
  
    [image: Taking Her Vikings]
  


  
    
      Taking Her Vikings

    

    
      
        SKYE MACKINNON

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Peryton Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Author’s Note

      

    

    
      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 1

      

      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 2

      

      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 3

      

      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 4

      

      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 5

      

      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 6

      

      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 7

      

      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 8

      

      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 9

      

      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 10

      

      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 11

      

      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 12

      

      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 13

      

      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 14

      

      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 15

      

      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 16

      

      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 17

      

      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 18

      

      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 19

      

      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 20

      

      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 21

      

      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 22

      

      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 23

      

      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 24

      

      
        ᚴᛅᛒᛁᛏᚢᛚᛁ 25

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Bonus Scene

      

    

    
      
        Old Norse Vocabulary

      

      
        Not-so-fun Fact

      

      
        Resources

      

      
        Excerpt: Exploring Her Professor

      

      
        Buy direct

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Skye MacKinnon

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Taking Her Vikings © Copyright 2019 Skye MacKinnon

      Previously published as Norsemen Academy.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, organizations, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

      Basically, please don’t pirate this book.

      

      Cover by Peryton Covers.

      Formatting by Gina Wynn.

      Published by Peryton Press.

      Perytonpress.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Readers,

      

      Ever since I started publishing, I wanted to write about Vikings, but I lacked the confidence to do so. I wanted it to be accurate, as close to the historical facts as possible, and didn’t think I had the knowledge and resources to do so.

      Last year, I started a Master’s Degree that involved taking a course in Runology and Old Norse. I find the language absolutely fascinating, and even though the grammar is quite complex, the vocabulary isn’t. There’s a surprising amount of words in Old Norse that are similar to modern English, French and German words, which helps a lot when trying to understand a saga or an old runestone.

      After a semester of studying runes and Viking records, I finally felt ready to at least start writing a book about Norse culture. One thing that really helped was realising that we don’t know as much about Vikings as I thought we did. Take the pronunciation. There are no auditory records of how Old Norse was spoken, and while we can look at how today’s Icelandic and Scandinavian languages are articulated, we have no guarantee that it’s the same as the Vikings would have pronounced it.

      In addition to that, most of what we know comes from archaeological evidence and from written records, including the famous sagas, gravestones and rune carvings. Those written stories are mostly about famous people though. They don’t give us all the details of daily life, and there’s always the doubt that the author may have overexaggerated some things for dramatic effect.

      Basically, I realised I shouldn’t have been as scared to venture into writing about Vikings. I’m going to try and stick close to what we know about their lives, but I’m also accepting that this is fiction. There will be deviations from how it may actually have been back then. I may make mistakes in portraying my Vikings. But that’s okay. I’m here to tell a story, and just like the saga writers, I may overexaggerate occasionally. Call it creative freedom.

      Saying that, I’ve tried my best to make sure that all the Old Norse vocabulary is correct (no, my Viking Studies professor will never know why I asked her for checking some expressions and spellings).

      If you’re interested in learning more about Viking runes and Old Norse, keep reading after the final chapter to find some resources that may be helpful.

      By the way, you can also listen to this book as audiobook!

      

      Enjoy Taking Her Vikings!

      Skye MacKinnon

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Jafnan er hálfsögð saga ef einn segir.

        A tale is but half told when only one person tells it.

      

      

      

      
        
        The Saga of Grettir, chapter 46
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      I looked at my mother one last time, then turned away. I’d prepared for this moment for weeks, but it had still come as a shock. For both of us. There were streaks of tears on both our cheeks and if I turned around, I’d see her tears drop onto her pretty red blouse. But no. I wasn’t going to look at her again. If I did, I’d run back and stay.

      “Ready?” the woman next to me asked. She’d never given me her name, but it was obvious that she was employed by the Academy. Only TTA staff wore the white and blue uniform with a starched white collar, a row of silver ear studs and a set of cyber bracelets.

      I clenched my fists, fighting the impulse to return to my mother. It was the price of acceptance. Never see your family again. By going to the Academy, I was making sure that my mother would be provided for until the day she died, but it wasn’t an easy price to pay. We’d always been close, especially after dad left. It had taken her months to convince me to apply to TTA. Eventually, I’d given in, never actually believing that I’d be accepted. It was a one in a million, hell, one in a billion chance.

