Astrid at Sea (Viktor & Astrid
At Sea #2)

Author: Layla Knight
Category: Historical

Description: Join Viktor, Astrid, Kis and the crew as they navigate
life upon The Serpent, sailing the Seven Seas and all the troubles
that come with it!

Total Pages (Source): 42

CAYLA KNIGHT




Page 1

Source Creation Date: August 9, 2025, 12:03 pm

CHAPTER ONE

| couldn’t bring myself to move away from the rail until Jorvik was nothing more
than a tiny dot in the distance. Until | couldn’t see my parents and friends anymore.
Until | couldn’t see my home anymore.

Except it wasn't my home anymore.
Ever since | married Viktor, he became my everything, including my home.

Viktor was my home-well, Viktor and Kis. Wherever he was, | wanted to be there as
well, even if that was in the middle of a sea, setting sail on a four-month mission to
an island called Greenland.

“It’s not too late to change your mind,” Viktor whispered, his breath fanning over the
shell of my ear and his chest warming my back. “We're still close enough to turn
back if you want to. | don’t mind.”

“1 don’t want you to lose your Captaincy,” | said, turning around in his arms to gaze
up a him. “And | don’t want to go back to Jorvik if you're not going to be there. |
want to be wherever you are, Viktor.”

“We'll be at sea for four months. Possibly longer if we get lost,” he warned, but with
the way his lips were turned up at the corners as he lowered his face, gently brushing

them against mine, | knew he was only teasing.

“We'll just have to make sure we don't get lost then,” | grinned and rose on my



tiptoes to press my lipsto hisin areal kiss. As we were on the top deck, al the crew
was here and had a front-row seat to us making out.

“Come on, my siren,” Viktor grinned and placed one last kiss on my mouth before
pulling away, but he kept an arm around my waist as he guided me around the top
deck of The Serpent.

We started at the front of the ship where the infamous Serpent was hung, proudly
displayed as we cut through the water. It was various shades of dark grey, aimost
black. The scales looked real and glistened in the sunlight. The serpent twisted and
turned in severa curves, leading al the way up to the serpent’s scaly face, beady
eyes, and dlippery, scaly tongue. | had seen the serpent severa times before, but this
was thefirst time | was so up close.

“Do you want to sit on it?’ Viktor whispered in my ear.

“What?" | asked and turned to glance over my shoulder at him, my tone laced with
surprise. He grinned and nodded, looking awfully excited about it. “You cannot be
serious!”

“Oh, I am,” he grinned wickedly at me.

“We hear you're giving atour of The Serpent, and we're wondering why we weren'’t
invited,” Roscoe grinned, joining us at the rail with Manny in tow.

“Maybe because you're not my wife,” Viktor snorted, but he sported a large grin.
“Well, since you’ re here, you might as well join us for the rest of it. And don’t worry,
you haven't missed anything important. | was just asking Astrid if she wants to sit on
the serpent.”

“Sit on the serpent?” Manny frowned, puzzled. “ That’s not athing, isit?’



“Itis,” Viktor grinned and turned to Roscoe. “ Care to show these two what | mean?’

“You don’'t have to ask me twice,” Roscoe returned the grin.

We all watched as he braced his hands on the rail and used his arm strength to leap
onto it. He sat on the edge of the rail before swinging his legs over the serpent’ s head.
It was just wide enough for him to use as a chair, but | couldn’t help but fear that he
would fall into the water with the gentle sway of the ship, and we would never see
him again.

“Okay, | think that’s enough now,” | chuckled nervously, resisting the urge to reach
out and grab Roscoe's hand to pull him over the rail. When Viktor and Roscoe
merely laughed at my reaction, | huffed. “It’s not funny. | don’t want him to fall into
the water.”

“I’'m a good swimmer,” Roscoe grinned cockily, but it was quickly replaced by one
of fear when he lost his footing, looking as if he was going to fall face-first into the
water. | gasped and instinctively reached out to grab him. “Viktor!” | screeched, acry
for help.

Instead of my husband helping me, he threw his head back and laughed. My lips
parted in shock, and when | glanced around, spotting three men laughing at me,
especially Roscoe, who looked completely at ease sitting on the serpent’s head, |
realised that | had been made the butt of the joke.

| groaned and resisted the urge to stomp my feet, but only because | knew that would
give them more to laugh about.

“That wasn't funny,” | groaned, glaring at the three of them. My eyes lingered on my
husband, who looked proud for pulling afast one on me. “I was genuinely afraid that
Roscoe would fall into the water.”



“Don’'t worry, my siren.” Viktor threw an arm over my shoulders, pulling me into his
side. | buried my face in his chest and felt his chest rumble as he laughed. It was hard
to be mad at him when he looked so handsome and carefree. “1 wouldn’t et anything
happen to any of my crew. If Roscoe fell in the water, | would have jumped in after
him.” He pressed akissto my hair.

“Well, that’s reassuring,” | huffed. “Now, before one of you gives me a heart attack,
let’ s continue with the rest of this tour.”

Once Roscoe' s feet were safely back on the deck, we moved further down the ship to
join Dagfinn at the wheel.

Dagfinn was alarge, burly kind of fellow. His hair was dark, thick, and a little matted
in places. It was asif he didn’t wash it often, but it didn’'t look dirty. He kept it longer
than Viktor’s, falling to the middle of his back. | noticed he nearly always freely wore
his hair like that, and not for the first time, | was alittle envious of the thickness and
length. Regardless of the scary, powerful stance, his smile was that of a cuddly teddy
bear, and | couldn’t help but return it.

It was nice to feel like | belonged here even though | technically didn’t. | had all but
jumped onto the ship at the last minutequst about how long it took for the immediate
direction of my life to suddenly change.

“When can we have a go at the wheel?” Roscoe asked excitedly, looking as if his
fingers itched to give it awhirl. With his jumpy mood, | couldn’t help but think he'd
sail usinto alarge rock, splitting the ship right through the middle.

“We'll be on the water for a couple of months. There'll be plenty of time for all of
you to pick up everything. There' s no need to rush,” Dagfinn chuckled, and when he
turned to face me, he winked.



| returned the grin, ignoring the playful way Viktor narrowed his eyes at the both of
us.

“Seems like someone’s jealous,” Dagfinn grinned. “But you don’t have anything to
worry about, Captain. I’'m completely and utterly in love with my wife. Thankfully,
she loves me back just as much, though I’ ve always wondered if that has anything to
do with the third leg | carry around with me in my trousers.”

My lips parted in a loud gasp before | laughed hard and loudly. Roscoe and Viktor
laughed with me, but Manny shifted uncomfortably and looked away.

“That’s Dagfinn for you,” Viktor chuckled as he led us away from the wheel. “He's
got a bit of aloose tongue and tends to overshare. If you offend easily, you probably
won't be very comfortable around Dagfinn, but he means well and has a good heart.”

Next up on the tour were the sails and the mast of the ship, which was Garth’s
speciality. | had watched him align them earlier, and | noticed him glancing at them
every so often, checking up on them.

“Thisis Garth’s area of expertise,” Viktor confirmed my thinking. “He’'s in charge of
the sails.”

“I’m not as young or agile as | used to be, so whenever someone needs to go up the
mast, | usually get Caspian or Laurence to go up for me. They’re young and won't die
or break all their bones if they accidentally fall,” Gustav chuckled, mirth swimming
in his eyes. “But since we've now got you two strapping lads-" He sent a pointed
look to Manny and Roscoe. “—next time | need one of them fixing, I'll call for you.”
And as if he suddenly remembered something, Gustav turned to me with a large,
friendly grin. “Of course, Astrid, if you fancy climbing the mast, I’ll happily call for
you as well.”



Even though we all knew it was ajoke, Viktor sent Garth a dark, warning glare.

“I think I'll pass,” | chuckled. “But thanks for the offer, Gustav.”

Viktor turned to me, his stern expression melting into a soft smile. “Don’t worry,
Astrid. We'll find something for you to do.”

Moving away from Garth and his mast, Viktor pointed out the stairs that led down to
the second-level deck, from which you could access the third-level deck.

Behind that little part, Gustav and a few others sat around a small mountain of stones
and the tripod bowl where the fire would usualy go. The single pan on top of it
meant that the cooking process was slow and probably kept Gustav busy most of the
day. For at least half of today, he wouldn’'t need to cook. Not since we had the bread
and cheese | had packed for the crew. | was now grateful that | had packed extra;
otherwise, there wouldn’t have been enough for me or Manny.

We skipped the second deck for now and went directly down to the third level.
Traditionally, this was where the entire crew would have been, physically rowing the
boat to keep it sailing through the water. Chip had put in some fancy mechanism
where the only thing the person steering the ship needed to do was keep their foot
down on the button to keep the rows automatically moving, which meant that the
purpose of this deck had changed. It had now turned into somewhat of a storage area,
not just for the dried foods we had taken from Jorvik to keep us going for the
estimated length of the mission, but for the weapons and other goods we intended to
trade along the way.

“As you can see, there’'s nothing much to see down here,” Viktor said. “There are
water and apple cider barrels in those two corners over there.” He pointed toward the
left, where the entire wall was lined up with large barrels. “That and the barrels of
dried food on the other side will keep us aive for the next few months.”



“What about fish?’ | asked, curious.

“We're trying to catch fish every day, but in some parts of the ocean, there's no
guarantee that we'll be able to catch any. It may be because the fish swim deeper in
that part of the sea, or maybe it's densely populated because sharks are eating them,
but those are just some of the reasons,” Viktor explained. “Now that we've gotten
that out of the way, let’s head back to the second level. That's where we have our
bedrooms and the bathrooms.”

| listened carefully as Viktor guided us through the rooms. The Serpent looked large
from the outside, but it felt even bigger when in it—especialy the second level,
which had ten bedrooms and two bathrooms.

“Usually, we get a room each, but there’'s more of us this time, which means that
three rooms will have to be shared,” Viktor said, bringing us to a stop in front of the
first room. “Manny and Roscoe, you can take this one and Astrid,” he grinned as he
turned to face me. “You'll be sharing with me.”

We broke apart to get acquainted with our living quarters for the next few months.
Viktor led me to our bedroom at the end of the hallway. It was the furthest away from
the stairs leading up to the top deck but closest to the ones leading to the deck below.
It was also away from both of the bathrooms.

| guess being married to the Captain came with its perks.
“1’ve been dying to get you alone all morning, my siren,” Viktor groaned in wanton
desire, pulling me into his arms as soon as we were alone in our room. “What does a

man have to do to get a moment alone with his wife?’

“Maybe he could start by actually telling his wife that,” | grinned and looped my
arms around his neck, pulling himin close.



“I’'m sorry for not speaking to you about this earlier, my siren,” Viktor whispered
against my lips, his eyes fluttered closed. “I know | should have asked if you wanted
to join me on this mission, but | promise you that the next few months will pass
quickly, and we'll be back in Jorvik before you know it.”

“You don't need to apologise.” | was quick to stop him. “I definitely didn’'t expect
this, but I’'m happy to be here. I’'m so grateful that we don’t have to spend such along
time away from each other. I'm confident that it's not just because we're newly
married. | know | would have missed you so much, pirate. | would have struggled to
be away from you for so long. It would have killed me.”

Relief washed over his face. “I feel the same way,” he exhaled a shaky breath. “I
don’'t like to hear about you and death in the same sentence, but | feel the same way,
my siren. | wouldn’t have survived without you either. You make me so damn
happy.” He pressed hislips against mine in a hard, all-consuming kiss.

His words warmed my heart, and as he kissed me, gently stroking my tongue with
slow, sensual strokes, | was tempted by what | had been contemplating for afew days
now. | would have spoken my heart this morning, but we were interrupted.

Just like how we were interrupted now...

“Viktor! Astrid!” We heard Gustav suddenly call for us somewhere from the top
deck. “Lunch!”
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CHAPTER TWO

| t took us afew hours to finally reach Isle, mostly because Dagfinn allowed Roscoe
and Manny to steer the wheel, and they kept steering us in the wrong direction.

“What business do we have here exactly?’ | asked Viktor, peering over the rail at the
group of people that had gathered at the shore in anticipation for us, just as we did
back at Jorvik. Kis meowed in my arms asif she wanted to know the answer as well.

“Mostly spears,” he answered. “We dropped off a shipment a few weeks ago, and
they ordered more. This is one of the easiest stops we have, though things are never
easy when it comes to Asmund.”

“What do you mean?’ | asked, curious.

“The man never does just business,” Caspian answered, joining us at the rail. “When
| was last here to sell some quail eggs, he wouldn’t let us leave until we had a feast.
And their feasts always last so long. Don’'t get me wrong, the food is always great,
but it’s not convenient you' re short on time.”

“The same happened to us last time as well. | swear, Isle eats their weight in gold,”
Viktor sighed, running a hand down his face. “| fear that since it’s already late in the
day and it will be dark very soon, he'll insist that we stay the night.”

“That'll set us behind,” | murmured, and they both nodded in agreement.

“We don’t want to waste time at the start. We'll have plenty of time for that later,”



Viktor groaned. “ Though Asmund doesn’t know how to take no for an answer.”

“l think that’s more of a Chief thing than an Asmund thing,” Caspian snorted and
pushed himself off the rail, leaving to help Hammond dock the ship on the shore and
throw out the plank for usto get off.

From what | had heard, Caspian was a bit of a lady’s man around Jorvik. With his
blonde hair, eyes nearly as deep blue as the ocean, deep dimples on both of his cheeks
and the gift of height on his side, the appeal was obvious. And the way he walked,
confident and with charm, it appeared he knew it, too.

| turned to Viktor. “Are we all going to get off the ship?’

“1 see no reason why not.” He shrugged and reached for my hand. “Though | should
warn you.”

“Warn me? About what?’

Viktor grimaced. “Asmund is...very much a free spirit. And he can be a hit too
forward at times.”

“How so?’

“He doesn’t have a filter. He says whatever comes to mind, even if it's rude or too
personal.”

“There are worse things than speaking your mind,” | murmured, surprised that Viktor
wasn't afan of it. He always encouraged me to speak my mind and listened to what |

had to say.

“You'll see soon enough,” he chuckled and squeezed my hand tightly, helping me



over therail and onto the plank. It was long, thin, and wide enough for one person but
could be sturdier if you asked me. | held my breath the entire way down, afraid that it
would either snap under my weight—not that | weighed nearly as much as some of the
other crew members—or my foot would dlip, and | would fall flat on my face on the
shore. That would make a memorable first impression for the people of Isle.

“1 was wondering when you would all get here!” A man stepped forward to greet us
al with a large grin. With the way he was the first to speak and stood tall with so
much confidence and power, | could only assume that this was Asmund, the Chief of
Isle. “We' ve been waiting for you since yesterday.”

A few isdlanders nodded and murmured in agreement.

“1t’s nice of you to wait for us, Asmund, but we made it very clear that today would
be the day we would be setting sail from Jorvik,” Viktor spoke firmly, a solemn
expression on hisface. It was appropriate for the situation, but | wasn’t used to seeing
him so firm and serious.

This was not the Viktor | was used to at all.

The Viktor | knew was aways lighthearted and teasing me. | teasingly caled him a
pirate even though he was the exact opposite, and we bickered more than couples that
had been married for longer than | had been born, but | wouldn’t have it any other

way.

“Ah, | must have read Barden’s letter wrong, but not to worry. These things happen.
All that matters is that you're here now,” Asmund laughed and waved his hand
dismissively. Soon, his attention turned to me. “And who might this be?’ He asked
with abig grin on his face.

| had noticed him steal a few glances a me while he spoke to Viktor. It was



understandable because | knew it was rare for women to embark on seamissions, so |
knew it was only a matter of time before he asked about me. | could already tell that
Asmund wasn't the kind to keep his thoughts and opinions to himself. Viktor had
warned me, after all.

“This is my wife, Astrid,” Viktor grinned widely, proud, as he introduced me. “We
recently got married. That’swhy | didn’t mention it the last time | was here.”

“Viktor Thostenson, married?” Asmund laughed freely like it was the funniest thing
in the world. “I never thought I’'d live to see you take awoman, but | see the appeal,”
he grinned and winked at me. | returned the smile, alittle tight and forced around the
edges. It didn't seem like Asmund had ill intentions, but he was a little too eccentric
for my liking. “You're alucky man, Viktor. Y our wife is abeautiful little thing.”

Viktor turned to smile a me; his eyes, dightly pinched at the corners, told me he
didn’'t like how Asmund spoke and looked at me either. Though | already knew from
how he held me close to his side, his arm tight around my waist. Possessive .

“1 agree. I'm avery lucky man,” Viktor grinned, and his words warmed my heart.

“And the cat? Asmund asked, settling his eyes on the feline in my arms, stretched
out like my arms were her own personal throne.

“Her nameisKis,” | said and laughed when Kis meowed asif introducing herself.
“She's apretty little thing. Just like her owner.”
Viktor cleared his throat, his fingers digging into my side. “Now that we've got all

the introductions out of the way, let's get down to business. We have a long trip
ahead of us, so—’



“Nonsense,” Asmund snorted. “You know | don't like to talk business until after
dinner.” He turned his attention to the rest of the crew. “1 hope you're al hungry
because we' ve cooked a big feast anticipating your arrival.”

“Told you,” Caspian snickered as he walked past us, following after Asmund and the
people of Isle asthey led the way.

“They’re obsessed with having feasts here,” Latham murmured as he fell into step
beside Viktor and me.

“The cooks must be extremely overworked,” Gustav said.

“It must cost them afortune,” | noted.

“That must be why they always have to scramble around for gold when we come to
collect our payment,” Viktor chuckled, his voice low so none of the local islanders
would overhear and take offence. “1 always tell Barden never to let them delay their
payments because regardless of how much time we give them, they’'re never
prepared. If we don’t collect on time, they fall behind.”

“1 don’t know why you're complaining,” Latham snorted. “Y ou’ve only done one of
these. Imagine us—" he gestured to the rest of the crew. “—who have to come here

regularly.”

“It must suck to be you,” Viktor chuckled and playfully punched his shoulder.

Viktor and the rest of the crew had mentioned to me that the people of Isle threw
grand feasts for dinner whenever they came over for business. | thought they were

being alittle dramatic, but | was wrong.

Long tables lined the centre of the square, every inch of them covered with various



dishes. The spread before me had me wondering how more people of Isle weren’t
overweight.

“Believe me now?’ Caspian grinned, brushing past me to sit at one of the tables. |
moved to sit next to him, with Viktor on my other side and Asmund next to him. The
rest of the crew filled the table, and the other one opposite us.

“People of 1sle,” Asmund spoke loudly, tapping a spoon against his glass, demanding
slence. “We have some very specia guests with us tonight. Captain Viktor
Thostenson from Jorvik and his crew!” The people cheered loudly to welcome us.
“The most special of them all is Astrid Thostenson, Captain Viktor's wife!” The
cheers were far louder than before, and my face flushed at the attention. “In honour of
our most special guests, let the feast begin!”

“Ignore them, my siren,” Viktor murmured in my ear and plated a rabbit leg for both
of us. “They’re just happy to see anew face.”

“They look a little more interested than that,” | murmured back, my lips tugging
down into afrown as | spotted more than afew people openly staring at me. “They’re

looking at me like they’ ve never seen awoman before.”

“l don't blame them. What with how some of the women look here,” Caspian
snorted.

“That’s so rude!” | gasped, struggling to hold back my laughter. “Don’t let anyone
catch you saying that, or you'll get usal in trouble.”

“I"ll try not to, but we both know I'm right,” he grinned and helped himself to a
second rabbit leg.

| couldn’t deny it. Most of the people here seemed lovely, but | couldn’t help but feel



that the people of Jorvik were far more pleasant to look at. Especially the women, but
that was a wicked thing to think. | was just as bad at Caspian, who couldn’t control
his tongue.

“You know, Astrid,” Asmund chuckled as he reached for his ale, his head turned to
glance at me from around Viktor. “The last time your husband was here, | tried to set
him up with one of my dancers, but he wouldn’t even look at her. | now understand
why.” He threw his head back to laugh, though Viktor and | didn’t find it very funny.

| shifted uncomfortably in my seat. Most of the crew reacted like me, uncomfortable
and nervous-looking, while the rest pretended as if they hadn’t heard anything in the
first place.

| heard Viktor’s breath hitch from beside me, and | could tell he was nervous, too, but
there was no need. | was very aware that | wasn’t the first woman that Viktor had
taken to bed, but | didn't want to hear about all the women before me. | was happy
knowing | was hiswife and would be the last woman he would be with.

“I’m glad to hear my husband has been faithful to me before we were even married,”
| smiled at Asmund, hoping he would drop the subject.

While | didn’t mind as we weren't married then and Viktor didn’t owe me anything-
appreciated the loyalty when he only felt a mere inclination toward me-it was
somewhat strange that Asmund was telling me this. There wasn’t a need for it, and |
was happier not knowing.

“Viktor is lucky to have landed a wife like you, Astrid. You're a pretty little thing.”
He winked at me before turning to Garth, sitting on his other side. | wondered if he

would call Garth apretty little thing as well.

Viktor dropped his hand on mine on the table, entwining our fingers and gently



squeezing it.

“l can explain,” he whispered, looking nervous.

| shook my head. “There' s nothing to explain, Viktor. That was from before you
proposed to me. Besides, nothing happened. I’ d rather not know about it.”

“I"'m glad you see it that way,” he sighed in relief and leaned in to press hislipsto my
temple. “And I’'m sorry for Asmund. He takes some getting used to but doesn’t mean
any harm. We just need to put up with him long enough for the feast and then the
spears, and we' |l be on our way.”

“What about the Chiefess?’ | asked, nibbling on a carrot and keeping it away from
Kis. | didn't want a repeat of last time when Viktor accidentally gave Kis a carrot.
Instead, | put some peas and fish on the ground for her. She purred and rubbed her
head against my leg before getting stuck in her very own feast.

“I’ve never met her.”

“Neither have |,” Caspian pitched in, his head bowed as he stroked Kis' tail while she
ate a piece of rabbit he had given her. | had already told him he could feed her
anything but carrots. If he did, he would be tasked with cleaning up her sick later.
“Rumour has it that they don’t get along, and Asmund has his eyes set on one of the
dancers,” he indulged me, his voice barely above a whisper so only the three of us
could hear.

“That’sterrible,” | frowned. “It’ s just arumour, right?’
Viktor pursed his lips. “I saw him with a dancer when | was here last time. | could

hardly believe what | was seeing. At one point, she sat next to him and stroked him
through his trousers while | wasright there.”



| couldn’t help but pull a face at the visual, and Caspian and Viktor laughed at my
disgusted expression.

| frowned harder. “1 feel bad for the woman.”

“It’ simpossible not to,” Caspian agreed.

Viktor loaded his plate with more potatoes and rabbit and did the same to mine
without me needing to ask. “Looks can be deceiving, can’'t they?’

For the rest of the feast, | hoped that the rumours Caspian and Viktor had told me
were false and that the Chiefess would present herself. The evening went on, and our
plates were eventually cleared, but there still was no sighting of her. Instead, the
dancers arrived and were very scantily dressed in their tight dresses with dlits up the
side of their legs, showing far more skin than | cared to see.

“Thank you for honouring us with this feast, Asmund,” Viktor spoke firmly, his tone
serious. “But we must speak business now. Please get the payment ready while we
unload the spears. We've got a long journey ahead of us, and | don’t want us to fall
behind so early into it.”

“Ah, about that,” Asmund chuckled, and for the first time this evening, he looked a
little nervous. “I’ m afraid that we' ve run into alittle bit of a problem.”
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CHAPTER THREE

V iktor sgueezed his eyes shut and let out a frustrated groan. “Don’t tell me you're
going to set us behind schedule already.”

“Then | guess | shouldn’'t say anything,” Asmund laughed, and his people joined in.
Neither | nor the crew found it al that funny. “Besides, Viktor, you didn’t think we'd
allow you to leave at this time of night, did you? What kind of hosts would that make
us?’ He gestured to the darkness that had befallen us during the feast. “We insist you
al stay the night. Y ou can leave after breakfast tomorrow.”

“There is no appropriate time when you're a sea,” Viktor pursed his lips. “What
exactly isthe problem, Asmund? Be honest with me.”

“We haven't got enough gold to pay you at the moment,” Asmund admitted, the easy
smile on his face not the least bit nervous. It was like he didn't have a care in the
world!

“Then I'm afraid we'll just have to take our shipment back and be on our way,”
Viktor stated. Judging by the sour expression on Asmund's face, | could tell he
wasn’'t afan of the suggestion. “Maybe on the way back, if you have enough gold, we
can stop by and go ahead with the trade.”

“Let me try again,” Asmund cleared his throat, his smile slowly fading and the light
in his eyes dimming ever so dightly. “We don’t have the gold today but will have it
tomorrow. That’s why | suggested you all stay for breakfast tomorrow.”



“What makes tomorrow different from today?’

“My men will return from Mann tomorrow,” Asmund said. “We do regular trade with
them. They have a shortage of animal milk. When my men return, we'll have more
than enough gold to pay you.”

Viktor gave him a curt nod, and | could tell he wasn’t happy. “Are you sure they will
return tomorrow? | don’t have to remind you that our time is precious, Asmund, and
we have avery busy schedule ahead of us.”

“Yes. Yes!” Asmund nodded his head frantically. “You have my word, Captain
Viktor,” he promised, but | couldn’t help but think that the word of the Chief of Isle
didn't mean all that much. Not after everything | had heard about him and withessed
during the feast.

“Well, | guess we can wait until tomorrow for your men to return,” Viktor reluctantly
agreed. “But we can’'t afford to waste any more time, Asmund. If you cannot pay us
tomorrow, we will be forced to take our shipment and leave. | hope you understand.”

Asmund was back to his usual goofy, cheery self. “Don’t worry, Captain Viktor.
You'll be back at sea before you know it,” he grinned before calling for more ale.

The next morning came and went, but Asmund’s men were yet to return from Mann,
and we were yet to be paid. When Viktor enquired about it, Asmund promised they
would be back before nightfall, and we would be paid and free to leave after the feast
tonight.

Y es, another feast.

Viktor, Garth, Dagfinn, and Odin accompanied Asmund and a few of his men as they
headed down the shore. They were building a new ship for their sea crew and wanted



some advice on the design.

We were invited to help ourselves to some of the fresh fruit, so the others had
dispersed to get picking before lunch was served. While everyone was otherwise
preoccupied, | spotted Roscoe and Manny sneaking away. | wished them good fun
but hoped they didn’t get into too much mischief. Viktor was stressed enough as it
was, and we had barely been at seafor aday.

Even though the Chiefess of Isle wasn't present at the feast last night—-something |
found very strange as guests were present—| had been extended an invitation to have
lunch with her in her parlour.

Before lunch, the other women who would attend the luncheon with me gave me a
grand tour of Idle.

“You are fortunate to be invited to the Chiefess parlour,” the woman leading the
tour, Revna, told me. “ There are women who have lived on Isle their whole life and
have yet to be invited to the Chiefess’ parlour. They would kill for an invitation.”

Revna clearly intended it as a compliment, making it sound like the luncheon was a
grand privilege of some sort, but | couldn’'t help but grimace. Another feast was
scheduled for this evening, and many women had already started work on it. Isle’s
population was nearly double that of Jorvik, so there was far more work and
preparations to be done, yet these women giving me the tour didn’t seem fazed. They
were also dressed far better than any of the women | had spied working earlier,
making me think they had no plans to help. Class seemed to be a real issue here, and
as frustratingly stubborn and bone-headed Barden could be at times, he would never
have allowed such athing to happen in Jorvik.

“I feel honoured,” | faked a smile.



“You should,” Revna grinned, and the others agreed.

Once the tour concluded, Revna and the two others, Kindra and Ursula, finally led me
to the Chief’s hut. Revna knocked on the door, and as we waited patiently for the
Chiefess to open it, she turned and smiled over her shoulder at me. | couldn’t help but
note that it was just as fake asthe one | had given her earlier.

For some reason, these women didn’'t seem to like me. Suddenly, | felt like | was
walking into the lion’s den. | was about to make an excuse and leave when the door
swung open by a woman far too poorly dressed to be the Chiefess- only thought this
because of the class differences | had observed.

“The Chiefessisin her parlour,” the woman said, turning around to lead the way.

She was just the maid. That made sense.

“Thank you,” | smiled warmly at her and followed. The maid's smile was hesitant,
and she knocked on the parlour door twice before opening it for us. | was the only
one who thanked her and the only one she smiled at.

Kindra and Ursula moved to take their seats around the little table in the middle of the
room. Two other women were already sitting there. | deemed the woman at the head
of the table to be the Chiefess of Idle, sitting tall and proud and with a cal cul ated, too-
perfect smile on her face.

“Astrid, thisis Lada,” Revna gestured to the women sitting between the Chiefess and
Kindra. “And thisis our Chiefess, Ivana.”

| had been right about the woman | had assumed to be the Chiefess. She was dressed
the grandest of them all, with a large, poofy skirt, the tightest corset | had ever seen
be worn out in public and even white gloves that covered her hands and arm all the



way to above her elbow. She was far too dressed up for a casual luncheon, and |
suddenly felt underdressed in my simple dress.

“It's nice to finally meet you, Astrid,” Ivana greeted me with a strained smile. There
was no warmth to it. “I hear you are the Captain’ s wife.”

“I am.” | nodded curtly, my guard up. “It's a pity we couldn't meet at the feast
yesterday.”

lvana pursed her lips as she stared at me for afew moments, and | was almost certain
she was trying to suppress a smile. “I wasn't feeling well,” she told me before
gesturing to the only empty seating cushion at the table. To my joy, it was the one
between her and Revna.

The sharp look she sent all the others when she thought | wasn't looking told me she
wasn't being entirely truthful with me. Perhaps there was more truth to those rumours
Caspian and Viktor had told me yesterday than | thought.

“Please sit and help yourself to a cup of tea,” Ivana said. “Usualy, | would have a
maid here to do that for us, but they’re all busy preparing for the feast tonight.”

One thing that was very clear to me was that al of these women were older than me,
at least by ten years. It made me feel smaller, more inadequate and out of place than |
cared to admit, but | refused to show weakness in front of these women.

“I must admit, Astrid,” Lada said from across the table. “I don’t know about anyone
else, but | was shocked to hear that one of the crew had brought their wife and cat
along with them on amission. I’ ve heard of afew rebel females embarking on a short
mission to test their sealegs, but they never last.”

“Yes,” | chuckled, the sound strained. “It was a sort of last-minute decision.”



“What compelled him to make such a decison?’ Kindra asked, peering at me as if
she believed it to be the most absurd thing ever.

“My husband couldn’'t bear the thought of being away from me for so long, and
honestly, neither could I.” | shrugged, surprised by their frowning faces. They looked
at me like the notion of a husband and wife missing each other when separated was
absurd.

“My husband is a seaman, aswell,” Revna said. “But he's never thought about taking
me to sea with him. When he returns to land, he hardly wants to talk about his time
on the water.”

Kindra, Lada and Ursula all nodded, their experiences matching up with Revna. It
appeared that the only person around this table who wasn't part of acrew was Ivana's
husband, but that was because he was the Chief of Isle instead.

“We're newly married,” | told them, trying not to cringe at the bitter taste of the tea.
It was far too strong for me, but | was determined to drink at least half of it. | didn’t
want to give lvana any more reason to dislike me.

“It's till very strange,” Ivana frowned, looking to be deep in thought. “I’ve heard a
lot of sea stories in my time as Chiefess, from our crew and those that stop by for
trade or awarm meal, but | have never heard of a crew member, let alone a Captain,
taking hiswife and her cat along with him.”

“I guess Viktor isafirst then,” | chuckled, but none of them echoed the sound.
“Where is your little cat now?’ Ursula asked, a small smile on her face. She seemed

to be the friendliest of the group, and | made a point to return her smile with a
genuine one.



“Sheisexploring theisland,” | answered.

“l1 would love to meet her later,” Ursula told me, her expression quickly dimming
when the others sent her strange looks.

“When | next see her, I'll come find you and introduce you to Kis,” | smiled widely,
ignoring the grouches around the table. “Kis doesn’t take well to strangers, but if you
give her something to eat, she'll let you pet her.”

“1 have some fish at home she might like,” Ursula grinned, and this time, | was glad
to see that she ignored the strange |ooks from the others.

“How long have you been married, Astrid?” Revna asked from beside me. “You
mentioned you haven’'t been married long.”

| felt my cheeks warm with aflush. “Ten days.”

“Ah, you are just newlyweds still!” Lada grinned, a wicked glint in her eyes as she
stared at me. “Forgive me for speaking out of turn, but the sex must still be electric.”

Before | could tell them that we were yet to have sex, the others all jJumped in with
stories of their own.

“It was when Asmund and | got married,” lvana laughed, fanning herself as her
cheeks coloured pink. “The sex was amazing for the first two years of our marriage.
And then | got pregnant, and he’s hardly touched me since. Every time he does, | fall
pregnant, and then he goes back to not touching me.”

“Gerald always falls on top of me like an animal when he gets back from the sea,”
Kindra giggled and fanned herself, her cheeks now bright red. “The sex is aways
amazing for the first week, but then it fizzles out, so I'm aways very encouraging



about him going away as often as he wants.”

“That only lasts a few days for us when Sten gets back,” Lada grinned wickedly, her
teeth digging into her bottom lip. “But he always brings back lavish gifts with him.
He loves having his cock sucked, and depending on how good the gifts are that time,
that’s how good I'll giveit to him.”

“Gorm is only interested in having sex with me when I'm pregnant,” Revna sighed
dramatically. “It's so good and electric, but I'm not even thirty and already a mother
of five. | gave birth six months ago, and he hasn’t touched me since, so when he gets
back next week, | guess|I’ll betrying for asixth.”

It appeared now that the lid had been unscrewed, the can of worms had been
unleashed, and | was forced to sit there and listen to their wild sex stories with their
husbands. Not only did | learn that pregnancy plays around with your hormones and
makes you hornier than at any other time in your life, but you'll be having non-stop
sex for the first five months, and after that, there would be a dry spell until long after
the child is born.

By the end of the raunchy anecdotes, all the blood in my body had rushed to my face,
and | could hardly believe some of the things they had shared with me.

“Viktor has never fallen on me like an animal before,” | told them, red in the face.
After hearing their wild stories, | was embarrassed to admit that | was still avirgin.

“Just you wait,” Revna laughed. “It might not happen now since you’re together, or
perhaps because you're still newlyweds, but as soon as you're separated for a little

while, he'll ravage you like an animal when he returns.”

All the women laughed, but | was too nervous to join in.



lvanaturned to me. “Is something wrong?’

“No,” | denied, hating the squeak in my voice which gave me away.

Her eyes narrowed, and the corner of her lips turned up in awicked smirk. “You have
laid with your husband, haven’'t you?’

“Of course | have!” | scoffed and turned away so she wouldn’t see the lie on my face.
“Whatever makes you think that?’

lvana cocked her head to the side, studying me, and the other women eagerly watched
the exchange.

“You just seem alittle... inexperienced .”
| gulped and shook my head, but they must have seen through the lie because they all

burst out laughing. My cheeks burned furiously, and | ducked my head in shame
and... disappointment .
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CHAPTER FOUR

T hankfully, 1sle’'s sea crew returned just before the feast started. Viktor had already
accepted and counted the gold from Asmund—it was al there-and we planned to set
sail as soon as our stomachs were full.

“Will we be able to make up the one day we were set behind here?’ | turned to ask
Viktor, smiling warmly as he topped up my glass with some more ale.

“We should if there aren’'t any other stops like this one.” He reached for a second
helping of the giant goat specially slaughtered for this evening’s feast. “We aways
overestimate the length of the trip by alittle bit as things like this happen more often
than you think they would. Sometimes, it’ s not enough, and we still return late.”

“If that’ s the case, you should start overestimating a little more,” | told him. “If | was
still back at Jorvik and waiting three months for you to come home, and you didn’t
turn up on the estimated day, | would be worried sick.”

“You never have to worry about me, my siren,” Viktor murmured. He threw an arm
over my shoulder, pulled me into his side and bowed his head to press his lips to my
forehead. “I never want you to have to worry about me. | only want you to have
happy thoughts when you think of me, so I'll take your advice the next time we set
sail for along mission. I’'m sure everyone' s families would appreciate it.”

“I"ll always worry about you, Viktor. That’'s part of the job description as your wife,”
| told him, playfully nudging his shoulder with mine in hopes of lightening the mood.



“Well, then. If you must,” he chuckled, pressing another kiss to my temple. “How
was your day? | feel like | haven’t seen you all day today.”

“It was good,” | lied smoothly, alittle embarrassed to tell him everything the women
of Isle had told me today. It wasn't often that | kept things from Viktor, mostly
because | felt comfortable enough to tell him everything and anything, though |
couldn’'t deny that the notion of him faling onto me like an animal in heat for sex
made me more than alittle nervous. But not because | was scared. The nerves weren't
bad or unwelcome, just alittle... foreign .

All the women made it sound like it was a chore, boring, and something they just
needed to deal with. They either tolerated it, initiated it because they wanted a child,
or felt distant from their husband.

Was that how sex was supposed to be?

What was the point of going all the way then when oral was so pleasurable?

Viktor narrowed his eyes at me in suspicion. “Why do | feel like you're hiding
something from me, my siren?’

“1t’s nothing important,” | denied, sipping at some water in hopes that it would cool
down the warm flush that coloured my cheeks. “I just remembered some things from
lunch earlier with the ladies.”

“What kind of things?’
“It's not important,” | tried to deny, but | could tell that he wasn’t convinced. “Maybe

I’ll tell you about it later, but it’'s nothing to be worried about. If anything, it's alittle
embarrassing.”



“Y ou have nothing to be embarrassed about with me,” he assured me. “But aslong as
i’ s nothing to be worried about, then you don’t have to tell meif you don’t want to.”

“Thank you,” | exhaled and turned my head to graze my lips against his cheek.
Before | could ask about his day, we were interrupted by afamiliar voice from behind
us.

“Just the person that | was looking for!”

Glancing over my shoulder, | was surprised to find Ivana standing behind me with a
large grin and a tall glass of something murky topped off with a yellow dlice of
lemon. She thrust the glass forward, all but forcing it into my hands.

| turned to greet her. “Will you be joining us at the feast today, |vana?’

“No.” The Chiefess shook her head, her grin only growing bigger. “I’m not feeling
well again this evening, so I'll be heading back to my hut to rest, but | couldn’t
stomach the thought of letting you leave without saying goodbye, Astrid. As a parting
present, | brought you my favourite drink. I hope you enjoy it asmuch as| do.”

| graciously returned her smile. “That’'s sweet of you, but you shouldn’t have gone
out of your way like that.”

“Nonsense,” Ivana laughed. “This is only one of my duties as the Chiefess of Ide.
Plus, | enjoyed your company at lunch today. | wish you didn’t have to leave so soon,
but perhaps you can visit with Viktor once you’ re back from your mission?’

“Sure.” | nodded without any intention of following through with her request. | had
spent more than enough time on Isle to know that this wasn't my sort of place, and |
didn’t wish to spend any more time here than what was necessary.



When Viktor subtly snickered beside me, | knew he saw through the whole act.

“It was great meeting you, Astrid,” Ivana grinned widely at me and pulled mein for a
quick hug before she pulled away, already back on her feet. “I must go now as I'm
still not feeling well, but | hope you enjoy the feast and safe sailing!”

“Thank you,” | murmured after her, but she was already too far gone to hear me.

“Well, that’s a first,” Viktor murmured, the both of us watching Ivana's back as she
walked away from us and the rest of the island people enjoying all that the feast had
to offer. “I’ve never met the Chiefess of Isle before. I've never even seen her before

now.

“Trust me, you're not missing out on much,” | snorted, raising the glass to my lips.
Immediately, my nose scrunched from its pungent smell, but | forced myself to take a
sip. lvana had seemed really keen on it. Hopefully, it wouldn't taste nearly half as bad
asit smelt.

My nose scrunched again at its bitter initial taste, but the aftertaste wasn’t horrible.
After another tentative sip, it felt like the unusual drink was growing on me. It was
only when | had drunk more than half that | started to feel strange.

The world was spinning on its axis, and everything was moving around me.

“l don't feel so good, pirate,” | whispered, somehow able to put down the glass
without dropping it. “I think it might be something | ate.”

Viktor frowned. “Or drank,” he murmured, reaching for the glass, holding it up to his
nose for a smell. His nose scrunched in distaste the same way mine had. “You, my
siren,” Viktor laughed and took a tentative sip of the drink, wincing at the strong,
bitter taste. “Are drunk.”



| turned to question him; my lips parted in shock.

“Drunk?’ | echoed.

“You're definitely drunk, my siren,” he threw his head back and laughed. “I don’t
blame you. Thisis some pretty strong stuff.”

“I can't be drunk. I’ve never been drunk before,” | shook my head but quickly
regretted it when | felt the food and drink that | had just consumed start to come up
again. | promptly pressed a hand over my mouth before | embarrassed myself in front
of everyone.

“Here, drink some water.” Viktor lifted his glass to my lips. “Pace yourself,” he
murmured and helped me take a few small sips at a time, trying not to make myself
even more sick than | already felt.

“How can | be drunk?’ | groaned as | pushed the glass away from my lips, feeling
very sick. Desperate to get the world to stop spinning, | closed my eyes and leaned
into him, resting my head on his shoulder.

“The drink Ivana gave you was very strong. It has high levels of alcohol,” he told me,
running a gentle hand through my hair as he embraced me. The touch already made
me feel better, but | was still battling the feeling of throwing up.

“Why would she do that to me?’ | whimpered.

“1 think she was being friendly,” he murmured in a low baritone, turning his head to
brush his lips against my hairline.

“If she just wanted to be friends, why do | feel so bad?’ | groaned and nuzzled my
face further into the crook of his neck, desperately seeking the comfort and relief that



only my husband could provide.

“Because it's your first time drinking,” he whispered against my forehead, his lips
lingering there. “You're just not used to it. The first time is always the worst. All the
other times after aren’'t so bad.”

“They aren’t?’

“Well, they are, but not nearly as bad as this one,” he chuckled, and the sound made
me wince. Everything suddenly sounded so loud. As if the world spinning wasn't
enough aready. “I’'m sorry you fed terrible, my siren. But don’'t worry, 1'll look after

you.

“Looks like Astrid here has had a few ales too many,” Asmund laughed, taking the
seat before us. “She doesn’'t look too good, but nothing that a glass of water and a
good night’s sleep won't cure. Maybe a stationary bed would be good for her. We
have afew huts freeif you want to spend the night.”

“1 don't think that’s such a good idea,” Viktor denied, careful not to jostle me when
he shook his head. “We're already a day behind. Astrid will get some rest on the ship,
and she'll feel better in the morning. There' s no need to stick around any longer, but |
appreciate the offer, Asmund.”

| was grateful that Viktor hadn’t taken Asmund up on his offer. | would have been so
annoyed if we were set behind another day because of me.

In my drunken stupor, | was hardly aware of Viktor carrying me back to The Serpent,
where we were set to resume the mission. When | felt the soft fur of our wolf skin

blanket underneath me, | knew we were in our bedroom.

“Do you want to change out of your dress?’ Viktor asked, but he didn’t wait for an



answer. He was already sifting through our clothes rack.

“Yes,” | whimpered.

Viktor was gentle as he pulled me into a sitting position. If | was sober and in my
right mind, | would have been a little embarrassed about my husband having to
change me like this, but right now, all | felt was gratitude.

| allowed him to pull the dress over my head and slip me into one of his tunics. Once
we were both changed for bed, Viktor crawled in behind me and pulled the blanket
over us both.

“You don’t have to head back up to the deck?’ | asked, turning over onto my side to
bury my facein his chest.

