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One’s back is vulnerable, unless one has a brother.
Ber er hver að baki nema sér bróður eigi.
The Saga of Grettir, chapter 82











Chapter 1
I stumbled out of the barn we had landed in. My white uniform was covered in straw, but even without the jumpsuit I would have stood out like a sore thumb. I was in a Viking village, in the past, without Hjalmar to guide me. What the fuck was I going to do now? 
There was a house next to the barn, although hut would have been a more accurate description. Nothing big and fancy, just a purpose built dwelling. The walls were curved inwards, reminding me of a ship’s bow riding through a sea of thatch. Hjalmar had mentioned a brother. Was this Asger’s house? It would make sense that we’d landed in the barn next to his home, although I wasn’t sure how accurate time travel was. Could you choose the exact location you landed? Or was it more of a game of luck? 
I took a deep breath. I was stuck here for now, and hiding in the barn wouldn’t do me any good. I had no idea when Hjalmar would return. Because he was going to come back. I refused to think of the alternative. But it could be days or weeks. I needed food and suitable clothes and shelter and...
I pushed all those thoughts from my mind and instead focused on my knowledge of Old Norse. And realised I had no idea how you even said ‘hello’. Had that been part of the two hundred something words I’d learned? I didn’t think so. Maybe they hadn’t greeted each other a lot in the sagas. The vocabulary we’d been taught so far hadn’t been chosen to prepare us for having small talk with Vikings. I guess we weren’t supposed to even meet any of them until much further into our studies. I wasn’t ready. I may have used my knowledge of runes if there’d been a sign in runic writing, but no such luck. It seemed Vikings didn’t have house numbers or signs with their names on. It would have been too easy.
Alright. There was no way around it. I walked to the door and knocked. Was that even what you did here? Or should I have just walked in confidently? Somehow, I didn’t imagine Vikings to be the knocking type, but maybe that was because the only Norseman I knew was Hjalmar, who didn’t have any manners and was plain rude most of the time. 
The door opened before I could think more about what to do, revealing a brute of a man. The sleeves of his simple linen shirt were rolled up, revealing massive arms, probably strong enough to squash my skull without much effort. He wasn’t as tall as Hjalmar, but quite a bit broader. Soot stained his skin not just on his arms, but on his face too. His blond beard was full of ash as well. Bright blue eyes stared at me from beneath bushy eyebrows. Very familiar eyes. This had to be Asger.
His gaze wandered up and down my body, sending a shiver running down my back. He had the same intense stare as his brother. His eyes widened the longer he looked at me, as if he was surprised by something.
“Hjalmar?” he asked after a moment, his voice deep and rough. He pronounced the name in a strange way, making me realise that I must have pronounced it wrong the entire time. And my stupid Viking never corrected me once.
I shook my head, but didn’t know what to say. “Eigi.... heðra...” 
He started laughing loudly, throwing his head back in amusement. I sighed, hopelessness spreading in my chest. I’d tried to say ‘not here’, but it seemed I had failed. Miserably. If I couldn’t even say something that simple, I had no hope of communicating with the people in this village. Would they see me as an enemy? 
He winked at me, then turned and roared, “Lucas!”
That wasn’t a Viking name, right? 
Shuffled footsteps announced someone approaching moments before a young man appeared behind Asger. He stared at me with wide eyes. 
“Future?” he asked in perfect English.
I nodded.
A grin spread across his face, and suddenly he launched at me, pulling me into his arms. Startled, I let him hug me, totally confused about what was happening. He squeezed me tight, holding onto me like a drowning man onto a log. 
“I didn’t think he’d make good on his word,” he muttered. His breath was hot against the nape of my neck. I couldn’t help but note his scent; earthy with hints of smoke. I’d never had a chance to look at him properly, but I bet his clothes were stained with soot just like Asger’s. Hjalmar had mentioned that his brother was a smith. Lucas, whoever he was, had to be helping him out.
When I felt he’d been hugging me for long enough, I gently pushed him away. 
“Who are you?” I asked, not able to hide a smile. He spoke English! I could communicate with him! 
He returned the smile, then wiped his eyes. Was he crying?
“Let’s go inside and talk there,” he said instead of an answer. He turned and walked away, leaving me with an amused looking Asger. The Viking pointed at the door and said something I didn’t understand. I frowned, remembering that I should be able to know what he’d said. I touched my translator earring. Nothing happened. Maybe it was broken, just like the bracelet. 
I followed Asger inside. My eyes started tearing up when smoke hit me. Was the forge inside? No, it was just a fire, but since there were no windows, the only way the smoke could escape was through a hole in the roof. Benches circled the fire, with larger ones that may have acted as beds on the far side of the house. It was all one big room. Judging from the pots and random cutlery lying around the fireplace, this was the kitchen, living room and bedroom at once.
Lucas appeared by my side and handed me a wooden mug. I sniffed the liquid, but I was thirsty, so I took a sip without asking what I’d been given. The burn of alcohol ran down my throat, followed by sweetness coating my tongue. 
The young man grinned. “Asger’s secret recipe. You looked like you could use a drink. Now, let’s sit down and talk.” He took a seat on a fur covered bench, and I joined him, while Asger sat down on the floor opposite. His legs were almost as broad as his tree trunk arms. 
I looked at Lucas to compare him to the Viking – and just about managed to suppress a gasp. Lucas only had one arm. One of his shirt sleeves was bound in a knot just below the elbow. A suspicion filtered through my thoughts. The rumour I’d been told after I first met Hjalmar.
“Are you the student?” I asked breathlessly. “The one Hjalmar took into the past and killed?”
Lucas lifted an eyebrow, and I hastily corrected myself. “Not killed, obviously. But you’re him?”
He chuckled. “Yes, I’m him. The supposedly dead student. Hjalmar took my arm into the future to prove that I was dead. Glad to know it worked.”
I couldn’t help but gape at him. “But... why? Everyone thinks Hjalmar is a murderer. Why would you stay here?”
I had to fight back the anger that was trying to bubble to the surface. I was angry on Hjalmar’s behalf. Lucas was still alive and if he’d returned to the present, he’d have been able to prove and clear my Viking’s reputation. 
“Hjalmar?” Asger asked in his deep voice. Poor him, he probably had no idea what we were talking about. 
Lucas said something to the Viking in perfect Old Norse. At least it sounded perfect to me. I’d found myself a translator. Great.
“Can you travel back?” I interrupted when they continued talking. “Can you take me back?”
Lucas frowned at me. “Can’t you do that yourself?”
I took the broken bracelet out of my pocket. “I can’t. And Hjalmar was ripped away from me. We arrived together, in the barn, and then he was gone...”
My voice broke as tears threatened to flow. I was going to be strong. I was amongst Vikings. I bet none of them ever cried. 
“Gone?” Lucas asked sharply. “What do you mean, gone?”
“His bracelet activated without warning and he disappeared before we could do anything. I don’t know where he is, or when he’s coming back. I’m...”
This time, a tear managed to escape. I quickly wiped it away, but I knew that if I continued to speak, tears would flow for real. 
Lucas put a hand – his only hand – on my thigh. “I’m sure he’ll be back. He wouldn’t leave a student stranded here. Unless it was a test and he wants you to find your own way back?”
I shook my head. “I’m a Hummingbird. I’m not even supposed to time travel, and I have no idea how it’s done. And we, well... no, he wouldn’t leave me.”
I was glad I managed not to blush. I couldn’t just tell them that we’d been mostly naked in the barn and that there was no way Hjalmar would have chosen to leave me. Not in that moment. Not when he’d just been about to take me. Make me his. 
The knots in my stomach grew tighter. Damn it. I wanted him so much. Needed him. Now that I’d opened my heart for him, it was like a searing wound, bleeding out. He was the only one who could fix it. Mend my heart. How romantic. Urgh.
“Do you know what could have caused this?” I asked when I had my voice under control again.
“Bracelets can malfunction if they’re old, but they usually do that while you’re in transit. They might spit you out somewhere you didn’t intend to go, but I’ve never heard of one activating just like that. It’s very strange.”
Asger said something, and I waited for Lucas to translate.
“He says his brother will come for his woman. He’s loyal; he’d never abandon the one he loves.”
I choked. “His woman? What did you tell him?!”
Lucas chuckled. “Nothing. But we have eyes, you know? It’s obvious from the way you blush when you talk about him.”
“I didn’t blush,” I protested. 
Asger laughed loudly and pointed at his own cheeks as if he was trying to prove a point. Did he understand some of what we were saying?
This was getting ridiculous. “Tell me why you’re here,” I demanded and glared at Lucas. “Why didn’t you come back? And can you help me return?”
Lucas grew serious, his smile disappearing like the sun behind brooding clouds. “I had to die. It was the only way to live. I’m not going to tell you the whole story, not until I know you can be trusted, but all you need to know is that Hjalmar saved my life. This deception was necessary or I may have been killed in the present. Now I’m a refugee here, trying to live my life as a Viking. Trust me, it’s not as romantic as you might think. I miss chocolate. And tea. And coffee. And my computer. And so many other things.”
He smiled sadly. “I don’t suppose you brought any supplies? He usually brings me some of my favourite foods.”
“He did have a bag with him, but that must have disappeared along with him. I’m sorry.”
“Oh well, I guess I should be grateful that I have someone to talk to. I never get to speak English anymore. It’s a relief to be able to just let the words flow. When I talk to the Norsemen, I have to think about every single word. There are so many ways I could insult someone, and they’ve barely started accepting me, even though I’ve been here for two years now.”
I gasped. “Two years?”
“Two years, one month and thirteen days. Not that I’ve been counting.” He laughed bitterly. “But I should be grateful that I’m alive. It could have been a lot worse. Asger here has been a great host. He’s helped me integrate and learn a trade so that I can support the community. That’s made it easier to get people to trust me.”
“You’re a smith?”
“An apprentice. Asger is the true master smith, I only do the basics to help out. He’d never let me anywhere near his favourite tools.”
Asger asked something and Lucas answered in Old Norse, presumably explaining why we’d mentioned his name several times. When Lucas was done, the Viking grinned proudly and got up. He took something from a shelf and handed it to me. It was a tiny metal figurine, only as long as my pinkie. I turned it in my hand, amazed at the detail. I didn’t think it was possible to create something so intricate with the tools Vikings had at their disposal. It looked like it could have been 3D-printed, it was that detailed. 
“He wants me to translate something word for word,” Lucas announced after he’d listened to Asger. “And he wants you to listen without interrupting.”
I stared at the Viking in surprise. That sounded very serious. 
“Go on,” I said before inspecting the figurine some more. It was a woman in a long dress that hugged her body, exposing a thin waist above curvy hips. The dress cut low, showing the edges of her full breasts. Long hair flowed down her back, with a few strands framing her face. Even though the statuette was so small, I could just about make out her features. The woman was young, but not a girl. She had a confidence to her that I wished I possessed. 
“Ever since I became a man, I dreamed of a woman,” Lucas said, slowly translating Asger’s words. I tried to focus on the Viking’s words, imagining that I could understand them. “I dream of her most nights. She looks at me, smiles at me, then runs away. I try to follow, I run after her, but I never catch her. Her dress billows behind her, I hear her laughter, her hair flies in the wind, but I never, ever catch up with her.”
He paused and I looked at the figurine. “Is that her?”
“Aye. That’s her. I always thought that she was just a dream, just part of my imagination. I got used to that thought. I was almost ready to give in to my mum’s wishes and marry. Then I saw her. In real life.”
I met his eyes, waiting for Lucas to catch up on translating. I was scared of what he was about to say next. I already suspected. I didn’t want to hear it.
“The woman I dreamed of is in my house now. She’s sitting right in front of me and still, I’m afraid to touch her. I’m scared she might run away like she always does. Will you promise not to run?”
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Chapter 2
To be honest, I was tempted. Get up, leave the house, run away. What was he thinking? Why was he telling me that? He'd already figured out that I was interested in his brother. The decent thing would have been to stay quiet, but instead... Screaming felt like a good option. Or laughing hysterically. I knew the Vikings believed in a lot of things that modern people would consider superstition and magic. Did Asger really think his dreams had been some kind of prophecy? Or was he merely interpreting them as his mysterious dream woman being me? 
One thing was clear: I couldn't let him think that I was ready to be his woman. 
"I'm not going to run," I said, locking eyes with Asger while Lucas translated in the background. "But I'm not the woman from your dream. I'm not going to instantly fall in love with you, move in and have your babies."
Lucas snickered at that, but continued translating. 
"I'm only going to be here until Hjalmar returns. Then I'll go back to the present and while I might come back for a visit, or for work, this is not going to be my home. So get it out of your head now."
I took a deep breath, scared of what his reaction might be. He was listening intently, his head cocked to one side. When Lucas finished talking, Asger got up and moved towards me, then knelt down in front of me, so close that his knees touched my feet.
"Are you worried because you already promised to marry my brother?" he asked. "Is that why you're refusing me?"
Lucas started laughing halfway through the sentence and barely managed to convey the message. The Viking growled at him, but that didn't stop Lucas from chuckling. To be fair, it was a bit of a comical situation.
"I have no intentions to marry Hjalmar," I told him, trying very hard not to laugh. "I don't know how it is here, but in my time, women can be with men without marrying them. I only just met Hjalmar and we're still getting to know each other. I'm far too young to marry, and I certainly won't marry Hjalmar just now. So, no, that has nothing to do with it."
Asger smiled. "You don't look too young to marry. Most women have children at your age, but Lucas has told me a lot about your customs. I know you people take it slow." 
Lucas snorted again. "I didn't." When Asger glared at him, he straightened his expression and continued with a sigh. "He wants to know if you've been taught about the frille system yet."
I shook my head. "What's that?"
Lucas grimaced. "I don't think I should tell you. This is getting far too personal here. If Asger wants to court you, he can do it himself, without my help. I'm feeling ridiculous. Let's stop talking about love and explore what to do with you."
He was right. I was decidedly uncomfortable talking about all that. I'd only just met these two men, and already Asger was talking about wanting... well, something. I wasn't quite sure what he wanted. Be with me? Keep me here so he could be close to me? Marry me? I didn't like either of those options. The only thing I wanted was to return to my own time. This was an adventure gone wrong.
I got up and handed Asger the little figurine. His eyes turned sad as he looked at me. He'd probably imagined that I'd immediately confess my undying love for him. Well, bad luck. 
"I need some air."
I left the hut without looking back. 

