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      I’ve just left my room, for what could be the last time, and I still can’t decide if that is exciting, or terrifying. I tend to lean toward terrifying whenever I really let myself think about it. But regardless of how I feel, as soon as the Captain’s voice makes the announcement that we are finally here, I have the overwhelming desire to see it all for myself. From the looks of it, I’m not the only one. Other crewmembers are already in the corridor, making their way toward the bridge.

      The crew for the trip back to Scides is at least three times the size of the original crew. Once clean water and Space Vikings were discovered here, there was no end to the number of individuals that wanted to get a look. And now, not only do we have a much larger crew; we have a second tanker ship traveling with us. So according to the barbaric agreement reached between Captain Hale and the Vikings, two tanker ships of water equals two women as payment. But honestly, I don’t think people on Earth were nearly as offended by that as they should have been. They were more excited to finally have a source of clean water, so it was easy not to think about the women that would be sent away. To them, it is a small price to pay. Sacrificing one for the good of many and all that.

      My thoughts are quickly jumbled when the alarms suddenly sound, and the red emergency lights on the steel walls of the corridor begin flashing a bright, blinding red in time with the blaring noise. My first instinct is to grab at my waist, looking for my weapon.

      “Shit,” I say as I feel my empty waistband. It’s going to take a long time to get used to the fact that I’m not allowed to carry a weapon here. This is a peaceful trip, we were told. No weapons. It didn’t seem fair in my mind, but I’ll do what they tell me to…for now.

      Before I can move much further, the ship lurches to the side, slamming me into the wall of the corridor. Somehow, I manage to stay on my feet and it doesn’t take long for the ship to right itself. Adrenaline shoots through my veins like a junkie who just took a hit. My heart is pounding, but I’m ready for whatever is about to happen. I stand still in the corridor with my hand on the wall to steady myself, just in case. I look around and listen for signs, anything that will tell me if this is a classic case of turbulence or if we’ve just encountered another set of aliens that aren’t happy that we’ve arrived.

      The people in front of me laugh it off and begin walking again. I’m not so ready to do that. It’s not that the alarms haven’t gone off before to prepare everyone for an especially violent case of turbulence, but something isn’t sitting right with me. There are no windows in this part of the ship so I start walking again so I can find one. Getting a glimpse outside to see what’s going on will certainly help ease my discomfort.

      I’ve gone a few more steps when the ship lurches again and this time my feet leave the ground and I’m suspended in the air, almost as if I’m experiencing this situation in slow motion. All too soon, we speed back up again and I’m slammed down on the ground. This time I don’t keep my footing, but luckily I get my hands under me before I do a face plant on the cold, metal ground. My head still hits at the same time my wrist bends at a strange angle.

      “I’m going to feel that tomorrow,” I say, while trying to pull myself off the floor. When my feet are under me, I use the wall for support and make my way through the corridor. Finally, there’s a window, mere feet away from where I’m standing. The alarms are still blaring, the sound pounding with the rushing of my blood. I want to scream to shut them off - we’re all very aware of a problem at this point and the noise is just making it worse.

      Once I pull myself over to the window, it’s still difficult to make anything out. But I do see red flecks whizzing past us, almost like we’ve landed in the middle of a fireworks show on the fourth of July.

      What the hell is this? I wonder.

      It’s safe to say that at this point, it isn’t just turbulence. It’s too soon to fear the worst, because there could be a logical explanation for whatever it is that’s going on. The ship looks to be completely intact, so it isn’t as if we’re falling out of the sky or anything. I won’t say that’s impossible but Captain Hale is one of the best pilots we have and the Endeavor is a beast of a ship. Still, I’m going to find the Captain to see if he wants me at one of the weapon portals. We may not have been allowed individual weapons, but they didn’t strip us of the weapons built in to the ship. She’s still hot and ready to party.

      I reach the bridge, where there’s a flurry of activity. Crewmembers rushing around and shouting things to each other. I’m focused on the huge window at the front and what secrets it will finally reveal.

      “What the hell is going on down there?” I ask Captain Hale.

      He didn’t hear me approach; he’s too focused on flying the ship to safety. I’m standing behind him with my hand on the back of his seat, watching the scene before me unfold like the big screen at a drive-in movie.

      “Buckle yourself in, Fleming,” Captain Hale says, sounding annoyed.

      “Are we returning fire?” I ask instead. Now that I can see the whole picture, it definitely isn’t fireworks.

      “Hell no,” he says. “That’s the one thing we were told not to do.”

      “Unless they’re trying to shoot us out of the sky,” I say, trying to remind him that our orders won’t matter one bit if no one is left alive to follow them.

      He shakes his head. “We’re not the target, but the timing of our arrival is damn unlucky.”

      The ship lurches again. I grab onto the Captain’s chair to keep from flying across the bridge.

      “Didn’t I tell you to sit down and secure yourself?” the Captain says once he’s able to steady the ship again. “Those explosions might not be intended for us but if I don’t get us out of the way they’re going to bring us down anyway.”

      “Got it,” I say, crawling to my knees. He’s still barking orders at the other crewmembers around him. I don’t know what they’re trying to do; flying a ship isn’t my area of expertise. But if he needs me to fire the weapons or defend the ship, I know just how to do that.

      I see an empty seat and crawl over to it, pulling myself up and securing the straps before I have to endure another shift or drop that will send me flying. Honestly, I don’t know how I haven’t gotten motion sick yet. All of the drops and shifts would usually have me praying to the porcelain gods by now. Though on this ship they wouldn’t be porcelain. I reach my hand up and gingerly touch the side of my face that is steadily throbbing. My fingers are wet and red when I pull them away and my wrist is already swollen.

      I’m quickly distracted by the sight before me, though. Now that Captain Hale has managed to maneuver us to the side, I have a better view of what is actually going on below us.

      “Are we in the right place?” I ask.

      “Exact same coordinates as last time,” the Captain says.

      “Okay,” I say, skeptical.

      Nothing down there looks the way Captain Hale described it. The first huge red flag is that it isn’t frozen. No ice, no snow. The water is a beautiful dark blue, almost black. The isle is covered with green vegetation. But the biggest problem that I see are the huge ships on the water and it looks as if they’re in the middle of massive sea battle.

      “You said they were Vikings but it looks to me like we landed in the middle of a pirate ship battle. Fully equipped with cannons and everything.”

      “They’re Vikings, trust me,” he says. “And they aren’t cannons, but rather some sort of explosive.”

      I watch what’s going on below us. There’s one ship in the front that looks to be trying to get to the Isle. The problem is that it has three ships on its tail, firing what look to be balls of explosives.

      “Someone made them very unhappy,” I say. “I’m glad it wasn’t us.”

      “Now I don’t know if we should land on the Isle or not. That ship is leading them right for it.”

      “The ice is melted, there’s nowhere else for you to land,” I say, stating the obvious.

      “I know,” he says in his grumpy voice. “Things aren’t going our way.”

      He continues to maneuver the ship, bringing us around to the back of the Isle, as far away from the battling ships as possible.
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      Eventually we land.

      In complete contrast with how we arrived, Captain Hale sets us down on the far side of the Isle next to a field ripe with crops. The wind whips around as the Endeavor slowly settles, rustling the soft fronds of whatever it is growing around us. Suddenly, my bloody head and swollen wrist seem out of place. Instead, we’ve landed and it’s so serene here, it feels like we should be having an afternoon picnic, not trying to get out of the way of warring sea vessels.

      No one makes a move to take off the safety harnesses or disembark. Instead, we sit and watch around us, waiting for the chaos of the water to find us and send us on our way again. The alarms are off, finally, but the red warning lights are still flashing, bathing us in an eerie red glow.

      “We lost the lighting function?” I ask. My voice sounds out of place and too loud now that the alarms are off. My ears are still ringing from the noisy assault they had to endure.

      “Yup,” Captain Hale says.

      “That’ll have to get fixed before you leave,” I say, quieter this time.

      “I know, Fleming,” he says. He still sounds a little annoyed but I know he’s going to miss me once I’m gone.

      The ship begins to power down, slowly. The second ship settles not far from where we’ve landed. Still, no one moves. I spot something move in the distance. I watch as a herd of animals cautiously move out from behind the trees and vegetation. They move toward us warily, but curious nonetheless.

      “I wonder what they are,” I say.

      Captain Hale just shakes his head.

      We’re on an alien planet with alien animals. If the warring Viking ships didn’t hammer that point home, these strange creatures certainly will. They lumber toward the ship, their long shaggy coats of fur swishing beneath them as they walk. Their necks are long with wide snouts; black tongues flick in and out.

      “Hopefully herbivores,” Dean says, surprising me by appearing on the bridge. Dean is one of the few members of our crew who was part of the original mission. He’s the lead scientist working to figure out a solution to our water emergency on Earth. He also just happens to be Captain Hale’s son as well as Maggie’s brother. He was adamant about coming along again so he could see Maggie. Maggie was the first woman to be traded to the Vikings. It wasn’t her choice, but it was necessary. From here on out, though, the women making these trips will be volunteers.

      We watch as one of the creatures flicks his long tongue out, wrapping it around a tall green stalk and pulling it into his mouth as he chews.

      “Herbivores,” Dean and I say at the same time.

      He looks over at me and laughs but his smile quickly fades. “Hey, you’re really bleeding.”

      “Oh, I kind of forgot about that. It has sort of numbed over, no more of the annoying throbbing,” I say.

      Still, he walks over and pulls a cloth square out of his pocket. “Here, hold this against it.” He presses it to the wound, making me flinch from the sudden sharp pain.

      “I got it,” I say, taking it from his hand.

      “I’ll grab a first aid kit.”

      I smile and give him a thumbs up. When I turn back to look out the front window of the ship, the animals are closer now. A few are brave enough to lean in and sniff the side of the ship. Ultimately, the Endeavor holds nothing of value to these creatures and they lose interest. They move back toward the vegetation that tastes much better to them than the dirty metal of this ship.

      “Let’s go,” Captain Hale says, effectively ending this calm moment. We all start moving. I hear the clicks around me as everyone unclasps their harnesses and begins moving around, back to business as usual. As for me, I need to get back to my room and gather my things. Most everyone else on this ship will be returning within a few days to make the long journey back to Earth. For me, this is a one-way trip.
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      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” I ask Captain Hale as I pull my arms through the straps on my backpack. I try to keep my voice low. Most of the crew is assembling to come along on our trek to the village and I don’t want to question Captain Hale’s judgement in front of them. But this is uncharted territory and the Vikings aren’t expecting us.

      Captain Hale gives me a stern look.

      “What?” I ask. “I don’t want to get in the middle of whatever was going on out there.”

      “What would you have us do?” he says moving close. “It’s not like we can turn around and come back another time when it’s more convenient.”

      I roll my eyes and cross my arms over my chest. “That’s not what I’m suggesting. I just don’t know if it’s a good idea to go traipsing through this place without knowing what we’ve dropped into the middle of.”

      “We’ll walk as far as the village. Once we can see it, we’ll know if there’s anything going on. Okay?” He puts his hands out, signaling that’s the best offer he can give me.

      “Okay,” I say, reluctantly. “But how do you know where the village is? I thought you never actually came as far as the Isle last time?”

      “Harrison has multiple images of the Isle from when we flew over and around it. He’ll be able to piece it together and at least send us in the right direction. Eventually he’ll be able to create an accurate map that we’ll be able to use for future visits.”

      I nod my acknowledgement. For a moment I forgot that Harrison was even aboard the ship. But he is an experienced topographer and he was also part of the initial mission to Scides. Captain Hale is right when he says he’ll be able to create an accurate map of this place.

      “Let’s get a move on then,” I say, hoisting my backpack so it sits just right. I start walking while Captain Hale shouts to the rest of the crew behind us that we’re finally ready to go. I don’t like the idea of moving through the Isle like this without having any idea what could be out here. Not to mention, aside from the knife that I’m carrying on my waist, we’re all unarmed. We’re so dependent on them for water that it was decided back on Earth we didn’t want them to find anything about us predatory or dangerous. Anything that could possibly make them decide to send us away without an invitation to return.

      Now here we are, moving through an open field unsure of what dangers lie ahead or behind us. Suddenly, this is what my life is about. I trudge forward, moving inland while waiting for a shout from Harrison that tells me I’m going in the wrong direction. Until that comes, I’m just going to keep moving forward.

      After we’ve walked for a while, I stop, drop my backpack to the ground and remove my jacket. The last time Captain Hale was here, this place was a popsicle. So naturally, we all packed anticipating winter weather. After no more than half an hour, I’m already beginning to sweat. I would give the Captain a hard time, but there’s a bite to the wind that leads me to believe winter isn’t far away. Still, I tie my coat around my waist and keep moving.

      Eventually the terrain changes and we are not walking through fields anymore. The land becomes hillier and rocky. Soon that’s all there is: nothing but paths trailing through rocky hills dotted with caverns, twisting over and around, no supple fields anywhere to be found. This part of our journey is more of a challenge, but somehow we all make it to the top. Once I’m there I turn around to see the others close behind. I take a quick head count and come up with twelve, meaning six crew members decided to remain with the ship.

      It’s here at the top of this rocky path that we get the first glimpse of the village, or at least what we assume is the village. We’re not close enough to tell if the ships that we saw ever made it to the Isle, but there is a trail of smoke snaking its way up into the sky that makes me wonder if there’s still something going on. I find it hard to believe that three ships would want to take on an entire Isle of Vikings. Instead, I would be willing to bet they were trying to catch the ship before it reached land. Hopefully they decided to back off rather than engage in a full-scale battle, because I don’t want to get in the middle of that.

      “What do you think?” Captain Hale asks from beside me.

      I shrug. “Seems pretty quiet. We might be okay to keep going.”

      He nods his agreement. “Let’s keep moving.”
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      Aside from my own heavy breathing from the constant up and down of these hills, I don’t hear anything. I’m out of my league here, though. It isn’t as though I’d hear gunfire; rather I’d hear the clang of swords and axes if they were indeed fighting. We have a strange concoction of crewmembers for this trip. Most of them are here for various academic reasons. From what I know I’m the only one with experience in law enforcement. Honestly, I think that’s one of the reasons I was asked to come here in the first place. In order to survive on a planet with Viking warriors, it helps to know how to fight. Now the pressure is on to make sure the rest of the crew is safe and they get out of here in one piece.

      “So far so good,” Captain Hale says. “Nothing standing in our way yet.”

      I nod. “We’re lucky to be traveling in a large group. Most animals will leave us alone. You know, safety in numbers.”

      “Unless we come across something alien that could easily devour all of us,” he says with a snort.

      I can’t help but smile even though this isn’t how I imagined things would go.

      “You’re excited to see Maggie, aren’t you?” I ask. His smile quickly fades; any signs of his playfulness a moment ago are gone.

      “I doubt she’ll be happy to see me,” he says.

      We all heard about how things went down on their last trip, how he had to leave her behind. It is something that has been tormenting him ever since he returned to Earth without her.

      “From what I’ve heard, you didn’t have much of a choice.”

      He shrugs as we keep trudging forward. “It didn’t seem like it at the time. Still eats at me though.”

      “I know,” I say.

      “Out of everyone here, Fleming, you would be the one to understand.”

      He pats my back, but before I’ll let my mind go there, I’m distracted by sounds ahead of us.

      “What is that?” I ask, stopping in my tracks to eliminate the noise of my feet on the ground. The Captain and I stop, listening closely while looking at each other to see who can identify the sounds first.

      “Shouting?” he says.

      I’m not sure about that. I glance around as the stillness of the afternoon seems to have dissipated. The rest of the crew stops behind us so that all we hear are the wind and our breathing.

      “Footsteps,” I say.

      Moving quickly, I get ahead of the group, climbing to the top of the next hill. This terrain is complicated. With all of the hills and caves it’s really hard to know if there’s anything coming. Standing on the hill, I listen carefully, trying to place the sounds that I’m hearing. Then, out of nowhere, appear warriors. This isn’t a greeting party, though. They’re running…and fast, as if they’re running away from something. There are three of them…no, four. Three in front, one running behind, but closing fast. The biggest problem that I see is that they’re running right toward us.

      Something about this feels very wrong.

      Without wasting anymore time, I turn from the hill and start waving my hands. “Quickly!” I shout, “Hurry! Into the caves.” I’m motioning for everyone to get into the closest caves that could offer some protection from the approaching warriors.

      “What is it?” Captain Hale asks, alarmed.

      “Warriors,” I say. “But something isn’t right. Get everyone into the caves and stay there, stay quiet. Hopefully they’ll just go past. Go!”

      Captain Hale runs back to the crew and continues to herd them toward the caves. Once they’re almost all out of sight, I turn and slowly move back up the hill. I’m trying to stay low and out of sight, but I want to see what’s happening. Whatever happens, I need to keep them from going near those caves.

      I position myself behind a larger rock toward the top of the hill. It isn’t ideal, but at least I’m not exposed, and I can still catch glimpses of the warriors, enough to see if they’re approaching.  Suddenly, instead of just footsteps, I hear shouting…and the sounds of weapons clanging.

      This time when I look, I see a very different scene unfolding. The warrior that had been pursuing the other three is now standing in the middle of them, weapons drawn, in a full-fledged fight. They’re much closer now, at the bottom of the hill. From behind my rock, I have the perfect view. When I first saw them approaching, I wasn’t able to get a good indication of their size. Now that they’re so much closer, they are incredibly intimidating. Not only are they tall, but their muscles are massive and thick. As they wield their weapons against one another, their muscles bulge and shift and frankly, I’m so impressed with their skills that it is hypnotizing.

      Three of the warriors have large patches of black markings on their backs, and from what I can tell, they’re all the same. The one in the middle doesn’t have any markings on his body. It must be the conflict from the sea spilling over onto land. Perhaps the one in the middle was chasing the others away? Off of his land? It’s impossible for me to know, but three against one in a fight is never fair.

      I continue to watch them, adrenaline coursing through me. My heart is pounding in my chest…hard enough that the wound on my head from earlier begins to throb. Luckily Dean stitched it up and bandaged it so even though it’s still sore, it’s as good as it’s going to get for now. There’s also a bandage wrapped tightly around my wrist from my fall earlier. Aside from a little swelling it isn’t bad, nothing some painkillers can’t fix.

      I’m nervous as I watch. The one in the middle is strong, but eventually his strength will fade. He’s in the position right now where all he can do is defend himself instead of moving to strike. I keep waiting for more warriors to arrive to help him, but so far there’s no sign of anyone else.

      I hear a shout and when I look back, I see blood. The one in the middle has a large cut along his side and it’s dripping blood. He continues to fight back blows as if he doesn’t even feel it. I can’t believe I’m thinking about helping him, but I am. In fact, I’m creating a pros and cons list in my head while they continue their fight. I mean, what if the Viking in the middle is a part of Maggie’s new clan? What if the other three are part of Maggie’s new clan? That’s equally as possible but I can’t just sit here and watch as these three kill him.

      I have a knife, they’re using knives.

      Yes, they’re much larger than me, but I have the element of surprise. Not to mention I’m small and fast. If I could bring one of them down, he would have much better odds at finishing the other two. And then there’s the thought that if he loses, these three warriors could find the rest of the crew. Who knows what they would do to the others? I just can’t let that happen.

      This is crazy; I can’t believe I’m thinking about doing this. I’m not sure if I’m helping the right side, but then again, he was chasing them out of the village. My instinct tells me this is right and I should help him. I can’t explain it.

      

      I grab the knife from my waist and grip it tightly in my hand, so tightly my knuckles turn white. I watch them closely, memorizing their moves, looking for their weak spots. They’re completely focused on the one warrior, giving me the perfect opportunity to sneak in from behind and say hello.

      “This is crazy,” I whisper to myself. I press my hand over my heart, trying to calm the steady pounding. I glance back at the caves to make sure the others are well hidden and out of sight.

      “They’re good,” I whisper.

      I grip my knife once again, feeling the heft of it in my hand. There’s another growl from below and when I look back, the warrior has another wound. I can’t just sit here and do nothing. The predators are circling their prey. They’ll continue to slice at him, bit by bit, until they bring him to the ground.

      With a deep breath, I back away from the rock, giving myself momentum. And then, I run. I run toward the rock as fast as I can and when I reach it, I run up it. When I reach the top, I launch myself off, catapulting myself through the air. Momentum is on my side. It carries me down the hill the short ways I need to go until I land exactly where I aimed, on the shoulders of the closest warrior. Without hesitating, I bring my knife down in his neck. He crumbles below me. I roll off him, bringing my knife with me. I grip it in my hand again, my lifeline.

      The element of surprise is definitely on my side. For a moment they all look at me, stunned. I meet the stare of the warrior in the middle. His brown eyes question my very existence, but only for a moment. He gives an almost imperceptible nod before turning to strike down his enemy.
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      As if he has had a sudden burst of energy, he moves quickly and catches the warrior to his side off guard. My sudden appearance has distracted them all. I watch the Viking strike. He moves quickly with strong, vengeful thrusts. He’s graceful, his moves hypnotizing. In any other situation, I’d sit here and enjoy the show. Instead, there’s one more warrior to take care of and he has suddenly become very interested in me.

      I move back as he shifts his attention away from the Viking and moves toward me. He’s a beast, large and lumbering, strong but not quick. There’s something in his eyes, the way he looks at me like he doesn’t quite know what to make of me. It’s understandable; there aren’t a lot of humans around here.

      I hear a shout from my side and look to see the second warrior fall. I’m distracted just long enough for my opponent to make his move. He swings at me, a strange weapon in his hands. Something that looks like a spiked mace but instead of swinging on a chain, it has a thick handle. It moves quicker toward me than I expect, making me roll out of the way. I spring back up in a crouch so I’m ready to move again. Before I have the opportunity to engage him again, the Viking moves in from the side, taking over.

      I move further out of the way so I don’t get under foot. I feel like I’m in the ring with two professional wrestlers. My Viking manages to get the weapon away from the other warrior and then they grab ahold of each other, pushing their weight back and forth. Clearly they’re both tired, their energy running low. I look around, there’s still no sign of anyone else pursuing them. They’re on their own.