“No,” he whispered, tightening his arms around me and pulling me closer. “I don’t
want to be anywhere else, my siren. Wherever you are, that’s aways where | want to

be.”

“You're too good to me, pirate,” | murmured sleepily into his chest. “I’ll never speak
of you like how the women of Isle speak of their husbands.”

“How do they speak of their husbands?’ He asked, curious.

“Like animals.”

“Animals?’

“They say that their husbands ravish them like animals, and they made fun of me for

being so inexperienced. When | said you weren't that way with me, they didn’t
believe me. After that, | didn't dare admit that we had yet to consummate our



marriage.”

| felt his chest shake from under my face when he chuckled. “Do you want me to
ravish you like an animal, my siren?’

“Maybe,” | murmured, conflicted.

“I'll keep that in mind,” he chuckled and kissed the crown of my head. “I think you
should sleep before you say anything else you'll probably regret in the morning.”

“Fine,” | groaned and nuzzled my face further into his chest, feeling like | could
never be close enough to him. “But I still have so much to tell you.”

“l can't wait to hear it al, but for now, sleep,” Viktor laughed. “ Sleep tight and have
sweet dreams. | hope for your sake that your headache isn’t too bad in the morning,
but I'll be here to look after you. Always.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

T hefirst thing | did in the morning was slap the palm of my hand over my mouth in
a desperate but poor attempt to stop myself from throwing up.

“Astrid?’ Viktor called out to mein agroggy voice, but | couldn’t answer him with a
mouthful of bile.

Throwing off the blanket, | rushed out of bed and headed for the door. Before | could
make it, Viktor curled an arm around my waist, forced me to sit on the edge of the

bed and held up a bucket.

My throat burned as | emptied the contents of my stomach into the bucket, including
the liquid poison | had unknowingly consumed yesterday.

“Viktor,” | groaned, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. “Please |leave.”
“I’m not going anywhere, my siren,” Viktor murmured from behind me, holding the
bucket with one hand and my hair at the base of my neck with the other, keeping it

out of the crossfire.

“1 don’t want you to see me like this.” | pushed my face further into the bucket when
my stomach lurched again.

| would have never accepted the drink if | knew it was spiked.

“We're married, Astrid,” he whispered, smoothing a hand down my back—calming



me. “That means we're there for each other in good times and bad.”

“But thisis embarrassing,” | whined.

“That’s what you'll be saying when you see me drunk,” he chuckled but was quick to
quieten down when | heaved and threw up some more.

When my stomach finally felt settled, | pushed the bucket away.

“1 think I’'m done,” | exhaled deeply. My throat still burned, but my stomach didn’t
feel like it would turn inside out anymore, so that was something.

When Viktor handed me a napkin and removed the sick bucket, | thanked him.
“You don't have to thank me for anything, Astrid,” he whispered, kissing my cheek.
“I'm just fulfilling my duties as a husband. Now, get back into bed. You need to

rest.”

| allowed Viktor to push me back and cover me with the blanket, tucking me into bed
like achild.

“Where are you going?’ | asked, watching as he moved toward the door.

“I’m going to get rid of this and bring back something to settle your stomach,” he
said, dlipping out of the room.

My eyes closed briefly. | didn’t know how long had passed since | opened them
again, but when | turned my head, | saw they had landed on a very concerned Viktor.

“How do you feel?’



“Not great,” | frowned and turned to snuggle into his side, craving his warmth. My
husband threw his arm over my body and pulled me closer, curling his body around
mine. “How long was | asleep?’

“No longer than ten minutes. You were asleep when | returned.” He reached for
something behind him. “Y ou need to sit up and get this down you, my siren.”

“What isit?’ | asked, staring at the glass of clear liquid he held up for me. “Water?”
“No.” Viktor shook his head and helped me sit up. “It's Garth’s special hangover
cure. Drink it and take anap. | guarantee it’ll make you feel as good as new when you

wake up.”

Desperate to rid myself of the pounding headache that felt like it was splitting my
skull intwo, | gulped down the drink quickly.

Viktor laughed. “ Pace yourself, my siren.”

Taking heed of his words, | sipped the rest of the concoction and let him take the
glass from me when | finished it.

“Areyou sleepy?’ He whispered as we settled back in the bed.

“Kind of,” | whispered back, my eyes closing as | pressed my face into his chest. |
don’t know how | had ever managed to fall asleep before marrying Viktor. Now, it
felt like I couldn’t fall asleep without his arms wrapped around me like this. “Don’t
you need to get to the top deck and do some Captain things?’

“ Captain things?” He was amused. “ They’ Il manage fine without me for awhile. I’ll
stay here with you until you fall asleep.”



“Thank you,” | exhaled in relief. Right now, | wanted nothing more than to be held
by my husband until | fell asleep.

“I’d do anything for you, my siren.” He brushed his lips against my forehead in a
soft, featherlight kiss. “I should tell you about last night.”

| squeezed my eyes shut. “Please tell me | didn’t embarrass myself.”

“Nothing embarrassing,” he chuckled. “It was more... interesting .”

“Interesting? How so?’ | held my breath, afraid that | had spilt the beans on the
conversation | had with the women from Isle yesterday. While none of it was bad, it
was embarrassing to admit to my husband. Especialy when the women of Isle were
right. | was inexperienced.

His grin was laced with amusement. “Like how you want me to ravish you like an
animal and don’t understand why those women don’t enjoy it when their husbands do
the same,” Viktor chuckled, and as if he knew that | would try to squirm my way out
of hisarms, he tightened his hold around my waist and pressed his upper body against
mine, trapping me underneath him. “| appreciate you being honest with me, my siren,
but we're still going to wait. Only until you're ready,” he said in a rough, husky
voice, staring at me with dark eyes. “And when you are, I’'m going to love you and
ravish you until you beg me to stop.”

“Why would | ever want you to stop?’ | asked in an airy voice, my eyes locked on
his. There was something so enchanting about my husband, something so wickedly
handsome and irresistible.

“You won't because I'll do things right, my siren. So right ,” he groaned and brushed
his lips against mine. “And don’t pay too much attention to what those women have
to say. They're al old and bitter and live differently than we do in Jorvik, but I'm



sure you don’t need me to tell you that.”

| nodded, yes, but my mind lingered on his promise to ravage me as soon as | was
ready. Oh, how | wished that could happen now.

As if he could sense my trail of thought, Viktor’s lips curled up at the corners. He
brushed a stray, offending dark strand of hair away from my face before lowering his
to mine. | was just glad the hangover cure left a minty taste in my mouth, making it
feel clean, or | never would have allowed him to kiss me so soon after throwing up.

“You'll never end up like any of those women, my siren.” He pressed the words into
my mouth, forcing them deeper with his wet tongue, stroking mine sensually. “I’ll
never stop loving you. And I’'ll never leave you for many months like they do to their
wives.”

“What does that mean?’ | asked, the words coming out in a breathy moan.

“Either | have to cut back on the missions, or you’ll have to get good at swimming. It
doesn’t matter which one. Aslong as we' re together, that’s all that matters.”

“We should devisearule,” | murmured, tapping my chin thoughtfully.

“What kind of rule?”’

“If it's less than a month, you can go alone. Anything longer than a month, I'm
coming with you.”

“That's a good idea, but even a month without you sounds impossible, my siren.
Maybe we can negotiate it down to two weeks.” His lips turned down in a dight
frown. “But it' sagood rule.”



“Of courseitis. It was my idea.”

When a knock sounded on the door, Viktor quickly rolled out of bed to open it.

“Who isit?’ | asked.

“Breakfast,” Viktor grinned and turned around to present the food tray the Caspian
had been kind enough to drop off to us. The tray had a few dices of bread, one big
bowl of soup and asmall plate of some of the fruit we had picked from Isle.

“I’m never going to drink again,” | groaned when | moved to sit up in bed, and it felt
like the whole world was spinning. Viktor helped me up and lay the tray over my
thighs.

“Never say never,” Viktor chuckled and held up a slice of bread dipped in soup to my
mouth. “Next time you want adrink, I'll get you something a little sweeter and not as

strong.”

| kissed his hand in thanks and accepted the bread he fed me. “Y ou don’t have to feed
me, pirate. I’m not that sick.”

“l want to,” he told me with a soft smile, and | couldn’t bring myself to say no to him.

After Viktor fed us both until there wasn't a single crumb left on the tray, he held me
in his arms and whispered sweet nothingsin my ear until | fell asleep.

When | awoke later, sometime in the afternoon, | felt much better. | guess Garth’'s
hangover cure really did work. However, that didn't stop the big wave of

embarrassment from nearly drowning me.

| was spewing out the contents of my stomach after one measly drink while he held



up the bucket and held back my hair.

What must my husband think of me?
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CHAPTER SIX

| spent a considerable amount of time picking out the perfect dress. My options were
limited because | couldn’t pack much in the little time | had. | ended up settling on a
dark navy dress with dainty white flowers. It was simple and pretty, and | felt even
more beautiful when | twisted my hair into the perfect plait.

After how embarrassingly inebriated | was last night and pathetically hungover this
morning, | wanted to step out in front of everyone, looking like | had everything
under control.

| immediately regretted it when | stepped out on the top deck, and Caspian and
Laurence started laughing at me. They were on cleaning duty but paused to make fun
of me.

“What are you two laughing at?’ | narrowed my eyes at them, crossing my arms over
my chest.

“Why are you dressed like you' re about to go for awalk through afield of flowers?’
Laurence chuckled, pointedly looking at the flowers patterned on my dress. It wasn't
my favourite dress of all time, but it was pretty, and | liked how it fit me.

“Why isthat so specific?’ | countered, taking great joy in the way his face flushed.
“Laurence clearly likes going on romantic walks through flower fields,” Caspian

snickered, teasing Laurence and then turned to me. “I’m assuming this is your
favourite dress?’



“1t’ s not my favourite, but | like it well enough.”

“Well, | doubt you'll feel the same about it for long. Not with how much it rained
earlier.”

“What do you mean?’ | asked, and when they both pointed to my feet, | glanced
down to see that the bottom of my dress was already wet with the murky water
Caspian and Laurence were mopping up. “I’m going to change,” | groaned and
retreated down the stairs.

Caspian and Laurence nodded at me when | returned to the top deck, no longer
dressed in one of my finest dresses. Instead, | chose one that was a little faded in
colour and half an inch shorter than all my other ones. The dress was still pretty—this
one pale yellow with white ruffles around the sleeves and neckline—but it had seen
better days.

| found Viktor at the front of the ship, his hands on the wheel and his foot on the
button.

The corner of his lips twitched with the hint of a smile. “How are you feeling this
morning, my siren?’

“Better.” | returned his smile, albeit mine was a little embarrassed. “Thank you for
looking after me earlier.”

“That's what good husbands do,” he chuckled and moved over, taking one hand off
the wheel. “Come here.”

“What are you doing, pirate?’ | asked with wide eyes. “Isn’'t it dangerous to take your
hands off the wheel ?’



“For too long? Yes,” He nodded and laughed. “You better hurry up and put your
hands on the wheel before it’ stoo late. I’ m going to teach you how to steer.”

“I’ve never steered a ship before,” | protested but moved to stand in front of him.

“I’ll teach you.”

He guided my hands on the wheel, making me grab two spokes on opposite sides.
“Likethis?

“Perfect,” he made a low noise of satisfaction and rested his chin on my shoulder
from behind, wrapping his arms around my waist. “1’ll keep my foot on the pedal, so
you only have to focus on steering the wheel.”

“1 think that’s best,” | chuckled nervoudly. “So, what do | do?’

“Just hold it,” he told me. “Try and sail straight, but it’s not a big deal if you stray a
little off course. Most of the time, all you have to do is hold it and make sure it

doesn’t spin too far out.”

“Hold it, and steer straight. Got it,” | murmured and nodded, my eyes trained on the
vast sea ahead.

“I’ll make a good sea woman out of you yet.” He squeezed my hip. “Do you fed like
Garth’ s hangover cure worked?’

“1 think so, but | think | was hallucinating at one point.”

“Hallucinating?’

“1 woke up to use the bathroom. Someone was in there, so | went down the hallway



to use the other bathroom. But when | glanced over my shoulder, | spotted the door
open, and someone ran out. | tried to call after them, but they didn’t answer and kept
running.”

| felt him frown. “It could have been one of the crew,” he mused aloud but didn’t
sound convinced.

“Probably.”

“But it isstrange.”

“Why would they run away from me?’

“1 don’t know,” he murmured, a confused expression on his face. “1 guess we'll just
have to ask the crew at dinner or something. Though | doubt anyone would own up to
it asit’srather strange.”

“Probably not,” | murmured and remembered something. “I know I'm your wife,
Viktor, but | don't want you to give me specia treatment. We've been away from
home for two days, and | haven’t been assigned any chores.”

“You don’'t have to do chores, my siren. Y ou just being hereis enough.”

“Itisn’'t for me,” | frowned. “At the very least, | should pull my weight around here.”

“What do you want to do?’

“1’m more than happy to do whatever needs to be done. Here, on the ship, | don’t just
want to be your wife, Viktor. | want to be part of the crew.”

“We'll find something for you tomorrow,” Viktor promised me with a kiss on my



shoulder. “We'll start small and see where we go from there.”

“Thank you,” | smiled at him before returning my attention to the water ahead,
making sure | hadn’t steered off course with al the distractions. | doubted getting us
al lost would land me in good standing with the crew. “How many more islands until
we' re smooth sailing to Greenland?’

“Four more,” Viktor told me, tightening his arms around me. “That shouldn’t take us
longer than four days—actually, we have five more stops left. After the fourth island,
we'll be smooth sailing to another island where we get most of our fur. We'll
probably spend the night there to rest, then leave for Greenland. After that, we'll be
heading to Treasure Island.”

“1t sounds like we' ve overestimated quite a bit for this mission.”

“You underestimate how long it’ |l take to get to Greenland,” Viktor chuckled. “ After
Treasure Island, we'll probably stop again at Greenland to rest for a few days. Being
non-stop on the boat for three or four weeks will be immensely tiring for all of us.”

| remained at the whedl until Gustav called us over for dinner. Then, Garth took over,
multitasking, steering, and eating.

Dinner consisted of fried fish, roasted nuts and a slice of the bread from this morning
for everyone. It wasn't the most extravagant meal, but it was pretty good, considering
we were in the middle of the ocean.

“How about we address the elephant on the ship?’ Laurence grinned, making a show
of glancing around everyone in the circle before his eyes settled on me.

My cheeks flushed. “Please don't,” | groaned and buried my face in my hands in
shame.



“It would be impossible not to, considering how wasted you were yesterday,”
Dagfinn laughed. “The last time | was that wasted, Sophia and | conceived our
youngest child. And the time before, we conceived our middle child.”

“We didn’t need to know that,” Caspian groaned and pulled a disgusted face.

“If we can talk about Astrid being drunk, then why don’t you want to hear about me
being just as drunk?’ Dagfinn complained.

“Maybe it's because Astrid wasn't talking about the conception of her children.”
Roscoe pulled a face, looking just as disgusted as Caspian, and | couldn’t help but
laugh.

“No one encourage Dagfinn,” Viktor chuckled. “I don't want to know about the
conception of al hischildren. | aready know too much asitis.”

“Speaking of being drunk,” | began in a desperate attempt to take the attention away
from the topic of conception. “There's something | wanted to ask you all about. |
woke up to use the bathroom earlier, but someone was aready in it. Naturaly, I
walked down the hallway to use the other one, but when | looked over my shoulder, |
saw someone running away from the other bathroom. | called after them, but they
didn’t answer. | was wondering who that was.”

“1t sounds like they had an explosive time in the toilet and were too embarrassed to
own up to it,” Caspian laughed, and | pulled a face again. Perhaps over dinner wasn't

the best time to discuss thistopic.

“Can we please stop talking about explosive toilet times?’ Gustav groaned and put
down his half-eaten dlice of bread, seemingly put off hisfood.

“I'm with Gustav on this one,” Hammond piped up, but he had already licked his



plate clean and was staring at Latham’s plate next to his.

“Did you see what direction they ran in?’ Garth asked, his lips curling down.

| frowned. “1 don’t remember.”

“You must have still been drunk,” Odin joked, and everyone laughed. Me included.

“That’s very possible,” | chuckled.

| know Odin teasing me was insignificant within itself, but it felt significant to me. It
felt like they were starting to accept me, and not just because | was the Captain’'s
wife. There was a real sense of family and belonging among these men, and | was
grateful that Viktor had these people in hislife. And now, me, too.

Jerrik and Manny were the only ones who didn’t talk much to me, but | knew they
were more reserved than the others.

Either way, | enjoyed the company more than the food at dinner, but that had more to
do with my apprehension about fish than Gustav’s cooking. However, | had a feeling
that would soon change with al this water around us. Fish was pretty much the only
thing we had access to. It was either fish or starve.

| helped Gustav clean up after dinner, and Roscoe and Manny, the two juniors on the
ship, did the washing up. Latham switched with Garth, and we all enjoyed some ale.
After last night’s and thismorning’ s events, | opted out and instead moved over to the
rail to stare at the water.

The water was beautiful during the day, but it was extra special in the darkness of the
night.



The water aimost glistened under the moonlight.

When | felt apair of eyes bore into my back, | didn’t need to look back to see who it
was. My husband watched me all evening, but | couldn’t complain. The feel of his
eyes on me made me feel warm and protected. Safe and loved.

He always told me that he loved me, and while | believed him, there was something
ultra special when he looked at me like that. | didn’t think he even realised how he
looked a me, so unashamedly uncaring of who was looking, whether it was a
stranger on one of the islands we stopped at or one of the crew.

If | had turned down his offer of marriage for Crosby’s, it would have been the
biggest mistake of my life. It was evident that no one would love me the way Viktor
did, and as of recently, | had grown to appreciate that so much more.

And now, | couldn’'t help but start to return his feelings. It was impossible not to
when he looked at me the way he did and treated me like | was the most precious
thing in the world.

It was both gross and endearing that he had held my hair back while | threw up the
entire contents of my stomach this morning despite my pleas for him to leave. |
couldn’t imagine anyone else doing that for me—anyone else ever caring about me in
that way—other than my family.

“Do you want to head to bed, my siren?’ Viktor asked as he came to stand next to me
at therail, holding his hand out for me to take.

| accepted it without a second thought and squeezed his hand, allowing him to lead
me downstairs to our bedroom.

| loved the feeling of our fingers laced together. There wasn't anywhere | wouldn’t



follow thisman if he held my hand like this.

“I’ve been thinking about something all day,” | murmured as he closed the door
behind us.

“What’s that?’ Viktor hummed in question and reached for the bottom of his tunic,
getting undressed for bed.

Unable to look away from his chiselled chest, made all that more prominent when he
flexed with his arms above his head, | swallowed. Hard .

How was | lucky enough to marry such afine specimen of pure testosterone?

“What have you been thinking about all day, my siren?’ Viktor laughed at my
stunned expression, leaning in to steal a quick kiss before he continued stripping.

“Oh, right,” 1 murmured breathlessly. My fingers shook as | reached behind and
began on the buttons along the back of my dress. “I want to make our marriage real.”

Viktor was down to only his briefs now, and his fingers halted at the waistband as he
held my eyes. “Our marriageisreal.”

| slipped the dress off my shoulders and allowed it to pool at my feet, leaving mein
only my thin dlip. “We haven’'t consummated it yet,” | whispered.

His eyes darkened with need and desire. “What are you saying, my siren?’

“1 want to have sex with you tonight.” My voice was laced with raw need as | stared
at him, both of usin equal states of undress. “1 want to have sex with my husband.”

“What?' Viktor whispered, looking like he couldn’t believe what he had just heard.



“You heard me.” | sent him a sultry, pointed look and slipped off the dlip, leaving me
as naked as the day | was born. “1 want to have sex with you, Viktor. | want to feel
you inside of me.”

My husband gulped, physically struggling. The prominent bulge growing in his
underwear told me he was far more than ready, and that only made me want him so
much more.

“You're not ready,” he protested weakly.

“But | am,” | insisted, the sound coming out a breathy moan.

“Astrid,” Viktor groaned and shook his head, forcing his eyes away from me. “| don't
want to rush you into anything you’ re not ready for.”

“You're not rushing meinto anything,” | denied. “I want this, Viktor. | want you.”

His voice was coarse. “I don’t want you to regret this in the morning.”

“1 could never regret you.” | closed the distance between us and rose on my tiptoes to
whisper against hislips, “I loveyou, Viktor.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN

“ Say that again,” Viktor demanded in a shaky voice, sounding like he was hanging
on by athread.

“1 loveyou, Viktor,” | whispered again against hislips. “ So much.”

“1 love you too, Astrid. More than you can imagine,” he exhaled and pulled me flush
against his body. “ Are you sure about this?’

“I’m more sure of this than anything else in my life,” | promised. “Will you let me
have you, Viktor?' | asked in the sultriest voice | could muster, desperate to seduce

him to have his wicked ways with me.

This man loved me more than any man could ever love me. | had never been more
certain of anything else, and it was time to take our relationship to the next level.

“If we do this, there’ s no going back, my siren,” Viktor warned me as he pulled down
the waistband of his underwear, freeing his cock.

He fisted it at the base and pumped it lowly, his eyes trailing down my body. Mine
did the sameto his, my entire body heating up when they fell on his cock.

His big, thick, meaty cock.

“The same goes for you, pirate,” | smiled flirtatiously and walked backwards to the
bed, lowering myself onto it. “Won’'t you join me?’ | spread my legs, beckoning my



husband.

“You don’'t need to ask me twice,” Viktor chuckled, still pumping his cock as he
approached me. When he lowered himself on the bed, he placed a hand on my
shoulder and pushed me to lay on my back. “Thisis your last chance to stop me,” he
murmured throatily, looming over me. He dropped himself to his knees and gently
pressed his lips against mine.

“That’s not happening,” | groaned and reached my arms up to wrap around his neck,
desperate to close the little distance that remained between us. “I want you, Viktor.
Stop denying me. Stop denying your wife.”

He groaned and pressed his lips harder against mine. “I could never deny you, my
siren.”

One moment, | could feel him resisting, his touch and kiss gentle, almost as if afraid
that he would hurt me. The next moment, he was bruising my lips with his and his
hands were everywhere. One hand was under my thigh, the fingertips digging into my
skin as he raised my leg and hooked it over his hip, opening me up to him. His other
hand was on my breast, squeezing, rubbing and pinching my nipples, alternating
between them both to give equal attention.

When his hardened cock pressed against my pussy, only an inch away from my
seeping hole, | moaned and arched my back.

“Viktor,” | whined, one hand lost in his hair while the other trailled down his chest,
desperate to feel my husband’ s cock.

“Astrid,” he groaned back, but | swallowed the sound in a hungry kiss.

“1 need you inside of me, Viktor,” | all but begged him, desperate to feel the pleasure



which | knew only my husband could give me.

“How do you want it, my siren?’ His kisses trailed down my neck and shoulders until
he reached my pebbled nipples, immediately sucking one into his mouth. “Gentle?’
He switched to my other nipple. “Or hard?’ To emphasise his point, his teeth raked
over the hardened nub, sucking greedily.

“Hard,” | exhaled in frustration, squirming underneath him as | tried to get his cock to
dip into my pussy. The thick, mushroom tip kept brushing and prodding between my
lips, but he wouldn’t give me what | really wanted.

Before | could raise my hips and demand that he get inside me right now, Viktor
pulled his hips back and slammed into me. True to his word, he entered me hard, and
my eyes immediately rolled into the back of my head. The pain from having my
virginity taken was overpowered by the sheer pleasure of his thick, throbbing cock
deep inside of me.

| had thought the feeling of his cock down my throat had been amazing, but it was
nothing compared to the feel of him inside of me, forcing my pussy to stretch to
accommodate his thick cock.

“Astrid?’ Viktor called out my name, his voice strained. “Are you okay, my siren?’

“Yes,” | moaned and nodded, forcing my eyes open. “It feels so good. You feel so
good inside me,” | moaned wantonly. “I need you to move, Viktor. | need more.”

My husband, always a man of his word, thrust in and out of me harder than before.
My toes curled into the blanket, and | raised my legs to hook them around his hips,

desperate to feel him closer.

“I’m going to come,” | moaned, far too gone in the moment to feel embarrassed about



coming So soon.

But when my husband was thrusting into me, the squelching, wet sounds of our body
meeting each time, and his mouth sucking hard on my nipples, playing with my body,
how was a woman supposed to last?

And as if that wasn't enough, Viktor held my eyes as he sucked on his thumb and
dlipped it between our bodies to rub my clit just as furiously as he was slamming into
me.

“Come for me, my siren,” he groaned and moved up to press another kiss to my lips.
However, this one was far dirtier as his tongue thrust in my mouth, stroking my own
at the same rate that his hips were moving. “Come on,” he tempted me in a low,
gravelly tone. “Come for me, my siren. Come on my cock.”

His dirty words pushed me over the edge, and my pussy walls clenched around his
cock, desperate to keep him in there as | came down from the high.

“Clench around me like that again,” Viktor groaned, raking his teeth over my bottom
lip as his thrusts turned gentle, drawing out my orgasm.

Like a good girl, | did as | was told and clenched tightly around his cock, moaning
wantonly at the feel of him.

Viktor groaned and dropped himself lower, burying his face in the crook of my neck.
He dlipped his hands under my hips and pressed them into the small of my back,
holding me in place as he savagely drove into me to chase his own release.

“Harder, Viktor!” | moaned in his ear, wrapping my arms tight around his shoulder.
“l need you to—" | was cut off mid-sentence at a particularly hard thrust, my voice
breaking off into aloud groan.



If I weren't so lost in the moment, | would have been embarrassed about moaning so
loud when members of the crew were right next door, but right now, | couldn’t think
about anything but Viktor and the wonderful things his cock was doing to me.

With the way that Viktor was driving into me, it didn’t take long for me to come
again. And with how sloppy and erratic his thrusts became, | knew he wasn't far from
coming as well.

There was a hungry look on Viktor’s face as he stared at the junction where we were
joined. When he pulled out, leaving only the tip inside me, his cock was adorned with
specks of blood from taking my virginity. It seemed to spur my husband on more, and
when he pounded deep inside me, giving me all that he had to offer, my toes curled,
and my eyes rolled into the back of my head.

“Where do you want my cum, my siren?’

“Tits,” wasall | could manage as | panted heavily, still coming down from the high of
the second orgasm he had given me.

“You're going to be the death of me,” he groaned, but | didn’t miss the slight smirk
that crept onto his lips as he thrust into me twice more before pulling out. He rose to
his knees and pumped his cock over my chest. “Push them together for me.”

Wanting to please him, | pushed my breasts together and held out my tongue as far as
| could. Viktor cursed, his eyebrows knitting together. He almost looked like he was
in pain as he pumped his cock faster, desperate for hisrelease.

Milky white cum shot out from the tip of his cock, spurting all over my boobs. There
was even a blob that landed on my tongue, and when | made a show of closing my
mouth and swallowing it, he groaned and pumped his cock faster, forcing out the last
few drops of hiscum.



“I’ve never come so hard in my life before,” Viktor groaned lowly as he rubbed his
cock al over my breasts, rubbing in his essence. “You're far too sexy for your own
good, my siren.”

“You're not too bad yourself, pirate,” | giggled and smiled widely when he rolled
onto the bed to lay beside me.

Viktor dlipped his arm under my head, pulled me into his side and pulled the blanket
over us.

“1 love you so much, Astrid,” he groaned, whispering the words in my ear.

“l love you, too,” | whispered back, turning my head to brush the tip of my nose
against his, my eyes fluttering shut.

That night was the best sleep of my life.

| woke up feeling like my heart would burst with love. It didn’t matter that there was
a dlight, uncomfortable ache between my legs or that my breasts were still a little
sticky from his cum. All that mattered was that | loved Viktor, and he loved me back.
Fiercely .

How had | been so lucky to have had this wonderful man fall in love with me? |
certainly hadn’t done anything to deserveit.

Gazing at him from under my lashes, my eyes still heavy with sleep, | couldn’t resist
touching him. My fingertips grazed his cheek and the lines on his face. He hadn’t
shaved since we had set sail from Jorvik, and | wasn't mad about it. Not when the
shadow of a beard made me want him all that more.

The thought went straight to my pussy, and | crossed my legs to dim the feeling but



had no luck.

“Why are you looking at me like that?’ Viktor whispered, his eyes still closed.

“Likewhat?’ | asked, asmall smile creeping onto my face.

“Like you want to eat me,” he snickered, his eyes fluttering open to stare at me. |
immediately lost myself in the dark pools, but there was no sense of fear or worry.
Not when | was with him.

“l guess we worked up an appetite last night,” | murmured, feeling my lips curl
higher.

“You can say that again,” Viktor grinned and pressed his lips to mine in a sweet,
gentle kiss. “Good morrow, wife,” he whispered, sucking my bottom lip into his
mouth.

“Good morrow, husband,” | moaned into his mouth, already hungry for more of him,
but the ache between my legs warned me to pace myself. How were we going to
explain this to the crew if | suddenly found myself unable to walk from fucking so
hard?

“How did you sleep?’ He pressed his face into the crook of my neck, resting there as
if 1 were his pillow. But | couldn't bring myself to complain in the dlightest. Not
when it felt so right.

“It was the best night’ s sleep in my life,” | admitted, raking my nails over his scalp.

“l feel the same way,” he murmured, inhaling deeply. “Sometimes, | still can't
believe that we're married.”



“Me, too,” | whispered back with a goofy grin, but it didn't stay in place for long.
“What are you doing?’ | asked, my breath hitching at his wandering hands, which
only seemed to dip lower and lower. “Viktor,” | whined, but the sound was cut short
when he pressed his thumb between my pussy lips.

“Come on,” Viktor suddenly announced, pushing himself up from the bed.

“Where are you going?’ | asked, almost panicked.

“Let’s wash up together. It's a great way to save on water,” he told me, reaching for
his breeches. He threw his tunic at me before sticking his head out the door to ensure
the coast was clear. The last thing we needed right now was to get caught. With
several months left at sea, | doubted anyone would forget it anytime soon, and we
would be forced to live with the constant teasing.

When Viktor had suggested that we wash up together to save on water, | should have
known that he was lying through his teeth. | should have known that it would lead to
another round of sex while we were wet and naked together, but | certainly wasn't
complaining. Not when he felt so good inside of me.

At least this time, when he came all over my boobs, we remembered to wash it away.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

| don’t know whether it was the knowing looks on their faces or the glares that Viktor
was shooting all of them when he thought | wasn’t paying attention, but | knew that
they al knew.

Breakfast was certainly a little more awkward than yesterday, but | knew things
would worsen if | let it get to me. And with that in mind, | looked everyone in the eye
and acted as if nothing was out of the ordinary. Well, if you didn’t count having sex
with my husband for the first time and feeling him between my legs with every step |
took.

Viktor pulled me to the side after breakfast. “I’ve talked to Gustav and Jerrik, and
they’ re willing to show you what ausual day is like for them.”

“S0, the decision is between fishing and cooking?’ | tapped my chin in thought,
mentally pulling aface at the prospect of being out on the water al day. “I’ll go with
cooking.”

| had seen Jerrik spend several hours in the water with a spear to catch fish for us all.
| was very grateful he did that for us, but it didn’t look enjoyable. | also doubted |
would be any good at it.

“1 thought you would,” Viktor chuckled. “But | wanted you to have the first pick.”

“What do you mean?’ | asked, curious.



“Since you chose cooking with Gustav for today, that means Manny and Roscoe will
get fishing with Jerrik. Frankly, I'm glad it’s them and not you,” Viktor chuckled and
pulled me into his arms. “Don’t let Gustav make you do anything that will have you
losing a hand or burning your hair.” He pressed his lips to my forehead. “I’d hate to
have to make Gustav walk the plank.”

“You wouldn’t do that, pirate.” | narrowed my eyes at him, but the look on his face
told me he was serious. “Okay, fine,” | sighed. “I’ll be sure to return with my hands
and hair intact.”

He bowed his face and pressed a soft kissto my lips. “That’s al | ask for, my siren,”
he sighed into my mouth.

| wanted to loop my arms around his neck and press his lips harder against mine,
hungry for ataste of last night and this morning, but we couldn’t. We were on the top
deck with the crew all around us, so | reluctantly innocently pecked his lips again
before letting him go.

Gustav grinned when he spotted me approaching him. “I was wondering when you
would finally turn up.”

| took a seat next to him, watching as he cleaned the pot that had been used to make
breakfast. “Y ou were expecting me?’

“1 had afeeling you wouldn’t pick fishing,” he chuckled. “ Something tells me you're
not afan of the sea. Kind of like that cat of yours.”

“Speaking of Kis, where is she?’ | asked, perking up as | glanced around the top
deck, but from here, | couldn’t see all the way to the front. “I haven’'t seen her since
yesterday.”



“You weren't feeling well, so Viktor asked me to look after her.” He gestured to his
right, where | found a seemingly sated cat happily munching away on the last of her
fish.

“You're spoiling her, you know?’ | chuckled.

“It'shard to say no to her.”

“You're not wrong there. Thank you for looking after her.”

“You don't have to thank me. | enjoy playing with her, though | fedl like Kis only
puts up with me because | supply the food.”

“I’d love to tell you otherwise, but unfortunately, | can’t. She's the same with me,” |
laughed. “Now, as your little helper for the day, what do you need me to do?”’

“We're going to make a fish stew for lunch and dinner today, so you can start by
cutting these vegetables for me,” Gustav said as he scrubbed the pot. “We can't start
on the fish until Jerrik catches something.”

“How do you want me to cut them?’ | asked, eying up the carrots that looked a little
sorry for themselves. They were the last of the fresh produce we brought from Jorvik,
but thankfully, we managed to get some from Isle as well, which would last a little

longer.

“Into medium-sized chunks,” Gustav told me. “Just as you would do when we roast
vegetables.”

“Medium-sized chunks. Got it.”

It became apparent to me very quickly that Gustav didn’t need my help in the kitchen.



Even though it was a lot of work to cook enough to feed thirteen people and a cat
three times a day, Gustav was very efficient with his work. He had cut up half the
vegetables in the time it took me to peel and cut just two. If anything, | was only
slowing him down with my help, but he didn’t complain.

Even Jerrik mentioned that Gustav seemed behind with the cooking today when he
came by to drop off the fish he had caught. Usually, by thistime, Gustav was finished
with all the prep and growing impatient, waiting for the fish. It was great for Jerrik, as
he didn’'t need to deal with an impatient Gustav today, but | couldn’t help but think |
was doing more harm than good by helping him out.

| wasn’t sure why he accepted Viktor’ s request for me to help.

Gustav sent a pointed look at the fish Jerrik had dropped off. “ Grab one.”

| did as | was told, trying to ignore the dlippery scales as the fish flailed about,
desperate to escape from me and back into the water.

“What next?’ | asked.

“Grab a knife and lay the fish down like this,” he instructed, showing me what to do.
“1 usually cut the head and tail off first, so we'll start with that. Kis can eat the heads
if shewants. And then we'll gut them.”

“How do we gut them?’ | asked in a small voice, afraid | would need to stick my
hand inside the fish. | aways found it very unpleasant when | watched my parents do
that. | didn't know how the sight of blood and fish guts all over their hands didn’t
bother them.

“Follow my lead.”



| watched as Gustav lay down the fish in front of him. The fish stopped squirming
when Gustav slammed the sharp side of the knife down on its throat, severing its
head. He was quick to do the same to the tail. He then turned the fish around and dlid
the knife down its throat. The insides slowly began slipping out of the fish, and
Gustav helped speed up the process by scooping out the rest with the tip of his knife.

“Now we'll give it awash, and it’s all good for cooking,” Gustav told me with agrin,
but it immediately dlipped off his face when he noted my face.

“Areyou okay, Astrid? Y ou’re looking alittle green.”

“1 don’t think | can do that.” | shook my head frantically, trying not to look down at
the two fish beside each other. One was dead and bloody, and the other was
squirming far more than before, no doubt aware of the horrid fate that it would face

soon, just like his scaly friend.

“Don’'t worry. All it takes is practice,” he tried to assure me. “By the time we get
through all these fish, you'll get the hang of it.”

My nose scrunched up in disgust, and | pressed a hand to my mouth. “That was one
of the most disgusting things I’ve ever seen. | don’t think | can do this, Gustav. I'm

sorry.”

“1 know it’s not for everyone,” he chuckled. “How about you cut up the fish after |
wash it, and you add it to the stew?”’

“1 can do that,” | murmured, grateful | didn’t need to gut the fish anymore.

Who knew cooking could be so bloody and gruesome? Certainly not me.
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CHAPTER NINE

“ G ustav came to talk to me earlier,” Viktor leaned over to whisper as we all enjoyed
some ale after dinner. “He told me you weren’t afan of gutting fish.”

| leaned into his warmth and rested my head on his shoulder. “That would be putting
it lightly,” | snorted. “I was doing everything | could not to throw up.”

“Trust me to marry the one woman in al of Jorvik who doesn’t like fish,” he
chuckled, turning his head to brush his lips against the crown of my head.

“l don’'t like the sound of that,” | huffed and pinched his side. When he yelped, the
crew laughed, and that amused me immensely. “Can | please try something different
tomorrow? Gustav didn’t need help with any of the other stuff. I’'m pretty sure | was

slowing him down, but he’ s too kind to be honest with me.”

“We'll find something for you, Astrid,” Viktor chuckled, his lips brushing against my
forehead with each spoken word.

“1 could do with some help with the sails,” Garth called out from the other side of the
table. “If you're up for it.”

| smiled. “I’'m willing to giveit atry.”
“Great,” he beamed at me. “I'll come find you in the morning then, kiddo.”

“We'll be docking at Mann tomorrow, so you'll have plenty of time to learn,”



Dagfinn called out from where he was currently at the wheel.

“How long will we be staying there?’ Roscoe asked, still pouting from when he was
denied any ale. Viktor declared he and Manny were old enough to join us on the ship
but not old enough for ae. It was rather comical when Roscoe found that out.

“We'll dock in the morning, and if things go according to plan, we'll be back on the
sea by evening,” Caspian said. “Any longer than that will set us back another day.”

“A few days isn't a big deal,” Jerrik murmured, toying with a loose button on his
shirt. “It’ll be good if we pick up some fresh vegetation while we're there. We've
been running alittle low on fish lately.”

“How low?” Viktor asked, histone spiked with concern.

“Only alittle low,” Jerrik answered. “1 don't think it’s anything to be worried about.
There are always fewer fish in the waters around here. Things should return to normal
in afew days.”

“Fresh vegetation is always nicer to cook than the dried stuff,” Gustav added with a
shrug. “Not to mention the taste.”

Viktor nodded. “We'll be sure to bring it up with them. Though we should be
prepared to fork over a hefty amount.”

“Why’sthat?’ | asked, curious.
“The chief of Mann isn't known to be the most agreeable of men,” Odin snorted.

“The last time we stopped there, he refused us a warm meal when we asked for one.
Even when we offered to pay for it.”



| pulled aface at that. “Why do you keep going back there?’

“It gives us agood break from being constantly on sea,” Viktor told me.

“I’m going to head in for the night,” Hammond suddenly announced as he stood up
and stretched his arms above his head, yawning loudly.

“Tired already, old man?’ Garth laughed, taking another swig from his ale.

“That’ s rich coming from you, old man,” Hammond chuckled. “I'll see you all in the
morning.” He waved goodbye before heading down to the second deck.

We all said our goodbyes, and Hammond was shortly joined by Odin and Jerrik, who
also decided to turn in for the night.

Conversation flowed freely between the rest of us, as it always did at this time of
night. Everyone was reasonably busy during the day, and it was only at this time of
night when we had nothing to do but talk and drink ale until we became overcome
with sleep.

“We've got a bit of a problem!” Hammond said, rushing back onto the top deck.
Jerrik and Odin were hot on his heels.

“What kind of problem?’ Gustav asked.

“There’'s abig pool of sick outside one of the rooms,” Jerrik answered. He wandered
over to the rail and leaned against it, stretching hislegs out in front of him.

“Which one of the rooms? Dagfinn asked, his lips turning down into a disgusted
frown.



“Manny and Roscoe's,” Odin answered. “It’s stinking up the place. One of you needs
to go down and clean it up.”

Roscoe looked confused. “I don’t mind cleaning it up, but it wasn't me. I'm pretty
sure it wasn't Manny either. He' s been with me all evening.”

Manny shook his head. “It wasn’t me either. | haven't been down to the second deck
since alittle after lunch.”

“l don't know how long the sick has been down there, but it smells awful.”
Hammond pulled aface, amost asif he could still smell it.

“One of you boys should just own up to it,” Garth chuckled, reaching to pour himself
another glass of ale even though he looked to be on the verge of being drunk already.
“It’ s nothing to be embarrassed about.”

Roscoe and Manny sported matching frowns.

“It wasn't either of us,” Roscoe insisted. “Neither of us has been seasick since we' ve
been here.”

All eyesthen turned to me, and | quickly shook my head.

“1 might be unable to handle my drink and have a light stomach, but it wasn’t me. |
don’t get seasick,” | denied. “Even if it were me, | would have cleaned it up.”

“ Anyone want to own up to it?’ Latham asked, a slight, confused frown on his face.
No one answered. “Well, if it wasn't Manny, Roscoe or Astrid, then it has to be one

of us,” he said, gesturing to the original crew.

A round of denials sounded around the group as no one owned up to the pool of sick.



Viktor sighed, tired. “It doesn’'t matter who owns up to it. We need to get it cleaned
up. | don’t want the smell getting any worse.”

“1 don't mind cleaning it up,” Roscoe offered as he rose to his feet. Manny was quick
tojoin him. “But it really wasn't us.”

Hammond, Odin, and Jerrik went down to the second floor again to go to bed, and
Roscoe and Manny followed with some cleaning supplies. Even though they offered
to clean up the sick, it felt wrong.

| moved to stand up. “I’ll go and help them.”

Viktor curled an arm around my waist. “No, stay here,” he whined, pulling me into
his side.

“You don't realy think one of them was sick, do you?’

“It would make sense if it were one of them,” he mused quietly. “But they seem
adamant it wasn't them.”

“If it wasn't them, and it wasn't me, then who could it be?’

“l don’'t know, but | don’'t think it's a big deal,” he murmured, gently shaking his
head. “People are sick at sea more than you think. | guess the person, whoever it is, is
alittle embarrassed to admit it. I'm just surprised they didn’t clean it up themselves.”

| hummed in agreement but didn’t say anything else.

If it wasn’t Manny, Roscoe, me, or any other crew members, then who else could it
be?
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CHAPTER TEN

L atham had docked The Serpent at the island called Mann before we had even
woken. When | walked past his room this morning, | laughed when | heard him
snoring loudly.

Poor Latham had been tasked with steering The Serpent all night as per the rota.

There was no need for me on the island, so | stuck around on the ship with Garth,
who was currently going over how to work the sails with Roscoe and |. Jerrik, Odin,
Hammond, and Manny had joined Viktor on the island as they completed the trade
and hopefully brought us back some fresh vegetation—Gustav had rushed to join them
as soon as he heard the last part. It could take anywhere between less than an hour
and several hours, depending on the mood of the Chief. From what | had heard, he
wasn't the easiest of men to deal with. That left Caspian, Laurence and Dagfinn to
clean the top deck, as it had rained for most of the night. If Garth hadn’t called me to
learn how to work the sails, | would have offered to help them. | wasn't the best at
cooking, but cleaning was simple enough.

“The Serpent all but glides through the water when the wind is blowing,” Garth
smiled, looking like he was in his element. Roscoe and | exchanged knowing looks,
neither of us unable to hold back our giggles with how passionate he was about the
sals. “Do both of you want to learn the way of the sail, or are you just going to stand
there giggling like a bunch of babies?’ Garth tutted, clearly not happy with either of
us.