I WAS GLAD THAT THEY gave me some time to think. Not that my mind was in any state to come up with a plan of what to do next. My thoughts were full of Hjalmar and Asger, the mystery of Lucas's missing arm and, strangely enough, the Archivist. Not sure what he was doing in my mind. Probably just a side effect of thinking of so many men at once. 
I wondered where Hjalmar was now. Back at TTA? Or trapped somewhere in time? For all I knew, he could be in a medieval dungeon or in a spaceship. Trips to the future were forbidden, but everyone knew that the technology to travel back in time also worked to travel forwards. I was sure there was a secret part of the Academy who dealt with the future, but of course, that was just speculation. 
Asger was confusing. He seemed like a nice, friendly guy, but he was a little over the top with his dream obsession. I'd have to make it very clear to him that I was not the woman from his dream, and that there was no chance of anything happening between us.
And then there was Lucas, who'd decided to live in the past without anyone in the present knowing that he was still alive. Why would anyone choose to do that? Didn't he have family waiting for him? Mourning his death? There had to be a really good reason, or maybe he was just an incredibly selfish person. Because of him, Hjalmar had been ostracised as a murderer for something he didn't do. Hjalmar had a tough exterior, but I knew that being shunned by everyone had to hurt. It hurt me just thinking about it.
At the same time, I depended on Lucas as a translator and guide. If I was going to have to stay here for a while, I needed him. A full-on confrontation would have to wait. 
I really hoped Hjalmar would come back for me soon. This situation was getting ever more complicated. Maybe I should ask if I could stay with Hjalmar's mother? Being around Asger seemed like asking for trouble. I was sure he wasn't just going to give up just because I'd told him that I wasn't interested. He was a Viking, after all. They were known for conquering both land and people.
The door behind me opened, but I didn’t turn around. I wanted to make it very clear that my Lainie-needs-alone-time period wasn’t over yet. Asger’s large body loomed over me, his presence overwhelming. 
“Móðir,” he said. This time, I actually understood. Mother. He pointed towards a path snaking away from his house. It seemed he wanted to take me to his mother. Hopefully not to tell her that he was going to marry me. I sighed.
“Lucas?” I asked, and he shook his head. Alright then. I was going to follow a Viking who I couldn’t converse with to his mother who I wouldn’t be able to talk to either. This was getting ridiculous. I wished we’d waited with this time travel excursion until I’d had the time to learn more Old Norse and knowledge about Viking society. 
Yesterday, I’d read an article about the role of women in Norse times. It had surprised me how progressive the Vikings seemed in that regard, at least compared to other societies of the same period. Women were allowed to have trades, divorce their husbands – my favourite reason for that was the husband not pleasing the wife in bed – and some of them even fought in battles. Not many, but a few. I wondered if Asger’s mother was one of those warrior women.
Asger was already walking away quickly, and I hurried to follow him. The path was a simple line in the dirt, formed by years of people walking along it. Forests loomed all around us in the distance, hiding whatever landscape this village was built in. I wondered if there were fjords for their ships nearby. I really wanted to see a proper Viking ship, ready for the journey across the Atlantic. The Norsemen had travelled all the way down to North Africa, so their boats had to be impressive. Although I wasn’t sure what time we’d arrived in. I was going to have to be careful with how much I revealed about my Viking history knowledge – I didn’t want to tell them things that hadn’t actually happened.
Then I remembered that I wasn’t able to communicate with anyone without Lucas, and breathed a sigh of relief. I wasn’t going to be able to make a massive mistake like that. Changing the course of history wasn’t on my agenda.
Without a backward glance or a single word, Asger led me to the edge of a village. There were about twenty huts, all the same kind of build as his own. In the distance, one larger house loomed above them, much taller and longer than the others. That had to be some kind of community building, or maybe the home of the clan chief? 
I really wanted to explore the village, but Asger grunted and pointed at the house closest to us. 
“Móðir,” he repeated. While his house had been made from bare wood, this one’s walls were painted in a reddish hue. Flowers were planted all around it, giving it more of a homely and welcoming feel. 
He called out some words before simply walking into the house without knocking on the door. Apprehensively, I followed him. This wasn’t just Asger’s mother, it was Hjalmar’s too. I’m sure my Viking would have introduced us had he got the chance. It was all wrong. It was supposed to be Hjalmar here with me, not Asger. Time was playing a cruel trick on me.
Just like Asger’s house, the hut consisted of one large room. Benches covered in animal furs lined the walls closest to us, while a large wooden bed sat at the other end of the hut. 
I never got a chance to look around more because a woman launched herself at me, hugging me. This was becoming a tradition. She was smaller than me by at least half a head, but also quite a bit wider. She pressed me against her soft bosom, reminding me of the hugs my grandma had given me before she passed away. She even smelled a bit like my gran. Flowery, warm, friendly. 
“It’s so good to see you,” she said in perfect English, albeit with a slight Nordic accent. 
Surprised, I stepped back, leaving her embrace. I couldn’t help but stare at her. She was talking English. How the hell...
“I was wondering when Hjalmie would finally bring home a girl. It’s taken him long enough. Where is my good-for-nothing son?”
Her wide smile and twinkling eyes immediately made me like her. 
“How? Why? Ehm...” I stuttered, words failing me. 
She laughed. “He’s not told you about me? Oh, that silly boy. I guess the two of you had more important things to talk about... and to do.”
She winked at me suggestively, and I felt a blush spread across my cheeks. 
Asger started talking in Old Norse, and slowly, the woman’s smile began to fade.
“He’s disappeared?” she asked, now serious.
I nodded. “There was nothing either of us could do. He was there one second, then gone the next. His bracelet must have malfunctioned.”
“Bracelets don’t malfunction,” she said sharply, before softening her tone. “Someone must have tampered with it. It’s possible to program them to automatically activate after a certain time. Usually, that’s intended as an emergency tool should the time agent not have a chance to activate the bracelet themselves if they’re trapped in a hostile situation. This is highly unusual.”
“Excuse me, but how do you know all that?” I asked as politely as I could. 
She laughed, but her expression remained worried. “Why, I’m a time agent. I was, anyway, before I fell in love and settled here. Have you never wondered how Hjalmar was allowed to live in the future? Or why he speaks English?”
“I never had the chance,” I muttered with a sigh. Everyone seemed to assume that I’d known Hjalmar for much longer than I had. They probably thought I was in my second year or even further along and had time to get to know him. In fact, it had only been a week, although it felt longer. 
“Let’s sit down and have some tea,” the woman said. “I think there’s much to discuss.”
“Yes,” Asger said and I gaped at him. What the fuck?







