Earth.” 
 
    Sten nodded cheerfully, not catching Gabe’s sardonic tone. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your company… and the company of these… people?” He regarded the motley assortment of recruits with curiosity. “If you’ve come for the gold, we’ve only come up with about five pounds so far. Panning is slow business.”  
 
    “You haven’t been mining?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “No. There may be veins of gold around here, but we never found them. Panning is dull work, but it pays off.” 
 
    “So you never used the explosives?” O’Brien asked. 
 
    “No. Wasn’t any point. Balder wanted to light the charges for fun, but I told him no. We don’t need to attract any more attention from the village. As it is, we have to pretend to be fishing whenever one of the villagers walks by. If word got out that we’re—” 
 
    “Where are the charges?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “Last shelter,” Sten said, pointing to a group of three little wooden buildings about fifty yards up the bank. Next to them, lying upside down, was the little boat Sten and his men had taken from Reykjavik. “Still wrapped in oil cloth.” 
 
    “We’ll need all of it,” Gabe said. “And any other weapons you have. Gather the rest of your men. We don’t have a lot of time.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Sixty-seven     
 
    Kulchirran Sem-Kaucha waded through the cold river water to the bank, his cloak dragging behind him. When he reached dry ground, he stopped to observe the scene. 
 
    It was dark except for the light of a waxing moon. Ahead of him, Cyr and the other Franks spread out along the bank to encircle the three little wooden buildings. Most of them carried torches, and all held either a sword or spear. Those with swords—Cyr and his comrades—were mercenaries from Burgundy who had arrived in Paris too late to engage in the battle. The others were various miscreants and adventurers Cyr had rounded up the night before they embarked. Kulchirran didn’t have time to be picky; as it was, this band of ruffians had cost him the rest of their gold. It was a risky proposition, but it had paid off: the spacemen had led him directly to their secret base. 
 
    The three shacks didn’t look like much, but that was to be expected. This was likely just a façade; the real base was somewhere else, probably underground. That’s why not much had shown up on Cho-kaltarr’s infrared scopes. His plan was to kill everyone in the buildings except one or two of the settlers, on whom he would use the shock glove until they told him where they others were hiding. 
 
    “Cho-kaltarr, this is Kulchirran,” he said into his comm unit. “Are you there?” If his calculations were correct, Cho-kaltarr would just be coming over the horizon. 
 
    “Hail, Kulchirran. Sahchem of Cho-ta’an ship Cho-kaltarr responding. We see that you have arrived. Have you made contact?” 
 
    “Not yet. Please give confirmation of number of humans in the three buildings near the river.” 
 
    “Infrared indicates number remains constant at six. Two in each building. All appear to be asleep.” 
 
    “Good,” Kulchirran said. “Proceeding according to plan. Will update when humans are subdued.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    Kulchirran terminated the connection and proceeded up the bank. As he did, the Franks converged from all sides on the buildings. There was no sign that anyone inside had noticed them. Could the humans really be this oblivious? He knew they were tracking them from their ship in orbit, but according to Sahchem, the infrared scope clearly showed six humans sleeping in the buildings. It might be a trap, but would they use their own people as bait? 
 
    Cyr had reached the door of the nearest building, and still there was no sign the humans had seen the torches. 
 
    “Sahchem, do scopes indicate any movement inside buildings?” 
 
    “No movement, Kulchirran.” 
 
    “None?” 
 
    “No movement, Kulchirran,” Sahchem repeated. 
 
    Cyr opened the door and slowly moved inside. Two more men were right behind him. At the same time, others entered the other two buildings. Kulchirran said nothing, but his intuition was telling him something was wrong. It shouldn’t be this easy. They had been set up. 
 
    As he opened his mouth to order the men out of the shelters, Cyr exited the building. His sword was in its sheath. In his left hand was a torch. He held his right hand with the palm up, as if showing something to Kulchirran. “Sand,” he said, letting the grains slip between his fingers. “Just clothes filled with warm—” 
 
    By the time Kulchirran saw the string lying on the ground go taut, it was too late. He fell backwards, raising his arm in front of his face as the three buildings erupted in fire. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Sand and pebbles rained down on Gabe as he threw aside the shield over his head. He’d been waiting, crouched in the tiny foxhole, for nearly two hours, and it took him a few seconds to straighten up completely. By the time he got his bow aimed, Áengus, on his left, and Eckart, on his right, had already fired arrows at two of the men running from the burning buildings. Áengus hit his target in the thigh; Eckart’s arrow stuck in the sand just behind another man. Gabe loosed an arrow, striking the man Eckart had missed in the chest. The man fell to the ground. 
 
    Scanning the area, Gabe saw about a dozen Franks on their feet. Most of the others were lying on the sand, injured, dazed, or dead. A few stumbled around or rolled on the ground, their hair or clothing on fire. Debris from the explosions lay scattered all over the area; some of the planks and timber fragments were still on fire, casting stark shadows in all directions. More men—Sten and his miners, as well as Helena, Nestor and Dorian, all of whom had some experience firing a bow—had popped up from shallow foxholes in a rough semicircle around the three buildings.  
 
    They had taken a big risk, betting that the Cho-ta’an’s ship’s infrared sensors wouldn’t penetrate two inches of sand and gravel on top of the shields—and also that the sand they’d heated over a fire would retain just enough heat to mimic body temperature by the time the ship passed overhead. It paid off: the Franks had walked right into the trap. Those who weren’t already dead or maimed were rapidly being cut down by arrows. A few men got past the archers, running any way they could away from the burning debris, but Sten and his men made short work of these with their axes and spears. 
 
    After dropping two more men with arrows, Gabe stopped to scan the area. At last he saw what he was looking for: an abnormally tall, lean figure draped in a cloak, making its way to the river. He ran after it. 
 
    As Gabe ran down the rocky bank, the figure reached the river and turned left, toward the village. The Cho-ta’an moved quickly, even in the relatively strong gravity of Earth, and unless this were a particularly slow specimen, Gabe would have a hard time catching it. 
 
    He pursued the Cho-ta’an for nearly a quarter-mile along the bank, slowly gaining on it. But Gabe was beginning to tire, and the Cho-ta’an showed no sign of slowing. He was almost ready to give up when the alien slipped, momentarily falling to all fours. As it got up, Gabe slammed into it, knocking it to the ground. A few feet from them, the river rushed past. While the Cho-ta’an pulled itself onto all fours, Gabe rolled on his back, trying to catch his breath. By the time the Cho-ta’an got to its feet, he managed to get a hold of one of its ankles. He pulled hard, sending it sprawling again. Dazed, the Cho-ta’an slowly got up and stumbled away. Gabe struggled to his feet and went after it. 
 
    “Coward,” Gabe gasped. 
 
    The Cho-ta’an stopped, turning to face him. “Idiot,” it said. 
 
    Gabe couldn’t help laughing. “Outsmarted… you.” 
 
    “Childish ruse. Your project will fail.”  
 
    The Cho-ta’an didn’t even seem winded. Gabe’s only chance was to keep it talking until he’d caught his breath. 
 
    “We will… succeed. We… will beat you.” 
 
    The Cho-ta’an made a choking noise. It was what their race did instead of laughing. The alien was walking toward him, its left hand outstretched in front of him. Gabe heard the crackling of static. The shock glove. 
 
    Gabe struggled to his knees, realizing he’d been foolish to run after the Cho-ta’an. The only weapon he had was a sword, and he’d never get it drawn in time. One touch from that glove could stop his heart. 
 
    As the alien drew closer, Gabe smelled ozone in the air. He got on the balls of his feet, tensed his muscles and hurled himself at the Cho-ta’an. They fell together toward the river. There was a shock of cold water and a surge of pain, and everything went black. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Sixty-eight      
 
    Gabe came to, coughing and choking on water. Someone was holding him under his armpits. It was dark, and he couldn’t stop shaking. He heard nothing but the gentle rushing of the river. 
 
    When he could breathe freely again, he sat up and pushed away the person who was holding him. It was Áengus. He was drenched and shivering. 
 
    “W-where…?” Gabe asked. He continued to shake, whether from cold or after-effects of the shock glove he didn’t know. He felt like he’d stuck his fingers in an electrical socket. 
 
    “Sten has him,” Áengus said. “Let me help you.” He wrapped Gabe’s arm over his shoulder and helped him to his feet. Together they walked slowly down the bank in the near-darkness until they came to Sten, who was standing over what appeared to be a corpse. 
 
    “It’s dead,” Sten said. “I think. Odin knows where the thing’s heart is.” 
 
    Gabe got on his knees next to the Cho-ta’an and pulled aside its damp cloak. Putting his hand on the alien’s chest, he felt no heartbeat. Nor was it breathing. Áengus helped him back to his feet. 
 
    “T-too bad. Could h-have gotten some information f-from it.” 
 
    Áengus nodded. “The good news is that we’re down to two Cho-ta’an on Earth.” 
 
    “What should we do with the body?” Sten asked. 
 
    “Leave it,” Gabe said. “L-let the animals tear it apart. N-no time.” 
 
    “Then we are leaving?” Sten asked. “All of us?” 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d be anxious to stay after we demolished your shelters,” Áengus said. 
 
    “Shelters can be rebuilt. We were just starting to produce a decent amount of gold.” 
 
    “I’m s-sorry, Sten,” Gabe said. “Too risky.” 
 
    “The Cho-ta’an know we’re here,” Áengus explained. “There are two more of them somewhere, and they’ve got allies. They’ll be back. In any case, we need your help. Reyes is in trouble.” 
 
    They filled Sten in on the settlers’ plight on their way back to the mine. By the time they got there, most of the little fires had gone out, and several of Sten’s men had lit torches. Most of the men were busy moving supplies to Thea Jane, which rested with its bow in the water. The little boat Sten’s men had taken from Reykjavik remained upside-down, a few yards from the destroyed buildings. The ship the Franks had taken from Rouen was anchored just to the east of Thea Jane. 
 
    “Even if these things are watching us, as you say,” Sten said, “it would take them a week to get here from Frankia. Now that we’ve got the process down, the amount of gold we could produce—” 
 
    “Sten,” Gabe said sternly. “It’s over. Reyes needs us. There will be no more discussion on the matter.” 
 
    Irritation flashed across Sten’s face, but he remained silent. 
 
    “If we took the Franks’ ship,” O’Brien  said, “we could all stick together, and probably make better time.” 
 
    Gabe shook his head. “Have to split up. How much time do we have?” 
 
    O’Brien was prepared for the question. They had deduced that the Cho-ta’an ship had matched Andrea Luhman’s orbit, which meant that it was at approximately the same altitude. That gave the Cho-ta’an a narrow window during which they had line-of-sight to any given point on Earth—roughly twenty-five minutes every two hours, the same as Andrea Luhman. Just before Thea Jane reached Baile an Or, Mallick had ordered a slight change in Andrea Luhman’s orbit, increasing its velocity by two hundred kilometers an hour. The idea was to catch a glimpse of the Cho-ta’an ship without revealing their own location. Andrea Luhman’s sensors had not yet picked up any sign of a ship, but they’d narrowed down the possible location of the ship to a range of about six thousand kilometers. That gave them a fairly precise idea of when the Cho-ta’an ship had line-of-sight to Scotland. 
 