“Sorry, Garth,” | apologised sheepishly.



Roscoe nodded, but there was a slight twitch to hislips. “We do want to learn.”

“Great.” Garth turned around to continue. “Working the sails is not difficult to
master, but there’ s a knack in knowing which way the wind blows. Y ou see,” he said,
dlipping his index finger into his mouth to wet the tip. “The wind is coming from the
east right now. If | were sailing right now, | would put down these two sails.” He
pointed to the two sgquare sails mounted on the left and right. “ The same goes for the
West. The easiest is when the wind is coming downwind. That's when the fore and
aft sails do most of the work. You mess up the sails, and we'll end up steering off
course.”

My head was craned back to stare up at the sails. “It sounds easy enough,” |
murmured.

“Far too easy,” Roscoe agreed with me.

“It’s the actual doing part, which is hard,” Garth chucked. “It's a good thing we're
docked right now. Y ou can play with the sailsand get afeel of it all.”

We both watched as Garth stepped forward and patted the large wooden beam, which
stood several feet tall and was connected to the fore and aft sails.

“You see this?” He asked us, pointing to what looked like a mini wheel. “Chip has
installed two of these wheels to control the fore and aft sails. If you want to know
how it works, you' ll have to wait until we return to Jorvik to ask him because | don’t
know anything about it. What | do know is that if | turn it this way—" He turned the
mini-wheel left. “—the sails are set for upwind. And if | turn it the other way—" He
turned the mini wheel right. “—the sails are set for downwind. The same goes for this
other wheel, which controls the aft sails.” He pointed to the second mini-wheel. “He
didn’t get the time to install the same for the side sails, so we still have to climb up
the beam to change them, but we don’t normally need to do that very often anyway.



We mostly use the fore and aft sails, but during a storm, we need as much stability as
possible.”

| gulped at the idea of a storm. Father mentioned more than a few stories of longships
being flipped over and the entire crew drowning in a brutal storm. Whenever he |eft
for the sea when | was younger, | would pray for his safe return each morning when |
first woke up and each night before | fell asleep.

| was so grateful that he didn’t go out on missions anymore. Except, | had only gone
and married a sailor myself. And a Captain at that, too.

“Astrid,” Garth called to me, his voice snapping me out of my thoughts. “I’'m not
going to make you climb the beams because Viktor will drown me if | do,” he
chuckled, and even though both of us knew Viktor would do just that, | couldn’t help
but join in. “But do you want to have ago at the fore and aft sails?’

| nodded eagerly and stepped forward, moving to the wheel that controlled the
foresail. | curled my fingers around two spokes but didn’t get the chance to turn it.

“Since when did we alow whores to play with the sails?” An unfamiliar voice
sounded from behind us. “Or is this some new kind of foreplay? Because if it is,
count mein.”

“Who goes there?’ Garth called out, hislips turning down into a deep scowl.

“No need to take that tone with us, old man,” the first man chuckled. His hair was
short and golden, hisface long, but the rest of him short.

“We come in peace,” the second man chuckled. He was the opposite of his friend-tall
and bulky with dark, short hair.



“Your disgusting choice of words certainly doesn’t suggest that you come in peace,” |
snapped, unable to hold back my tongue from the way they leered at me. Despite my
words, they peered at me, standing behind Garth like | was a piece of meat, and they
hadn’t been fed in weeks.

What was wrong with them? Had these men never seen awoman before?

“The whore speaks,” the dark-haired man snickered.

“What's your name, whore?’ The light-haired man asked, stupid enough to believe
that he would ask so disgustingly and | would answer him.

“Stop calling her that!” Roscoe growled, matching Garth’'s stance as he stepped
forward. With both Roscoe and Garth standing in front of me, the disgusting men
couldn’t see me anymore.

“That’ s the last time you call her that,” Dagfinn growled as he joined us at the sails, a
crazed look on his face. He must have rushed over here because he was still holding
the wet mop, and it dripped dirty water over this part of the deck, which they had
aready cleaned.

When Caspian and Laurence flanked me from both sides, my heart overflowed with
love and respect for these men, who quickly defended me. But now was not the time
to get sappy—not when we needed to teach these two men a lesson about how to
speak to alady.

“1 understand that you're all protective of the ship whore, especially since she's your
only source of entertainment out on the water, but what if we pay you?’ The dark-
haired man asked, having the audacity to reach into his pockets and count his measly
pennies.



“Or perhaps we could trade something for an hour with her?” The other man was
quick to ask after stealing alook at all the money hisfriend had. Or lack thereof.

“How dare you speak to As-her like that!” Garth growled, quick to catch himself
when he nearly used my name. “Y ou will speak to her with respect!”

“1 don’t know how things are where you're from, old man, but whores don’t deserve
respect here. So, take our money and hand her over. We promise to show her a good
time and return her in one piece. We won't even need an hour if she's any good.” The
light-haired man was on a real rant and looked like he had so much more in his
argument about why he and his friend deserved even a moment of my time but didn’t
get the chance to get the words out of his mouth. | would imagine it was difficult to
say much more when Roscoe' s fist landed in his mouth and Dagfinn’sin hisfriends'.

“Don’'t you dare call her awhore again!” Caspian spat as he stepped forward to punch
them both, the smile on his face telling me that he enjoyed this far more than he
probably should have.

Even though Garth was the voice of reason in most situations, he stepped aside and
encouraged Laurence to get a punch in while the men were down.

“1 think it"smy turn now,” | declared, stepping forward once Laurence had his go.

Dagfinn and Roscoe were kind enough to hold each man down for me. Caspian and
Laurence were stood on either side of me, ready to step in if | needed help. It was
swest, but | didn’'t need it.

| stopped in front of the light-haired man, grinning down at him. He had been forced
onto his knees, his hands restrained helplessly behind his back by an outraged and
disgusted Roscoe.



“How dare you speak to a woman like that!” | spat. “Did your parents not teach you
any manners?’

“My parents taught me that whores don’'t deserve respect,” he sneered at me, but
before one of the others could react, | reared my first back and slammed it into his
cheek. Even though my knuckles throbbed at the impact, | refused to show it. My
hand would be sore for aday or two, but | didn’t care. This moment was worth it.

The man’'s head snapped to the right at the impact of my fist against his face, hard
enough that he bumped his face into that of his friend. But the best part was when
everyone cheered me on.

“Don’'t forget about this one.” Caspian all but danced on the balls of his feet, pointing
at the dark-haired man now looking up at me with fear shining in his eyes, begging
me to spare him the pain and humiliation. Too bad he hadn’t extended the same
favour to me when he got out his pennies and attempted to buy an hour of my time.

“I"ll have you know that I’'m not awhore,” | spat at him, punching him just as hard as
| had done to hisfriend.

“She’'s part of the crew,” Laurence piped up, a proud look on his face. “Now
apologise before we set her husband on you both.”

“Husband?’ They both asked, their eyes slowly widening as understanding dawned
on them. It was scarce for a woman to be aboard a mission, especially one aslong as
this one. It was even rarer for this woman to be married to a crew member, but if she
was, then there was only one person she would be married to.

The Captain.

“Let’'s go and find out what her husband has to say about this,” Garth announced,



moving around the men to lead the way off The Serpent. “I’'m sure he'll be thrilled to
hear how you two have been talking to one of our crew.”

“We might as well share this story with your Chief, aswell,” Dagfinn chuckled as he
forced his dark-haired captive to his feet, and Roscoe did the same to the other one.

“That’ Il teach you to call me awhore,” | huffed, eagerly following everyone.

Watching these two imbeciles get ashamed in front of their people was not a show |
was willing to miss.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

“ C an we please talk about this?” The dark-haired man begged as Dagfinn pushed
him down the shore and away from The Serpent in search of Viktor. Or even better
yet, the Chief of Mann. “I’m sure if we talk about this, we can agree that this was all

a big misunderstanding.”

“A big misunderstanding?’ Garth snorted. “The only misunderstanding here is
thinking you can get on our ship and run your mouth.”

“It was amistake,” the light-haired man pleaded.
Roscoe merely tightened his grasp on him and snorted, “ That’s for us to decide.”

Roscoe and Dagfinn dragged the two down the shore and off the beach. The rest of us
were hot on their heels.

When asked, the two men were stupid enough to lead us to the island centre, where
everyone usually gathered.

“Let go of them!” Anislander rushed over to us, but Caspian and Laurence stepped in
the way.

“What iswrong with you all?” Another asked. “Y ou're on our island for five minutes,
and thisis how you treat our people? What gives you the right?’

“These men acting sSleazy and parading around our ship, acting like they own it,



makes them worthy of this behaviour,” | retorted, but it didn't go down as well as |
had hoped. “They have no respect for women. They need to be taught a lesson. They
can’t get away with speaking to awoman like this.”

“No one asked you, whore!”

“Step aside and let us men deal with this. A female has no business here.” They
sneered at the word ‘female’ asif it was an insult.

“Don’t you dare talk to her that way,” Garth snapped with a fierce scowl. “ Sheis one
of the crew, and you will treat her with as much respect as you do the rest of us.”

“Who says we have respect for any of you?’ Another man yelled.

The large group of Mann islanders who had gathered laughed as if he had just said
the funniest thing ever.

“Leave our men and go back to your ship!” Another man demanded.

“We're here to do business with your Chief, and this is how you treat us? What's
wrong with you?’ Caspian scoffed and stepped forward menacingly. “We are the
ones doing you a favour by stopping here. We could have saved both our time and
efforts and continued sailing, but you need our inventions, so I'd think twice before

speaking to one of our crew in such away.”

“She’'s a woman. She can't be part of the crew,” one of the women snorted as if
everything | had just said had gone in one ear and come out the other.

It was bad enough coming from a man but much worse from awoman.

“1t shows how little you know,” Roscoe snorted.



“Shut up, child and let the adults deal with this.”

“A child and awhore. What an interesting crew you have.”

“Quiet!” Garth demanded, his voice travelling through the entire square, and for a
moment, he was granted the silence he had so unceremoniously requested.

One man stepped forward, having the nerve to sneer at us. “We do not need you and
your silly inventions! Leave our men and get off our land!”

Before any of us could reply, avoice of authority beat usto it.

“What's going on here?” A loud, booming voice asked. At the sound, we all turned
our headsin his direction.

Although the man was small in stature, his manner of walking down the steps, with
his head held high and a pompous expression, told me he was the Chief of Mann.

When Viktor and the rest of the crew followed after the Chief, | exhaled in relief.
Hopefully, they would be able to talk some sense into these people. With how strong-
willed and stuck in their misogynistic ways they were, it would undoubtedly be a
difficult task.

Viktor's dark eyes fell on me, brimming with concern. “Astrid?’ He called out, his
eyebrows furrowing together as he weaved through the crowd to get to me.
Hammond, Odin, Manny, and Gustav were quick to follow after him, looking just as
concerned as Viktor.

| couldn’t blame them. We must be quite a sight, all worked up like this, with these
two men still held captive by Roscoe and Dagfinn.



“What happened?’ Viktor asked, his eyes lingering on me for a few seconds before
he turned to assess the rest of the crew. His eyes narrowed, demanding an
explanation.

Garth was the first to speak up. “These two men had the nerve to get onto the ship
and insult us al.” He pointed at the two offenders. “Before you react, wait for me to
finish, okay?’ There was a hint of warning to his tone, and he sent Viktor a pointed
look. “They repeatedly called Astrid a whore and had the nerve to try and buy an
hour of her time. You're aready mad, Viktor, so | won't tell you how lewd and
insistent they both were.”

“Astrid? A whore?’ Viktor questioned in a low, gravelly tone, making me worry
about al the dangerous thoughts running through his mind. Before | could reach out
to him in hopes of caiming down what could very well possibly turn into a horrible
situation, he turned his attention to the two men we were still holding as prisoners.
“Please | et go of these men,” he addressed Roscoe and Dagfinn in a scarily calm tone.
“I’d like to have aword with them.”

“Sure thing, Captain,” Dagfinn grinned and turned to Roscoe, indicating to watch
him. Roscoe nodded, and we all watched as Dagfinn kicked the dark-haired man
forward, laughing when he fell face-first into the ground.

The crew laughed, but the angry shouts from the island people made it apparent they
didn’t enjoy it as much aswe did.

A man stepped forward from the Mann islanders. “Now, that was unnecessary, don’'t
you think, Captain Viktor?’

“No, | don’t think it was unnecessary at all, Njal,” Viktor scoffed and shook his head
before turning his attention to Roscoe. When he received the signal, Roscoe kicked
his leg forward, and the light-haired man fell to the same fate as his dear friend. It



was the least of what they deserved for their disrespect.

The two offenders were quick to scramble to their feet, but surrounded by us, they
couldn’t escape.

“This is Astrid.” Viktor stepped forward and aside, giving everyone an unrestricted
view of me. “Not only is she part of the crew, but she is also my wife. Sheis not the
ship whore. Even if she was a regular crew member, that does not give anyone the
right to come onto the ship, my ship, and speak to one of us that way.”

The Chief, Njal, clapped his hands together. “Great. Now that we've got that out of
the way, let’s head back to the hut and finalise the deal.”

“I"'m not finished here,” Viktor scoffed, not budging. “These men disrespected not
only my wife but my entire crew. They must be punished.”

The crew voiced their agreement, and the two offending men glanced around, their
eyes wide, desperate for someone to step in and save them.

| was never one to encourage violence, but these two men deserved it.

“1 don’t think that’ s necessary,” Njal denied, a cocky smirk on hisface as he turned to
glance over at me. “I mean, it was a sSimple mistake. An easy mistake.”

“An easy mistake?’ Odin snorted.
“Women never travel on ships.” Nja shrugged nonchalantly. “And on the rare
occasions that they do, it’'s because they’re the ship whore. My men made a mistake,

and they’ ve apologised. Let’ s drop this here and return to work.”

“Thisis not something you can just dismiss,” Viktor growled, a dark look on his face.



“They have disrespected my wife. They deserve to be punished for their disgusting
behaviour.”

“Just let this go, Viktor,” Njal groaned. “Let’s go back to my hut. The sooner we
finish, the sooner you can leave and get back on the sea.”

“1 don’'t think so,” Viktor frowned and turned to face his crew. “Let’s all get back on
The Serpent. We have alot of sailing ahead of us.”

None of us questioned Viktor as we turned around to leave the island called Mann.
Stopping here was a waste of time as we had to go out of our way to get here in the
first place, but alas, we would never make this mistake again.

“Where are you going?’ Njal called after us. He and afew of his men were hot on our
tails as we headed back to the shore where The Serpent was docked. “What about the
trade?’

“It won't be happening,” Viktor scoffed, not sparing a single glance over his
shoulder. Instead, he squeezed my hand gently and subtly pulled me closer to him.
“My crew and | refuse to do business with men who treat women, namely my wife,
so horribly.”

“Your Chief isn't going to be happy about this,” Njal spat behind us, fuming, but
Viktor merely snorted in response.

“My Chief will commend me for standing my ground and demanding respect.” He
squeezed my hand again and pressed his lips to my forehead. “I’m sorry you’ ve had
to put up with this, my siren,” he whispered the apology, a sorrowful expression on
hisface. “| promise I’ [l make it up to you.”

“You have nothing to make up for, pirate. It's not your fault,” | whispered back,



tilting my head to press my lips to the underside of his chin. “Thank you for standing
up for me.”

“Beassured | will aways stand up for you, Astrid.”

“Captain Viktor, you are out of order!” Njal growled. By this time, we had arrived at
the shore, and half of us were already back on The Serpent.

“You and the rest of Mann are out of order!” Laurence yelled over his shoulder,
seemingly offended. | didn’t blame him.

Njal began to panic as we pulled back the ramp, getting ready to push off from the
shore. “We still need those swords we had you weld for us!”

“You should have thought about that before,” Viktor grinned as he leaned over the
rail, aggravating the situation by waving the people of Mann goodbye as we began
sailing away.

“What about the honey?’ Njal screamed loud enough to be heard.

“There’ s no more honey for you!”

| was surprised to hear we sold our honey. We mostly used it for medicinal
concoctions, but we must be in an influx this year if we were selling it.

“But we need that honey!”

Roscoe rushed to the rail to scream, “You should have thought of that before you
decided to brush off the disrespect like it wasn’t abig deal.”

“1 will call for the men to be punished however you want!”



“Too late!” Viktor grinned, and whatever Njal said next, we couldn’'t hear as we had
sailed too far away.

Hammond congratulated Viktor by patting him on the back. “We did a good job,
Captain!”

“Serves them right for treating one of us with such disrespect,” Garth laughed, and
the rest of the crew agreed.

The people of Mann truly did deserve what they got, but al | could think about was
the crew standing up for me. They were in my corner even before Viktor found out

what had happened.

A warm, tingly sensation filled my heart. It truly felt like the crew had accepted me as
one of their own.

Like | was one of them.

Like | belonged here.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
T here was no place like home.

Whether on land or at sea, home was in my husband’s arms. And right now, with his
warm breath fanning over the back of my neck and his arms wound tightly around my
waist, his hands pressed into my stomach to keep me pressed into him, and with the
thick fur of the blanket thrown over us carelesdly, | had never felt more at home.

“Have | told you how much | love you today? | murmured with closed eyes,
snuggling closer.

When Viktor growled something along the lines of: “You'll regret that later when
you don’'t get any sleep tonight”, | couldn’t help but laugh.

| knew what | was doing when | did it, but | couldn’'t resist. Who would be able to
when they were married to aman like Viktor?

Just looking at him had my pussy wet and clenching for something big and thick to
fill it.

“As it’s past midnight, and we've already started a new day, the answer would be
no,” Viktor whispered against my skin, groaning lightly as he nuzzled his face further

into my neck.

It appeared that | wasn’t the only one who enjoyed our late-night snuggle sessions.



“Well, I'll just take this moment to tell you how much | love you.”

“And how much isthat?’

“So much,” | couldn’t help but laugh, moaning lightly when he nipped at my neck,
gently sucking it into his mouth. | would be more concerned about him leaving alove
bite if it didn't feel so good. The last thing | needed was for the whole crew to tease
us about it tomorrow—amely me. When you were out at sea all day with nothing but
the blues of the water to gaze at, opportunities to make fun of each other in some light
jesting weren't to be missed.

Viktor pressed a kissto my neck. “I love you too, Astrid.”

My smile faltered. “I don't know many men back at Jorvik that would stand up for
their wives the way you stood up for me today.”

“They’re doing it wrong,” he murmured, pressing another kiss to my neck. “You
can't claim to love someone if you're unwilling to stick up for them when they’ve
been wronged and disrespected. And just so we're on the same page,” he exhaled
deeply, his warm breath fanning over my skin and sending a shiver down my spine.
“1 will always have your back, my siren. No matter what. You and I, we're ateam.”

Unable to keep my feelings for this man at bay, | leaned up and brushed my lips
against hisin a soft, gentle kiss. It stayed sweet for approximately two seconds before
| slanted my head, and it turned hungry and passionate.

| moaned at the taste of him as | sucked his bottom lip into my mouth. When his hand
dropped to my ass, squeezing hard before moving down to grasp my thigh and hook it
over hiship, | knew what | planned to be a simple kiss before we fell aslegp—a blatant
lie—quickly turned into so much more.



“God, | love you so much,” Viktor groaned as he pushed me onto my back, my leg
still hooked over his hip. He was quick to grasp my other thigh and give it a quick
squeeze before hooking it over the other side. “I never truly believed in love before
you, Astrid,” he whispered the words against the slope of my neck, pressing wet
kisses up and down the length of it as he shimmied out of his undergarments and the
bulbous head of his cock disappeared under the bottom of the dlip | had donned for
the night. “But now, with you, | can't get enough of it. | won't ever get enough of
loving you,” he groaned as he pushed forward and spread my pussy lips, spearing me
with the entire length of his thick, girthy cock.

“Oh, Viktor!” | groaned and arched my back, feeling so full with his cock buried
deep inside of me, balls deep. “That feels so good,” | groaned and tightened my legs
around his hips, pressing the soles of my feet against his buttocks in a desperate need
to feel him closer. | feared it would never be enough.

He pressed his mouth to minein ahard hiss. “Y ou feel incredible,” he grunted.

The kisses trailed down my chin, neck and along my shoulders. He slipped the straps
of my slip down my arms with the tip of his nose.

He continued his light thrusts as he sat up, forcing me up with him. Sensing what he
wanted, | lifted my arms above my head, and Viktor pulled off my dip in one
sweeping motion. He threw it carelessly to the side before pushing me down on the
bed once again.

“Come here, pirate,” | groaned and held my arms open for him, needing to feel him
as close as humanly possible.

“Your pussy is so tight,” Viktor groaned against one of my pebbled nipples, flicking
it with his tongue as he dug deeper inside me. “It's so greedy for me.” His kisses
turned wet, and he turned his head to give the other nipple equal attention. “It



clenches so tight around my cock.”

His words had me moaning and panting, making my pussy even wetter. | gushed
around his cock, but with the way he drilled into me, | quickly found myself climbing
toward my climax.

We both stilled when we suddenly heard some shuffling outside the door.

“What'sthat?’ | whispered, staring up at him with wide eyes.

“There’'s someone outside the door,” Viktor murmured and pulled out of me. If |
weren’t concerned about there being someone outside the door, potentially listening
to us having sex, | would have demanded that he get back inside me. However,
unbeknown to the happenings inside my mind, Viktor slammed his cock back inside
me, the loud slapping of his balls against the curve of my assfilling the room.

“What are you doing?’ | whispered with wide eyes, trying to hold back my moans.

“I"'m showing my wife a good time,” he chuckled and pressed a hard kiss to my
mouth. “Whoever that is, they’'re probably just walking past to use the bathroom.
Why should that stop our fun?’

Before | could reprimand Viktor for being so nonchalant about all of this, he pressed
his hand against my mouth and thrust into me even harder than ever before.

There was something so sinfully hot about this. His hand pressed to my mouth,
muffling my wanton moans as he thrust his big cock in and out of me, hitting that
perfect spot inside of me every time.

“1 didn’t know my wife was such a dirty little thing,” Viktor chuckled throatily at the
look of wanton pleasure on my face.



When my moans got louder, he pressed his hand harder against my mouth and
continued the deep thrusts, making my legs quiver. | bit his hand when the feeling
became almost too much, but Viktor just smirked at me.

With his free hand, he sunk his fingers into my thigh and lifted my leg, unhooking it
from around his hip and draping it over his shoulder instead.

| didn’t even know my legs could open up that wide!

At this angle, it felt like Viktor was hitting a magical spot inside me | didn’t even
know existed. My eyes rolled to the back of my head, and | moaned his name, the
sound muffled against the palm of his hand.

“You like that, my siren?’ He asked in alow, gravelly tone.

We had gotten so lost in the sweet pleasure that we forgot about the shuffling we had
heard outside our door earlier. However, we were quickly reminded of it when the
door squeaked as it began to open.

| shrieked, startled, and Viktor swore loudly as he reached for the blanket, pulling it
over us both. But just as quick as the mystery person had opened the door, they
slammed it shut, and then there was the faint sound of their feet pattering on the
ground as they hurried away.

We stared at the closed door for a long moment, unsure what to say or do before
Viktor turned to face me. Our eyes locked, and | knew we were thinking the same

thing.

Who had just come into our room?
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

“V iktor,” | called out his name in a harsh whisper, pressing a hand to his chest to
push him off me. “You’re still inside me.”

“1 know.” He ground his hipsinto me.

My eyes threatened to roll into the back of my head with pleasure, and | bit down
hard on my bottom lip to muffle the loud moan that threatened to escape.

“You need to get your cock out of me,” | whimpered, feeling like | was in two minds.
As good as my husband felt inside me, someone had just walked into our room in the
middle of the night.

“l hate those words,” Viktor groaned and dropped his face to rest in the valley
between my breasts. He pressed a soft, lingering kiss there before he lifted himself off
me, pulling his thick, throbbing cock out of me. It stood tall and proud, glistening
with our juices in the candlelight, beckoning me to reach out and suck the bulbous
head into my mouth. It took everything | possessed to resist the female urge. Instead,
| sat up in bed and covered myself with the blanket.

“Who was at the door?’ | asked, though my eyes remained glued on his cock,
mesmerised as it bobbed dlightly from how hard and heavy it was.

“l don’t know,” Viktor groaned, his eyelids heavy and his gaze downcast and stormy
as he stared at me. “But if you keep looking at my cock like that, I’ m going to have to
push you down on your knees and pry open that pretty little mouth of yours, my



siren.

“They just had to open the door when | was so close,” | pouted, unable to stop myself
from stealing glances at his cock. How could | not when it was still so gloriously hard
and wet? It was his fault for distracting me with it.

| wanted Viktor everywhere. All over me. Under me. Inside me . | wanted him back
in my arms and between my legs, but my head won over both my heart and pussy in
this situation.

| couldn’t stop thinking about the mystery person who had walked in on us.

“It must have been one of the guys,” | murmured, gnawing on my bottom lip.

“They know better than to sneak into someone’s room in the middle of the night,”
Viktor frowned and glanced over his shoulder at the door. He looked conflicted as he
glanced between me and the door, and when he groaned, | knew his head had won out
over his heart and cock as well. “Stay here,” he told me, already moving toward the
door. “I’m going to find out who is wandering around the ship this late at night. And
then when | find them, I’'m going to rip them a new one for cockblocking me.”

| laughed as | watched Viktor leave, but when the sound ceased, my mind clouded
with thoughts of the strange things happening around the ship as of late.

First, there was that person | was certain had run from the bathroom so | wouldn’t run
into them. Next, there was that pool of vomit outside Roscoe and Manny’s room,
which no one was willing to own up to. And now, someone had walked into our room
in the middle of the night, but instead of owning up to the mistake, they had run
away. Again.

| was sensing a pattern here.



My lips tugged down at the corners as my mind ran wild. Before | could freak myself
out, Viktor returned.

“Caspian is keeping watch tonight,” Viktor murmured as he closed the door behind
him. “But he says he didn’t see or hear anything.”

“Was it him who opened our door? Maybe he thought it was the bathroom?”’

“No.” He shook his head. “I asked him about it, but he says he hasn't left the deck
since before we al turned in for the night.”

My nose scrunched up at the bridge. We all turned in hours ago. | didn’t want to think
what that meant in terms of Caspian emptying his bladder.

“If it wasn't Caspian, then it must have been one of the others, right?’ | asked,
moving over to make room for him on the bed.

Viktor settled in beside me. “Possibly, but | don’t think so. | knocked on everyone's
doors, but no one opened theirs.”

“That might not mean anything. Whoever it was could be embarrassed, so they didn’t
open the door when you knocked.”

“1 know,” he sighed, turning around to fluff his pillow before dropping his head on it.
| did the same and snuggled into his side. He pulled the blanket up to cover us both.

“Thisis all very strange, and frankly, | don’t think it was any of them that came into
our room.”

“Why do you think that?’ | asked, curious.

“If it were one of the guys, they would have said something. At the very least, they



would have apologised for walking in on us in such acompromising situation. It’s not
the first time one of us has accidentally walked into the wrong room in the middle of
the night when returning from the bathroom. I’ve done it. We've al done it. | can't
imagine why they would be so embarrassed about an honest mistake.”

“That’swhat | was also thinking,” | murmured lowly. “I think something very fishy is
going on here.”

“How so?’

“I think someone is sneaking around behind our backs,” | said. “I’m not sure what
they’re hiding or what their motives are, but something very fishy is going on here.
Something tells me that if we ask the crew about it tomorrow, no one will own up to
it.”

“1 have the same feeling,” he sighed.

“Do you suspect anyone?’ | asked.

Viktor shook his head. “No. | trust these men with my life—all of them. | don't
understand what they could suddenly be hiding from me.” His eyebrows furrowed

together in worry. “Why? Do you suspect anyone?’

“No. They all seem very trustworthy, and | don’t understand why they would need to
lie about something as small asthis.”

“Me neither,” he pursed his lips. “I think we should keep this to ourselves for a
while...at least until we have more to go off. | doubt anyone would own up to it

anyway.”

| hummed in agreement.



Viktor and | lay on our backs, staring at the wooden ceiling as The Serpent gently
bobbed up and down on the water. Neither of us knew what to say or make of the
peculiar situation.

“Why would one of my men do this, Astrid?’ Viktor asked in a small voice, sounding
torn up.

“1 don’t know, but we'll get to the bottom of this.”

Seeing my husband in such low spirits saddened me, especialy since his usual mood
was the stark opposite of his current one. Even though it wasn’'t a permanent solution,
| knew it would undoubtedly be effective.

Leaning over, | pressed a soft kiss to the corner of his mouth before abruptly pulling
away.

“Where are you going, my siren?’ His eyebrows furrowed together as he propped
himself on his elbows to watch me. The confusion swiftly disappeared when |
beckoned him closer with a wanton finger and my best bedroom eyes.

| wasted no time in throwing the blanket off both of us. As| hadn’t bothered to get
dressed when Viktor had dlipped out of the room earlier, | was still naked, which
worked in my favour now. | sucked on my index and middle finger before trailing
them down my body and between my legs. | spread my legs and slipped them into my
wet heat, which still glistened with the juices from my last orgasm.

“Viktor,” | moaned out his name as | dlipped my fingers inside my pussy, right up to
the knuckle. “Please, Viktor. | need you.”

Not one to disappoint, Viktor mounted me before | saw it coming, and he sucked the
juices off my fingers as he rocked into me, desperately chasing the highs of the



orgasm which had slipped away from him earlier.
With Viktor’s cock back inside me, his thumb furiously flicking my dlick clit, and his
mouth sucking greedily on my nipples, al thoughts of the mystery person that had

walked into our room earlier vanished from my mind.

Right now, all I could focus on was my husband.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
V iktor and | agreed not to say anything to anyone until we figured out what was
happening around here, but | couldn’t stop watching everyone. | was looking for

something, anything suspicious, but | had found nothing so far.

Roscoe and Manny, who were my company today while we mopped the second deck,
must have figured out what | was doing because they started looking at me funny.

“Why do you keep staring at us?’ Roscoe asked, watching me with suspicious,
narrowed eyes.

| shrugged dismissively. “No reason.”

“1 know you'’ re keeping something for us, so spill.”

“l don't know what you're talking about,” | denied, keeping up the innocent act.
Hoping he would drop the questioning, | dipped my mop in the clean water and
moved onto the steps leading to the third and bottom deck.

“You'’ ve been watching us,” Manny piped up, surprising me.

Out of al the crew, Manny was the most reserved. He was helpful and great to have
around but didn’'t speak much. A few days in, | realised that he enjoyed his own

company. He didn’'t do well in large crowds but appeared to be warming up to us.

“And you must have been watching me to know that I've been watching you,” |



countered, quirking a questioning brow at him.

His lips turned up dlightly at the corners. “It’s difficult not to watch you when your
face looks like you’ re permanently trying to solve an impossible puzzle.”

“Why have you been watching us, Astrid?’ Roscoe asked. “What are you hiding?’

| pursed my lips, considering my options for a moment before | gave in with a sigh.
“1 don’'t know how to say this, but there' s been some strange things happening around
the ship.”

Roscoe and Manny pursed their lips, sharing a knowing look.

“What?’ | asked, narrowing my eyes at them.

“1 know no one believed us, but it really wasn't Roscoe or me that threw up outside
our room,” Manny told me in the utmost seriousness.

“But we don't think it was any of the others either,” Roscoe pitched in.

“1 believe you,” | told them. “But | can’t possibly explain what happened that night.
If none of us threw up, then who was it?’

“Was it Kis?’ Roscoe asked, eying up the feline, currently rubbing herself against my
legs. You'd think I’d see her more when we were stuck on a ship together for the
foreseeable future, but it turned out to be the stark opposite. The only time | saw her
was during the night, but she hadn’t been coming to our bed the past couple of nights.
| had no idea where she had made her bed, but she seemed pretty happy, so | let her
be.

“Kis only throws up when she eats carrots.” | leaned down to pick up Kis, running



my fingers through her thick black fur. “And we haven’t had any carrots since we
were still in Jorvik.”

Manny frowned. “None of this makes any sense.”

| ran my fingers through Kis fur, smiling down at her when she meowed while
licking her paw.

“ Something strange happened last night,” | admitted in a small voice,

“What happened last night?’ Roscoe asked, his face the mask of concentration.

“It must have been alittle past midnight. Viktor and | were in our room,” | told them,
purposely leaving out the part where he had been buried balls deep inside me, his hips
slamming into mine with each thrust. “We were nearly asleep when someone opened
our door. We both sprang up at the sound, but the person ran away before we could
seewho it was.”

“That’s so bizarre!” Roscoe gaped, his eyes wide.

“Things are starting to get really strange around here,” Manny frowned and glanced
up and down the hall as if he suspected whoever was acting strange onboard would
come running down the hallway toward us right now to reveal themselves. “How
come Viktor didn’'t say anything about it during breakfast?’

“We agreed to keep it to ourselves for now, but | guess | kind of broke that pact,” |
chuckled and bent down to alow Kis out of my arms when she became restless. We
all watched as she bounded down the hallway and up the stairs which led to the top
deck. “We planned to watch everyone and try to figure out who could be behind this
all since no oneowns up toit.”



“Have you got anyone in mind?’ Roscoe asked, a curious expression on his face.

“No,” | sighed and shook my head. “I don’t know if that’s a good or a bad thing.”

“1 can see something bad right now,” Manny murmured under his breath, and Roscoe
and | turned to look at what he was staring at.

Like the other day, there was a pool of sick outside one of the rooms on the other side
of the hallway we hadn’t cleaned yet. Moving closer to it, despite the stench that
threatened to repel me, | saw it was outside Garth and Odin’s room, but it couldn’t
have been either of them. They spent nearly as much time out on the sea as Viktor
did.

There were even little footprints in the pool from where Kis had skipped through it
when she went upstairs. Her footprints would have looked cute if it wasn't a pool of
sick that she had paraded through.

“I"ll get this one. Y ou guys got the last one,” | said, my nose turning up at the stench,
which became even more unbearable the closer | got to it.

| hadn’'t physically seen the pool of sick last time, but judging by the bits of
undigested food in it, | was certain that it was one of us. It had to be. | could see
Gustav’s cooking in it.

“We'll need to bring this up with everyone again,” Roscoe sighed, moving to help
me.

“The sooner we get to the bottom of this, the sooner we can stop cleaning up
someone’ s disgusting vomit,” Manny groaned as he swapped out my dirty bucket of
water with his clean one, and frankly, | couldn’t have said it better myself.



Kis meowed and rubbed the side of her face against my arm, asking for some fish. As
| hadn’t finished the last of mine, | placed her on my lap and fed her the fish from the
palm of my hand.

“What did you get up to today, my siren?” Viktor leaned over to ask but hissed when
Kis swatted his hand away with her sharp claws, protective of her fish,

| couldn’t help but laugh at the deep scowl on his face as he glared at her. We both
knew it meant nothing. Viktor may not admit it, but he was just as smitten with Kis as
| was, if not more.

In fact, on more than one occasion on thistrip, | had awoken to the sight of Kis asleep
on Viktor's chest, never without afew fresh scratches.

They have alove-hate relationship.

“You'll find out soon enough, my pirate.” | leaned over to press my lips against his
cheek to make up for the scratch that Kis had just rewarded him with.

Roscoe, Manny, and | kept our mouths shut during lunch because we still needed
time to wrap our heads around everything. We also spent the rest of the day watching
everyone together, trying to remain as discrete as possible. Disappointingly, we didn’t
spot anything out of the ordinary.

However, at dinner, we couldn’t hold ourselves back any longer.

“We had to clean up another pile of sick today,” Roscoe suddenly announced, and
Caspian choked on his mouthful in surprise.

“Warn a man before announcing something like that over dinner,” Caspain grumbled,
but it didn't stop him from getting stuck right back into his food as if nothing had



happened in the first place.

“It was outside Garth and Odin’sroom,” | said, running my fingers through Kis' fur.

Manny quickly added, “Not that we're suggesting Garth or Odin were the ones that
had been sick.”

“This is al so confusing,” Jerrik frowned, a befuddled expression on his face.
“Strange things have been happening around here. Nothing like this has ever
happened on our other trips.”

Viktor stared at hisfriend. “Is there something you haven't told us, Jerrik?’

Jerrik pursed his lips, watching Viktor for along moment before he sighed, giving in.
“l didn’t want to say anything at the risk of sounding like a child, but one of my
blankets has gone missing. It was a gift for my wife so | wouldn’t be cold at night,
and I’d like it back. | promise | won't get angry. | just want my blanket back.”

“Since you’ ve mentioned it—" Hammond frowned. “—I’m aso missing atunic.”

“l feel like I've been hearing someone walk around at night, but every time I've
checked, there wasn’t anyone there,” Latham added.

“And | feel like we're going through the nuts sooner than we should,” Gustav added,
exhaling deeply. “Whenever | go down there in the morning to retrieve some, | feel
like there' s always less than there was the previous day.”

“Someone came into our room last night but then left before we could see them,”
Viktor said, a perplexed expression on his face. “I don’t know what’s happening on
The Serpent this mission, but | don’t like it one bit. Whatever it is, | intend to get to
the bottom of it,” he warned, glancing around the circle to hold al their eyes,



studying them. When he reached the last person, he sighed and shook his head. “I
know it's not any of us,” he murmured quietly. “But | can’'t think of any other
possible explanation. Unless...” His jaw clenched, and it looked like he didn’'t want
to admit it.

“Do you think it's a stowaway?’ Odin asked in asmall voice.

An eery silence engulfed us as we all realised how obvious the answer had been from
the very beginning.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

A fter dinner, Latham, Laurence and Dagfinn searched the top deck, Caspian, Gustav,
and Jerrik searched the second deck, and Hammond, Roscoe and Manny searched the
bottom deck. They all returned with nothing to report.

“1 guess there' s nothing we can do tonight,” Viktor sighed, addressing the crew. His
arms were wrapped tightly around my waist from behind while he leaned back
against the railing. “I’'m on night duty, so I'll stay here on watch. If there is a
stowaway on the ship, we'll find him. Or her.”

The crew murmured their good nights before heading down to the second deck to
head to bed.

“Y ou should head to bed as well, my siren,” Viktor murmured, dropping his head to
brush his lips against the crown of my head. “There' s no need for the both of usto be
awake all night.”

| lifted my chin in defiance, refusing to abide by hiswords. “If you're staying awake
al night, soam|.”

“But then we'll both be tired tomorrow.” His lips tugged down in a slight frown as he
tightened his arms around me, pulling me closer. “ And there’ s no need for that.”

“If we're both tired tomorrow, we'll nap together,” | bargained, my lips twitching
higher at the corners.



“You make a very valid point, my siren,” my husband chuckled and bowed his head
lower to press hislipsto minein agentle kiss.

“We should probably get to the wheel,” | whispered against his mouth. | couldn’t
resist trailing my hands up over his chest and shoulders, looping my arms around his
neck as | played with his hair, tugging his face closer to mine.

“We should,” he groaned and pressed another kiss to my lips before reluctantly
pulling away.

| couldn’t help but pout when he did, but Viktor quickly turned it into a smile when
my husband gave me another quick kiss.

“Do you want to have a go at the wheel tonight?” Viktor asked when we moved over
to the front of the ship.

“Aslong as you supervise. | don’t want to steer usinto any big rocks or anything that
will kill us.”

“Don’'t worry. You're always safe with me, my siren,” Viktor chuckled and wound
his arms around my waist from behind, though he stuck his foot out to keep it on the
button, giving us the little extra power we needed to glide through the water. There
wasn’t much wind tonight, so he would probably need to keep his foot on the button
for most of the night. “You're a natural at the wheel.” He dropped his head to press
his lips to the side of my neck, the kiss alittle sweeter than his compliment.

WEell, at least there was something | was good at. Steering and cleaning the ship. They
were both things | was good at, but not something that would keep me busy all day,

so | was still looking for a permanent role while on The Serpent.

If | didn’t find anything soon, | was very tempted to return to Gustav and give gutting



fish another go to make myself useful. | would just have to find a way to stop myself
gagging every time.

“1 see the appeal, you know?’ | whispered into the darkness of the night, leaning my
head back against his chest.

“Oh?’ He hummed, hisface buried in the crook of my neck.

“1 see why you're so in love with the water,” | clarified with a small smile, not that he
could seeit. “I may still dislike swimming, but it’s so beautiful out here. So peaceful.
| see why you love being out on the water. I’ m starting to feel the same way.”

| felt his grin against my neck. “1 told you I’ d make a sea woman out of you just yet.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves now,” | laughed when he playfully dug his fingers
into my hips. “I said that | see the appeal. Not that I’'m going to go for a swim every
spare moment | get.”

“Bringing you with me is the best decision I've ever made, my siren,” he exhaled. “I
don’t know what | would have done with you, and it’s only been two weeks.”

“l don’'t know what | would have done without you either, pirate,” | admitted. “It
would have been so hard with you away for so long.”

“And Kis,” Viktor chuckled. “That cat of yours still might not be my best friend, but |
would have missed her aswell.”

“I"m not going to lie and say she would have missed you,” | giggled. “But it seems
like she's doing pretty well here. She loves al the attention she's getting from the
crew.”



“Perhaps it’ s too much attention,” he snorted. “I barely see her nowadays. It's like the
only time we see her is when she scratches at the door at night to come and sleep on
my chest. And she still scratches me.”

“It's her way of showing shelovesyou,” | lied smoothly, unable to keep my lips from
creeping into agrin.

“You're not fooling me, my siren,” he laughed, the sound infectious.

Our laughter came to a swift, abrupt end when aloud crash sounded from behind us.

“Did you hear that?’ | asked in a small whisper, my heart hammering in my chest.

“1 did,” Viktor murmured, his arms protectively tightening around my waist as he
turned to stare over his shoulder.

“What was that sound?’ | asked, unable to ignore my curiosity, even if it did kill the
cat. Turning my head to glance over my shoulder, my lips tugged into a frown as |
didn’t spot anyone else on the top deck.

It was just us two. There wasn't anyone or anything behind us, but how was that
possible? Something must have made that sound.

Viktor cursed under his breath and turned to leave. “1 don’t know, but I’'m going to
find out. | shouldn’t be gone too long. | know you can take care of yourself, my siren,
but if you see anything, scream, and I'll get here asfast as| can. | promise | won't let
anything happen to you. | would sooner die than let anything happen to you.”

He pressed a rough kiss to my mouth and ran over to the other end of the ship and
down the steps that led to the second deck.



“There’s nothing to be afraid of, Astrid,” | whispered to myself as | turned my
attention back to the front, focusing on sailing the ship. “Viktor will be back before
you know it.”

It wasn't necessarily being left alone on the top deck in the middlie of the night that
had me spooked. It was the sounds that continued to come from the lower deck.

When | heard a scuffle from behind me, my breath hitched, and | swivelled around on
the balls of my feet. My heart felt like it was beating a thousand beats a minute as my

eyes wildly searched the dark.

“Viktor?’” | called out to him in a shaky voice, but it wasn't the dark pools of my
husband’ s eyes that | was staring into.

“Laurence?’
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“ L aurence?’ | called out in surprise, pressing a hand over my chest where my heart
was beating erratically. “What are you doing here?’

“1 thought | heard something, so | came to investigate.” Laurence moved to step on
the button | had neglected since Viktor left to investigate. “1 wanted to check that the

both of you were fine.”

“Thanks,” | smiled warmly at him. “Viktor and | were talking one moment, and then
there was aloud crash the next moment. He went to investigate.”

“How long has he been gone?’ Laurence frowned, concern masking his face.

“He left afew moments before you turned up.”

“1 should probably go check on him,” Laurence offered, but | quickly stopped him.
“No, let me,” | insisted.