Chapter 3
“You speak English!” I roared at Asger. “Why didn’t you say that earlier? Why go through all the charades?”
His mother started to laugh, making her hands shake while she poured us some tea. 
“Be gentle on him,” she chuckled. “His English is very limited. He refused to learn it as a child, but he understands a lot more than he lets on.” She turned to him. “Asger, have you been naughty?”
I couldn’t help myself, I snorted. He looked downtrodden, as if he was a boy who was being chastised by his mother. 
“Apologise to our guest,” she demanded.
“Sorry,” he muttered, not meeting my eyes. “I sorry.”
“I am sorry,” his mother corrected. “I wish you hadn’t been so stubborn when you were a boy. Knowing a second language can be so helpful.”
Asger grumbled something into his beard. I was no longer trying to hide my grin. This was gold. Seeing him put down by his mother... I was loving it. 
“I’m Lainie,” I said after taking a sip of tea, realising that we’d never been introduced to each other.
The woman smiled at me and held out a hand. “Heather.”
We shook hands, which was a little weird since we’d already hugged.
“So, you’re from my time?” I asked after a moment’s hesitation.
She nodded. “What year did you come from?”
“Twenty-one thirteen.”
“You’re two decades after me then, although I’ve been here for much longer than that. I met my husband when I was in my late twenties and when Hjalmar came along... Time travel when pregnant is not advisable, and young children can’t travel either, so we decided to settle down. I got so involved in this society that I never went back to my job. This has become my home.”
“Do you ever miss the present? Your past, I mean? No, is it your future?”
She chuckled at my confusion. “To be honest, not in the slightest. Things here are so much more honest. People say what they mean. Their religion and sense of honour keep them in line. If someone here promises you something, they will do it, no matter what. A Viking would rather die than break an oath.”
“Vikings strong,” Asger said with a proud grin. “Fight women.”
Heather laughed. “I think you mean fight for women. Or fighting women.” She turned to me. “I’ve always thought Asger would fall for a warrior woman, but so far, he’s sticking to his silly idea of finding the woman from his dreams.” 
I cringed as Asger started jabbering in Old Norse, gesticulating towards me. Heather’s eyes widened as she listened to him. 
“Has he told you?” she asked when her son had finished.
I nodded, not able to hide a grimace. “He has indeed. And I’ve told him that I’m not interested.”
Asger started talking again, but his mother cut him off. She quickly said something to him, then translated for me. “I told him that it’s your decision. I’ve always taught him to respect women, and he’s not going to stop now. If he gets too much for you, let me know, and I’ll knock some sense into him.”
From the glare she gave her son, I could imagine that her talking-to would be rather effective. Having raised two Viking boys, Heather had to be formidable and used to making them do what she wanted. I liked her more and more. 
“Frille,” Asger said, a defiant look appearing on his face. “Tell she.”
Heather sighed. “Seriously?”
“Tell,” Asger repeated, more forcefully this time. 
“I’m not sure I want to hear this,” I muttered, remembering how Lucas had refused to explain about whatever frille was. 
“Tell.”
“I don’t think he’s going to let it go,” Heather said, exasperation lacing her tone. “I’ll tell you but just because he won’t shut up otherwise. The frille system allows Viking men to take several wives. Mistresses, if you wish. Most clan chiefs do it for political reasons, to ally with as many other clans and important families as possible. There’s nothing immoral or dishonourable about being a frille, and some women aspire to be one. You share the work of dealing with a man with other women, and if you get fed up of him, you can always divorce him.” She laughed. “Sometimes I wished I had a sister-wife who could help me when my husband was behaving like an idiot. An extra pair of hands would have been handy in the household as well.”
“You mentioned divorce,” I said slowly. “What happens after though? Would other men not look down at a woman who’s been a mistress?”
Heather shook her head. “Not at all. Some women become a frille, give their husband a child, all for political reasons, then divorce him and marry the man they actually love. The system has its benefits, although I personally was glad that my husband didn’t take any frille. Nor sex slaves, but that’s an entirely different matter.”
I shuddered at the thought of slaves. I knew it was normal in Viking society, but everything within me rebelled against that. It didn’t agree with my morals.
I mulled it over. “Why does he want me to know about frille, though?” I asked Heather. “He’s not married, is he? Or does he want to marry me and then take on other wives?” 
Outrage bubbled up in me. Even though I wasn’t interested in him, I also felt a little betrayed and jealous when thinking about sharing him. Not that I wanted him. It shouldn’t matter. I should just finish this conversation and find out how I was going to find Hjalmar.
“I think he’s trying to tell you that he’d be alright to share. That he could be your frille, even if you’re with Hjalmar.”
Asger nodded. I couldn’t help but stare at him. He wanted to share me? With his brother? That was fucking disturbing. 
It was, right? Then why was there heat pooling in my stomach and why was my heart beating faster? 
“Is that normal?” I asked slowly. “One woman having several husbands?”
Heather shook her head. “Not officially. Adultery is a crime, although a woman isn’t expected to be a virgin when she marries and she can be with men before committing to marriage. So I guess in theory, you could have multiple lovers if you don’t marry one of them.”
Asger grunted something, and his mother nodded. “But we’re talking as if you were bound by Viking laws. You’re not. You’re an outsider, which pretty much means that you can make your own rules. That’s what I did whenever I wanted to do something that’s not proper in their eyes. I’d simply say that we did things like that back where I came from. They’re pretty accepting of that. So if you told them it’s normal to have several husbands in your country, then that would work.”
I sat down my teacup and got up. “Well, I’m not going to do that. I’m not interested. All I want is find Hjalmar and be with him.”
Asger grunted in annoyance and got up as well. He blocked my way to the door, towering over me. He was so broad that I couldn’t even see the door. 
“Let me go,” I demanded.
“No.” He looked down at me, his eyes boring into mine. They were a shade lighter than his brother’s, but just as stunning. “You mine.”
“Listen, you caveman, I’m not yours nor am I anybody else’s. I decide what I want to do, and right now, I want to go outside and get some air.”
Heather snorted, but Asger didn’t move. 
“Mine,” he growled and put his hands on my shoulders. A strange warmth shot through me at his touch and I froze. That warmth... it felt familiar, somehow. Like it was meeting an ache I hadn’t realised as there. My body relaxed without my doing and suddenly, I was in his arms. He pressed me against his chest, adding more of the warmth. It was flowing through my entire body, making my gooseflesh rise and a pleasant shiver run down my back. Instinctively, I leaned against him, returning the hug, increasing our connection. He didn’t try to kiss me or turn it into anything more than an embrace. He simply held me. He probably knew that I would have pushed him away had he tried something else. But this I could handle. I needed that warmth, that heat that was slowly pooling in my chest. I’d never felt anything like it. It was both beautiful and scary at once.
I heard Heather move away, giving us space, but I didn’t care. All that mattered was his touch. The way our bodies fit together like pieces of a puzzle. My softness met his hardness. I didn't want to feel what I did, but I couldn't resist the pull. I wanted him. My mind was going crazy, shouting at me that I wasn't the kind to jump guys, that I'd only just met him, that we'd never even properly talked - but it meant nothing. My body as pressed against his and the effect of the close embrace was beginning to show. His erection pressed against my belly and my nipples were hard against his chest. What the hell was I doing? 
No. I was with Hjalmar. Or at least I was going to be, once I found him again. I was confusing the two men. They were brothers, so similar. That had to be it. With one enormous effort, I stepped back, pushing him away.
The heartbreak in his eyes almost made me hug him again. I looked down at the floor, refusing to meet his gaze. 
"I'll be outside," I muttered and ran around him and out of the door before he could stop me.