    “Nine minutes,” O’Brien said. 
 
    Gabe nodded. Like any sleight of hand, his plan would exploit the gap between what the Cho-ta’an could see and what they expected to see. But to pull it off, they needed to time it just right. 
 
    A man named Uffe approached. “What do we do with the prisoners and wounded?” he asked. 
 
    Gabe looked over at a group of a dozen men who sat or lay on the ground about twenty yards away. About half of them were wounded. Three of Sten’s men stood with spears, guarding them. 
 
    “Kill them,” Gabe said. 
 
    “Gabe,” O’Brien said. “We don’t have to—” 
 
    “Kill them all, now. We don’t have time to deal with prisoners. We’ve got nine minutes to be on our way.” Gabe was still cold in his damp clothes, but he’d regained his senses. 
 
    Uffe nodded and walked back to the others. O’Brien looked like he might protest again but thought better of it. He looked away as the prisoners were run through with spears. 
 
    “Gather round,” Gabe commanded, when it was done. “Is anybody injured?” No one spoke up. A quick head count revealed they hadn’t lost anyone in the battle. “Good. Well done, everyone. That was a hell of an ambush. Unfortunately, we’re not done yet. At this moment, our home is under siege. We may already be too late to save Reyes and the other settlers, but we have to try. Our goal is to get as many fighting men to Höfn as quickly as possible, but the people who sent these men are still out there, spying on us. They know where we are now, and they’ll be watching every ship leaving this place. That means we’ve got to trick them, and we’ve got to be quick about it. I don’t have a lot of time for questions. For now, you’re just going to have to trust me.”  
 
    No one protested, so Gabe continued. “Helena and the recruits, grab your stuff and get on board Thea Jane. O’Brien, Sigurd, Ibrahim and Joseph, you go with them. O’Brien’s in charge. You’re going to head out to sea and bear north toward the Shetlands. From there, I don’t care where you go. Anywhere but Iceland. Head for Norway if you think you can make it. Take the gold with you. Should be more than enough to get you through the winter. I’ll be in touch with O’Brien over the comm. Don’t return to Iceland until I let you know it’s safe. Everybody else, come with me. May luck and the gods and whoever else is available be with us. We’re going to need it. Let’s move!” 
 
    Gabe turned and started walking toward the overturned boat. The group scattered. A few went to Thea Jane, but most followed Gabe. Most of the rucksacks and chests were hidden under the boat. 
 
    “I will go with you,” Sigurd said, coming up alongside him.  
 
    “You’re in no shape to fight,” Gabe said. Sigurd still held his bruised ribs when he walked. 
 
    “It will take a few days to get to Höfn.” 
 
    “The way we’re going, it will take longer than that. It’s not going to be easy, Sigurd.” 
 
    “Nothing you do ever is.” 
 
    They’d reached the boat. Gabe sighed. “O’Brien will need your help.” 
 
    “He’s got Joseph and Helena. He’ll be fine. You need every sword you can muster against Torben and his men. If we don’t save the settlement, it won’t matter what happens to O’Brien and the others.” 
 
    Gabe regarded Sigurd. The Norseman’s desperation was evident. After his failed attempt at vengeance against Harald, he needed something to believe in. Whether that something was Iron Dragon or Reyes herself, he couldn’t say. “All right,” he said. “If you’re up to it, help get this stuff to Thea Jane. We won’t leave without you.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Sigurd said, with the hint of a smile. The others had moved the boat aside to reveal the supplies hidden underneath, and Sigurd picked up a chest and made his way back to the riverbank. As he left, Salim approached Gabe, carrying a torch. He tapped his chest and pointed to the boat. 
 
    “You too, huh?” Gabe said. 
 
    Salim nodded. 
 
    “Well, you’re not bad with a bow.” Gabe had seen him take down two of the Franks. “Ibrahim is okay with you coming? I can’t take him along.” 
 
    Salim nodded.  
 
    “All right. Gather whatever belongings you have and say your goodbyes. We’ll be leaving in five minutes.” 
 
    Salim gave a slight bow and ran off.  
 
    “Sorry I can’t be of more help,” O’Brien said, walking up to Gabe. Still weak from the plague, he had sat out the battle. 
 
    “I’m counting on you to keep our brain trust safe,” Gabe said. “This is all for nothing if our engineers don’t make it. Rest up and I’ll see you back in Höfn.” 
 
    “God willing,” O’Brien said. “Assuming Reyes is still alive and the plague doesn’t get us.” 
 
    “Don’t borrow trouble,” Gabe said. “Just get those people to safety. And do your best to confuse the hell out of the fucking Cho-ta’an.” 
 
    “Will do. So while we’re sailing north, you’re going to be…?” 
 
    Gabe gave him a pained smile. “Taking the hard way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Sixty-nine            
 
    Ten minutes later, Gabe and the others were carrying the little boat north over the rocky terrain. Uffe and another of Sten’s men, Elof, led the way with torches. 
 
    At the same time, O’Brien and the others headed southeast down the river on Thea Jane. By the time the Cho-ta’an ship came around again, they would be well out to sea and heading north along the coast. The Cho-ta’an would pinpoint Thea Jane’s location and follow its course to the Shetlands and wherever O’Brien directed it after that. And with any luck, they wouldn’t immediately notice that the other boat was missing as well. 
 
    Before the battle, Gabe had instructed Sten’s men to move the boat away from the camp and camouflage it as best they could, but there wasn’t much to work with in the scrubby river valley. They’d ended up throwing a few shovelfuls of sand and gravel on top of it. Carpenter had said it looked like a “boat-shaped rock” from his perspective, and Gabe figured that was good enough. 
 
    Their next challenge was going to be finding some cover before the Cho-ta’an ship rose above the horizon. The land was bare for miles around except for grass and scrub brush. Sten informed him there were some woods some three miles north, but walking three miles in an hour over rough ground while carrying a boat was going to be a challenge. 
 
    They reached a small copse of trees three minutes before the Cho-ta’an ship was due to come over the horizon. There was no time to set up any kind of camp. They went as deeply into the trees as they could, flipped the boat over, and then huddled beneath it for the next hour. If the Cho-ta’an used infrared imaging, they’d have little trouble finding the humans, but with any luck the aliens would be preoccupied with the fleeing ship. By the time the Cho-ta’an realized only half of the group was aboard Thea Jane, the other would be long-gone. That was the hope, anyway. For now, all they could do was wait and hope the aliens weren’t even now directing more men toward their location. 
 
    They resumed carrying the boat when Gabe estimated the Cho-ta’an ship was again below the horizon. About forty minutes into this leg of the journey, Gabe’s comm chirped.  
 
    “We’ve got them,” Carpenter said. “Looks like a scout ship. Probably no weapons. Couldn’t get a very good look, as I had to reverse thrust before they saw us.” 
 
    “You’re sure they didn’t see you?” Gabe said, walking alongside the men carrying the boat up a rocky hillside. 
 
    “No way to know for sure, but no radar pings. I think it’s unlikely. If they saw anything, it would only be for a split-second. They’d write it off as interference. But we got a pretty good fix on them. I can narrow your window by about five minutes on either side.” 
 
    “Assuming they don’t move.” 
 
    “Well, yeah.” 
 
    “Thanks, Carpenter. Let me know if you find out anything else.” 
 
    “You know I will.” 
 
    Gabe and the others marched on. The eastern sky was just beginning to lighten. None of them had slept that night, and they weren’t going to get a full night’s sleep for some time. 
 
    The cycle continued for the next day, the men carrying the boat for an hour and then resting for an hour underneath it, making use of whatever cover they could find. Sometimes they didn’t travel a full hour at a time because there was no cover on the horizon, and they didn’t dare risk being caught in the open. Twice they were forced to pile boulders on top of the boat because there was no other cover. There was little room for the men under the boat, but they were so exhausted after a few hours of this that they had no trouble sleeping. 
 
    While they traveled, Gabe received occasional updates from O’Brien and Carpenter. Neither had much to report: Thea Jane was passing the Orkneys on her way to the Shetlands. There was a strong wind out of the west, so they were able to use the sails. That was good news, because with its sails unfurled, the Cho-ta’an would easily recognize Thea Jane as the same boat that had left from Paris a three days earlier. The Cho-ta’an probably didn’t have powerful enough optics to determine who was on the boat, and in the chaos of the battle, it would have been difficult for the Cho-ta’an to determine exactly how many settlers were at Baile an Or. If a few were missing, the Cho-ta’an would likely assume they’d been killed. 
 
    Meanwhile, the plague continued to advance in Iceland, but Carpenter still didn’t have enough data to determine which strain it was. Whatever it was, it had not yet reached Torben and his men, who remained camped outside of the cave near Höfn. That was another bit of good news: the fact that Torben’s men remained outside the cave told them that someone inside was still alive and able to put up a fight. 
 
    That night, Gabe and the others reached the headwaters of the river, some twenty miles northwest of Baile an Or. During the night, they continued over a series of low peaks, eventually coming to another stream that began on the north side of the hills. The next day, they risked putting the boat in the water. This allowed them to get some rest while they floated downstream, but they continued to drag the boat ashore every hour to take cover. It took them until nightfall the third day to reach the northern coast of Scotland. Here they made camp in a grove of trees and got a full night’s sleep.  
 
    They spent the next day sailing west along the coast of Scotland. For the morning, they stopped after every hour of traveling to seek cover, but by noon they had spent so much time ferrying back and forth through fjords while making little forward progress that Gabe decided to risk remaining in the open for the rest of the day. They were now nearly fifty miles from the mining camp; if the Cho-ta’an saw them, they’d just look like another boat skirting the coast on the way to Ireland. Gabe had to balance the threat to Reyes with the danger of the Cho-ta’an ship spotting them. At this point, he figured the immediate risk from the Cho-ta’an was minimal. 
 
    He was wrong. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Seventy           
 
    Carpenter awoke to the sound of a warning claxon. He threw on some clothes and ran to the bridge. After a few seconds staring at the sensor display, he managed to convince himself he wasn’t having a nightmare. 
 
    A ship was approaching. 
 
    The profile matched that of a Cho-ta’an scout ship. It was almost certainly the same ship they had spotted four days earlier. 
 
    “So they spotted us,” Mallick said. Carpenter jumped. He hadn’t heard the captain come onto the bridge. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Captain. I thought I could—” 
 
    “Not your fault, Carpenter. We took a risk. I didn’t think they’d spot us either.” 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    “What’s their velocity?” 
 
    “About ten klicks a second.” 
 
    “Not much faster than us.” 
 
    “No, sir. They’re taking their time.” 
 
    “How long until contact?” 
 
    “If they maintain current velocity, just under eight hours. Should I try to evade?” 
 
    “Any idea what kind of weapons they’ve got on that thing?” 
 
    “Scout ships aren’t usually heavily armed. No missiles, for sure. Maybe a railgun.” 
 
    “Wait until they close within a thousand klicks. They’re burning a lot of propellant maintaining that trajectory. If we run, they’ll just change course to intercept. Might as well conserve fuel while we can.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The Cho-ta’an ship continued its approach over the next four hours. Mallick called a meeting to inform O’Brien and Gabe of the situation. There was no one else to tell; Doctor Kim had rejoined the rest of the crew aboard the Andrea Luhman in stasis. 
 