Laurence didn’'t look so convinced, but he was smart enough to hold his tongue as |
left the wheel to him and wandered across the top deck to the stairs that led down to
the second level. Even though | knew Viktor was down there somewhere in the
darkness, and no matter what, | would always be safe when he was nearby, my breath

was guarded, and my steps were slow and cautious.

The whole time, | couldn’t help but fedl like someone was watching me. Their eyes



followed me as | walked the rest of the way down the stairs. Before | could call out
for them to reveal themselves, arms snagged me around the waist and lifted me into
theair.

If | didn’t recognise the familiar arms around my waist, hugging me to their hard
chest, | would have screamed and woken up the entire ship.

“That wasn't funny,” | huffed as he laughed in my ear.
“From where I'm standing, it was hilarious,” Viktor laughed and tightened his arms
around me. He dropped his head to press his lips to the side of my neck in a soft kiss.

“Sorry for scaring you, my siren.”

“1 wasn't scared,” | lied. “You were gone for a while, so I came to look for you.
Laurenceisat the wheel,” | told him, turning around in his arms.

“Laurence?”’

“He said he couldn’t sleep, and when he heard a noise, he came to check on us.”

“I’'m glad Laurence is handling the wheel,” Viktor sighed and reached for my hand.
“1 was getting anxious about you being up there alone.”

| narrowed my eyes at him playfully. “I can look after myself.”
“I know, but | can’'t help but worry about you, my siren,” he murmured lowly,
leaning in to graze his lips against mine in a ghost of a kiss. “Care to explore with

me?’

“1 thought you'd never ask,” | grinned, and my teeth sunk into my bottom lip, my
eyes lingering on his before | turned around and led him down the hallway. “Find



anything?’ | asked, shooting him a questioning look over my shoulder.

“There' s nothing on this floor,” he answered, reaching for my hand. “I checked al
the rooms, including the bathrooms. Everyone is asleep and accounted for. Except for
Laurence, we know where heis.”

“How did you check the rooms?’ | asked.

“The same way that person checked our room last night,” he chuckled. “I peeked into
every room, and all the beds except ours and Laurence's are accounted for. | was
mostly checking for anyone hiding in the room rather than checking on the sleeping
crew. I’'m not that creepy, you know?’

“That’'s debatable,” | snorted, giggling when he playfully tugged on a strand of my
hair, pulling me closer to him. “If you’'ve already checked the second deck, we only
have the bottom deck |eft.”

“Let me go first.” Viktor brushed his lips against my temple before he rushed to get
ahead of me.

The only time | had been down to the bottom deck was on the first day when Viktor
gave Roscoe, Manny, and me a tour of the ship. Besides that, Gustav was the only
one who regularly headed down here to fetch the supplies he needed to cook for us
all.

“How chivalrous of you,” | chuckled but couldn’t bring myself to complain when he
kept his hold on my hand tight.

Standing on the last step behind Viktor, | peered over his shoulder at the bottom deck.
Nothing looked out of place or like it didn’'t belong there. It looked like how it did on
the tour...except for one tiny detail.



A familiar blanket lay in the corner, peeking out from behind three barrels that looked
strategically placed to hide something... or someone .

“Viktor,” | whispered, grabbing his shoulder. “Do you see that?’

“See what?’ He asked in an equally quiet whisper. When | turned his head to face the
corner where the blanket lay, his breath hitched just as mine did. “Stay here,” he
ordered and left me on the step to investigate.

Of course, | didn't listen. He really shouldn’t have expected anything else.

“It stinks down here.” My nose was scrunched in distaste as | ducked under Viktor's
arm and spied some old fish in the corner. It looked like the fish Gustav had cooked

yesterday. Or perhaps the day before.

“And thisis Jerrik’ s missing blanket,” Viktor murmured, kicking the corner of it with
hisfoot. “Y ou know what this means?’

| gulped and nodded. | did.

Someone was sleeping down here.

We had a stowaway.

Viktor and | quickly scrambled back up to the top deck before the stowaway returned
for his old, uneaten fish. Garth would be horrified to see one of his mealsin that state.

“Did you find anything?’ Laurence asked, glancing over his shoulder as we rushed to
join him at the whesl.

“There's a stowaway on the ship,” | said, the words rushing out of my mouth before |



could stop them.

“A stowaway? Readlly?’ He sounded in surprise. “How can you be sure?’

“He's got a blanket and some food hidden behind some barrels in the corner of the
bottom deck,” Viktor answered, his voice gruff. He brushed his fingers through his
hair—a nervous habit. “The stowaway has been stealing food from us. And not just

the meals that Gustav cooks.”

Laurence pursed his lips, displeased. “ That means he's been sneaking around the ship
under our noses this whole time.”

“And he's been stealing from us,” | said, referring to Jerrik’ s blanket.

“What are we going to do?’ Laurence asked.

“We need to lure him out. Find out who they are,” | said. “Do you think they may be
from Mann?’

“It' s possible,” Viktor murmured, but he didn’t look convinced.

“To stea ?’ Laurene asked.

“Revenge,” Viktor murmured in a low tone, and my face twisted into an expression
of horror at hiswords.

“Revenge?’ | gulped.

My husband nodded. “We need to catch him before he goes further and gets one of
us. But the question is, how are we going to do that?’



“I’ve got anidea,” | murmured and turned to glance at Laurence, aware that if anyone
were going to back me on this, it would be him. It certainly wouldn’t be Viktor. If
anything, he would be against what | had in mind, even though it was a good idea.

“Why do | feel like | won't like this?’ Viktor groaned.

“You definitely won't like this,” Laurence laughed, already on the same thought train
asme.

Viktor’'s eyes pleaded with me. “Tell me, my siren.”

“Use me as bait,” | said and rushed to explain the rest before Viktor could turn down
a perfectly good plan just because it put me in a bit of danger. “I’m certain that the
stowaway is from Mann. Revenge is our best bet right now, and what better way for
them to get revenge than for them to get at me? | was the reason for us to leave early,
after al.”

“I don't like this,” Viktor murmured, but Laurence cut him off.

“l understand your concern, Viktor,” Laurence sighed. “And if our positions were
switched right now and my wife was on the line like this, | would also be totally
against it. But you have to see that this is our best option right now. We need to lure
out whoever ison our ship.”

“Something bad could happen,” Viktor sighed, his face softening as he turned to face
me. “Y ou could get hurt, my siren. | don’t know what I’d do if that happened.”

“You won't let that happen, pirate,” | whispered, moving to close the distance
between us. | was grateful that Laurence had the good judgment to look away and
give us this private moment because we badly needed it.



| looped my arms around Viktor’s neck and brought his face down to mine, pressing
our foreheads together.

“l1 know you won't let anything happen to me,” | whispered against his mouth. “I
know it’'s dangerous and that you' re worried about me, but we really need to find out
who is hiding on our ship, and thisis our best option right now.”

“1 still don’t like this,” Viktor groaned, pressing another sweet kissto my lips. “But |
know you can take care of yourself, my siren.”

“And if | need you, | promise to scream as loud as | can,” | assured him, my lips
curling up at the corners.

“I’ll come running before you finish screaming,” he promised me, pressing one more
kiss to my lips—this one harder...rougher... needier —before he allowed Laurence to
drag him away from me, off the top deck and down to their rooms on the second
floor.

The stowaway wouldn't dare reveal themself as long as | was with Viktor and
Laurence. Our best chance was if | was alone. Hopefully, | hadn’t bit off more than |
could chew.

My hands remained steady on the wheel as | focused on breathing evenly. This
needed to be as normal and believable as | could possibly make it. It needed to look
like | belonged here, like | was meant to be at the wheel, and Viktor and Laurence
had merely dropped by to check on me. At the very least, it needed to look like |
wasn't expecting them to return for awhile.

Seconds turned into minutes, and the more time that passed, the more | felt like my
plan was going to fail.



Whoever had been hiding on the ship wasn’t going to show up. They wouldn’t fall for
thistrick and come seek me out.

When | was on the verge of calling for Viktor and Laurence to come back so we
could come up with aPlan B, | felt a pair of eyes on me. The gaze was lingering and
probing, making me squirm in away that only a man could do.

| couldn’t deny that | was more than alittle scared, but now was not the time to show
it. Not when we needed to discover who this man was and what he was doing here.

My breath hitched as | heard their footsteps tap against the wooden floors as he
walked along the deck toward me. The footsteps got louder as he got closer, and | did
my best to make it seem like | couldn't hear him. Like | didn't know they were
behind me, watching me, staring at me . This was the perfect opportunity for them to
get revenge while | was here alone.

Finally, when | felt a hand land on my shoulder, | knew our plan had worked.
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F ear struck my heart as the stowaway kept a firm and somewhat familiar hand on my
shoulder, ailmost as if waiting for me to turn around and face him.

Wait... familiar?

My eyes widened as | realised this was someone | knew. Someone from Jorvik.
Unable to handle my mind wandering any longer, | let go of the wheel spokes and
turned around to face the stowaway. When my eyes finally landed on his face and
familiar features, | blinked several times to ensure | wasn't seeing things. When his
face didn't warp into someone else's, and he even had the nerve to smile at me,
somewhat hopeful-mostly naive-that | would receive him happily, | could hardly
believe what was happening.

“Crosby?’ | gaped, unable to believe my eyes. “What are you doing here?’

“Ouch,” he grimaced. “Is it wrong of me to hope you would have been excited to see
me, Astrid?’ He dlipped his hands into his breeches’ pockets-they were far too big to
be his own.

“Sorry,” | apologised even though | didn’t mean it. “1’m just surprised to see you.”

“1 bet you are,” he chuckled, but the sound was cut short by athroaty cough.

“Areyou okay?' | asked, my eyebrows knitting together in concern.



He nodded and coughed once more.

“I"ve just been a little cold lately, so I've picked up a nasty cough,” he explained,
pausing to clear histhroat once again. “Nothing warm soup, a thick blanket and some
much-needed rest can't get rid of .”

“l don’t understand...” My voice trailed off as | tried to make sense of the situation.
“You're the stowaway?’

“I wouldn't exactly refer to myself as a stowaway, but | guess that's what some
people would call it.” He shrugged, his eyes drifting over my shoulder to stare into
the darkness of the ocean. “The seais beautiful at thistime of night.”

“How would you know?’
“It's not the first time I’ve been out here at night,” he told me, still staring at the
ocean as we gently bobbed up and down. “It’s far more difficult to make it out onto

the top deck during the day, but | have done it a few times. For food and stuff, but |
try not to. It sfar too risky.”

“l saw the fish.”
“Yes, sorry about that.” His gaze snapped back to me, and he had the decency to look
sheepish about it. “1 only ever took food when | felt like | was going to pass out from

hunger.”

“1 didn’t mean to embarrass you,” | murmured, shifting uncomfortably on my feet.
“I"m just trying to make sense of this strange situation.”

“How about | help you?’



“You'll tell me?” My tone was sceptical.

Crosby nodded and inhaled sharply. His eyes flitted over my shoulder to admire the
sea, but they were back on mine just as quickly as they had |eft.

“| bet you're wondering how | got on The Serpent in the first place?’ His lips were
curled in aghost of asmile.

| nodded.

Crosby was silent for a moment, staring at the sea. “Y ou were there, weren't you?”’
My eyebrows knitted together. “Where?’

“At my wedding.” H dropped my eyes. “To Chara.”

| nodded.

“She's pregnant.”

| nodded again.

“1 didn’t want to marry her,” he whispered so lowly | wasn't even sure that’s what he
had said. “I didn’t want to marry Chara, but | was forced to go through with it.
Everyone told me it was the proper thing to do.” He dropped to the ground at my feet,
crossing his legs to get comfortable. | wasn't sure what was going through his mind
or what he wanted, but | sat before him to keep the playing field level.

“1 didn’t know | was going to do it,” he whispered, his voice even quieter than before.

“Days leading up to it, | didn’t know | was going to sneak onto The Serpent. | didn’t
plan it. One moment, | was helping Chip load some jars of honey onto the ship, and



the next, | was moving those barrels to the corner and hiding behind them, waiting for
everyone to leave and for the ship to start moving. To start moving away from land,
from Jorvik, but most importantly, from Chara and that baby she claimsto be mine.”

| held back agasp. “What are you saying?’

He answered me with a pointed |ook.

“Are you insinuating that you' re not the father of Chara’s baby?’

“Yes,” he sighed but then shook his head. “No,” he denied, burying his face in his
hands seconds before | saw a lone tear rolling down his face. “I don’t know,” he
groaned, and when he lifted his head, a waterfall of tears streamed down his face.

| gulped and watched Crosby with wide eyes. | had never seen him like this before.
o lost.

So sad.

So broken.

Crosby had aways been pleasant and had a way of looking at the positive side of
things. He always tried to find the good in everything, but it appeared that all that had
changed now.

If this were someone elsg, if this weren’t the same Crosby that proposed to me and
blown his top when | accepted Viktor’s offer of marriage over his, | would have done
more to comfort him. If this was someone else, | would have hugged and held them
until the tears stopped. But | didn’t. | couldn’t. Not with Crosby.



“Did you ask her?’ It was an obvious question, but it needed to be asked. People
never thought to ask the otherwise obvious question when they were as distraught as
Crosby was right now.

“I tried,” he sniffled. “But every time | try to ask her about it, she turns it into an
argument and refuses to answer the question. If that isn't her admitting that I’m not

the father of the child growing inside of her, | don’t know what is.”

“Maybe,” | murmured, my lips tugging into a frown. “Or maybe she's hurt by your
guestion and thinks you shouldn’t even have to ask such athing.”

“Whose side are you on?’ Crosby snapped at me, but the anger quickly fizzled away
at the startled expression on my face. “Sorry, Astrid. | didn’t mean for it to come out
like that.”

| shook my head and pursed my lips, choosing not to hold a grudge.

“I"m not on anyone’s side, Crosby,” | told him. “I’m just trying to make you see how
things might look from her point of view.”

“She’slied about it before.”

“1 know. You don't need to remind me,” | chuckled, but he didn’t find it very funny.
“But just because she's lied about it once before doesn’t mean she's lying again. Or
that sheliesall thetime.”

“You don’t know that,” he grumbled, and | couldn’t think of anything to say.

What could | say to a man who had already made up his mind?

An uncomfortable silence washed over us. Crosby alowed the tears to fal fredly,



making no move to wipe them away. | sat across from him, just watching him and
feeling sorry for him.

Crosby wasn’t a bad person.

He wasn’'t my person, but he wasn't bad.

Unfortunately, | couldn’t say the same about Chara. It was sad that he had spent more
time at sea than with his wife after their wedding.

“And you’'ve been sneaking around the ship ever since?’ | asked, having aready
figured as much.

“The blankets, food, clothes, it was all me,” Crosby admitted, still refusing to meet
my eyes.

“And last night?’

“Yes, sorry about that,” he chuckled nervoudly. “I was sick on my tunic and wanted
to replace it with a clean one. | haven't figured out the rooms yet, so | picked a
random one. | didn’t know it was yours.” His cheeks burned crimson. “And | didn’t
know you two were awake.”

“That’s okay,” | murmured, gulping uncomfortably. It wasn't okay. Not really. | had
been really embarrassed, but not as embarrassed if it had been one of the crew that
had been flashed with the image of my legs wound around Viktor’s waist while he
was buried balls-deep inside of him. Luckily, Viktor had pulled the blanket up over
us just in time. “But it's probably best if you don’'t mention it again. Especially to
Viktor. There’' s no need to make things awkward.”

“Yes, of course! | wouldn't dare to do that.”



| smiled gratefully at him, but my lips were quick to drop.

“l disagree with you running away from your newly married, pregnant wife, but
what’s done is done. There sno point in crying over spilt milk.”

“What' s that supposed to mean?”’

“It means that since you're stuck here for the next few months, you might as well
make yourself useful. And there's no point in hanging around on the bottom deck
anymore. You' [l make yourself even sicker than you already are.” And, asif on cue,
Crosby started coughing. “Come on,” | told him as | rose to my feet, brushing the
dust off the skirt of my dress. “Let’s go find Viktor and Laurence. I’ m sure we can set
you up in aroom, but | must warn you, you'll probably have to share a room with
somebody. We haven't got enough rooms for one each.”

Crosby got a peculiar, unsettling look on his face. At first, | assumed it was at the
mention that he would need to share a room with someone, but when his eyes
widened and he slapped a hand over his mouth, | knew it was due to something else.

Unfortunately, | didn’t have enough time to move and save myself.
| promised Viktor that | would scream asloud as | possibly could if | needed help, but
| doubted Crosby’s vomit all over my dress and shoes was the kind of dangerous

situation he had in mind.

WEell, | guess this also explained the mysterious puddlies of sickness all around the
ship.
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T o my surprise, Crosby found it much harder to integrate into life on The Serpent
than | had imagined he would. He was usually so easy-going, and he had a lot of
friends back at Jorvik, but things were different for him out at sea.

He started the morning in a chipper mood-the exact opposite of Laurence, who ended
up with Crosby as a roommate simply because he was the only other person awake.

Crosby was determined to prove himself helpful and much more than an unwanted
stowaway. He tried to take over the steering of the ship from Hammond, and perhaps
if he were thinking clearly, he would have realised that it was far too soon for that. |
wasn't the least bit surprised when Hammond chased him away with a murderous
scowl and harsh curse words | would never care to repedt.

Crosby then tried to help Jerrik with the fishing, but | laughed and watched as Jerrik
jumped over the edge to escape him. But not before demanding that he get his blanket
back.

After Jerrik, Crosby had gone out to look for Viktor, but he had been discussing
something with Garth and Odin, both concerned about the lack of wind since
yesterday. It was safe to say that interaction hadn’t gone down well.

When Viktor caught my eyes later, | sent him a pointed look. He sighed and nodded,
making a point to invite Crosby to have lunch with us al. Crosby tried to join us all
for breakfast, but he couldn’'t get a seat in the usual circle where we all sat for meals.
S0, he ate outside the circle by himself, looking sad and mopey.



It was safe to say that none of the crew was particularly pleased about having Crosby
on the ship, and | couldn’t blame them. Not when | felt the same way.

Viktor also wasn't happy, and | couldn’t blame him either. Crosby’s presence here
complicated many things, including the mess he made with our food supply on the
bottom deck. We were all now waiting for Gustav to confirm just how much of a
problem Crosby had caused.

“What's on the agenda for today?’ Crosby asked eagerly, rubbing his hands together
asif he couldn’t be more excited.

Viktor sighed and spared him a glance but didn’'t say anything. Instead, he glanced
around the circle we were all sitting in.

“Who'd like to start?” He asked, opening up the floor for everyone to voice their
concerns or any problems they might be facing. As Captain of the ship, it was hisjob
to ensure smooth sailing for us all. Pun intended.

“Roscoe and | have been doing the cleaning lately,” Manny started, surprising us all.
Thiswas afirst for him and a pleasant surprise. “But with how it’s been raining every
night and the sick puddles everywhere-" He was a better person than me because he
resisted the urge to glance at Crosby for that part. “—it’ s just been alot, and we could
do with an extra pair of hands.”

“1 agree with you, Manny. Since Crosby has been attributing to the mess, | think it's
only fair that he helps you with the cleaning,” Viktor said, turning his attention to the
man in question. “Any objections?’

“None,” Crosby answered far too quickly, and we all burst out laughing at the
terrified expression on his face.



| couldn’t blame him. Viktor at sea wasn’t quite the same as Viktor on land. | wasn't
sure which one | preferred. They were both pretty damn irresistible.

“Great, let’s move on to the next matter of business. Who wants to go next?’

Jerrik cleared his throat, drawing all attention to him in a very subtle way. “We're at
that part of the trip where there' s not many fish in the water. | don’'t know if it's a
simple shortage or if something in the water is eating them all up. Either way, I'm
struggling to get my hands on some,” Jerrik sighed, brushing his fingers through his
wet hair. “Thisis the third day that I’ ve barely been able to catch anything. | went in
early this morning to try my luck at a different time of day, but still nothing. I'll go
back in again after lunch, but things aren’t looking good.”

“How long do you think this will last?’ Viktor asked, a gravely serious expression on
his face.

Jerrik shrugged. “1 don’t know. It usualy passes by now. Hopefully, things will
improve as soon as we get close to civilisation.”

The expression on Viktor's face was tight as he stared at Jerrik, their eyes locked.
Even though | couldn’t tap into their silent conversation, | had a pretty good idea of
how concerned they were.

| reached over and slipped my hand into Viktor’s, giving it a gentle squeeze. It was
worrying that there was a shortage of fish—the central part of our diet while out at
sea—but | was hopeful that things would get better soon. They had to.

“1"m sure the fish will turn up soon,” Crosby grinned, but no one replied.

“We need more hands at sea,” Viktor announced after a few moments, finally
breaking eye contact with Jerrik. “Whoever has some spare time today, | want them



out at sea. Take Chip’s rowboat, do whatever you need, but we must get our hands on
some fish.”

He didn’t need to explain why.

A few hands were raised, offering their help—mine included. | wasn't a good
swimmer, and | had only been fishing with my father and brother a handful of times,
but | was willing to try if it meant helping the crew.

Gustav finally joined us, having just emerged from the bottom deck where he had
been inventorying our dried food supply.

“What' s the verdict, Gustav?’ Viktor asked, subconsciously squeezing my hand. The
simple action warmed my heart more than he could imagine, knowing that he relied
on me when he struggled to stay afloat amid all these problems he was expected to
solve.

“Things aren't looking good,” Gustav sighed, shaking his head. He sat between
Latham and Hammond and hel ped himself to the few dlices of bread we left him.

“How can that be possible?’ Caspian groaned, clicking his tongue in displeasure.
“Surely, that’s the whole point of dry food. To last for along time because it’s been

dried?’

“Feel free to go down there and take a look for yourself if you don't believe me,”
Gustav snapped, clearly stressed.

Cooking and keeping us all fed were the main parts of his job description. If | were
him, | would be stressed as well.

“Sorry,” Gustav grumbled the apology and sighed deeply. “I’ ve checked it all. All the



fresh vegetables we' ve been picking up from islands along the way have gone off. |
think | can salvage some of the potatoes, but that’s about it.”

“What about the dried foods?’ Latham asked.

“No good.”

“Why not?’

“Many of them have been unwrapped and left out, so much of it has gone stale. The
rest isn't in the best condition for consumption, but we haven’'t got much else of a
choice right now. Anyway, that’s not the bulk of our issues right now,” Gustav
sighed, dropped the dlice of bread he had been eating plain and brushed his hair away
from his forehead. His face twisted into a grim expression. “I don’'t know if you
caught wind of the smell last night, but there’s a mix of urine and faeces in afew of
the barrels. It wouldn’t have been an issue if those barrels contained packaged food,
but as we were short on time, we just put alot of it into the barrels without wrapping
them up.”

“How many barrels?’ Viktor asked, histone deathly quiet.

“Two,” Gustav answered. “But three of the other barrels surrounding them have also
gone off. We can’t eat any of it without making ourselves sick.”

That was five in total. The last time | counted, we had loaded eight barrels of dried
food onto the ship. That left three for us. And that didn’t include the portions that we
had already consumed.

“Faeces?’ Garth called out in question while Roscoe exclaimed, “Urine?’

“How could that have happened? Who would do that?’ Manny asked, looking alittle



green in the face.

At his question, everyone shared knowing looks before slowly, one by one, they all
turned to stare in my direction.

“What? Why are you all looking at me?’ | snapped at them, a deep scowl on my face.
“I’ve only ever used a bathroom.”

Despite the severity of the situation, they all burst out laughing. My cheeks flamed at
the notion that they were all laughing at me, and when | turned to face Viktor, he
bowed his head to rest his forehead against mine and playfully bumped the tip of my
nose with his.

“We don't think it’syou, my siren,” he laughed and nuzzled my nose again. “Kis.”

“Oh,” | murmured, my cheeks flaming harder. “It’s not Kis either,” | denied, turning
to face the rest of the crew. “Kis only throws up when she has carrots, but there are
no carrots onboard. And I’ ve set her up a little toilet in the bathroom. I’ ve seen her
use it abunch of times. I’'m certain Kisisn't behind this.”

“I don't think it's Kis either,” Gustav said. “It's far too much to be cat faeces.”

“Who else would defecate in the barrels of food?” Dagfinn asked, serious. Humour
from the earlier misunderstanding had long worn off now.

“It was me,” Crosby admitted in a small voice. When all eyes snapped to him, he
bowed his head in shame. “It was dark and cold, and | was stuck on the bottom deck
for days. | couldn’'t tell which barrels had food in them. | promise | only used the
ones that | thought were empty.”

“Well, they weren’'t empty, were they? Why would we bring empty barrels aboard the



ship?’ Odin snapped with a fierce scowl on his face. “Well done, Crosby! You've
just royally fucked us!”

“You' re supposed to shit out food! Not shit on it,” Dagfinn groaned and squeezed his
eyes shut, deeply frustrated.

“1 knew we should have made him walk the plank!”

“How are we supposed to make it to Greenland without food?”

“Isit too late to turn back and go back to Mann? Of course, we'll teach them alesson
in respecting women, but we need food.”

“We'll figure out a solution to the food shortage,” Viktor spoke loudly,
commandeering everyone's attention like the true Captain he was. “But for now,
Gustav and Hammond, | need you to look through the barrels and the little food we
have left. If there is anything you think we can salvage, do what you can. Anything
that we can’t, throw overboard.”

Everyone looked like they wanted to say something, even | wanted to, but Viktor's
definite tone kept us al quiet.

We were quick to move on to the important matter of where we would stop next since
we had left Mann earlier than anticipated, but no one seemed to pay much attention,
including me.

While everyone helped themselves to another glass of ale to get through the rest of
the meeting, my eyes couldn’t help but flit toward Crosby. He looked so sad and lost,

asif hedidn’t belong here. Like he knew no one wanted him here.

Even though | knew the bulk of our problems were Crosby’s fault, | couldn’t help but



feal bad for him.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
T helack of fish was abigger issue than Jerrik and Viktor had let on.

It had been suggested that there was only a slight fish shortage, and Jerrik hadn’t been
able to find much these past few days. He had failed to admit that he hadn’t been able
to find any fish these past few days, and Gustav had been rationing fish from previous
days as best as he could. Unfortunately, the last of that had run out, and if we didn’t
catch any fish today, we would have nothing but dried fruits to eat for dinner tonight.

Naturally, as he was the one behind all of this, my eyes drifted to Crosby. When |
found him already looking at me, | was quick to avert my gaze.

The last thing | needed right now was to give him the false hope that there could
possibly be something between us. That there had ever been something between us.

“ Meow ,” Kis called out to me, rubbing the side of her body against my leg. Unable
to resist, | reached down and picked her up, holding her while she licked her paw
clean. It looked dirtied with breadcrumbs that one of the crew must have fed her
during breakfast. Either that or she had sniped it when no one was looking. The latter
sounded more plausible to me.

“Oh, don’t look at me like that,” | tutted, smoothing a hand down her head, between
her ears like she loved. *You won't like it out on the water. | know you won't.”

Kis meowed again and looked up at me uninterestedly, telling me that my words
hadn’t changed her mind.



“But you hate the water,” | protested.

Her next meow said, “ Y ou hate the water too, but you’ re still going.”

“1 just want to help, Kis,” | sighed and lifted her to bury my face in her fur. As sassy
and troublesome as this creature could be at times, | wouldn't swap her for any other
cat in al of Jorvik.

“Thisis your last chance to change your mind,” Viktor whispered in my ear, placing
his arms on the rail on either side of me, trapping me and Kis between it and his
chest.

“I’m not going to change my mind,” | told him, leaning back to rest my head against
his chest. “I just want to be of some help.”

“Without the risk of sounding condescending...” He nuzzled his face into my neck
and stroked a hand through Kis fur. She began purring and moved to lay on her
stomach, granting him more room.

Right there, she reminded her of me, and | couldn’t help but laugh. Like mother, like
daughter.

Viktor sent me afunny look, but I shook my head.

“Without the risk of sounding condescending,” he repeated. “Y ou’'re not a very good
swimmer. Or good at fishing.”

“1 know, but Jerrik needs help,” | told him, my lips tugging down at the corners as a
wave of hesitation washed over me. | wasn't nearly as confident as | had been
moments ago, but perhaps that was just false confidence. “And you never know; |
might be able to pick it up after some practice.”



“1 hope so, my siren,” Viktor chuckled and pressed his lips to the slope of my neck. “I
love you, Astrid,” he exhaled deeply. “Y our willingness to help with everything is so
beautiful. | really admire that in you.”

“Nearly as beautiful as me?’ My lips twisted into ateasing grin as | turned around in
his arms to face him, with Kis pushed in between us. Not that she seemed to have any
gualms with the position. In fact, she meowed and made a show of getting more
comfortable, basking from the warmth that radiated from our bodies.

“Nothing is as beautiful asyou, my siren.” He pressed a soft kissto my lips.
Thekissdidn’t last long as Kis meowed in protest, scratching at his chest.

“Let metake her from you,” Viktor chuckled, reaching for her.

Kis hissed at first and scratched at Viktor's arms. He winced dlightly but, other than
that, didn’t appear to be fazed. When he settled her in his arms, gently rocking her
like one would do to a baby, she meowed and laid her furry head on his arm, getting
comfortable. She looked like she belonged there, and he looked like he belonged with

something small like Kisin hisarms.

And then suddenly, | couldn’t get the vision of my husband holding a baby out of my
mind.

My eyes widened before | could control my reaction. It was too early to be thinking
like that.

Far too early .

“Why do you look like that, my siren?’



“Likewhat?’ | cleared my throat and glanced over my shoulder, watching Jerrik wait
patiently for usto finish up here so | could join him.

“Like you're spooked.”

“I’m not spooked.” | rose on my tiptoes to press a kiss to his lips, hoping to distract
him. | quickly kissed Kis' head as well. “I don’t want to keep Jerrik waiting. I'll see
you both later.”

“Seeyou later, my siren. Stay safe!” | heard Viktor call after me, sounding somewhat
confused. | couldn’t blame him for sounding that way. My thoughts were a jumbled
mess, and | knew | needed to get away from him if | wanted to stop thinking about
him with ababy in hisarms.

Our baby .

What better way to clear my mind than to spend the day at sea, fishing on a little
rowboat?

| smiled apologetically to Jerrik when | reached him. “I hope | haven't kept you
waiting long.”

“Don't worry about it,” he dismissed. “I’ve aready loaded the rowboat with
everything we need for today. Including some bread if we end up staying out later
than planned. Once we get in, one of the others will help lower us onto the water.”

| nodded and climbed into the boat, choosing to sit on the middle plank so regardless
of where Jerrik sat, | would be close to him. With the both of us out on the sea

together for so long, it was an excellent opportunity to get to know him better.

“Who's going to lower us?’ | asked, turning my head to glance around the top deck.



“Hammond and Latham,” Jerrik told me. “But we're just awaiting one more
person...there he is now.”

| twisted my neck to see who it was. When my eyes landed on Crosby, walking
toward us with a nervous smile and playing awkwardly with his fingers, my eyebrows
shot up in surprise.

| turned back to face Jerrik. “Crosby?’ | gaped.

“Don’'t ask me how,” he groaned. “1 turned him down several times, but he wouldn't
take no for an answer.”

Sighing, | pursed my lips and waited for Crosby to join usin the small rowboat.

True to Jerrik’s word, Hammond and Latham wandered over to turn the mechanic
wheel that Chip had installed. It controlled the chains that the little rowboat was
attached to. Once we landed in the water, we pulled on the chains to indicate they
could stop turning the whesl.

“Go get us some fish!” Latham grinned, leaning over the railing to unclip the rowboat
from the chains to set us free. To keep them from getting damaged, Latham and
Hammond turned the wheel the other way to retrieve them. They would drop the
chains once again when we returned, hopefully with some fish.

| smiled and waved at them before tightening my grip around my oar. Crosby and |
followed Jerrik’s lead as he rowed us away from the ship, further east, in search of
some fish.

Jerrik usually went swimming, but as there were three of us today—and the fact that |
was a poor swimmer and would no doubt drown myself in these deep waters-we had
opted for the rowboat.



“What happened to cleaning with Roscoe and Manny?’ | asked curiously, throwing
the question over my shoulder at Crosby as we rowed.

“They said they didn’t need my help,” he told me, but | didn’t quite believe him.

Roscoe and Manny definitely needed help. If they didn't, they wouldn't have
bothered bringing it up during the meeting after lunch. Something told me the three
of them had had alittle falling out.

“Besides, | know that | played a pretty big part in the food shortage we're
experiencing, so | thought I’d help with the fishing.” Jerrik snorted at that, and | felt
Crosby shift uncomfortably behind me. “I also wanted to go fishing because | heard
that you offered to help aswell, Astrid.” It was now my turn to shift uncomfortably in
my seat. “You're the only one that’s nice to me, Astrid. Everyone else mostly ignores
me. Sometimes, it'slike | don't exist.”

“They’'re just upset,” | tell him, hoping to brush the issue under the rug. “I’m sure all
of this will blow over in time.” That was a full-blown lie from me. Not for a second
did | believe that this would blow over soon, and it was only confirmed when Jerrik
snorted again.

“1 hope so,” Crosby murmured, sounding forlorn, but | struggled to bring myself to
feel bad for him.

When we arrived at a spot Jerrik was finally satisfied with, my arms ached from all
the rowing, and we switched the oars for spears.

“First rule: don't point the spear at me. Second rule: don’t point the spear at yourself
or each other. Third point: aways, always, always point the spear at the water.”

| nodded and did as instructed, immediately pointing the sharp edge of the spear



toward the water.

“When you see afish, pierce it with the sharp end of the spear. Killing it isn't your
objective, but it's not a problem if you do.”

Jerrik wasn't finished speaking, but Crosby got too excited and threw his spear into
the water. | couldn’'t see the fish he had spotted, but the water splashed where the
spear landed. Instead of reaching for it, he watched in horror as it floated away from
us.

Jerrik winced as he reached to retrieve the spear before it was lost to the waves. “Not
quite like that, but good attempt, | guess.”

| turned my head to stare at The Serpent. We were close enough that | could still see
it, but they wouldn’t be able to hear us even if we screamed at the top of our lungs

and vice versa.

Thiswas going to be along day.
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| was proud to say that | caught our first fish. It wasn't particularly big or meaty, but
it was our only one at the moment, and the dlight smile on Jerrik’s face when |
presented it to him, pierced on the sharp end of my spear, told me that he was proud
of me. And that meant alot to me.

A long stretch of time passed before Jerrik caught our next fish, and then it felt like
we were on aroll. Jerrik caught four more fish, all larger than mine, before | caught

my second. Crosby hadn’t caught any yet.

The seven fish meant that we were doing better than we had these past few days, but
it still wasn’t much. It was just about enough to last for today and tomorrow.

“I’m going to get into the water,” Jerrik said. “This spot is good, but the boat might
be scaring off the bigger fish. Will you two be okay here without me?’

“Wewill,” | assured him.

When Jerrik leapt into the water, he splashed us. | playfully threw a handful of water
at himin retaliation, and he swam away, laughing to himself.

At this point, the skirt of my dress had already been soaked several times. Hopefully,
Gustav would be kind enough to warm some water for us when we returned to The

Serpent so we could wash with it. The last thing | wanted was to catch a cold.

| watched as Jerrik swam away from us like a pro. My eyes remained trained on him



the whole time, watching as he got smaller and smaller until | had to squint to be able
to make out the shape of him.

And then | was aone with Crosby.

Not wanting it to be awkward, | shifted to Jerrik’s plank, now facing Crosby.

“I"m not very good at this,” he chuckled, his tone melancholy.

“I’m not very good at it either.” | shrugged, keeping my eyes trained on the water for
any unsuspecting fish unfortunate enough to swim near us.

“Y ou’ ve caught two already. That’s more than me,” he pointed out.
“You'll get the hang of it,” | tried to assure him. “Y ou just need to concentrate harder
and spear the fish faster. Y our reactions are a little slow, but you'll get the hang of it

with more practice.”

“Does Viktor have faster reactions than me?’ Crosby suddenly asked, catching me
off guard with the strange question.

My lips parted in surprise, and | stared at him with wide, unblinking eyes until |
finally managed, “What?’

“Is Viktor faster than me?’

“1 don’'t know what you mean by that.”

“Forget it,” he pursed his lips and shook his head.

My lips tugged down into a deep drown as | blinked at him for afew moments before



| forced myself to drag my eyes away. | didn't know what Crosby meant by the
strange questions and wasn't about to ask. With Jerrik far away, | didn’t want to
encourage any more bizarre behaviour from him.

It was awhile later before we saw any more action. My eyes widened when | spotted
a seemingly innocent fish swimming toward us, casually going about its day.
Unfortunately for it, but luckily for us, | quickly sprung into action. Just like Jerrik
had taught us, | pointed the spear at the water and held my breath—that part Jerrik
hadn’t taught me—as | waited for the fish to get closer.

| counted to three in my head before stabbing the spear through the fish. | had aimed
for the body but missed it. Luckily, | snagged it by the tail instead. The fish dangled
inthe air asit flailed about in a desperate attempt to save itself, but | quickly reached
out and held my hand underneath it as | brought it into the boat. This one was still
alive, so | dropped it into the bucket with the other living fish. Crosby quickly
slapped the lid over the bucket before it could flop out, and we both exhaled in relief.

“That’s eight now,” | grinned.

“You did great, Astrid. Well done.”

“Thank you.”

We both fell back into an unsettling silence as we kept our eyes on the water for the
next unsuspecting fish. Well, | kept my eyes on the water, and Crosby kept his eyes
on me, which made me very uncomfortable.

“Astrid?’

“Yes?' | remained staring at the water, looking for more fish.



“Can | ask you something?’

“Sure.”

“Why did you say yes to him and no to me?’ Crosby asked, catching me off guard
with yet another inappropriate question. “What about Viktor made you say yesto him
over me?’

“1 don't like where this is going, Crosby.” | shifted uncomfortably on the plank, but
there was nowhere for me to go. Not unless | wanted to get into the water and swim
over to Jerrik. If | were a stronger swimmer, | would have just to escape this

awkwardness with Crosby. “Now isn’t the time to speak about this.”

“Why not?’ He snapped, his eyes burning with suppressed rage. “That day when you
said no to me, you ruined my life.”

My lips parted in shock. “That’s not fair.”

“You ruined my life, and we both know it! Why can’t you admit it?’

A small flame lit inside me, burning fast. “How can you say that?’ | scoffed. “You
sound like a petulant child, Crosby. I didn’t ruin your life. | turned down your offer of
marriage because | didn’t want to marry you. It's as ssimple as that.”

Crosby continued like | hadn’'t said anything. “If you had just accepted my offer of
marriage, then Chara would have never come forward about her pregnancy, and |
wouldn’t have been forced to marry her.”

“You shouldn’t have gotten her pregnant in the first place!”

“1 wouldn’t have gotten her pregnant if you gave me the time of day.”



| rolled my eyes. “That doesn’'t make any sense.”

“It makes perfect sense, but you're so oblivious, Astrid!” He sneered. “I've had
feelings for you forever, but you' ve never looked at me twice. You've only ever had
eyes for Viktor, even when he mistreated you.”

My eyes narrowed, offended. “Don’t speak like you know us.”

“But | know you, Astrid. | know you more than Viktor does. More than he'll ever
know you.”

“You don’'t know what you’ re talking about.”

“Don’'t speak down to me like that. Just because you're blind to my feelings for you
doesn’t mean that they matter less.”

“l1 don't know why you're bringing this up now, Crosby. I’'m aready married to
Viktor. You'retoo late.” And thank God for that!

“You could have saved me from this mess if you simply said yes,” Crosby said,
ignoring what | had just said. “I was the one that planned to marry you first. Viktor
just got there before me, so you said yesto him.”

“That's absurd,” | scoffed. “I didn’t say yes to Viktor because he was the first to
propose.”

“Then why did you say yesto him over me?’
“Because | could see that he loved me, and honestly, | liked him as well. | could see

myself falling in love with him. We both may not have realised it at first, but it was
there all along, growing stronger and stronger until we couldn’t deny it any longer. |



clearly made the right decision because now, I'm completely and utterly in love with
Viktor. | can’'t imagine my life without him. | don’t want to live life without him. Is
that reason enough for you, Crosby?’

The man looked pained by my answer, but he was so much of a masochist that he
kept probing. “And you couldn’t see yourself falling in love with me?’

“No, Crosby,” | sighed, shaking my head. “I’m sorry if it hurts, but that’s the truth.”
“No.” He stood up abruptly, rocking the boat. “ That’s not the truth! Y ou’re lying!”
“Crosby,” | called out to him in a cautious tone. “Y ou need to sit down.”

“Don’'t tell me what to do!” He growled at me, slamming his foot down like a
petulant child in the middle of a terrible meltdown. “You ruined my life, and now
you'relooking at me like I’m crazy.”

“l didn’t say you were crazy.”

“Areyou listening? | said you're looking at me like I’'m crazy, not that you said that |
am crazy!”

My heart began thumping hard and fast, fuelled by fear. Things were getting scary,
and | was genuinely worried about Crosby’s bizarre, unpredictable behaviour.

| turned my head frantically, looking around for Jerrik, desperately hoping that he
was nearby and could save me. When | didn’t spot him anywhere, | opened my
mouth and screamed Jerrik’ s name as loud as my lungs would allow me.

“What are you doing?’ Crosby spat at me with wild, furious eyes. “ Stop screaming!
Shut your mouth!”



| ignored Crosby and continued screaming Jerrik’ s name, desperate for him to appear
out of thin air and help me.

“1 said, shut your mouth!”

| ignored him and continued screaming.

Before | saw it coming, Crosby leapt across the boat and threw himself at me. Hislips
pressed against mine, and after the initial shock wore off me, | shrieked and shoved
him off me. He proved to be too strong, so | turned my head to avoid his disgusting,
unwanted lips.

“I'll have to marry you as well if | get you pregnant,” Crosby snarled at me, circling
one hand around my wrists while he tried to push the other one under my skirt.

| screamed and kicked his hand away from me. Like Hell 1 would let him touch me
like this! But the fear that he could overpower me made me feel sick.

| propelled my whole body forward so my mouth was right next to his ear to scream
much louder than before, “Let me go, Crosby!”

Crosby flinched back at my deafening scream, but he kept a tight grip on my wrists. |
took advantage of the momentary distraction to push him off me, but instead of
tumbling back like | had hoped he would, Crosby barely moved.

“I’ve never hated someone as much as | hate you, Astrid,” Crosby spat, glaring
darkly at me.

He reached for me again, but instead of trying to restrain me or force his hand under
my skirt again, he pushed hard against my shoulders and sent me flying back into the
water.



A high-pitched, fearful scream ripped through from deep within my chest, deathly
afraid, but the sound was muted when my head broke through the top barrier of the
water. | kicked my legs out, desperately trying to swim up to the surface because |
knew | wouldn’t survive if | remained underwater for too long.

Damn me for not taking Viktor up on those swimming lessons!
With all the strength | could muster, my head made it above water, but the rest of my
body was weak. | was a wet, sputtering mess as | called out, “Help! Help! Crosby,

please help me!”

Crosby watched me flail about in the water, the boat now several feet away, with dull,
lifeless eyes.

It was amost as if hewasn’t all there as he watched me drown.
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| was drowning.

The water seeped into my lungs, and my body ached as | desperately tried to keep my
head above water, but it was so difficult. It took so much strength and
willpower—both of which | felt like | didn’t have right now.

The more time that passed, the more sure | became that | wouldn’t make it out of the
water alive.