ONCE AGAIN, I WAS OUTSIDE a Viking hut, unable to sort out my thoughts. I sat down on a narrow bench and closed my eyes, listening to the distant sounds of the village. There were very few people around, but it still afternoon, so I assumed most people were working. Raiding distant lands wasn’t the only thing they did. By the time the sunset, there were probably going to be more people around.
Inside, Heather was talking to Asger in Old Norse, but even if I had spoken the language, their voices were too quiet to make out. I hope she was trying to discourage him from his weird frille notion. Right now, all I was interested in was finding Hjalmar. Once he’d returned, I’d focus on going home, although I might question Lucas first about why he was pretending to be dead. Maybe there was a chance of restoring Hjalmar’s reputation. I didn’t want him to stay the outcast he was, although somehow, I was pretty sure it was by his own choosing. He wasn’t a crowd pleaser, not in the slightest. Well, I was the same. In the week I’d spent at the Academy, the only people I’d really talked to were Maryam and Kaycee. Maryam had become something of a friend, and Kaycee... someone I really didn’t like but who I was just about able to be around. I didn’t think she’d make it at TTA for long, not the way she kept annoying teachers by being entitled and not doing her homework. 
A random thought – what if I never saw them again – burst into my mind, but I pushed it away as quickly as it had arrived. This wasn’t the time to get melancholic. It was time to act. There were two other people here who had time travel experience. Lucas was only a student, but Heather was a trained time agent. Together, we might have a chance. 
I sighed. I didn’t want to go back inside, especially not now that they’d started shouting at each other. It was mostly Asger doing the shouting. I felt bad for Heather, but she knew how to handle herself. She’d brought up two Vikings; she had to be able to deal with their tantrums.
The shouting stopped, and a moment later, Heather stepped outside. Without a word, she sat down on the bank beside me. I was half expecting Asger to storm out of the hut as well, but he stayed inside.
“My sons can be selfish sometimes,” Heather said with a smile. “They got it from their father. Hjalmar brought you here against his better knowledge, and now Asger is trying to prevent me from giving you this.”
She pulled something from a linen bag slung across her shoulder. It looked far too advanced to be of Viking origins. She turned the object in her hands and a strange expression flickered across her face. 
“Those bracers have evolved a lot since I was a time agent,” she said quietly, then handed it to me. “Doesn’t this one look clunky in comparison?”
I took a closer look, recognising some of the same markings that had covered my own bracelet. This one, however, was massive, large enough to cover the entire lower arm. There was a hole for the thumb as well, so it had to reach all the way up to the back of the hand. If that was what time travel bracelets had looked like in the past, they really had changed a lot since then. The one Hjalmar had put around my wrist had been elegant, looking almost like jewellery. This was the opposite of elegant.
Heather pulled a second bracer from her bag. “I was given these when I told my boss that I was going to live in the past. Back then, I still planned to return after Hjalmar was older, but then Asger came along, and by the time both of them were old enough for me to leave for several weeks at a time, I’d got used to my simple life. I didn’t want to be a time agent any longer. Still, I kept the bracers. I’d been given two in case me or my husband fell ill and needed modern treatment. Sadly, I never got the chance to use it. My husband died instantly, a heart attack. No time to take him to the future.”
She sighed, her thumbs rubbing the metal of her bracer. 
“I’m sorry,” I whispered, and she turned and smiled at me, her eyes full of sadness.
“It was hard. Whenever a child got sick in the village, or when the men came back from battle with missing limbs and searing wounds, I was tempted to take them into the future, use those bracelets to save their lives. But I had taken an oath to only use them for my own family, so I kept them hidden, never telling anyone about them. Until Hjalmar turned of age and decided he wanted to see where his mother had come from. I took him to the Academy, and he stayed there, getting the same training I had when I was his age.”
“And you returned back here?”
She nodded. “Yes, I couldn’t stay away from Asger and my husband. They needed me more than Hjalmar did. He’s always been the more independent of the two. But it was hard not to see Hjalmar for three years. Still, I’d promised that I’d only use the bracers in an emergency. Now, I think this qualifies as one.”
I gaped at her. “You can take me back?”
Heather smiled. “You were never trapped. Sorry if you thought that. Together with Lucas’s bracelet, we have three at our disposal. I don’t think he’s going to be able to join you though. It would be far too dangerous for him.”
“I don’t know how to programme them,” I admitted. “I’ve only been at the Academy for a week, I wouldn’t have been allowed to time travel for years had Hjalmar not taken me here.”
She chuckled. “He’s always liked to break rules. I only saw his TTA reports after he graduated, but let me tell you, they were quite the read. I think he committed every single offence that was possible without getting expelled. I’m not surprised in the slightest that he would inspire someone else to break the rules along with him.”
“Can we go now?” I asked quickly, too impatient to listen to what I’m sure are very amusing stories. We could do that once I was back in his arms.
“Not quite, I need to sync these old bracers with Lucas’s modern one. They should be compatible, but it may take some time for me to figure it out.”
“Why do we need all three? Isn’t it enough if the two of us travel together?”
She sighed deeply. “I promised Asger that he could come along. It was his condition in return for giving me the keys to the bracers. I should never have given it to him, but we were worried that people might come after Lucas, and Asger is far better suited to protect both our guest and the bracers.”
“Asger? But he doesn’t speak any English! He’ll stick out like a sore thumb!”
The words broke out of me before I could stop myself, before I could consider that I was talking about her son. 
A frown joined her smile. “I know you’re feeling overwhelmed by him just now, but he only has your and his brother’s best interests at heart. We don’t know who tampered with Hjalmar’s bracelet or why they did it. He might be in danger, and Asger is a strong warrior. He’ll be good to have on our side.”
She was right, but that didn’t mean I had to like it. I could still feel that strange warmth inside of me from when he’d hugged me. I didn’t want to crave more of it, but I did. I wanted to be in his arms again and hated my stupid emotions for desiring that. 
“I hope to get it sorted by tomorrow,” Heather promised. “I assume you’d rather stay with me than with the boys?”
I laughed. “You bet.”