      “Ready,” I replied. A shiver ran down my back. This was it. The moment everything was going to change.

      “Take my hands and whatever happens, don’t let go. I don’t want to lose you before you even arrive at the Academy.”

      The woman’s voice wasn’t unkind, but it held a certain dispassion that told me that the only reason she cared about my wellbeing was a professional one. They’d probably sack her if she killed a student in transit.

      Her hands were freezing, making me realise how cold the day had become. It smelled like snow. Was it going to be snowing at the Academy? Nobody knew where it was located. It could have been in the centre of the Sahara Desert, for all I knew.

      The woman gripped my hands tight and began to count. “Three…. two… one…”

      Sunshine burst from the skies, drenching us in beams of light. Seconds later, we were in the air, racing through time and space, our bodies nothing but flecks of light. That’s how I imagined it, anyway, after being taught about the mysteries of porting at school. It was something only the rich could afford, so the teachers basically told us to not get our hopes up of ever actually experiencing it. I doubted any of them had experience of porting themselves; otherwise, they wouldn’t have become teachers in our shitty inner-city school.

      It only took a couple of seconds before we reached our destination, but I wished it would have lasted an eternity. I’d never felt so light, so carefree. There was so much space around us, sparkling with opportunities and hope. Life had always been claustrophobic in our tiny flat on the third floor of a massive tower block. Knowing there were hundreds of people living above us made me feel small and besieged. Insignificant. This, however, was the exact opposite. Even though the light and shadows around us didn’t make any sense, didn’t conform to my usual perception of reality, it all felt big.

      Our landing was abrupt and painful. Gravity and sound crashed into me, making me stumble and fall onto the hard ground.

      “Buckets are to your right,” the woman said and walked away, the heels of her shoes making little echoey sounds as she walked. We seemed to be in a stone building, but my eyes weren’t ready to function yet. Lights flashed across my vision, followed by white fog. I blinked several times, trying to restore my sight.

      Had she mentioned buckets? Why would I need a bucket?

      A retching sound from my left told me exactly why. The smell of puke followed the sound a moment later, and I held my hands over my mouth and nose. Yuck. Someone stumbled past me towards the buckets, almost tripping over my legs. More heaving and groaning. Whoever was making these noises really wasn’t feeling well.

      Something wet touched my lips. Was I crying? I lifted my hands to my eyes, but they were dry. I licked my lips. The iron taste of blood surprised me. I touched my nose. It was bleeding. Damn. Luckily, I had a couple of used tissues in my coat pockets, so I scrunched one of them and stuck parts of it into my nostrils to stem the bleeding. Hopefully, it would stop soon.

      Slowly, my vision returned, although everything still looked a little foggy. I was in a large hall, surrounded by other people kneeling on the ground. Now that I had a closer look, I realised that the stone floor was actually marble. Posh. Wide marble columns reached up to the ceiling which was so high that I couldn’t really make it out with my impaired eyesight. Behind the two columns in front of me, a staircase led up to a pair of old wooden doors. This room had to be at least as big as my entire school had been, and there wasn’t even furniture in here. Just empty space with a couple of plastic buckets stacked up in a corner. After growing up in a city where space was at a premium, this felt like a bit of a waste.

      The retcher slowly stumbled back to wherever they’d come from, but the smell didn’t disappear. I got to my feet and walked towards the staircase. If I didn’t get away from that smell, I’d have to throw up myself.

      Just when I reached the bottom step, the large doors opened with a low rumble. There was a bright light on the other side, so bright that the man’s shape was visible only as a silhouette. I blinked, but my eyes weren’t able yet to make out the details. All I could see was that it was a large man in a white form-fitting suit, probably the Academy’s uniform.

      “Attention!” he called out with a booming voice. “Everyone who threw up, assemble to my right. Everyone who didn’t, stand at my left.”

      Groans followed his words. Several people didn’t sound like they were ready to stand yet. I walked to his left, then realised that I was still having a used tissue hanging from my nostrils. I removed it as quickly as I could without anyone else seeing it. No idea why it embarrassed me; it was better than throwing up into a plastic bucket.