Thiswas where | was going to die.

| could fedl it. Death. Seeping into my body through my nose and lungs, slowly
taking me away from Viktor and Kis.

| tried to fight, kick, and swim back up to the surface, but | could feel myself sinking
lower and lower as if something was pulling me deeper into the water. | tried to keep
my eyes open, but my body failed me.

People said that their lives flashed in front of their eyes when they were on the verge
of death, but al | could think about was all the things | had yet to do. Viktor and |
hadn’'t experienced life on land properly yet. We hadn’t spent enough mornings
laying in and just talking. We were yet to celebrate big moments like an anniversary
or the birth of our first child. There was still so much more sex and love for us to
have. Things were still so new between us that we hadn’t even had a proper argument
yet!



There was still so much more for Viktor and me to do...so much more of himto learn
and love, but time had been robbed from us. From me.

My heart ached at what Viktor would go through when Jerrik returned to The Serpent
with the terrible news,

| couldn’t formulate any coherent thoughts after that. My mind became jumbled, and
| couldn’t think straight. | couldn’t fight the sea anymore as it sucked me deeper and

deeper.

My lips turned up at the corners as | thought of my love, my husband, my pirate, my
Viktor...

It was a beautiful way to go.

“Astrid!” | heard someone call out, and a hand grasped my shoulder, shaking me
frantically. “Astrid!”

| groaned and shifted my head. Something pressed down on my chest, and | felt
myself surge forward. My body forced itself into a sitting position, and | threw up
water over the side of the boat.

My chest ached, and | spluttered water everywhere. It was disgusting and far from
attractive, but | was too far gone to care.

| placed my hands on either side of the boat, trying to steady myself and gather my
bearings.

“Can you hear me, Astrid?’ The same voice from before called out to me again, but |
was still coughing haphazardly.



“Jerrik?’ | croaked, my breathing rapid. “What happened?’

Jerrik ignored my question. “How are you feeling, Astrid?’ He asked, his eyes wide,
frantic and concerned as he stared at me.

“A little rough,” | admitted in a small, croaky voice. My chest burned when | spoke,
but | was just grateful to be alive right now. “What happened?’

“You nearly drowned,” he told me with a gulp, his eyes still shining with fear. “I
heard you screaming, so | rushed back. Y ou were drowning, barely visible anymore. |
pulled you out of the water.”

“Thank you for saving me,” | whispered to Jerrik. | tried to keep myself in check, not
wanting to reveal just how rattled | felt, but when the urge became overwhelming and
| couldn’t fight it anymore, | wrapped my arms around him in a tight, grateful hug.
“Thank you for pulling me out of the water, Jerrik. | thought | was going to die.”

“lI couldn't let that happen,” Jerrik sniffled and buried his face in my hair, the
embrace reminding me of Dustin’s hugs. “I know we don't know each other very
well yet, Astrid, but you're like alittle sister to me. It’s been nice having you around
the ship. | was so scared when | heard your screams and came back to see you
submerged in the water, aready a few feet under.” His eyes didn’t meet mine.
Instead, he turned away from me and rubbed his thumbs under his eyes, trying to
stifle his sniffles. “If something happened to you, | never would have been able to
face Viktor.”

Jerrik turned back to me once his tears had ceased—l think | was still too in shock to
cry—but his gaze settled on something over my shoulder, and his face hardened. | was
still struggling to register everything that had happened when Jerrik suddenly |eapt
around me.



One moment, we were sat in silence, and the next, Jerrik’s hands were around
Crosby’ s throat.

Crosby gagged and scratched at Jerrik’s face, trying to save himself, but Jerrik was
far too strong. His grip around Crosby’ s neck tightened, and asif it wasn't enough for
him, he forced Crosby’s head over the side of the boat and underwater—giving him a
taste of what he had done to me.

But as much as | hated Crosby for what he had nearly done to me, | couldn’t let that
happen.

“Jerrik, no!” | exclaimed, rushing over to make him let go of Crosby. “What are you
doing? Let him go!”

| wasn't nearly strong enough to physically stop Jerrik, and my flailing hands had
little effect on him, but my begging and pleading must have done something because
he cursed and dropped his hands abruptly. Crosby violently gasped for breath, still
leaning over the side of the boat.

“That’ s nothing close to what Viktor and the rest of the crew are going to do to him
when we get back,” Jerrik growled and reached for an oar.

| gulped at his words but couldn’t help but agree. | was amost afraid of what Viktor
was going to do to Crosby once he heard of how he pushed me off the boat and didn’t
help me when | was drowning. If it weren't for Jerrik’s attempts to resuscitate me, |
would be dead right now, and it would have been al Crosby’s fault.

Jerrik made a point of sitting between me and Crosby on the way back to The
Serpent. Perhaps it was a little over the top, but | was grateful. There was a dark side
to Crosby | had never noticed before.



How could he push me off the boat and leave me to drown when | was begging for
help?

How could he be so heartless?

It felt like we had been rowing forever, but the outline of The Serpent had only just
come into view.

“Enid would like you,” Jerrik suddenly said.

Enid was Jarrik’ s wife.

“How long have you been married?’ | asked.

“Twelveyears.” | could hear the smilein hisvoice.

| remember Jerrik and Enid's wedding. | didn’t know Enid very well, but Jerrik’s
parents didn’t live too far away from where my parents lived. | was just a child when
they married, but | remembered how beautiful the night sky and the full moon were
that day. Everyone said it was good luck, and | guess it was since they had now been
married twelve years.

“1 don’t know if you remember, but you danced until your father dragged you home,”
Jerrik laughed. “Whenever | look at you, | remember that little girl dancing to her
heart’s content, uncaring of what people had to say or think. Enid is very much like
that. Never one to care what others have to say about her or us.”

“l would love to have tea with her when we return to Jorvik. She sounds like great

fun.

“She is,” he sighed wistfully, no doubt missing his wife. | couldn’t fathom how



difficult it must be for the crew to leave behind their families for so long.

Those few days when | thought Viktor would leave me behind had been torturous,
and the morning he was set to sail was even worse. | couldn’t imagine how | would
have felt if he actually left me behind.

It would have been nothing short of torturous.

“We' ve been trying to have a child for our entire marriage,” he whispered into the
darkness of the evening. With how distant his voice was, | couldn’t tell if he was
talking to me or himself. “It was fine at first, but | feel like I’ve failed my Enid these
past few years. She loves children and wants one of her own, but | can’t give her one.
| think something is wrong with me.”

“I'm sorry, Jerrik,” | whispered back, unsure how to navigate this very sensitive
situation. “1 can’t imagine how difficult that must be for you both, but there might not
be something wrong with you or Enid. Sometimes, these things take time.”

“1 keep telling myself that, but it's nice to hear it from someone else,” Jerrik exhaled
deeply asif the weight of the entire world had been on his shoulders. “I just want to
give my Edin a child. It's the only thing she's asked from me, and | can’t give it to
her. It makes me feel like such afailure.”

“You'll get there,” | assured him, even though my heart broke for him and Enid.
“Babies are made out of love, and it’'s clear that you love your wife very much. I'm
sorry you two have to wait so long for your baby. | know it’'ll be worth it, and | have
all my fingers and toes crossed for you.” | would also keep them in my prayers, but |
didn’'t say it out loud. I didn’t know where Jerrik and Enid were with their faith in
God for not being granted a child after so long.

“Thank you, Astrid. | appreciate that,” Jerrik chuckled, but there was a tinge of



sadness to the sound. “Viktor is so much more than just my Captain, and | know it's
the same for the rest of the crew. He's like a brother to me. Over the years, he's
become a significant part of my life, and I'm so grateful that he has you now. I've
always noticed how lonely he looked when he thought no one was watching him, but
he’ s got you now, and he doesn’t ook lonely anymore.”

“Thank you, Jerrik.” His words warmed my heart, and my lips stretched into a wide
smile. “And once again, thank you for saving me. | was so scared that | was going to
die”

| didn’t tell him that | felt ready to die. That | had accepted the fate | didn’t think |
could escape.

“You don’'t need to thank me for that, Astrid. If it were someone else from the crew
in my place, they would have done the same thing. You're one of us now, and we
look after each other.” His words meant so much more to me than he could ever
imagine. “My only regret was that | was na?ve enough to leave you alone with
Crosby in thefirst place. If | hadn’t left, you wouldn’t have nearly drowned.”

“It’ s not your fault,” | was quick to deny.

There was no way either of us could know that Crosby would have tried to kill me.

Jerrik and | continued chatting as we rowed, though it became difficult to talk and
row when my arms ached. Thankfully, Jerrik didn’t seem to mind and was happy to
talk for us both, and | was grateful for the distraction.

A loud sigh of relief escaped me as we sided up next to The Serpent, and | moved
quickly to attach the chain to my end of the boat. Crosby, however, didn't work as
quickly. Instead, he seemed to be dragging his feet and even waited until Jerrik and |
stepped back onto the ship before he even stood up.



One look at Viktor and | knew he had been waiting—and worrying—for us to get back.
| didn’t blame him. The sky had aready gotten dark, and we were no doubt late for
dinner.

Once the rowboat was back on the ship, | threw myself into Viktor's awaiting arms. |
pressed my face into his chest, and he wrapped his arms tightly around me, squeezing
me tight. | felt all the worry and anxiety of us being separated from him all day melt
away in adeep exhale.

| should have known better than to run into Viktor's arms like that, but | couldn’t
help myself. After the initial relief of being reunited passed, | knew he could sense

something was wrong.

“Your dressis so wet it could probably drown you,” Viktor chuckled, but his words
didn’t have the effect he probably intended.

Instead of laughing, | stiffened—the confirmation he needed.

“Jerrik? Astrid?’ Viktor called out in a dark, grave tone, watching us both carefully.
“What happened out there?’
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
“ D o you want to tell the story, or shall 17?7’ Jerrik asked me.

| appreciated being given the choice because something told me that if Jerrik were to
tell the story, Crosby would suffer afate worse than drowning.

“We caught some fish, but it wasn't much,” | started. Twelve, to be exact, including
the few Jerrik had brought back with him when he heard the screaming. None were
particularly big, but it should be enough for the next two days. “Jerrik swam a little
away from usto seeif we would have better luck with the fish there.”

“1 understand why Jerrik’s clothes are soaked through, but why are yours, my siren?’
Viktor asked, and even though his tone was annoyed, his arms around me were warm
and homely, holding me like | was the most precious thing in the world.

“I"'m getting there,” | chuckled at his impatience, but the sound was heavy. “Crosby
was very upset with me for various reasons. | won’t get into it now, but | wouldn’t
say what he wanted to hear...”

“Okay, and?’

“He kind of pushed me off the boat,” | blurted out, unable to think of a better way to
say it. “I’'m not a very good swimmer and struggled to stay afloat. | was asking
Crosby for help, but he didn’t move. | don’t know if he mentally clocked out or what,
but he hasn't said anything since. Thankfully, Jerrik heard me screaming and came
over to save me from drowning. If it weren’t for Jerrik, | don’t know what would



have happened to me.”

Gasps of shock and growls of anger sounded from the crew, who were all listening
despite how quietly | had spoken. Viktor, however, didn't move nor say a thing. |
didn’t know which was worse.

“Viktor,” | whispered, digging my fingers into his tunic to get his attention. “Can you
hear me, my pirate?’

Instead of answering, Viktor clenched his jaw and bowed his head, pressing his
mouth to my ear.

“What else? He whispered. His warm breath fanned over my neck, making
goosebumps rise on my skin. My breath hitched when he dipped his head to press his
lips behind my ear, and a shiver ran down my spine. “I know there’'s something else,
Astrid,” he whispered in a husky tone, rubbing a gentle, comforting hand up and
down my back. “Whatever it is, you can tell me. You can tell me anything. Y ou know
that.”

| did know that. With others, | would fear that they would blame me for Crosby’s
advances, but not Viktor. | never worried or feared that he would find away to blame
me for what Crosby had tried to do.

“He kissed me,” | whispered quietly so only he would hear. “And then he tried
putting his hand up my skirt. When | pushed him away, he pushed me into the water.
| saw the look in hiseyes,” | gulped, forcing myself to continue speaking despite how
bitter the words tasted in my mouth. “He wanted me to drown.”

| was thankful Viktor sensed there was more because | couldn’t say it in front of
everyone. Narrating Crosby’ s attempted assault made me feel disgusting, and the last
thing | wanted was for everyone to look at me with pity.



“I owe Jerrik my life for saving you, my siren.” Viktor pressed his face into the crook
of my neck, his arms tightening around me despite my soaked dress getting him all
wet. “I don’'t know what | would have done if something happened to you. | wouldn’t
be able to go on without you.” His words wounded me, thinking of what would have
become of him if something had happened to me today, but | felt the same way. If
something were to happen to Viktor, | wouldn’t be able to go on either.

The mere thought of something happening to Viktor had the air escaping my lungs. |
wouldn’t be able to breathe if my love wasn'’t breathing the same air as me.

When | felt him press a kiss to my forehead and begin to pull away, | tightened my
arms around him, refusing to let go. | needed another moment.

“Don’'t be too mad at him, okay?’ | mumbled into his chest. “I know what Crosby did
was terrible, and | could have died today—" | felt his heart skip a beat under my
cheek. “—but there’s something wrong with him. He's not in the right state of mind,
and we'll only make thingsworse if you hurt him.”

“l don't care,” Viktor grumbled, a dark look in his eyes as he glared at Crosby from
over my head. “Not only did he touch you against your will, but he also tried to
drown you.”

“l don’t think that was his intent,” | tried to reason, but my argument wasn't very
strong. Even | wasn’'t convinced.

“Did he help you out of the water when you asked for help?’ He asked sharply,
turning his dark, questioning gaze on me. His eyes softened, and | could sense he was
trying to calm himself down for my sake, but the rage still lingered.

“No.” | shook my head. “No, hedidn’t.”



“How can you expect meto let him off after what he did?’

Truthfully, | couldn’t.

Giving in with asigh, | rose on my tiptoes and brushed my lips against the underside
of his chin. Hopefully, after what Viktor had planned for him, Crosby would come
out of it till able to walk and talk.

Viktor squeezed my hip and brushed his lips against my forehead before pulling
away. He walked past me to join the crew who had formed a circle around Crosby.
He was standing in the middle with his head bowed, and | couldn’t see his face.

“What should we do with him, Captain?’ Laurence asked, a nasty snarl on his face as
he glared at Crosby.

“1 think we should make him walk the plank,” Roscoe grinned, looking rather excited
at finally using the plank.

“We should drown him like how he tried to drown Astrid,” Jerrik suggested.

“What if we make him wak the plank and then drown him?’ Dagfinn said,
suggesting the perfect combination of the two.

“I’ve got something better in mind,” Viktor grinned sadistically. “But first...” He
clenched his hand tightly into a fist and slammed it into Crosby’s face, striking his
left cheek. Crosby fell to the floor, landing between Caspian and Odin, who
disdainfully kicked him away.

It was sad that Crosby didn’'t try to fight back or defend himself. He just curled
himself into the foetal position and patiently awaited his fate.



“Don’'t you have anything to say for yourself?’ Garth grumbled, his lips pulled down
in a degp scowl. When Crosby didn't say anything, he exhaled in frustration.
“Crosby? Crosby! Hello? Can you hear me?”’

“l can hear you,” Crosby whimpered. He lay pathetically on the ground until Odin
reached down to pull him up into a sitting position, and my lips parted in shock at the
sight of blood dripping down his chin. | didn’t realise Viktor could pack such a mean
punch.

“What do you have to say for yourself?’ Garth asked again.

“Nothing,” Crosby whispered, his head hung low, refusing eye contact with any of
us.

“Nothing?’ Garth questioned, looking both appalled and disgusted.

Crosby shook his head. “What are you going to do with me?’ He asked in a shaky
voice.

“I"'m so tempted to make you walk the plank and then leave you to drown at sea for
what you did to my wife,” Viktor spat, and the way he clenched his jaw told me that
he was itching to throw another punch. | feared that if he did, Crosby would suffer so
much more than just a bloody mouth and a loose tooth or two.

“l think he deserves more than that,” Gustav said, stepping forward. “The idea of
walking the plank doesn’t seem to scare him. It’s like he doesn’t even care.”

“Then what do you suggest we do?’ Viktor asked.

“Keep him prisoner on the ship and then when we return to Jorvik, his punishment
will be decided and handed out in front of all his friends and family. I’'m sure he'll



care then.”

“But it'll be so much easier to make me walk the plank,” Crosby said quickly, only
proving Gustav correct.

“1 think that’s a good idea, Gustav,” Viktor voiced aloud. “Until we return to Jorvik,
Crosby will be kept as a prisoner on the bottom deck.”

“What? No! You can’'t do that!” Crosby whined, but fighting was no use.

Caspian and Hammond stepped forward to grab an arm each, restraining him.

“You should have thought of that before you tried to drown one of our own,”
Hammond growled.

“I'm so sorry. Please don’t lock me up. | won't cause any more trouble,” Crosby
begged, kicking and screaming as he was dragged from the top deck to the second
and then eventually to the third. We all followed to watch the spectacle.

“You should have thought about that before,” Caspian grinned as he and Hammond
dropped Crosby rather unceremoniously, forcing him into a corner. He tried to get up,
but they roughly shoved him back, sending his shoulder flying into the wall.

To ensure that he wouldn’t be causing us any more trouble, Viktor retrieved the
chains that were kept for rare occasions like this, and they used them to restrict
Crosby’s hands. They spared him enough wiggle room to stand up and stretch his
legs, but he couldn’t even make it afoot from the wall.

“Astrid, please!” Crosby called out to me, blubbering with tears streaming down his
face. “Please don’'t leave me here, Astrid. Please don’t let them do thisto me. | didn’t
mean to hurt you! | wasn't thinking properly! I'm sorry. I’'m so, so sorry!”



| turned my head away from Crosby and sgueezed my eyes shut, unable to bring
myself to look at him any longer.

| couldn’t deny that | felt a little bad for Crosby, but then all | had to do was
remember how | couldn’t breathe under the water and his refusal to help me.

As pathetic as he looked, he didn’t deserve my help.

“Ignore him,” Viktor murmured as he reached for my hand, giving it a gentle squeeze
before leading me out of the bottom deck with the rest of the crew.

Even though we closed the door to the bottom deck, we could hear Crosby’s screams
from all the way on the top deck.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

O din and | were the only ones awake at this time of night, but for two completely
different reasons. He was on night duty, and | couldn’t sleep thanks to Crosby’s
sporadic screaming and pleas for help. While Odin handled the wheel, | leaned
against the rails on the other end of the deck, staring at the path ahead illuminated by

the moonlight.

Crosby’ s screams had ceased a little while ago, but | still wasn't slegpy. How could |
sleep with all the conflicting thoughts rushing through my mind?

The only reason | had gone to bed at al tonight was because | knew Viktor wouldn’t
if | didn't.

Speaking of the devil...

“Why aren’t you in bed, my siren?’” His voice was rough and thick with sleep. Before
| could glance back, his arms wound around my waist from behind, and he pressed
his bare chest to my back.

“1 couldn’t sleep,” | whispered, my eyes still on the water.

He pressed a soft kiss behind my ear. “What are you thinking about?’

“Everything.”

“Like?’



“I’m concerned we didn’t catch enough fish today,” | sighed. “If Crosby hadn’t done
what he did, we wouldn’'t have wasted so much time, and we could have spent more
time in the water catching more fish.”

“You and Jerrik caught more fish today than he’s been able to in the past few days.
That’s a good thing,” Viktor tried to assure me, but those weren’t the words | wanted
to hear right now.

“But it won't last long,” | pointed out, both loving and hating how he tried to assure
me.

“We can worry about what we' re going to eat in afew days when the time comes,” he
whispered, his voice quiet and gentle enough to amost lull me to sleep. If only my
mind wasn't cluttered with so many thoughts of what-ifs. “Y ou don’t need to worry,
my siren. After breakfast tomorrow, Jerrik will go back on the water and catch some
more fish. Hopefully, he'll be as lucky as you were today.”

“1 want to go with him again tomorrow.”

Viktor paused, and | could feel him staring down at me. “Are you sure that’s such a
good thing?’

“l know I’'m not a good swimmer, but | was fine until Crosby pushed mein. | even
caught a couple of fish myself without Jerrik’s help.”

“I’m sorry you had to go through all that, my siren. | can’t imagine how scary it must
have been for you.” His arms tightened around me, hugging me harder. “If you want,

you and | can go out swimming. We can practice strengthening your skills.”

“That would be agood idea, but | still want to join Jerrik tomorrow.”



Viktor still looked conflicted, but he gave in with a sigh. “Fine, if that's what you
want. | just worry about you.”

“1 worry about you as well, Viktor.”

“You don't need to worry about me, Astrid. I'm the Captain. It's my job to worry
about everyone else.”

“Someone has to worry about you.” | turned around in his arms, wound my arms
around his waist and pressed my face into his chest. “Y ou’ve got so much on your
shoulders. | know that’s what you've signed up for as Captain, but there's just so
much to deal with, and you’re only one person. And now we also have Crosby here to
make things more difficult.”

“He's also one more mouth to feed, even though we barely have enough for
ourselves.”

“He hasn't been a single help since he's gotten here,” | agreed with a frustrated
groan. “And | have afeeling that won't change anytime soon.”

“He's locked up down there. We won't have to worry about him anymore,” Viktor
assured me, running a gentle hand down my back. “And the food rationing is only
temporary. We're only alittle behind track, and I'm hopeful that as long as the winds
keep going, we'll get to the next island in three days. Maybe four at the most.”

| pulled back to look up at him. “Isn’'t it too early to be docking at Greenland?’

He shook his hand. “Not Greenland. There's still more than ten days until we reach
Greenland, maybe fifteen, but our food supply isn’t going to last until then.”

Viktor was right. We wouldn’t be able to make it to Greenland on the little we had



left, and we would last even less with the lack of fish. We would all be starving then,
diminishing the chances of al of us making it to Greenland in one piece and with a
sane mind. | gulped fearfully at that thought.

“We've sailed by thisisland once on our last mission,” he said. “We didn’'t stop by as
we didn’t need to, but we marked it on the map. It will come in useful now.”

“We can buy food from them and get a few hot meals,” | smiled hopefully into his
chest. “But for now, we'll work on the fishing and ration the little food we have left.”

“I’ve told you this before, and I'm telling you this now. I'll make a good little sea
Captain out of you yet,” Viktor chuckled and pressed his lips to my forehead. | could
feel hislips curl against my skin, and it warmed my heart to feel him smile. To feel
him genuinely smile.

| hadn’t seen him smile much like that these past few days.

Viktor and | stood there for some time, arms around each other, staring at the sea.
Alone, we had many problems. Together, they added up, and we ended up with even
more problems, but at |east we had each other to lean on.

Y esterday was a fantastic fishing day compared to today.

Today, Jerrik, Manny, and | returned to The Serpent with empty buckets and a boat
lighter than when we set off earlier, given the lunch and water we had consumed.

The three of us returned with heavy hearts and a cloud of disappointment hanging
over our heads, even more so when dinner and the crew awaited us upon our return.

“Perfect timing,” Viktor grinned and pulled me into his arms.



| didn’t miss how he looked me up and down, sighing in relief at how dry I looked.
Nothing like the nearly drowned state | had returned in yesterday. Unlike Crosby,
Manny was far gentler and even turned out to be pretty decent with a spear. It was
just too bad that there weren’t any fish around for us to hook on the end of that spear.

“Where's the fish?" Gustav frowned as he retrieved the bucket from Jerrik, finding it
just as empty as when we left this morning.

“We didn’t catch any,” Jerrik groaned as he joined the circle for dinner. “We sailed
out further than yesterday, but there weren't any big fish. The ones we did find were
far too small to hook with a spear. We tried to scoop them up with our hands but
didn’t want to risk any of us nearly drowning again. Besides, they weren’'t big enough
to feed even one of us, so it was useless.”

“Let’sall sit down to eat, and then we can discuss this further,” Hammond called out,
his lips pointed down.

| sat beside Viktor in the circle and stared at the little food before me, my lips curling
down at the corners.

Half a dlice of bread and the thinnest slice of cheese | had ever seen. It was so thin it
was almost translucent.

Gustav cleared histhroat as he picked at the bread. “I know it doesn’t look like much,
but thisisall we have.”

“What do you mean thisis all we have?’ Caspian asked, looking offended at the tiny
portion of food before him. “I know we're short on supplies, but surely we shouldn’t

be rationing this much.”

“What’' swrong, Gustav?’ Viktor called out to him, a speculative look in his eyes.



“You mean, what’s not wrong?’ Gustav groaned and dropped his slice of bread to run
his hand through his hair, tugging on the ends in frustration. “I went down to the
bottom deck earlier to grab some supplies for dinner, but it’s all been ruined.”

My breath hitched. How was that possible?

“What do you mean it’s al been ruined?’ Latham was the first to speak up, his voice
ridden with disbelief.

“1 don’t know if Crosby has found a way to pick the lock on his chains or if they’'re
longer than we anticipated, but he’sruined it all,” Gustav groaned, burying hisfacein
his hands.

“What do you mean he's ruined it al?’ | whispered, my eyes wide as | stared at
Gustav, struggling to wrap my mind around what his words truly meant for us.

“Piss. Shit. Everywhere. It's all opened and soiled. I’ ve left it down there, but | doubt
| can save any of it,” he groaned, starting to look a little green in the face. “I didn't
bother shortening the chains since he's already ruined it all, but we should probably
do that.”

No one said anything after that. We all sat silently and nibbled on the small dinner,
which wasn't enough to sustain a child. There was some bread left for the morning,
which we would have to eat plain, but after that, we were all out of everything but
water. And even then, it was salt water because Crosby had peed in the barrel of
filtered water we kept in the bottom deck.

No one would say it as they were far too kind, but | knew this was all my fault. If
Crosby wasn’t so mad at me, he wouldn’'t have ruined the remainder of our food. If
Crosby hadn’t been so obsessed with me, he would have never snuck onboard The
Serpent in the first place.



How were we supposed to make it back to Jorvik without any food? We couldn’t
even rely on fishing, as we had barely been able to find any these past few days.

Hopefully, tomorrow would be better than today, but | already knew the sea made no
promises. It only took prisoners.

We really needed to get to that island. Right now, it was our best hope to make it
back to Jorvik alive.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

| t had been four whole days since we caught any fish, three days since we finished
the last of our bread for breakfast, two days since we had been living on anything but
filtered seawater, which was still alittle too salty for my taste and one day since | last
felt hopeful that we would make it past this alive. Viktor said they had marked the
unnamed island on the map the last time they sailed past it, but we were either unable
to read the map properly because we were so hungry and not thinking straight, or it
had been mismarked because the island was nowhere to be seen.

| was starving yesterday and the day before, but today, | felt sick to my stomach and
tired— oh so very tired . And dizzy.

| hadn’t been able to sleep all night because | was so hungry, and neither could
Viktor, though he kept assuring me that we would find food soon. | truly wanted to

believe him, but the more time passed, the quicker my hope diminished.

“Do you want some water?’ Viktor whispered from behind me, curling an arm
around my shoulder.

“No,” | whispered back and shook my head. “If | drink any more water on an empty
stomach, I’m going to be sick.”

“Drink alittle, my siren. | don’t want you to fall sick.”

“1 don’'t want you to fall sick either,” | murmured, too hungry to make a sassy remark
like | normally would have.



“Don’'t worry, Astrid. We're nearly there. By my calculations, we should be docking
at the island first thing in the morning,” he tried to assure me. “You'll be able to
make it till the morning, won’'t you?’

| nodded and smiled for his sake so as not to worry him more than he already was,
but | honestly wasn't sure. My stomach felt like it would cave in within itself from
how empty it was.

“As soon as we get onto the island, I’'ll climb the highest tree for you and pick the
juiciest piece of fruit it has,” he promised me, and this time, even though it took more
effort than | had, | smiled.

“Things might be easier if you just climb the shortest tree,” | told him and smiled
wider when he chuckled.

“Even when you're half-crazed with starvation, you never fail to make me laugh, my
siren,” Viktor chuckled and leaned down to nuzzle the tip of his nose against mine. “I
knew there was areason | married you.”

| cocked ateasing brow at him. “Y ou only married me for my humour?’

Viktor opened his mouth, most likely to tease me back, but whatever he was going to
say was soon forgotten when shouts of anger sounded out from behind us.

“What is wrong with you? Can’t you see where you're going?’ Dagfinn growled, and
we turned just in time to see him push Laurence out of the way, making him stumble
back.

“What's wrong with me? What's wrong with you?’ Laurence frowned, catching
himself before he tumbled to the ground. “Why are you getting so angry over
something so simple?’



“Because you're getting up in my personal space,” Dagfinn huffed, a sour expression
on his face. “Just because that girl you're in love with won't let you come near her
doesn’t mean you have to impinge on everyone else’ s personal space.”

Laurence’'s jaw dropped, and he looked like he was about to blow his top. He
probably would have if Gustav hadn’'t stepped in, stretching his arms out to keep
Dagfinn and Laurence from ripping each other’ s throats out.

“There’s no need for this.” Gustav sent Dagfinn a warning look. “Everyone is just
temperamental because we're hungry. You don’t really mean any of this so let’s calm
down, okay?’

“Cam down?’ Dagfinn scoffed and rolled his eyes. “We would all be cam if only
you could do your one job.”

“That’s not fair,” Gustav groaned, his face growing hard. “How can you expect me to
cook a dish out of nothing? I’'m a Chef, not God! | can’t just whip up food from thin
ar.”

“Gustav would have something to cook if Jerrik caught some fish,” Hammond piped
up, fuelling the already blazing fire. He was sitting in the same spot against the rail as
this morning, refusing to move as if to preserve his energy. It was a good idea, but
adding to an argument was not.

“Don’t try to turn this on me,” Jerrik scoffed, defensive. | didn’t blame him. | had
gone fishing with Jerrik these past few days and experienced first-hand the frustration
of returning to The Serpent day after day empty-handed. “If you al sailed the ship
faster, maybe we could get into waters that actually have some fish for me to catch.”

“Caspian is aways at the wheel,” Latham frowned. “I always tell him I’'m better at
the wheel, and he should let me take over, but he never does. His ego won't allow



him to admit I’ m better than him.”

“Why is this suddenly being turned around on me?’ Caspian shot up in his seat, his
eyesfiery and accusatory as he glared at Latham. “I steer the ship because no one else
likes doing it for a long time. If you're a better sailor than me, why did we hardly
move last night when you were on night duty?”’

“There was low wind! How is that my fault? | can’t control the wind!” Latham
growled, looking as if he would reach for Caspian and shake some sense into him if
they weren't standing on opposite sides of the ship.

“QOdin could have told us about the wind,” Dagfinn muttered under his breath, but we
al heard him. “Maybe we could have done something about it if we knew about it
earlier.”

“What would you have doneif | did?’ Odin asked, annoyed.

“We could have planned accordingly.”

“How do you plan for no wind?’ Laurence laughed.

Dagfinn shrugged. “1 don't know. Garth could have played around with the sails or
something.”

“Don’t look at me like that,” Garth snapped, an unpleasant scow! on his face. “I may
have the most experience out of usal, but | can’'t control the weather.”

“And since when was it necessary for me to provide dailly weather updates?’ Odin
huffed, matching Garth’s expression. “We can prepare if there’' s a storm coming. But
how are we going to prepare for no wind?’



| tugged on Viktor's sleeve to get his attention. “They need to stop arguing,” | huffed
and tuned out the argument. All the back and forth was starting to give me a
headache. “Everyone is just hungry and are getting riled up for no reason. They're
wasting their energy. This will only tire them out quicker and make them even more
irritable.”

“This was bound to happen sooner or later,” Viktor groaned. “ Thisjob is hard enough
on a full stomach, but it's even harder when none of us has eaten anything in two

dayS.”

“Thanks to Crosby,” | snarled. We would have never been in this mess without
Crosby and his selfishness and pettiness.

“Yes, exactly!” Manny spoke louder than we had heard before, demanding our
undivided attention. “Why are we blaming each other when Crosby is at fault here? If
it weren't for him, we would have the dried food and flour for bread to eat while we
sall into waters that actually have fish for Jerrik to catch. Don't you see that turning
on each other only hurts us when the man truly at fault here is locked away in the
bottom deck?’

“Manny’s right.” | agreed with a nod. “There’s no point turning on each other when
we're not at fault. Crosby is.”

“It's still not too late to make him walk the plank,” Caspian grumbled under his
breath, and we all laughed.

“We just need to make it till morning when we reach that island, and then we'll
finally be able to get some food,” | said, trying to stay positive.

All everyone needed right now was alittle bit of hope.



“The morning, did you say?’ Roscoe called out, speaking up for the first time.
Something in his tone caught my attention, and | turned to look at what he was
staring at.

“Yes,” | murmured, using the same mystified, disbelieving tone as him.

In the not-so-distant distance, | could see the shadow of an island about half a day
earlier than we expected.

“Isthat what | think it is?’ Jerrik whistled under his breath as he walked closer to the
rail where Roscoe was standing, trying to get a better look at the mound in the
distance.

“It sure is!” Caspian grinned and pumped his fist into the air. Everyone else was
quick to follow in his celebrations.

| felt sick as | continued staring at the island, but that could very well be because |
had consumed only water for the past two days. Regardless, | pushed the gnawing
feeling away and focused on the positives, choosing to be hopeful.

This mystery island, which the crew had marked on the map in passing on their last
mission, was our only chance of survival right now.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

A swe headed toward the island, The Serpent glided hurriedly through the water. We
had yet to find out whether they were friends or foes, but right now, all that mattered
was getting our hands on food.

Hopefully, even if they were foes, we could buy hot meals and enough provisions to
last until we reached Greenland. The one place where gold coins held no value was at
sea, when there was nowhere to go and no one to buy anything from.

“Where is everyone?’ Manny muttered from behind me, a speculative expression on
hisface. It starkly contrasted against all the excited and delighted faces that the rest of
the crew sported. Don’'t get me wrong, | was excited to get my hands on some food as
well, but we were docking at their shore, and there was no one to welcome us. That
was strange.

No one came to see who was approaching their island, but with how hungry we all
were, we couldn’t focus on that right now. Instead, our attention fell on the trees,
their branches heavy with the weight of all the exotic fruits they grew. | reminded
myself to bring something back to the ship for Kis since she was fast asleep in our
bedroom.

“Safe for us to proceed, Captain?’ Caspian asked absent-mindedly, and | could have
sworn he was drooling.

“Go for it,” Viktor chuckled, the sound lighter and airier than | had heard it since the
last time we had food to eat. “Whatever we eat now, we'll pay for later. But pace



yourselves, men. Y ou don’t want to make yourself sick by going overboard.”

Viktor's advice was lost on them all, as half of them didn’t even wait for the ramp to
drop to jump over the ship's rail and onto the sandy shore. | couldn’t blame them.
Viktor and | weren’t far behind as we rushed down the ramp and ran along the coast
toward the trees and the bushes that contained more fresh fruit than | had ever seen.

Apples were my least favourite fruit, but right now, on this mysterious island, after
days without eating, the red, shiny apple in my hands was the most delicious thing |
had ever put in my mouth. With how quickly | devoured the apple, | was no better
than Caspian, whom | had made fun of only moments ago.

Before | could reach for another apple, Viktor showed up with some red berries. The
others were quick to follow, and before we knew it, we were all sat in a circle with
our collection of fresh fruit and vegetables in the middle, sharing and eating to our
hearts' content.

Once we couldn’t eat a bite more, we decided it was time to do some sleuthing and
find out where the inhabitants of this mysterious island were.

Why hadn’t they ventured out of their homes to investigate why strangers were
ransacking their trees and bushes for all their fresh produce?

Jorvik was beautiful, but it was nothing compared to this place. We didn’t know the
island’s name and would never have thought to stop here if we weren't in desperate
need of food, but it was the most beautiful island | had ever been on.

Not only were all the fruits we ate the freshest and juiciest | had ever tasted, but there
were also beautiful flowers everywhere. A single, wide path led from the shore to
what we could only assume was the island centre, framed by a thick bed of beautiful,
multi-coloured flowers.



“What should we do, Viktor?' Garth asked.

“We could stand in the centre of the square and shout as loud as we can until people
turn up?’ Caspian suggested with a cheeky grin, but Dagfinn quickly held onto the
back of his tunic before he could rush off and do just that.

Viktor shot Dagfinn a grateful smile. “That’s not a great idea,” he chuckled. “Let’s
find some huts and knock on afew doors.”

“Should we split up?’ Latham asked.

“No. Thisisland and its people are alien to us. It’s probably best if we stick together.
We don't want to ruffle any feathers before formally introducing ourselves to the
Chief,” Viktor said. He grabbed my hand before weaving us down one of the random
paths that led away from the square.

It didn’t take uslong to arrive at a small community of huts.

“Pick one,” Viktor prompted me, gesturing to the five huts we were surrounded by.

“The second one,” | murmured and then Viktor turned to nod to the crew.

Latham was the first to step forward. We al watched as he jogged up the few steps to
the hut and knocked twice. We waited and waited, but there was no response.

“I’m going to try again,” Latham told us, raising his hand to knock again. This time,
he had only managed to knock once more before the door swung open to revea a
sleepy, cranky, half-naked man—he was only wearing his breeches, but they were
hanging dangerously low on his hips. | couldn’'t help but laugh silently at how Viktor
casually shifted in front of me, shielding my view of this man and his naked chest.



“You don't have anything to worry about, pirate,” | assured my husband with a
giggle, pressing a hand to his back as | glanced around him.

The man rubbed the slegp from his eyes. “Who are you, and what do you want?’

“We were sailing by,” Latham began, purposely tiptoeing around the truth. “And
dropped by in hopes of some hot food and company.”

“Sailing by?” The man frowned and dropped his hands to examine Latham properly.
A long silence passed before his attention turned to the rest of us. “You're not from
Canne,” he said hesitantly.

“No, we're not.” Latham’s tone was soft and gentle as he held up his hands to show
he meant no harm. “We' re from Mann, which is approximately seven to ten days' sail
from here,” he lied smoothly, and Viktor squeezed my hand as if to assure me that
this was standard procedure. It surprised me initialy, but it made sense why they
wouldn’t be so forthcoming with such information. We didn’t know these people.
What if they turned out to be an island of cannibals or mass murderers? It was better
to be safe than sorry.

“We' ve never met anyone from Mann before,” the man murmured.

“Well, now you have. Do you think you could help us out with some food?’

“We sure can, but it’s probably best if you first get acquainted with the Chief. | know
he' [l want to meet our guests from Mann.”

Latham smiled and jogged down the steps. The man briefly disappeared into his hut
to grab atunic, which he pulled over his head as he joined usin the clearing.

“I"'m Brank,” the man introduced himself.



“I’m Latham.” He turned to Viktor. “And thisis Viktor. Our Captain.”

“Nice to meet you, Captain Viktor,” Brank smiled brightly at Viktor before moving
over to stand before us, Latham now long forgotten. | would have laughed at the
bewildered expression on Latham’s face if Brank hadn’'t been staring at me with a
peculiar expression on his face.

“Nice to meet you, Brank,” Viktor replied in a gruff voice, his gaze hard and
threatening as he glared at the man, but Brank’s eyes were still set on me. | shifted
closer to Viktor, seeking comfort in his touch.

“And who are you?’ Brank asked, his eyes set intently on me.

“Astrid,” | told him. “I’'m Viktor' swife.”

“The Captain’s wife!” Brank beamed brighter. “This is lovely. It's nice to meet you
al!” He turned to address the rest of the crew. “Follow me. I'll take you to meet the
Chief.”

The walk from Brank’s hut to the Chief’s only took a few minutes. He knocked on
the door and glanced over his shoulder at us. “I’'ll wait with you while you talk with
the Chief.”

“Thank you, Brank. That’s very kind of you,” Viktor smiled politely, but | knew him
well enough to know it was forced. | could tell he felt uneasy about meeting the Chief
of this mysteriousisland, and | didn’t blame him.

If we hadn’t been on the verge of going crazy with hunger or, worse, starving to
death, we would have never needed to stop here. Hopefully, the Chief would be
forthcoming enough to feed us and allow us to purchase some vegetation to keep us
going until Greenland.



Brank dropped his voice when the door opened and exchanged low murmurs with a
man we could only assume was the Chief.

“Which of you isthe Captain?’ The Chief asked, brushing past Brank to address us.

Viktor squeezed my hand and dropped it before stepping forward. Once again, |
didn’t miss the subtle way he stepped in front of me, shielding me from prying,
curious eyes. It would bother me if it were someone else, but | knew Viktor was only
protecting me and had my best interests at heart.

“I am,” he said, loud and clear, his voice dripping with authority. “My name is
Viktor. Viktor Thostenson.”

“Viktor Thostenson. That name sounds familiar,” the Chief murmured and accepted
Viktor's outstretched hand in greeting. “Well, it's nice to meet you, Viktor
Thostenson. | am Bjorn Nybo, the Chief of Canne. Brank tells me you're here for
food?’

Viktor confirmed with a nod. “I must admit, we ate some of your berries and fruit
along the shore. | apologise for not asking permission beforehand and am more than
happy to compensate you. We're aso looking to purchase some dried foods and
whatever else you can spare us.”

“Nonsense.” Bjorn waved a dismissive hand in the air. “Y ou are travellers of the sea.
We would be more than happy to help you. No money needed.”

“Are you sure?’ Viktor asked, an unsure expression on his face. “We wouldn’t want
to intrude.”

“Oh, you're not intruding at al,” Bjorn smiled widely and shook his head. “We'll be
able to spare some of our dried fruits, though it won’t be much. However, feel free to



help yourselves to some more of the produce from the trees lining the shore. Frankly,
we have far more than we're able to eat. Once plucked, they should be good to last
you several days.”

“Thank you, Bjorn. We appreciate that so much.”

“And to celebrate your visit, we will organise afeast!” Bjorn announced, catching us
al off guard. While we were al hopeful for some hot food, perhaps a filling meal or
two, afeast sounded far too much—especialy for people they didn’t know.

Viktor quickly denied with a firm shake of his head. “That’s very kind of you, but
you do not need to go to so much trouble.”

“1 don’t know how you do things back in Mann, but here in Canne, we do not let our
guests leave without filling their stomachs with lots of food and drink. | must insist,
Captain Viktor.”

Viktor pursed his lips and glanced over his shoulder. He glanced at the crew, who
looked very excited at the prospect of the abundance of food that a feast promised,
and then his eyes landed on me.

Even though | was nervous about being here, mainly because we were in a foreign
land and these people were amost suspiciously friendly, | smiled and nodded
encouragingly.

Viktor grinned and turned back to the Chief. “Thank you, Bjorn. We will be in debt
to you.”

“Nonsense,” Bjorn dismissed with a nonchalant snort. “Let me give you a tour of
Canne while the women get started on the feast.”



| plastered a smile on my face and moved to fall into place beside Viktor. We
followed behind Bjorn and Brank as they began the island tour. | was very excited
about al the help the Chief had offered us and the feast they were kind enough to
throw so impromptu, but something didn’t feel quite right to me.

| couldn’t help but feel like these people were far too friendly to a bunch of strangers,
but perhaps that’ s just how they were in Canne.

Maybe | was being overly cautious and sceptical for no reason.

Maybeit was al in my head.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

W e made it through half of the tour before remembering that Crosby was chained in
the bottom deck of The Serpent. Even though he deserved everything he had faced so
far, as well as what was coming for him when we returned to Jorvik, we couldn’t let
him die of starvation. It was a cruel fate, and leaving him to suffer at the hands of it,
we decided, was a little too cruel. Therefore, Viktor asked for afew crew members to
unchain him so he could eat something.

| joined Roscoe, Hammond, and Caspian as we cut the tour short and returned to the
ship. Viktor didn’t look too happy about it, but the tour was boring, and | got bored of
people staring at me because | was the only female among the crew. Besides, |
needed to take some food back for Kis.