Chapter 4
We’re on a boat with nothing but tall waves all around us. The boat rocks from side to side and foam sprinkles my face, but I don’t feel scared. There’s someone else in the boat behind me, I feel his comforting presence, but I don’t want to turn around to look at him. He’s a friend, someone I know very well. He steers the boat with an expert touch, avoiding the biggest waves that could easily crush our little boat. I feel safe with him, even though I can’t see his face. 
“The storm will pass,” he says confidently. “The sea will guide us where we need to be.”
I nod, taking his words as the truth. 
“I’m glad you decided to come out with me today. It gets lonely sometimes.”
I nod again. I don’t remember getting on this boat with him, but I don’t feel like I need to have that memory. It doesn’t matter. The past doesn’t matter, nor does the future. The present is what’s important. 
There’s a massive wave coming towards us, taller than several houses stacked upon each other. 
“It’s going to drown us!” I shout when the boat continues to steer towards us.
“No,” the man behind me says calmly. “Don’t be scared. Nothing bad will happen.”
I trust him, but I can’t help but clench my fists as the wave approaches. It’s getting ever bigger, foam glistening on its curved top. 
When it hits us, our boat glides into the water, taking us down into the depths of the sea. I can breathe underwater and I don’t question it. The boat continues its journey as if we were still on the surface of the ocean. Deeper and deeper we go, the light of the sun dimming until we’re in a gloomy underwater world. 
Glowing fish swim all around us, illuminating the darkness. 
The sea floor becomes a road for our boat, guiding us as the man behind us steers us to an unknown destination. 
Suddenly, a dark shadow appears on our right, a shape so massive that it could be a hill if it weren’t moving. 
“Jǫrmungandr,” the man whispers. In awe-stricken silence, we approach the body of the serpent that’s stretched out across the bottom of the sea. There is no end to it; a mountain of scales and rippling muscle.
SEPARATED BY TIME, UNITED IN DREAM.
The voice of the serpent echoes in my mind and I bow my head in reverence. This is the World Serpent, the child of the God Loki, the being that surrounds Midgard, grasping its own tail within its jaws. The day it unfurls, Ragnarök will begin. 
The boat approaches the serpent’s head, and with relief I see that it’s still biting its tail in its giant jaws. The end of the world hasn’t begun yet.
SO MANY TIMES YOU HAVE BEEN HERE, YET NO TIMES AT ALL.
None of what Jǫrmungandr says makes sense, but I listen nonetheless, knowing that this being is wise and nearly omniscient. Even if I don’t understand its words now, they might reveal their true meaning in the future. 
YOU’RE BOUND TO EACH OTHER, YET YOU STAY APART, WAITING FOR THE MOMENT THAT WILL EXPOSE YOUR SOULS.
I know he’s talking about me and the man behind me. I’ve still not turned around. Something is stopping me from looking at him. 
CHILDREN OF TIME. YOU NO LONGER HAVE TO WAIT.
The man gasps but doesn’t say anything.
I SHALL RETURN YOUR MEMORIES TO YOU THAT YOU GAVE TO ME FOR SAFE KEEPING.
I did that? I can’t remember. I’ve never been here before. Never met Jǫrmungandr. I would remember its greatness. 
“What memories?” I ask quietly.
THE MEMORIES OF YOUR SHARED FUTURE. USE THEM WELL. IF YOU DON’T, THAT FUTURE MIGHT NEVER COME TO PASS AND THE CIRCLE WILL BE BROKEN. 
A flash of light.
Sunlight.
We’re running over a field of green grass and dandelions, our feet naked, our clothes fluttering in a gentle breeze. I laugh at the sheer joy of the moment. 
He is behind me, following me. We’re running towards our favourite spot at the top of the cliff. I’m faster than him, but he tries to race me nonetheless.
“Slow down!” he shouts, but I continue running. My feet barely touch the ground as I speed towards the cliff. My clothes feel too tight as I think of what he’s going to do to me once we reach it. It’s where we go when we need some alone time.
I grin as he keeps shouting for me to stop. He’s a sore loser. I don’t know why he insists on racing me. He loses every single time. Luckily, he’s got enough stamina to satisfy me after, even though he’ll be out of breath. 
I reach the top of the cliff long before he arrives, panting, his cheeks red behind his blond beard. I love how his beard feels when we kiss. It's softer than it looks and it adds to the already thrilling sensation of having his lips on mine. 
"You're so slow," I tease him.
"You run like the Valkyries of Valhalla," he groans, clutching his sides. "Are you sure you're human?"
"Valkyries have wings. Why would they run?" I quip, eliciting a breathless laugh. 
"You're getting too cocky," Asger huffs.
I blink at him, all innocence. "You're the one with the cock."
He meets my eyes, burning with desire. I grin and slide my dress over my shoulders at the same time as he takes off his shirt. His chest is covered in scars, and I know each and every one of them. They each tell a story. Some of those he has told me, others he has kept for future times. Some stories he will likely never tell. He's been through wars, he's seen things that he'd rather forget. 
He takes off his linen trousers, stepping out of them easily since his feet are as bare as mine. He grins at me, his expression turning into that of a predator. I'm his willing prey.
Asger stalks towards me until we're just a breath apart. 
"On your knees," he says hoarsely, and I follow his command without question. I love it when he takes charge. 
His cock is hard already, ready for me. His one remaining ball is waiting for my attention. I smile and run my tongue along his length, marking him as mine. He's mine through and through. My Viking.
Asger groans when I reach the end of his shaft. He puts his hands around my head, entangling his fingers in my long silky hair. He pushes me closer to his cock, but I fight him a little.
"What's my prize today?" I ask, stalling for time. Not because I don't want to suck his cock, but because I want to increase the anticipation for both of us. It will make it even better.
"You're greedy, you know that?"
I chuckle and teasingly swipe my tongue against his head, licking up a pearl of pre-cum. 
"It was your idea to race," I reply with a grin. His taste fills my mouth, and I can barely stop myself from taking him all the way into my mouth.
Asger sighs. "A truth. You get to ask a question and I will tell you the truth, the whole truth. So I swear."
"You're dramatic, you know that?" 
He laughs. "Ask your question before I change my mind, little Valkyrie."
My mind is blank. It's an opportunity to find out more about my lover, but all I can think about is how much my body craves him. How much I want to taste him. Feel him inside me. Come at the same time as him.
My gaze falls on his cock and what waits at the other end.
"How did you lose your other ball?"
He sucks in a sharp breath. I've asked that question before, but he never answered. Now, he has to. He gave me his word, the most precious thing any Viking possesses. I almost feel bad for it, but I won this truth fair and square. I would have been happy with another prize.
"Fuck me," he says roughly and takes his hands from my head. "Ride me, clench your cunt around my cock, let me hold your swollen breasts as they whip up and down, and then I will tell you. 
My body burns with heat at his words, the same intense warmth that I always feel in his presence. He lies on the grass and I lower myself onto him until the tip of his cock presses against my entrance. 
"You don't have to tell me," I say quietly when his intense blue eyes capture mine. "We can fuck without your secrets."
He shakes his head. "I gave you my word. I was planning to tell you anyway, at some point."
Suddenly he grabs my hips and pushes me down, impaling me on his cock. I'm used to his girth, but it's still a surprise every time that I can somehow take him. I moan when he starts to move in me, rocking his hips up again and again. He wanted me to ride him, but for now, he's the active one, thrusting into me with all the strength of a Viking warrior. 
"Our village was attacked once," he says without stopping his thrusts. "We were unprepared and most of the men were at sea. I managed to get most of the villagers into the longhouse, which had the strongest walls. We thought it would be easiest to defend. The other men were patrolling outside, and I was guarding the door from the inside. We'd barred the door, thinking that the men outside were enough to defend us. I heard them die."
He thrusts into me with new fervour, his fingernails burrowing into my hips. I match his pace, grinding against him, riding him like he wanted me to.
"One by one, they died. Then they started knocking against the door. I was ready to defend my people, my village, but I knew I had no chance of succeeding. I was one against many. They threatened to burn down the longhouse, burn us all alive, but their chief was having a good day. He offered us a bargain. Our lives in return for my humiliation. I was inside the house with the women and children. He said he wanted me to turn into a woman too, as proof of my cowardice. He thought I'd been hiding with them, even though I was there to defend my friends, my family."
He's fucking me like he never has before, ramming into me without pause. The pain is evident in his entire body. He's reliving the memory, and the only way he can cling onto the present is by being with me, in me. I wish there was more I could do, but I know I can't interrupt him now. He needs to finish his story. I give him my body as an anchor, a lifeline that he can cling to.
"They hacked a hole into the door, not to get in, but to watch. To watch me cut off my own balls. I took my axe, the axe that had killed many men before, and put it to my crotch. But I didn't want to spoil my axe with my own blood, so I asked one of the women for a knife. A sharp one. I wrapped a hand around my balls, telling myself that this was a small price to pay for the lives of my people. Outside, they were jeering, while their chief was watching me with a grin on his face. I stared him down, looked at him as I sliced through my flesh. 
"He laughed when I held up my ball as proof, then told me to cut off the second one. That's when I heard shouts in the backgrounds. The others were returning! Before the chief could react, I threw the knife at him. It flew through the hole in the door as if Óðinn himself was guiding my hand, embedding itself in the man's eye. He was dead, and the shock and surprise of his kinsmen were enough to distract them. They never realised that the rest of our warriors had returned just at the right moment. We prevailed, although the cost was great."
He stops his thrusts for a moment, making me realise how much I'm hurting. Not just my body, my heart. For him. 
"You're more of a man than others who still have both balls," I whisper, gently touching his cheek. 
"I'm not talking about my balls. It was a small price to pay. No, I lost friends that day. They're now waiting for me in the halls of Valhalla. While I was healing, fighting the weakness that overcame me again and again, I often wished to join them. But not anymore."
His eyes continue his story. Because of you, they say. 
I bend forward and kiss him, bruising his lips like he's bruised my body. 
"You're the bravest man I know," I whisper in between kisses. 
And then I sit up and grind my hips, faster and faster, showing him how much I care for him. Together, we soar, our bodies moving as one, coming undone at the same moment. 
At the beginning, when I first saw him naked, he thought that I might think less of him. That I might not want him.
He couldn't have been more wrong. 