      It took forever for everyone to assemble. Only two others were joining me on the left, both of them girls. They seemed younger than me, but I was old to join TTA. Most people joined up straight after leaving school, but that was when my mother had fallen ill and I had much more important things to think of back then. Like whether she would survive. Now, two years later, she was back to full health, but our savings were non-existent and our debts towering above us like nightmare creatures. I’d applied for dozens of jobs, but with a two-year gap on my CV, I’d had nothing but rejections. Until the letter from TTA arrived.

      “Looks like it’s only us,” one of the girls muttered. She had striking red hair with yellow ends, making it look like flames were flickering around her head. She was taller than me and thin as a beanstalk. Her chest was flat and I suddenly felt a little self-conscious about my boobs that barely fit into my bra.

      “Did all of them puke?” I asked bewildered, staring at the group of at least thirty people on the other side of the hall. “It wasn’t that bad.”

      The girl grinned. “Maybe they’re just not cut out to be here. I’ve heard that they’re weeding out people in the first few weeks to make sure only those talented enough stay. Maybe the three of us will be the only ones to stay.”

      “Or maybe we’re the ones who failed,” the other girl whispered ominously. She was an entire head shorter than me. Her hair was covered in a purple headscarf and her wide black dress hid most of her shape. She was wearing black gloves and somehow, I didn’t think it was because of the cold.

      A pit opened in my stomach. What if she was right? If I was expelled from TTA before I’d even had my first paycheck, I’d not be able to provide for my mum. I’d be back at square zero.

      “Welcome to the Academy,” the man said with his beautiful deep voice. I was sure he’d be a great singer. He turned to the pukers and smiled. “Well done for making it here in one piece. We only lost one today, which I think is a new record. Don’t see being nauseous as a weakness. It’s normal for most to experience some discomfort when porting.”

      The pit in my stomach grew. If this was normal, then the three of us were decidedly unnormal. Did my nosebleed count as the same? Should I be standing on the other side?

      The man turned to us. “The three of you didn’t throw up?”

      I shook my head.

      “Did the porting affect you in some other way?” he asked.

      Fire-hair girl cleared her throat. “I’ve got a headache and my vision is kind of fuzzy.”

      The girl in the headscarf didn’t say anything, so I guessed it was my turn. “I had a nosebleed and the same foggy vision. It’s almost back to normal now though.” I added the last bit hurriedly, almost like an apology. I still didn’t know what all this was about.

      “My stomach hurts,” the third girl said quietly. “I can see alright though.”

      The man nodded and smiled. “All of those symptoms are normal.” He spread his arms and pointed towards two doors at opposite ends of the hall. “You’ll be housed in different wings of the Academy. The three of you who didn’t exhibit signs of nausea will be in the fast-track class, since you have the potential to travel the furthest back in time. The rest of you will be in the standard class, proceeding with the regular curriculum.”

      Murmurs came from the pukers. I could almost feel their jealous stares. To be honest, I would have preferred to swap places. Fast-track class? I didn’t know anything about time travel, I was a complete newbie. I wanted to take it slow, learn everything I could. If I failed because I travelled too soon, I’d be expelled. Or I’d be stuck in history, trapped forever. I clenched my fists. I couldn’t fail. I’d not leave my mother starving. I was going to succeed, even if that meant I’d have to stay up every night to study.

      “This is great,” fire-hair girl grinned. “We’re special. We might be able to travel within weeks! Imagine, going back in time. I’ve always wanted to meet a hot stone age guy.”

      “Socrates,” the girl in the headscarf muttered dreamily. “Hippocrates. Pythagoras. Plato. Do you think we get to choose to when we travel?”

      “No idea,” I replied. “I don’t think anyone knows. It’s not like the Academy advertises the details of what they do.”

      “My uncle is a TA,” fire-hair girl said with a smirk. “He’s told me stuff. Top secret. I bet I’m going to be top of the class with that knowledge.”

      I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. She could be top of the class for all I cared. I wanted to know what to do, how to travel, I didn’t care about grades. I never had. Grades were just numbers, they didn’t mean anything. What mattered was what was stored in my head.