    “We forced their hand,” O’Brien said.  
 
    “At least everybody’s cards are on the table now,” Gabe said. “What do you think their objective is, Captain?” 
 
    “Hard to say at this point. What’s our feeling for the Cho-ta’an view on predestination?” 
 
    For a moment the channel was silent. “I’m not sure I follow, sir,” O’Brien said at last. 
 
    “Our anthropologist is in stasis,” Mallick said. “What I want to know is, do the Cho-ta’an share our assumption that the past can’t be changed?” 
 
    “I’m not completely certain I share it,” O’Brien said. 
 
    “For my part,” Gabe said, “I’m believing it more and more. We did everything we could to screw up history, and events in Paris turned out more-or-less the way they were supposed to. Any discrepancies can be explained by inaccuracies in the historical record—inaccuracies that I personally encouraged, by the way.” 
 
    “None of this answers my question,” Mallick said.  
 
    “In a way, it does,” O’Brien said. “We think of the Cho-ta’an as a monolithic entity because that’s how they present themselves. I think, though, that they probably have as much individual variation in worldview as humans do.” 
 
    “The real question, then,” said Gabe, “is who is at the helm of that ship?” 
 
    “What do we know about them?” O’Brien asked. 
 
    “They’re patient,” Carpenter offered. “Whoever their captain is, he or she—” 
 
    “…or it…” O’Brien said. 
 
    “Enough with the goddamn pronouns,” Mallick said. “We’re calling him ‘he,’ and anyone who has a problem with that can file a formal complaint with IDL Command in 1300 years.” 
 
    “He is patient,” Carpenter again. “He’s been content to wait and watch for three years. Even more impressive when you consider the Cho-ta’an don’t live that long, and they don’t have stasis.” 
 
    “Committed,” O’Brien added. “He clearly believes in the Cho-ta’an cause.” 
 
    “He’s also decisive,” Gabe said. “He must have had a plan in place to go after us as soon as we showed ourselves.” 
 
    “Good. What else?” Mallick said. 
 
    No one spoke for some time. 
 
    “Well,” Mallick said. “That basically leaves us with fuck-all.” 
 
    “What difference does it make, Captain?” O’Brien asked. 
 
    “If they think history is immutable,” Mallick explained, “they’ll be conservative.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” 
 
    “Meaning that they’ll try to blow us out of the sky.” 
 
    “You have an interesting definition of conservative.” 
 
    “No, he’s right,” Gabe said. “That is the safe option.” 
 
    “Obviously I’m a page behind here,” O’Brien said. “What am I missing?”  
 
    A long pause followed, as if no one dared speak it. 
 
    “If they think history can be changed…” Carpenter began at last. 
 
    Gabe finished the sentence. “They’ll try to use the planet killer against Earth.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The Cho-ta’an vessel closed within two thousand klicks shortly after Andrea Luhman dropped below the horizon. It then decreased its velocity significantly, so that it was barely gaining on Andrea Luhman. Carpenter estimated that if it maintained its new velocity, the Cho-ta’an ship would take a week to intercept them. That was the good news. The bad news was that the Cho-ta’an ship had begun broadcasting a jamming signal on all frequencies, effectively making radio communication with the ground impossible. The signal was so strong that even with Andrea Luhman’s lead of nearly two thousand klicks, it couldn’t get through to Gabe or O’Brien. Receiving communications from the weak comm transmitters on the ground was out of the question. This left Carpenter and Mallick alone to consider their response to the approaching Cho-ta’an vessel.  
 
    The planet-killer bomb had the power to kill everything on Earth. If the Cho-ta’an could figure out how to activate it, all they would need to do is drop it on Earth. It would detonate in the atmosphere, spreading a chain reaction through the air and all the way through the planet’s core, destabilizing the molecular structure of every bit of matter. Mountains would crumble and seas would boil. Not even algae or fungi would remain alive. The Earth would turn into an inert ball of dust. 
 
    Mallick told himself it couldn’t happen. It was impossible. Human civilization would advance over the next millennium to the Space Age. Humans would explore the solar system and eventually interstellar space. They would meet the Cho-ta’an and go to war. And at the end of that war, an exploratory ship called Andrea Luhman would come into possession of a means of destroying the Cho-ta’an: a planet-killer bomb. 
 
    None of this would happen if Earth were destroyed by that very same bomb. Mallick was certain of this. And yet, philosophical reassurances rang hollow. Common sense told him that if the Cho-ta’an got a hold of the bomb, they would use it. That meant he would do everything in his power to prevent that from happening—even if it meant destroying the bomb. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Seventy-one    
 
    Gabe and the others spent the night under a craggy overhang on a rocky beach in northwestern Scotland, and then embarked again the next morning five minutes after the Cho-ta’an ship was supposed to have passed over the horizon. They’d lost contact with Andrea Luhman; the only thing coming through on any frequency was a high-pitched squeal. It had to be a jamming signal coming from the Cho-ta’an ship.  
 
    Sigurd directed them southwest toward a village called Stjórnavágr on an island in the Hebrides. He had some distant kin there, and they hoped to be able to rest and buy provisions. A fog had set in, and without Carpenter guiding them from above, they soon lost their bearings. They had no sunstone, and O’Brien had taken their only compass. When a cold north wind finally carried the fog away, they realized they had drifted nearly a hundred miles south of Stjórnavágr. It took them four days, rowing against the wind, to reach the village. 
 
    They spent the night at a tiny inn in Stjórnavágr, enjoying their first warm meal in over a week. The next day, they bought food for the rest of their journey and spent what was left of their money convincing a local trader to trade their little boat for his karve, which he called Járnvindur. They left at mid-morning, heedless of the position of the Cho-ta’an ship. They were not going to be able to cross the Atlantic unseen; their best bet now was to remain unnoticed among the dozens of ships traveling throughout this region at any given time. Unless the Cho-ta’an had come up with something like Carpenter’s traffic patterning algorithm, there was no reason a karve traveling from Scotland to Iceland would provoke any suspicion.  
 
    The cold wind continued, and it took a week of tacking back and forth across the Atlantic to reach Iceland. They nearly missed it, sailing too far west, but tacked northeast when Sigurd noticed seagulls circling in that direction. An hour later, the eastern part of Iceland came into view, and they spent the next two days sailing along the southern coast. 
 
    Járnvindur ran aground about three miles west of Höfn. They timed their arrival with the pause in the transmission of the jamming signal, which presumably coincided with the Cho-ta’an’s blind spot. The break in the signal was the only source of information they had about the ships in orbit; they hadn’t heard anything from Andrea Luhman for nearly two weeks.  
 
    They did their best to hide Járnvindur among the rocks and then proceeded cross-country toward the cave, avoiding the coast and the narrow valley along the stream. As they neared Torben’s camp, Gabe instructed Sten to wait with his men on the plain while he, Sigurd and Áengus climbed a rocky hilltop with a view of the cave mouth. 
 
    Torben’s men had set up a dozen tents of varying size on a flat area of ground just a few yards from the cave mouth. Observing from a distance of nearly a hundred yards, Gabe saw eight men. A few more were probably inside the tents. The rest would be out hunting, fishing, or gathering nuts and berries.  
 
    “We should attack now, while we have surprise,” Sigurd said. “If we wait, we risk being discovered.” Sigurd still favored his left side, but Gabe didn’t doubt he’d hold his own in combat. 
 
    Áengus seemed less certain. “If we attack while most of them are gone, we risk having them flank us later.” 
 
    “If we kill a third of them, the rest will flee,” Sigurd said. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Áengus replied. “It would be better if we could coordinate with Reyes.” 
 
    “Comms won’t penetrate the cave,” Gabe said. “We’ve tried.” 
 
    “Do you think you could get Sten’s comm to work?” 
 
    “Maybe. I’d have to take it apart. Why?” 
 
    “What if we could get it into the cave?” 
 
    “We’ll never get past Torben’s men,” Sigurd said. 
 
    Áengus smiled. “We don’t have to.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Captain Mallick lay in his bunk, pondering the future of the human race. 
 
    The planet-killer had been humanity’s one chance against the Cho-ta’an. Without it, chances of a human victory in the war were nil. Still, even if humanity lost this war, enclaves of people might somehow survive in distant corners of the galaxy and someday, perhaps centuries later, strike back against the Cho-ta’an.  
 
    If, on the other hand, the Cho-ta’an got their hands on the planet-killer, it was game over. Humanity would never even get off Earth. Mallick had never imagined humanity might face a worse fate than unqualified defeat in an interstellar war, but here they were. 
 
    The Cho-ta’an ship was now less than a day out. Carpenter continued to try to get a message past the Cho-ta’an’s jamming signal, with no success. If there were anything else for Carpenter to do, Mallick would have ordered him to stop wasting his time. The jamming signal was only getting stronger as the Cho-ta’an ship neared. 
 
    But there was nothing left for Carpenter to do, and Mallick was rapidly running out of options himself. It was time to accept that Andrea Luhman’s mission was coming to an end. At this point, there was really only one thing he could do. 
 
    Mallick unstrapped himself from his bunk and made his way to the weapons cabinet. He spent the next six hours wiring the planet-killer with explosives. If someone tried to move the bomb from the hold, it would explode. If someone tried to open the access panel, it would explode. If a ten-digit code wasn’t entered every two hours, it would explode. If the hold were depressurized, it would explode. If someone looked at it funny, it would explode. 
 
    Detonation would be unlikely to trigger the planet-killer itself; if it was armed at all, it would have safeguards to prevent accidental activation. And even if it did go off, Andrea Luhman was more than nine hundred kilometers from Earth’s atmosphere. There wasn’t enough matter around to trigger a chain reaction. 
 
    Mallick had decided that if the Cho-ta’an went for the “conservative” option, there was little the crew of Andrea Luhman could do about it. Carpenter’s scans indicated that the scout ship had two forward-facing railguns with an effective range of over a thousand klicks. Andrea Luhman might be able to dodge their fire for a few days, but if the Cho-ta’an wanted to blow them up, they’d do it eventually. 
 
    As the Cho-ta’an ship closed within five hundred klicks, his suspicions were confirmed: they were going to try to take Andrea Luhman intact. Whether they were primarily interested in the ship itself, the crew or the planet-killer made little difference: Mallick would not let them succeed. There was only one more thing for him to do. 
 
    Ten minutes later, he strode onto the bridge wearing an EVA suit. His helmet was tucked under his arm. Carpenter turned to stare at him, his jaw hanging open. 
 
    “If you’ve got everything under control here,” Mallick said, “I’m going to step outside for a bit.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Seventy-two    
 
    Just after dark, Áengus approached the camp. There was no cover to speak of; when he was within a stone’s throw, he got on his belly and crawled for another twenty yards, his bow strapped on his back. The cave mouth was just visible, a black smudge amid the glow of torchlight on the rocks.  
 
    A man stood guard about fifteen yards to Áengus’ right, facing south. Several others sat by a fire or milled about the camp. Áengus waited until no one was facing his direction and then quietly stood, pulling the bow from his back. He carried only one arrow, to which Gabe had strapped Sten’s comm, wrapped in several layers of wool cloth. Gabe had pried the device apart and adjusted something with its innards; they’d tested it with the other comm and found they were able to communicate. 
 