“l don’t understand why we can't just let him starve,” Hammond grumbled. “He
deserves it for what he tried to do to you, Astrid.” That only referred to half of what
Crosby had done to me as Viktor, and | had yet to disclose the full extent of the truth

to the crew, as per my request.

“l agree with you there, Hammond, but the most we can do out here is make him
walk the plank and leave him to drown at sea,” | sighed.

Caspian grinned wickedly. “I like that idea.”
“Of courseyou do,” | giggled.

“He didn’t seem that scared about walking the plank,” Roscoe reminded us.



“1f we hold out until we return to Jorvik, his punishment will be worse,” | said.

“1 still wouldn’t mind watching him jump off the plank a few times before we return
to Jorvik,” Caspian grumbled, making us all laugh. The grumpy mood didn’t last long
as he turned to me with a grin and wiggled his eyebrows playfully. “I’m sure you can
convince Viktor to make that happen once we're back at sea.”

“1 make no promise, but I'll see what | can do,” | chuckled as we stopped in front of
The Serpent. The ramp was still down from earlier, but before | could follow the
others, | caught sight of something peculiar in the corner of my eye.

At the very end of the island, in the far distance, there were severa ships of varying
sizes. They lined the idand’ s shore along that side, partially hidden from view behind
thetall tree.

In al our hunger, we must have missed them earlier. Or perhaps it was because the
ships were strategically hidden behind tall trees, meaning that no ships would dock
that way and see them.

“Why does this island need so many ships?’ | frowned, and the others quickly
matched my expression when they saw what | was looking at.

“1 don’t know,” Caspian murmured, his frown mirroring mine. “Even we don’t have
that many.”

Hammond stopped halfway up the ramp. “I1t would make sense of them to have afew,
but there’'s so many of them.” He craned his neck for a better look. “I count eight
shipsintotal.”

“Why do they need eight ships?’ Roscoe asked, confused. “How do they maintain
them all?’



“It doesn’'t ook like they do,” Caspian snorted.

“To need eight ships, that must mean that they’ re huge on sailing, but neither Brank
nor Bjorn mentioned anything.” My frown deepened. “I’'m surprised they didn’t
mention it after Viktor introduced himself as Captain.”

“And they also said that they don’t get many visitors,” Roscoe reminded us.

Hammond frowned. “If they’re so big on sailing, surely they would have more
friends and visitors.”

“And we would have heard of them if they ever sailed our way,” Caspian said. “It
doesn’'t make sense for them to have eight ships.”

“It doesn’t make sense, but | guess we can ask them about it later,” | concluded, still
confused.

“Maybe at the feast,” Hammond mused aloud before turning to walk up the plank.
We all followed closely behind him.

We cut across the top deck to the stairs leading down.

“What do you think they’ll be cooking at the feast?’ Caspian asked.

Hammond shrugged. “Fish, meat, vegetables. The normal food that’s usually found at
feasts.”

“1 hope there are some rabbits,” Roscoe groaned, looking like he was about to start
salivating at the mouth any moment now. “I’ve been craving rabbit since we left
Isle.”



“Idle,” Hammond chuckled with a snort. “That feels like such along time ago now.”

“That’s not what | meant,” Caspian tutted. “There can’'t be any fish at the feast. How
would they catch some when we haven’'t found any for days?’

“They probably survive off meat and fresh produce,” Hammond said. “It's not the
best of diets, but they can't help it if they can’t get their hands on fish.”

“But wouldn’t they have run out of animalsto eat by now if that’s what they’re solely
relying on?’ | asked, catching onto what Caspian was trying to get at.

“They must have an excellent breeding plan, and I'm sure they trade with
neighbouring islands,” Hammond said, even though it would take over a week,
probably closer to two, to reach the closest neighbouring island. “We should ask them
about it later. We might be able to pick up afew tips and tricks to take back to Jorvik
with us.”

Caspian and | exchanged looks, neither of us convinced.
“Hello?’ Crosby immediately called out to us as he heard the door to the bottom deck
open. “Why have we stopped sailing? Why is it suddenly so quiet? What’ s going on?

Whereis everyone?’

“You sure have a lot of questions for a prisoner,” Hammond chuckled, dropping to
his kneesin front of Crosby to start unchaining him. Roscoe moved to do the same to
the other arm.

“Can someone please tell me what’s going on?’ Crosby groaned and kicked his leg
out in frustration. | rolled my eyes at his petulant attitude.

“Shut up, Crosby,” | snapped at him.



| had done alot of thinking over the past few days and concluded that | was so done
with Crosby.

Sure, | turned down his proposal, but | would have needed to turn down at least one
of them. There was no way | could have said yes and married both Viktor and
Crosby. Not that | was the least bit inclined toward the latter. Especially after he had
tried to force his touch on me and then was willing to let me drown when he realised |
wouldn’t let him have hisway.

Crosby deserved this and what he had coming for him, and | refused to feel sorry for
him anymore.

| couldn’t wait to return to Jorvik and see what punishment was picked for him.

“You can't treat me like this,” Crosby complained as if he was innocent and deserved
to be treated better. “Even though I’'m a prisoner, | have rights! And | have the right
to-"

“Shut up, Crosby!” | repeated, my voice far more forceful thistime.

Roscoe and Hammond laughed as they dragged Crosby off the ship. Caspian grinned
at me and shot me a thumbs-up. | chuckled at al their reactions. In such a short time
and space, these men had turned into family, and | looked forward to getting to know
them and their families better when we returned to Jorvik.

Despite our demands that he keep his mouth shut, Crosby continued grumbling. In an
attempt to shut him up, Caspian kicked out his legs, sending Crosby tumbling to the
floor and landing awkwardly on his knee, no doubt scraping it. The plan backfired
because Crosby just grumbled some more.

“Where are we?’ Crosby gaped once we reached the shore, his eyes wide as he took



in all thejuicy fruit and fresh berries hanging from the trees and bushes.

“That’ s none of your concern,” Hammond muttered. “We just need to get some food
in you so you won't die, and then we'll have you back in your chains.”

“Can't | take awak?’ Crosby pleaded. “I get no sunshine down on the bottom deck.
I’m practically withering away down there.”

“You should have thought about that before you tried to drown me,” | snorted and
crossed my arms over my chest. When Crosby turned to face me, begging me with
his eyes, | merely rolled mine and avoided his gaze as | walked ahead.

“Here, take that,” Caspian said, holding out a large orange he picked up from the
ground. It must have fallen off atree, but it wasn't an issue as we didn’t eat the skin.
Or at least, most of usdidn’t.

We all watched, surprised and dightly judgemental, as Crosby ignored the specks of
dirt and sand on the orange and bit straight onto it.

“Chief mentioned that you couldn’t finish off the tour because you had a prisoner to
deal with,” Brank called out, heading toward us with two other men.

“That's right.” Hammond stood up straight, though made sure not to stray too far
from Crosby. With how infatuated he was with the orange, | didn’'t think Crosby
would try anything funny. Especially not when Roscoe handed him a second orange.
He went into that one, too, without pedling it.

Moments like these made me feel bad for Crosby, and | had to remind myself that he
tried to kill me. A man like that didn’t deserve my sympathy.

“This is Rune.” Brank gestured to the man on his right, who smiled brightly and



waved in greeting. “And this is Sten.” He pointed to his left. Sten was far less
welcoming as he pursed his lips and watched us all with narrowed eyes. “How about
we finish the tour now that you’ ve got your prisoner?’ Brank offered, though his tone
made it sound like we had no choice but to say yes.

“Sure, that sounds great,” | forced a bright smile and stepped forward, not wanting to
raise too many eyebrows this early. These people were strangers, after all. “But | had
aquestion...” | glanced over my shoulder. “About those ships over there. Are they al
yours? They’re very impressive.”

“We like to think so too. That’s why we have them lined up like that,” Rune grinned.

“Do you have one Captain for all the ships or one for each ship?’ Caspian asked
casualy, feigning interest, but | could tell he had picked up on what | was doing.

“We don't have any Captains,” Sten told us, hisvoice alittle too firm for my liking.

“Sten means to say that we don't use those ships for sailing,” Brank quickly
explained, his smile bright and wide enough to compensate for Sten’s obnoxious
behaviour. “But forget about the ships. They're not important. Let’s get back to the
tour.”

We all smiled, but when the trio’s backs turned to lead the way, we all exchanged
funny looks. Crosby included. Their answers were a little strange, and it seemed like
they were desperate to stop speaking about the ships as soon as possible.

Why would you have eight large ships and not use them?

Why go to all the effort only to have them take up permanent space along the shore
and gather dust?



It made no sense.

Brank, Rune and Sten were quick to rush through the first part of the tour that Bjorn
had already taken us on, and we started off the second part at the town square, where
it appeared that nearly al the females in the isand had gathered to start work on
preparations for the feast tonight.

The women laughed and talked loudly, seemingly not noticing us standing there.
When Sten called out to them sternly, not sounding pleased in the dlightest, their
musings and laughter immediately ceased as their attention turned to us.

| kept the interested smile on my face the entire time as | made a show of listening to
what Brank had to say about the island square and the women who were cooking for

tonight’ s feast, but on the inside, my heart was pounding dangerously fast.

“Did you just hear what | heard?’ Caspian leaned over to whisper when the trio
momentarily turned their backs on us.

| gulped and nodded, trying not to look too alarmed. The horrified expression marred
my face for al of two seconds before | slapped a bright smile on my face just in time
for Brank to glance in my direction.

“I’m really looking forward to the feast tonight,” 1 smiled.

If Brank or the others saw through my lie, they didn’t show it.

“I’'m glad to hear that. | assure you, you'll love the food. The meat will be nothing
like you’' ve ever tasted,” Brank grinned, and we moved on to the next part of the tour.

| took advantage of the split moment to glance over my shoulder and lock eyes with
the other four, Crosby included. They all looked as baffled and afraid as | was, but we



couldn’t risk saying anything right now. Not when we needed to speak to the rest of
the crew first.

But one thing | was sure of. One of us could have easily misheard, but the chances of
all five of us mishearing what the cooks were discussing were slim to none.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

W hen the tour ended, Hammond came up with the excuse of needing to return
Crosby to the ship to lock him up once again. Caspian and | eagerly joined him while
Roscoe snuck away to join Viktor and the rest of the crew.

“We must have misheard,” Caspian muttered under his breath, not for the first time,
as he marched back and forth on the bottom deck, looking more troubled than | had
ever seen him.

“What? All of us?” Hammond asked, tinkering with the chains as he secured them
around Crosby’ s wrists, who, somehow, on the way back, had swiped a third orange

without us realising it.

“No.” | sat on an empty barrel, not in the mood to pace like Caspian. “We all heard
what they were talking about. There’'s no way that all of us could have misheard.”

Caspian still looked very alarmed. “But what if we did?’

“It'snot possible,” | insisted with a firm shake of my head.

“What’ s not possible?’ Viktor asked, catching us by surprise.

| glanced over my shoulder to see Viktor, Roscoe, and the crew walk into the bottom
deck. Roscoe closed the door behind them to give us privacy to talk; | assumed in

case any islanders had followed them back onto the ship. It was improbable, but |
suddenly felt very paranoid.



“You're not going to believe what we overheard,” | said.

Viktor moved to stand behind me, looping his arms around my waist. “ Try us.”

“Did you guys notice anything strange during the tour?’ | glanced at Viktor over my
shoulder, even though my question was meant for everyone.

“ Strange?”’

“I"'m sure there were a few strange things, but nothing pops to mind right now,” Garth
frowned, moving to sit on the barrel next to me.

“Well-" | started, but Caspian beat meto it.

“They’'redl cannibals!” Caspian declared with wide, fearful eyes.

“What are you talking about?” Laurence snickered, and the rest of the crew
laughed—all except Hammond, Caspian, and |I. Crosby didn’t laugh either, but that
was because he was eating red berries from the palm of his hand. | don’t think any of
us noticed him swipe those, either.

Hammond pursed hislips. “1 hate to agree with Caspian, but he' sright.”

“Thisis nothing to laugh about,” Roscoe scoffed. “We're not joking. We' re docked at
an island full of cannibals.”

“Cannibals?’ Viktor repeated, and | could hear the smilein hisvoice,

He didn’'t believe us. | didn’'t blame him because if the roles were reversed, | would
also struggle to believeit.



But we weren't joking, and we hadn’t misheard.

These people were cannibals, and we needed to leave as soon as possible.

| turned around on the barrel to face my husband. | pleaded with my eyes for him to
believeit.

“We're being serious, Viktor. Brank and two others were taking us on the part of the
tour that we had missed. When we got to the women working on the feast for tonight,
they were talking about the meat they were cooking as if they were people.”

“There has to be some misunderstanding here,” Garth said from beside us, but |
shook my head again.

“We can't all of misheard them,” | insisted. “Not only were they referring to the meat
they were cooking as a human, but several of them were wearing these necklaces
made out of teeth around their necks. You can argue that it's animal teeth, but when
you see them later, you'll see that they look just like human teeth. Like mine and
yours.”

“l did notice that the meat looked a little strange when we walked by,” Gustav
murmured, beginning to look doubtful. “It was redder and fleshier. Less fat than most
animal meats would have. The cuts are different than I’m used to as well.”

“You could tell all that by just looking at the meat?’ Viktor asked, not looking as sure
as before but still not wholly convinced.

Gustav nodded. “We're very far from Jorvik. | didn’t say anything earlier because |
thought maybe the animals were different here. | didn’t think much of it then, but the
more | think of it now, the more it seems that human meat could be a rea
possibility.”



Murmurs sounded around the group as we considered everything we had learned
about the island of Canne. When | heard a small meow and something furry brush up
against my ankle, | reached down and picked up Kis. | immediately buried my facein
her fur, nuzzling her close.

If these people turned out to be cannibals and they wanted to eat us, did that mean
they would eat Kis, too?

As if Viktor could sense the direction of my thoughts, he chuckled and reached
around me to drop his hand on Kis' head, scratching between her ears the way she
liked.

Okay, perhaps they wouldn't eat Kis, but | wasn't willing to take that risk.

These people were cannibals, after all.

“1 couldn’t help but notice that there weren’t any children around the island,” Jerrik
murmured, adding his two cents. “There’s so many adults but no children. We could
argue that maybe they’re all asleep or playing somewhere, but there's no toys, no

structures for them to play on... nothing .”

“Are you saying that they’re eating their own children?” Manny gasped with wide,
fearful eyes.

Jerrik shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. | don’t know.”

“How can they eat their own children?” Odin frowned, looking deeply disturbed.
“Don’'t they have hearts in their chests?’

“They’ ve probably eaten many hearts,” Caspian snickered, but no one laughed.



“Thisis al so bizarre,” Dagfinn groaned, running anxious fingers through his hair.
“But there are too many things to ignore and pass off as nothing.”

“It's not nothing,” Viktor frowned, his arms subconsciously tightening around me.
“But cannibals? I'm still not completely convinced.”

“What would it take to convince you? Have one of them bite down on my bones like
a chew toy?’ | snapped, the words coming out harsher than | had intended.
Immediately, | was regretful, but Viktor shook his head subtly, not needing an

apology.

“I’'m sure there’s an explanation for al of this, but even if they do turn out to be
cannibals, the last person | would want them to eat is you, my siren,” he laughed and
leaned in to kiss my cheek.

When everybody burst out laughing at his words, my cheeks flamed, and | buried my
face in his chest.

“That’s very reassuring, Captain,” Roscoe joked.

“You'll be the first person | give to them to eat,” Viktor joked back, and another
round of laughter filled the bottom deck.

However, the laughter quickly fizzled out when the reality of the situation we had
somehow landed ourselves in loomed over our heads once more.

“I"'m convinced that they’re cannibals,” Hammond persisted. “There's this line of
empty ships along the shore. We asked about them, and they said that no one uses

them. Like they’re just there for decoration.”

“1 spotted the ships, too. Bjorn quickly changed the subject when | asked about



them,” Viktor frowned, and | could practically see the cogs turning in his head.

“What if they're not eating each other?’ Garth mused aloud. “What if they’re eating
sailors who were na?ve enough to stop at Canne like us?’

“Think about it.” Jerrik snapped his fingers, his eyes wide with a look of realisation
dawning in them. “We haven't been able to catch any fish for the past week, so |
imagine they have the same issue. What else must they survive on if they don’t have
any fish? Surely, they can't survive on the limited fruit and vegetables they grow.
And it’s not like they have abundant animals here either.”

“And have you seen the amounts of huts they have?’ Laurence asked. “They have
more than double the huts we have back at Jorvik, and each is brimming with people.

More than just one couple.”

“With that many people, they’'re bound to have worked their way through al the
animals already,” Manny added. “ Probably even years ago.”

“We haveto think rationally here,” Viktor murmured, his eyes distant.

“What is there to think about?’ Odin snorted. “We need to get off the island. | refuse
to allow myself to be the next meal for these people.”

“Me neither!” Crosby agreed, but after a brief ook, we all went back to ignoring him.

“But if we leave, we're going to die at sea,” Jerrik groaned and buried his face in his
hands.

“I’'m with Jerrik on this one,” Gustav said. “There's no food, and who knows when
we'll find fish again? It could be a day or two if we're lucky, or it could even be
another week. We won't be able to go on long without food.”



“What do you want us to do?’ Laurence snapped at him. “ Stick around here and wait
to be eaten for dinner?’

“They’re not going to eat us. Not if we don’t let them.” Caspian shook his head
fiercely, though he still looked worried.

“I’m sure that’s what the crews of those other ships also thought,” Odin snorted and
rolled his eyes.

“Enough!” Viktor squeezed my hip before rising to his feet, a stern look on his face.
“1 see both sides of the argument here. Frankly, it doesn't look good for us either

way.”
| nodded and rose to my feet as well. “If we wait around here for too long, they're
going to eat us, but if we leave for the sea now, then we're going to die out there.
Either way, we'll end up dying, and no one will ever find us.”

“What are you saying?’ Garth asked, his voice deathly quiet.

“l hope you're not suggesting that we take this lying down,” Laurence frowned
deeply at me.

“No, of course not,” | said. “I think we need to time ourselves.”

“How so?’ Viktor asked, cocking his head to the side in a curious fashion.

“We stick around here for the feast and to gather as many supplies as we can. We
play nice so they don’'t suspect anything, and then tonight, after everyone has fallen
asleep, we sail away. The more food we grab, the longer we'll be able to survive out
on sea. We'll ration it. Try to make it last as long as possible, and hopefully, we'll be
back in waters where we'll be able to find some fish. At least enough to keep us adive



till Greenland where, hopefully, they won’t be cannibals.”

“I’m certain the people of Greenland aren’t cannibals,” Viktor chuckled from behind
me and leaned forward to press akissto my hair.

| loved many things about Viktor, but | especialy loved that he was never shy or
embarrassed to show me how much he loved me, regardless of where we were or who
we were with. And it was never in an overbearing way | had seen some men behave
with their wives.

The best part was that it was all subconscious, as if he did all these sweet little acts
without thinking—Iike it was second nature to him.

“Now, any objections to Astrid’ sidea?’ Viktor asked.

| couldn’t help but hold my breath as | glanced around the crew. No one stepped
forward to oppose my idea.

“Okay, great. A few of us will need to split up and grab some supplies. | don’t care
what it is. Aslong as it's something that we can eat, perhaps some of the berries or
fruits, that’s all that matters. We need to take enough where, hopefully, it will last for
a while but not too much, where Bjorn and everyone else will notice and start to get
suspicious. The last thing we need is for them to suspect that we know the truth about
them and their ways.”

“They’ ve also promised us some nuts and dried fruit, so we could remind them about
that during the feast,” Jerrik suggested, and everyone nodded in approval. The nuts
and dried fruit would last much longer than the fresh produce and would be easier to
ration.

“It might be a long shot, but we could try asking for some flour?’ Gustav asked. “I



can use the flour to make bread, which will keep usfuller for longer.”

Viktor nodded. “Good idea. We'll ask them at the feast.”

We all huddled together to finalise the finer details of the plan. It was optimistic, but
it could work if we executed it perfectly. If we didn’t, there was a good chance we

would all be on the menu for the next feast.

And there was no way | would let these people eat Kis or Viktor.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

V iktor and the crew had one job: to make up a series of excuses explaining why we
were late to the special feast this evening that was being held in our honour.

Jerrik, Caspian, and | left Roscoe and Manny to handle the food. They were to pick as
many berries, fruits, and other fresh produce as possible from around the beach and
load them onto The Serpent. Sure, we had permission from Bjorn, the Chief of Canne
himself, but | doubted loading the ship with as much as possible wasn't what he had
in mind.

“We need to hurry up and find something... anything ,” | whispered to the other two.

| probably could have done without whispering as everyone but us was at the feast,
but we couldn’t be too cautious. Not when our lives were on the line.

“1 think our best bet would be the rooms,” Jerrik said as he led the way across the top
deck of one of the pirate ships.

Unlike the top deck of The Serpent, which was cleaned every day, sometimes even
more than once a day, depending on the weather, this ship had definitely seen better
days. Not only were a few planks missing—Caspian nearly put his foot through
another one, which made me distrust the structural integrity of this ship—but there was
a horrid stench that seemed to linger on everything. And now it lingered on us as
well.

“1 think I’m going to be sick,” Caspian groaned and pressed his hand to his mouth. If



he had time to spare, | would have felt bad for him. Instead, | yanked on his elbow
and tugged him behind me so he wouldn’t fall behind.

If he was sick, it wasn't like he could make this ship stink any more than it already
did.

The two of us followed Jerrik as we explored the first ship, looking for evidence that
these people were cannibals. The first few rooms we examined were messy and stunk
even more than the rest of the ship, but there was nothing unusual. The same was true
of the rooms following it.

“Maybe we need to head down to the bottom deck,” | suggested when we only had
two rooms left to check.

“That might be agood idea,” Jerrik agreed.

We checked out the two remaining rooms on our way to the bottom deck. The first
was akin to all the others before it, but Jerrik stopped so abruptly in the doorway of
the second bedroom that | nearly ran into his back.

“Oh, God!” | exclaimed and pressed a hand to my mouth as | peeked around Jerrik at
the bloody scenein front of us.

“1 don't think there’'s any need for us to head down to the bottom deck anymore,”
Jerrik groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose, looking as if he was trying to stop
himself from being sick.

The same couldn’t be said about Caspian.

“I"'m definitely going to be sick now,” Caspian groaned. This time, when he looked
like he was going to be sick, | didn’t force him to stay with us.



This bedroom was similar to the others before it. Messy with a disgusting, pungent
stink. There were only afew differences, one of which was atrail of blood spots that,
when followed, led to a small pile of dead bodies. The blood looked dry and old, and
it had seeped through the floorboards to the deck below, hence the more pungent
stink.

| could only imagine just how worse the bottom deck was.

Although there were only three bodies in this room, the amount of blood surrounding
them suggested that, at one point, there could have been more. Perhaps the bodies
were removed as they were needed. And by needed, | meant when the people of
Canne ran out of human meat.

“The teeth necklaces make so much more sense now,” Jerrik whispered, leaning
forward for a better look at the bodies.

| followed his gaze and stared at the body peeking out from the bottom of the pile.
The face was disfigured entirely, looking as if they had been bludgeoned to death.
Upon closer inspection, it appeared that al his teeth had been individually plucked
from the poor man’s mouth.

“l can't look at this any longer,” | groaned and rushed to leave the room before |
threw up like Caspian was most definitely doing.

“Me neither,” Jerrik muttered.
He quickly followed me out of the room, closing the door behind him as if he were
worried about disturbing the people inside the room. Except, that wasn’t possible as

they were aready dead.

Jerrik and | gasped for breath when we emerged on the top deck. There was till a



pungent smell-we now realised this was the stench of dead bodies left to rot—but it
was nothing compared to the lower decks.

“How messed up must these people be?’ The question dripped with disgust.

“It looks like they’re killing the sailors and then storing their bodies on the ship,” |
tried not to gag as | spoke.

“And then retrieving them when it’s time for their next meal,” Jerrik finished my
sentence, looking alittle green in the face.

It was a miracle that neither of us had thrown up yet.

“Comeon. Let’s get out of here before we end up like one of them.”

Jerrik’s words scared me more than | cared to admit, so | quickly followed him.
When we passed Caspian on the way, throwing up over the side of the ship, | stopped

to rub his back to help ease the pain. Once he was done, the three of us fled the ship
faster than we had ever run before.

Only when we reached the sandy beach, severa feet away from the ship, we felt like
we could breathe again.

“I’ll never be able to eat meat again,” Caspian gulped, still very much green in the
face.

“Me neither,” | groaned and shook my head. “Come on. We' ve been gone long
enough. We must get to the others and join the feast before they realise we' re missing

and get suspicious.”

Jerrik, Caspian, and | rushed down the beach and crouched behind the bushes where



Roscoe and Manny were collecting fresh produce to take with us. | ignored the fact
that this felt like stealing and reminded myself that these people were literal
cannibals. Stealing fruit was the least of our worries right now.

Thankfully, no one paid attention as we snuck into the feast to join the others. Things
were in full swing, and there was plenty of food. There was even entertainment in the
form of a magic show and fire breathing, which would have been impressive under
any other circumstances.

| glanced down at the plate in front of me. The meat looked suspiciously like boar,
but | wasn't fooled. | knew it was human meat.

“l can't eat this,” | exhaled under my breath, keeping my face neutral because | knew
people were stealing glances at us. We were the guests of honour, after all.

“Me neither,” Viktor agreed, and like me, he sported a poised smile. “Just cut into it
and keep moving your mouth. Make it look like you're eating it, but don’t swallow.
Empty your mouth into the napkin each time.”

| gulped and nodded, quickly matching his happy smile, even though | felt anything
but.

| didn’'t need to glance around the crew to know that they were doing the same thing
as Viktor and I, making it look like we were eating the meat but not really eating it.
Instead, we feasted on cooked vegetables and baked bread, but | didn’t eat as much as
a person who hadn’t eaten in several days typically would have. Discovering the truth
about these people tampered with my appetite.

“Did you find anything?’ Viktor leaned over to ask, pressing akissto my hair.

He still maintained the happy smile, but | knew him well enough to see through it. |



could see that he was tense and worried, that his mind kept wandering to our grand
escape tonight when the island of Canne fell asleep. The last | had heard, Bjorn had
been talking about setting us up in afew huts, and while Viktor had tried to convince
him that we were fine in our own beds on the ship, Bjorn wouldn’t take no for an
answer.

Usually, being offered a warm, stagnant bed after spending weeks at sea would be an
impossible offer to turn down, but knowing that we would be sleeping amongst
cannibals made it lose its appeal.

“We found more than we thought we would,” I murmured so the people of Canne
wouldn’t overhear. “ They’ re killing the sailors and storing them on the ships. They're
ripping out their teeth and using them to make necklaces for their wives. We think
they get more from the ships when they run out of bodies. We don’t know how many
there are because we got sick after checking the first one.”

“Thisisworse than | thought.” Viktor’s expression dropped for just a moment before
that perfect smile was back on his face. “As soon as everyone is asleep, we're
leaving.”

“Roscoe and Manny have gathered enough fruit and berries to last a few days. If we
ration tightly, maybe we can make them last longer.”

“And Bjorn has agreed to throw in a bag of flour with the nuts and dried fruits,” he
said. “Wejust need to pick them up from the cooks after the feast.”

Viktor and | would have continued planning, but we realised Bjorn was watching us.
He had an easy smile and watched us intently while he ate like we were putting on a
show. | smiled at him and glanced away to speak to Odin on my left. Viktor did the
same with Gustav on his right. We kept up the act for the remainder of the feast, and
when a woman dropped by to collect our dirty plates, | kept the napkin out of sight so



shewouldn’t seeiit.

“What's wrong, Astrid?’ Bjorn suddenly called out to me. Despite how far he sat
from me, his voice was so loud and booming that he silenced everyone at the feast,
turning all eyes on me. “Was the meat not to your liking?’
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| t was unnerving to have so many pairs of eyes on me.

“It waslovely,” | forced asmile, hating Bjorn’s probing eyes on me.

“Are you sure? Because it seemsyou didn’t enjoy it,” he chuckled, amused.

“l promise | enjoyed it. I'm just not a big meat eater,” | lied smoothly and held his
gaze, needing him and everyone else to believe me.

“That makes sense.” His smile tipped dlightly higher at the corners before turning to
Viktor. “You looked like you enjoyed the meat.”

“Yes,” Viktor smiled brightly. “It was the best cut of meat |’ ve ever eaten.”

“I’'m glad you think so,” Bjorn grinned, genuinely delighted. “We'll be happy to pack
you some to take with you tomorrow.”

“That's so kind of you, but we couldn’t,” Viktor denied, his tone polite. “You've
been so kind and hospitable to us. We don’'t want to put you out even more than we
aready have.”

Bjorn made a dismissive sound. “Nonsense.”

“1 know we previously discussed leaving in the morning, but | think my crew and |
should return to sea tonight. We're already a few days behind on our mission, and |



don’t want to risk falling behind even more.”

“What are you talking about?’ For the first time this evening, Bjorn’s smile dimmed,
and for afleeting moment, | couldn’t help but think that there was something sinister
about him that we hadn’t noticed before. But it was gone as quickly as | spotted it,
and the bright smile promptly returned. “It’'s so late and dark already. We couldn’t
possibly let you leave at this time of night.”

“It's not that dark,” Viktor denied with a light-hearted chuckle, and maybe | was
biased, but he was right.

It certainly wasn’t as bright as it had been an hour before, but it wasn't dark enough
to cal it anight just yet.

“No, but it will be very soon, and | won’t be able to sleep tonight knowing that | let
you all leave like this without a good night’s rest.”

Viktor smiled, but | could tell he was getting frustrated. Bjorn wasn't going to give
up, and we all knew it.

“That’s very kind of you, Bjorn.” His smile was tenser than before. “It would be rude
for me to turn down the offer once again, so we'll accept. Thank you for your
hospitality. If it's okay with you, my crew and | will head to bed now. It's been a
long day, and we'd like to set sail nice and early tomorrow.”

“Great.” Bjorn grinned. “Brank, do you mind showing Captain Viktor and his crew to
their huts for the night?”’

“We'll be fine. Brank aready showed us earlier,” Viktor dismissed casually as he
rose to his feet. He held a hand out for me, and | gladly accepted it, allowing him to
help me up. The expression on his face remained light and carefree, but the way he



squeezed my hand told me how he was truly feeling. Nervous, anxious and all other
synonyms of those words.

“That’s brilliant,” Bjorn grinned, not seeming the least bit fazed. “We'll seeyou al in
the morning for breakfast, then.”

“Good night.”

| waited until we were away from the feast to ask, “They didn’'t believe us for a
second there, did they?’

“Nope.” Viktor shook his head and squeezed my hand, his grip tight but not painful. |
couldn’t bring myself to complain in the slightest. Not when we were all scared for
our lives here.

“This way,” Odin directed us, having scouted the area earlier. He took us down a
shortcut through the trees to the beaches, avoiding anyone seeing us. We all quietly
hurried after him, and true to his word, he led us to the beach in record time.
However, we needed to move faster. If the people of Canne realised that we weren’t
in our designated huts, they would come down to the beach where The Serpent was
docked. We needed to be gone before that happened.

The only unfortunate part of Odin’s shortcut was that it landed us on the other side of
the beach from where The Serpent was docked.

“Hurry!” Viktor whispered harshly.

He pushed me forward, making me the first person to walk up the plank. As soon as |
was on The Serpent, | rushed to therail to watch him.

Viktor was the epitome of atrue Captain. He made sure that the entire crew got onto



the ship before he did, but at that moment, | wanted nothing more than for him to get
on before everyone else. Just as he needed to know that everyone was safe, | needed
to know that he was safe.

A light shone over the trees leading away from the feast. | watched as it moved away
from our huts, quickly following the shortcut that Odin had led us down.

“They know that we've left!” The words rushed out of my mouth. “Hurry up!
They’re nearly onto the beach!”

They must know that we figured out what they were.

Cannibals.

“Hurry up, men!” Viktor roared, shoving at the few still yet to climb the plank. “I
don’'t know about you, but | have no intentions of becoming tomorrow’ s breakfast.”

Even though the ramp was designed to take only the weight of one person at a time,
the last few crew members on the shore rushed up it simultaneously. Two was risky
when it was clamed that the plank could only handle the weight of one
person-though | had afeeling that the weight of two young teenagers, such as Roscoe
and Manny, added together to equate to the weight of one fully grown man. Three
would be stupid, and all three of them would end up on their asses, and we would be
stuck with the issue of a broken ramp and the prospect of losing three of our men to
an isdand of hungry, bloodthirsty cannibals.

Roscoe and Manny were the last ones onto The Serpent, leaving Viktor the only man
on the shore, waiting for his turn to climb up the ramp. The entire time, | willed for

them to move quicker so Viktor could follow.

| wouldn't be at rest until Viktor wrapped his arms around me, assuring me he was



safe.

“Hurry, Viktor! They're nearly here!l” | screamed at him as he climbed onto the ramp.

| held my breath the entire time Viktor climbed up the plank. He al but threw himself
over the side and onto the ship, and Caspian had The Serpent pulling away from the
land before the others could pull up the ramp. | winced at the sound of the bottom of
the ramp cracking, no doubt making it difficult for us to use it next time, but that was
the least of our worries right now.

We were all safe from the cannibals, and that was all that mattered.

| exhaled in relief and dropped myself to the ground next to Viktor, throwing my
arms around his neck and holding him tightly.

“They were so close to getting you,” | whispered, unable to stop picturing some of
Bjorn’s men less than a foot away from him. If Caspian hadn’t started sailing away
when he did, they would have been able to get onto the ramp themselves...and |
didn’t even want to think about what would have happened then.

“I would never let that happen, my siren,” Viktor into the crook of my neck. “I will
never leave you.”

“Good.” | pressed my mouth to his in a quick, chaste kiss, not wanting to give the
crew ashow. “I loveyou, pirate.”

He squeezed my hips and followed my retreating mouth for another kiss. “1 love you,
my siren,” he grunted into my mouth.

| pressed my hands to his chest and playfully pushed, wanting to put some distance
between us before we got carried away. While Viktor held me, whispering sweet



nothings into my ear, | glanced around at all the crew to do a head count, needing the
assurance that everyone had made it safely onto the ship.

| counted thirteen, including Viktor and myself, which was correct, but the orange
peel on the deck afew feet away made merigid, and fear washed over me.

Crosby.
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“ Pleasetell me Crosby is chained in the bottom deck,” | al but begged, staring at all

the crew with wide eyes. | was trying to think positive thoughts, but it wasn't
working.

“He' s not,” Hammond whispered in a small voice, his eyes just as wide and fearful as
mine. “He said he was hungry, so | unchained him earlier to get some fruit.”

“Where is he now?”’
My question was answered with deafening silence.

“He must still be on the island,” he murmured, his voice low and barely audible,
sounding ashamed.

“How could this have happened?’ | groaned, pressing my face into my hands to
muffle the panicked shout. “How could we have left one of us behind like this?
They’re going to eat him alive!”

“We'll figure something out,” Viktor tried to assure me, but his words didn't do
much. Not when | knew Crosby was up against an island full of cannibals. | wouldn't
be surprised if they were already planning how to eat him.

“Don’'t get so worked up over this, Astrid,” Laurence said, looking as troubled as |
felt. “It'sonly Crosby. Maybe thisis the punishment that we were holding out for?’



“That’s aterrible way of looking at it,” | groaned.

“1 agree with Astrid,” Hammond frowned deeply. “This isn’'t right. We have to go
back for him.”

“Are you crazy?’ Latham exclaimed. “We can’'t go back for him! We'll be walking
ourselvesinto the lion’s den!”

“There’s no point getting all us all killed for just one person,” Gustav sided with
Latham. “1 know it sounds horrible, but we must be realistic.”

“And it's Crosby!” Odin reasoned as if that was a good enough excuse in itself. It
wasn't, but | didn’t blame him for feeling that way. If Canne weren’t an island full of
cannibals, | would have celebrated leaving Crosby behind. “It's not like he's a saint
worthy of being saved.”

“But does he deserve to be turned into breakfast?’ Viktor groaned.

“What are you suggesting? That we turn around and get him?’ Garth asked. “You're
Captain. Whatever you choose, we'll stand by you and honour your decision.”

Viktor groaned lowly and pressed his hand to his forehead, looking truly tormented.
“Asbad as| fed for Crosby, we can’'t risk al of our livesfor just one person. | hate to
say it, but Crosby isn't worth it.”

“Viktor?' | turned to face him, begging him for something | knew he couldn’t give
me. Not without risking all our lives.

When he sighed and shook his head just dlightly, a pitiful look on his face, | moved
over to the rail. Islanders were lined along the shore, all angered and cursing us for
escaping their greedy clutches.



| sincerely hoped that after they finished working their way through the pile of bodies
they already had piled up, they wouldn’t get their hands on any more sailors and then
eventually die of starvation. That was the least of what they deserved after killing and
eating so many people.

Eating humans. Imagine!

Despite Crosby’s attempt to kill me not long ago, at this moment, | really felt sorry
for him. How could I not when we had practically signed his death certificate by
leaving him behind? Albeit accidentally.

No one deserved such a horrendous fate. Not even Crosby.

| closed my eyes and clasped my hands together, praying for him. | prayed that
regardless of how he was killed, whether they yanked his teeth out, skinned him, or
tried to cook him alive, he would die quickly and not feel any pain.

The notion of Crosby suffering and living through it all made me sick to my stomach.

When | opened my eyes after praying, | blinked several times to ensure | wasn't
seeing things.

Had my prayer already been answered?

“Is that...” Hammond's voice trailed off in question from beside me, unable to
believe hiseyesjust as| was.

“It is,” | gulped and nodded my head frantically. “It's Crosby!” | turned around to
whisper harshly to the crew, not wanting to give him up to the cannibals in case the
wind carried the sound of my voice.



A series of questions, denials and exclamations sounded aloud as everyone rushed
over to therail to look at the dead man walking. Well, it was more like running.

Crosby had alarge sack hanging over either shoulder. | had no idea how he could run
so fast with them.

The cannibals hadn’t spotted him yet, as he was still a reasonable distance away from
them, but he couldn’'t keep running aong the shore. If he did, he would end up
running into them, and there was no way he would make it out of that crowd alive. Or
with all his teeth.

As if he could sense our thoughts, Crosby veered off to the water and dived into it,
making a considerable effort to swim toward us while still carrying the sacks. He was
still far away from the group of cannibals that had gathered where the ship had been
docked, but they all turned their heads at the sound of someone diving into the water.

“We need to help him!” | called over my shoulder, but Viktor and Jerrik had already
sprung into action. They were aready on the rowboat and halfway down the ship as
Hammond and Odin turned the mechanical wheel asfast as they could.

My heart hammered painfully in my chest as | watched them reach the water and row
toward Crosby, who was struggling with the two sacks he was trying to carry with
him. | was in the right mind to scream at him to leave them, as making it out of the
water alive was the most important thing right now, but he wouldn’'t be able to hear
me. We were too far away.

“They have to make it,” | murmured to myself as my eyes continuoudy flitted
between Crosby swimming and Jerrik and Viktor rowing toward him at an
exponential rate. All the while, we sailed away from them all, as well as the few
cannibals who were brave enough to dive into the water and attempt to get to Crosby
before Viktor and Jerrik did.



| could aready tell they wouldn’'t make it as they had fumbled around too much
initially and wasted precious time. There was now too much distance between them
and Crosby, and by the time Crosby was finally pulled onto the boat—as well as at the
two large mystery sacks he had stubbornly refused to leave behind—there was still so
much distance between them and the rowboat.

Viktor and Jerrik were fast and had already turned the rowboat around to row back to
us. | could imagine how exhausted they were, but they gritted their teeth and pushed
on. The fear of being eaten alive was enough for Crosby to grab the third oar and help
row despite resembling a drowned rat.

They were moving slightly faster now, but it wasn’t enough for them to catch up to us
fast enough.

Everyone on board held their breath as we watched the island called Canne fade into
the background, taking their swimming cannibals with them. Caspian stopped the
ship to allow Jerrik, Viktor and Crosby to catch up to us.

The entire time, | kept my gaze trained in the distance, fearful that in the meantime,
the cannibals would catch up to us, but thankfully, | didn’t spot anything or anyone.

| threw myself at Viktor before he could get off the boat. This time, no one laughed.
Instead, we all released the breaths we had been holding, and Caspian quickly started
sailing the ship again.

For cannibals who ate sailors, they were terrible at anything to do with the water.
They could have gotten onto one of their ships and sailed after us if they wanted.
They probably would have been able to catch up to us as well, but it appeared that
they were more concerned with eating the people of the sea than learning the way of
the sea.



It was too bad for them, but it worked out in our favour.
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C rosby was no longer a prisoner. He had been promoted back to part of the crew, but
that didn't mean anyone trusted him. Jerrik certainly didn't, and for that reason,
Crosby wasn’t allowed to join us fishing anymore.

A few of the others had warmed up to him, no doubt thanks to the two large sacks
that he had stolen from Canne when we were in the midst of escaping. One was filled
with flour for bread and the other with nuts and dried fruits. They were the items
Bjorn had promised us, but we forgot to collect them in our haste to leave.

Together with the fresh produce we had swiped before the feast and the little fish we
had caught these past few days, the food lasted alittle over a week, but now, we were

back to meals that wouldn’t fill even one-fifth of our stomachs.

“This is our best yet,” Jerrik exhaled in relief as we dropped the oars and patiently
waited for them to reel us back onto The Serpent.

| joined Jerrik in his relief. “Six fish isn't going to last long, but it's the most we' ve
seen in two weeks. | hope this means that we' re back in more habitable waters.”

“It sure looks like we are, and about time, too.”

Everyone was just as delighted as we were when we showed them the six fish we had
been lucky to catch today. It was five more fish than we caught yesterday.

Gustav quickly fried two fish and left the other four for the coming days. Even



though Jerrik and | were hopeful that things were starting to look up for us, we could
not guarantee that we would be able to catch more fish tomorrow.

| wasn’t surprised to find Crosby sat among us. This was the way it had been since
we had fled from Canne, theisland of cannibals.

When everyone had gone to sleep that night, | poked Viktor awake and demanded
that Crosby be upgraded from the bottom deck. To my surprise, he had already
discussed it with the crew, and they all agreed that Crosby would be promoted to one
of the crew aslong as it was fine with me. However, he had warned me that one foot
out of line would result in Crosby being back chained in the bottom deck quicker than
he could beg for mercy.

Viktor and | had had some beautiful, mind-blowing, toe-curling sex before, but that
night was extra special. Knowing that this gorgeous man, whom | was lucky enough
to call my husband, could read my mind and know what | felt before | even
mentioned it to him made me feel so fortunate. And tingly between my legs.

Crosby had been helping with cleaning and smaller tasks around the ship. No one yet
trusted him with the more critical tasks, and | was sure that Jerrik would rather drown
himself than allow Crosby back on the rowboat with us, but he had been earning his

keep.

After dinner and ale, Crosby helped Gustav clean up and went to the second deck,
where he was rooming with Hammond.

| would have also loved to join them on the second deck, but Viktor was on night
duty. And if Viktor was on night duty, so was |, much to his dismay.

“You should go to bed, my siren,” Viktor murmured from behind me, bowing his
head to kiss my neck.



“I'mnot tired,” | lied, but | was betrayed by a big yawn not even amoment |ater.
“Not tired, hun?’ Viktor laughed, and | couldn’t help but joiniin.

“Not as tired as | was that night we ran away from those wicked cannibals,” |
chuckled, and even though the joke was lighthearted, Viktor let go of the wheel and
curled one arm around my waist, saying so much to me with that ssmple action.