      And then, as quickly as this whole ordeal began, it ends. My Viking conquers his opponent with a sickening twist of his neck. He drops with a heavy thump while the Viking stands above him, breathing heavily. He looks vengeful as he stares down at the body on the ground. Suddenly, it occurs to me that it might not be the best idea to be standing here in the open with this fierce Viking warrior. He’s intimidating, even more so now that blood covers most of his skin. As soon as his gaze shifts to me, I’m uncomfortably aware that now it’s just the two of us. I’m standing not far from him and I can’t stop myself from glancing behind me to see how far I’d need to run to get back to the caves. Not to say that I couldn’t take him, I think I could…especially because he’s injured and about to drop.

      I get the feeling that he’s on our side, though. He continues to stare at me with an unsettling intense gaze. It’s impossible to tell what he’s thinking and I don’t know what to say to him. It’s an uncomfortable silence as we stand here with bodies at our feet. He’s not moving toward me, he’s not really moving at all.

      His eyes shift to something behind me and I can sense the others. He looks up the hill and then back to me before sinking to his knees.

      I look back and motion for the others to come down.

      “He needs help!” I yell.

      That seems to be all the initiative they need. With Captain Hale leading the crew, they descend the hill until they’re standing behind me. Once I have the others near, I feel more confident about moving forward and approaching the Viking.

      I’m standing in front of him when he finally looks back up, exhaustion painting his face. “We’ll help you get back to the village,” I say, hoping he understands English.

      He doesn’t answer me and he doesn’t make any effort to get to his feet.

      I look back at the Captain, motioning for him to step forward. Before he makes a move, he motions behind him and Dean steps forward. Then together, they both walk down to where I’m standing. It would be comical how we’re all so wary of him if I didn’t understand where they’re coming from. Yes, there are many more of us, but he has that look about him that he has survived many encounters such as this.

      “You okay?” the Captain asks.

      I nod without looking away from the injured Viking in front of me. The Captain turns and hesitantly addresses the warrior.

      “Is it safe in your village?” he asks.

      We both watch and wait. Just like before, he looks up at us with a strange look on his face. It’s almost as if he’s struggling to keep himself upright and conscious. I do another quick scan of the wounds on his body. It’s hard to find any skin that isn’t covered in blood so I really don’t know how bad his injuries are.

      “They were the last of them,” he finally says. His voice is deep but quiet, like he’s using the last of his energy to answer the Captain’s question. He speaks with an interesting accent that I’ve never heard before.

      “Then let’s go,” the Captain says. He waves his arm in a long arc, motioning for Dean to step forward and help him. “We’re going to help you to your feet.” He bends down and speaks closely to him with his hands extended. Before he dares to reach forward and touch him, he stands and waits for an answer or acknowledgement that it’s going to be okay that they help him.

      Slowly, the Viking nods his head…once. One barely perceptible nod. But that’s all the permission we need.

      Dean and the Captain each grab onto one of his arms and lift him. He clenches his jaw tightly as he struggles to get his feet underneath him.

      He’s in pain.

      “Should we wrap some of his wounds before we go?” I ask, concerned. The way he’s struggling to stay on his feet, we might not have a lot of time to get him back to the village. And if he drops unconscious along the way, I don’t know how we’ll get him back.

      “I will be fine,” he says before Dean or the Captain can answer.

      I doubt that is true but I keep my thoughts to myself. Instead, I watch him closely. We start moving toward the village again. It isn’t an easy walk, but there’s a new urgency to arriving in the village in a timely manner. The Viking is hugging his side by wrapping his arm around his waist and using his other arm to support his weight around the Captain’s shoulders. Dean is holding him awkwardly; the size difference between the three of them is almost comical. And also strange. It doesn’t seem real that we’re helping a bare chested, leather-pants-clad Viking warrior back to his village. Even after all of the times I thought I was preparing myself for this…it still doesn’t seem real.

      Eventually, someone must take notice of us. A large group of people moving toward the village…I would question their security if they didn’t. Who knows what we must look like to them. Nonthreatening is the first word that pops into my head. Hopefully they find us to be nonthreatening.

      When I think of this crew, that’s the best word to describe us. The people that begged to come along on this journey are scientists or academics interested in learning something from the trip. Harrison is our topographer, interested in learning the terrain and building a map of the Isle. Dean is our lead scientist who is working diligently with a few others on this mission to figure out a solution to our contaminated water issue on Earth. The engineers that hung back with the ship came along to make sure everything runs smoothly and that we’ll be able to load the tanks and return with them full of water. None of these people are threatening or intimidating. They’re all good-hearted people that were interested in educating themselves and learning about this newfound place. I hope it was a wise decision to let everyone come along.

      There is movement at the edge of the village now, other warriors moving out toward us. They certainly weren’t expecting us, there’s no way they could be. Sure they must have assumed we’d return eventually, but they had no way of knowing when exactly. We really didn’t have a way to know when we’d be back either. But here we are, carrying their injured warrior. I’d be surprised if they didn’t have questions for us.

      A small group of warriors heads our way. They look determined…and serious. No smiles or waves, not that that’s a Viking thing anyway. But the leader of the group looks angry, making me question what we’ve done wrong.

      As soon as the leader reaches us, he grabs the injured Viking. Dean and Captain Hale let go and step back, worrying that they think we did this to him. Captain Hale just opens his mouth to speak when the leader strikes the injured Viking across the face, making him fall in a heap at his feet.
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      “What the hell?” I say, moving forward. Someone grabs my arm to hold me back, but I shrug myself free. “He needs medical attention.” I put myself between the Viking on the ground and the massive one towering over me. He looks at me, disapproving. But I don’t care. The leader stares down at me and I don’t know what he’s thinking about doing. Before I can find out, the injured Viking grabs onto my arm and pulls me back out of the way.

      That was unexpected.

      “Bring him,” the leader finally says to the men behind him. Two of them step forward and lift him off of the ground. They carry him toward the village while the rest of us stand, watching. The leader doesn’t move to follow them yet so we all just stay put.

      Captain Hale steps forward after an awkward minute. Before he can introduce himself again, the Viking says, “The humans have returned, I see.” There is a strange look on his face, not quite a smile. Then he adds, “You do not have good timing.” He pauses for another few seconds and then says, “Come.” He motions for us to follow him into the village. This time we do follow. I look ahead, watching the warriors carry the injured Viking into the village. I’m curious what they have planned for him. Eventually they take him into a hut where I can no longer see him.

      I’m about to ask the leader what they’re planning on doing with him when I catch myself. For whatever reason, the injured Viking didn’t seem to like the fact that I intervened on his behalf. Instead, I swallow my words and try to keep quiet.

      We reach the village, but it’s clear that we’re not the main focus. There are billows of smoke rising over the cliffs on the far side of the Isle. Warriors move about the village, many of them hovering near the far cliffs, looking down at the smoke.

      “It looks to me like we do have good timing,” I say quietly to Captain Hale.

      “Hopefully,” he says.

      “What do you think they’re going to do with the injured warrior?” I ask just as quietly as before.

      He shrugs his shoulders. “We can’t worry about that right now.”

      We follow the Viking leader into a large building. There are long tables inside with thick benches. Strong wooden pillars are scattered throughout the room holding torches that have yet to be lit.

      “Maggie will want to know you are here,” he says once we’ve all entered the building.

      “Where is she?” Captain Hale says.

      “She is close, tending to the injured Viking.”

      “Maggie is tending to the injured Viking?” Captain Hale asks.

      “She is a healer now. Wait here, I’ll return with her shortly.”

      He leaves us alone to go find Maggie. We stand around in a group for a little while until eventually we begin to sit around the tables. There’s quite the commotion outside so we just stay inside out of the way. I sit in silence except for the quiet whispered conversations between small groups of people surrounding me. The leader mentioned that Maggie was tending to the injured Viking, which makes me feel a little better. With the way they greeted him initially I wondered if they’d even bother to help him.

      A little while later, a younger girl enters the building and lights the torches on the walls. As soon as she finishes, a few more girls join her. These women walk to the back of the room and start gathering supplies and piling them on platters.

      “We weren’t expecting you,” the leader says as he walks back inside. “Otherwise we would have been more prepared. We’ll have food and drink ready for you shortly. Maggie is on her way. Until she arrives, why don’t we discuss our future arrangements?”

      He walks over and joins Captain Hale at a table.

      “My name is Skarde. I don’t know if you remember me from the last time you were here. I’m the clan leader.”

      “I remember you,” Captain Hale says. “Sorry our arrival wasn’t ideal. We had no way of letting you know when we were planning on returning. But Maggie is doing well?”

      “Yes, she is well.”

      “That’s good to hear,” Captain Hale says, his body visibly relaxing. “After last time…well, it ate away at me.” His confession isn’t a surprise to any of us here. It was clear that whatever happened on their last trip didn’t sit well with him. He was never quite the same after they returned.

      Instead of addressing that issue, Skarde moves on. “You have brought another woman in exchange for more water?” he asks, looking around the room at all of us. There are many women on this crew but most of them will be returning to Earth.

      “Yes. And as long as we continue to bring women, you’ll continue to grant access to your resources? Particularly the water surrounding the Isle?”

      Skarde nods slowly and dramatically. “Agreed,” he says.

      “Thank you,” Captain Hale says. Now that things are running so smoothly, the Captain continues. “We’ve also brought along some scientists on this trip. Strictly to learn more about your lands. Do they have permission to look around and take samples?”

      Skarde looks around at the rest of us in the room before turning his attention back to the Captain. Again he nods and waves his hand dismissively. “That is fine. The thaw will be ending soon…”

      “We only plan on staying a few days. Then we must return.”

      “Very well.”

      Their conversation quickly comes to a halt when Maggie appears in the doorway. “Dad! Dean!” she says, running inside to greet them. It’s a very happy reunion for them and I can’t help thinking that even though Maggie is so far away, she’s still lucky that she gets the opportunity to see her father and brother every so often. When I said good-bye to my sisters, I knew it was really good-bye. No amount of time is going to take away the sting I feel inside every time I think of them.

      “This is such a surprise! Are you able to stay for a while?” Maggie asks.

      “We’re planning on staying for a few days,” Captain Hale says.

      “Wonderful! We’ll have a feast tonight, give you a proper welcome,” she says. “I want you to have a chance to meet Einar again. So much has changed since I saw you last.” She leads the Captain and Dean back toward the tables and sits with them. “For now, you must be thirsty after walking such a distance.”

      “It’s nice to sit and relax for a bit. We don’t want to be any trouble. Skarde mentioned you’re a healer now,” Dean says.

      Maggie smiles. She’s glowing. Life here looks to be good for her.

      “I am,” she says, shaking her head. “It’s hard to believe…I know. It’s actually a long story.”

      “I’m happy you’ve found a place for yourself here,” Captain Hale says. Then, much more quietly, he leans in and says, “If you are unhappy, you can return to Earth with us. I have brought two women this time, both of them have volunteered.”

      Two women? I look around the tables to see if I can figure out who the other woman is. I’m definitely guilty of keeping to myself. If I had been a little more social on our trip out here, I might have learned a more about the members of the crew and their purpose.

      “I’m really happy here, Dad,” Maggie says. “At first it was an adjustment, but everything is falling into place. And besides, now that I know you’ll be returning every so often, it gives me something to look forward to.”

      “I’m glad you’re happy here. It’s all I’ve wished for every day since we had to leave you behind.”

      I turn away from them. This seems like a private moment and I no longer feel like I should be listening in. I get up from the table and walk around the room. I stop near the doorway and look outside. It’s interesting to see the warriors milling about, busy with their jobs at hand. They’re all so fit and muscular, and because of the warm temperatures, they’re all shirtless. I find myself staring at these beautifully sculpted bodies. I’m peering at them from inside the doorway, mostly hidden behind one of the large wooden beams. An outsider silently observing from the outskirts…it’s very fitting.

      A lazy breeze carries the smell of smoke from the cliffs where something must still be burning below.

      “What is the smoke from?” I ask.

      Eventually Skarde says, “Like I said before, your timing wasn’t ideal. One of our ships arrived back to the Isle with three enemy ships on its tail. Two of the ships fled.”

      “And the other one burns,” I say, understanding his meaning. “And the injured Viking that we helped back to the village?”

      “He led them to us,” Skarde says.
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      The feast is a great success.

      The food is delicious. Fresh and hot, two words I haven’t been able to say about the food that we’ve eaten aboard the Endeavor. After the platters of food were practically licked clean, the feast turned into a party. The warriors slowly left the building and began to congregate outside, drinking and storytelling around the fires. I expect to see some of the warriors arm wrestling as I walk around but then I remember that we’re on a very distant planet from Earth and we are the aliens here.

      There is a group of Viking warriors huddled together around one of the fires, playing some sort of game. I stop a fair distance away and watch. There are small objects on the ground in the middle of the circle of warriors. They look like gold pieces or gold coins. Something small and shiny, but what material it is actually made out of, I can’t say. They’re using a few small gray objects that look like cups and somehow some of the gold pieces get put into some of the cups. Every now and again they’ll laugh loudly when something significant happens…I just don’t know what it is.

      I continue to watch. Even though I don’t know what they’re doing, it makes me smile to watch these huge warriors laughing hysterically over a simple game. There’s something about it that makes me feel less homesick. I watch a little longer until I get a strange feeling. I look over to the building that we just left not very long ago. The only light at this time of night is from the fires burning in the center of the village but I get the sense that someone is standing in the shadows of the building, watching me.

      When my eyes finally adjust, I notice someone off to the side of the building. I look around the fires again at all of the people enjoying themselves. It seems strange that someone is lurking around in the dark. Without spending too much time thinking about whether it’s a good idea or not, I slowly make my way back toward the building. When I reach the place where I thought I saw someone, there’s no one to be found. I shake my head and dismiss it as nothing. I’ve just turned around to make my way back to the fires, when suddenly there’s a huge warrior standing in my way.

      “Shit!” I yell, my hand naturally going to where my side arm should be at my waist. Instead, I grip the handle of the knife that I find there instead.

      “Easy,” the warrior says, raising his hands in what must be the universal sign that he comes in peace. Still, my heart pounds in my chest from the sudden adrenaline rush that comes with being startled. We’re close enough to the others that I shouldn’t really feel threatened, but this is all new to me. Who knows what I should really be feeling right now? “I am Ragnar, we met earlier today.”

      He steps closer and now I get a better look at him. It is the injured warrior from before. I look at him, surprised that it’s even possible he can be standing here in front of me.

      “How are you standing here? You were near death the last time I saw you.”

      He glances down and my eyes follow his. His fingers touch his side where the thick wound from earlier has already closed. It is still red but the amount that has already healed is shocking.

      “How is this possible?” I ask, stepping closer to him. I forget myself and reach out with my own fingers to touch the scar on his side. His skin is warm but the texture is much different from human skin. It is thicker, almost like leather. His scar is smooth, the new skin soft. “Amazing,” I whisper.

      I don’t realize how close together we are standing until I look up into his face and see his intense gaze scorching me. His features are hidden from me under his beard but those eyes…

      “What is your name?” he asks, interrupting my thoughts while I study him up close.

      I clear my throat, suddenly unable to find my voice. “Lela,” I say. “Lela Fleming.” I extend my hand toward him and it’s only when he looks at me with a confused look on his face that I realize Vikings don’t greet one another with handshakes. “You just go like this,” I say, already too embarrassed to stop myself. I grab his hand and place it in mine and then shake it. “A handshake. That’s how we greet someone on Earth.”

      He continues to stare at me, intrigued. Eventually I pull my hand out of his. I can’t keep my thoughts from jumbling when I make contact with his skin.

      “Why are you hiding back here anyway?” I ask, trying to regain my composure. “Don’t you want to join the others?”

      He doesn’t answer me, just continues to stare. I don’t know what is going on between Skarde and him, but if he doesn’t want to talk about it, I’m not going to push it.

      “I’m going to get some more to drink,” I say, raising my goblet that is still mostly full. I start to walk away, but something about the look on his face makes me pause. “What is it?” I ask, deciding to press him. He looks like he has something to say but still, he says nothing. “You wanted to thank me for my help before? When you were outnumbered three to one?”

      Now something changes. The brief vulnerability that I thought I saw is gone, replaced with something else. He straightens his back, towering over me even more than before.

      “I didn’t need your help,” he says. “I had everything under control.”

      Now I realize that I must have imagined any softness I thought I saw in him. The vulnerability that I detected has been replaced with a hard shell. Nothing I haven’t seen before.

      “Good to know,” I say. And then I turn to walk away. I don’t know why I bothered helping him in the first place. I should have hid in the caves with the rest of the crew. Now, I wander back inside of the building. There are still some members of our crew in here, sitting around the tables, drinking and talking. I walk over to one of the pitchers of ale and fill my cup. I sit down at the end of one of the tables and listen in to their conversation. It’s a few of the scientists talking about some of the vegetation that they’re interested in collecting samples of so they can analyze what types of plants grow here.

      I’ve only been sitting for a few minutes when I notice Ragnar come in and walk back to get his own cup of ale. In the light from the torches he looks dangerous with the multiple scars riddling his body. If I were really paying attention, I would notice how the others avoid him for the most part. I don’t know what his story is, but it’s clear that he has one. Based on his closed-off personality, it’s a story that I’ll never hear.

      Once he has a full goblet, he turns to leave again, not glancing in my direction. He doesn’t interact with anyone else that crosses his path. He simply walks out into the night and disappears. I find myself wondering throughout the rest of the night if he’s still lurking around in the shadows, watching the events of the evening unfold. I don’t sense him again and there aren’t any more sightings of him. I don’t know why I’m so interested in one warrior’s actions tonight, but I am. I’m pissed that he dismissed me so easily when he should have thanked me for getting involved in his mess.

      Now that I’m thinking about it all again, I want to know what happened. I want to know how Ragnar was involved in leading the enemy ships to their shores. And I’m just determined enough to find someone that will open up and spill all of the details. I want to know what kind of man…Viking, Ragnar is.

      As I raise my goblet and drink down the last of my ale, I realize that I shouldn’t let myself get so hung up on him. I know myself and I know why I’m acting this way. But I’m here for the Vikings to do what they want with me. They’ll mate me with whomever they want and they’ll use me however they wish. There’s no use in hoping for a love match or hoping I’ll at least be mated with someone that draws my interest and attention. I’ve reminded myself of this many times but I need to keep on reminding myself. It isn’t about love; it’s about my duty.
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      The next morning I headed out in search of Skarde. The others are preoccupied with what they hope to accomplish before they need to leave for Earth. I, on the other hand, am more interested in learning about what my life is going to be like now that I have to stay. I’m not sure where to find him so I just walk through the village, hoping eventually I’ll stumble upon him. Luck must be on my side because it happens much faster than I expected. Instead of finding Skarde alone, though, he’s with a large group of Vikings and they’re in the middle of something heated. It would be impossible to miss the raised voices and the tension in the air.

      I don’t want to interrupt, but I also don’t want to miss out on whatever is happening. So, I find an inconspicuous place where I can stay out of the way but also spy. From here I can see Skarde standing across from Ragnar with other warriors standing close, possibly monitoring the situation but still staying out of the direct conflict.

      “How dare you even show your face today,” Skarde says, spitting the words in Ragnar’s face. “You carry the shame of your choices along with you. You endangered your home and your people.”

      To Ragnar’s credit, he is quiet at first and he takes the insults. I don’t know why, but I feel sympathy for him. He is outnumbered as well as being the apparent outsider. I understand something about that.

      Eventually he speaks.

      “What would you have me do? I knew once we reached the Isle they would turn back. They wouldn’t be stupid enough to pursue a direct challenge with the entire clan. And I was right.” He defends himself while attempting to maintain the respect that is due Skarde in his role as the clan leader.

      “You miss the point, Ragnar. You disobeyed my orders by running off on your raiding venture in the first place. If you would have followed my orders, we never would have been put in this situation.”

      I can see from my hiding spot that he is tense. He turns his face to the side and I notice how tight his features are, how taut the muscles of his chest are. I don’t know why I’m paying such close attention to how he’s feeling through his body language. I tear my eyes away, trying to remind myself how ungrateful he was for my help the last time we spoke. From what I’m overhearing, he’s a rebel, a dissident. It would be in my best interest to stay as far away from him as possible.

      Their argument continues until eventually Ragnar has lost his control.

      “You are close minded, wounded from your past and it does nothing but hurt the future of our people,” Ragnar says, standing very close to Skarde’s face.

      “Are you challenging my leadership, Ragnar? You do not have the right to challenge me.”

      “Maybe it is time that someone did before you drive the people of the Isle into extinction. You have no idea what lies beyond these rocks. There is life out there, resources that could be essential to our survival.”

      “And you forget about the warships that followed you to our home. You so easily forget the dangers that you could lead back to us. And I have put up with your insolence for too long. Now you will leave the Isle until you can choose to live by our rules.”

      I can’t help it now; I stretch around so I can see Ragnar’s face. He’s getting kicked off of the Isle? I’d say we definitely had bad timing in our arrival. An invasion, now dissidence among the members of the clan. It doesn’t matter so much for the rest of the crew, but it matters to me. It makes me wonder what I’m getting involved with, directly or indirectly.

      I’m watching Skarde and Ragnar closely when Ragnar glances over and meets my stare. My initial reaction is to gasp and tuck myself behind the wall where I should have been doing a better job of hiding. He saw me and now I’m embarrassed, unsure if I should stay or go back with the others. Maybe it doesn’t even matter if he’s going to be leaving soon anyway.

      “Fine,” I hear Ragnar say. “I will go.” He doesn’t sound very conflicted about it. In fact, he gives in so easily it makes me think he prefers to go. “But I will take the female from Earth with me.”

      What the…?

      Without thinking, I look back and see that he’s staring directly at me again. He knows I can hear him. Is he trying to get a rise out of me? I can’t for the life of me find a reason that he would want to take me along with him. He seems like a loner, not someone looking for a mate or a ball and chain that will drag him down on his adventures.