    Áengus nocked the arrow and drew the string. He took a breath, steadied himself, and released the arrow. It disappeared into the darkness. Before he even heard the distant clatter, he had dropped onto his belly. The guard glanced briefly toward the cave but no one else took any notice. Áengus crawled back to the shadows. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    It was nearly an hour before Reyes answered Gabe’s hails. When she finally picked up, she sounded like she was in shock. 
 
    “Gabe?” she said. “Oh, my God. Is it you? Is it really you?” 
 
    “Hey, chief,” Gabe said. “Told you I’d come back.” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “About half a mile from the cave. I’ve got Sigurd and Áengus with me, as well as Sten and his men. We’re going to try to rescue you.” 
 
    “Oh my God, Gabe. You have no idea. You don’t—” She broke off for a moment. 
 
    “You okay, chief?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s just been so long. Almost a year. We ran out of food three days ago, Gabe. We were about to surrender.” 
 
    “No surrender. I guess your people aren’t in any condition to fight though.” 
 
    “We’ll do whatever we’ve got to do to get out of this goddamn cave. For a while we tried digging out, making a back door from one of the rear tunnels. Picks and shovels, even used some of O’Brien’s black powder charges. But the rock is too hard. Can’t get through it.” 
 
    “Okay, we can get you out. We’ll wait for everybody to go to sleep and then make a coordinated attack. What time does your comm display?” 
 
    “23:14.” 
 
    “Good. We’ll attack at two a.m. exactly. Be ready, but wait for my signal. When you hear it, send four of your best fighters outside the cave. Give them shields and whatever armor you have. My guys will take care of Torben’s men, but I need your people to draw their fire. If you get in trouble, retreat into the cave while we clean up.” 
 
    “No,” Reyes said. “All due respect to your tactical expertise, Gabe, once we leave this cave, we’re not going back. We get out and we fight.” 
 
    “All right,” Gabe said. “Just don’t take any unnecessary risks, and don’t get in the way.” 
 
    “I know what to do.” 
 
    “Good. I will talk to you again in about two and a half hours. Get some sleep if you can.” 
 
    “Thanks, Gabe. Reyes out.” 
 
    Gabe made his way back across the rocky landscape, which was illuminated only by a crescent moon. To get a signal from the cave, he had to be directly on the other side of Torben’s camp from the cave mouth. It was a two-mile walk back to where Sigurd and the others were camped. 
 
    They didn’t dare risk a fire, so he was nearly at the camp when he realized something was wrong. All was quiet except for distant crashing of waves. No one was snoring. 
 
    He drew his sword, but a knife was already at his throat.  
 
    “Drop it,” said a gruff voice from behind him. He recognized Uffe, more from his scent than from the timbre of this voice. Gabe let his sword clatter to the ground. Another man scampered out of the darkness to grab it. He now saw, not far away, two men seated on the ground with their backs to each other. Sigurd and Áengus. 
 
    Sten stepped out of the shadows. 
 
    “Why?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “That’s a silly question,” Sten said.  
 
    “The gold.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “So the comm breaking. That was intentional.” 
 
    “No. But when I couldn’t reach you for half a year… well, a man gets ideas. Starts to think maybe he’s on his own.” 
 
    “We were coming back, Sten. We were always going to come back.” 
 
    “I wasn’t angry,” Sten said. “I’m an optimist. Figured I’d make the most of the situation. All that gold, divided five ways? Well, I thought I could make my peace with that. But then you come back, and you tell me we have to leave….” 
 
    “The Cho-ta’an know the location of the mine. It’s not safe.” 
 
    “You made sure of that, didn’t you? Led them right to us.” 
 
    “This was never about the gold, Sten. Come on. The things we’re going to do, you’ll see….” 
 
     “Miracles and wonders. Sky ships. That’s all fine, but it doesn’t compare to a pound of gold in my hand, does it?” 
 
    “There will be more mines. Gold, silver, copper, iron…. You’ll be richer than you ever dreamed possible.” 
 
    Sten shook his head. “No, I’m no fool. Even if I trusted you, you’ll never trust me after this. My men and I will return to the mine. We’ll keep an eye out for your monsters and gather as much gold as we can in the meantime. Plus what we’ve got stockpiled, of course.” 
 
    “You’ve got more than the five pounds you gave to O’Brien?” 
 
    “We buried another twenty pounds before you arrived. I’m not leaving that behind.” 
 
    “Listen, Sten. I don’t care about the gold. Just take your men and go.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Gabe. I can’t take the chance you’ll come after us.” 
 
    “You’re going to kill us?” 
 
    Sten shook his head. “No, I won’t have murder on my conscience. We’re going to turn you over to Torben.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Seventy-three              
 
    As the alien ship closed within two hundred klicks, it began to decelerate again. It used only its forward-facing auxiliary thrusters so that it could keep its railguns pointed at Andrea Luhman. The Cho-ta’an didn’t intend to destroy the humans’ ship, but they clearly wouldn’t hesitate if pressed. Andrea Luhman was helpless to do anything. She had no weapons, and chaff would be ineffective against railguns. So she remained in a static orbit, essentially a sitting duck. 
 
    Captain Mallick watched Andrea Luhman from ten klicks away, having used the EVA suit’s propulsion system to retreat to what he hoped was a safe distance. They’d underestimated the scope of the Cho-ta’an’s surveillance once, but he couldn’t risk missing his window for action. If they saw him, he’d at least die quickly, with a dozen railgun holes through his suit. 
 
    But as the ship closed within ten klicks, he allowed himself to believe his ploy had been successful. He checked his oxygen gauge. It read 22 minutes. It might be enough.  
 
    A hatch on the Cho-ta’an ship had opened, and two Cho-ta’an in EVA suits had floated out. Pressure jets on the backs of their suits propelled them toward Andrea Luhman. Mallick activated his own jets, shooting at maximum speed toward them. 
 
    The Cho-ta’an reached Andrea Luhman and used magnetic clamps to hold themselves in place as they assembled some kind of tool. It looked like a plasma cutter. Intent on their cutting, it never occurred to them to look up. Mallick adjusted his trajectory so he’d come down right on top of them. He was coming in fast, but there was nothing for it. He couldn’t risk them getting through the hull. 
 
    At fifty meters out, he unhooked his pistol from the leg holster on the EVA suit. The gun utilized a chemical propellant to fire large-caliber metal bullets; it differed from a standard firearm only in that the trigger mechanism had been enlarged so it could be used by someone wearing the thick gloves of a space suit. 
 
    He got a bead on the first Cho-ta’an and fired. The Cho-ta’an jerked and let go of the plasma cutter. Dark fluid bubbled out of the suit in irregular globs that froze instantly. The other Cho-ta’an turned to look at his comrade, and then looked up just in time to see a second burst of flame from Mallick’s gun. 
 
    Unfortunately, the kick from the first shot had thrown off Mallick’s aim; the bullet struck the shielding of Andrea Luhman’s hull just behind the Cho-ta’an. The second shot exacerbated Mallick’s spin; before he could get off a third shot, he was facing the blackness of space. The Cho-ta’an, who appeared to be unarmed, went back to cutting through the hull. 
 
    Mallick’s hand went to the thrust control on the suit, but he hesitated. By the time he got himself stabilized, it would probably be too late. He was turned nearly backwards now anyway; in a few seconds he’d be facing the Cho-ta’an again. 
 
    The next five seconds, which Mallick spent watching Earth slide by below him, were the longest of his life. Finally the Cho-ta’an came into view. Mallick fired, striking the alien’s oxygen tank and blowing a hole in it. A jet of gas sprang from the hole, pushing the Cho-ta’an against the ship. The Cho-ta’an kept cutting. Mallick aimed again. This would be his last chance. 
 
    The bullet struck the Cho-ta’an in the back of its helmet, blowing it to pieces. Blood, bone and brain matter floated out into space. But by some miracle of alien biology, the Cho-ta’an’s hand remained gripped on the plasma cutter. As Mallick’s feet swung toward the hull again, he threw his hands in front of his face. 
 
    Andrea Luhman exploded. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Seventy-four                      
 
    In the morning, Sten and his men marched Gabe, Áengus and Sigurd into Torben’s camp. Sten had taken Gabe’s comm, so he had no chance to warn Reyes.  
 
    Torben greeted Sten with suspicion but warmed when he realized who Sten’s prisoners were. Sten asked for nothing in return but to be allowed to leave with his men on Járnvindur. His request was granted. 
 
    While Sten and the others made their way back to the boat, Gabe, Áengus and Sigurd sat on the hard ground with their hands tied behind their backs. Three of Torben’s men, armed with spears, kept watch over them. Torben grabbed Gabe’s hair and pulled. “On your feet!” 
 
    Gabe got up and Torben prodded him toward the cave mouth with his sword. When they were a few paces away, Torben shouted, “Chief Reyes!” 
 
    There was no response. 
 
    “Chief Reyes, I’ve got your man here.” He prodded Gabe in the ribs. “Tell her.” 
 
    “Reyes, it’s Gabe,” Gabe shouted. “Don’t come out. He’s going to kill—” 
 
    Something hard hit Gabe on the side of the head. Unable to break his fall, he fell to the ground.  
 
    “I’ve got the other two as well,” Torben said. “Sigurd and the monk. The others have abandoned you. Come out now and I’ll spare these three.” 
 
    “No,” Gabe murmured, struggling to get to his feet. “He’ll kill us all.” 
 
    “Another word from you and I’ll gut you right here,” Torben growled. He turned back to the cave mouth. “This is your last chance. I’d like to end this peacefully, but if you and your people do not come out of the cave right now, I will kill this man, and then I will kill the others. This is my land, and I will have it, one way or another.” 
 
    Gabe managed to get on his knees. As he did, he saw movement at the cave mouth. Eirik and Reyes. They were climbing out of the cave. The others were behind them. Emaciated and pale, they shielded their eyes from the bright sunlight. Torben’s men made certain they were unarmed and then led them to the center of the camp. The settlers were so weak from lack of food that tying them up was unnecessary. Gabe could do nothing but watch. 
 
    When he’d made sure everyone was out of the cave, Torben sent three of his men into the cave to explore. They emerged less than an hour later and reported to Torben. He did not seem pleased. 
 
    Torben walked over to Reyes, who was sitting on the ground with Gabe and the other prisoners. 
 
    “Where is the gold?” he demanded. 
 
    Reyes shook her head tiredly. “There is no gold.” 
 
    “Liar! We’ve been over every inch of this land. It must be in the cave. Where is it?” 
 
    “She’s telling you the truth, you idiot,” Gabe said. “There is no gold. It was a cover story to hide what we’re really doing here.” 
 
    “Gabe?” Reyes said uncertainly. 
 
    But Gabe didn’t care anymore. What difference did it make? Andrea Luhman had gone dark. Sten had betrayed them. And as soon as Torben realized he’d camped all winter outside a cave for nothing, he was going to kill them all. 
 
    “What do you claim to be doing?” Torben asked. 
 
    “We’re building a ship,” Gabe said. 
 
    “A ship? In Iceland? With what wood?” He gestured around them. There wasn’t a tree in sight. 
 
    “Not a wooden ship,” Gabe said.  
 