“1 would never have let them eat you,” he whispered.

“Thanks for the reassurance, but after they chewed through your bones, I'm not sure
if you would be able to stop them from doing the same to me.”

“We need to work on your positivity, my siren.” He playfully nipped my neck,
making me giggle and squirm in his arms, but | froze when | felt something wet on
my shoulder, seeping through the material of my dress.

“Viktor?” | whispered, my voice deathly quiet.

When | turned my head to glance over my shoulder, he nuzzled his face further into
my neck. “Don’'t look at me, Astrid. | don’t want you to see me like this.”

My lips parted in shock. “What’' s wrong?’

“Nothing,” he tried to deny, but his voice cracked so painfully that | felt like my heart
was also breaking. “I’ [l be fine. Just give me a moment to collect myself.”

“Why are you crying?’ | asked in asmall voice, turning around in his arms. Reaching
up, | pried his hands away to cup hisface.

This wasn't the first time | had seen Viktor shed tears, but it was the first time | felt



my heart cracking with each wet tear that rolled down his face.

“You need to tell me what’s wrong, Viktor, so that | can fix it,” | urged him quietly,
struggling to keep my voice from cracking with emotion. “Did something happen?
Areyou hurt?’

“A lot of things have happened on this trip,” Viktor gulped and lowered his gaze,

refusing to meet my eyes. “And I've nearly gotten you killed on more than one
occasion.”

“What are you talking about?’

“You nearly drowned. Then you nearly starved to death, and then after that, you were
nearly eaten alive by cannibals. All of those things are my fault. If it weren’'t for me,
you never would have been in danger like that,” he sniffled and wiped away the tears
before they could fall. When he finally met my eyes, his face was hard, and his
expression was serious. “1 don’t want you to see me like this, my siren. Please go to
bed. I’ [l see you in the morning.”

If my husband thought it was that easy to get rid of me, he had another thing coming.

| pinned him with a hard stare. “Are you my husband or not?’

“What kind of question isthat?’

“Answer my question,” | demanded.

“Of course, I’'m your husband!”

“Then why are you trying to hide your pain from me?’ | whispered, blinking back
tears of my own. “Don’t you trust me to protect you? To care for you?”’



“What? Of course | do, Astrid!” Viktor gaped at me, looking offended. “I don’t want
you to ever think like that.” He shook his head and reached for me, pulling me into
his arms and wounding them tight around me, leaving no room for escape. Not that |
would ever dream about leaving Viktor’' s arms.

“l don't ever want you to fedl like you have to hide your feelings from me,” |
mumbled into his chest, holding him just as tight as he was holding me. “Y ou can tell
me anything. Y ou know that, right?’

“l know, | know,” Viktor sighed and nodded, still looking a little defeated. “I know
that, but | feel like all I’ve done is fail you lately.” It hurt me to hear him talk like
this, but I knew he needed to get al this off his chest.

“lI haven't been able to sleep since we returned from Canne,” Viktor admitted,
whispering into my hair as he held me like | was the most precious cargo on this ship.
“Every single night, | lay awake holding you. | wanted you with me because |
thought | could keep you safe, and | couldn’t imagine spending months at sea without
you. | knew the distance and yearning would kill me, and | still stand by that, but
everything has been going wrong lately. Y ou' ve been in danger over and over again,
and I've been helpless to save you. | can't fall asleep at night knowing how I've
failed you, and I'll keep failing you if | don’t change my ways.”

“1 don’t want you to change your ways, pirate. Y ou're absolutely perfect the way you
are. | love you the way you are.” | pulled back dlightly to stare up at him. When he
refused to meet my eyes, | cupped his face and peppered kisses all over his face until
he looked at me. “Did you hear me, Viktor? | love you. More than a person can ever
love somebody, and | love you so much for bringing me with you. I don’t know how
| would have gotten this far without you, having to miss you every day. Things have
been crazy lately, but we've al been in danger.” | nuzzled the tip of my nose against
his. “When you got onto the rowboat with Jerrik to save Croshy, | wanted nothing
more than to scream for you to come back. | didn’t want the cannibals to eat Crosby,



but | didn’t want it enough to risk you, Viktor. | don’t know what I'd do if something
happened to you. | truly wouldn’t be able to live without you, so please don't put
yourself in that position again.”

Now, | was crying.

“1 wouldn’t be able to live without you either, my siren,” Viktor whispered, inching
his mouth closer to mine, brushing a soft kiss against my lips.

“Then it seems like we're at an impasse,” | smiled against his lips. “You keep
worrying about me, and I'll keep worrying about you, okay, pirate? Because not
worrying about each other is impossible, but | need you to sleep at night, okay?
Please do it for me. | need to know you' re okay.”

“I promise I'll try,” he whispered, and his lips turned up slightly at the corners when |
gave him a pointed look. “For you, I'll try anything, my siren.”

“And | don’t want you to hide your feelings from me anymore, okay? I’m your wife.
Y ou're supposed to tell me these things. Y ou’ re supposed to confide in me so we can
share the burden. We' re ateam, remember?’

“I’'m so grateful you're my wife, Astrid,” he groaned and pressed his mouth to mine
again, this kiss harder and more passionate than before. “And | promise not to bottle
my feelings anymore.”

“That’s all | can ask for,” | sighed wistfully against his mouth. “I love you, Viktor.”

“And | loveyou, Astrid. More than you can imagine. Never forget that.”

“I wouldn’'t ever dream of it,” | smiled, turning my head to rest against his chest,
seeking the comfort that only my husband could provide.



Viktor kept his foot on the button the whole time, so we continued gliding through
the water. His arms were tight around me, and the blanket he had wrapped around us
was warm. Before | knew it, | found myself drifting off to sleep.

| didn’t know how long | was out, but some time later, Viktor shook me awake with
an alarmed |ook.

“What isit? What'swrong?’ | asked, gasping as | surged awake.

“The King's Lost Island...Treasure Island,” Viktor whispered into the darkness,
turning me around to stare into the distance.
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“ A reyou sure?’ | asked, subconscioudly tightening my grip on the soft material of
Viktor’ stunic.

| couldn’t admit it aloud, but | was afraid that after what happened last time, if | let go
of him, he would be lost to me forever.

“It has to be.” He nodded, looking sure of himself. “It’s unaccounted for on the map
from Greenland. We thought it was on the other side of Greenland, but they must
have made a mistake. Or maybe we did. You'd be surprised how often these things
happen.” Viktor’ s rambling told me he truly believed it, and | believed him.

| had to rub the sleep from my eyes and squint to be able to make out the shape of the
island he was pointing at. It was small because we were so far away, but it was

definitely an island.

“We're here right now.” He pointed at the map, a few inches below the spot of land
circled severa timesin red and labelled as‘ Treasure Island ’.

“It's too near,” | protested, my lips curving down at the corners. “We're not even
supposed to see Treasure Island from here.”

“The map must be off.” His eyes were glued to the map. “ Greenland must have made
amiscalculation.”

“Or maybe thisisn’'t Treasure Island?’



Viktor frowned. “How can you be sure?’

| pursed my lips. “What if this is just another island?’ | asked, studying the map.
“What if thisisland is like Canne? What if it’s dangerous?’

He squeezed my hip. “We'll be more cautious thistime,” he assured me. “1 promise |
won't let anything happen to you, my siren. Do you trust me?”’

“With my life,” | exhaled and leaned into his chest, needing him like | needed air.
“I"'m just worried.”

“1 know, my siren. I’m also worried but have a gut feeling about this.” He brushed his
lips against my forehead. “1 might be wrong, but we can’t ignore thisisland. Let’s sail
around it and continue forward. If the map is correct and this is just another island
that isn't on it, we'll continue to Greenland. They’ll be able to confirm if the map is
mistaken.”

| nodded, but | wasn’'t wholly convinced.

“How many days have we left until Greenland?’ | asked.

“Five”

So, that would be five days to get to Greenland and then another five days to get back
to thisidland if it did turn out to be Treasure Island. If the map were indeed wrong,

then it would be a massive waste of time.

Two hours passed on our journey to Greenland, and we were close to the mystery
island.

“If this does turn out to be Treasure Island, then the pirates were just rumours,” |



murmured, glancing around the shore but not spotting a single ship anywhere. And
certainly not one that resembled belonging to a wicked and dangerous group of
pirates.

“1 had afeeling that they were just rumours,” Viktor murmured, and | didn’t miss the
sound of relief in his voice. “You're still not convinced this is Treasure Island, my

siren?’

“I'm not sure anymore.” | gnawed on my bottom lip. “What are the chances
Greenland would fail to mention that they had another deserted island nearby?’

“ Absolutely no chance.”

“It's deserted like we expect Treasure Island to be,” | murmured. “One deserted
island right next to another deserted island? What are the chances?’

“You took the words right out of my mouth, my siren,” he chuckled, and | didn’t miss
the way he pressed his foot down harder on the button to make the oars row faster.

“1 really don’'t have a good feeling about this, Viktor.”

“What do you want to do?’

“Maybe we should just go to Greenland.”

“Okay,” he agreed but didn’t sound convinced.

Viktor and | were still torn about whether this was Treasure Island, but we continued
to sail around it anyway. Another two hours passed, and the mystery island was a

blimp in the background as we left it in our wake, but | couldn’t get rid of the uneasy
feeling in the pit of my stomach.



“Do you think 1I'm being too cautious?’ | asked. “What if it turns out to be Treasure
Island, and we're just wasting our time by not checking it out now.”

Viktor was silent for a moment, thinking hard. “ The worst that can happen is that we
waste some time and must come back.”

“And the best?’

“It turns out to be Treasure Island, and we make all of Barden’ s dreams come true.”

“ And map miscalculations? Y ou said they’ re common.”

“More common than you think,” he chuckled, the sound alittle strained.

“It sure does look deserted,” | murmured, eyeing the overgrown greenery and forest
which ate away at the back of the island, making it impossible to dock there and

forcing usto go around to the front once again.

Viktor squeezed my hip. “What do you want to do, my siren? Air on the side of
caution or take arisk and pray it pays off?’

Even though | was severely traumatised by our experience at Canne, | reached out for
the wheel and turned it as far as | went. Viktor grinned into my hair as The Serpent
did a three-sixty-degree turn, and before we knew it, we were docking up at the
mystery island.

Viktor didn’t bother putting down the ramp for us to walk down, as it was only the
two of us. There was no point this late at night when everyone was still asleep.

“There are no ships,” | whispered, my eyes trailing up and down the shore. “That’s a
good thing, right?’



“Better than Canne, that’ s for sure.”

Viktor pressed his hand to the small of my back and guided me to the front of the
ship, glancing over the serpent mounted at the front.

“There are weeds everywhere,” he said, and | could hear the frown in his voice. “If
there were anyone living here, even pirates, it wouldn’t look this bad.”

“If there were pirates here, we would have spotted their ship,” | pointed out, and he
hummed in agreement.

“1 really think thisisit,” Viktor exhaled, and a wave of relief washed over me for the
first time tonight.

There were no pirates, and there looked to be no one living here, either. This island
was truly deserted.

Treasure Island.

“What'sthe plan?’ | asked Viktor in asmall voice.

“I’m going to stay out here, just in case, but there’'s nothing for us to do until the
morning. We can start searching for the treasure once everyone is awake and we've

had breakfast.”

“I'll stay out here with you,” | told Viktor, raising my chin in defiance, telling him
that there was nothing he could say or do to change my mind.

“Well, it's a good thing we've got a blanket here with us, isn’'t it?” Viktor chuckled
and dropped himself to the deck, stretching hislegs out in front of him.



| wasted no time joining him, sitting between his legs and resting my head against his
chest. | sighed and closed my eyes when he threw the blanket over us, tucking mein.

Between Viktor’'s arms and the blanket, | was all snuggly and warm, and | struggled
to resist the wave of sleep that threatened to take me. | blinked my eyes rapidly and
shifted around, trying to keep them open in case something happened, but there was
no use.

It had been a long couple of days, and out here, on the deck, in the middle of the
night, in my husband’s arms, | welcomed the sl eep.
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W hat should have been a peaceful sleep turned out to be rather difficult. I woke up
severa times during the night, twisting and turning in Viktor's arms, trying to get
more comfortable.

Perhaps spending the night out on the deck wasn’t the best idea.

The only thing that made it bearable was spending the night in my husband’s arms,
but for some bizarre reason, | didn’t wake up in them.

“Viktor?’ | called out to him, my voice groggy with sleep. “I think we fell asleep,” |
groaned again and rubbed my eyes. Don't tell me you're still asleep,” | chuckled, but

when | opened my eyes and glanced around, the sound quickly died.

My eyes widened, and | sat up straighter, frantically glancing left and right and
turning my head in all directions.

| didn’t know what was happening, but | wasn’t on The Serpent anymore. That much
was clear to me already.

| had fallen asleep on The Serpent in Viktor's arms but had awoken in an unfamiliar
bottom deck of aship | didn’t recognise.

Wherewas | ?

How did | get here?



And most importantly, where was Viktor?

My brain hurt to think of last night and all that had happened. | couldn’t think of
anything that could have led to me being here right now.

Viktor and | had been on night duty. We had docked at Treasure Island, which had
appeared deserted. We spent the night out on the deck, docked at the island, planning
to explore with the crew as soon as the sun rose in the morning. We must have fallen
asleep when we were supposed to be on night duty...and now | was here...wherever
thiswas.

All the racing questions going through my mind gave me a headache.

Where was Viktor? Was he okay? Did he wake up in a similar situation to me? Was
he just as confused?

Where was the crew? Were they still asleep? Or had they been abducted as well?

My heart hurt as | thought of Viktor and how he must be worrying about me. | didn’t
want him to worry about me, but | had no idea where | was or how to escape from
here.

Desperate to figure out where | was, | looked around for a clue, but nothing stuck out.

It looked like | was on aregular bottom deck of a ship. Unlike The Serpent, where the
oars rowed automatically at the step of a button-thanks to Chip-there were seats for
people to sit and do all the rowing themselves. This was how it used to be for us
before Chip had thought of the idea and turned it into a reality, and it was strange to
see it again when we were so accustomed to the fancy invention.

On the other side of the deck, there were afew barrels neatly stored in the corner, but



other than that, nothing else caught my attention. Not until | sighed in defeat and laid
my head back against the wall. | groaned and rolled my neck, trying to get the kinks
out after arough night’s sleep, and that’ s when the silver caught my eyes.

My hands were chained to the wall.

There were four pairs of chains, three on one side and one more on the other. | was
the only person in here, chained.

Why was | in chains, and who put me in them?

My breath hitched in my throat, and my heart began beating dangerously fast as |
tugged on the chains but couldn’t get out of them. They rattled and rattled but didn’t
budge from the wall. They remained around my wrists, and despite my efforts, | was
none the freer.

| was still tugging on the chains when | heard footsteps coming this way. | squeezed
my eyes shut and lay limp against the wall, pretending to be asleep.

When the door opened, and the footsteps became louder as the person approached, |
focused on keeping my breath slow and even. Judging by the heavy footsteps, it was
aman.

My ears perked up at the sound of the chains rattling together, and when my first
hand dropped to the floor, | knew he was releasing me. But why?

What was the point of releasing me so soon after chaining me?
The man was rough in his mannerisms as he let my other hand drop, my knuckles

grazing against the rough wall on the way down. | remained in that flaccid state the
whole time, even when | felt one hand slip behind me and press into the small of my



back and the other under my legs.

Before | knew it, the man threw me over his shoulder. When | opened my eyes, they
were wide with fear as he began walking out of the bottom deck—not al that careful
with the way he was holding me. They were also wide with disgust at how close my
face was to his ass—practicaly on eye level. Not to mention how dangerously close
his hand was to my ass, but | didn’t dare say anything and give myself away.

| listened to his footsteps. He walked up one flight of stairs, down the hallway and
then up another flight of stairs. | heard a door open, and when the fresh air hit me, |

knew we were on the top deck. The gentle, occasional water sloshing against the
ship’s side told me we were docked at the shore.

But thiswasn’'t The Serpent.

Where had this ship come from? Viktor and | hadn’t seen it last night.

| held my breath as the man continued walking, and | dared to peek to confirm that
we were on the top deck. My eyes widened when the man suddenly jumped over the
rail, landing with a loud thud on a wooden plank. | realised then that he was walking

off the ship with me still draped over his shoulder like an expensive scarf.

He walked down the sandy shore of the beach, and the further he walked, the more |
could take in the ship we had just been on.

It was then that | realised it wasn’t just a ship but a pirate ship.

But how was that possible? The pirates were supposed to be nothing more than a
rumour...except that it was most definitely a pirate ship docked beside The Serpent.

When Dustin and | were younger, Father used to tell us bedtime stories about his



many trips to sea. Our favourite stories were pirate stories, and he always mentioned
that pirate ships always had black flags and masts. Sometimes, the black material had
awhite skull and crossbones painted on it, and this pirate ship was no different.

| was so busy staring at the pirate ship that | hadn’t noticed where the man was taking
me. Far too late, | squeezed my eyes shut and went back to pretending | was
uNCONSCIOUuS.

“Looks like our little prisoner here is awake,” one of the pirates chuckled, his mouth
filled with a handful of nuts | recognised to be from The Serpent. These were the
same ones that Crosby had put his neck on the line for as he ran across the shore of
Canne, carrying the sacks on his shoulders while he tried to escape the cannibals that
chased him, and these pirates had just helped themselves to them like it was nothing.
Like they were entitled to it.

“Oh, I didn’t know she was awake,” the man holding me chuckled, and my body
shook with the vibrations from his chest.

“I’'mgoing to besick,” | lied.

Just as | hoped, the man holding me was quick to drop me to my feet before | was
sick all down his back.

| took off running the moment | got on my feet, but | made it only three steps before
he grabbed me again.

“You thought you could trick me, huh?’ He chuckled, holding me to his chest while
my feet dangled above the ground. “Where do you think you' re going?’

| didn’t answer him. Instead, | wriggled in his arms, desperate to escape, but it was
useless. No matter how much | wriggled, kicked or screamed, the man holding me



was far stronger than | was.

“Keep squirming like that. It feelsreal good,” he whispered in my ear and ran afinger
down my face. “You're a pretty little thing. Once I've had a turn, I’'m sure my
brothers would also be interested in spending some time with you.”

“You're disgusting,” | yelled at him. His nasty words were enough to stop my
wriggling, and thistime, it felt like | was going to be sick for real.

“Don’'t you dare talk to her like that!” | suddenly heard Viktor scream. “Did you hear
me? Don’'t fucking talk to my wife with that disgusting mouth of yours!”

“What are you going to do about it, Captain ?° One of the pirates sneered, and al the
others laughed.

Craning my neck to glance over the man’s shoulder, | finaly saw Viktor and the
crew. They were al lined up on the sand, their hands and feet tied, and with cloths
around their mouths. Viktor's cloth was lowered so he could talk, but when he
opened his mouth to say something else, one of the pirates yanked it back into place,
silencing him.

“Why did you have to uncover his mouth?’ One of the pirates groaned and reached
for another handful of nuts. “It was the only way | could get him to shut up.”

“It was entertaining, wasn't it?’ The pirate standing behind Viktor shrugged, and all
the others laughed.

The pirates holding me tugged on my hair to get my attention. “I’ll deal with you
after breakfast,” he grunted, already working on tying my hands behind my back. |
squirmed in his arms and tried to shuck him off me, but it was no use. Regardless of
my failed attempts, | refused to go down without afight. Literally.



He had to wrestle me onto the ground and pin me down with the weight of his body
to be able to get the ties around my feet, and the only way he could get me to stop
screaming was to tie a bandana around my mouth. | didn’t stop screaming, but my
attempts were useless as the bandana severely muffled the sound. The offending
pirate laughed at me and threw me over his shoulder once again. His hand was far too
close to my ass than | liked, but thankfully, this trip was far shorter than the previous
one.

The pirate dropped me unceremoniously on the sand. | hated how close | was to the
pirates sitting in a circle around the fire and how far | was from the crew.

“Don’'t worry. I’ll come back for you later,” the pirate promised and blew me akiss,
much to my disgust before he joined his fellow pirates in drinking our ale and eating
our food.

There were eight of them and fourteen of us. | believed we could take them easly,
but not like this, not when we were clearly at a disadvantage with the restraints.

My eyes sought out Viktor, sitting on the other side. His eyes were wide with alarm,
and they were already on me. | could see lines of worry creasing on his forehead, but
| could also see the determination on his face, which told me he was already devising
aplan.

Whatever it was, | sure hoped it would be soon. These pirates were scary, and | didn’t
like their teasing. | feared they would soon grow bored with their teasing, and then
they would want more, which terrified me more than | was willing to admit.

| was forced to turn my attention away from Viktor and back to the pirates when the
same one from before appeared before me with a bright smile and seemingly finished
with his breakfast.



“You're pretty, but you're aso a smart little thing, aren’t you?’ He shot me a toothy
grin. “I can practically see the cogs turning in your head. Don’'t worry, I'll explain
everything to you.”
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“ W hat's going on?’ | dared to ask, internally relieved that my voice came out
confident, even though that was the opposite of what | felt inside.

The pirate guilty of manhandling me-with how he led all the conversations and got
the first pick of food before al the other pirates told me he was the |eader—seated
himself in front of me, shooting me a big, toothy grin.

“How about you leave the questioning to me?’ He chuckled.

| pursed my lips, not liking his response. My eyes drifted over his shoulder, and |
locked gazes with Viktor. The way his eyes crinkled at the corners, | could tell he was
attempting to smile at me from under the bandana covering his mouth, but | couldn’t
bring myself to return it.

| wanted to rush across the sand and throw myself into his arms. | wanted him to hold
me, comfort me, and tell me everything would be okay and that we would all make it
out of here safe and alive. But | couldn’t do that. Not when all of us were tied up and
held hostage by a gang of pirates.

“Eyes on me.” The same pirate snapped his fingers in front of my face to get my
attention. Not wanting to rock the metaphoric boat and worsen the situation, | tore my
eyes away from my husband to look at him. “That's better.” He gave me another
toothy grin, but | didn’t return it. “What are you doing here on thisisland?’

“We stopped for some food,” | lied.



All the toothy grins turned out to be a facade because, in the blink of an eye, he
backhanded me across the face. | gasped as my face was forced to the right, my cheek
burning even when | cupped it to soothe the pain. Viktor's muffled shouts from
where he was restrained made things worse, and | blinked back the tears-1 wasn't just
crying from the sting of the slap, but because | hated how helpless we al were. |
could see that Viktor was fighting terribly against his restraints, trying to free himself
so he could save me, but just like the rest of us, he was utterly powerless.

| furiously blinked back the tears, refusing to let them fall and give the pirate the
satisfaction of seeing me cry.

The pirate pinched my chin, forcefully yanking my face to look at him.

“Try again,” he growled in my face.

“We came in search of Treasure Island,” | whispered harshly, hating myself for
admitting the truth.

“That’s more like it,” he rumbled lowly. “Why have you come in search of Treasure
Island?’

“Why do you think? Isn't it obvious?’ | snorted, but the sound was cut short when
another slap struck my other cheek, forcing my head the other way.

Viktor struggled harder to free himself, and one of the other pirates walked over to
kick him in the chest, sending him flying onto his back.

“Stop it! Please, don’t hurt him!” | called out, unable to hold back the traitorous tears
thistime.

The leader grinned at me and raised his hand once again. This time, instead of



slapping me, he signalled something to the other pirate, who, upon command, grinned
wickedly and kicked Viktor once again. This time, the kick was to Viktor's side,
sending him onto his side, where he doubled over when another pirate kicked him
hard in the stomach.

“Pleasel Please, stop it! Stop hurting him!” | begged, nothing short of a blubbering
mess right now. But | couldn’t bring myself to care—not when Viktor was being
punished for my attitude. “I'm sorry. I'll tell you whatever you want, but please,

leave him alone.”

“I want you to drop the attitude and answer my questions honestly,” the pirate
bargained with a sleazy grin.

“I'll doit,” | quickly agreed, fearful and desperate as | spied the other pirate, rearing
his leg back again to hurt Viktor more.

He smiled at me and dropped his hand. The other pirates backed away from Viktor.
They didn’t look happy about it, but at |east they weren’t hurting him anymore.

| exhaled in relief and forced myself to look up at the pirate through watery eyes.

“We cameto Treasure Island in search of the treasure,” | told him honestly.

“And how did a pretty young lass like you get on the ship?’

“My husband is the Captain. We're newly married and couldn’t stand the thought of
being away from each other for so long.”

The pirate quirked a curious brow at me. “Newly married?’

“We hadn’t been married for ten days when we set sail.”



“And where have you come from?’ He asked, narrowing his eyes at me in warning.
“And don’t even think about lying to me. I’ll know if you are.”

| pursed my lips and forced myself to say, “Jorvik.”

“I’ve never heard of the place,” the pirate hummed, looking as if he didn’t believe
me.

“It’s further down south,” | told him. “We' ve been travelling for over a month now,
but we' ve a'so made severa stops along the way.”

“ Stops? What for?”’

“To rest and for food.” When he gave me a pointed look and raised his hand in
warning, | sighed, “ Sometimes, we also stopped for business.”

“What kind of business?’

“Trade. Honey and spears, mostly.”

“Honey?’ His eyebrows shot up in surprise. “For food?’

“And medicine.”

“Interesting,” he hummed and rubbed a hand under his chin. “And what’ s your name,
lass?’

“Astrid.” At this point, | was beyond ashamed of myself for being so forthcoming
with all thisinformation, even though the pirates hadn’t given me a choice.

“I’'m sure you're wondering what’'s going on here, Astrid of Jorvik,” the pirate



grinned at me. “I’'m sure you'’ ve figured it out by now, but we're pirates. My nameis
Frode, and | am the Captain. That means that I’m in charge and that Treasure Island
isours. It will be good for you to remember that.”

| gulped and nodded, biting my tongue to stop myself from saying something | would
regret.

“One of my menisan early riser. Imagine his surprise when he woke up this morning
to find your ship docked at our shores,” Frode chuckled as if there was anything
remotely funny about this situation. “Y ou were all fast asleep, so it was pretty easy to
restrain you. You were found on the top deck with that brute of a man. He had his
arms wrapped around you.” He gestured over his shoulder at Viktor, who had a
trickle of blood rolling down his forehead. That wasn’t enough to stop him from
continuing to struggle against his restraints. “1 assume he’'s your husband?’ | nodded.
“The man my men were kicking just now?’ | nodded again. “So, that would make
him the Captain...” Frode mused aloud, a thoughtful look on his face.

“What are you doing here on the King's Treasure Island?’ | dared to ask, wanting to
get the attention off Viktor. | couldn’t handle seeing him hurt anymore.

“1t’ s not the King' sisland anymore,” Frode snorted, offended by my words. “That old
fart has been dead for along time now, and he was stupid enough to |leave thisisland
without anyone guarding his treasures. Well, hislossisour gain.”

“We don’'t mean any trouble. When we docked here last night, we thought the island
was deserted,” | said, urging him to believe me.

“That’s because we keep our ship hidden at the back among the trees for moments
exactly like this one,” Frode grinned. “1 have to say, you and your crew are a whole
lot more ballsy than some others we've come by. No one has dared to dock on our
island before. We usually sail out to introduce ourselves whenever we see passersby,



but you lot decided to turn up in the middle of the night.” It almost sounded like a
compliment. “When we first discovered your ship this morning, we were going to
wait until you woke up to make you walk the plank together. But then we had a
change of heart...”

“What kind of change of heart?’ | forced myself to ask despite the dread that settled
in the pit of my stomach.

“1f you help us with something, we'll let you all go.”

His words caused hope to flicker inside me, but | didn’t want to get ahead of myself.
Not when aliteral pirate was leering in my face, pretending to be kind.

“Alive?’ | asked, feeling like al of thiswas too good to be true.

“Alive.” Frode nodded in confirmation. We' ve been here for months but haven't had
much luck finding the treasure. We' ve found some small bits here and there, but we
al know there’s so much more that we're missing. That's where you and your men
comein.”

“What do you need us to do?’ | asked, even though | already had a pretty good idea
of the answer.

“You have the rest of the day to find all the treasure. Or at least enough for us to be
happy to let you all go. Alive,” he grinned wickedly.

“What if we don’t find enough?’ | had a pretty idea of this answer as well.

“We're going to kill you all,” he smiled brightly at me as if he hadn’t just threatened
all of our lives.



“And how do we determine enough treasure?’

Frode's lips twitched higher at the corners. “Me and my men will be the judge of
that.”

When he held his hand up in the air this time, all seven of his men rose to their feet
and headed over to the crew. | watched as the pirates untied their hands and legs.
Everyone was on edge, especially when the pirates pulled out knives and waved them
in the air, threatening to make good use of them if anyone tried anything funny.

| watched with wide, fearful eyes as the pirates ushered the crew down the shore
toward the line of trees in the distance. Two pirates remained behind and walked over
to stand by Frode.

“Where are you taking them?’ | asked in a shaky voice, craning my neck to hold onto
Viktor's eyes as he was forced into the forest with the sharp tip of a sword digging
into his back.

“You're collateral,” Frode laughed and grabbed my hand, yanking me onto my feet
along with him. “If any of your crew members or the Captain, your precious husband
, try anything funny, I'll kill you in front of them all. That should be enough
motivation to keep themin line.”
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F rode and the two other pirates who hung about whipped out some cards and gold to
gamble with. The other five were tasked with keeping the crew in line while they
were forced to dig up the treasure.

That meant there were five pirates for thirteen men and three for little old me. |
wasn’'t complaining, but the numbers didn't make sense. However, | hoped it gave
Viktor and the crew enough space and time to devise a plan to save us from this mess.
It couldn’t take much for the thirteen of them to overpower the five pirates tasked
with guarding them and then the three watching me.

“What’ s wrong, Astrid of Jorvik? Cat got your tongue?’ Frode laughed, taking a swig
of our ae.

| pursed my lips and resisted every urge to roll my eyes. | had afeeling that wouldn’t
go down so well. Instead, | kept my eyes on the small mountain of gold coins up for
grabs as they played cards.

“Don’t ignore me when I’'m talking to you,” Frode huffed, his lips tugging down in
an offended frown. He seemed bothered by my not answering him immediately, but |
knew it was really because he was losing so much money. But, of course, why take
his frustrations out on his men when he could take it out on me?

“I’'m not ignoring you,” | murmured, my eyes still trained on the game. | had never
been interested in cards when my family and friends played the game, but | didn’t
have anything better to do right now.



One of the other pirates snorted and said, “It sure seemslike you are.”

Frode ignored him and put down his remaining cards. The game and his fellow
pirates were forgotten as he turned his body to face me, giving me his sole attention.

“You're not ignoring me, are you, Astrid of Jorvik?’

“No, of course not,” | insisted and held his gaze, refusing to be the first one to look
away. He would take too much pleasure in that.

“There’' s something | haven’t told you yet. Something else we found on the ship.”
“What’ s that?’

“A cat.”

My eyes widened at the mention of Kis, giving myself away. | had hoped that Kis
would have remained hidden, taking care of herself like she aways did, but she
wouldn’t be safe if the pirates had gotten their hands on her.

“Don’'t worry,” Frode chuckled. “We have no interest in your little furry friend.”

“What did you do with her?’ | asked, trying to sound disinterested even though my
heart was pounding rapidly at the thought of these horrid pirates hurting Kis.

Oh Lord, please |et her be okay!

| would never forgive myself if these pirates did anything to hurt Kisl!

“1 aready told you we have no interest in your furry friend. We locked her up in the
bottom deck of your ship. She can die down there for al | care.”



Internally, | sighed in relief but outwardly refused to show any emotion because |
didn’t want to give them any ideas of using Kis against me. Unlike Frode, | cared
about Kis. | had left Jorvik with Kis and refused to return without her.

When | didn’t say anything, Frode tried another angle.

“You mentioned earlier that you were married to the Captain?’ He asked, his intense
gaze set on me.

| nodded, wary. “Yes.”

“What was his name again?’

“1 don’'t believe | mentioned his name to you before.”

“What was his name?’ Frode repeated. His smile dimmed just slightly, and | gulped,
thinking it better to be truthful than risk getting myself in more trouble.

There was something sinister about Frode underneath the surface that | suspected he
usually hid, but he was giving me a glimpse of now.

“Viktor.”

“Viktor and Astrid of Jorvik,” Frode chuckled. “ Those nhames sound good together.”

“That’swhy | married him,” | replied dryly.

“You're a funny one, Astrid of Jorvik,” he chuckled again, but | didn’t find any
humour in hiswords. The other two pirates did.

| pursed my lips and bit my tongue. It wouldn’'t do any of us any good if | were to



insult Frode' sintelligence. Or lack thereof.

“How long have you two been married?’

Thiswas starting to feel like an interrogation.

“ About ten days before we set sail,” | repeated.

“ And how long ago was that?’

“About amonth,” | feigned nonchalance.

“$0, you' ve been married a month and ten days?’

| shrugged. “Give or take afew days.”

“And do you love your husband? Do you love Viktor of Jorvik? Frode asked,
holding my gaze as he awaited my answer. | didn’t know why this pirate was asking

me such weird questions, but | didn’t like it.

“What kind of questionisthat?’ | snorted. “Of course, | love my husband! | wouldn’t
have married him if | didn’t love him.”

Technically, | wasn't lying. | may not have been in love with Viktor that day we
married, but his love for me was enough to convince me that | would be happy and
well-loved by him. Falling in love with Viktor felt inevitable, and he soon proved me
right.

It may have taken me longer to fall in love with Viktor than it did for him to fall in
love with me, but that didn’t diminish my love for my husband.



“Well, that’ s too bad,” Frode chuckled lowly.

My lips curled down as | watched him. | didn’t like his sleazy grin one hit. It sent
disgusted shivers down my spine.

“Isthat how you look at your husband when he approaches you at night?’

My jaw dropped in shock at his sudden and utterly inappropriate question. How dare
he have the nerve to ask me something so personal? And how dare his men laugh at
me as if there was something remotely funny about this situation! There certainly
wasn't, but it appeared that | was the only one that felt that way.

“How dare you ask such athing,” | scoffed, resisting the urge to spit at him since that
was the only thing | could do in my restrained state.

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“I’m not going to.”

“We'll see about that,” Frode grinned. Before | could call him out for being such a
sleazy human being, he stood up and reached for me. He grabbed me from under my
armpits and forced me onto my feet.

My eyes widened in panic as | stared up at him, but with my hands and feet still tied
together, there wasn’'t much that | could do.

“Where are you taking me?’ | asked as Frode threw me over his shoulder once again.
If | hadn’t been so worried about why we were heading away from the beach and his
two fellow pirates, | would have complained about the whiplash, he would
undoubtedly give me with the way he kept throwing me around.



“Since you refused to answer my question, I'll have to find out the answer myself.”

“There' s no point,” | tried to deny, hoping he would stop whatever sinister thing he
planned to do. “My husband would sooner rather die than answer that question.”

“Oh, you misunderstand me, Astrid of Jorvik,” Frode chuckled, and this time, his
hand landed right on my ass as he smacked it. My face reddened, but not with
embarrassment. “I don’t need to ask your husband. I’ m going to find out for myself.”
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F rode didn’t need to clarify further for me to figure out what he meant or what his
intentions were. His hand on my ass and the sleazy, proud grin, which | just knew
was on his face, was answer enough.

| had no idea why he felt the need to climb onto his pirate ship and head down to the
second floor to one of the bedrooms. Perhaps it was because it was away from the
rest of the island, or maybe he was too lazy to head to his hut. | wasn’t even sure if
this abandoned island had huts.

“Where are you taking me?’ | demanded to know in a desperate scream, repeatedly
raising my restrained hands and bringing them down on his back. | tried to get him to
stop moving, but Frode merely chuckled and continued down the steps to the second
floor.

“1’m going to show you a good time, unlike that good-for-nothing husband of yours,”
Frode laughed. When he gave one cheek a firm squeeze, | screamed asloud as | could
and continued to thrash my hands against his back, but it was no use. | screamed as
loud as | could until my throat ached from overuse, but no one came running to my
rescue. | wasn't even sure if anyone could hear me, which made the dread filling my
stomach even worse.

Oh, I wished | could be sick down his back right now. Frode would no doubt be too
soiled and in aterrible mood to do anything wicked to me.

Frode pushed open the door at the end of the hallway, and | assumed this was his



bedroom.

“There' s no point screaming, lass,” he chuckled, kicking the door shut behind him.
He briefly paused to lock the door, and | feared the sound of the lock dliding into
place would haunt me for years to come. “No one is going to come and help you, and
your husband, Viktor of Jorvik, won't be able to hear you from wherever heis. It'sa
pity because I'm sure he'd love to hear the screams of his wife as another man
pleasures her.”

Frode roughly threw me down on the bed. There was a dark, depraved look in his
eyes as he licked his lips and dropped a hand to the tie on his breeches.

With my hands and feet tied, | could do nothing but scramble back on the bed,
desperately trying to put some distance between us.

“Please. You don’'t have to do this,” | pleaded, hating how pathetic | sounded.

“You'reright. | don't have to, but | want to, and I’'m going to,” he chuckled lowly.
“Don’t worry, Astrid of Jorvik. I'll make sure you enjoy it.”

| shuffled back until my back pressed against the wall of empty bottles, and there was
nowhere else to go. Frode smirked at this, at my vulnerability, and at this moment, |

wished | could disappear—anything to escape Frode and his despicable intentions.

| kept my eyes trained on him, fearful of sudden actions, and watched as his fingers
played with the strings around his waist, slowly undoing them.

“l don't want you to do anything to me,” | protested in a small voice, hating how
vulnerable | sounded.

“That’s not what your eyes are telling me.” He dropped his breeches and ripped his



tunic over his head, leaving him standing bare butt naked in front of me.

If 1 had any doubts about what Frode would do to me before, they were all cleared up
now. It was apparent what he planned to do to me, whether | liked it or not.

Cal me weak, scared, a coward, but | knew | couldn’t live with this sort of violation.

| saw it happen once in Jorvik when | was much younger. Some sailors had stopped
by on their travels for a night of rest and some food. Barden had been kind enough to
accommodate them, but two of them snuck off their ship during the night and picked
arandom hut.

The mother and father were tied up and blindfolded while the two men did despicable
things to their daughter and only child. She had just turned eighteen.

In the morning, the men were gone, never to be seen again, and by the following
evening, the girl they had violated was no more as well.

Thiswas the first time | had thought back to that poor woman since her funeral, and |
suddenly felt devastation like | had never felt before. | was far too young then to
understand the gravity of the situation or why she had made that choice, but right
now, moments away from having the same thing that had been done to her done to
me, | didn’'t see any fault in her decision. The pain was hers to live with alone and
hers to manage however she saw fit. And she chose not to.

“You don’'t have to do this, Frode,” | begged, furiously fighting with the ropes tying
my hands together. It was no use. They were too tight.

Frode moved to stand in front of me and licked his lips; his eyes locked on me and
the way | struggled on his bed.



“Don’t act like you weren't begging for it earlier.”

| didn’'t dare look up. Not when | knew he was completely naked, and his cock would
beright in my faceif | did.

“Why me?’

Frode shrugged. “I don’'t see any other females on the ship, and | can’t remember the
last time I’ ve laid with a woman.”

“Please,” | begged, even though | knew it was useless. Frode was a pirate, and pirates
weren't known for their mercy. He would do to me what he wanted, and | could
either submit to it in hopes that he wouldn’t hurt me or fight back.

“That’sright, Astrid of Jorvik. | love it when females beg for me.”

It took everything | had not to be sick in my mouth.

“Don’'t worry. I'll make it good for you.”

| cleared my throat and looked away from him. “Can | have some time before we...”

“What do you need time for?’ He asked.

“Prepare myself,” | whispered, still refusing to look at him. | need time to get used to
the idea before we proceed.”

Frode watched me through narrowed eyes, not looking convinced. “How much time
do you need?’

“I don’t know.” | bowed my head and sniffled. The tears were real, but | was milking



them, hoping he would feel bad for me and back off. “Tak to me, Frode.”

His dark eyebrows knitted together, and he asked gruffly, “ About what?’

“Anything. | need a distraction to clear my head.” | buried my face in my hands as
best as | could with my wrists still tied. “ Tell me about yourself. How did you end up
asapirate?’

The room went silent. | thought maybe | had angered Frode with the question when
he was naked and moments away from flipping me over, pushing up my skirt and
mounting me against my will, but when I looked up, he had a peculiar, somewhat
distant look about him.

“Frode?’

“No one has ever asked me that before,” he murmured.

“Someone has now.”

“1 don’t have a grand origin story like some other people,” he started with a chuckle,
but | could tell it was to mask his nerves. It appeared that he hadn’t lied when he said
no one had ever asked him this. “My father was a pirate. | was born on the water.
Thislifeisall I've ever known.”

“That'sit?

He nodded. “ That’sit.”

“Unless your mother was also a pirate, there has to be more to the story.”

“Of course, my mother wasn't a pirate,” he scoffed. “She was a lowly wench. A



whore that my father accidentally got pregnant.”

“What happened to her?’ | asked, sensing there was more to the story.

He looked away from me. “ She was made to walk moments after she gave birth to

me.

Frode was right. He didn’t have a grand origin story. Instead, it was pretty sad, but |
refused to feel sorry for a pirate. Not when he and his men held my husband and
crewmates captive, slaving away for them until we were eventualy killed—yes, it was
pessimistic, but | didn’t believe the word of a pirate. Whether Viktor and the crew
found the gold or not, | was certain that Frode and the other pirates planned to kill us
al. And then there was the simple fact that he was moments away from violating me
in the worst possible way.

“You need to untie me, Frode,” | prompted him after afew moments of silence.

He snapped out of the sad daze he was lost in and quirked an eyebrow. “Why would |
do that?’

“How are we supposed to have sex with me tied up like this?” The words made me
want to gag, but | reigned in the disgust.

“1 don’t need to untie you for us to have fun. | can roll you onto your stomach.” The
wicked glint in his eyes made me shudder. When Viktor looked at me like that, | ate
it up and was putty in his hands, but Frode made me want to scrub my skin raw until |
could no longer fedl his nasty gaze on me.

| forced a pout, feigning flirty interest. “But that’ s no fun.”

11 N O?’



“No.” | shook my head and smirked. “I’m normally really into sex, but | can’'t do that
whiletied up.”

“Into it?” He hummed lowly, licking hislips. “How so?’

“Hair pulling, back scratching, legs around the hips, over the shoulders...just normal
stuff like that. Being tied up doesn’t do it for me.” | shrugged, feigning nonchalance.

| smirked when he gulped, and from the corner of my eyes, | noticed him drop his
hand to his cock, fisting it. | forced myself to keep my eyes locked on his, not
wanting to see more than | should as | held my hands out.

In my sweetest voice, | asked, “Untie me?’

To my relief, Frode gulped and nodded. He gave his cock another pump before he
reached under a pile of dirty clothes near the top corner of the bed. He fumbled
around for a bit before he pulled out a sharp dagger, the tip gleaming in the daylight.

“I’'m going to do more than just cut the ties if you try anything funny, Astrid of
Jorvik,” he warned in alow, threatening voice.

“1 wouldn’t dream of it,” | quickly said, furiously shaking my head, willing for him to
believe me. If hedidn’t, | didn’t know what | would do.

| held my breath as Frode's gaze lingered on me briefly before he dropped to his
knees. He cut the ties around my wrists before instructing me to shift over so he could
do the same to the ties around my ankles.

Once he was done, he carelessly threw the dagger to the side and circled his fingers
around my upper arm. His lips were puckered, and he pulled me close, his face
slowly descending on mine.



Frode wanted a kiss, so that’s exactly what | would give him.