      Skarde laughs, but there isn’t anything light or happy about it.

      “Absolutely not,” he says, easily dismissing that idea. I don’t know if I’m relieved or disappointed.

      “I have the right to claim the female like any other member of our clan.”

      Skarde puts his head down, shaking it, dismissing him.

      “He’s right,” one of the other warriors says. “He can challenge any warrior for the female.”

      “We haven’t done that in years,” Skarde says.

      “There hasn’t been a reason,” Ragnar says. “I will leave but I want the female. I will challenge any of the other warriors for her.”

      They stand around, quiet, for a moment. I can almost see the wheels inside of Skarde’s head turning. He doesn’t want to agree to this but if he doesn’t, he’s pulling something that Ragnar would do…going against the clan rules.

      “A challenge in the pits,” he says finally, nodding his agreement.

      Ragnar nods and glances over at me again. I don’t bother hiding anymore; he knows I’m here. This time when he looks at me, there’s something more in his gaze. A beast with his prey in his sights, getting ready for the hunt. It sends chills through me. His stare is intense, wanting. But then, the moment passes and he turns away. I turn away too. I’ve heard enough and I don’t know what I could say to Skarde right now. I quietly make my way back to the village where the rest of the crew should be. I have no idea what to expect of a challenge in the pits but it looks as if that is the way my mate will be decided. My mate and the mate of the other woman that was brought here with me. The woman whose identity still remains a mystery.

      

      When I find Captain Hale a little while later, I finally ask the question I should have asked a long time ago.

      “Who is the other woman that volunteered to come?” I ask.

      “Annie,” he says simply.

      “Annie?” I ask, shocked. She’s so quiet and reserved that I almost forgot she was even a part of the crew. “She volunteered to come here to be someone’s mate?”

      “Yes,” Captain Hale says, shrugging his shoulders. “I’m sure she had her reasons.”

      “Yeah,” I say. “I’m sure she does. We both do. It’s just surprising. She’s so quiet and shy. Not really the type I picture being a mate to a fierce Viking warrior. Not that I’m a good fit either,” I say, feeling like I need to justify my judgment. “But it is surprising.”

      “I didn’t really think about it too much. She volunteered to come and I wanted to be able to offer a trade for Maggie.”

      “You did?” I ask, surprised.

      “Of course. On our last trip, she didn’t have the option to stay or go. I wanted to make sure she had that choice this time around.”

      “But she wants to stay?” I ask.

      He nods. “I shouldn’t be surprised. She could always find the good in any situation and she did just that. She made a life for herself here. She’s happy with her mate and she has an important role with the clan. I’m proud of her.”

      “And now you don’t have to continue to carry the guilt around with you anymore,” I say without really thinking.

      He stops what he’s doing and looks up at me. “Sorry,” I say quickly.

      “No, you’re right. I was full of guilt for leaving her behind. Now that I know she’s happy, I can let some of that go.”

      “And now that you’ve established an agreement with Skarde, you’ll be able to come back and visit her every time you return for more water. Maybe you could bring my sisters for a visit one of those times.”

      He looks at me sympathetically. “I told you I’d look after them,” he says.

      “I know,” I say quickly, trying to choke back the flood of emotions that threatens to push itself to the surface. “It would just be nice to see them again, too.”

      “Don’t worry, Fleming. They’re going to be just fine.”

      I nod and turn away, changing the subject.

      “Just make sure they get the unlimited water credits that they are due,” I say.

      “They’ll get them,” the Captain says. “I’ll make sure of it.”
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      The challenge in the pits is exactly what I imagined it would be. There are large pits at the edge of the village and the warriors are all gathered around them. Some of them are deeper and wider than others. They remind me of the large animal traps that I’ve seen on nature shows back on Earth. A large pit in the ground, covered by a tarp and then branches and leaves scattered over the top, perfectly camouflaged. Instead, they use these holes to train. The slope of the hill off to the side of the pits serves as a perfect observation deck. Technically there aren’t actual seats, but I find an indentation and sit down with the perfect view of the fights.

      Just before it looks like the fights are about to begin, Skarde sits down next to me.

      “We train in the pits during the thaw,” he says. I look over at him with surprise; this is the first time Skarde has spoken to me. The fact that he’s giving me attention now is an indication that whatever is about to happen involves me and my future here.

      “Close quarter fighting,” I say, nodding my head. “They need to rely on small weapons…or no weapons at all.”

      “No weapons are allowed in the pits. It is a challenge between two warriors based solely on their strength and skill. Today, warriors that wish to win a mate will battle in the pits. The strongest and most skilled of these warriors will have first pick.”

      I slowly nod my head to show I’m listening, but I’m at a loss for words. It seems so barbaric and different from what I’m used to on Earth. Just another reminder that I’m on an alien planet and the rules are not the same here.

      “How does a warrior win?” I finally ask, curious as to what kind of fighting we’re going to see.

      “It is not a fight to the death, do not worry about that,” he says.

      “I didn’t think so!” I say, surprised. I almost want to laugh. A fight to the death over a woman? There would be little hope for this clan of warriors if that is how they chose to make decisions.

      “Besting the other warrior with their strength and skill, or surrender.”

      “And they’re choosing whether they’d like to fight?”

      “Yes,” he says nodding. “We have been without many women for a long time. Many of the warriors would like a chance at a mate.”

      I also nod, slowly digesting that information. I stare out at the warriors getting ready for their challenges in the pits, waiting to hear the beating of the drums and see the lighting of the torches. The warriors are in good spirits, joking and laughing with one another. I don’t see Ragnar, though. Of course he wouldn’t be with the rest of them. I should be hoping that he doesn’t win. That he loses and then takes off in his ship on his own. But something inside of me is drawn to him, his strange mood swings and all. Maybe it’s the mystery surrounding him that intrigues me. Or maybe it’s just that out of all of the warriors here, Ragnar is the only one who I’ve interacted with.

      “The fights will begin soon,” Skarde says, pulling me from my thoughts. He stands without another word and makes his way down the side of the hill toward the pits. I thought he might explain to me what was going to happen once all of this was over, but it is clear he has his own worries. He isn’t concerned with mine.

      Soon other crewmembers make their way over and sit down by me. For the first time, I notice Annie. She is so quiet that she blends in with the rest of the group, but now that I know she’s also here to find a mate, she has piqued my curiosity. I’m assuming her mate will be chosen here today as well, so if anyone can understand what I’m feeling, it’s her.

      Before I can make my way over to her, the first fight begins. It draws my attention quickly and suddenly I can’t look away. There are two warriors down in one of the pits just below where I’m sitting. Just like Skarde said, they don’t have weapons. It’s a challenge between the strength and skill of these two warriors. They are both bare chested but wearing pants and what looks to be ornamental bands around their wrists, possibly made out of a material similar to metal. They begin by standing across from each other, their feet planted in a wide stance. Their hands are open and they quickly grab onto the backs of each other’s necks as they begin to move around the pit.

      I’m entranced. Their movements are skilled and purposeful, similar to the martial arts that people practice on Earth.

      “They do not fight to injure,” a female voice says from next to me. I was so caught up in the beginning of the fights that I didn’t notice she had sat down.

      I look over at her and notice she is one of the girls from our first night at the feast. She was in charge of helping with the food and drink. She’s very beautiful. Her hair is braided and long, a dusty blonde shade. Her facial features are prominent and severe, like many of people from this clan. Her jaw line is sharp and defined, her cheekbones high. She smiles at me, quickly displaying her soft, feminine qualities.

      “That is good,” I finally say.

      “I am Brynhild,” she says, almost laughing at my response.

      “Lela,” I say, still watching her.

      “You are one of the women they are fighting for,” she says.

      “I am,” I say simply.

      “Was it hard for you to leave your home?” she asks.

      I turn back to watch the fighting in the pits while I think about how to answer. The warriors are making quick moves, trying to gain the best positions. It looks like one of them is trying to get behind the other but the tightness of the space is limiting their movements.

      “It was difficult,” I say. “I have two younger sisters that I had to leave behind. But ultimately, the fact that I volunteered to come put them in a position where they will be well cared for.”

      “Oh, you received compensation for coming?”

      “Something like that. My sisters were given unlimited water credits and these days, water credits are more valuable than anything.”

      “It’s hard for me to imagine not having water. I mean, look around…we’re surrounded by it.”

      “There is still water on Earth, but it has been contaminated so even though the water is there, it cannot be touched. We learned the hard way.”

      She nods, looking solemn and sympathetic to our problems.

      Suddenly, many of the warriors that are watching the fighting let out loud cheers. I quickly look back to the pits to see that one of the warriors was finally able to get around the other. He used the wall as leverage to lift himself and come around onto the other warrior’s back. He has him in a chokehold while the others cheer because of how close he must be to winning this fight.

      The warriors begin chanting something in a different language.

      “What are they saying?” I ask.

      “They are anticipating the end of the fight,” she says. “And getting ready for the next. They are having fun, there hasn’t been anything like this in a very long time.”

      I nod. I know she’s excited and the warriors are excited, but I’m still trying to wrap my mind around this whole process. It seems strange to me that this is how our mates will be chosen for us. I mean, what if we’re completely incompatible? I’ve never expected to have a love match, but I’d at least like to be mated with someone that I like to be around. Someone that I could hopefully have a conversation with every now and again.

      “How many of the warriors are fighting today?” I ask.

      “Most of them,” she says, pointing at the warriors down by the pits. From the looks of it, there are around thirty warriors participating in the fights today.

      “Don’t worry,” Brynhild says, possibly sensing my hesitation. “Whoever wins your hand today will be more than capable of taking care of you. You will be in good hands.”

      “I know.” I smile at her and turn back to the pits. The first match is finished. Both of the warriors climb out of the pits and sit down off to the side. And then, within no time at all, the next challenge begins. “They better start having a few challenges at a time if they hope to finish this up before nightfall.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. We’ll light the torches and get the fires burning. By the time you go to sleep tonight, you’ll know who your mate will be.”

      My heart pounds a little faster with that realization. By tonight, the mystery will be gone and my place here will be decided.
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      The light is beginning to fade, and the torches are being lit when Ragnar enters the pits. It must be nearing the end of the challenges. All of the warriors that have lost today sit off to the side. After recovering from their initial disappointment, they have resorted to drinking, eating and cheering on the other warriors. Some of them are even marking each other from their battles. A day in the pits, challenging others to try to win a mate, is a reason for these men to celebrate.

      It has been a long day of watching sweaty, muscular warriors challenge each other in close quarter fights. I’m not really complaining, just that after a while it all begins to look the same. I don’t see the point in investing any hope in any particular warrior. I don’t have any say in who will be my mate, so I’m just waiting out the process at this point.

      But then I see Ragnar jump down into the pits. There is no lightness about him. His body is thick with muscles that snake around his arms in thick ropes and bulge through his chest. The expression that he wears on his face is similar to his body type…heavy. His eyes are constantly furrowed, making him look angry and dangerous. His opponent jumps down and joins him. They embrace each other like brothers, clasping each other on the backs of their necks, leaning their foreheads close together.

      I find myself leaning forward as well. After many challenges that eventually all blended together, my interest is piqued once again. There’s just something about him that draws me in. Maybe it’s the darkness that he always seems to carry, that mystery that surrounds him and makes me wonder why he is so different from the others. Whatever it is, it defines him.

      “Who’s fighting now?” I ask. Once it grew late, Brynhild left for quite a while to prepare all of the food. She helped organize everything and then she returned.

      “Ragnar and Ivar,” she says, pointing to each one when she says his name.

      “Which one do you think will win?” I ask, curious.

      “This is an interesting match,” she says. “They are both equally as strong but Ragnar has more experience with fighting.”

      I watch as their match begins. Unlike some of the other challenges that began slowly, this one launches into high speed very quickly. Ragnar uses the wall of the pits to gather momentum and launch himself above Ivar. He moves quickly to try to gain the desirable position that will lead to an easy defeat. Before Ragnar can grab him in a headlock, though, Ivar spins around in mid-air, throwing his back against the wall, forcing Ragnar to land in front of him again.

      “What can you tell me about him?” I ask.

      “Ragnar?” she asks.

      “Yes.”

      She watches him quietly for a moment. “He has been gone for a long time. After his first mate died, he lost something in himself.”

      I look at Brynhild, shocked. “He had a mate?”

      “Oh yes,” she says. “But she died, as did many, in the war between the clans. After that, Ragnar was never able to sit still. He had to be on the move. He took a small crew with him, against Skarde’s orders of course, and went off to raid and adventure.”

      “Running away from his demons,” I say, quietly.

      I watch him move while he fights Ivar. His skin is glistening in the fire light, beads of sweat sliding down the hard bulges of his muscular form. What Brynhild said makes so much sense. He’s a man that carries the weight of his past on his shoulders. It’s a burden that holds him down. Even now as I watch him fight, there’s a fire in his eyes that is pushing him to prove something.

      If I had to guess, he’s not fighting to win another mate. He’s fighting to prove his worth to the clan and his warrior brothers. He’s fighting to conquer the memories that he won’t let die and the guilt that threatens to crush him. He is a man full of demons that are threatening to defeat him; only the warrior inside of him won’t give in. As I watch, my heart aches for him and the horrors of his past. But at the same time, he isn’t the warrior that I want to find myself mated to. I can’t handle his demons on top of my own. There’s no way that would work for either of us.

      So whatever it is that I felt between us, I push it down. I need to smother it and hope for his defeat. Sure I’ll take a mate, it’s the reason I came to this alien planet in the first place. But it can’t be Ragnar. He will break the strength in me that I managed to find to conquer my fears and make this trip in the first place. His darkness will be too much to bear.

      Ragnar and Ivar are standing close, their arms locked around each other. I watch closely as Ragnar manages to move his feet just enough to twist one of his legs around Ivar’s and bring him to the ground. Because their arms are locked so tightly together, they both fall to the ground, wrestling and maneuvering.

      “He’ll never give up, will he?” I ask Brynhild. His muscles strain as he grips onto Ivar, an animalistic growl slipping through his clenched jaw. “He has too much to lose.”

      “He has too much to prove,” Brynhild says.

      I look over at her and we lock eyes, hers deep pools of turquoise that practically glow with the burden of too much knowledge. Is it sympathy that I see there?

      The chanting of the other warriors begins, signaling they anticipate that the fight will end soon.

      “How many warriors still fight after this?” I ask.

      Without taking her eyes from me, she says, “This is the last challenge. The winner of this fight gets to choose his mate.”

      My stomach begins to churn. It has been an impossibly long day of endless fights, but now that it is almost over, I feel my composure slipping. I glance at Annie, the only woman who might be feeling the same way I’m feeling right now. Somehow, I still haven’t made my way over to speak with her. I wanted to figure out why she’s here and what she gains from all of this. I’d like to know if she’s stronger than I am. But I’ve been too afraid to find out.

      With one final show of his beastly strength, Ragnar lifts Ivar and practically tosses him from the pit. The other warriors raise their hands and cheer, loudly. They run over to the pit where Ragnar is breathing heavily, resting against the wall. They grab onto him and lift him clear out of the hole. I can’t stop watching him. He still doesn’t smile, even in victory. But he acknowledges them and accepts the enthusiastic cheers from his warrior brothers.

      “Since there are two of us, Ivar gets second pick?” I ask.

      Brynhild nods.

      Well then, I suppose it is possible that Ragnar would pick Annie. But I feel guilty even hoping for that. She’s so quiet and shy. I can’t see how she would survive being Ragnar’s mate.

      “When will it all be decided?”

      “Soon,” Brynhild says. “But don’t worry, like I said before, your mate will take good care of you and make sure you are safe.” She smiles at me, reassuring me. I nod to let her know I hear her. And maybe she’s right. No matter who I end up with, I’m sure after all of this they will take good care of us.

      Eventually the men calm down and Skarde makes his way through the crowd. They part for him and begin to quiet. I sit, waiting for a big announcement or show of ceremony. Instead, Skarde speaks with Ivar and Ragnar for a moment. Eventually, Ivar walks away and Skarde and Ragnar speak to each other, heads tilted together in quiet tones. I remember the conversation I overheard between the two of them and I wonder if he’s reiterating what Ragnar must do.

      I’m so fixated on the two of them that I hardly notice as Ivar and many of the other warriors make their way toward us. For a moment, I wonder if Ragnar chose Annie and if Ivar is coming to claim me. Instead, he makes his way toward Annie, lifting her clear off the ground and holding her in his arms. The other warriors cheer. Annie looks stunned as Ivar carries her off toward the center of the village. That means only one thing, Ragnar has chosen me. I need to ask to make sure anyway.

      “What happens now?” I ask.

      “Ragnar has chosen you. Which means Ivar will have Annie. They will celebrate and their mating ceremony will be established.”

      I watch as the crowd moves away. Many of the crew stand and begin to follow. I sit and watch as Ragnar turns and walks away, not toward me or toward the rest of the warriors who are moving back to the village. Once again, he moves off on his own without a look in my direction.

      Instead, Skarde walks over to me.

      “Ragnar chooses you,” he says. “He will be leaving first thing in the morning. You will want to pack your things.”

      And with that, he walks away, leaving me alone to soak in everything that has happened.

      “You ready?” Brynhild asks, standing.

      “I’ll be there in a minute,” I say, smiling.

      She turns to leave and I just sit listening to the roar of conversation slowly die down the further away everyone gets. I watch the torches as the sky moves from the early hours of darkness toward the pitch black that accompanies true night. I sit and watch the flickering of the light, trying to come to terms with everything that has happened. Eventually, I get that strange feeling again that I’m being watched. There must be many things out beyond the fires that could make me dinner. Not wanting that to be my fate, I slowly stand up and walk back to the village to join the others.
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      Early the next morning, I have all of my things packed and ready. Not wanting to wake anyone else, I slip out into the cool morning air. Not many from our crew are out and about yet, but it’s better this way. I made sure to spend time with them last night after the fights. I think slipping off quietly will make things easier than having a big, emotional good-bye.

      I make my way into the center of the village. From here, I’m not sure where I’m supposed to go to meet Ragnar’s ship. I’m surprised when I spot Captain Hale.

      “Fleming,” he says, approaching me. “I thought I was going to have to come get you. Eager to get on the ship?”

      I shrug. “I guess so. Eager to get on with things, I guess. How about you? How much longer will you be able to stay?”

      “Not much longer. We’ll probably be on our way back home by tomorrow.”

      “I’m sure it was great spending time with Maggie,” I say, as we begin to walk.

      “It’ll be hard to leave her again,” he says. “But I know I’m lucky that I got to see her. We’ll be back again, you know. Maybe you’ll be back by then too?”

      “I don’t know, but I hope so. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life sailing around on a Viking ship.” I continue to follow the Captain, who seems to know right where he’s headed.

      Soon, we approach the rocky edge of the Isle. I see a large Viking ship with a huge creature carved into the front, something that looks very similar to a dragon. There are huge iron claws on the side of the ship that are haunting to look at. They make the ship look like more of a war ship than I could have imagined. I see movement down below and realize it must be Ragnar readying the ship to leave.

      The Captain and I begin to make our way down to the ship. “It’s so strange,” I tell him. “He hasn’t even spoken to me since claiming me.” I don’t know why I choose this moment to open up, but Captain Hale has always felt like a father figure. It just feels good to get my worries off my chest before I don’t have the opportunity to anymore.

      “They aren’t the same as us, Fleming. They have their own way of doing things. But, if it makes you feel better, Maggie is crazy happy and in love. The same is possible for you too. You just have to be open to it.”

      I let his words sink in as we get closer and closer to the ship. I’m relieved to see that there are more warriors than just Ragnar. It must be the rest of his crew. Ragnar turns to watch me approach. He’s standing on the ship, holding onto the mast. He has a large fur draped over his shoulders and it slowly flaps in the morning breeze. He looks more at home on his ship than he ever did in the village. He’s in his element. I turn to say my goodbyes to the Captain.

      “Get back safely,” I say, leaning in and giving him a hug. “And keep my sisters safe.”

      He puts his hand over his heart. “I promise.”

      I turn toward the large wooden ladder and walk toward it. Now that I’m here, they seem to be working faster to get things moving. I grip the bottom rung and look up to find Ragnar looking down at me from over the side. I turn back to the Captain and give him a small wave.

      “Be careful!” he shouts.

      I nod and begin to climb. The ship is massive and sturdy; it doesn’t move or rock while I make my way up the ladder. It’s comforting because sailing isn’t my favorite thing. I have images in my mind of ships being ripped in half and sinking to the bottom of the ocean from one strong wave. I don’t want that to be my fate, but from the feel of this ship, it won’t be.

      I get to the top and pull myself over, dropping with a thud to the deck. Ragnar doesn’t move toward me. He just stands there, watching me.

      “Oh my God,” I think to myself. “This is going to be a long trip.”

      “I’ll show you where you can put your things.” He doesn’t wait for me to answer. Instead, he turns and leads me toward the stairs that lead below deck. The stairs are narrow but thankfully, once we get below, there is light. There are also other crewmembers down here loading the supplies. It’s a long hallway with many rooms off to the sides. There are no doors, however. Instead, they are covered with thick pieces of leather from some kind of animal.

      Ragnar walks down the hallway until he reaches the very end. He pulls the leather back from the entrance so I can step inside. “This will be yours,” he says.

      At first, I just glance inside. It is small, but I’m thrilled that he’s giving me my own space. He continues to stare at me, so I move forward and slip inside the room. There is a large chest against one of the walls and something that looks a hell of a lot like a mattress against the other wall. I’m sure it isn’t the same kind of mattress that we have on Earth, but it looks like something similar.

      “Put your things down, we will be leaving shortly.”

      I half expect him to turn around and leave me to get my things settled. But he doesn’t. He waits for me to set down my backpack and then I follow him back up to the deck. The rest of the men have finished loading the supplies and it looks like they’re preparing to leave.