    Laughter went up from Torben’s men, but Torben’s face was stern. “Are you mocking me?” 
 
    Gabe shook his head. “The ship will be made of iron,” he said. “Steel, actually. And it’s not going to float on the water. It’s going to fly through the sky.” 
 
    More laughter. Torben’s face went red and his hand went to his sword. 
 
    Gabe smiled. They’d done their best, but they had failed. And now, at last, it was all over. He closed his eyes and waited for Torben’s blade to cut him down. 
 
    Then Gabe heard a sound that should have been impossible. At first he thought he was imagining it—a hallucination born of exhaustion and acceptance of his impending doom: the distant thunder of galloping horses. 
 
    When the blade did not come, he opened his eyes and saw that he was not the only one who heard it. All heads had turned toward the sound. Torben was blocking Gabe’s view, and it took Gabe a moment to struggle to his feet. By the time he did, the sight was unmistakable: some twenty men on horseback were galloping across the open ground toward them from the southeast, framed by a brilliant red sunrise. Torben stood uncertainly, his sword hanging from his hand. 
 
    The men wore armor and matching tunics of blue and white. The man at the head of the procession had long, strawberry-blond hair. 
 
    “Is that…?” Gabe trailed off. 
 
    “Harald Fairhair,” Reyes said, in a tone that indicated she couldn’t quite believe it herself. 
 
    The procession came to a halt a few yards outside the camp, and the men dismounted. Harald strode directly toward Torben. As he did so, a dark-haired man, who had been riding just behind and to Harald’s right, ran ahead of him. The man stopped within ten feet of Torben but stared directly ahead as if Torben were invisible. He announced, “Men and women of Iceland, I present to you His Royal Highness, the King of Norway!” With this, he spun on his heel, dropped to one knee, and bowed deeply before Harald. The other horsemen dropped to their knees as well. 
 
    Harald stopped just in front of the man, and after a brief moment of confusion, everyone present who wasn’t already on the ground dropped to their knees as well. Even Torben finally acquiesced.   
 
    “You may rise,” Harald said. Torben and his men got to their feet, but the prisoners remained seated. Gabe didn’t have the energy to get up again. 
 
    Harald walked past Torben to Reyes. He turned to the dark-haired man. “Fredegar, cut this woman’s bonds.” 
 
    Fredegar ran to Reyes and cut the rope around her wrists. Harald helped her to her feet. 
 
    “I understand, My Lady,” Harald said, “that you are having some trouble with trespassers.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Seventy-five                       
 
    Mallick spun helplessly for several seconds, debris from Andrea Luhman flying past and occasionally striking his suit. When the debris seemed to have passed, he clipped the pistol to his thigh and used the suits jets to stabilize, facing the Cho-ta’an ship about five hundred meters away. He wondered how many Cho-ta’an were left inside it and whether they had any idea what had happened. At any moment, they might engage their thrusters, and he would be left to die, two-thousand kilometers above Earth. 
 
    He triggered a burst of propellant, moving toward the alien ship. He forced himself to take a moment to assess his trajectory before firing the jets again. If he weren’t careful, he might shoot right past the ship and find himself without enough propellant to get back. When he was certain he was aimed the right direction, he let loose a final burst and then coasted the last twenty meters, slamming hard against the hull. He managed to avoid bouncing off into space by getting a grip on the edge of a shield panel. 
 
    He spared a glance at the suit’s oxygen readout: eight minutes. Panic lurked at the back of his mind, threatening to overwhelm him. Mallick had been on enough spacewalks that the vast emptiness of space no longer provoked sheer terror, and after three years of being cooped up on a spaceship, the prospect of a swift death wasn’t unwelcome. His incipient panic stemmed from the very real possibility that Iron Dragon would fail, and he would be the reason. 
 
    From the moment they’d guessed at the existence of a second Cho-ta’an ship, Mallick had been assessing possible outcomes. Few of those outcomes included an intact Andrea Luhman. He hadn’t expected matters to come to a head so quickly, and he’d hoped to stop the Cho-ta’an from cutting through the hull, but even if he had, they’d probably have torn her apart with their railguns. He still had one chance to salvage their project, but the margin of error was nonexistent. He wiped the fear from his mind and focused on the mission. Step one was to blow a hole in the hull of the Cho-ta’an ship. 
 
    He pulled the explosive charge from the pouch at the front of his suit, stuck it on the hull, and activated the timer, which he had pre-set to thirty seconds. Then he gripped the edge of a panel with his fingertips and pulled, gently moving his body down the ship lengthwise. When he’d gone about twenty meters, he found another handhold and arrested his movement.  
 
    The charge detonated with a flash. There was no sound, only the faint shudder of metal beneath his fingers. A few fragments from the hull scattered into space along with a blast of air and freezing water vapor. Mallick spun around and pulled himself to the opening, which was just over a meter in diameter. He unclipped his pistol and pulled himself through the opening. 
 
    The Cho-ta’an scout ship was considerably smaller than Andrea Luhman; it had only one cabin, which functioned as a bridge, laboratory and sleeping quarters. The cabin was cylindrical, about five meters in diameter and eight meters long. How the Cho-ta’an tolerated it for three years without stasis was beyond comprehension.  
 
    Mallick saw two Cho-ta’an inside. One was struggling with the seals of a pressure suit. The other was already suited up but seemed to be unarmed. It lunged at Mallick. 
 
    Mallick fired, missing the Cho-ta’an’s head but cracking its helmet. The Cho-ta’an flailed as the air was sucked out of its suit. Mallick shoved the alien aside and fired at its comrade. The bullet tore through the second Cho-ta’an’s abdomen. Globs of brown fluid scattered from the hole and froze solid. The Cho-ta’an struggled for a few seconds and was still. The other one was still feebly trying to hold its helmet together. Mallick gripped the still-moving Cho-ta’an by the rear of its suit, pushed it toward the hole in the cabin, and then propelled himself after it. By the time the Cho-ta’an reached the opening, it had stopped moving. Its shoulder caught the edge of the hole, and Mallick helped it through and then returned for its comrade. He shoved the second Cho-ta’an out of the hole after the first. 
 
    A glance at the oxygen readout told him he had three minutes. It was going to be tight. He located a control terminal that had been left unlocked and forced himself to take a minute to familiarize himself with the controls. IDL officer training required a basic familiarity with Cho-ta’an language and systems, but it had been over five years—by his reckoning—since his last certification.  
 
    It took him another minute to access the communications system. The system was already transmitting the jamming signal; he just needed to change the message. By the time he’d figured out how to do this, the oxygen readout was flashing a big red zero. The warning was redundant, in any case: he was already breathing harder to compensate for the lack of oxygen. Within a minute, hypoxia would start to set in. 
 
    He stared at the interface and felt like weeping. Everything was in the Cho-ta’an language. He’d navigated the system so far through a combination of half-remembered training and lucky guesses, but how the hell was he going to send a comprehensible message in a language he didn’t speak? An audio message would suffice, but there was no air in the cabin and he’d be long-dead before he figured out how to patch his suit’s comm into the Cho-ta’an system. Somewhere there had to be a language setting, and he wouldn’t be surprised if the Cho-ta’an engineers had included English as an option, but he’d never find it in time. 
 
    He forced himself to remain calm. Break down the problem. Simplify. Don’t do more than you have to. He smiled as he thought of how Reyes had reestablished contact with Andrea Luhman a year earlier. Pick a symbol, doesn’t matter which one. A dot in a circle, perfect. Pick another. Zig-zag. Good enough. 
 
    He began to tap out a message, but his fingers had gone numb. He was hitting the wrong symbol half the time. He’d have better luck without the suit’s bulky gloves, but he’d never get them off with his numb fingers. A look around the cabin revealed nothing handy that he could use as a stylus. 
 
    Stay calm. Simplify, simplify. 
 
    He managed to delete everything he’d typed so far and started over, poising his fists over the keyboard. Exact characters don’t matter. Just make sure you hit one key at a time. 
 
    The numbness was spreading up his arms, and he was growing light-headed. Focus. Left, right, left, right, right, right… 
 
    He found himself staring at a series of strange symbols. Not strange. Alien. Cho-ta’an. Symbols. Language. Message. Send message. Send message. Send message. The words repeated in his head, urging action. So tired. So tired. Why can’t I move my fingers? Move fingers. Move fingers. Send message. He moved his hand toward a green symbol at the bottom of the screen and mashed it with his fist. A message popped up. Message. More strange symbols. Questions. Questions. So many questions. Repeating, repeating, repeating. Send message. Repeating. Repeating. Repeating. 
 
    Captain Mallick’s eyes closed and he was still. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Seventy-six     
 
    “Your Highness,” Reyes said, still in a state of shock. “I thought… that is, you agreed….” 
 
    “To stay out of your affairs, yes,” Harald said. “Unfortunately, as King I am often called to settle disputes among Norsemen, particularly in lawless regions such as this one. The jarls have been asking me for some time to intervene in various squabbles.” 
 
    “Then you knew all along…?” 
 
    “I knew only that you were somewhere in the North Sea. And after Sigurd’s show at Hrólfr’s fort, I had fully intended to leave you alone. But then—fortunately for you, it turns out—I received an invitation.” 
 
    Reyes became aware of a sandy-haired man walking toward them. “O’Brien?” she asked. 
 
    “Hey, Chief,” O’Brien said, with a smile. “You look awful.” 
 
    “I’ve been better. You went to Norway?” 
 
    “It was Gabe’s idea. We were trying to lead the Cho-ta’an on a wild goose chase. The plan was to return when Gabe said it was safe. But Norway’s a small country. Harald found out where we were, and when we lost contact with Andrea Luhman…” 
 
    “O’Brien made me an offer,” Harald said. “I accepted.” 
 
    Reyes started, “O’Brien, what did you—” 
 
    “Your Highness!” Torben said, walking up behind the King. “These people defrauded my father. I’m merely claiming what is rightfully mine!” Torben stopped short as Fredegar leaped between him and Harald. The tip of his blade was at Torben’s throat.  
 
    “Let him approach,” Harald said.  
 
    Fredegar shot Harald a concerned glance but took a step back, removing his sword from Torben’s throat. Torben still held his sword in his hand. 
 
    “Your Highness,” Torben said again, more calmly. “I urge you to reconsider. These people are foreigners and schemers. They have no right to this land.” 
 
    “What right do you have to it?” 
 
    “My father claimed this land thirty years ago.” 
 
    “And then he sold it, did he not?” 
 
    “On false pretenses! These people are mining gold!” 
 
    “If your father did not know what was on his own land, that is his own fault. Leave this place.” 
 
    Torben’s face reddened. “Iceland has no king. By what right do you order me from this land?” Torben’s hand tightened on his sword. His men, standing about the camp, watched intently. 
 
    “By what right?” Harald asked, with a laugh. “You may as well ask by what right a bear eats a fish. I owe you no justifications, lout, and I have already wasted too many words on you. Be gone!” 
 
    For a moment, Torben silently fumed, his hand clutching his sword. Then he suddenly lunged at Harald, swinging his sword at the King’s neck. Harald ducked under the swing and moved toward Torben, his fist connecting with the young man’s solar plexus. Torben’s mouth opened wide, and he staggered backwards, dropping his sword. Harald calmly drew his own sword, took another step toward Torben, and stabbed him through the throat. Torben staggered backwards three more steps and then fell onto his back. He squirmed and writhed for a few seconds, blood spurting from a severed artery, and then went limp. 
 