      Headscarf girl met my eyes and smiled. “I’m Maryam,” she said and held out a gloved hand.

      “Lainie.”

      We shook hands. Her grip was strong, surprising me.

      “Where are you from?” I asked. The Academy took people from all over the world, as long as they spoke sufficient English to follow the classes. That made me wonder, were there other academies for other languages?

      “Lyon in France, but I was born in Sudan,” she said. “You?”

      “New London.”

      “I’m Kaycee from Chicago,” fire-hair girl interrupted before I could say more. “Have you ever been to the States?”

      Both of us shook our heads.

      “I bet the Academy is somewhere in the US,” Kaycee said with a proud grin. “All the important things are.”

      Maryam rolled her eyes. “Have you looked at the architecture? This building is far too old to be in the States. I’m betting Europe, maybe somewhere in Germany or Austria judging from the style of the columns. See those carvings at the top of the door? Definitely European.”

      Before Kaycee could reply, a young woman joined our group. She was wearing the Academy’s uniform. I realised that she had only two silver studs in her left earlobe. The woman who’d brought me here had five on one side and four on the other. Were they an indication of rank?

      “I’m Sue, your assigned mentor,” she said with a cheery smile. Her blue eyes twinkled as she took us in. “I’m going to show you around, assign your quarters, and if you have any questions, I’m the one you should come to. I won’t be doing any of the teaching, but outside of lessons, I’m your main contact. Any problems, I’ll be there to solve them.”

      Her smile was genuine; she really meant it. I smiled back at her. It was good to have someone around who was both friendly and knowledgeable. I was going to follow her around like a puppy until I knew the ropes. I wasn’t the most confident of people, not in new situations anyway. If it was necessary, I could take charge and step over my own shadow, but for now, I was going to soak in as much knowledge as I could.

      "We have both single rooms and dormitories," she continued. "Which would you prefer?"

      "Single," I said quickly at the same time as Kaycee. 

      "I'm fine with a dormitory," Maryam muttered. "I'm used to sleeping in one room with my sister."

      I shot her a pitying look. I was lucky in that I was only leaving behind my mother. Other people had entire families and large groups of friends that they'd never see again. Most of my friends had moved away after we graduated from high school, which meant that I didn't really have anyone who'd miss me besides my mum. 

      Sue grinned. "That means that you two will share a room and you," she pointed at Maryam, "will get a single room. We like to put people out of their comfort zones here. You won't always get what you want."

      I sighed. I should have stayed quiet or pretended that I liked being around people at all times. 

      "Is there no way to upgrade?" Kaycee asked in a whiny voice. "My uncle went to TTA as well."

      Sue shrugged. "We don't care about your family or your connections. Everyone starts at the same level here. Now let's go before we miss dinner."
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      Sue didn't give us any time to properly look around our new home. Luckily, the room I was to share with Kaycee was bigger than the one I'd had for myself back at my mum's place. Our beds were on opposite ends of the room and a tall bookshelf acted as a screen for privacy. Two large wardrobes were close to the door. None of us had brought any clothes - we weren't allowed to take anything with us to TTA - so that meant they would either stay very empty or the Academy would provide us with enough things to fill them with.

      There was nothing else in the room. No decoration, not even windows. I still didn't know where the Academy was located. All the walls were bare stone, no wallpaper or paint anywhere. It was kind of pretty and atmospheric, but also a little depressing. It didn't feel like a home, not like a place I was going to be comfortable in for the next few years. Not that I had a clue of how long our training would be. When signing up for TTA training, it's a commitment for life. All you know is that your family will be looked after and that you'll never want for anything. That's enough to make most people want to join. The world can be a hard place and TTA offers security that is hard to find in other professions.

      "Hurry up, dinner's getting cold," Sue scolded, waiting outside the door with Maryam. "It's first come, first serve in the dining hall and you don't want to be last, trust me."