      I walk to the side of the ship and look around. The sun is just beginning to rise, the day just beginning. Somewhere in the village the rest of my crew is going to spend the day gathering the rest of their samples to take back to Earth. Captain Hale will fill the huge tanks full of clean water before they make the long journey home. But for now, he stands below us, watching as the ship begins to move. I’m touched that he’s staying to bid me farewell. I know I haven’t been the most personable crew, but it’s better this way. Fewer ties that I need to sever.

      I watch Captain Hale grow smaller and smaller as we move further away, surprised that no one else from the village is here to see their clansmen off. I know Ragnar was given the order to leave, but still. Regardless of how we leave, I do hope that eventually we’ll be able to return. I’m not really sure what needs to happen between Ragnar and Skarde, but I don’t want to spend years out here on this ship. I hope somehow Ragnar can figure out what he needs to do to get back in Skarde’s good graces.

      The water is calm as we move slowly away from the Isle. I can’t pull myself away from the side of the ship because once the Isle is gone, I’m here with Ragnar and his crew, a bunch of warriors that I don’t know. I’m supposed to be Ragnar’s mate, but he doesn’t act at all like I am. I wonder if for him, it was more about winning and taking something that Skarde didn’t want him to take. I don’t really know where that leaves me, but this is what I signed up for. There’s no going back now.

      When I finally turn around, I’m surprised to see Ragnar standing not very far from me, watching me closely. He doesn’t hide the fact that he watches me. I just wish I knew what he was thinking.

      “So, what happens now?” I ask, deciding to open the communication between us. We’re going to be together on this ship for a long time, I want to have some idea what’s going to happen to us.

      “We are heading for Prinai,” Ragnar says.

      “What’s in Prinai?” I ask.

      “My enemies. I have debts to pay.”

      I stare at him for a moment, hoping he’s choosing this moment to develop a sense of humor. He turns and walks away. I look at the other warriors around me as they move around the ship. Since no one is bothering to tell me what I should be doing, I find a bench along the ship’s rail and sit down, trying to imagine we’re heading to an exotic island or tropical beach instead of sailing into enemy territory.
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      It’s a few hours later when my stomach begins to growl, reminding me that it has been a long time since I’ve eaten anything. There has been nothing but endless water around us since we left the Isle. Now, however, I finally see what looks to be a small island ahead of us, and from what I can tell, we’re heading right toward it.

      One of the warriors walks past and though initially I was too shy to talk to them, after a few hours of zero interaction my inhibitions are gone.

      “Are we going to that island?” I ask him when he’s close enough.

      “Aye,” he says. “A good spear fishing spot.” And then he continues walking.

      In response to his words, my stomach growls again. I know I have some food in my backpack but it feels like I should save it…just in case. The men start shouting things as they direct the ship toward the island. It’s the first flurry of activity for quite a while and I welcome the distraction. Up until now, I just kept thinking about how out of place I feel. Definitely the odd woman out. I expected to feel out of place, but that was when I figured I’d be in the village with Maggie and Annie. At least there would have been other women from home with me to take some of the burden off of trying to fit into a completely new place. Now I find myself alone on a ship in the middle of who knows where, with absolutely no conversation happening. Besides Ragnar, I don’t even know their names.

      I watch as we slowly approach the island. The closer we get, the larger it is. There are tall trees throughout the island, thick and dense toward the center. Large green foliage hangs down from the branches of the trees, the largest leaves I’ve ever seen. I could wrap myself in one of those leaves like a small blanket. I notice fire pits on the edge of the island and I wonder if it is inhabited.

      I get the attention of the same warrior from before. “Hey,” I say. “Is the island inhabited? I see fire pits.”

      “No,” he says. “They’re ours, from the last time we were here.” He keeps his explanation simple and then walks off again. They maneuver the ship as close to the shore as they can before they begin to lower smaller boats over the side.

      Suddenly, Ragnar is beside me again. “Come,” he says, motioning toward the boats. “We will fish. You must be hungry.”

      “I am,” I say, moving toward the ladder. Ragnar goes first, climbing over the side and disappearing down the ladder. I go next, hoisting myself over. I have to hold onto the side while my foot searches for the first rung. I feel Ragnar’s hand on my foot, directing it onto the ladder. I didn’t realize he was so close. We move down the ladder and he helps me into the small boat below. Once we’re inside, the warriors row us over to the island.

      It’s a short trip and once we reach land, Ragnar holds onto the end of the boat to steady it so I can get out. He doesn’t smile at me or act like he’s trying to win my favor, but his thoughtfulness is surprising. Once I’m out of the boat the rest of the warriors follow, pulling their spears from the boat and filing out along the shore. One of them heads toward the old fire pit so I follow him. I sit down and watch him as he gets a fire started.

      “I’m Lela,” I finally say. He’s focused on his job, not interested in pleasantries, but I still feel the need to introduce myself.

      “Erik,” he says simply, not stopping what he’s doing.

      I try to think of something more to say while he works, but in the end, I keep my mouth shut. At this point, I don’t know what to say.

      I turn to watch as the other warriors grip their spears and wade out into the shallow waters. There are five warriors spear fishing while Erik is prepping the fire. I’m not exactly sure, but I think there’s another four to five warriors still on board. It isn’t as large a crew as I expected after seeing the size of the ship, but they’re a well-oiled machine, having traveled great distances together.

      One of the warriors strikes quickly, pulling his spear from the water with something the size of a basketball on the end. He raises his spear in celebration, clearly happy to be the first to catch something.

      “Erik,” he yells, pulling the fish off of the spear and tossing it to him. Erik catches the fish and it splatters the both of us with seawater and fish slime.

      “Gross,” I say, looking down at my clothes.

      I look over at Erik and he just looks at me and shrugs. He’s holding the sea creature in one hand and it now looks like a deflated ball, with long tentacles hanging limply.

      “What is that?” I ask, not sure if I really want to know.

      “Boqok,” Erik says. “Delicious.”

      He readies it for the fire but I turn away. I don’t know if I could eat something that looks that strange and grotesque. I don’t know why I thought they’d pull a catfish out of the water, but I was picturing something more fish-like.

      I turn my attention back to Ragnar. He’s holding his spear at the ready while he stands very still in the water. I can’t help but admire his form. The sunlight shines on his perfectly sculpted body, accentuating his firmness and highlighting his every movement. When he finally moves, his arm shoots out so fast I almost miss it. In a split second, he has jabbed with his spear and pulled it back, a sea creature stuck to the end.

      They don’t look very appetizing, but if they taste anything similar to fish, it will be a rare treat. Erik already has the first creature cooking over the fire, having scraped off the scales and sliced off the tentacles. Ragnar walks over with his and also gets it ready to cook.

      “Brandt’s is bigger,” Erik says to Ragnar.

      Ragnar holds his creature up and compares the two for a moment. Erik looks at him with a smirk and I watch, engrossed, as I wait to see how Ragnar will react. Ultimately, Brandt’s fish is bigger and it is clear Ragnar knows this.

      “I am bigger where it counts,” he finally says.

      Erik throws his head back in laughter. I smile too, I can’t help it. It even looks to me that Ragnar might be smirking. At least he doesn’t look as serious as usual. He throws his fish on the fire and sits down close to me. Eventually the other men make their way over to the fire. They all do the same thing, as if they’ve done it hundreds of times before. They prepare their catch and put it on the fire.

      Eventually the delicious smell of cooked fish begins to fill the air. It’s hot around the fire, the mid-day sun also adding heat. When Ragnar finally takes the fish from the fire, he tests it, taking a bite of the flesh to make sure it is cooked. Then, he moves the fish closer to me so I can take some.

      “It will fall apart easily,” he says.

      I use my fingers to test it first to see if it’s too hot, and then using both hands, pull some of the cooked fish free. I bobble it back and forth in my hands at first while it’s still really hot from the fire. Ragnar watches this movement with curiosity. Eventually, I blow on the fish and take a bite. The smoky flavor of the fish explodes in my mouth. I know I’m hungry, but this is absolutely delicious.

      “This is really good,” I say, smiling at Ragnar while taking another bite.

      He holds the fish in his hands, the heat apparently not bothering him. When I finish my first helping, he moves his hands toward me again, indicating that I should take more. I do. I eat much more in fact and it isn’t until I’ve eaten more than my fair share that Ragnar finally eats. The others have eaten and are moving back to the shore to catch more.

      Soon, it is just the two of us sitting by the fire while the others fish again. It feels like the perfect time to try to talk to him and get to know him, but I don’t know what to say. He’s such a mystery to me and he really had made no attempt to interact with me beyond making sure I’ve been fed and I know where I’ll sleep tonight.

      Eventually I say, “Thank you for the food.”

      He looks at me, nods his acknowledgement, and goes back to eating.
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      The warriors catch and cook more fish to bring back to the ship. We spend an hour or so on the island before they begin to gather their things and put them in the boat. Erik puts out the fire before joining the rest of us on the boat. Soon, we’re back aboard the ship, heading away from the island. Once again, I watch as we slowly begin to move away. It grows smaller and smaller until it’s a tiny speck in the distance.

      I sit on my bench again, unsure of what to do with myself. I wish they would give me something to do to make me feel more useful. As it is now, they don’t pay me any attention. They go about their day as they normally would. It isn’t the worst thing to be ignored, but it is quite boring and I don’t know how I’m just going to be able to sit on this bench for days at a time, waiting for us to arrive at our next destination.

      I look around for Ragnar but I don’t see him. I wish he would at least make an effort to talk to me. Instead, one of the other warriors eventually finds himself close enough to me that I can’t resist trying to get some information from him.

      “How long until we get where we’re going?” I ask him. He stops what he’s doing and walks over to me.

      “A few more days,” he says.

      He looks at me like he’s waiting for more questions before he goes back to what he was doing.

      “I’m Lela,” I say.

      “They call me Brandt,” he says.

      “Brandt,” I say, repeating it for memory. “Is there anything I could do that would be helpful?”

      He looks at me for a moment, possibly trying to get a read on me. But then, he shakes his head.

      “We’ve got all the jobs covered,” he says. “But while you’re watching the water, keep an eye out for any ships. We’re moving into enemy territory and we don’t want anyone sneaking up on us.”

      He chuckles and walks away, leaving me to stare after him with my mouth hanging open. I turn back to look out at the water. It’s clear it has been a long time since they’ve had to work or live with women.

      When the daylight starts to fade, I make my way below deck. From the sounds of it, the other warriors are down here too, but I don’t want to snoop around. I walk down the corridor to the room on the end and go inside, letting the leather covering close behind me. It isn’t a door but it does give a semblance of privacy. I shrug out of my light jacket, toss it over the chest and sit down on the mattress with a heavy sigh.

      I use my hands to feel the mattress underneath me. I’m not sure what it’s made out of, but it is soft. When I press into it, it makes a soft crinkle sound, like it’s filled with something similar to hay. But without seeing what it is, I just don’t know. It’s much better than sleeping on the floor, though, so I’ll take it.

      I grab my backpack and open it up, pulling out some of the things that might help to make me feel a little more at home here. The first thing I pull out is my sleeping bag. It’s lightweight and small, compact enough that it can fit in the palms of my hands. When I unroll it, though, it is warm and cozy. It isn’t necessary right now, but eventually the weather will turn and its warmth will come in handy.

      I unroll it and spread it out on the mattress. Next, I have a small solar powered lantern that I pull out and set next to my mattress. Once it dies, all I need to do is set it on deck where it can recharge from the sunlight. With a nice little glow going from the lantern, I take out some of my spare clothes and arrange them in the chest that sits against the wall.

      I have a few personal effects in my bag, but I leave them inside so they don’t get lost. The last thing I pull out is a book that I brought along, just in case. And from what I can tell so far, it’ll be nice to have something to distract me from the endless journey.

      Finally, I lay down on the mattress, next to my lantern and decide to read for a little while. I’m trying to distract myself from the pangs of homesickness that I feel. Because not only am I away from home, I’m lonely. Contrary to how I’ve acted on the ship here, I enjoy being a social person. I like talking to people, helping out where I can, finding something useful for myself to do. Here, so far, I just feel very alone.

      I picture my sisters and remind myself that I’m doing this for them. It’s my duty, not about love. Though I won’t deny that a tiny part of me secretly hoped love might be involved. It would make all of this much easier. Instead, I’m on this strange adventure. What’s going to happen to me? It’s too soon to tell.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up a while later, my book lying open on the mattress, the lantern still glowing. I roll over in an attempt to get comfortable so I can go back to sleep, when I hear a rustling by the door. I sit up, surprised and alarmed. I watch the doorway but I don’t hear anything else. I lie back down and try to relax, but I keep listening.

      I see the leather flap open and I sit up in surprise. Ragnar quietly steps inside, letting the leather flap close behind him. I sit up, watching him as he stands just inside the doorway, staring down at me. He wears nothing but his pants. His furs and leather straps with weapons are gone.

      My heart starts to pound loudly in my chest. It’s clear from the way that he’s looking at me what he has on his mind. I can’t think, all I can do is sit here and wait to see what happens next. For a moment, I wonder if he’s just going to turn around and leave. But instead, he steps a little further into the room.

      I’m nervous, so to break the tension I say, “Hi.”

      It sounds stupid as soon as it’s out of my mouth. He doesn’t answer me, just moves closer until he’s on his knees at the end of the mattress. His appearance in my room is unexpected but exciting. The immediate sexual energy between us is intense. The way he looks at me, like he wants to devour me, makes my pussy ache. He has been a mystery to me from the moment I laid eyes on him but maybe tonight, he’ll begin to share himself with me.

      I start to wonder if anything is going to happen, when finally he says, “Take off your clothes.”

      His voice is quiet, deep and authoritative, making me want to do what he says.

      I stare at him for a moment, processing what’s about to happen. He leans closer to me, nodding his head. Without waiting any longer, I grab the bottom of my T-shirt and pull it over my head, tossing it off to the side. I reach around and unclasp my bra, pulling the straps down my arms and letting it fall into my lap. I’m not good at being seductive and right now I’m too nervous to be that bold. Next, I need to take off my pants but I don’t know if I should stand and do that or lie down and pull them off. I’m feeling shy about standing in front of him and letting him just stare at me, so instead I lean back on the mattress and pull down my pants along with my panties. I toss them off to the side on top of my shirt and bra and then sit on the mattress with my knees up, my arms wrapping shyly around myself.

      He still hasn’t made a move to touch me and he hasn’t removed the rest of his clothes either. He just looks at me, taking me all in. But the look on his face helps me relax. I can see that he clearly desires me. I’m just shy with my body and I have the overwhelming desire to cover myself with my sleeping bag.

      But that’s definitely not going to happen, especially when he says, “I want to see you.”

      He leans forward and gently takes my hands off of my knees, letting them drop by my side. I lean back on my elbows as he puts his hands on my knees and spreads my legs.
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      He moves onto the mattress, perching above me, gazing down at my naked body. He’s staring so intensely that again, I want to cover myself with my arms. But I don’t, I know he doesn’t want me to. He leans me back and brings his mouth down to one breast, pulling my nipple into his mouth, sucking it and letting it go with a pop. My pussy throbs and I know I’m already wet for him.

      He spreads my legs wider and stares at me, studying my sex. I wonder if I look different from the women of his planet. But again, I’m reassured because he can’t mask the raw hunger on his face. He desires me and it makes me feel so good.

      He bends down, his massive shoulders spreading me even wider. I rest my legs over his shoulders and then I feel his mouth on me. He licks me, long and languidly, making me want to scream from pleasure. He explores every inch of me, slowly. At first, he uses soft licks, circling every sensitive inch of me. When he sucks my clit into his mouth, I gasp and grab onto him, squeezing my fingers into his shoulders.

      He holds me like this in his mouth, gently sucking while massaging me with his tongue. I can’t stop my hips from moving, circling with his movements. He lifts me higher, gripping my ass and raising my pussy so he has a better angle to pleasure me.

      I’m panting, writhing on the mattress as he pushes his tongue inside of me. It feels amazing. I’ve never had a man put his tongue in me before. Their fingers, yes. But the tongue is a much more pleasurable experience. He pushes his tongue deep inside of me and then pulls it out, licking up and circling around my clit. Every nerve ending in my pussy is set to explode with his persistence.

      I rock my hips, chasing the orgasm that is so close within my reach. I want him harder and faster but I also want to enjoy the moment and make it last. I can’t remember the last time I’ve felt this good. He flattens his tongue, dragging it slowly over my clit and then quickly pulling it inside of his mouth. A few more gentle pulls when I’m inside of him and I explode. The orgasm hits me suddenly, a pop of pleasure that bursts inside of me and takes my breath away. I curl up into him, my nails squeezing into his shoulders, pulling myself away from his diabolical tongue because I’m way too sensitive to be able to take any more right now.

      I lay down on the mattress trying to regain my senses while Ragnar sits up and leans back on his knees. He stares down at me but it’s impossible to know what he’s thinking. I wonder if he’s going to take off his pants and move things along, but he doesn’t. Then, so suddenly that I jump, he gets to his feet and disappears through the door. I sit up and stare after him, wondering what the hell is going on. I wait, expecting him to return to finish what we started, but he never comes back. Eventually, I climb out of bed and get dressed. I even go as far as pulling back the leather covering on the door and looking out to see if there’s any sign of him. But he’s gone.

      I don’t know what the hell that was all about. Eventually I crawl back into bed and cover myself with my sleeping bag before I pass out and sleep like the dead until morning.
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        * * *

      

      The skies are gray the next morning, no sign of the sunshine from yesterday. The men are milling about the deck, doing whatever it is they need to do all day. I don’t see any signs of Ragnar and I’m starting to wonder if last night was all a dream.

      I hear a commotion toward the front of the ship so I make my way over there. I find Brandt having an early morning sword fight with another warrior. It’s cool this morning and there’s a light mist coating the deck. I’m tired and would love to sit down with a cup of coffee while I watch them practice.

      I still don’t know who all of the other warriors are. I’ve met Erik and Brandt but there are still more that remain nameless. I pay careful attention to the movements of their swords as they fight. I have a lot of skill in hand-to-hand combat, but I’ve never fought with a sword.

      “You’re moving slow today, Olin,” Brandt says, taunting the other warrior. “I didn’t realize it would be so easy to best you.”

      They re-position themselves in front of each other. I pay attention to their footing and try to learn the pattern of their steps.

      “I don’t want our challenge to end too quickly,” Olin says.

      Then he leaps forward, trying to catch Brandt off guard. He has quick reflexes, though. He blocks the attack, first above his head, then by his side, twice. They switch off fairly evenly from being on the defensive to making offensive strikes.

      I’m caught up, watching the steady back and forth when I notice another presence at my side. It is the warrior Erik again. “Do you know how to fight?” he asks me.

      “I have some skill with fighting. I don’t know how to fight with a sword, though.”

      He nods. “I can teach you.”

      “Really?” I ask him, surprised.

      He shrugs. “Why not? It is a good skill for you to have.”

      “Okay,” I say, happy to have the opportunity to finally do something besides sit off to the side and watch.

      Erik stands up and moves toward the wooden benches that line the front of the ship. He lifts the top of one of them and pulls out a few weapons.

      “These swords might be a little too heavy for you,” he says, carrying one over while feeling the weight of it in his hands. “But until we can get you something that is a better fit, it will do.”

      Brandt and Olin continue to fight while Erik walks over and stands in front of me, holding out a sword for me to take. I grab it with both hands, surprised by the weight of it. It is heavy, possibly too heavy. I think I can handle it with two hands but I don’t know about one.

      “Hold it in your hand like this,” he says. He stands next to me and shows me how to grip the sword. I try it but the tip of the sword falls to the deck. It’s hard to lift it with just one hand.

      “It’s heavy,” I say, stating the obvious.

      “It is meant for warriors like us,” he says, motioning to the other men around him. “Not a little female such as yourself.”

      I chuckle a little at that. I don’t think I’ve ever had someone refer to me as a little female before. Back on Earth I’m not considered little. I have thick thighs and wide hips. My waist is small but my breasts are large. I’m strong, but that isn’t the standard of beauty on Earth. Surrounded by these massive, muscular warriors, I don’t mind my physique anymore because Erik is right…compared to them I am little.

      “Okay,” I say, focusing my attention on the job at hand. “Hold it like this?” I look at Erik, showing him how I’m holding the sword to make sure it looks correct to him.

      He nods.

      I use my other hand to steady it while I plant my feet in the position that I noticed the other warriors doing.

      “That is very good,” he says. “Now from this position, you have the ability to block or strike.” He moves his sword to show me how I would block and then how I would strike. “In battle, there isn’t as much thinking involved. If someone strikes at you, it is your natural instinct to defend yourself.”

      “Yes, that makes sense.” I nod my understanding and get used to the feel of the sword in my hands. “Though if it comes to me fighting a warrior that looks like you…I would never be able to win a battle of strength. I will have to rely on my quickness and speed. In that case, I don’t know how useful a sword would be.”

      “True,” he says. “But it is still good to learn just in case it is the only option available to you.”

      “Okay,” I say. For the first time since we began this journey, I suddenly don’t feel so out of place. Not only that, this lesson in swordplay is helping to distract me from the strange events that took place last night. I still haven’t seen Ragnar since he left my room, and it’s hard not to let that consume my thoughts. Erik and I go back and forth, practicing a few strikes and blocks, and it helps to clear my mind.

      But then, I look up and find Ragnar standing above us, watching. I don’t know why, but at first my reaction is to stop as if I’m doing something wrong. The way he watches over me is so possessive, I wish I could get a glimpse of his mind to see what he’s thinking about all of the time. Instead, for now, I push my worries away and try to focus on my lesson.
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      It’s late when I hear a rustling at my door again. I didn’t know if he would come or not, but I had a feeling he would. For whatever reason, he likes to come to me at night when most of the rest of the warriors are sleeping or on watch. I don’t know why…they all know that he won my hand in the pits.

      He steps into the room and my pulse starts racing while my stomach does nervous flips. My body instantly remembers what he did last night, how good he made me feel. I want to feel that again but at the same time, I want to understand why he is so closed off.