    Fredegar rushed forward, wiped Harald’s blade with a cloth, and then stepped back again. Harald sheathed his sword and cleared his throat. “Those of you who have sworn allegiance to…” 
 
    “Torben,” Reyes offered. 
 
    “Thank you, My Lady,” Harald said. “Those of you who have sworn allegiance to Torben: leave your weapons here. You are free to go, but you must never return to this land. This parcel and these people are now under the personal protection of the King of Norway. Go.” 
 
    After a moment of murmurs and whispers, spears and shields began to clatter to the ground. One by one, Torben’s men turned and walked away. 
 
    “Untie these people, Fredegar,” Harald said. 
 
    “Yes, My Lord,” Fredegar said, and set about cutting the prisoners’ bonds. 
 
    Reyes ran and embraced O’Brien. “You crazy son of a bitch,” she said. “You did it!” 
 
    O’Brien returned her hug. “Technically Harald did it.” 
 
    “He came because of you. Honestly, if you’d have asked me…” 
 
    “I know, you’d have said no,” O’Brien said with a smile. “That’s why I didn’t ask.” 
 
    “That and the jamming signal,” Gabe said. 
 
    “About that,” O’Brien said, pulling away to look Reyes in the eyes. “I’ve been monitoring the—” 
 
    He broke off as Sigurd threw his arms around Reyes, lifting her off the ground. Reyes gave a yelp and he set her down. 
 
    “I wasn’t complaining,” she said. 
 
    “I know,” Sigurd replied. “It’s very good to see you. But…” 
 
    Reyes’s brow furrowed. “But what?” 
 
    “But you smell like a diseased ox.” 
 
    Gabe grinned and O’Brien doubled over laughing. 
 
    Reyes punched Sigurd on the arm. “Yeah, well, we’ll see how you smell after you’ve been in a cave for nine months.” 
 
    Áengus approached, rubbing his wrists. “Where are the others, O’Brien?” 
 
    “Not far. They’re all here. Joseph and Helena and the recruits and the men who left last year, along with their families.” 
 
    “My God,” Reyes said. “Then we really are saved. We made it. I never thought I’d get out of that cave alive! But…” She turned to Harald. “What do you want in return? What did O’Brien offer you?” 
 
    “I told Sigurd I would not interfere in your affairs,” Harald said, “and I intend to abide by that pledge. What you do here is none of my concern. I have concluded that a sheep I can shear every year is better than a slaughtered lamb.” 
 
    “Meaning?” Reyes asked. 
 
    “Meaning I know the value of your technology, and I know that you will never surrender it willingly. We have fought long enough, with no gain for either of us. I offer a mutually beneficial solution. I will allow you to operate here in secret, to build ships or whatever it is you wish to do, as long as you do not interfere in the affairs of Norway. I will even extend my protection to any ships providing you with supplies. In return, I ask only for a tribute in silver.” 
 
    “How much silver?”   
 
    “Your man and I did not establish an exact figure. I intend to stay in Iceland for a few days, so we have time to work out the details. For now, I will not trouble you further. More of my men will arrive shortly with food, wine and other supplies.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Highness,” Reyes said. “I’m… well, I’m glad we didn’t kill you when we had a chance.” 
 
    “As am I.” He turned to Sigurd. “Sigurd, I will not ask for forgiveness. I ask only that for the sake of this woman and the rest of these people, you allow this agreement to go forward. You have earned my respect, however, and if you ask me to leave this place, I will do so.” 
 
    Sigurd regarded Harald coldly. “It is good that you do not ask for forgiveness, because that is something I cannot give. You took my son from me, and that is a debt that you cannot repay. But for the sake of Reyes, I will not stand in the way of your arrangement.” 
 
    “Very good,” Harald said. “I can ask no more.” He turned back to Reyes. “Also, My Lady, you should know that my men are holding a group of five Icelanders who were attempting to leave on a small boat. The leader, a man named Sten, said he has nothing to do with you, but O’Brien claims he is one of yours. I thought it best to detain them until I could speak with you.” 
 
    Reyes turned to Gabe, confused. 
 
    “Sten betrayed us,” Gabe said. “Turned us over to Torben.” 
 
    “I was wondering how you managed to get yourselves captured by that dolt,” Reyes said. 
 
    “Sten intended to keep the—” Sigurd started. 
 
    “No need to trouble the King with our internal squabbles,” Gabe said. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sorry,” Sigurd replied, chagrined. 
 
    “I will turn the captives over to you,” Harald said. “As I can see you have much to discuss, I will leave you for now. The jarls await me in Reykjavik. I will return in three days.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Seventy-seven               
 
    A wagon with food and drink arrived not long after Harald departed. The King had come to Iceland with a fleet of fourteen ships, carrying everything the King might need while away from home. The settlers gorged themselves on dried meats and fruits, nuts, skyr, porridge and fish, as well as wine, beer, mead and cider. 
 
    O’Brien fetched the recruits and the other settlers. A headcount put their numbers at fifty-six: eleven men, thirty women, and fourteen children under sixteen, including the recruits. Eight of the women were wives who had just come over from Norway; eight children had come with them. Having started with an overwhelmingly male population, the settlement had now shifted the other direction. O’Brien’s headcount didn’t include Sten and his men, who were tied up and left in the cave until Reyes could decide what to do with them.  
 
    The next day, Reyes ordered that Sten and his men be executed. Gabe had suggested it, and Reyes had put up surprisingly little resistance. After ten months in a cave, she was not in a forgiving mood. Sten and the others knew too much, and they had known the stakes when they volunteered to go to Scotland. Sigurd, still nagged by thoughts of his own disloyalty, volunteered to perform the executions. 
 
    Executions were rare among the Norsemen. The most common punishment for serious crimes was banishment, but the settlers could not risk the possibility of Sten or the others talking to Cho-ta’an spies or returning to Baile an Or. With Eirik’s help, Sigurd beheaded the five men with an axe. Their bodies, along with Torben’s, were stacked in a pile and burned. No one protested. 
 
    Settlers who were able to work were assigned to rebuild the longhouses. It was now November, and no one was eager to spend another winter in the cave. Harald had left them enough food for several days, and with the gold O’Brien had brought back from Norway, the settlers would be able to buy enough food to last the winter. 
 
    Harald Fairhair returned three days after he left, as promised. He and Reyes hammered out a deal: in one year, the settlers would deliver a hundred pounds of silver to the King. In the second year, they would deliver two hundred pounds. The amount due would increase by a hundred pounds for three more years and then be capped at five hundred. From the fifth year on, five hundred pounds of silver would be delivered every year for another twenty years. Harald also specified various rates of conversion, in case they found it more convenient to pay in gold, copper, wool, or some other commodity. 
 
    The King didn’t know what the settlers were up to and did not ask. He knew only that the spacemen possessed technology that they could sell for a fortune if they so desired. He’d also accepted, though, that the spacemen intended to work in secret as far as possible, and it was not in his interest for them to sell dangerous weapons to other kings or dukes. He was content to skim a bit off the top. 
 
    Sten had given up the location of the hidden gold in Baile an Or while begging for his life to be spared. Assuming he had been telling the truth about having hidden twenty pounds of gold, the settlers would have no trouble making the first few payments while continuing to fund their project. It was too dangerous to resume mining in Scotland, but they would send an expedition to recover the hidden gold.  
 
    It had now been over two weeks since they had heard from Andrea Luhman. For the first few days after Harald’s arrival, they had been too busy with other matters to worry much about the fate of those in orbit, but as the silence dragged on, they realized they were going to have to face the possibility that they were on their own.  
 
    Not long after Harald left to return to Norway, a plague swept through the settlement. After a few days, it was determined to be the Athens strain, probably brought over by Harald’s entourage. Reports from Reykjavik indicated a mortality rate of nearly forty percent from the combined Athens-Toulouse strain. There were no fatalities in Höfn. Harald may have saved their settlement in more ways than one. 
 
    A week after Harald left to return to Norway, O’Brien approached Reyes while she was repairing a turf wall. He was out of breath from running and could barely contain his excitement. Helena was with him. “Get Gabe and Sigurd,” he said. “The captain’s sending us a message.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Seventy-eight               
 
    The five of them sat inside on the floor of one of the partially constructed turf houses, kneeling over a slate filled with indecipherable chalk scribbles. 
 
    “Helena figured most of it out,” O’Brien said. 
 
    “I honestly don’t care who gets credit,” Reyes said. “Out with it. You said the captain is sending a message?” 
 
    “Yes,” O’Brien said. “Well, sent. It’s a repeating message. I don’t know when he actually started sending it. I think it started about two weeks ago, a few days after the jamming started.” 
 
    “You mean he got a message past the jamming signal?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “No, I mean, this is the jamming signal. Somehow he got control over the transmitter on the Cho-ta’an ship. The signal changed about two weeks ago. At first it was just a constant, high-pitched squeal. Pure noise, saturating all frequencies. But now it’s different. It sounds almost identical to the original jamming signal, but if you listen closely, there are gaps. It’s not noise. It’s an intelligible signal.” 
 
    “A code?” Reyes asked. 
 
    “Sort of,” O’Brien said. “I fiddled with my comm settings for a while, trying to make sense of it. Finally I happened on a Cho-ta’an messaging protocol, and bam! Suddenly I was looking at a string of Cho-ta’an characters.” He tapped his finger at a line of scribbles on the slate.  
 
    “The captain sent us a message in the Cho-ta’an language?” 
 
    “Heh, no,” O’Brien said. “Captain doesn’t speak Cho-ta’an. The symbols are arbitrary.” 
 
    “Morse,” Reyes said. 
 
    “Exactly,” O’Brien said. “He used Morse, just like you did when you used your magnesium flash system. But any rendition of Morse would be binary, and there are seven distinct characters here. So it makes no sense. Why would he use seven characters when two would do the job? Like I said, Helena figured it out.” 
 
    “Noise,” Helena said. 
 
    “Right, noise,” O’Brien said. “Two symbols appear more often than the others: this thing that looks like a lower-case d with a line through it, and this plain vertical line. Helena suggested those are the two target characters. The others are approximations. Errors in transmission.” 
 
    “You don’t mean transmission between the ship and Earth,” Gabe said. 
 
    “No, I mean transmission between the captain’s brain and the Cho-ta’an system. I think he was handicapped somehow, maybe wearing a pressure suit. Couldn’t hit the keys accurately. So he did the best he could. I have no idea how the characters on a Cho-ta’an keyboard are arranged, but by trying different combinations we were able to map the approximations to their respective target keys. If we map every symbol to its appropriate target, we get this.” He pointed to another line of characters. It was the same length as the first line but comprised of only two distinct characters. “Translating the lower case d thing to a dot and the vertical line to a dash, we get this.” He flipped the slate over and pointed to a line of Morse. “Translated to English, it’s this.” He pointed to a final line, which read: 
 
      
 
    ALLOSTCTSHIPSTILLINORBITGETPKBEFOR 
 
      
 
    “All lost…” Gabe started. 
 