      I gave my new room one last glance, then quickly followed our guide. She led us along a corridor that seemed to house more bedrooms like ours, and into a small common room. Plastic chairs were dotted around the area, all of them empty. Everyone else had to be at dinner. A couple of bookshelves lined the walls, one of them topped with a stack of board games. That was it. No television, no computers, not even a fireplace or radiators. TTA surely liked sparse interior design. I would miss my mum's soft sofa with its dozens of cushions and blankets. These plastic chairs looked decidedly uncomfortable.

      "Whenever you're not in lessons, training or studying, you can spend time in the common room," Sue explained hurriedly. "Books have to stay in here. No taking them into bedrooms. You only go into your room to sleep."

      "Why?" Kaycee interrupted. "What if we want some privacy?"

      Sue laughed, not unkindly. "As a level one student, you don't have privacy. It's something you have to earn. Work hard, complete all your assignments as best as you can, and you'll slowly earn more privileges. The faster you learn, the more benefits you'll get."

      Kaycee crossed her arms in front of her chest, obviously not pleased with that reply. She'd probably expected to get special treatment because of her uncle. 

      "The bathrooms are at the other end of the corridor we just came from. I'm sure you know how to use a shower?" Sue laughed. "Good, then let's get some food. I'm starving."

      Compared to the other parts of the Academy, the dining hall had a completely different atmosphere. The sound of hundreds of people eating and chatting filled the air, together with the smell of a wild variety of dishes. There were painting and tapestries all over the stone walls, and the high ceiling was covered in what looked like fairy lights. It gave it a homely, friendly feel. For the first time, I thought that I might be able to make this my home.

      Sue led us to a buffet at the very end of the hall.

      "Choose whatever you want, but don't expect there to be enough left for second helpings," she said with a grin. "The good stuff disappears fast when you have two hundred students, teachers and agents all starving. You'll see soon that you're going to eat more here than you're used to. A side effect of your training."

      "Do we have assigned seats?" Maryam asked and I followed her gaze, taking in the square tables filling the hall, each of them with four chairs. They were wooden chairs, looking much more comfortable than the plastic ones in our common room.

      "No, sit wherever you like. Once you get to know people, I'm sure the usual cliques will form. It's part of Academy life." Sue snickered. "Will you find the way back to the common room after dinner?"

      I nodded.

      "Good. I'll see if I can procure some maps of the building. I know there are some, but I couldn't find any earlier today. That will make it easier for you to find your classrooms tomorrow."

      Excitement bubbled up in me. Lessons. I'd learn how to be a time agent. Travel through time, meet people from the past, and save the present in the process. Not that I had any idea of how exactly that was done. But everyone knew that the TTA was responsible for helping us out of the last recession, and cure at least two major diseases. Somehow, they used the past to improve the present.

      Kaycee pushed past me and rushed towards the vegetarian part of the buffet. Maryam followed her, but I was drawn towards the scent of curry and spices. It was a table at the very end of the long row, and most of the bowls and platters were still full. Three large pots of curry, a covered plate of naan bread, a basket filled with poppadoms and, were those pakora? Oh my goodness, I was in heaven. I'd always loved Indian food and now, I could eat as much as I wanted. I took a plate from a stack and heaved as much food on it as it could carry. I certainly wasn't going to starve at the Academy.

      I looked around for a place to sit. Most tables were full or only had one empty place, so it was clear that I wasn't going to be able to sit with Maryam and Kaycee. Sue had disappeared, probably sitting with her friends and colleagues. I hadn't figured out yet if she was a senior student or a member of the Academy staff.

      The closest table was occupied by only one man. His broad back was turned towards me. It seemed as good a place as any to sit. If I wanted to be part of TTA, I would have to get to know people.

      "Is it okay if I join you?" I asked, carefully balancing my overfull plate. It was getting hot at the edges.

      "Go ahead," the man said in a deep voice that carried a slight accent. "That's what chairs are for. To sit on."

      I frowned at his strange manner but sat down and took some cutlery from a holder in the centre of the table.

      I ate several mouthfuls before realising that I hadn't introduced myself or even properly looked at the man. I wasn't usually this impolite, but porting and all the excitement of being in a new place had made me hungry.

      He was staring at me. Not in a friendly, interested way, but in an intense and scrutinising way that made a shiver run down my back.

