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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
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Chapter 1
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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































[image: image]




d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
: USA, OI‘ B -%ELLING AMITHOR &

JxIN

3
\
f






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image003.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