    “Not ‘all,’” O’Brien said. “A.L. Andrea Luhman lost. C.T., that’s for—” 
 
    “Cho-ta’an,” Reyes said. “Andrea Luhman lost. Cho-ta’an ship still in orbit. Get… planet killer before… what? That’s it?” 
 
    “That’s it. It cuts off there. Just keeps repeating that line.” 
 
    “Get planet killer before what?” Gabe asked. 
 
    O’Brien shook his head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “How did he get control of the Cho-ta’an transmitter?” 
 
    “How do you even know this came from the captain? Could Carpenter have hacked their system?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “Doubtful,” Reyes said. “And if he had, why would the captain be using a Cho-ta’an interface for his message? No, I think he was aboard the Cho-ta’an ship when he sent this.” 
 
    “God damn,” Gabe said. “Captain had more balls than I gave him credit for. How the hell did he get aboard their ship?” 
 
    “Must have gone EVA before they intercepted and surprised them,” Reyes said. “Explains why he was in a pressure suit, and why the message….” 
 
    “Yeah,” O’Brien said. “I think captain died on that ship. He used his last moments to send us this.” 
 
    Gabe shook his head. “And we don’t know what the hell it means.” 
 
    “What do you think he meant by ‘Andrea Luhman lost?’”  The ship was destroyed?” Sigurd asked. 
 
    “I can’t imagine what else it would mean,” Reyes said.  
 
    “Then they’re all dead,” Gabe said. 
 
    “And the planet killer with them,” Reyes said. 
 
    “Unless the captain took it on board the Cho-ta’an ship,” O’Brien said. 
 
    “Why would he do that?” Reyes asked. 
 
    “He wouldn’t,” Gabe replied. “Mallick would never risk that bomb falling into Cho-ta’an hands.” 
 
    “But if the Cho-ta’an were all dead…” O’Brien started. 
 
    “If they were all dead, why would he move the bomb?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “Maybe Andrea Luhman’s reactor was damaged?” Reyes suggested. “He needed to move the bomb somewhere safe?” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Sigurd interjected. “I thought you wanted to build the Iron Dragon to get to Andrea Luhman. If Andrea Luhman is destroyed, then what does it matter whether the planet killer device is destroyed?” 
 
    “We could theoretically use the Cho-ta’an ship to return to IDL space,” Reyes said. “That’s probably why the captain specified that the ship was still in orbit. But without the planet killer, it would be pointless.” 
 
    “But the captain would know that,” Gabe said. “He went to a lot of trouble to send that message. He must have saved the planet killer somehow. And he wants us to get it before… what?” 
 
    No one spoke for some time. Finally Helena said, “Reyes, you come from after.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Reyes said. She glanced at O’Brien, who shrugged. 
 
    “Your ship. Andrea Luhman. Comes from after.” 
 
    “From the future,” O’Brien said. 
 
    Helena nodded. “The future. After. Planet killer comes from before.” 
 
    After a moment of confused silence, Reyes’s eyes lit up. “Holy shit, she’s right. Captain wasn’t telling us to retrieve the planet killer from space. He was telling us to retrieve it from the past. Before any of this happened.” 
 
    “Um, what?” Gabe asked. 
 
    O’Brien began to nod excitedly. “The Cho-ta’an told us the alien race that built the planet killer died off around three hundred years before the Fractalists found it. That is, a thousand years into the future, from our current perspective.” 
 
    “If we show up twelve hundred years from now,” Reyes said, “we could grab the planet killer before the Cho-ta’an even find it.” 
 
    “That would create a paradox,” O’Brien said. “If the Fractalists don’t find the planet killer, they will never signal Andrea Luhman and we’ll never end up on Earth in 883 A.D.” 
 
    “I’d suggest not trying to change the past,” Gabe said. “We haven’t had a lot of luck with that.”  
 
    “We don’t have to get that exact bomb,” Reyes said. “The point is that we’re not out of the game yet. The planet killer we found can’t be the only one. If nothing else, there have got to be blueprints and prototypes. We just have to find them. And we’ve got a thousand years to do it.” 
 
    “How long will it take to pilot the Cho-ta’an ship to the place where you found the planet killer?” Sigurd asked. 
 
    Everyone turned to look at Reyes. “Assuming one gee acceleration? About twenty years.” 
 
    “Without stasis,” O’Brien said. 
 
    “We knew this was going to be a hell of a long trip when we started this project,” Reyes said. 
 
    “But a twenty-year voyage without stasis,” Gabe said. “Jesus.” 
 
    “Maybe we can rig up a stasis unit,” Reyes said. 
 
    “Without any specs?” O’Brien asked. “We’d have to build it from scratch, based only on theory. For that matter, if Andrea Luhman really is gone, we’ve lost our entire library of technical information. We’ll have to build our spaceship from scratch too. We are completely on our own.” 
 
    The realization settled on them like a dark cloud. Mallick and Carpenter were gone, as well as the rest of their experts and terabytes of information. They were going to have to build a space program from the ground up, without any help from above. 
 
    “It doesn’t change anything,” Gabe said at last. 
 
    Reyes nodded. “Agreed. Human beings made it to orbit on their own in the nineteen sixties. And we have the advantage of knowing it can be done. There’s no reason we can’t get to that Cho-ta’an ship. We can use Mallick’s signal as a beacon.” 
 
    “And if the Cho-ta’an in orbit are all dead,” Gabe said. “At least we’re on even footing with them.” 
 
    “I think you’re both insane,” O’Brien said, “but you know I’m on board. I almost died once already; anything we do at this point is gravy as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    “I am with you,” Sigurd said. “My loyalties are undivided.” 
 
    “We build sky ship?” Helena asked. 
 
    Reyes smiled. “We build sky ship.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Epilogue 
 
    London, England: September 4, 891 A.D. 
 
      
 
    “Alma, there is someone here to see you.”  
 
    It was a statement, but Sister Ethelred couldn’t quite keep the questioning tone out of her voice. Her uncertainty amused Alma; it was the same tone that crept into Sister Ethelred’s voice when she answered difficult questions, like how Pharaoh could be held responsible for his crimes against the Israelites when it was God who hardened Pharaoh’s heart. If Ethelred was looking for answers from Alma, though, she would be disappointed: no one had ever come to see Alma in the ten years she’d been at the orphanage, and she didn’t know why anyone would do so now. 
 
    Alma set down the stump of charcoal clutched in her blackened fingers on the top of the stepladder and regarded her drawing. It had taken her nearly a week to draw and took up a quarter of the southern wall of the storeroom. It was, she thought, a passable rendition of Pegasus, the winged horse from Greek mythology. The rest of the available surface area in the storeroom was already covered with drawings of centaurs, the Minotaur, Medusa and a dozen other mythical creatures, as well as sailing ships, the Trojan Horse, and the Parthenon. This morning she’d been working on the shading on the underside of Pegasus’s wings. 
 
    When Alma had first started drawing—about the time she learned to clutch a nub of charcoal in her hand—the nuns had tried to dissuade her. But if they took away her charcoal, she would draw with soap or grease or wax candles. When they finally resorted to locking her in an empty room, she gnawed at her finger until it bled and drew on the walls with blood. They gave her charcoal back to her. 
 
    These days she spent most of her time in the little room, drawing and re-drawing as her interests evolved and her skills improved. She drew mostly from her imagination, but occasionally Sister Beatrice would allow her to look at illustrations from books in the attached convent’s small library. When Alma wasn’t sleeping or drawing, she sat with the other little girls in classes in grammar or mathematics sometimes held by Sister Beatrice or one of the other nuns. Alma understood that it was rare for an orphanage to offer any sort of education; she’d gathered from overhead conversations among the nuns that this particular orphanage received a stipend from a group of people they referred to as “the Foreigners.” Why the Foreigners were interested in the education of orphan girls in London she had no idea. The nuns frequently impressed upon the girls what a wonderful opportunity it was to learn how to read, write and do addition and subtraction, but Alma found that she quickly grew bored with the instruction and longed to return to the empty storeroom, where she could draw. 
 
    “Alma,” said Sister Ethelred again. Alma started, realizing she’d been lost in thought. Behind her, someone gasped. She turned her head to see, standing in the doorway next to Sister Ethelred, the most beautiful woman she had ever seen. Alma’s fingers slipped from the stepladder and she fell. Sister Ethelred lunged forward, catching her just before her head hit the floor. 
 
    “Alma!” Sister Ethelred scolded. “Mind what you are doing!” She turned to the woman in the doorway. “Not an ounce of sense in her, as you can see. Miss Helena, could you bring me those crutches?” 
 
    While Sister Ethelred held her, Alma watched, enraptured, as the beautiful woman walked to the corner, picked up the crutches, and held them toward her. The woman was tall, with thick, curly, black hair and a dark complexion. Alma had never seen anyone like her.  
 
    “Alma, don’t stare.” 
 
    Alma took the crutches from Helena, letting her eyes drop to the floor. 
 
    “It’s all right,” Helena said. “I imagine she doesn’t see many Greeks.” She spoke with a strange accent. 
 
    “You are Greek?” asked Alma excitedly. “Do you know the story of Icarus?” 
 
    Helena smiled. “Of course,” she said. “Although I prefer that one.” She walked to the Pegasus. 
 
    “It’s not finished,” Alma said, as Sister Ethelred helped her get up on the crutches. She hobbled over to Helena, leaning heavily on the crutches. Her left foot was just a useless stump, and her right leg was mostly paralyzed from the knee down. She had contracted polio when she was an infant; it was probably why her mother had abandoned her. 
 
    “I’m afraid you might not get a chance to finish it,” Helena said. “Alma, would you like to go on a trip?” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Alma stood on the dock, leaning on her crutches and watching as the ship was unloaded. She never thought she’d be so happy to be on solid ground. Even with her crutches, it was vastly preferable to the ever-shifting deck of the ship that she’d been on for the past week. Many times at the orphanage she had longed to experience the joy of traveling across the ocean, but she would be content never to set foot on another boat. 
 
    The voyage from London had been lonely, but she was used to that. Alma had never fit in with the other girls at the orphanage, so being aboard a ship filled with strangers speaking incomprehensible languages was in some ways a relief. No one aboard except Helena seemed to speak any English, and Helena was always busy with one thing or another. If Helena wasn’t conversing with the captain of the ship, she was settling squabbles between the other passengers or scribbling notes in a book that she carried with her. One day, as Helena was standing at the stern of the ship Alma had approached her, hoping to learn more about their destination, but she backed off when she saw that Helena was talking to herself. 
 
    “Do you need help?” a woman’s voice called from the shore. It was Helena. Looking around, Alma saw that she was alone. The other passengers had disembarked, and the crates and other baggage had been unloaded. They were waiting for her. 
 
    “No, I’m coming,” Alma shouted. She hobbled up the deck toward the others, where several horse-drawn wagons awaited. Helena helped her into one and then climbed in next to her. As the procession started up the sparse, rock-strewn landscape, Alma asked, “Is this Iceland?” Helena had only told her the name of their destination two days earlier. Alma had never heard of it. This place looked more like Rockland than Iceland, but maybe there was more ice in the winter. 
 
    “This is Iceland,” Helena said. “We’re going to a place called Höfn. It means ‘haven.’” 
 