      He walks slowly over to the mattress and stands above me, looking down. I’m only wearing my underwear and a tank top tonight, I was too warm for anything else. And if I’m being honest, I was anticipating that Ragnar would be back. I’m glad he’s here but I’m still so uncertain around him. I wish I had a little more confidence, but for that, I need to understand what he needs.

      Eventually he kneels down at the edge of the mattress again. His eyes move over my body but he doesn’t make a move to touch me.

      “Where did you disappear to all day?” I finally ask.

      His eyes quickly meet mine as if he’s surprised to hear me ask him a question. Before he has a chance to answer, my nerves kick in and I keep going. “I never see you during the day. Only at night.”

      His eyes slowly move over my bare skin. I feel goosebumps rise on my arms and legs. After a minute, his hand slowly moves toward a bruise on my thigh. I got it today from practicing with the sword with Erik. We were practicing some blocks and my hand slipped, bringing the heavy sword down painfully on my thigh. It’s fine but it left a good-sized bruise.

      His fingers gently touch around the bruise but he’s careful not to touch it. The rough skin on his fingers creates friction with my skin that is somehow turning me on.

      “If you wish to learn how to use a sword,” he says, “I will teach you.”

      He looks at me and for the first time I can read him a little clearer. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he’s jealous. And I like the way that makes me feel. Maybe I mean more to him than I originally thought.

      “Okay,” I say, whispering while his fingers trace over my skin.

      “Does it hurt?” he asks, still slowly touching me.

      I shake my head. “No, just a bruise.”

      He nods and looks down my body again. His fingers trace down to the very sensitive skin of my inner thighs. I start to squirm under his touch, close to begging him to touch me more.

      “I have never seen these before,” he says, letting his fingers brush over the soft lace of my underwear. “I have never seen this before, either.” He reaches up and pulls the side of my tank down, exposing my bra. He takes the fabric and rubs it between two of his fingers.

      “They’re just clothes that we wear on Earth. I guess they do look strange.”

      His face is so close to mine I wonder for a moment if he’s going to kiss me. Instead, he licks his lips and focuses back on my clothes.

      “Not strange,” he says. “I just prefer to see you without the clothes.”

      “Oh,” I say, surprised. I smile and look at him sheepishly.

      “Stand up and take them off for me,” he says.

      I do as he says. I stand up and pull off my tank. I let it drop to the floor and then I stand there for a moment in my bra and panties. He watches me and moves himself so he’s lying on the mattress. My breathing picks up as he watches me with his arm tucked tightly at his side. Once again, I slowly remove my bra, trying to be a little more seductive about it this time. As soon as the air brushes against my nipples, they harden against my chest under Ragnar’s careful gaze.

      His hand moves down to the bulge in his pants, rubbing over the sizable mass there. I can’t seem to stop staring as I bend over and pull my panties down and step out of them. I’m not as nervous as I was last night. In fact, I’m really hoping that he’ll choose to take his pants off tonight too. I haven’t had a chance to see him completely naked yet. After the amazing job he did licking my pussy last night, I can’t wait to see what he can do with his cock.

      As if he can read my thoughts, he pulls the leather ties apart on his pants and tugs them down. His massive cock springs free and I’m hypnotized by the size of it. Like the rest of him, it is incredibly thick. My pussy starts to drip from my arousal as I imagine how good it will feel to have that cock spread me.

      “Come here,” Ragnar says, breaking the spell I’m under. He reaches out his hand and I take it. He maneuvers me down so I have to spread my legs and straddle him. For now, he doesn’t try to penetrate me, he pushes his cock so it’s pressing on my ass and my bare pussy is pressed against the skin of his lower abdomen. From here, I want to lean forward and let him kiss me, but instead, he pulls me forward so he can take my breasts into his mouth. One arm holds me tightly to him while his other hand and mouth play with my tits. He tugs on my nipples, biting them and making me gasp from the sensations. His tongue flicks against them, alternating between flicking and sucking. He’s so talented with his tongue I want him to kiss me…but he just doesn’t.

      Instead, I start moving against him. I’m so turned on all I want is to feel his cock push into me and fuck me so deep. I lift my hips and use my hand to grab onto his cock and position him underneath me. But Ragnar won’t let me take him. Instead, he takes my hands and holds them. His cock is underneath me now so I ride against him, feeling his hardness slip through my wet folds. I’m consumed with my desire to mate with him. I want him inside of me so badly there’s nothing else that I can think about. There’s no logic to what I’m feeling, all I know is that he has me so tightly wound that I would do anything to feel that incredible release.

      I start to moan and gasp. One way or another, I’m going to come and it’s going to happen soon. The next thing I know, Ragnar grabs onto my legs and pulls me up his body until I feel his tongue on my pussy again. I gasp from surprise. It’s strange at first, to be so close to sitting on his mouth. I don’t want to let my weight down. But his tongue is strong and aggressive as he licks me. He licks my folds, flattening his tongue and moving it in circles. Even though I’m apprehensive at first, eventually I can’t stop myself from rocking my hips against his tongue. I grab onto my breasts and squeeze them while I ride him, feeling myself so close to coming. His hands squeeze my ass tightly and then, it hits me. I grab onto the wall behind me as Ragnar holds me up against him. He licks me raw, until I’m so sensitive my body starts to tremble. Eventually I have to pull away. I crawl off and lie next to him on the mattress.

      I’m in a haze of pleasure. Blood is still pounding through my veins when I notice Ragnar begins to sit up. I think about what happened last night, how he made a dash out of the room as soon as I came. So, before he can run out on me again, I move so my body is in front of him again and I take his rock-hard cock in my hands. I hear him moan when I squeeze him tightly. He puts his hands on my arms and I worry for a moment that he’s going to push me away. But I move my hand up and down a few times and then lean my head down so I can wrap my lips around him. I take the tip of him into my mouth and swirl my tongue around, licking him like a lollipop before I push him as deep inside of my mouth as I can. He growls at the same time his chest begins to vibrate.

      I lick my tongue around and around, taking him deep into my throat before I come up and do it all over again. I use my hand and my mouth to pump him hard until I feel his cock start to pulse in my mouth moments before a powerful jet of cum coats the back of my throat. He holds my head gently as he empties himself in my mouth, his chest heaving, his body glistening with sweat.

      Once I’ve licked him clean, I move next to him on the mattress again. It’s quiet; the only sound in the room the steady beating of our hearts. He pulls me into his arms and lies with me for half an hour, and then he gets up and quietly puts on his pants.

      “Where are you going?” I ask, slightly frustrated that he keeps leaving me like this.

      “Night watch,” he says, quietly. “Get some sleep.”

      And then, he slips out again, leaving me on my own.
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      I lie still, stunned and a bit jaded. I feel used, like he’s only interested in me for the sexual pleasure. How many nights is this going to go on? Tonight, I can’t just ignore it and roll over and go to sleep, I’m too worked up. Instead, I get up and get dressed. It’s not that I think he’s lying to me…I’m sure he does have to be on watch just like the other men. But that doesn’t make it any easier to endure.

      It’s late and impossibly dark when I slip out of my room. I can’t see a damn thing in the hallway but thankfully I’ve walked this path enough times by now that I know where I’m going even though I can’t see. I hear snoring coming from one of the rooms on my left. Someone is clanging around in the large storage space at the very end of the ship where all of the food and supplies are kept. Maybe a late-night snack? There’s a soft glow of light coming from the storage room, just enough to light my way to the stairs.

      I walk up quietly, afraid a creak in the stairs will give me away. Not that Ragnar would expect me to be walking around looking for him, but I still don’t want to get caught. Ragnar is a very private person and for whatever reason, he doesn’t want me to know about his life. Past or present, apparently.

      At the top of the stairs, I look around before I climb up on deck. I can hear voices but I can’t make out who’s speaking. There’s light up on deck, from the moon and from torches. I do a quick scan for Ragnar but I don’t see him. Sneaking around on deck is going to be much more difficult than I thought. I should have thought this over a little bit more.

      But really, there’s nothing that says I can’t walk around the deck at night in order to clear my head and get some fresh air so I can sleep better. I don’t know why I feel like I need to stay hidden away in my room.

      I slowly walk around the deck, looking out across the black expanse beyond our ship. The water is choppy and it’s quiet enough on deck that I can hear the gentle slap as the waves hit the side of the ship. There’s something relaxing and calming about it. I’m tucked away against the side of the ship, waiting to spot Ragnar from my concealed spot. I’m looking toward the front of the ship when I catch something move out of the corner of my eye.

      “Look! Bezosh!” Someone shouts.

      Looking out to sea I notice something swimming, its fins breaking the waterline.

      “That is good luck,” Ragnar says. I don’t even have to look behind me to know that it is him. Not only can I recognize his voice, my body is in tune with his, reacting to his presence.

      Ragnar moves into view with a few of the other crewmembers. They all walk to the side of the ship and look out at the sea creature. Something about it must be unique or special to draw their attention like this.

      “What makes it good luck?” the youngest crewmember asks.

      “You haven’t heard the story, Njal?” Ragnar asks. “Sailors have long said that sighting a Bezosh is good luck. They carry the calm of the sea within their spirits, signaling a journey free from chaos.”

      I listen to Ragnar talking to Njal and I’m beyond surprised. I’ve never heard him talk this much, much less tell a story surrounding the mystery of a sea creature. It sounds mystical, something I wouldn’t have guessed Ragnar would believe in.

      “Well that is good luck,” Njal says. “If the seas remain calm during our voyage, that is all we can hope for.”

      He puts his hand on Njal’s shoulder, much like a father would his son. They all stand and look out at the sea for a little while longer until the creature disappears.

      They turn to make their way back to their work when Ragnar spots me in the darkness. I can’t read him. I don’t know if he’s angry with me or not. But he does walk over to me while the other men go about their business.

      “I didn’t know you were on deck,” he says.

      “I couldn’t sleep,” I say simply, relaying the excuse that I practiced in my head. “I thought a little fresh air would help.”

      “You didn’t get enough of it today?” he asks. For a moment I think he’s on to me, but nothing more comes of it. I just shrug my shoulders and remind myself that it isn’t wrong for me to be here.

      “So we’re going to have a calm voyage, I hear.” I cross my arms over my chest and stare at him, waiting to see if he’ll just dismiss me again or engage me in an actual conversation. “I’m grateful for that. I’ve never been much of a sailor.” When he doesn’t answer right away, I continue. “It seems that we are quite opposites.”

      “I have sailed for a long time,” he finally says. “Since I was young, in fact, back when my parents were still alive. I used to sail with my dad and we’d fish. We would bring back a lot of fish for the village.”

      “You are good at it,” I say, “A natural.”

      He looks at me and nods. I don’t know what it is that makes him want to run away from me all the time. Even now I get the impression that he’s trying to think of an excuse to run off. He surprises me when he doesn’t.

      “Do you have family back home?” he asks.

      “I do,” I say, stepping closer to him, out of the shadows. “I have two younger sisters, Eloise and Katherine.”

      “No parents?”

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. I slowly make my way over to the side of the ship, wondering if Ragnar will follow me. I lean over the rail, surprised to see that he has followed me. “A lot of people died from a horrible sickness before we were able to figure out that the water was the cause. I’m talking a lot of people. It just devastated the population.” I shake my head, thinking back to that horrible time before the contaminant was identified.

      “No one knew at first that the problem was in the water. People would fall sick, a high fever, vomiting…they would suffer for about a week or so until they would inevitably die. My parents had traveled to a different state for work so they were exposed to drinking water from one of the most highly contaminated areas. My sisters and I never got sick because of where we lived. Initially it wasn’t bad everywhere.”

      “I am sorry for your loss,” he says, listening quietly.

      “Yeah, it really sucked,” I say. “But I do feel lucky that my sisters never got sick. I’m thankful for that. There’s only so much loss we can suffer, you know?”

      I look at him and I’m surprised by the softness that I see in his face, the sympathetic way he looks at me.

      “We are never truly prepared to lose the ones we love,” he says. “It is an unwelcome surprise.”

      “It is,” I agree.

      “These memories, they are why you can’t sleep?”

      “Partly,” I say. “These things are always on my mind, even if I’ve managed to push them back from the surface.”

      He nods and for the first time, I wonder if we understand each other. At least a little bit about each other. I’m tempted to ask him more about his family and all of the memories he carries with him, but I don’t want to push it. This is amazing progress tonight and I don’t want to ruin it.

      “And your sisters are back home?” he asks.

      “Yes, they are home and because I volunteered to come, they are well taken care of now. I shouldn’t have to worry about them, even though I know it is inevitable that I will.”

      “You are brave,” he says. When I look over at him, he is staring out to sea. I wonder what he’s thinking about, but in the end…it doesn’t matter. It’s just nice to have him standing here with me, because when these memories resurface, it is more painful when I’m alone. I’ve always tried to be strong, especially for my sisters when everything was falling apart. Being mated to Ragnar makes me think that maybe I won’t have to handle the burden of my past all by myself. If we can figure out how to make this relationship work, we might just be able to bear the load together.
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      The next morning when I wake up, I lie in bed and try to process what happened last night and what a huge step forward it is in our relationship.

      Ragnar is full of mysteries. I know he wants me because he comes to me at night, always eager to give me pleasure. But he never stays. I know this doesn’t have to be a love match, but I would like some clarification of what it all means to him.

      When I finally make my way above, it’s raining. The sky is dark and full of angry looking clouds. The rain is cold and heavy, blowing everything around. I look around for Ragnar and find him up the main mast. With the wind threatening to blow me over and the rain plastering my clothes and hair to my body, I make my way over to Ragnar.

      “You should go below,” he says, raising his voice so I can hear him above the storm.

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. I don’t mind sailing in good weather but during a storm, I don’t want to be trapped below deck if the ship happens to go under. No thank you.

      He climbs down so he’s standing with me on the deck. “It isn’t safe up here,” he says.

      “It isn’t safe down there either!” I say, yelling back.

      And then a huge wave hits the side of the boat, dousing us with water and sweeping me off of my feet. I’m helpless, limbs flailing until I finally hit something solid. I think it’s the side of the ship so I grab on and hold on tightly. The ship lurches as we encounter another huge wave. It lifts me from the deck and slams me back down. The first thought that goes through my mind is that Ragnar’s sighting of the Bezosh was either bullshit or he didn’t see what he thinks he saw. There’s no way we are blessed with good luck right now.

      I don’t know where Ragnar is but when another wave hits, I see a few other men go sliding past, looking for something to grab on to. I’m still holding onto the side of the ship when I finally spot Ragnar. I’m about to call out to him when I’m hit once again by a wave, and this time I can’t hold on. It rips my fingers from the rail and flings me over the side.

      I scream as I fly through the air, until I’m dropped into the raging sea. Only under the surface, you’d never know what chaos is happening above. It’s almost peaceful as I look around me, slowly sinking. My arms are raised above me, still reaching for the life that waits for me above.

      Something clicks and suddenly I start moving, kicking my legs and pushing my arms, trying to pull myself upward. It seems pointless, even though I’m under water, I can feel the current working to keep me down. I begin to panic. I don’t know if Ragnar saw me go overboard and I don’t want to die, alone, in this vast endlessness of water. My lungs start to burn as my brain screams for more oxygen. For a moment, everything around me slows down. I see something coming toward me but it isn’t from above, it’s from further down in the depths below. A long creature that looks like an eel only ten times bigger. It opens its mouth and its massive teeth hypnotize me. There’s no way I can get away from this thing. But just when I’ve resigned myself to my fate, something or someone grabs onto my hand and pulls me up out of the creature’s path. The next thing I know I’m breaking the surface of the water, inhaling a huge gasping breath of air before a wave crashes over my head, making me cough and sputter.

      I look over and see Ragnar pulling me back toward the ship. I don’t know if he saw the massive creature circling underneath us, but I want to warn him just in case. Only I don’t have any breath left to do that. I hold onto him as tightly as I can and hope for the best. We’re close to reaching the ladder on the side of the ship when something wraps around my leg, yanking me down into the water again. Somehow, I manage to hold onto Ragnar but we’re almost pulled apart by whatever it is that has hold of me.

      Ragnar pulls me to the bottom rung of the ladder and then disappears below the surface. It only takes a few seconds before whatever was wrapped around my leg loosens and I’m able to pull myself up the ladder. The only problem is that once I pull myself out of the water, I can’t move my right leg. Knowing that I need to get out of the way so Ragnar can also get up the ladder, I pull myself up with all of the upper body strength that I have and I use my left leg to help drag the other one up. I’ve made it up about half way when Ragnar pulls himself out of the water and starts to climb behind me.

      He helps me get to the top and then he climbs over first so he can pull me up. We’re finally back on the deck of the ship, but the storm isn’t over yet. The ship is still lurching violently from the wind and waves. With no feeling in my leg, there’s no way I’ll be able to move across the deck. And then, Ragnar lifts me and carries   me to the stairs and below deck. He closes the hatch behind us, shutting out the storm.

      Instead of carrying me to my room, Ragnar stops short and takes me into a different room.

      “Whose room is this?” I ask.

      “Mine,” he says.

      He lies me down on the bed and then quickly disappears, mumbling something about being right back.

      I manage to sit up but I’m shocked when I look at my leg. My pants are completely torn and shredded on my right leg and there are sharp angry red barbs protruding from my skin. I try to focus on moving my leg, but I can’t. It won’t move and once again I feel myself start to panic. I reach down with my fingers, about to pull out one of the barbs when Ragnar reappears.

      “Don’t touch it,” he says sternly.

      I pull my hand away quickly, but I want to get these things out of my skin.

      He puts leather gloves on his hands and then reaches down and begins to pull the barbs out of my skin, quickly, one by one.

      “What are those?” I ask, trying to hold back tears.

      “They’re barbs from a poisonous sea serpent,” he says, still focused on pulling them out.

      “Am I going to die?” I ask, panicked.

      “Of course not,” he says simply. “It is just important that I remove them quickly.”

      “Okay,” I say, trying to calm myself down.

      It doesn’t hurt because I can’t feel my leg. He removes the barbs quickly and then looks over my leg carefully to make sure he got all of them. My skin is red and blotchy, bleeding where the barbs were pulled out.

      “Will I get the feeling in my leg back?” I ask.

      “Yes,” he says. Now that the barbs are out of my skin, he takes a small bottle and pours the liquid from it on my leg. He rubs it in, making sure to cover all of the wounds. Then, he takes a clean swatch of cloth and wraps it around my leg. “You will be feeling better in no time.”

      Suddenly I’m very tired. He stands up and covers me with a large fur.

      “Sorry I’m getting your bed wet,” I say, sleepily.

      “I’ll help you out of your wet clothes.” He gently pulls off all of my wet clothes, being especially careful not to disturb my wounds. Then he covers me with warm furs. “I need to help on deck but I’ll be back to check on you soon,” he says.

      I smile at him and give a little wave as he disappears through the door, carrying the pile of barbs with him. It doesn’t take long for me to fall sound asleep, completely exhausted from my perilous swim.
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      I expect to wake up by myself even though I’m in Ragnar’s room, so I’m pleasantly surprised when I roll over and find him lying next to me.

      “Are you in pain?” he asks.

      I move my legs a little bit, stretch them out and am relieved to find that I’m able to move them both again.

      “No,” I say surprised. “I’m not. It seems like I should be, though. I think my entire body should ache.”

      “We caught it quickly,” he says, rolling over to face me.

      “You know a lot about it, you’ve been stung before?” I ask. We’re lying together on his mattress, facing each other. I like that he’s here, taking care of me…and that he’s actually opening up to me.

      “No, but I’ve seen others that were. The barbs are in their tails and the poison causes paralysis.”

      “I’m glad you knew what you were doing. I didn’t want to die down there. If you would have been a few moments later, that thing would have pulled me into the darkness.”

      “I will always keep you safe.” He looks at me and even in the dark of his room, I can see the way his eyes burn with desire for me. The attraction between us is undeniable and I know I should consider myself lucky that I’m attracted to the warrior that I have been given to as a mate. He has his demons and he keeps his business to himself, but he treats me well.

      “Will you stay with me? I mean, just for tonight?” I ask, shyly.

      He pulls the furs up tightly over me. “Rest. I will be here when you wake.” He lets his hand rest on my hip, letting me feel his presence even when I close my eyes. The problem is that now I know he’s here, I’m having a hard time going back to sleep. He slowly rubs his hand over my hip, most likely trying to help me sleep but instead it has the opposite effect.

      “The storm is over?” I ask quietly.

      “Yes, it has passed,” he says.

      “It seemed like a bad one. Are they always like that?” I ask.

      “Sometimes. With the amount of time we’ve spent on the water, we’ve definitely encountered our fair share of storms.”

      “And what about the claws on the side of the ship? Are those for decoration? Just a way to intimidate other ships?”

      “No, those claws dig through the ice. They break it up and push it out of the way of the ship. It makes it possible for us to travel during any weather.”

      “That’s good. That storm was scary. I’ve never felt that kind of power from water before. I’m thankful that you’re a good swimmer.”

      He makes a sound in his chest that sounds like a grunt of agreement.

      “So all of the places you’ve traveled, are they mostly frozen?”

      I see him shaking his head in the dark. “No. Which is why I’ve tried to convince Skarde that we need to travel more. The places we’ve been, they have resources that are valuable to us during the frozen periods. We need to be more open and willing to form relationships with different clans so we have a wider array of possibilities for trade. He is always so close minded about these things.”

      “Some people are afraid of change,” I say quietly. “It can be a good thing but it can make you feel vulnerable. That’s terrifying for some.”

      Ragnar watches me closely in the dark.

      “And besides, he is slowly changing his ways. He established an agreement with Earth. He is capable of change, he just needs more time to warm to the idea of it.”

      I put my hand over his chest. I like that we’re lying together and he’s finally opening up to me. I let my fingers trail over his skin, surprised again how different it feels compared to mine. He’s watching me in the dark and as I explore his body he is completely still. His eyes burn in the dark, his hand gripping my hip tightly like he’s trying to control himself. His grip turns possessive, making my nipples pebble and my pussy clench. Anytime he touches me, my body reacts instinctively. I watch him, waiting. His hand moves up from my hip and brushes over my shoulder until his finger brushes over my cheek. He leans forward and kisses me. At first I’m surprised, he has caught me off guard. But his lips press aggressively against mine as if he’s been fighting this urge and he can’t hold back any longer. I know exactly how he feels. I was beginning to think that his people didn’t kiss like we do on Earth.