Except, instead of kissing my mouth, he kissed the butt of one of his empty bottles.

Not only was Frode wicked for intending to force a woman into bed with him, but he
was aso very messy. He probably never cleaned his room. The wall | had been
previously pressed up against was covered with empty bottles, and all | had to do was
reach behind meto grab one.

Upon impact with his face, the bottle shattered in my hands. Instead of jumping back
to escape the millions of glass shards that covered my lap, his naked body and the
space between us, | plunged the sharp, broken bottom of the bottle into hisjugular.

Blood oozed from the wound, and his eyes rolled to the back of his head—definitely
not in the way he planned—as he fell forward on top of me. Not the least bit concerned
about the life that was quickly draining out of him due to al the blood loss, | stepped
back and allowed him to drop to the floor at my feet.

Frode opened his mouth to scream—or say his last words, | wasn’'t sure-but only a
strangled gasp came out. And just like when | screamed for help, no one was around
to hear it.

Frode's pathetic gasps and pleas for help fizzled out into chesty coughs and then
nothing.

Silence.
Since my hands were already stained with blood and no amount of washing them

would ever get it out, | pressed hard on the neck of the bottle to lodge it deeper in his
jugular, forcing out more blood.



Frode was dead, and | had killed him. He had asked for it when he decided to drag me
here to violate me.

Despite the feeling of numbness that washed over me, | knew that | couldn’t stay at
the scene of the crime for long.

The two pirates we left behind would get suspicious if Frode didn’t return soon. With
his excitement, he wouldn’t have lasted more than afew minutes.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
B efore | headed up, | headed down.

| ransacked the bottom deck as best as possible, hoping to find something | could use
against the two other pirates. A sword, perhaps. Or, at the very least, a spear. There
was that dagger Frode kept hidden under a dirty pile of clothes, but it didn’'t look like
it could inflict as much damage as | wanted.

Something longer and sharper would do the job well, but there appeared to be nothing
of the sort down here. The barrels | had spied earlier were filled with food and
treasure but no weapons.

It appeared that Frode's dagger and the element of surprise would be my only
weapons.

| thought | would be sick when | returned to Frode' s room. | had to pinch my nose to
escape the metallic smell of blood. The only good thing about it was that the strong
smell of blood reminded me that Frode was dead.

Pushing through my fear about being in a room with a dead body, | knelt on the
ground beside him to place my ear to his chest, listening for his heartbeat. | stayed
there like that for several moments, and when | couldn’t hear a thing, | exhaled in
relief and reached for the blanket from the bed to pull it over him. He didn’t deserve
such mercy, even in death, for how he and his men captured us and what he had tried
to do to me. Regardless, | couldn't stand to look at his cold, lifeless body for a
moment longer.



| never thought 1I'd be the person to rejoice over someone's death, especially not
when it was at my own hands, but a lot of things had changed since The Serpent
sailed away from Jorvik many, many weeks ago. And one of those changes was me .

Reaching over Frode' s till, lifeless body, | pulled aface and stuck my hand under the
pile of dirty clothes. After some rifling, my fingers curled around the cold handle of
the dagger he used earlier to cut my ties.

| moved to the other side of the room and pressed myself against the wall, leaving it
dightly gjar. | knew the chances of the two pirates hearing me al the way from the
beach were slim, but | had to try something.

Sending off a silent prayer in my mind, | opened my mouth and screamed as loud as
my lungs would allow me.

“No, please!” | screamed as loud as | possibly could, pushing past the way my throat
burned from the strain. “Please! Someone help me! No! Please don’t do this to me!
Please!”

| screamed asloud as | could for aslong as | could. When it didn’t work immediately,
| pushed past my dry throat and screamed some more. | knew the plan worked when |
felt the soft quiver of the top deck above my head—somebody had heard my screams
and ran onto the ship.

As soon as | redlised my plan was working, | changed things. As the footsteps
approached, my screams grew quieter and became moans.

| could hear a single pair of footsteps get closer, and when | heard them on the last
step before coming down the hallway of the second deck, | clutched the dagger
tighter between my fingers.



When | moaned again, calling out, “Oh, yes! Yes! Just like that!” | heard a single
chuckle, confirming that only one pirate had ventured onto the ship to check on Frode
and me. It was better this way because | couldn’t take on both pirates simultaneoudly,
but it also meant | would need to devise another plan to lure the remaining pirate onto
the ship. But one problem at atime.

Still moaning and whimpering quietly, | clutched the handle of the dagger tighter in
my hands. | could barely hear over the sound of my heart thumping loudly in my
chest, so | had to strain my ears to hear the pirate knock on the door. Of course, the
only response was another moan. He probably thought the only thing happening
behind the door was sex, but boy, was he in for a surprise.

| knew these despicable men wouldn’'t be able to resist taking a peek, and | was only
proved right when he pushed the door open to enter the room. He didn’'t even have
the chance to glance around and figure out Frode was dead on the floor before |
jumped at and aimed for the jugular, just as | had done for his precious Captain.

This pirate was easier to kill than Frode. | had the element of surprise on my side, and
he didn’t even have the chance to turn his head and see me before | slashed his neck
with the sharp end of the dagger, going as deep as | could to inflict as much damage

as| could.

The man'’s lifeless body dropped like a heavy sack of potatoes, the light gone from
his eyes before he even hit the ground.

There were two people's blood on my hands now, and at the very least, | looked to
add one more person to the list.

| didn’t likeit, not one bit, but | had no choice.

These pirates gave me no choice.



This wouldn’t be over until the third and final pirate was granted the same fate as the
other two. Then, | needed to find a way to help Viktor and the crew overpower the
remaining pirates escorting them.

With that in mind, | slipped the dagger into the neck of my dress, between my
breasts, where it would be hidden from him and anyone else. | flinched when the
blade nicked the side of my breast, drawing out a small trickle of blood, but
thankfully, my dress was dark, so it didn’t give me away.

And that’ s when the idea sprang to mind.

It was a terrible, disgusting idea which nearly made me sick, but | pushed myself
forward. | fisted the right sleeve of my dress and yanked hard, ripping it halfway and
leaving the material to dangle. | did the same to the material around my waist,
tugging hard until it tore at the seams and the white of my underskirt showed from
underneath it. | ruffled my skirt all over, making it creased and in all sorts of disarray.
To make things even more believable, | poked myself in the eyes until they watered,
making it look like | had been crying for ages.

Genuinely crying now, and not just because | had poked my eyes repeatedly, |
staggered up to the top deck and toward the plank.

The first thing the pirate did was laugh at the state of me. That made me feel so much
better about what | planned to do to him.

“What are you doing out of the bedrooms?’ He laughed, walking over to the plank.

“Frode,” | started, but my voice broke off with a genuine sob.

“Frode sure did a number on you, didn’t he?” He laughed and made his way onto the
ship to join me. “I'm surprised he let you out of the bedroom this soon after. A



beautiful thing like you, | certainly wouldn’t let you up after only one round.”

It took everything | possessed to keep the anger at bay.

The pirate stopped once he was standing in front of me. “Where’'s Sven?’ he asked,
his lips turned up at the corners in a large, sleazy grin that sent fearful, disgusting
shivers down my spine. It was the same look Frode gave me before he closed the
door.

Sven must be the name of the second pirate | killed.

“In the bedroom,” | sniffled and dropped my gaze, unable to look him in the eye for
severa reasons. “With Frode.”

He chuckled at my answer. “Well, it wouldn’t be the first time Frode has shared his
women with us.” | wanted to scoff at the notion that | was now Frode’ s woman, but it
wasn’'t worth it. “Why are you here?’

“Frode said to get you,” | whispered, tears still streaming down my face.

“Well, I'm not going to say no to that,” the pirate laughed and threw his arm over my
shoulder. He guided us across the deck and down the stairs to the second floor, the
both of us taking each step simultaneously. “What do you say that we stop by my
room before we join Frode and Sven?’ He chuckled, dliding his fingers down the
slope of my neck. | wanted to gag at his touch but forced it down. | couldn’t be sick
and ruin it all now. Not when there was so much at stake.

“Won't they mind?’ | asked, trying not to cringe back at his touch.

“He has Sven there to keep him company,” he laughed. “ And aslong as we don't take
too long, they won’t even notice. It can be our little secret.”



| nodded, but we both knew my opinion didn’t matter. This man planned to do to me
whatever he wanted, and he thought | could do nothing about it.

This wasn't exactly what | had planned. Admittedly, this was better than what | had
planned: killing him as soon as he saw the other two bodies.

| tried to act normal as we walked down the hallway. My breath hitched in my throat
as we stopped outside the room opposite Frode's bedroom. Thankfully, I moved
Sven’s body out of the way before closing the door. However, my paranoia thought
of all the clues that could have remained. Like the possible blood spots, maybe a
bloody footprint or a fingerprint—anything that would give me away if the pirate
glanced over his shoulder toward Frode' s room.

His tunic was off as soon as he entered the bedroom, not even waiting to close the
door behind us.

“Take your dress off,” he instructed me, but | refused to listen.

| leapt forward and plunged the blade | had been hiding in my dress the whole time
into the middle of his upper back, between his shoulder blades.

Unfortunately, it appeared that stabbing someone in the back didn’t have the same
effect as stabbing them in the neck. When | realised my mistake, the pirate turned
around with the dagger sticking out between his shoulder blades and lunged at me.

“l should have known!” The pirate growled as he knocked me to the ground,
immediately clasping his hands around my wrists and forcing my arms above my
head. His legs were on either side of me, straddling me. When he leaned forward to
press his forehead against mine, forcing al of hisweight on me, | screamed.

| screamed and screamed, writhing and struggling underneath him, desperate to get



him off me, but it was no use. He was too strong and too heavy for me.

The most damage | seemed to be doing was to his eardrums with all my screaming,
and even though my voice had gone hoarse and ached painfully, | continued
screaming.

My voice was the only weapon | had left, and it seemed to really bother him, so much
so that he sammed the palm of his hand against my mouth. | was quick enough to
closeit, so while it hurt immensely, making my mouth throb, my teeth were safe.

Choking on a broken tooth while this pirate had his wicked way with me was not the
last moment | wanted to remember before he killed me. If | had my way, | was going
to die in bed with Viktor by my side, the both of us old and grey, taking my last
breath in his arms. Hopefully, | would go before him because | couldn’t fathom life
without him. Not even afew minutes.

“Soon, you' |l be screaming in pleasure,” the pirate spat at me, gripping the bottom of
my dress and pulling it up. He struggled to push it up past my hips with the way he
straddled me. “Soon you’'ll be-" His hand stilled, and his words were cut off before
he was thrown off me.

| gasped and sat up, watching with wide eyes as the pirate was slammed against the
wall, his head knocked against it several times until he was knocked out.

Viktor let go of him, and the body dropped to the floor, but he wasn’t done. He pulled
the dagger out of his back and turned him over onto his front before samming the
blade into his chest.

The body spasmed as blood splattered Viktor, but that was the least of either of our
worries right now.



“Astrid,” Viktor whispered, and before he could say anything else, | threw myself
into hisarms.

Viktor lifted me into the air and forced my legs to wrap around his waist so the pool
of blood he was standing in wouldn’t taint my feet.

“Viktor,” | whimpered into the crook of his neck, finding myself at aloss for words.
It felt like | couldn’t breathe because of how much | loved this man.

“Everything will be okay now, Astrid,” he whispered, rubbing a soothing hand down
my back as he carried me out of the room. “I’ve got you. | won't let anything happen
to you.”

“I’ve doneterrible things,” | cried into his shoulder, unable to look him in the eye.
“I'm sorry, my siren. I'm so sorry,” Viktor apologised profusely as he held me
tighter. “None of thisis your fault. Please don’t blame yourself. I'm so sorry you had

to go through all thisaone. | should have been there for you.”

“You need to see what I’ve done,” | forced the words out of my mouth despite the
horrid, bitter taste they left behind.

If Viktor started looking at me differently for what | had done, | don’t know what |
would do. But | needed him to understand what | had done. To see the extent of it.

“Whatever is behind that door, it doesn't change anything.” He brushed his lips
against my forehead. “I love you, and | will never stop loving you. Nothing will ever

change that.”

| gulped and nodded but struggled to believe him.



How could | when | had done some horrible things? Even if all of these men deserved
this.

When Viktor pushed open the door and spied the first body by the door and the foot
of the second body peeking out from the blanket that | had carelessly thrown over
him so | wouldn’t have to look at him anymore, he didn’t judge me. He didn’t yell at
me. He didn’t look disgusted or ask what | had done. He didn’t say he didn’t love me
any more or couldn’t look at me the same. He just held me tighter and peppered
kisses all over my face.

When the first tear rolled down his face and onto mine, | didn’t know where his tears
began and where mine ended as they blended into one and dropped into the pool of
blood that we were standing in.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

V iktor didn’'t let me down on my feet until we were back on the sandy shore of the
beach where | had seen him last, but even then, he didn’t let me out of hisarms. They
were wrapped tightly around me as he held me, and | welcomed his touch. It felt like
Heaven compared to the three different pairs of hands on me before-all of whom
were now dead.

Viktor’'s touch was the only one | ever wanted, and it served those men right for what
they tried to do to me.

Regardless, | wondered if | would ever forget the faces of the three men whom | had
killed. 1 guess two, since technically, Viktor had been the one to intervene and
murder the last one, but that didn’t help the guilty thoughts racing through my mind
right now.

“I know what you're thinking, my siren,” Viktor whispered, squeezing me tighter.
“It’s not your fault. None of thisis your fault, so please, stop blaming yourself.”

“It's not your fault either, Viktor,” | denied with a sniffle, lifting my head from his
chest to look at him. | clasped my hands on either side of his face and brought it
down until his forehead rested against mine, forcing him to look at me. “I can't
believe what I’ ve done, but | had to do it to survive. It’ || take me awhile to process it
all, but it’ s not either of our fault, okay?’

“Okay,” he whispered and nodded, laughing softly when his nose bumped against
mine. “We'll talk about this later, but right now, | need to get back to the others



before the pirates realise I’'m missing.”

“Get back? Where?’ | guess | was still shaken up by everything because | sounded
panicked. Fearing that he would disappear, | clung desperately to my husband.

“1 snuck away to look for you. | needed to make sure you were okay,” he murmured.
“If I’'m gone too long, the other pirates will notice. | prefer to avoid that and keep the
element of surprise.”

“We need to free everyone.”

Viktor nodded in agreement. “They’ ve got us digging al over the place. We' ve found
two spots where some gold has been buried, but it's not much. The pirates are
adamant about much more, but I’m not sure.”

“Even if you find all the King's treasure, they’re not going to let us go,” | told him.
“They’re going to be even more determined to kill us when they realise that we've
killed three of their own.”

“l know,” he sighed and squeezed me tighter. By this point, he was squeezing me a
little hard, but | couldn’t bring myself to complain. Not when | needed the comfort
just as much as he did. “We need to come up with a plan. There are fourteen of us,
and only five of them left. | know they’ve taken all our weapons and supplies, but if
we can get our hands on something, we can try to overthrow them and set ourselves

free.
“There might be weapons on their ship,” | murmured, remembering Frode's dagger |
had used to kill him and Sven. “There were no weapons on the bottom deck, only

some food, but if Frode had a dagger hidden in hisroom...”

“There' s apossibility that the others might also have weapons hidden in their rooms.”



Viktor snapped his fingers as he finished off my sentence.

Our hands tightly clasped together, Viktor and | wasted no time rushing back onto the
pirate ship. We started in the first room, and without much effort, we were able to
locate two daggers. One was hidden under the bed, and the other among his personal
belongings. We found five more in the following five rooms and two more in the
room opposite Frode s-the third pirate Viktor had saved me from.

It appeared that even though they were a band of pirates that sailed the Seven Seas
together, wreaking havoc wherever they went, they didn’t trust each other.

Viktor had been missing for quite some time now. If they hadn’t already, one of the
pirates would come looking for him soon enough, and that was not a risk we were
willing to take. The daggers were sharp but small, so the element of surprise was still
the best weapon we had.

Once we were back on the sandy beach, Viktor turned to face me. “Y ou need to stay
here and hide, my siren.”

“What? No!”

“Hear me out,” he said, his lips twitching slightly at the corners in a barely-there
smile. “As soon as they see you, they will know something iswrong.”

“But—" | tried to protest, but my husband cut me off.

“You've aready been through so much, done so much. | can't bear the thought of
you having to go through anything else, my siren,” he whispered, bowing his head to
nuzzle the tip of his nose against mine. If the moment wasn’t so dire, | would have
melted in his arms and ordered him to take me right then and there. “I’m so sorry that
you had to go through that alone. | should have been there to stop it from happening,



to protect you, but I'm so proud of you for being able to protect yourself, my siren.
My strong, brave wife.” He held me to him, his hands delicately cupping my face and
tilting it up so he could pepper kisses all over it. “But you need to let me do this. Let
me protect you, my siren. Get onto The Serpent, where | know you'll be safe. Wait
for us.”

| pursed my lips, though, after a few moments, | couldn’t stop them from curling
down. “I’m not happy about this, Viktor. | want to come with you. | want to fight by
your side.”

“1 know, but | can’t risk putting you in any more danger, my siren,” he sighed and
brushed his lips against my forehead. “Stay safe for me. I'll be back with everyone
before you know it, and then we'll leave this Hell hole.”

“What are you going to do?”’

“I’m going to try and sneak back without them noticing. I’ ll hand out the daggers to
the crew, and we'll strike when they least expect it.”

“And if they do notice you sneaking back?”’

He shrugged. “We' |l make it work, my siren. We outnumber them.”

| knew there was nothing | could do to stop him, that this needed to be done, that this
was something that he needed to do, so even though | wasn't happy about it, | sighed
and gavein.

“Come back to me, pirate,” | whispered and rose on my tiptoes for akiss.

“Always, my siren,” he promised.



Viktor dlid one of the daggers into my hand and gave me a lingering kiss before he
turned around and ran toward the treeline, disappearing behind it.

Soon, we would al be free, but | could only wait for now.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

V iktor had promised to be back as soon as possible. While | knew he was probably
trying his best to keep hisword, it felt like he had been gone forever .

| don’t know how much time passed, but | waited until | couldn’t wait any longer.
With the dagger Viktor had left me snuggled tightly in the palm of my hand, | began
trekking up the shore in search of him and our crewmates.

| would be relieved to run into even Crosby right now.

| had nearly made it to the treeline when my ears perked up at the sound of faint
laughter, and my eyes widened in fear. It didn’t sound like any of our crewmates, and
even if it was, | doubted any of them would be laughing so freely like this while held
under captivation by murderous pirates.

When the laughter became louder, | took Viktor’'s advice and hid. | rushed back to the
closest ship-the pirate ship—and took shelter on the side hidden from them. The plank
to walk up onto the ship was on the other side, so there was no logical reason for
them to wander onto this side of the vessel and discover me, but | couldn’t help but
worry that my hiding spot was flawed. Holding my breath, | willed for my heart to
calm down, irrationally afraid they would somehow hear it and discover me.

From the sound of their light-hearted conversation poking fun at us and their laughter,
only two pirates had returned to the ship.

They would find the bodies; | did not doubt that. What | did doubt, however, was



whether | could take on both pirates simultaneously. When they were on the ship and
the coast was clear, | rushed down the sandy beach until | was safe behind the trees.

| didn’t need to glance back to know they had already wandered off the top deck and
to the second. Hopefully, | had some time before they came rushing off the ship to
warn the others that things had ended badly for the three pirates who had stayed with
me.

My grip on the dagger remained firm as | ran through the trees, trying to stay as quiet
as possible. Thankfully, it didn't take long for me to come across some familiar
faces—Roscoe and Manny. | felt relief like | had never felt before at the sight of them,
even if they were sweaty and dirty from the rigorous digging. At least they were
given spades and didn’t have to dig with their bare hands.

Both their backs were to me as they worked, and one of the pirates was sitting on a
rock nearby. He appeared to be busy writing in a journal, not paying much attention
to them.

“Manny! Roscoe!” | whispered, hiding behind a bush, but neither turned.

When the whispering didn’'t work, | shook the bush quietly at first, but when that
proved hopeless as well, | shook it harder. Manny glanced over his shoulder at the
sound, and | locked eyes with him.

His lips parted in surprise as he glanced at me, and when | gestured toward Roscoe,
he reached out and tapped his arm.

“Astrid?’ Roscoe whispered, both of them turning to face me. They were blocking
the view so the pirate couldn't see my head poking out from the bush, and they
continued digging so it wouldn’'t make him suspicious.



“What are you doing here, Astrid?” Manny whispered.

“The other three pirates are dead,” | told them in a whisper. “Viktor has gone looking
for the others.”

“Is he going to kill them?’

| nodded and held out my dagger, gesturing to the pirate behind them. “Here.”

Manny and Roscoe glanced at each other, partaking in a silent conversation with their
eyes. Roscoe was the first to break the gaze and reach out to take the dagger from me.
| wasn’t surprised. He was the more outgoing and assertive of the two.

If 1 could, I would have stepped forward to do the job myself and save these two
young, innocent teenagers from having to go through the rest of their lives with the
blood of a person—albeit a pirate—on their hands, but if | so much as rustled the bush
too much, | would be found out, and that would only make things worse for all of us.

Slipping it under the sleeve of his tunic, Roscoe turned around and walked up to the
pirate. They were too far away to hear what they were saying, but the pirate closed
his journal to speak to Roscoe.

The pirate looked rather angry with something Roscoe had said, and he held out his
arm, pointing it at where Manny was standing, indicating for him to get back to work.
When Roscoe turned around, | was already wracking my mind to devise another plan,
but he caught us all by surprise when he swiftly turned around again and plunged the
dagger into the pirate’ s chest, right where his heart was.

| watched in horror as he yanked the dagger out of his heart only to plunge it back in,
deeper and twisting it. Roscoe stabbed the pirate’ s lifeless body over and over again,
only stopping once | called out to him. As if he hadn’t realised what he was doing,



Roscoe staggered back to us, a bewildered look on his face as he stared down at his
bloody hands.

“He was drawing pictures of us,” Roscoe whispered, avoiding my gaze as he held out
his hand to return the dagger to me. | wiped the blood against the bottom of my dress
to clean it before handing it back to him. As disturbed as he looked, it was better for
us all if Roscoe had the dagger.

“Pictures?’ | asked.

Roscoe gulped slowly. “Pictures of how he was going to kill us.”

We were all silent for along moment, taking in everything that had just happened.

“We need to find the others,” Manny said, handing me the other spade. It wasn’t an
ideal weapon, but it would inflict afair bit of damage if needed.

Roscoe and Manny were separated from the rest of the group early on, so tracking
them down took us a while. We picked a random direction and ran but didn’t make it
very far before we heard someone call out to us. The unfamiliar voice told us it was a
pirate.

We stopped and turned around, and the pirate already had his sword raised. Without
sounding unnecessarily negative, | couldn’t help but fear that a shovel wouldn’t stand
a chance against his gleaming, sharp sword.

Much to our relief and the pirate' s dismay, we didn’t have to test the theory as before
he even made it remotely close to us, his neck was cracked sharply to the side. There
was a loud, painful crack that had me wincing, and when his body dropped to the
ground like a sack of potatoes, Hammond plunged his dagger deep into the pirate’s
chest for good measure. Odin, Viktor, Jerrik and Caspian were quick to join



Hammond, and Viktor wasted no time pulling me into his arms, groaning when |
accidentally hit him with the shovel.

“Sorry,” | apologised, but he only laughed as he kissed my forehead.

“You're not hurt, are you?' He asked, his eyebrows knitting together in concern as he
looked me up and down for any injuries.

“I"'m not hurt,” | quickly denied before he worked himself into a frenzy. “But | can’t
say the same thing about that pirate Hammond just annihilated.”

Hammond grinned at my words, but it was a bit tense and tight around the corners,
not quite reaching his eyes.

“1 thought | told you to wait at the ship?’ Viktor groaned, drawing my attention back
to him.

“Since when did | listen?’ | chuckled, and he playfully narrowed his eyes at me. “I
did go to the ship at first, but two pirates went back there, so | snuck away.

“How many more are still alive?’ Caspian asked, afierce look on his face.

“There are three dead on the ship,” Viktor said. “There's this one that we got here as
well.”

“And we got one aswell,” Roscoe murmured in asmall voice.

“That makesfive,” Hammond countered. “ There' s three | eft.”

“Two at the ship,” | repeated. “And possibly one more guarding the others.”



It was apparent that all these pirates needed to die if we wanted to get the entire crew
off the idand alive. Aslong as they were still alive, they were a threat to us, and we
had already been through so much to get here.

Viktor, Jerrik, and Odin broke off from usto find the last pirate on the island with our
remaining crewmates, and | led the rest of us back to the pirate ship.

It was time to end this once and for all.
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CHAPTER FORTY

H eading back to the ship was a waste of time. The two pirates were no longer here. |
didn’t need to snoop through the second floor to know the two pirates had figured out
what had happened on the ship.

The doors to the last two rooms at the end of the corridor were open even though
Viktor and | had purposely closed al of them.

They knew the truth, and now they were somewhere on the island, looking for us. |
hated to admit it, but whoever found the other first would have the upper hand.

“1 should have known,” | muttered under my breath as we retreated to the forestry
island with no sense of where to go or look.

“There’ s no way you could have known,” Manny tried to assure me. The gesture was
sweet, but | wasn't in avery compliant mood right now. Not when al our lives were
in danger, and we had just wasted so much time trekking back to the ship not to find
the pirates.

It felt like we had been walking forever, looking for the pirates. In redlity, it couldn’t
have even been an hour.

“Do we go back and check if they’'ve returned to the ship?’ Caspian groaned,
dragging his feet.

| mulled over his question momentarily, but before | could answer, Hammond



dropped to his knees behind a bush and pressed a finger to his lips, silencing us all.
My eyebrows furrowed together at first, confused by his strange behaviour, but then
my eyes widened, and | dropped to the ground behind him. | frantically but silently
gestured for Caspian, Roscoe, and Manny to do the same.

“What are they doing?’ | asked, struggling to see over the tall bush we were hiding
behind.

“The holes seem far too big to be digging for treasure,” Hammond murmured.

Caspian crouched taller from behind me to get a better look. At the horrified gasp that
escaped him, | couldn’t hold back my curiosity any longer. | rose on my knees, and
the moment my eyes landed on Garth, Dagfinn, Gustav, Latham and Crosby, all dirty,
sweaty, tired and overworked, forced to dig holes so deep | could only assume they
were their own graves, | reacted the same way as Caspian.

Three pirates watched our crewmates, meaning Viktor and the others hadn’'t yet
gotten to the lone pirate. Perhaps making our crewmates dig graves for everyone was
revenge for the bloody scenes the two pirates had witnessed on the ship.

How could they be so cruel?

When we heard some rustling over our shoulders, we all glanced back. Viktor, Odin,
and Jerrik had found their way to us, looking as horrified as we felt.

“I’ve never seen something like this before.” Viktor crawled over to me and shook
his head, looking more disgusted than I’ d ever seen him. “Who has a weapon on their
person?”’

Roscoe and Caspian held up their daggers, and Hammond held up his recently
acquired sword. Viktor’s eyes lingered on Manny and Roscoe before flicking over to



me. | knew what he was thinking. It was the same thing | was thinking. Manny and
Roscoe were young and had already been exposed to so much. They didn’t need to be
traumatised anymore. He subtly dismissed Roscoe and instructed him to hand the
dagger to Caspian.

Together, Viktor, Hammond and Caspian snuck away to take care of the remaining
pirates and free us all.

The first pirate was the easiest to kill. Hammond snuck on him from behind and
slashed the sharp edge of the sword against his neck, nearly dlicing it all the way
through. He died aimost silently, coughing and gurgling quietly on the ground as the
blood oozed out of him. The second pirate was far louder than the first, and he
screamed and yelled loudly long after Caspian stabbed him in the back and chest
multiple times.

Both were relatively easy kills, but they set off the third, making him more difficult to
deal with than he should have been.

The third pirate saw Viktor coming and leapt at him in desperation. He swiped at
Viktor, catching him by surprise, and forced the dagger out of his hand. | screamed in
fright and jumped up to my feet, terribly afraid for my husband. The dagger dropped
to the ground, too far away for Viktor to grab it and defend himself. When Viktor
stumbled back as the pirate brandished his sword and charged toward him, he fell into
agrave. | screamed louder and attempted to push through the greenery separating us
from the clearing to get to him, but Roscoe and Jerrik held me back.

| knew they meant well, but at that moment, | didn’t hate two men more. Perhaps the
lone pirate that was still alive, but they came in very close second and third.

Everything felt like it was moving in slow motion.



The pirate leapt forward, and so did Hammond and Caspian, but they were too slow
and too far away to get to him in time. | screamed, kicked and fought Roscoe and
Jerrik, desperate to stop this man from slicing up my husband, but they were far too
strong for me.

The pirate raised his sword high in the air above his head. Viktor threw his arm over
his face in a last attempt...and Crosby charged at the pirate from behind, knocking
him to the ground. His grip loosened on the sword in the flurry of it al, and it fell into
the grave.

The grave that Viktor wasin .

| screamed until my throat burned and my chest ached, and then | screamed some
more. In shock, Roscoe and Jerrik let go of me, and | pushed through the bush to get
to the grave.

Unable to think of anything but Viktor and the sword that had fallen into the grave,
possibly dlicing him in half, | stopped a the edge and propelled myself forward,
peering down.

“Good catch, don’t you think?’ Viktor grinned widely as if he wasn’t inches from
death merely a moment ago.

The most enormous sigh of relief escaped me when | spied the sword in his hand. He
had managed to catch it with his right hand, the sword upside down, and blood
trickled down from where it cut into the skin of hisfingers and pam, but he was alive

“That’s not funny,” | sobbed as | dropped myself into the grave, ignoring the scratch
on my palm and the way my knees ached from the poor landing.



Viktor threw the sword carelessly to the side a second before | threw myself at him,
circling my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist, clinging onto him for
deer life. He laughed and playfully complained about surviving having a sword

thrown at him but dying from my chokehold, but he held me even tighter than | held
him.

If Crosby hadn’t redeemed himself before, he certainly had now.
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CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

T he graves came in handy. There were five in total, so a few of them had to share,
but it wasn't like they could complain.

The shovels they had left us also came in handy as we used them to dig up the rest of
the island and collect as much of the King’'s treasure as possible. Some we sold to
Greenland in exchange for a hefty price, but admittedly, we kept most of it—the pieces
we deemed to be the most valuable. After going through so much to get our hands on
it, it was the least we deserved.

Perhaps | was only saying this because | was traumatised by the horrific ordeal, but
the treasure was stunningly beautiful. It even glistened in the darkness of the bottom
deck, where we had kept it for the trip back to Jorvik.

| finally started to see the true virtues and rewards of being a sailor, athough |
couldn’t help but favour being a Captain’s wife more.

After everything we had been through to get there, Greenland was nothing short of a
dream. The trade was completed on the first day, and after hearing the horror stories
of our journey there, they gifted us some expensive furs.

Greenland was somewhat of an anticlimactic end to our trip before we returned to
Jorvik, but none of us were complaining.

We stayed in Greenland for six days, eating and resting before boarding The Serpent
to return home. Treasure Island was deserted, and there were no provisions for



animalsto live there, so it was of no interest to us. On our way back, we made sure to
avoid both Canne and Mann.

The trip back took four weeks, which felt even longer because we made no stops
along the way, not even when we got low on food and supplies. After everything we
had been through, we were unwilling to take any more risks.

After months at sea, The Serpent was finally docked at Jorvik again, and | couldn’t be
more relieved if | tried.

The moment The Serpent docked at the shore and the plank was laid down—albeit two
inches short from where it broke off when escaping Canne-l rushed down it before
anyone else and al but threw myself and Kisinto the awaiting arms of my family.

My mother, father, brother, and sister-in-law squeezed the life out of me, but there
wasn't asingle complaint on my lips. And soon after, Viktor joined us, too.

When | spotted a baby in Frgga' s arms, | squealed but quickly quietened down when
she began stirring. | couldn’t hold back my excitement when | was offered to hold
her.

| didn’t miss how Viktor melted at the sight of baby Rosa, eager to carry her. When
my mother pointed out that Viktor was absolutely smitten with our baby niece, a
warm flush spread over my cheeks, and | looked away.

Shedidn’t need to tell metwice. In fact, she didn’t even need to tell me the first time.

Viktor and | were separated from our family, or more importantly, we were forced to
return baby Rosato her parents when Barden pulled us to the side.

“1"d like to start by welcoming you both back,” Barden smiled brightly at us both, but



it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “We can discuss the trip first thing in the morning after
you get some food in you and a good night’s rest, but I’d like to start by clearing the
air between us.”

“How so?’ Viktor hummed, giving my hand a gentle squeeze.

“I wish to apologise for how | treated you before you left for the
mission—specifically you, Viktor. After you left, | realised my behaviour was wrong
and was driven by my greed for the King's treasure. Being married myself, | should
know what it’'s like, especially since you were so newly married. | should have been
more accommodating, and | guess I’ m trying to say that | never should have expected
things to stay the same after you married. | should have respected you, both of you,
and | need to apologise for my behaviour. I’'m really sorry, Viktor and Astrid.”

Viktor pursed hislips, and | gave his hand an encouraging squeeze.

“And what about when you said you'd replace me?’ He asked, and internally, | was
dancing in happiness that we were finally confronting Barden for his brash behaviour
before we left. Outwardly, | was calm and collected, the perfect Captain’ s wife.

“I’m sorry about that as well. | could never replace you, Viktor. Y ou know that | was
only chatting out of my ass,” Barden sighed, looking sorry for himself. “No offence
to your father, Astrid—" He glanced at me. “—but you're the best Captain we've ever
had, Viktor. | don’t know what we' d do without you.”

“As long as you promise me that something like this will never happen again, I'll
hold no grudges,” Viktor countered with an ultimatum of his own.

“Yes! Yes, of course!” Barden nodded his head frantically. “Nothing like this will
ever happen again. | give you my word.”



“Then all between us is good, Barden,” Viktor grinned and pulled him in for a hug,
clapping him sharply on the back. “1t’s good to be back.”

“It's good to have you back. Both of you,” Barden grinned. “I hope you're not too
tired because we've started preparations for a grand feast as soon as we saw The
Serpent in the distance.”

“We're al a little tired, but nothing a quick nap won't fix,” Viktor smiled, a dark
promise shining in his eyes when he turned to glance at me.

| was half-relieved, half-expecting Barden’s apology, and it appeared that many other
things had also changed in Jorvik while we had been away.

For one, Jerrik’s wife was pregnant, having found out the week after we had left for
sea. Chara was now between six and seven months along, and much to my surprise,
Crosby ran into her arms as soon as he got off the ship. Odin’s children had found a
Kitten in the forest while on a walk one morning, and Kis was smitten with him.
Laurence dropped to his knees in front of the girl who held his heart, and even
Caspian moved to ask for a private moment with one of the teachers from my school.
| didn’t even know he had his eyes on someone!

After that rather pleasant conversation with Barden, Viktor and | kept our heads down
and skilfully avoided everyone as we rushed back to our hut. It hadn’t been lived in
for months, and it was absolutely freezing and lacking life upon entrance, but neither
of us could be gladder about being back.

We would be more than happy to indulge everyone in our wild sea stories later, but
right now, we needed some time to ourselves. After al, the last time we had been
here, we had both been newlyweds, and it took me ages to look him in the eyes after |
sucked his cock for the first time.



Privacy was necessary after spending months at sea with the entire crew surrounding
us al the time.

As if he could read my mind, Viktor paimed himself over his breeches as he slowly
approached me, a dark glimmer in his eyes. “How about we consummate our
marriage bed, wife 7’
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EPILOGUE
S5 YEARSLATER

A fter that first rather eventful trip out at sea where everything that could have
possibly gone wrong did, in fact, go wrong, | had genuinely taken to life at sea. Since
then, | joined the crew on one of their lengthier missions every year and a few
shorter, more local ones when | saw fit. Though thankfully, none had been nearly as
long as that first one.

Today’ s mission was shorter, leaving in the morning and returning before it got dark,
but | felt too seasick to join them. However, | planned to send someone in my place.

Our very own baby, Haskell. However, he loved to remind us that he wasn't a baby
but just as much aman as his father.

A little over four years ago, Viktor and | became parents to a little sailor, and this
time next month, we were set to give him a little brother or sister. We were both
hoping for alittle princess, but we wouldn’t mind in the slightest if we gave Haskell a
little brother.

“Mamal” Haskell yelled as he came sprinting toward me at full speed like the little
ball of trouble that he was. He had Kis in his arms, who looked more seasick now
than she did when she was aboard The Serpent. “Mamal” He yelled again.

My lips tugged down at the corners, and | braced my hands on my hips, a mock stern
look on my face as | stared at my son.



“Haskell Daewon Thostenson!”

The little boy, who was the spitting image of his father, came to an abrupt stop at the
use of his full name and stared up at me with adorably wide eyes. He was in trouble,
and he knew it.

“What have | told you about running with Kisin your arms? Y ou know it makes her
sick, and then | have to clean up after her,” | lightly chastised him, only half-serious. |
know he meant well, but | truly despised cleaning up after Kis.

Haskell let go of Kisto fist his tiny little hands around my waist, an adorable little
pout on his face.

“Don’'t be mad, Mama. I’'m sorry,” he whined, tugging on my skirt.

It was impossible to stay mad at Haskell for long. Not when he looked at me just like
his father did when he was in trouble and wanted an easy way out.

“Fine,” | sighed dramatically, reaching down to pick up the little boy. “Mama won'’t
be mad, but you'll have to do something to earn my forgiveness.”

“Yes!” Haskell replied enthusiastically. “What do | do, Mama?’

“You'll have to give Mama akiss.”

| may have only wanted one kiss, but Haskell didn’t stop there. The both of us were a
giggling mess, and with each kiss, my heart swelled to the point where it felt like it
would explode in my chest.

And to think, when | married Viktor five years ago, | never knew that | could love

someone more than | grew to love him. | didn't know my heart could fit another
person into it, but it had the moment | found out | was pregnant. And then it grew



even bigger when | found out | was pregnant again earlier this year.

Speaking of the devil, a husky chuckle sounded in my ear before a pair of strong,
muscular arms wrapped around my waist from behind. His hands immediately
smoothed over my large stomach, pressing harder when the baby immediately kicked.
The baby had been very active lately, and Viktor loved it. | did, too, but being eight
months pregnant and being both bigger and heavier than when | was pregnant with
Haskell was starting to take its toll on me.

“I"ll apologise to Kis and clean up the messif she’'ssick.”

| huffed and spared him a disapproving glare over my shoulder as Haskell continued
to giggle like the beautiful, bubbly baby that he was.

Viktor and | sure did make a beautiful child. And soon, we would have another one.
“You'll aready be out at sea by then.”

“But I'll be back tonight. | can clean it up then.”

| quirked an eyebrow at him, knowing that he hadn’t thought this one through. “And
what am | supposed to do all day? Just stare at it and wait for you to come back?’ My

voice dripped with sarcasm.

“I"ll make it up to you later, my siren.” Viktor rested his chin on my shoulder, briefly
turning his head to kiss to the side of my neck.

A shiver ran down my spine at the kiss and the double meaning, and his chest
rumbled against my back as he laughed.

“1’m going to hold you to that, pirate.”



Viktor couldn’'t resist teasing me with another kiss before he turned his attention to
Haskell, who was entertaining himself with a strand of my hair, twirling it around in
his finger. | quickly reached and freed the poor strand because | knew what would
soon follow if my son had hisway. He had been a hairpuller as a baby, and four years
on, nothing had changed.

“What does my favourite boy say about coming out to sea with me? Give Mama
some timeto relax?’

“Y%! ”

“If you take him out on The Serpent with you, | won’'t be able to relax. I'll be too
busy worrying about him all day,” | pouted.

“Maybe next time, Haz.” Viktor booped Haskell on the nose. “Maybe your baby
brother or sister can also join us.”

Viktor had made it very clear to Barden that this would be his last mission until after
our new baby was born. Last time, Barden kept pushing for Viktor to go out on this
mission and that mission, and he barely made it back in time to witness Haskell’s
birth. And that was mostly because | refused to give birth without him by my side and
holding my hand to help me get through it all.

“Mama,” Haskell whined and struggled in my arms, wanting to be let down as he
spotted a group of children around his age-his little toddler friends—walking past us
toward the shore with some of their parents.

Viktor took him from my arms and nuzzled him to his chest before putting him down.

“Papawill come find you to say goodbye soon, Haz.”

He kissed our baby’s forehead, and we watched as he scurried away, no doubt to get



up to some mischief, just like his father.

“Areyou sure you' Il be okay without me today, my siren?’ Viktor asked with asigh.

“I"ll find a way to manage,” | teased and leaned my head back to rest it against his
shoulder, basking in the warmth and love only he could provide. “You won’'t come
back too late, right?’

“We plan to be back for dinner at the very latest,” Viktor promised me with a small,
frustrated groan. “I love being out on sea, but | don't like leaving you when you're so
close to giving birth.”

“Me neither,” | sighed and snuggled further into his arms. “But this will be the last
one for alittle while, so savour it.”

“Barden is already talking about another one next week, said to last afew weeks. |'ve
already said no, but he keeps insisting. The crew can go ahead if they want. There's
no way I’m leaving you again, Astrid.”

“| really hate Barden sometimes,” | grumbled under my breath.

“Metoo,” he groaned and nuzzled his face further into the crook of my neck, holding
me a little tighter. “I don’t know if | can leave today, Astrid. | don’t want to leave

youl.

“What do you mean? You said you' l| be back before dinner.”

“It's still too long,” he groaned. “I hate not having you near at all times. | hate not
being able to go and see you or talk to you whenever | want. | hate being unable to
hold you in my arms like this whenever | want. It was bad enough having to leave
you those few times after we got back from our first mission together, and it was still
you and me. It's so much harder now with you and Haskell and, soon, with our



second child aswell.”

His hands dropped my waist to rest on my protruding belly, his touch so tender and
soft.

“1 love you, Astrid, and when we're not together, all | do is think about you. | keep
worrying that you'll go into labour and | won't be there by your side. That | won't be
here when our child is born.”

“I’ll keep my legs shut until you come back.”

Viktor threw his head back and laughed, the melodious sound warming my heart in a
way that only this man could.

“l know this is hard, Viktor,” | whispered, turning around to face him. | cupped his
face to bring it down to mine, resting his forehead against mine. It was challenging to
hug him this way with my large, pregnant stomach, but we made the best of it. “But
I’m still a month away from giving birth, and you'll be back this evening anyway. |
know you worry about me and Haskell, but we'll be perfectly fine until you return.
When you do, you won't have to leave for another mission until after the baby is
born, and we can go back to joining you on The Serpent. Barden can whine,
complain, and stomp his feet as much as he wants, but there’s no way I’m letting you
go for too long before | give birth. 1t’s far too risky, and | refuse to give birth without
you by my side.”

Viktor squeezed his eyes shut and leaned forward just slightly to caress the tip of my
nose with his.

“You always know what to say, my siren.” He pressed a soft, chaste kiss to my
mouth. “I love you so much. | don’t know what | would do without you. You're the
light in my life, guiding me out of the darkness. You're the best wife | could have
asked for and an even better mother to our children. | can’t wait to spend the rest of



my life with you by my side, on land and at sea.”

Call it pregnancy hormones, but his heartfelt words brought tears to my eyes, and |
angled my face to press my lips harder against his.

“I love you too, Viktor,” | whispered against his mouth, sucking gently on his bottom
lip while my arms were wrapped tightly around his neck, keeping him as close to me
as possible. “Hurry up and get back to me because | can't stay for long without my
husband.”