    “Like a hiding place?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “What are we hiding from?” 
 
    “That question is tough to answer. You’ll understand better when you see the laboratory.”  
 
    Alma nodded, too afraid to admit she didn’t know what a laboratory was. Ever since Helena had asked if she wanted to be part of the Foreigners’ project, she had suspected there had been a mistake. At any moment Helena was going to tell her she was too young, too frail, too small, or too absent-minded to be of any use to them. At the orphanage, Alma had gotten used to feeling useless. The nuns had long stopped asking her to do chores like the other girls, because her lameness and her tendency to daydream meant she needed more supervision than it was worth. 
 
     She rode the rest of the way in silence. Several times on the journey Helena talked to herself in a strange language, casting the occasional glance at Alma, but she did not speak to Alma again. After about half an hour of traveling, they reached a small village of strange houses that seemed to be made of dirt and grass. A blond girl about Alma’s age waved as they passed, and Alma waved back. The horses did not stop. 
 
    They proceeded along the bank of a narrow stream until they reached a rocky plateau. Helena climbed out of the wagon and helped Alma down. “I can carry you if you like,” Helena said. 
 
    Alma shook her head. She already felt like a burden; if she couldn’t walk by herself in this place, it would be just another reason to get rid of her. She wondered if they’d bother to send her back on a ship or simply leave her out here on her own, the way her mother had done. She hobbled across the rocky surface after Helena. Most of the others had already gone ahead. 
 
    Soon they reached a small building, similar to the ones she had seen at the village. She wondered how they expected so many people to stay in the building. At least twenty people had gone ahead of them already. Would she be expected to sleep here? Would there even be room to lie down? 
 
    But as she got inside the building, she saw that it was not as it seemed. A wide stone staircase led down into the ground below. Lanterns of a sort Alma had never seen hung from the ceiling, lighting the passageway with a warm glow. From somewhere below came a cacophony of clanking, hissing, and other unidentifiable sounds. As she watched the people ahead of them disappear down below, she looked worriedly at Helena. 
 
    “It’s all right,” Helena said with a smile. “I can carry you down the stairs. There’s a lift, but we usually use it for supplies. Hand me your crutches.” 
 
    Alma did as instructed and then let Helena pick her up and carry her down the stairs. Alma counted forty steps to the bottom. It was hard to tell if the place was a cave or a structure built by people. Some of the walls were rough, as if they were natural, but others had clearly been carved away with tools. Additionally, there were pillars that seemed to be made of solid gray stone. It was all very strange. 
 
    When they got to the bottom, Helena set her down and gave back her crutches. For a moment, Alma was too amazed to move. They were in a gigantic chamber, larger even than the cathedrals of London. There were so many people moving around—probably almost a hundred—that it reminded her of the London docks, which she had visited on a few occasions. More of the strange lights hung from the ceiling, and workers labored at strange machines that lined the floor of the room, each man—or woman, as many of the workers seemed to be—performing some intricate task with flawless grace. She couldn’t begin to guess the purpose of all these machines. They seemed to have only one thing in common: each had a wheel on one side that was connected by a cloth belt to a metal shaft some ten feet above that ran the length of the ceiling. There were four shafts in all, and four rows of machines underneath. Each of the four shafts was connected by another belt to a larger shaft above them. 
 
    Alma didn’t know how long she stood there, staring at the interlocked series of wheels, belts and shafts. When she finally managed to tear herself away, she saw that Helena was watching her with a smile on her face. “Impressive, isn’t it?” Helena asked. 
 
    “It’s incredible! What do the machines do?” 
 
    “All sorts of things. Some make copper wire. Some cut steel sheets. Some make paper. Some make cloth. We have machines for many purposes.” 
 
    “But… what do you do with all of it?” 
 
    “Make more machines, mostly. Oh! I almost forgot. Don’t go anywhere, Alma. I’ll be right back.”  
 
    Helena ran off, and for some time Alma stood listening to the clanking, thudding, whirring and hissing, and staring in wonderment at the people operating the strange machines. When Helena returned, she had another sort of machine with her.  
 
    “What… what is it?” Alma asked. 
 
    “It’s a wheelchair,” Helena said. “Have a seat.” 
 
    Alma handed the crutches to Helena and sat down. 
 
    “By pushing the hand rim, you can…” 
 
    But Alma had already figured it out. She gave the wheels a push and rolled away on the polished stone floor of the cave. 
 
    “Easy!” Helena said, running after her. She gripped the handles protruding from the back of the chair. “For now, let me push you. I’ll find a better place for you to practice. Here.” She set the crutches on Alma’s lap. 
 
    “Is it really for me?” Alma asked as Helena began to push the chair. 
 
    “Custom-made,” Helena said. “You’re going to need it.” 
 
    Alma’s chest tightened. The wheelchair had to be expensive. She wondered what they would expect her to do to pay for it. 
 
    “Will you just keep building more machines forever?” she asked. 
 
    “No, when we have all the machines we need, we’re going to build a ship.” 
 
    “It must be a very special ship.” 
 
    “It certainly will be. It will have to travel farther than any other ship ever has.” 
 
    Helena continued to push Alma’s wheelchair slowly across the floor. Alma noted that when the workers crossed paths with Helena, they would stop and let her pass—even the men. Some even gave her a little bow.  
 
    “What makes them go?” Alma asked, casting her glance back to the machines. 
 
    “They’re all powered by that big shaft near the ceiling,” Helena replied. “You see that big, heavy wheel on the end? That’s called a flywheel. It helps make sure the shaft always spins at the same rate. The shaft is powered by steam.” 
 
    “Steam? Like from boiling water?” 
 
    “Exactly. Except instead of a kettle, we have a huge underground cavern. The water is heated by lava deep within the Earth. Do you know what lava is?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Lava is rock that’s so hot, it melts like water. The lava turns water into steam, and the pressure of the steam turns a big wheel. That wheel turns the driveshaft, and the driveshaft makes all the machines go.” 
 
    Alma continued to stare in wonderment. “Could I…” Alma started, and then stopped, catching herself. It was a stupid, foolish request. Helena had told her she was here to work. She wasn’t going to have time for childish pursuits. 
 
    “Could you what, Alma?” 
 
    “Nothing, ma’am,” Alma said. 
 
    “Please, Alma,” Helena said, stopping the wheelchair. “We’re not at the orphanage anymore. You don’t have to be afraid. What were you going to ask?” Helena walked around the front of the chair and squatted down in front of Alma. 
 
    “I was… wondering if I could draw them. If there’s time, I mean.” 
 
    Helena smiled. “That is an excellent question, Alma. Come, let me show you something.”  
 
    Helena got behind the chair again and pushed the chair the rest of the way across the room. Helena opened a door to a much smaller room. Inside, two young men and a woman sat at a large wooden table which was covered with strange drawings. A very handsome young man stood at the far end of the room, pointing out something on a drawing that was hanging from the wall. Helena pushed the wheelchair into the room and closed the door behind them, leaving the din of the machine floor behind. 
 
    “Alma,” Helena said, “this is Eckart, our chief engineer. This is his team, Dorian, Nestor and Rachel. Everyone, this is Alma.” 
 
    “Hello,” Alma said shyly. 
 
    Eckart said something, but Alma did not understand him. 
 
    “It’s all right,” Eckart said. “You’ll have time to pick up Frankish. We can speak English while you are learning.” 
 
    “Learning?” Alma asked. “What… what am I going to be learning?” 
 
    The other young man, Nestor, walked over to her and placed a stack of papers on the table in front of her. They seemed to want her to look at the papers, so she paged through them. The pages were filled with writing she couldn’t read, along with numbers and various crude drawings. None of it meant anything to her. She felt on the verge of tears. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t understand. I don’t know what you want from me.” 
 
    “Eckart and his team are engineers,” Helena said. “They’re very good with figures, calculations and measurements. They are not as skilled at visual representation. For this project, it’s important that we have visual models for our people to work from.” 
 
    “You mean…?” Alma asked. 
 
    “Alma,” Eckart said, “we need you to draw a ship for us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Ready for More? 
 
      
 
    The Voyage of the Iron Dragon is coming in December 2018! 
 
      
 
    The Voyage of the Iron Dragon follows the crew of Andrea Luhman as they trade, negotiate and pillage their way across Europe, contending with power-hungry kings and devious Cho-ta’an agents, with one goal in mind: to build a ship capable of reaching space. 
 
      
 
    Review This Book! 
 
    Did you enjoy The Dawn of the Iron Dragon? Please take a moment to leave a review on Amazon.com! Reviews are very important for getting the word out to other readers, and it only takes a few seconds. 
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 Historical Note 
 
    With some obvious exceptions, I have endeavored to adhere to the actual historical record as closely as possible, following the dictum that science fiction should not “contradict what is known to be known.” Hrólfr (Rollo), Harald Fairhair, Count Odo, Bishop Gozlin, Siegfried, Sinric, Charles the Fat, Leo the Mathematician and most of the key figures taking part in Siege of Paris were real people, although the information we have about them is scant. The siege happened more-or-less as recorded in this book. Two hundred Parisian men-at-arms really did hold off an assault of 20,000 (Abbo estimates as many as 40,000!) or more Vikings. Bishop Gozlin really did lead the defense, only to die from a plague sweeping through the city. And Charles the Fat really did bribe the Vikings to bypass Paris and attack his enemies in Burgundy. My source for most of the information about the siege is N. Dass’s English translation of Abbo of Saint-Germain-des-Prés’s Bella Parisiacae Urbis (Viking Attacks on Paris, Dallas Medieval Texts and Translations, 2007). 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Glossary 
 
    Ballista (plural ballistae): Sometimes called a bolt thrower, a missile weapon resembling a giant crossbow that launches a large projectile. 
 
    Cho-ta’an (also plural): An alien race at war with humanity in the 23rd century. 
 
    Crenel: An open space between the merlons of a battlement. 
 
    IDL: The Interstellar Defense League, the organization in charge of humanity’s efforts in the war against the Cho-ta’an. 
 
    Jarl: A powerful local chieftain, an earl. 
 
    Karve: A small type of longship with a broad hull, similar to the ocean-going knarr. 
 
    Knarr: A cargo ship with a wider and deeper hull than  a longship.  
 
    Mangonel: A machine used for hurling stones and other missiles, often employing a wooden arm with a container at one end. 
 
    Merlon: The solid upright section of a battlement in medieval architecture or fortifications. The space between two merlons is called a crenel, and a succession of merlons and crenels is a crenellation. 
 
    Onager: An ancient Roman torsion-powered weapon, similar to a catapult.  
 
    Shatranj: An ancient form of chess, which came to the Western world by way of the Persians and later the Greeks, and ultimately from India via the Persian Empire. Modern chess gradually developed from this game. 
 
    Skyr: An Icelandic cultured dairy product. It has the consistency of strained yogurt but a much milder flavor. 
 
    Snekkja: A small Viking longship used for battle or raid purposes. 
 
    Testudo: From the Latin word for tortoise, a large shield made of wood and animal hides that could be carried by a group of men to provide protection from attacks from in front or above. 
 
    Trebuchet: A type of catapult that uses a swinging arm to throw a projectile. Traction trebuchets are sometimes called mangonels.  
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