      "You're hungry," he observed, his gaze never leaving my face. Since he obviously didn't see anything wrong with staring at me like a zoo animal, I returned the favour. He was older than me, maybe in his early thirties. His eyes were the colour of azure waters, the kind of tropical water that I'd only seen on television. They were guarded by thick eyebrows, just as blond as his hair and beard. The beard was well-trimmed with not a single hair out of place; it was obvious that he took great care of keeping it that way. His hair was close to shoulder-length and a lot messier than his beard. Like he hadn't combed it in days.

      "Like what you see?"

      His lips curved into a taunting smile. Not unfriendly, just mocking.

      "I'm not sure yet," I replied with a blank expression. I was good at those. Keeping others in the dark about what I was feeling. "Are you one of the teachers?"

      He nodded. "And you're a newbie. Only newbies sit on my table. By tomorrow, you'll be somewhere else."

      "Why?"

      "Because by then, you'll know who I am," he said mysteriously. "But for now, I'm going to enjoy your company. What's your name?"

      What a strange man. His plate was empty, so he didn't have to stay here. The dining hall was slowly getting quieter as more and more people left. It seemed he really wanted to have a conversation.

      "Lainie. What's yours?"

      "Hjalmar. Most people can't pronounce it properly."

      "Hjalmar," I repeated, trying to make it sound as rough as he'd said it, although I couldn’t copy his accent. "Is that a Scandinavian name?"

      "It's an ancient word," he replied, staring at me intently. "Do you speak any foreign languages?"

      I frowned at his abrupt change of topic. "Some French, but it's a couple of years ago since I last spoke any. I've probably forgotten most of it." I took a bite of naan bread, but made sure to keep my eyes fixed on him. He was playing some kind of game, and I sure was going to match him. I was competitive like that.

      "Your pronunciation was excellent. Were you good at your French lessons?"

      I shrugged. "Not top of the class but I found it quite easy to learn the language. I never had to read over new vocabulary more than once or twice before I could remember the words."

      "Good. That will help you in my class."

      "Your class?" I couldn't help but sound surprised. I'd known he was a teacher, but I hadn't really expected him to be mine. He didn't seem like the kind of teacher you had at the very beginning of your training. Not with the intense way he was looking at me, like he could see into my mind.

      "Have you not checked your timetable yet?"

      I shook my head. "I haven't been given one."

      He chuckled. "Tomorrow at ten in the morning. Although by then, you'll probably have heard the rumours, now that people have seen you sit at my table. Don't let that influence you from learning as much as you can in my class."

      His eyes had turned a little sad. It sounded like people usually avoided him. It couldn't just be because of his strange manner. Well, if he was right, I was going to find out soon.

      I turned around and looked at the people at the neighbouring tables. Some of them were openly staring at me. Or at Hjalmar, it was hard to tell. Had I managed to get myself a reputation just by sitting at his table? What a way to start.

      "Ten a.m. Don't be late."

      He got up, his chair screeching over the stone floor. He left without another glance, but dozens of stares followed him.
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      Morning came far too soon. A loud bell echoed through the room, followed by groans from Kaycee. I yawned and pulled my duvet over my head. She'd snored all night and I hadn't got nearly as much sleep as I wanted. Or needed. 

      "What time is it?" I asked no one in particular. I hadn't brought a watch with me, and there wasn't a clock in the room. Without the terrible bell, we would have slept in. 

      "Feels like midnight," Kaycee grumbled. "Do you think they let us sleep in at weekends?"

      I sighed. "There's training at weekends. Didn't you look at your timetable?"

      When we'd returned to our room last night, both a map and a timetable had been waiting for us on our beds, together with silky pyjamas and a set of toiletries. The wardrobes had also been stocked with white TTA uniforms as well as some casual clothes. 

      No idea how they'd got our sizes right. Or had we given them our clothes size on the application form? I couldn't remember, it had been months ago that I applied for TTA. Being here still felt like a bit of a dream.

      The bell rang for a second time. I wanted to cuddle up under my blanket, ignoring the early morning, but this was my first day and I didn't want to start it by being late.