      His tongue gently probes my mouth as I moan and lean into his kiss. His lips are warm as they open and deepen, my arms wrapping around his neck and pulling him close. My breasts rub against his bare chest, creating friction that sends pulses of desire down my body to deep inside my pussy. He leans his hips into me, pressing his hard cock against my core, making me frantic to feel him deep inside of me. I toss my leg over his hip, pulling him into my warmth.

      He pulls away from our kiss and repositions himself at the end of the mattress, rolling me over so I’m lying on my stomach. He caresses my body possessively, touching my back, down my ass and thighs.

      “Lift your knees,” he says, squeezing my ass. I put my knees underneath me, raising my ass in the air, waiting to feel him thrust into me from behind. Instead, I feel his tongue. I stretch back against him as his tongue licks aggressively inside of me. He uses his finger to massage and circle my clit while pushing his tongue in and out just the way I like it.

      “Oh yes,” I moan as I get closer and closer. I press down into his finger and let myself go, coming undone. I grab the mattress and use it to muffle my cries. My body is trembling and shaking as he grips me from behind, squeezing me tightly.

      I expect that this will be it. He’ll pull away and make up an excuse to leave the room. Instead, he surprises me. I feel his cock press against my entrance, spreading me wide and sliding inside of me. He doesn’t stop until he has buried himself all of the way in me. He doesn’t move at first, just holds himself inside of me and it makes me moan and gasp. Then, gripping hard onto my ass he begins to thrust in and out. I can feel every delicious inch of him as he moves inside of me. His cock is so thick it presses against my G-spot, massaging it until an intense feeling starts to build inside of me and another orgasm explodes against his cock. He holds my hips and continues to thrust deep. I lean back and press against him, needing this connection, needing him to keep going.

      Ragnar wraps his arms around me and pulls me back on his lap, his cock buried deep inside of me. I’m throbbing inside and so sensitive from my intense orgasm but as he continues to hold himself inside of me, I can feel it starting all over again. He grips my breasts and gently bounces me on his lap. I lean my head back and feel his teeth bite into the soft flesh between my shoulder and base of my neck. He thrusts inside of me a few more times and I come again. Finally, I can feel his cock pulsing inside of me followed by a flood of heat. He holds me tightly against him as he empties himself inside of me. He’s holding me so tightly, gripping onto me as if his life depends on it. I don’t want this moment to end. I want to stay here together, in this room where life suddenly seems so simple and easy…and pleasurable.

      Eventually, I climb off of his lap. He lets me but he doesn’t take his hands off of me. He holds onto me to keep me close. I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him again. He kisses me back, slowly lying me back down with him on the mattress until we’re entwined together. The passion in his kiss manages to work me up again. The calm, relaxed state I was in disappears and I find myself wanting more. I want him again and the feeling grows, making it impossible for me to go to sleep. Making me wonder if I’ll ever get enough of him. We kiss and touch, he holds me close, his hands roaming and exploring, feeling every inch of my body. When he came to me before, he held himself back. As if he wouldn’t fully allow himself to partake in the pleasure that comes along with having a mate. I don’t know what changed, but he is holding himself back no longer. He’s delighting in my body like a man lost at sea who finally spots an island. For a brief time, he’s weightless from the burdens that regularly consume him. Even if it only lasts tonight, I’ll take it. I’ll take whatever he’s willing to give.
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      The next morning I find Ragnar on deck. I don’t hesitate to approach him while he’s busy with his duties, like I have in the past. Something was different between us last night and it has given me confidence. I guess after all of this time, I am finally letting myself believe that he cares for me. That he truly wants me as his mate, not just as a way to shove his banishment back in Skarde’s face.

      “Hi,” I say simply when I reach him. He’s bare chested and already beginning to sweat from cleaning up the deck after the huge storm last night.

      “Hi,” he says with a bit of a smirk. He lifts a wooden crate off of its side and pushes it back against the side of the ship. “Have you eaten anything?”

      “Yes,” I say. I always make sure I eat something before I come up to the deck. They have a large food storage area down below. Besides, after last night I was famished this morning. “It’s a mess up here, how can I help?”

      “You should still be calm today, make sure your leg is healed before you do too much.”

      “It feels as good as new. Whatever that was that you put on it, it worked wonders.”

      “Good,” he says, standing up and looking me over with his hands on his hips. There’s a smirk on his face, almost a smile and there’s something about his mood that makes my stomach flip and my heart pound a little faster.

      “So, what can I help you with?” I look around the deck at all of the things strewn about after the storm. Normally impeccably clean, there is a lot to be cleaned and organized today.

      He shakes his head and goes back to lifting some of the heavier crates that need to be pushed back to the side and tied down.

      “You can tie these crates to the side once I get them back in place.”

      I look at the thick, heavy ropes and feel myself deflate a little bit.

      “I don’t know how to tie ropes like that,” I finally admit.

      He makes a sound similar to a chuckle while he lifts another crate and pushes it against the side of the ship with the others.

      “We’ll arrive at Prinai by tomorrow night,” he says, apparently choosing to talk to me instead of having me help with anything.

      “How long will we stay?” I ask, sitting down on one of the crates he has already tied down.

      “I’m not sure,” he says, looking troubled. “It isn’t a very nice place.”

      He hesitates as if he’s embarrassed to be taking me there. I shrug.

      “You have business to settle and then we’ll be on our way back to the Isle, right?”

      “Yes,” he says, nodding. “It just might take a few days.”

      “Okay. I can handle that,” I say. “Were these the guys that chased you down? The ones that attacked the Isle when we first landed?”

      “Prinai is ruled by Pleyg Brya, the leader of the Scyae clan. He did not pursue us himself, but he sent some of his ships after us.”

      “They didn’t pursue you all the way to the Isle, though.”

      “Only one ship. The rest turned around before they reached the Isle. Their small force is no match for our clan of warriors. As you know, Skarde was not pleased that we led them back to the Isle. He prefers to keep our location secret. So, here we are, returning to see if we can settle things between us.”

      “Did you take something of theirs?”

      “Prinai is a dark place, full of thievery, gambling, murder and prostitution. Of course we did not know this when we arrived. Pleyg welcomed us, fed us and gave us rooms to stay in while we were there. In return he asked for our assistance with a particular mission. We weren’t interested in the job so we chose to leave very soon after we arrived. He did not want to let us go so easily, however. He expected our assistance. So we left in the dead of night with the intention of never returning. We didn’t expect them to pursue us as far as they did. Now, in order to return to the Isle, we need to make sure things are settled between us.”

      My stomach sinks. He doesn’t elaborate on what sort of job he wanted them to do, but if they would rather sneak away in the night, it must have been something bad.

      “Well, what are you going to do now when you return? Complete the mission anyway?”

      “We plan to see if he is open to being compensated.”

      I look out at the water, so calm today after the way it raged against us yesterday. I thought I was lucky to have survived it. Now I’m not so sure. It sounds like a huge mistake to be returning to this place and I don’t understand why they think it will end any differently for them.

      “What sort of compensation?” I finally ask.

      “Treasure,” he says. “Lots of it.”

      “You’re hoping to pay him off?”

      “Yes,” he says confidently. “Don’t look so doubtful. Men like that are easily bought. Hopefully this will be a quick job. Pay him off and be on our way home.”

      “I hope it is that simple,” I say, unable to hide my apprehension.

      “Don’t worry, my mate. I will keep you safe.”

      I look at him and nod but my heart isn’t in it. Safe is the last thing that I feel right now.

      “Are the women employed as prostitutes against their will?” I ask.

      He sets down the crate that he’s holding and looks at me strangely. “I guess I don’t really know. Why?”

      I swallow but my mouth has gone dry. The same old problems haunt me from across the galaxy.

      “Where I am from, many of the women had to turn to prostitution in order to get basic things such as clean water and food.”

      “You?” he asks, still looking at me intently. The scowl is back on his face and he looks angry, as if he might lose his temper.

      I shake my head quickly. “No, not me. I worked security so I had a job where I received water and food credits. My sisters did not, though. They would have been forced to do that for their own water credits.”

      He’s quiet and when I look at him, I can’t read the look on his face.

      “I didn’t know,” he says.

      I just shrug again. “We do what we need to do in order to survive. I guess there’s no shame in that.”

      The mood has drastically changed. We were both light and happy when I first joined him on deck, but now I can’t stop thinking about the things he has told me about where we’re going. I can take care of myself but there are things I would rather not experience.

      Surprising me, Ragnar steps close and leans down, so close I almost think he’s going to kiss me right here out in the open.

      “We are going to be okay,” he says, gripping onto my arm. I look up at him, his intensity sending chills down my spine. I nod at him, distracted by the growing butterflies in my stomach. I should be used to being close to him, but I’m not. When his attention is focused solely on me, it’s almost too intense for me to handle. He stares deep into my eyes. I get the sense that he wants to say more, but he doesn’t. After a moment, he pulls away and goes back to his work. I stay where I am, sitting on the crate so I can be close to him.

      I want to ask him what’s going to happen if Pleyg doesn’t accept their payment of treasure in order to settle their debts, but I also don’t really want to know. Sometimes it’s better to be in the dark.

      “So if we’re going to a place full of danger, maybe you could give me another lesson on sword fighting. Unless you’re busy and you’d rather I ask Erik again.”

      He looks at me quickly and I see the flare of jealousy. He doesn’t know me enough yet to know that I’m teasing him.

      “I will train you,” he says, wiping the sweat from his brow.

      “Great,” I say, jumping down from my seat. “I’ll grab some swords while you finish up here.”

      “I’m right behind you,” he says, motioning for me to go ahead. Now that I know where we’re headed, I’m going to spend as much time training to defend myself as possible.
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      “You need to protect your sides,” Ragnar says, sidestepping and tapping me gently with his sword.

      “It’s too heavy,” I say, out of breath. “I can’t move it down fast enough.”

      He nods. “We need to get you a sword more appropriate for your size. Perhaps on Prinai.”

      “Or we can practice with knives instead.”

      “From what I remember, you’re already quite proficient with knives.” He pokes me playfully with the side of his sword.

      “Oh!” I say, happily. “So you do remember that. I thought you were too close to death to remember what really happened.”

      He makes a sound very similar to a laugh. As I look at him he smiles and I have to do a double take.

      “I remember you,” he says. “How could I forget? I thought I was hallucinating.”

      I nod and laugh, remembering all the way back to the first time we met.

      “Even though my mind wasn’t clear, one thing I do remember is that you are fast.”

      “That’s true,” I say. “I have to be. Everyone I fight is much larger than me. But I’m not without my own tricks.”

      “Show me,” he says playfully, getting himself into his stance again.

      “I told you, I can’t move as fast with the sword.”

      He tosses his sword off to the side. “No weapons, then.”

      I gladly drop my sword but I’m not sure what hand-to-hand combat is supposed to look like on Scides. Not only is he larger than me, he’s also much stronger.

      “Get in position, like I showed you,” he says.

      I do as he says. He eyes me up, looking me over with that hungry look of his. I don’t really know what this is going to accomplish, but I’m having fun with him. I won’t deny that I like all of this attention.

      He darts forward and grabs onto my arms, pinning them to my sides as he moves behind me. He has me in a bear hug from behind and all I can do is laugh.

      “How am I supposed to get out of this?” I ask.

      “You’re not,” he says, bending down and gently nibbling on the skin of my shoulder.

      “Hey, none of that. You’re supposed to be teaching me.”

      He laughs briefly and lets me go.

      “Okay, let’s try again.” He motions for me to get into the stance again. He readies himself across from me. This time I watch him, anticipating any movement. When he moves forward quickly, I dart backwards, trying to stay out of his grasp.

      He moves again and tries to grab ahold of my hand. I’m quick to move it out of his reach.

      “Good,” he says. And then with his next move, he tries to pull my feet out from underneath me, to get me down on the ground. I leap over his hands but he’s faster than he seems. He reaches up again and catches me by one foot and it’s enough to send me down to the hard, wooden deck. Before I land, though, he grabs my arm and scoops me up, cradling me against his chest so I don’t fall.

      My heart is pounding, so much so that I figure he must be able to feel it now that our bodies are pressed tightly together. I’m out of breath and so is he. He holds me tightly against him while we both just breathe. The other warriors are milling around the ship, paying little attention to us. Still, I’m surprised that he’s showing affection toward me. He’s usually all business while on deck.

      “I don’t know how well this training session is really going,” I say finally.

      He leans down and kisses me, moving his hand to the back of my head. He kisses me fast and deep before pulling back and looking down at me.

      “I just like any excuse to put my hands on you,” he says.

      The smile on my face is ridiculously big. I don’t know what has come over him, but I like this side of him.

      “We can continue our training session below deck instead,” I say with anticipation.

      He smiles and takes my hand, leading me toward the stairs.
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      “You are so wet,” he says. We’re kissing, heavily, while his hands explore my naked body. His fingers have become distracted between my thighs.

      “I can’t help it,” I say, letting my fingers brush against his hard cock as it presses into my side. He pulls my lip softly with his teeth, nipping at me before letting it go. He kisses me where I still feel the pressure from his love bite. “You drive me wild.”

      His finger pushes inside of me and I moan into his mouth. “You have many skills,” I say as I kiss him. “Fighting skills…” I slowly push my tongue into his mouth as we lick each other. “Sword skills…” I continue, kissing him deeper as I push my pussy into his hand, pressing his finger even deeper inside of me. “Sailing skills…” My voice breaks with a gasp as he pushes a second finger inside of me.

      “You flatter me,” he says, suddenly rolling us over so I’m lying on top of him. I push myself up, straddle him and rub my pussy against his cock. He slides easily through my wet folds and I moan and shake from the friction as all of the nerve endings in my clit react to the pressure of his cock. He holds my hips up ever so slightly while I steady myself on his chest and maneuver myself so I can take him inside of me.

      As I lower myself down onto his cock, he spreads me easily, my body willingly accommodating his size. As soon as I take all of him, I use my legs to raise myself, feeling every inch of him as he leaves my body before I eagerly come back down, taking all of him. He holds my hips and rocks with me while I ride him hard and fast.

      “You make me feel so good,” I say, gasping out my words. His hands reach for my breasts and he cups them, squeezing them as I continue to rock my hips against him. His fingers pinch and tug at my nipples, sending zings of pleasure through me. A moment later, he pushes himself up, using his hands to support his weight from behind so he can thrust into me. The friction of our bodies rubbing together pushes me to the brink of coming.

      I wrap my arms around his neck and hold him to me. I kiss him, enjoying how intimate our sexual escapades have become. My legs are wide, his cock buried deep as we fall into the perfect rhythm. Very soon I feel the orgasm starting to build deep in my core. I lean into him, squeezing my nails into his skin as I come, a wave of warmth and pleasure coursing through me. My body shakes and trembles but he holds me tightly and continues to thrust. A second orgasm begins slowly as soon as the last one ends. This one burns with intensity, making me cry out. Ragnar digs his nails into the skin of my hips as his cock pushes deep inside of me, throbbing and pulsing out his release. His chest vibrates as he growls, a deep, animalistic mating sound.

      He holds me against him while our bodies recover. There’s a pleasant ache in my pussy as I continue to hold him inside of me, unwilling to let him go. He rubs my back as I lean into his kiss once more. We kiss slowly, leisurely, as if we have all the time in the world. And for the first time since all of this began, the thought crosses my mind that we do have all the time that we want. I’m his mate. The rest of our days can be just like earlier today while our nights can be just like this. Once we settle this business between Ragnar and Pleyg, we can go back to the Isle and make a life for ourselves. I finally believe that a crazy, mind-blowing love is possible. It started as my duty, but it has already become something much more.

      “I don’t deserve you,” Ragnar says a short while later. I have almost fallen asleep; I’m lying in his arms. At first, I can’t read his mood.

      “You fought for me, and won,” I say in response. I smile sleepily at him but he isn’t smiling. He looks troubled, as if the demons that he has carried for so long have made a sudden reappearance. I don’t know why he is bogged down with these feelings after we had such a great day. And above all else, I don’t know what it will take to vanquish what still haunts him.

      He leans over and gently kisses my forehead before rolling over and going to sleep.
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      Prinai is the first landmass that we’ve seen since we stopped at that island to fish on the first day of our trip. In the back of my mind, I know what Ragnar has told me about this place, but it is still a welcome sight to finally see land again. The mood on the ship has shifted. The warriors are focused and diligently watching the waters around us.

      Soon, Ragnar is standing next to me, watching as we continue to move closer.

      “How long until we reach land?” I ask. I’m a horrible judge of distance and time when we’re on the water.

      “We’ll arrive before dark,” he says, staring intently at the landmass that grows larger the closer we move toward it.

      “And will they know we’re coming?”

      He doesn’t answer me at first. Obviously, they’ll see our ship, but I’m curious if they’ll know right away that it is Ragnar and his warriors.

      “I don’t know,” he says regretfully. “It is difficult to predict what kind of welcome we will receive.”

      I slip my hand into his and hold on tightly, even if it is just for a minute. I’m nervous for the unexpected, but at the same time, it’ll be nice to get this trip over with. He holds onto my hand for a brief moment and then lets it go.

      “Before we arrive, it would be best if you could change your clothes. I would prefer that you don’t stand out and make them question who you are or where you’ve come from.”

      “Oh, okay,” I say, looking down at myself. I am still wearing the clothes that I brought along from Earth. I’m sure I look strange to them, but it is what I’m most comfortable in. “What do the women wear on Prinai?”

      He makes a strange sound and then replies, “Not much.”

      His response bothers me, so much so that I find myself turning around and walking away from him. I walk down below deck and head back to my room so I can change into something more appropriate for where we’re going. Brynhild gave me a very simple set of clothes before we left, just in case. I pull the clothes out of the chest and change, all the while trying to keep the apprehension that I’m feeling at bay. Call it women’s intuition, but the closer we get to this place, the stronger the urge becomes to turn the ship around.

      Eventually, after what seems like hours, the ship begins to slow and I hear shouting from above. Dressed in my Viking warrior apparel, I make my way toward the stairs. The men are scurrying about on deck, preparing to dock the ship at one of the ports. I look around and am amazed at the amount of activity going on. There are ships sailing in to port just like we are, a plethora of activity going on around the docks, sailors coming and going. There are people everywhere and it’s loud. They are traveling in large packs, shouting and laughing as they move from the docks into the city. There are huge pedestals lining the docks, alight with huge fires. They look ornamental and beautiful and as I look beyond the docks into the city, I see more of them raised above the streets.

      Based on what Ragnar told me about this place, I envisioned something dirty and dark. But that isn’t at all what I see. This place is full of life and beauty…at least that’s what I see from the outside. Maybe it is what I’m meant to see.

      “We will be ready to leave soon,” Ragnar says, appearing next to me.

      I nod. “Will you seek out Pleyg right away tonight?”

      “Yes,” he says simply. “I would be surprised if he wasn’t already aware of our arrival.”

      I look around the city, as if I’ll find him sitting in the top of a tower, watching our approach. I don’t find anything like that, but I do notice guards for the first time. They’re standing inconspicuously in various places, not interacting with anyone, just watching.

      Ragnar helps the warriors secure the ship before they slide the ramp down the side and begin to disembark. My stomach is twisted in knots even though it seems that no one is showing special interest in us as we move from the ship into the city. The warriors are all carrying sacks and they are heavily strapped with their weapons. Even though Ragnar has told me there is nothing to worry about, it seems they feel the tenseness of the situation as well.

      I follow the swarm of them as they move off down the main street that runs through what looks to be the center of the city. There is a wide brick path, almost as large as a road, and it winds through the buildings, leading us to an unknown destination.

      It is interesting as I watch the people milling about the streets, moving in and out of the taverns. They don’t all look the same. And I know that even on the Isle, not everyone looked the same, but they were similar. The men were all built the same way, tall and muscular, bodies built for fighting. Here, every time I look in another direction, I see someone that looks vastly different from who I was looking at before.

      I continue to follow along behind the warriors, Ragnar walking directly in front of me, and I observe and take in the scene around me. Some of the men are also large in stature, similar to the warriors, while others are much smaller, more my size, but still showing off an impressive display of muscles. The guards that I see scattered throughout the city remind me of the warriors: large, muscular and serious looking. A woman walks past me with skin that is a blueish hue, her hair a bubble gum pink. She stands out more than others, but with the port, I assume people from all over the place end up here. A melting pot from various regions of Scides.

      Along with the sounds of laughing and shouting, there is music coming from one of the buildings. When the door to the establishment opens, the music swells in volume. I’m curious as to what kind of instruments are being played. It’s the first time I’ve wanted to pause and do a little more exploring before we reach our destination.

      I do hesitate for just a moment, wondering if I can catch a glimpse inside the next time the door opens, but Ragnar is quick to make sure I’m following.

      “Stay with me,” he says, sternly. “This is not a place for you to get separated from me.”

      His harsh, critical tone surprises me, but then I know that he is feeling stressed about being back here. I pick up my pace so I can keep up with his long strides. The warriors keep moving out of the hustle and bustle of the city until we are in a darker, quieter section of the city.

      “Pleyg lives in a fortress at the back of the city,” Ragnar says quietly. “We are close.”

      I nod and stay near him, a little apprehensive about the kind of greeting the warriors are going to receive. We walk a little further when I notice the first of the guards. It isn’t as well-lit in this part of the city, but maybe that’s purposeful if he wants to make sure strays from the city don’t venture here.

      Eventually we reach the gates of the fortress, and at the same time multiple guards surround us.

      “Remove your weapons,” one guard says, while he stands blocking the entrance to the gate.

      Ragnar and the rest of the warriors quickly obey, spending what seems like ten minutes ridding themselves of all of their weapons. I still carry my small knife but I’ve moved it to an inconspicuous place where no one will find it. That knife is staying with me.