Chapter 5
I ran through the night, trying to find my way back to Asger's house. I needed to know. Needed to see. I'd woken up covered in sweat and wet between my legs. Like I'd actually been with the Viking. 
The dream had been so real, unlike anything I'd ever experienced before. Not so much the thing about the sea serpent, but the bit after. The sex. This hadn't just been a wet dream. It had been so much more than that. 
Dawn was slowly turning the darkness into shades of grey, exposing the silhouette of Asger's hut in the distance. Smoke was rising from the hole in the roof, signalling me to come closer. 
Before I reached the house, the door banged open, and a large figure stepped outside. 
I didn't hesitate. I flung myself at him, right into his wide open arms. There was no question about it. He'd had the same dream. While I was wearing a long cotton shirt that Heather had given me, Asger was naked. His arousal pressed against me as he held me in his arms. 
I couldn't help it. I pushed him away a little and looked down. Damn. It was too dark to see any details. I took his hand and wordlessly pulled him closer to his hut, where the shine of a fire illuminated the grass around the door. 
He let me turn him towards the light, his expression hopeful. He wanted me to see it. To believe that it hadn't been a dream.
I looked at his cock. Only one ball was dangling behind his very hardened manhood. 
"Fuck," I muttered, completely thrown off guard even though I had kind of expected this. 
Something strange was happening. Something that I couldn't explain. I'd seen us together and I'd known that we were in a relationship and had been for a while. I saw us make out at the top of a cliff, like we had many times before. Did I really see the future? Did he? Or did I simply read something into a dream?
"Fuck?" Asger asked with a grin. "Fuck?"
He pulled me close again, his cock rubbing against my belly. Damn, that felt good. And familiar. Then I remembered that I'd technically never been with a man, and put a hand on his chest, pushing him away. 
"Not now," I whispered hoarsely. I wanted him; my body was screaming for him. But no, I couldn't let the future determine the present. If that had been the future. I wished Hjalmar was here to help me figure it out. I could talk to Heather, but did I really want to tell her that I'd slept with her son in a dream and now wanted to feel him inside me again? And again... and again... until I was raw and sore and satisfied. 
"Soon?" he asked, his voice gleaming with hope. 
I sighed. "Maybe. I need to figure this out in my head. Let's go and find Hjalmar first, and then we can see. Okay?"
I realised he probably didn't understand what I'd just said. In the dream, he'd spoken perfect English, albeit with an accent. Did that make it more likely that it had just been my imagination? But how would I have known about the missing testicle? I'd never seen him naked, and Hjalmar hadn't told me anything about his brother. Something strange was going on here. 
I stepped around him and walked into the hut. 
"Lucas!" I shouted, my eyes having trouble to adjust to the light. "I need you!"
Movement at the back of the house made me walk that way. Two beds lined the back wall, one for each of the men. Lucas stumbled towards me, his hair messy, his eyes half-shut. 
"Whatsamatter?" 
He yawned loudly and rubbed his eyes. 
"Translate for us," I ordered, not caring that I was being rude. "Ask Asger what he dreamed. Why he came running out to meet me."
"Huh?"
"Do it," I said impatiently. 
Lucas sighed. "I have no idea what's going on, but alright, if you let me sleep again after." He turned to Asger and started talking to him in Old Norse. "He says he had the same dream he always has. A woman running away from him. This time though, he didn't wake up before he could catch up with her. This time, he..."
Lucas blushed when Asger kept talking. "He... ehm... he made love to her."
I snorted. "Is that what he said? Made love?"
The young man cringed. "No. His words were a little cruder. Very crude. Not something I need to repeat, or even imagine. Anyway, he says they... made love... and that he told her a story. How he lost his precious stones-"
He gaped at me. "Wait, he actually told that woman? I've been pestering him ever since I arrived here and he's always refused to talk about it."
I shrugged. "Maybe he didn't want to talk about it to another man?"
"It still isn't fair," Lucas muttered. "I was here first."
"Maybe you should have tried sleeping with him," I quipped. Asger started laughing. I needed to figure out how much English he actually understood. Was he just toying with me? Did he comprehend every word I said? If he did... he was dead.
"I tried." Lucas chuckled. "Turns out Asger isn't into men. Such a pity. He's totally my type."
"You're gay?" I asked, a little surprised.
"Pansexual. I love who I love, irrespective of gender. I do have a thing for Vikings though. There's that one guy in the village... well, he's so hot he'd turn any straight man gay. That kind of hot." He licked his lips. "Asger has suggested I should become the guy's sex slave. That's the only way I could be with him. He's married and while he could take female frille, he could only have a man as his slave. Stupid rules."
Asger said something and Lucas groaned. "Yes, Vikings don't like to submit, and being penetrated by another man counts as submission. If you do that, you basically become worthless in everyone's eyes. Much easier to be a slave who can't complain. No one would tell a slave that he's doing something wrong if his master is sleeping with him."
It was fascinating, but how did we end up talking about gay Viking sex? I had something more important on my mind. Sorry, gay Vikings. I wasn't homophobic, just busy.
"Ask him what he thinks this means. I need to know."
Lucas nodded and translated my question for Asger, who immediately started talking quickly, waving his hands around in emphasis. How I wished that I could understand him. My basic Old Norse knowledge was useless here. How had I ever thought I'd be able to communicate with the locals? 
"Asger thinks it's a side effect of time travel. He says his mother had visions of her husband before they ever met. Time isn't linear, it's not a straight string you travel along. Sometimes, the string curls and touches a part of the past or future, giving us a rare glimpse into what might happen."
"Might?" I asked sharply.
"Time isn't reliable. Things change all the time. A tiny pebble that you throw off a mountain could create an avalanche, wiping out a village, preventing someone important from every being born. Wars could be fought that would never have existed. Every action has consequences, no matter how small. That's why the TTA was founded. To help us prevent from setting off a ripple effect when we travel in time."
I blushed. "We never got to that part," I muttered.
"Well, let's get you back so that you can go back to your lessons," Lucas said, not unkindly. "But first, I need some more sleep. We all do. Tired time travel is best avoided. You need a clear head."
I huffed. Even with some more sleep, my head wouldn't be any clearer. A certain Viking had barricaded himself in my mind and was doing his best to remind me of his presence, no matter what I did. 