      With a deep sigh, I threw back my duvet and climbed out of bed. Kaycee's only reaction was to push her pillow onto her head. I smiled. Guess we both weren't morning people. At least one thing we had in common.

      I opened my wardrobe and took in what was on offer. Were we expected to wear the white uniform? Or was that just for assignments? I wished they'd given us some more information on what we were supposed to do. It was all a bit confusing and I didn't want to make a mistake right at the start. There were rumours that it was easy to get expelled from the Academy, and that was one thing I couldn't afford to happen.

      I decided to play it safe and put on a uniform. The white fabric clung to my skin, exposing every curve that I would have liked to hide. The collar rubbed uncomfortably against my neck, but hopefully, that would get better after wearing it for a while.

      "You better get up," I warned Kaycee as the bell chimed for the third time. "I bet it will be the same thing with breakfast as it is with dinner. First come, first serve."

      That made her look up from behind her pillow.

      "Do you think there'll be pancakes?"

      I shrugged. "Who knows, but there's only one way to find out."

      Kaycee sighed and sat up. Her fiery hair was flat against her head, perfectly straight as if she'd never slept on it at all. No, I wasn't jealous. Not at all.

      I looked at my timetable again while Kaycee got ready. The first lesson started at nine, then hourly lessons until noon. One hour for lunch, then all afternoon was reserved for training. Whatever that meant. After dinner, there were two hours of shared revision, then two more hours common room time. I hoped they would let us go to bed before those two hours were up. I couldn't imagine staying in that bland, dull room for that long.

      "Let's go," Kaycee said, flinging her hair back in one smooth motion. "I don't want to be late."

      I rolled my eyes but followed her without comment.

      The dining hall was full of tired looking students. This time, there were almost no teachers and agents. Were they allowed to sleep for longer? I certainly hoped so, that would give me something to look forward to.

      I sleepwalked to the buffet and filled a bowl with cornflakes and milk. There was a big selection of hot food, but I didn't like to eat too much in the morning. My stomach felt like it was still asleep.

      This time, I found an empty table. A large pot of tea and one that looked like coffee were in the centre of the table, along with a stack of mugs. I poured myself some tea. There was no milk, but I was too tired to stand up and get some from the buffet.

      I hated mornings.

      Two girls joined me along with Maryam. She looked completely awake, smiling at me with a sparkle in her eyes.

      "Good morning, she said with a wide grin. "Are you ready for the first lesson?"

      I nodded, focusing on my cornflakes.

      "Not a morning person?"

      I shook my head and she chuckled. "My dad always said, you simply have to imagine that it isn't morning, but the middle of the day. That drives the tiredness away."

      I looked at her sceptically. "I don't think that's going to work."

      Maryam shrugged. "I don't think so either, but it's what he said." She turned to the black-haired girl on her right. "Have you met Stacey yet? She's new too."

      I introduced myself and Stacey gave me a small smile. She seemed shy, unwilling to meet anyone's eyes.

      "You talked to Hjalmar last night," the other girl said without telling us her name. She had beautiful amber eyes surrounded by dark lashes, but the scowl on her face made her seem less pretty.

      "Yes, I did," I said calmly. After dinner, I'd gone straight to bed, so I'd not heard any of the rumours the teacher had warned me about. Now, I was curious but also a little apprehensive. I didn't like gossip and knew it was taken with not just a pinch, but an entire spoonful of salt.

      "What did he say?" the girl asked, greed shining in her eyes.

      I took my time swallowing a spoonful of cornflakes before I replied. "Nothing special. Just that he was a teacher. Why? What's so special about him?"

      The girl stared at me. "You don't know?"

      "Even I've already heard about him," Stacey muttered. "One of the girls in my dormitory warned me about him."

      "Warned?" I asked, suddenly a little worried. "Why?"

      The other girl grinned as if she was looking forward to my reaction. I made sure my expression was blank, unwilling to give her the satisfaction.

      "He killed a student," she whispered dramatically. "He took him into the past and killed him there."

      "Killed him?" Maryam gasped. "Why would he do that?"

      "And how would anyone know?" I asked. "Did anyone see it? I thought time agents travelled solo."

