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The Archivist led us through the secret passage, away from the hustle and bustle of the Academy. Above us, students were going about their business, unaware that there was a Viking and his mother in the building. Asger’s expression was one of wonder, his eyes wide, his lips slightly parted as he took in our surroundings. We’d not even seen any computers or technology, yet he was already amazed. 

Heather didn’t seem fazed by being back after such a long time, but she was smiling as we hurried down the stairs and towards the Archive. I wonder how much time had passed since Hjalmar and I disappeared. Hjalmar had promised me that it would only be mere minutes, but that was before he went missing and we had to rely on old-time travel tech. At least the Archivist had recognised me, which meant we hadn’t returned before I’d met him. He was muttering to himself, probably about having to clean his shoes. Oops. Based on my time travel performance just now, I wouldn’t have made it into the fast track stream. My stomach still felt queasy.

He hadn’t deigned us with any words besides ‘follow me’, so when he stayed quiet, I couldn’t hold it back any longer.

“When are we?” I asked.

He didn’t reply, but the tension in his shoulders increased. Something was going on, something that went beyond me puking on him. 

When we entered the archive, he looked around warily, checking if anyone else was around. Luckily, we were alone. He led us in a small back room adjacent to his office. Two battered leather sofas lined the walls, but together with some dusty bookshelves, they were the only furniture. 

“Is there a bathroom down here?” I dared to ask. I really wanted to clean up my face and wash out my mouth. 

“Straight ahead, a small door on the right next to the entrance to the secret passage.”

I nodded my thanks and hurried away to make myself feel a little more human. Not just because I felt disgusting, but also because I had the urge to present myself in the best light to Asger. And the Archivist. And Hjalmar, once we found him again. My heart was splitting itself in three, even though that was completely idiotic and selfish. Besides, the Archivist hadn’t shown any interest in me. I was simply interested in him because he was so mysterious. I didn’t like secrets and mysteries, that’s what it was. Nothing else. 

The bathroom looked like it hadn’t been used in decades, but at least the tap worked. I threw some water on my face and washed out my mouth, then rubbed some water into the worst stains on my uniform. I was going to murder whoever had decided to make our jumpsuits white. It was entirely impractical. 

I gave up when I seemed to only make it worse, smudging the dirt to places that had previously been almost clean. Once I found out what was going on, I’d be able to go up to my room and change. And shower. 

When I returned, Heather and the Archivist were talking animatedly, while Asger sat on a sofa by himself, staring at the tablet the Archivist was holding in his hand. I wonder what he saw it as. Witchcraft? Or had his mother prepared him for this by telling him what kind of tech we had in the future? He looked entirely out of his depth. I sat by his side and put a hand on his thigh. 

He looked at me in surprise, then put his hand on mine and squeezed. The tension in the way he held himself decreased a little, but he still seemed uncomfortable.

“What are they accusing him of?” Heather asked the Archivist, and I stared at her, wishing I’d heard the full conversation. Was she talking about Hjalmar? 

“Murder. Obstructing the course of justice. Kidnapping. Plus a few other, even more ridiculous things. I don’t know how anyone could believe he did any of those. I barely know him and yet I doubt he’d be able to do even one of those. He’s an honourable man.”

Heather nodded. “That he is. He may have a rebellious streak, but I raised him to stick to the law, Viking or modern. He always had a disadvantage back home as the son of a stranger, a woman who appeared out of nowhere, so I didn’t want to give them an excuse to turn him into a scapegoat.”

“Wait, what’s going on?” I blurted. “Is Hjalmar here?”

The Archivist turned to me, his expression grave. “He’s been imprisoned for the past two weeks.”

“Two weeks?” I interrupted. “I’ve been gone for two weeks?”

He nodded, then glared at me. “What were you thinking? A first-year student travelling in time? Without experience, without permission?” 

I blushed. “I had Hjalmar with me. He’s a teacher, so it wasn’t like I did it by myself.”

He pointed at my hand; his eyes cold. “I thought I could trust you, instead, it turns out you’re the thief. You pretended to be all innocent and trustworthy, yet you’d broken into my Archive to steal that ring. Was it fun, playing me? Did it make you feel good?”

I gaped at him. “You believe I stole the ring?” 

I ripped it off my finger and threw it at him. “Have it. I didn’t take it, I didn’t play you, I never pretended to be anything I’m not. But if you believe that, I guess that tells me everything I need to know about you.”

Anger ran through my veins and I was tempted to jump up and storm out of the room. Asger squeezed my hand and I looked at him. 

“Hjalmar,” he said simply. “Hjalmar.”

I nodded and fought the rage I felt towards the Archivist. Asger was right, this wasn’t about the Archivist and me, it was about Hjalmar and how we could help him.

“Where are they holding him?” Heather asked in her soft voice. 

The Archivist gave me one more glare, then turned back to her. “I’m not sure. He could be here at the Academy, or in the Time Agency Headquarters. It depends how dangerous they think him to be. I believe Headmistress Tape has vouched for him, but in the end, it’s not her decision.”

“I can’t believe they hacked his bracelet,” Heather muttered. “It’s against the law.”

He laughed harshly. “A lot of things are against the law, but recently, the TA hasn’t cared much about that. Their new leader has brought a lot of change, and most of it bad.”

“Who is that?” Heather asked.

“Sophie Blackhart. She got elected into the post about a year ago, but it feels like it’s been longer than that, looking at how many things she’s changed.”

“Is she Fabio’s daughter?”

“His niece. Fabio died a couple of years ago, then we had Qohrie Chavez in between, but he died prematurely.”

Heather lifted an eyebrow. “Suspicious circumstances?”

“Some people think so,” the Archivist replied in a low voice. 

“Could we stop talking about politics and focus on Hjalmar instead?” I interjected. “Do I understand this correctly, they hacked his bracelet, pulled him back into the present and imprisoned him? For murder?”

He nodded. “I doubt they knew about you being there with him until you didn’t return to class. There’s been quite a search going on for you, so you better stay out of sight unless you want to be interrogated. Or expelled. I don’t spend enough time in the teachers’ common room to know what they have planned for you.”

“Where do they think I am?” I asked. “If they knew I was in the Viking past, why didn’t they send anyone to come and get me?”

“Hjalmar’s bracelet fried when they got him here; so they don’t know where exactly he’s been. And there are some teachers who don’t think we shouldn’t invest resources into finding a student who broke all the rules.”

From the way he looked at me, he made it very clear that he was one of those people. In a way, he was probably right. I had broken the rules, but when I’d decided to go with Hjalmar, those rules had seemed insignificant compared to the prospect of meeting Vikings.

“We need to find out where he’s being held,” Heather said. “And what exactly he’s accused of. Since I’m his mother, I’m best set to ask those questions. Lainie, you need to stay hidden for now. Asger, same goes for you. You’re not used to the people of this time and their scheming. You’ve been raised
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