      Once all of the weapons are on the ground and the guards seem satisfied, they open the gates and allow us to walk through. I’m vigilant, looking around us, taking it all in. I see that in addition to the guards surrounding us now at the gates, there are also guards stationed around the perimeter of Pleyg’s fortress. That seems strange to me considering there’s a fence, but I’m getting the impression that he is paranoid for his safety.

      We finally enter the building. The inside is brightly lit, the sounds of music, laughing and partying overtake us now that we are inside of the heavy wooden doors. The guards lead us forward until we’re standing in a large room, the walls lined with tables full of food and drink, while all different types of women are scattered about the room. Women far outnumber the men. So much so, there are probably three women to every man in the room.

      My attention is drawn to someone that I can only assume to be Pleyg Brya, the leader of the Scyae clan and owner and possessor of all of the wealth on Prinai. He sits in an oversized chair, his leg tossed casually over one of the arms while he leans his head back into the bosom of a woman behind him while she seductively feeds him something. There are three more women sitting at the foot of his chair while a fifth woman stands at his side. It’s enough to make me want to vomit. The most obnoxious part about all of this is how he pretends not to notice the huge muscular Viking warriors standing in the center of the room. I’m a little taken aback by my immediate dislike for the man.

      “My friends!” he says, standing up and raising his hands in greeting. He has finally decided to acknowledge them. He steps down off of his chair and moves to greet them as if they are old friends. “You have returned!” He looks over the group of us while his guards still surround us. Eventually his eyes settle on me as I try not to squirm under his creepy stare. “And you have brought me a present!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

        

      

    

    
      Ragnar doesn’t bother to address his mistake, he ignores it completely.

      “We have returned with payment, after our untimely exit last time. We hope this will cover what you felt you were owed.”

      The warriors remove their bags and set them on the ground, pulling them open so the treasures that are inside are clearly visible.

      “Come now,” Pleyg says. “This is a party, no time for business. You must be hungry and tired after your journey. Come, eat.” He motions toward the tables of food. “We will take your things to rooms where you can stay.” He motions again for his guards to take their things.

      “We don’t want to impose,” Ragnar says. “Just leave you with payment and we’ll be on our way.”

      “Nonsense,” he says. “You have just arrived!”

      Ragnar looks at a few of the other warriors. It’s clear he was hoping this would be an easy in-and-out, but it isn’t turning out that way. Instead, we’re going to have to stay here at least overnight. I just hope it doesn’t end up being much longer than that.

      One of the guards steps over to me to take my bag. I hand it over as Ragnar says, “She stays with me.” The guard looks at him and nods, understanding that he should put our bags in the same room. I’m relieved that he finally spoke up, I don’t like the way Pleyg looked at me and I don’t want to stay in a room by myself in this strange place.

      The guards take our things away while Pleyg continues to try to usher us into his party. Eventually, we hesitantly move toward the food. Some of the men grab something to drink while others help themselves to food.

      “This is strange,” I say to Ragnar. He has opted to stick with something to drink but I’m famished. I help myself to some of the food while he scans the room cautiously. “It’s like he is just pretending that there is no history between you.”

      “This is how he is. He always acts as if everything is perfect. It’s bizarre. But he also drinks…a lot.”

      I continue to choose items from the platters. They are filled with fruits, nuts, meats, some greens that might be some sort of vegetable, and small berries.

      “He certainly enjoys women,” I say as I continue to scan the room. I feel like I’m in a brothel instead of Pleyg’s home. Scantily clad women roam the room, beginning to eye up the new warriors. I feel a flare of jealousy and possession when I notice a small group of women smiling and looking seductively in Ragnar’s direction. I can’t help but feel a little self-conscious about the way that I’m dressed. Even though I’m wearing what Ragnar asked me to, I look really out of place. The other women are not wearing leather and furs and I find myself feeling masculine and clunky as I fill my plate.

      “That he does,” Ragnar says. “Prostitution is a huge business for him. There are so many ships that come and go, it is easy for him to find patrons for the brothels.”

      “Are these women prostitutes?” I ask.

      He takes a drink and looks around, catching the eyes of the women in the group close by.

      “They are his,” he says.

      “Like a harem?” I ask.

      He thinks about it for a moment. “Yes, exactly like that.”

      A visible tremble makes its way through my body. “So what are we going to do?”

      “Stay alert. We will try to finish our business as quickly as possible and then get out of here.”

      “The faster the better,” I say, tasting some of the berries from my plate. I’m standing close to Ragnar, watching the events unfold around us. We can’t stay hidden by the tables forever though. Eventually, Pleyg finds us, seeking out Ragnar.

      “My friend,” he says, walking over and greeting Ragnar by embracing him. Now that he’s so close, I can tell that he is drunk, just like Ragnar said. “The only warriors that have turned me down.”

      He laughs loudly, like it’s a big joke but the tension is palpable. I focus on my plate and hope that Pleyg doesn’t turn his attention to me.

      “A misunderstanding,” Ragnar says. “And we have returned to rectify it.”

      “Yes…yes you have,” Pleyg says, taking on a calmer tone. “How very admirable of you all.”

      He takes another swig of ale and looks over at me like he’s just now realizing I’ve been standing here the whole time.

      “Is this your woman?” Pleyg asks Ragnar while looking me over.

      I take another bite of food, trying to hide my disdain.

      “Yes,” Ragnar says. There’s a strong part of me that wants Ragnar to defend me and tell Pleyg that I’m not just his woman. I’m not just a plaything for these barbarians. But I keep my mouth shut and let Ragnar handle it. “This is my mate, Lela.”

      I force myself to smile. “If you need anything at all…just ask,” he says.

      “Thank you,” I say, almost choking on the food in my mouth.

      “Now if you’ll excuse us for a moment,” he says to me, “I need to borrow your mate.”

      Pleyg puts his arm around Ragnar and starts to direct him away from me. Instinctively I’m about to reach out and grab onto him so he can’t leave me alone. But again, I try to push down my emotions and put up a strong front. Ragnar walks away with Pleyg, glancing at me over his shoulder. I pull my arms tightly against my body and force myself to keep eating. Suddenly I feel so out of place without Ragnar next to me. I don’t know what I’m supposed to be doing here. What I’d really like to do is go find my room and hide out in there until Ragnar is finished here.

      I watch Pleyg direct Ragnar over to a more private area of the room. They stand close together while Pleyg talks animatedly to Ragnar, who stands emotionless and expressionless. He’s manipulative; I got that vibe from him the moment we walked up to his fortress. He also has a gross obsession with women…the kind where he enjoys them as objects of pleasure but not much else. I’m shoving food in my mouth as I watch them together. It doesn’t take long for a small group of women to join them. Instead of sending them away, Pleyg welcomes them, introducing them to Ragnar. They act familiar, as if it’s possible they already met the last time they were here.

      Suddenly, I’ve lost my appetite. I set my plate down on the table and search instead for something to drink. I see pitchers full of ale but I don’t see anything to pour it into. The next thing I know, there’s a fancy, ornate goblet dangling in front of my face. I turn to see Erik handing me the cup.

      “It’s a lot to take in,” he says.

      I eagerly take the goblet and nod. I pour it full of ale and take a long drink before I reply.

      “I don’t like it here,” I say honestly.

      “I don’t blame you,” he says, pulling a piece of meat from one of the platters and stuffing it in his mouth. He chews it enthusiastically, grabbing another piece as soon as he swallows the last. “He acts so innocent,” he continues, “but he isn’t. His mind is full of evil and greed. He doesn’t care about much besides maintaining this lifestyle.”

      “Will he accept the payment that you’ve brought him? And let us go?”

      Erik shrugs. I can’t help myself…I glance over at Ragnar and see one of the women has latched onto him. She’s hanging on his arm, touching his chest flirtatiously. I take another much-needed drink of ale.

      “I hope so,” Erik says, distracting me.

      “If he doesn’t, what will happen?”

      “He’ll want to use us like last time.”

      I don’t like the sound of that. They weren’t willing to do his dirty work the first time around; I don’t think anything has changed. If that’s what he wants from them, I don’t know where that leaves us.

      “Slow down on that ale,” Erik says. “It is much stronger than what you’re used to.”

      “I hope so,” I say. “I want to be able to forget everything about it here.”

      Erik chuckles. I look over at him while he continues to drink, scanning the room and watching everyone.

      “Is it too soon for me to retire to my room? I don’t want to watch this anymore.” Jealousy burns inside of me as the women continue to flirt with Ragnar. He’s not reciprocating but he’s not telling them to stop either. If I can’t storm over there and pull him away from them, then I don’t want to have to stand here and watch it anymore either.

      “No,” he says simply, pushing off of the table. “I’ll find one of the guards to show you to your room.”
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      These rooms have beds. Large, fancy, soft, comfortable beds. I said I hated everything about it here, but apparently I spoke too soon. I don’t hate the beds. It does boggle my mind a little how different they live here on Prinai compared to the Isle. I know it was a multiple day journey across the sea, but still. Maybe Ragnar is onto something when he told Skarde that they need to be more open to communicating and trading with other clans. It seems like they keep themselves fairly closed off and isolated compared to everyone else. Which could explain why there are beds here and only fur blankets on the Isle.

      I’ve just finished exploring the room when the door opens and Ragnar comes in. It’s dark outside, which is clear to see from our window, but I’m not sure what time it is. I don’t think it’s terribly late, though. I haven’t even been gone from the party for very long.

      The door is closed and it’s just the two of us, but neither of us are talking. I walk over to the window and look out again. The rooms are above the main hall area so it is possible to see over the wall from here. I can get glimpses of the city, mostly the large pedestal lights.

      Ragnar still doesn’t say anything, but when I turn around he’s leaning against the wall, looking at me. I stay where I am, leaning against the opposite wall. I want to wait him out, make him say something first. But his stare is always so intimidating, he’ll win this contest every time.

      “So what did Pleyg have to say?” I finally ask.

      He doesn’t answer me right away. Instead, he stares at me, giving me the impression that he’s angry with me, but I have no idea why.

      I cross my arms over my chest and wait for him to answer me. “What?” I ask, frustrated when he won’t answer me but continues to stare at me from across the room.

      “I thought I told you to stay close to me,” he says.

      I’m taken completely by surprise.

      “What?” I ask, almost laughing.

      “I told you to stay close to me. I turned around and you were gone.”

      He pushes off the wall and begins to move toward me. His moves are slow and calculated, his muscles tensing and relaxing as if he’s trying to control his temper.

      “I’m sorry,” I say sarcastically. “I didn’t feel like hanging around watching you flirt with all of the whores anymore.”

      “Don’t be absurd,” he says, standing right in front of me now. “This is business.”

      “Fine, it’s business. That doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      “No, but you’ll listen to me when I tell you to do something. You don’t know Pleyg, you don’t understand what he’s capable of. I know. I’ve seen it first-hand.”

      In more of a rational state of mind, I might be flattered that Ragnar seems so concerned about my well-being. Instead, I have a hard time being told what to do after the kind of day I’ve had.

      “Then what would you like me to do while you conduct your business?” I ask.

      He leans forward and grips me tightly by the shoulders. Not enough to hurt me, just enough to make his presence known and let me know how serious he is.

      “You will stay here where I know you are safe,” he says, inches from my face.

      “The entire time?” I ask, baffled. “What if it takes you days and days before we’re able to leave?”

      “You will stay here, Lela.” He raises his voice. I should probably give in at this point, but I’m not used to being bossed around like this. Back on Earth, I was the one who took care of business. I took care of my sisters and told them what to do to keep them safe. I’m not helpless and I certainly don’t need to spend day after day hiding away in this room.

      “You are being absurd,” I say, stepping back and prying his hands from my body. “I don’t understand you, Ragnar. Why even bring me along if you expect me to remain prisoner in this room?”

      He takes a deep breath, looking down and gathering his control.

      “I have my reasons,” he says.

      “And they are?” I can’t help but press him. I wish he’d open up to me and share some of these secrets that burden him.

      “Lela,” he says, exasperated. He pulls me close, working his fingers into my hair and holding me in place so I can’t wiggle away from him again. He leans down and kisses me. At first, I remain still, unmoving. I don’t want to let him sweet talk me into getting his way. But his kiss is desperate, yearning. His lips consume me, tasting me, begging for reciprocation. It doesn’t take long before I can’t fight him anymore. There’s something about his desperation that reaches inside of me and grips my heart, wanting to do whatever I can to ease his suffering.

      So I kiss him back, wrapping my arms tightly around his neck while he grips me by my hair, just hard enough to make me feel the power he has over me. His other arm grips me and lifts me against the wall, pressing his body into me to hold me in place. His hard cock grinds against me through our clothes while he kisses me with such passion I’m gasping for air. I feel a jolt of pain in my lip from a quick bite before he licks the pain away with the softness of his tongue. He is losing control and his need is all consuming.

      “I’m going to fuck you against this wall, dirty and hard, and you’re going to love every minute of it.”

      “Yes,” I finally manage to say between kisses. He moves his hand from my hair and pushes it roughly inside of my pants, his fingers spreading me and delving into my warmth. He pushes his fingers inside of me, filling me so quickly that I cry out. I’m holding onto him around the neck while he holds me up with his body, simultaneously yanking his pants down.

      “Fuck these pants,” he says with frustration. He pulls his fingers out of me and lets me slide down the wall so he can get rid of our clothes. I quickly work at yanking my own pants down but I only have one leg out before he’s on me again, pressing his body into me and hoisting me back up against the wall.

      Instead of his fingers, he thrusts his cock inside of me this time. He’s impatient and I cry out from the force of it. Not that it hurts me; it is just so good, filling me, making me complete. He has me pinned against the wall, thrusting roughly, making me moan while I hang on tightly. He’s not gentle. But our combined frustrations with each other are just making this experience that more intense. My nails dig into his skin, marking him while I hold on as he sets a punishing pace.

      His fingers wrap through the strands of my hair, tugging my head back and exposing my neck. He licks the exposed sensitive skin, nipping at me with his teeth.

      When I start to come, I’m completely at his mercy. If he chose to step away and let me fall at his feet right now, I would beg him for more without a hint of regret. Thankfully, he has no interest in stopping. I feel his cock pulse strongly inside of me, sending a second orgasm hammering through me on the heels of the last one. My body goes slack; all of the fight that I had in me is gone.

      Ragnar carries me over to the bed and lies me down.

      “Sleep,” he says. But he doesn’t lay down with me.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, sitting up.

      “I have more to do tonight and I want to know that you are here in this room. Do not leave again, Lela.” He leans down to collect his clothes. Tonight there’s no after sex cuddle or grace period from the end of sex to when he leaves me. My feelings aren’t his top priority right now. I can tell he’s still angry. His mood hasn’t improved and that just makes me cranky again. Except now I also feel hurt. I don’t like feeling used.

      I open my mouth to argue with him but he’s moving too quickly.

      “Ragnar!” I yell, but that’s all I have time to say. He walks out the door, closing it tightly behind him. I jump out of bed with the intention of running after him, but I have to stop for a moment to rearrange my clothes. By the time I reach the door and try to fling it open, it won’t budge. I pull on the door but I already know there’s no use. He has locked it and there’s no getting out.
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      My heart drops when I wake up the next morning and Ragnar isn’t here. There’s a sinking feeling inside of me that makes me panic. All I can think about is getting out of this room so I can find out where he is and if he’s okay. It’s clear to me that everything is going to shit right now. There’s something wrong about this place. And the worst thing about all of it, is that while there are obvious warning signs that things are going badly, my heart has chosen this time to decide to ache for Ragnar. I knew better than to let myself have feelings like this. I told myself from the beginning of this whole ordeal that I wasn’t in this for love.

      I’m working hard to try to get the door open but aside from pulling it with all of my strength, there isn’t much else that I can do. Next, I move my attention to the window. We’re not on the ground floor but if I can get the window open, I’m sure I could figure out a way to get down. A plan is just beginning to form in my mind when the door opens and Ragnar walks in. I’m so angry with him that I want to scream, but my cries of frustration die in my throat when I see his face. He is bruised and bloody, the anger and fight in him from last night gone. Without saying a word to me, he walks over to the bed and collapses with exhaustion.

      “What the hell happened?” I ask, hurrying over to the bed.

      He throws his arm over his face like he’s just going to go to sleep. I rush around trying to find materials that I can use to clean him up.

      “Ragnar! What happened?” I say again. From the moment I saw him in this condition, my first thought was to make our way to the ship and get the hell out of here. He doesn’t seem to feel the same urgency as I do, though.

      “Just…fights,” he says, vaguely, clearly exhausted from whatever went on last night.

      “You were fighting?” I ask for clarification. “Who were you fighting? Tell me!” I take his arm and pull it away from his face, trying to get him to shake some of his grogginess away and explain what’s going on.

      “Pleyg had us fight against his guards. For bets, so he could win.”

      “My God,” I say, wetting a piece of cloth so I can clean up some of the cuts on his face. “This place is bad, Ragnar. We need to get out of here. We should go today,” I say.

      “We will go soon,” he says. “He has another mission we must do for him tonight. Then it sounds like we will be free to go. We can leave free and clear.”

      I sit on the edge of the bed and shake my head. He begins to nod off while I continue to try to clean him up. There are a few cuts that are deep. If I had access to needle and a thread, I would give him a few stitches to help them heal.

      “These are deep,” I say, gently touching the edge of his wounds. “If I could find some thread, I can sew them shut. They’ll heal faster.”

      “Don’t worry over me, Lela,” he says. “I have survived much worse.”

      I sit with him and watch him while he relaxes into the bed, eventually falling asleep. I’ve cleaned up his wounds as best I can with what I have, but now that he’s sleeping, I’m going in search of something to fix him up right. I slip out of the room without Ragnar having any clue that I’ve left. He’s sleeping heavily by the time I leave.

      The rest of the fortress is still quiet. I can only imagine what happened last night after I was locked in this room. Unfortunately, my mind can imagine quite a lot. There are some women in the hallway and I approach one of them first. They don’t look like the women from the party last night. They’re carrying trays to different rooms and I get the impression they are maids.

      “Excuse me,” I say, walking up to one woman who doesn’t happen to be carrying anything. “I need some thread and a needle…or something that would work to close a wound. Is there anything like that here that I could use?”

      She nods and begins walking down the hallway. I follow along close behind. We move through the hallways until we reach the room that she must be looking for. We step inside and it’s dark until she turns on a lantern on one of the tables. It smells dank and damp, as if we’ve made our way down under the fortress. There are small bottles and jars that line the shelves against one of the walls. Larger barrels sit under some of the tables with bowls and odds and ends scattered across the table.

      The girl looks through a small box before pulling out a small amount of thread. She slowly looks through the bottles on the shelf and takes one down.

      “Wow, what is all of this?” I ask, not caring if it isn’t my business.

      She answers without hesitation so it must not be a room full of secrets.

      “Some medicines and antidotes, along with whatever else Fiovras creates in here.”

      “Who is Fiovras? Is he like a wizard or something?” I’m kind of joking but this room looks like a wizard’s room, except for no wizard’s hat or magic wands or anything like that.

      “He is more like a healer. He just has a knack for creating potions and antidotes.”

      “And what’s in those big barrels down there?” I ask.

      She looks under the table. “I don’t know.” She hands me the supplies and turns to walk out of the room. I follow behind but not before taking another good look at all of the mysteries in this room. After thanking her for her help, I make my way back toward our room. I’m not exactly sure where I’m going but I try to find the large “party” room that we were in the night before. I know I can find my way from there.

      When I do find the hall, I notice that there are still some pitchers of ale sitting on the tables. It might be from last night, or early this morning…it’s impossible to know. But it seems like a good idea to take something with a little kick for Ragnar to drink while I stitch up his face.

      I don’t see any of the women from the night before, Pleyg is nowhere to be found and the guards are also very scarce. Last night is the last time I get locked in my room. I don’t like being out of the loop, having no idea what really happened in this place last night. I resent Ragnar for forcing me away and it isn’t going to happen again.

      Ragnar is still sound asleep when I get back to the room. I organize my supplies next to the bed, trying to figure out my plan of attack. Ultimately, I decide not to wake him. I touch the skin around his wound, gently pressing the skin together. If I can get a few stitches in, it will heal but I hesitate because I don’t want to hurt him further.

      I look at the small bottle that the girl gave me. The top pops off easily. I smell it and swirl the bottle but the liquid inside moves slowly, like honey. I should have asked her what I was supposed to use this for. I was too distracted by all of the goodies inside of that room.

      Before I put it on his face, I stick my pinkie finger into the bottle and pull it out with a little bit of the substance on my finger. While I’m examining it, my finger starts to tingle briefly until a few seconds later, it’s completely numb. Aside from the fact that my finger is now void of feeling, I’m glad to have some sort of numbing agent. I dip the same finger back into the bottle and pull out some more of the substance, spreading it all around the skin. I’m careful not to touch the exposed wound.

      While the substance soaks in, I prep the needle and thread. My hands shake slightly as I push the needle into his skin. I don’t hesitate; I just push it through, trying to get it over with before he wakes up. He starts to move and then he opens his eyes, surprised that I’m so close.

      “Be still,” I say. He relaxes back into the pillow but he doesn’t close his eyes. He watches me and stays very still. “Can you feel that?” I ask curiously.

      “I can feel a tugging on the skin, no pain.”

      I nod my head in acknowledgment and keep working. Now that I know it doesn’t hurt him, I work faster. I put eight stitches in the cut along his forehead and three stitches on the corner of his eye. I finish and sit back to admire my handiwork.

      “It looks pretty good,” I say.

      “Thank you,” he says before closing his eyes and passing out.
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      It’s late when the warriors gather together just outside of the fortress to complete their mission for Pleyg. It’s completely dark outside, the only glow of light coming from the giant fires surrounding the city. My eyes adjust quickly to the dark because all of the lights were already off in my room when I went out the window. The building is made of bricks so it wasn’t difficult to climb down, especially with the help from the blanket that I tied under the window.