      Amber-eyes snickered. "When he returned, he was covered in blood. He was suspended for a year, but now he's back. I have no idea why the headmistress would allow him to teach, but luckily, he's restricted to teaching newbies." She grinned at me. "Beware, he's unpredictable. If I were you, I'd avoid him like the murderer he is."

      With that, she got up, dramatically stalking away, her hips swaying.

      "Weird," Maryam exhaled. "I doubt they'd let a murderer teach us."

      "She didn't tell you everything," Stacey whispered. "Julie said that he'd brought back the student's severed hand."

      I exchanged a dubious glance with Maryam. It was good to see that I wasn't the only one not instantly believing this gossip.

      "We have a lesson with him at ten," I said, feeling a little defiant. "Maybe he'll mention it then."

      Stacey's eyes widened and she quickly pulled out her timetable from her bag. She sighed in relief. "I don't have him as a teacher. Seems he only does the fast-track class."

      A loud gong interrupted our conversation. It was a nicer bell than the alarm ring this morning, but it made my stomach go a little queasy. Now, Academy life was going to start for real.
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      Instead of the history lesson we were supposed to have, the headmistress awaited us in our classroom together with four other teachers in the Academy uniform. I was glad now that I had put it on this morning. About a quarter of students were wearing casual clothes, making them stand out in the sea of white. To be honest, a white uniform didn't seem very practical. I hoped we wouldn't have to do our own laundry. It would be a never-ending stain fight.

      "I'm Professor Tape," the headmistress introduced herself. I'd seen her at dinner last night when one of the other students had pointed her out, but this was the first time I'd heard her speak. Her voice was melodic, almost musical, somehow reminding me of the man who'd welcomed us the night before. Maybe they were related? Or was it part of the job of running TTA to have a pretty voice?

      Professor Tape was an older Asian woman in her sixties, her grey hair sprinkled with white highlights. Her face was smooth except for a few soft wrinkles around her eyes. She was the only teacher not in a white uniform. Hers was black as the night, the only colour some golden stitching around the collar and the sleeves. It was a contrast that immediately made her stand out.

      She was small, the smallest of the five people at the front of the classroom, but that didn't diminish her air of authority. She waited until everyone had taken a seat - except for a few stragglers who had to stand at the back because this classroom really wasn't made for this many people - then turned around and scribbled on the blackboard. It was old-fashioned for a school that was all about teaching us the technology needed to travel in time. We'd had nothing but digital whiteboards back at my high school, and even those were a little out of date. 

      "T. T. A.," she said as she wrote the letters on the board. "Time Travel Academy. The only school in the world where you can travel into the past as part of your studies."

      She turned to us and smiled. "And you've all made it here. Lovely. Welcome to the Academy. Being selected means that you're some of the brightest and most talented young people. Thousands apply to us each year, and we only take thirty at the most. This year, we have twenty-eight."

      I quickly looked around the room. I'd soon get to know everyone here. These were going to be the people I'd spend all my time with. Living at a school was strange. Back when I was in high school, there was a clear separation between school and personal life. Here, it was all muddled up. As Sue had said, there wasn't going to be any privacy. Twenty-four hours surrounded by the same people. For an introvert like me, this wasn't going to be easy. I'd spent the last two years with my mother, rarely seeing other people besides shopkeepers, doctors and the occasional friend of my mum's. I'd got used to being on my own.

      "Three of you managed to be admitted to the fast- track programme," Professor Tape continued. "Raise your hands, please."

      Kaycee immediately waved her arm, desperate for attention. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes and lifted my own hand.

      "The three of you will share some of your classes with the rest of the Hummingbirds, but you'll also have some more intense tuition to prepare you for your first jumps through time."

      "Hummingbirds, Professor?" A boy at the back asked.

      "Has nobody explained this yet? First-year students are called Hummingbirds, then you become Nightingales, then Seagulls and finally Eagles. Four years of study await you. By the end, maybe ten of you will remain." Her voice turned serious. "This Academy values talent, but we don't tolerate bad and irresponsible behaviour. If you misbehave or fail at your studies, you will be expelled, no matter how talented you are." She turned to our small trio of fast-trackers. "That goes for the three of you, too."
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