WE ASSEMBLED IN FRONT of Asger's house. It was further away from the village than Heather's hut, and we didn't want to be seen. I hadn't found out yet where the Vikings thought Lucas had come from, but we certainly didn't want any of them to see three of us disappear into thin air. 
Heather handed Asger and me a bracer each, while she took the more modern one that Lucas had given her. The young man was standing a little removed from us, watching with sadness in his eyes. 
I walked towards him while Asger was talking to his mother.
"Are you alright?" I asked. "Are you sure you don't want to come?"
Lucas looked at me, and I realised it wasn't just sadness mirroring in his expression. There was fear mixed into it, a deep-rooted angst that made me understand why he was here. Why he wasn't in the present. 
"If anyone sees me there, I'll be dead," he said quietly. "I only survived thanks to Hjalmar. I don't think I'll ever be able to return." He shrugged and looked around. The sun was slowly making its way across the sky, reflecting on dew drops on the grass around our feet. The smell of smoke filled the air, the result of fire being the Vikings' only source of light and warmth. I doubt I would ever get the smoke out of my uniform. I was wearing it again, while Asger was in a strange sort of suit that looked like it had been modelled on modern fashion, but executed with the wrong materials and techniques. Heather wore a dress that was timeless enough not to stand out in either society. 
Lucas handed me a folded piece of paper. It was notepaper, just like the one I'd used at the Academy. "It's a shopping list," he said with a sheepish grin. "All the things I miss most. Could you give it to Hjalmar, once you find him? Or bring those items here yourself? Even if they don't let you travel again until you're done with your training, it will only be mere days for me if you travel to this same time destination. I can spend a few days without chocolate."
His smile turned sad. "I hope you'll find Hjalmar. He's a good friend. A good man."
"We need to go!" Heather shouted from behind me. "I don't know how long I can keep up the flow of energy between the bracers. Hurry!"
I rushed to her and held my arm against hers. Asger touched his bracer to mine, and without warning, both of them began to vibrate. My entire arm was shaking. This was very different from the bracelet that had brought me here. 
"What was the date when you left?" Heather asked impatiently. I told her and she keyed in something into the holographic display of her bracelet. I felt Lucas watching us from afar, but I didn't turn to look at him. I couldn't get distracted. This was our only chance to return, to find Hjalmar. 
"You need to focus on the present as hard as you can," Heather instructed. "You're the one with the strongest link. Asger has never been there, and the last time I was at the Academy was when Hjalmar graduated. You're our anchor, the only way we can find the right time. Now hold hands."
I did as she asked. We stood in a triangle, our hands entwined, the bracers vibrating like crazy. 
Lucas started shouting something in Old Norse, likely aimed at Asger, but then we were ripped apart, our stomachs pulled from our bodies, our minds driven from our heads. It was torture, the worst pain I'd ever felt. My body was disintegrating, being torn in all directions, in all times. 
"Concentrate!" 
I barely heard Heather's shout, but it was enough to make me focus on Hjalmar. The pain was worth it if we managed to get to him. He was worth the pain. 
Asger screamed close to my ear, his voice so similar to that of his brother, but not quite the same. I hoped he wasn't feeling the same pain I was. 
On and on it went. Flickers of images flew across my mind, too fast to make out any details. Was I seeing time? My own past? Someone else's? 
Then it was over. No warning. No crash landing. 
I was kneeling on the ground, two polished shoes in front of me. The stone floor looked familiar, but it was moving somehow, like waves on the sea. My body didn't feel right. Like I hadn't quite arrived in the present yet. I looked up, barely making out the familiar figure of the Archivist, before bending over and puking all over his feet. 

***THE END (FOR NOW)***
That's it! We're back in the present, but is Hjalmar there? How will Asger cope in this strange new time? And most importantly: will the Archivist ever forgive Lainie for destroying his favourite pair of shoes? Find out in the next episode of the Norsemen Academy, Defending Her Vikings.







Not-so-fun Fact
The scene where Asger and the people from his village are almost burned to death by their enemies is inspired by real events, such as the ‘Burning in Upsal’. 
King Ingjald, Onund’s son, came to Gamla Uppsala in Sweden (near the city of Uppsala), the residence of Swedish kings. He built a great hall with seven thrones and invited all the important kings and jarls. Six kings came, and when they were drunk, Ingjald and his men left the hall, barred the doors and set it on fire, killing anyone who tried to escape. Ingjald then took possession of the dead kings’ territories. In a twist of karma, he later died himself by being burned in his own hall.
Red Wedding, anyone? 
(Although that one is inspired by events at Edinburgh Castle in 1440, but that’s another story.)

"Konung Ingjald Illråda bränner upp 6 Fylkiskonungar" by Hugo Hamilton (1802–1871). 1830. Teckningar ur Skandinaviens Äldre Historia. Stockholm: Gjöthström & Magnusson. Digitalized by Martling Bok & Grafik.







Resources
Here are some resources that I found particularly helpful while studying Old Norse and Runology. This is by no means an extensive list and I’m sure there are some great other resources out there that I’ve not come across yet (if you know something good, email me!). 
My favourite book: 
‘Viking Language 1: Learn Old Norse, Runes, and Icelandic Sagas’ by Jesse Byock. ISBN 978-0988176416
A free Memrise course teaching the most important 246 Old Norse words mentioned in the book: 
https://www.memrise.com/course/365561/the-246-top-old-norse-words-audio/
Some short videos about Norse culture and studies:
http://www.vikingnorse.com/old-norse-teaching-videos
English to Old Norse Dictionary:
http://www.vikingsofbjornstad.com/Old_Norse_Dictionary_E2N.shtm
The Futhark song (like the ABC song but for the Futhark):
http://www.sassafrassmusic.com/songs/norse-mythology/futhark-song/
Dr Jackson Crawford’s Old Norse Youtube channel (lots of fun stuff):
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCXCxNFxw6iq-Mh4uIjYvufg/featured

The Orkneyinga Saga in English translation: https://archive.org/details/orkneyingasaga00goudgoog/page/n12
More information about runes: 
https://www.omniglot.com/writing/runic.htm
All sorts of interesting Viking facts: 
https://www.vikingrune.com/

Including a fascinating article on Viking hairstyles: 
https://www.vikingrune.com/2014/03/viking-hairstyles-is-ragnars-haircut-historical/
Love and Marriage in Viking times:
http://avaldsnes.info/en/viking/kjaerlighet-og-ekteskap/


THE ELDER FUTHARK







Also By
You can find all my books at skyemackinnon.com/books. Most of them are also available as audiobooks and paperbacks.
Daughter of Winter Series (Paranormal reverse harem)
Winter Princess
Winter Heiress
Winter Queen
Winter Goddess
>> Box set
Mother of Gods (prequel)
Demon’s Revenge (spin-off)

SEVEN WARDENS (Paranormal RH co-written with Laura Greenwood)
From the Deeps
Into the Mists
Beneath the Earth
Within the Flames
Above the Waves

Under the Ice
Rule the Dark
Prequel: Beyond the Loch
Spin-off: Through the Storms

CLAIMING HER BEARS (Dystopian bear shifter RH)
Polar Destiny
Polar Fates
Polar Miracle
>> Box set


THE MARS DIARIES (Sci-fi RH linked to the Drowning series)
Alone
Hidden
Found
>> Box Set

DEFIANCE (contemporary dark RH)
Abandoned Heart
Broken Princess
Stolen Soul 

INFERNAL DESCENT (paranormal RH based on Dante’s Inferno, co-written with Bea Paige)
Hell’s Calling
Hell’s Weeping
Hell’s Burning

CATNIP ASSASSINS (urban fantasy)
Meow
Scratch
Purrr

ANTHOLOGIES AND BOX Sets
Hungry for More – charity cookbook
Captivated – contains my post-apocalyptic shifter RH Three Arrows







About the Author
Skye MacKinnon is a USA Today Bestselling Author with a slight obsession with bunnies, dried mango and Scotland. And when she says slight... her friends are trying to find ways to trick her into not having a book set in Scotland.
Whether it's set in space (Scottish space, obviously), fantasy worlds (Scottish fantasy worlds, obviously), or Scotland, Skye's tales are full of magic, romance and adventure. Oh, and unicorns. There's a few demons, too.
Follow her on social media:
Newsletter:skyemackinnon.com/newsletter/
Website:skyemackinnon.com/
Twitter:twitter.com/skye_mackinnon/
Facebook:facebook.com/skyemackinnonauthor/
Facebook group:facebook.com/groups/skyesbookharem/
Instagram:instagram.com/skyemackinnonauthor/
Bookbub: bookbub.com/authors/skye-mackinnon
Pinterest:pinterest.co.uk/skyemackinnonauthor/
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