      I decide not to join them right away, knowing Ragnar would simply put me back in the room and somehow prevent me from going out of the window again. I’ve tried to explain to Ragnar that this approach isn’t going to work for me. I’m not helpless and I don’t accept that I’m going to stay locked in rooms while he heads off to do his business. So, strapped with my knives and wearing my leather and furs so I blend in, I slowly creep around the building until I spot the warriors.

      I anticipate that they’ll be doing something in the city, so it surprises me when they turn and walk toward me. I duck down behind the wall and thankfully they walk right past. They move in the opposite direction of the city, walking down a dark dirt path into the dense forest beyond the fortress. I assumed nothing was back in this part of Prinai aside from the animals that must inhabit the forest.

      I keep the warrior party within eyesight while remaining far enough behind them that no one senses my presence. I follow them for a long time, through winding paths that lead into the darkest, most dense sections of the woods. I’m thankful that there’s a path, otherwise I’d be lost…probably forever. We’ve walked for about fifteen minutes when I see the first flicker of light ahead. The woods around us finally open up and reveal what looks to be a small village. The buildings are small and dark with crumbling walls and boarded windows. If I didn’t see the fire burning in front of one of the huts, I would assume this place is deserted.

      “Have they already left?” I hear Erik say to the others.

      They all look in the same direction as if they’ve heard something through the trees.

      “Impatient bastards,” someone else says.

      “Let’s move before they get themselves killed,” Ragnar says.

      Now I’m really curious. I continue to follow the warriors through the village back into the woods. This section of land quickly becomes more mountainous and I can picture where we must be from how Prinai looked when we first arrived at the docks. The city rests at the foot of rocks and mountains. Now it seems we have reached those mountains. Instead of climbing steadily upward, however, we move through a series of tunnels that look as if they have been carved out of the mountain. It is cool in the tunnels and sounds echo more than I’d like. I’m struggling between staying close enough that I don’t end up completely on my own and not wanting to get too close in case they discover that I’m here.

      We emerge from the tunnels and appear to be walking along a path that teeters right up to the edge of a large embankment. The sides are quite steep with large clusters of trees at the bottom. The moons of Scides are bright here. Three of them light the clearing like spotlights in the sky. It’s fascinating here, beautiful even, I just can’t figure out what we’re doing.

      “Tracks,” Ragnar says to the others, pointing down the side of the embankment wall.

      “Those bastards!” Erik says, frustrated. “They were supposed to wait for us in the village. Why go on without us? They’ll all meet their deaths.”

      “They didn’t think they needed our help, they didn’t want our help,” Brandt says.

      “What’s our plan now?” I think it is Leif that is speaking. He has never spoken to me directly, not once in all of the days that we were on that ship. But, to be fair, I don’t think he speaks much to anyone. He’s quiet and works hard and doesn’t like to be bothered.

      “We go down and find them,” Ragnar says.

      My palms start to sweat, and my stomach flips at the thought of going down into the canyon. It looks way too steep, but if they see tracks, someone must already be down there. While I’m standing just inside the tunnel entrance, watching the warriors contemplate their next move, a loud, ground shaking roar bursts through the trees, making me stumble backward gripping my ears tightly to keep my ear drums from bursting.

      I’m terrified, sucking in deep breaths of air, trying not to scream when the warriors look at each other for a moment before sitting down and disappearing over the edge of the canyon. I’ve always considered myself to be brave, but I’m really out of my element right now. I have no idea what it is that they’re going after down there or what the purpose of this mission is.

      All of the warriors disappear down the embankment and I’m left by myself, debating whether I should follow. Without trying to think too much about it, I leave the tunnel and make my way over to the side of the canyon where I can see their tracks in the dirt. I sit down on my butt and slide down after them, quickly regretting my decision when I start flying down the embankment really fast. Now, not only am I worried about getting down this embankment alive, but I’m also worried that my cover will be blown as soon as I hit the bottom. Maybe it doesn’t matter at this point anyway.

      I hit the bottom and so far, luck is on my side. The warriors are not here, they’re already on the move. I crouch down and scan the area for their tracks, intent on following after them. I’m on their trail, having gone only a few feet when another deafening roar vibrates through the trees. This time my heart stops in my chest and I’m once again frozen in fear. When I take my hands from my ears, I hear a lot of deep, masculine voices shouting through the trees. I force my feet to move forward.

      I reach the last line of trees and discover a large group of men in front of me. Ragnar and his warriors are here as well as many, many more. These must be the men they were looking for in the village.

      “We are getting everything set in place,” I hear one of the men say, his hands extended as if he’s defending their actions.

      The warriors are readying their weapons, but for what cause, I still do not know.

      “What did you have to set in place?” Brandt says, calling him out.

      “The chains are in place,” the man says defensively. “We lure him out, get him in chains and you and your men will move around the back and find the nest.”

      Ragnar speaks before Brandt can further the argument. “It is fine,” he says. “We will wait for it to breach the trees, then we will move around to the nest. Understood?” he asks, looking at his warrior brothers around him.

      They nod and the bickering dies down.

      “Let’s go then,” Ragnar continues. “Draw him out.”

      He stands with his feet planted, a sword held tightly in each hand. He’s readying himself for a fight and my entire body is tense, waiting for whatever is going to happen next. Ragnar and his men begin to move away from the other men, separating into two groups.

      Suddenly, the leader of the second group raises his head and shouts something that sounds like a battle cry into the night sky. He bellows loudly and it doesn’t take long for this mysterious creature to answer back. I cover my ears preparing for the roar but instead the ground beneath my feet begins to tremble. I glance up at the trees and they tremble as the creature moves through them.

      Ragnar moves out of my sight and I have the overwhelming urge to follow him. I don’t want to lose sight of him but I’m in over my head. It feels like the best choice is to stay right where I am, out of the way. The man continues to holler his battle cry, drawing the creature out.

      As if in a nightmare, I watch in disbelief when the first huge, scaly leg emerges from the trees. It looks gray in the moonlight and it’s massive in size. I’m so focused on its leg that I don’t notice the head at first, towering over the tops of the trees, staring down at the dwarfed men below. It’s hard to believe that what I’m looking at is true, because from here, it looks like they’ve just lured a dragon from its nest.
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      As soon as the creature emerges from the trees, the men scramble for the huge chains. Their plan is to try to chain its legs but I don’t see how that is going to be possible. There is nothing strong enough to hold this creature at bay…nothing.

      I watch as the creature seems to assess the situation, sniffing out the men at its feet and sizing them up, trying to determine their purpose. It steps forward, exposing its massive chest and thick muscular neck. There are pointed spikes covering its skin all along the back of its neck and onto its head. With every step forward that it takes, its tail swings in the trees behind it, pushing them aside and snapping the thick logs like twigs. Snapped trees fall from the sky above, sending the men scrambling below.

      I still haven’t left the safety of my hiding spot. I’m fixated on this creature, unable to tear my eyes away. But then I think about Ragnar and wonder what they are up to. Whatever is happening here tonight, it is risky and dangerous. Now that I know what they face, there’s no way I could turn around and flee. Instead, I move through the trees, in the same direction that Ragnar disappeared.

      I hear the chains moving behind me but I’m still skeptical that any form of chain will be enough to stop this creature. I move around behind it, staying within the shadow of the trees. At one point the creature bellows another roar, making me stop running and cling to the closest tree. They’re not going to try to fight this thing, are they?

      Once the roar dies down, I strain to listen for any sounds that might help me find Ragnar or his brothers. I’m sure they’re trying to be quiet, a quick in-and-out to accomplish their goal, but I’m still hoping for any sound that will help me locate them. It’s impossible to identify any underlying sounds that don’t belong to this creature. Between its roar, ground shaking steps and tree breaking tail, it sounds and feels like I’m in the middle of a massive earthquake.

      Then while I’m standing, waiting for a sign, the warriors appear at the tree line, carrying something large and bulky. It takes two of them to lift it because of its bulk and weight. As if everything about this entire situation isn’t already hard enough to comprehend, it looks like the warriors are carrying a huge barrel. There are two poles protruding from each side, which rest on the warrior’s shoulders while they move quickly.

      “We need to find the section of the wall with the ramp. It will be too heavy to carry up the steep embankment.” I hear them talking while they move, breathing heavily under the weight of what they’re carrying. Now I understand why they are hoping to chain the creature down. Whatever they stole from the creature, it will hunt them down. I didn’t notice any wings on its back but that doesn’t mean anything. Whether it can fly or not, it is clearly capable of destroying everything in its path.

      Somehow with everything that has happened tonight, neither Ragnar nor any of the other warriors have noticed that I’m here. As long as they stay out of any more trouble, I plan to keep it that way. There are too many questions that I need answers to, and it seems that the only way I’m going to get those answers is if I sneak around to get them. I have no problem doing that. I’m going to find out what is inside of that barrel because all I understand right now is that they should be leaving this thing alone.

      They move through the forest until they reach a different section of the embankment. We’re on the opposite side from where we came down but there is a large dirt path on this side that looks like a ramp built right into the side of the hill. The warriors move quickly, positioning themselves to support the weight in the barrel and get it up the ramp quickly. In the background the adult lets out a few screeches and I can’t help but wonder if they were successful in getting it chained down.

      With everything that’s going on right now, I can’t stop my anger from burning a deep, dark red inside of me. Ragnar has been lying to me this entire time, and on top of that, he locked me in the room to try to keep his lies hidden. All of this is dirty and I know for a fact that they shouldn’t be doing this for Pleyg.

      “Switch,” I hear one of the warriors say. They rearrange themselves so the ones who were holding the bars on their shoulders get to rest. They’re far enough up the embankment now that I decide it’s okay for me to follow after them. In fact, I should probably make my way back to our room at this point, but I need to know what they’re going to do next. I follow them all the way back to the run-down deserted village that we passed in the woods. The same fire is still burning but now I know where the rest of the villagers are. They don’t bother stopping here. Whatever is inside of that barrel is the mission they were sent out here to complete. I’m going to find out what’s in there and figure out what the hell is going on.
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      They carry the barrel inside the fortress and deliver it to Pleyg. This is the first sign of him, he lets everyone else do his dirty work for him. I watch from around the corner as they open the lid of the barrel so Pleyg can see what’s inside.

      “It looks like I chose the right men for the job,” Pleyg says happily. Then he motions behind him and four women step forward, each of them taking one of the poles so they can carry the barrel away. Pleyg must be collecting whatever it is inside of the barrel. This one looks just like the others I saw when I was with Pleyg’s maid gathering first aid supplies.

      “This completes our agreement,” Ragnar says. “We will be leaving tomorrow.”

      Pleyg hesitates for a moment. He doesn’t want to lose the help that has been so valuable to him. Eventually he caves. “Yes, yes, our agreement is complete. You are welcome to leave at any time.”

      Ragnar nods his head. “We will return now to assist the others in finishing the mission, now that the package is safe.”

      “Be careful. The Moiddrad cannot be killed and if it escapes and makes its way into the city, our agreement is void.”

      He turns and walks away, following after the women that took the barrel away.

      “Let’s go make sure it is chained,” Brandt says.

      They turn and leave the hall, on their way back to the massive creature in the forest. This time I stay put. Instead of following the warriors back out to the Moiddrad, I decide to see if I can find my way back to Fiovras’s room, where I saw the large barrels under the tables. I want to know what is inside those barrels, and then I need to climb back into the window of my room before Ragnar returns.

      I sneak off down the hallway, trying to remember how to get back to that room, all the while trying to keep my anger at Ragnar under control. He has purposefully deceived me and kept me in the dark. Above all of that, he locks me in the room before he leaves at night to go off on these deceptive missions, telling me he was fighting with the other warriors. I roll my eyes as I make my way through the hallway. It’s dark and quiet, most everyone is asleep, which is what makes it so easy for me to find Pleyg and the barrels. I only have to follow the noise and the light.

      They’re inside of the room when I round the corner. I want to get close enough to see what is inside, but instead I stay back so I can at least hear what they’re saying.

      “What do you think, Fiovras? Is this enough for the elixir?” I hear Pleyg ask.

      “I believe so,” another voice says. “It will depend on how much of the liquid is still inside. I will not know that until I begin.”

      “Well what are you waiting for, Fiovras? Get to work!” Pleyg says.

      “Yes, of course. I will begin right away.”

      “Do that. You have until the morning.” Pleyg stomps off down the hallway. I should head back to my room, but my curiosity is too great. I want to know what they’re up to. So, against my better judgement, I move closer to the door. It is still ajar so I peek inside. There is a man standing at the table with his back to me. The lantern is lit and he’s surrounded by the barrels. Only now, the lids are off. He’s taking small bottles off of the wall and setting them on the table in front of him. Pleyg mentioned something about an elixir. But what it’s for and what it will do, I do not know. I only know it can’t be for anything good.
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      I watch from the door, continually checking the hallway to make sure no one discovers my snooping. It’s the middle of the night, though, so I’m not too worried about anyone wandering the hallways. My curiosity is piqued when Fiovras focuses his attention on what’s in the barrels. He starts to put his hands down in the barrels and then he pulls them back out, like he doesn’t know how to go about handling what is inside. I can feel his hesitation and uncertainty and that is what makes me finally step into the room.

      His head snaps up, completely surprised to see me enter the room with him. I begin to walk over to the barrel but he hurries over to me, grabbing onto my arm.

      “You cannot be in here,” he says. I can tell that he’s scared, and like so many people in this city, if I had to guess, Pleyg is holding something over his head, ensuring that he gets what he wants.

      “What is in the barrels?” I ask, planting my feet so he can’t push me from the room.

      “It is not safe for you,” he says, looking intently in my eyes, trying to relay his message. There’s something about this man that makes me sympathize with him. Maybe it’s because he reminds me of my father the way his first instinct was to keep me from getting involved in something that is better off kept a secret. “It is best that you do not know what goes on in here.” He puts his hand on my back, trying to usher me from the room again.

      “I was in the forest tonight,” I tell him. “I saw the creature…the Moiddrad?” I try to remember how to pronounce it. “I don’t know much about what is going on, but I do know based on what I saw…it isn’t right.”

      “Of course it isn’t,” he says forcefully, while still trying to keep his voice down. “But I have no choice in the matter.”

      “Why?” I ask, choosing to press further.

      “He can take everything from me,” he says, speaking closely to my face. “Everything.”

      I understand his predicament more than he can know. “Show me what is in the barrel,” I say. “I can help you.”

      “No, it is better that you do not get involved. Stay out of trouble until you leave, it is better for you that way.”

      “I appreciate your concern, but I can take care of myself and I have a mind of my own.” He hesitates for the first time. It isn’t his fault that I’ve been nothing but worried ever since we got here, but I’m tired of it. I move around him, to the barrels. I look inside but I don’t really know what I’m looking at.

      “What is it?” I ask when Fiovras joins me. It honestly looks like a rock to me. A rock with small sharp spikes around the outside.

      “The Moiddrad’s egg,” he says quietly, reverently.

      “Pleyg wants its young for himself?” I ask, confused.

      Fiovras is already shaking his head. “No. It is said that the membrane inside of the egg has magical powers. It can give the ability to heal, to become powerful…to live forever.”

      I look at him skeptically. “Who says that?”

      “For as long as I can remember, there have been stories about the Moiddrad and how it is a magical creature. The creature was only a myth until it landed on Prinai. Just the one. It is unknown if there are more or if this is the only one. It is said that it cannot be killed by mortal warriors because of its incredible healing powers. No mortal sword can penetrate its thick skin and it has no known weaknesses.”

      “Okay,” I say, still not sure if this is really worth believing. “But what does Pleyg want you to do?”

      “I am to remove the membrane and use it to create an elixir that he can drink. One that would give him the power of immortality.” He pauses for a moment, thinking. “It is possible this is all just a story told by our ancestors. I don’t even know if this elixir is possible.”

      I shake my head in disbelief, with my hands on my hips. “That’s crazy,” I say.

      “I know,” Fiovras says, simply. “But it is what I must do if I want to see my daughter again.”

      His comment tugs on my heartstrings. Once again, I understand doing something because it is the only option. We both stand around the barrel looking down, processing the situation. I’m trying to rack my brain for a solution to this problem. The bottom line, whether this elixir is possible or not, it cannot fall into Pleyg’s hands. He is already too dangerous.

      “How would he know if you really used the membrane inside of the egg?”

      Fiovras doesn’t answer right away so I continue. “I mean, couldn’t you create a different elixir from the various things you already have?” I motion with my hand toward all of the small bottles on the shelves on the wall. “If he decides to test it to see if he’s actually immortal, wouldn’t he just die? And that solves the problem anyway.”

      “He could use it to test the healing powers,” he says, crossing his arms over his chest and thinking it through. “But you’re right, I could create something with healing powers from what I already have. He would never know he’s not immortal.”

      “And then we could take the actual eggs somewhere and hide them. We can’t return them to the Moiddrad because Pleyg would just continue to take them to have you make more elixir. Right?”

      “Right.” He nods his head, working through the logic of it with me. “I can tell him I disposed of the eggs once I used what I needed. The tips of the spikes are said to contain a poison, a defense mechanism to protect the vulnerable eggs from predators. It is logical that we would need to dispose of what we don’t use.”

      “I think that’s believable…though he might question it, I don’t know.”

      “It’s worth a try,” Fiovras says. “But where are we going to put the eggs? I don’t know where we could put them on Prinai that he wouldn’t eventually find them…if it came to that.”

      “We can hide them on our ship, and take them away from Prinai when we leave tomorrow.”

      “You are with the warriors from the Isle of Wallingshall?”

      I nod. “We could take the eggs into the mountains. It is uninhabited from what I understand. A fairly safe place for the Moiddrad young to live and grow.”

      “It is a mystical creature,” he says slowly. “It is bad luck to tamper with the young.” He rests his hands on the sides of the barrels.

      “This is bad business, for sure,” I say. “And Pleyg is crazy…so there’s that.” I shrug my shoulders, for the first time beginning to feel the fatigue from such a crazy day.

      “You remind me of my daughter,” he says.

      I smile at him. I already feel better knowing that I’m working against Pleyg and his crazy visions of becoming all-powerful and living forever. If we do this right, he won’t have any idea that he has been played. The Moiddrad eggs won’t be destroyed. There won’t be any chance of Pleyg getting his hands on the mystical, magical membrane. I do feel sad for the Moiddrad back in the forest. She won’t be happy when she realizes her eggs are gone, but ultimately we’re saving them.

      “Where is he keeping your daughter?” I ask. I have a sinking feeling inside that I already know.

      “I have not seen her since he took her. I am not sure where she is.”

      I imagine she’s most likely with his own personal harem, but I don’t feel the need to tell him that. If he has eyes and any sense about him, he already knows this.

      “Well then, let’s get busy. The faster we finish all of this, the faster you’ll be reunited.”

      “Yes,” he says, picking up the lid for the barrel and sliding it over the top. “First things first, let’s get the eggs moved and then I’ll work on the elixir.”

      “Is there a more discreet way we can move the barrels to the docks instead of going straight through the city? That will be way too obvious.”

      “There is a tunnel system that we can use that goes right from this building to the docks. It is how he smuggles things to the docks and back.”

      “Tonight, I am thankful for his criminal deception.”

      We work quickly together to prepare the barrels to be moved. Luckily there are poles in the corner of the room so we can support the weight of them on our shoulders like I saw the warriors doing.

      “Are you ready, Fiovras?” I ask, once we have the first barrel prepped and ready to move to the docks.

      “I am ready,” he says. He stands in front; ready to lead the way to the tunnels. On the count of three, we lift the poles together and hoist the barrels onto our shoulders.

      “Let’s be quick, then,” I say. “We’ll need to hurry to beat the sun.”

      And with that, we check to make sure the coast is clear, and then we move quickly toward the tunnels.
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      Somehow I make it back into our room before Ragnar. Fiovras and I moved all four barrels below deck on the ship before he went back to his room to create a fake elixir and I somehow pulled my tired, exhausted body up the brick wall, through the window before collapsing on the bed. I’m exhausted, ready to sleep but I’m also anxious to leave now that I know what cargo we carry inside the ship. I overheard Ragnar talking to Pleyg last night and he said we would be leaving today. I just hope that remains true and that we are able to leave quickly before Pleyg becomes wise to our deceit.

      When Ragnar returns, he isn’t in as bad a shape as the night before but he’s still covered in fresh bruises and scrapes. It’s clear he’s exhausted and now that I know he has been challenging a magical creature in the forests, I don’t blame him. But I’m done being kept in the dark and locked in my room.

      “Where were you last night?” I ask, preparing myself for the lies.

      “I told you, completing our mission for Pleyg so we can return home.” He collapses on the bed next to me.

      “So the mission is fighting? You haven’t been clear about that and I’m curious why you return covered in scrapes and bruises.”

      “Lela, enough with the questions. I will complete the mission so we can return home. That is all you need to know.”

      It is impossible for me to continue to lie next to him when I’m so angry. Even though I’m exhausted, I climb out of bed and walk to the window.

      “I question because you made it very clear that Pleyg cannot be trusted. Are you sure you should be helping him with these missions?”

      I turn around and lean against the wall, looking down at him lying on the bed. He’s watching me closely and I know he’s already onto me. I hate that he has the uncanny ability to read me even though we haven’t known each other for very long.

      “The only way we can return to the Isle, to my people, is if we do so without owing any debts. I cannot bring an army back to the Isle. You know this.”

      “And I also know that he is not to be trusted. Why does he have you doing all of these missions? You brought him bags and bags of treasure. That should be enough for him. It is time that we leave this place and we should leave now.”

      Ragnar slowly sits up.

      “We will leave soon, Lela.” He watches me closely from the bed and I shrink just a little under his intense gaze. I turn away from him and look back out the window.

      “How soon?” I ask, pressing.

      I can hear him approach me from behind. He takes hold of my arm and turns me around so I’m facing him. He looks into my face and I do my best not to shy away from him.

      “When I tell you it is time to leave.” He watches me, waiting for my reaction. “Such fire in you today, Lela.”

      I shrug ever so slightly. “I want to leave today, Ragnar”

      “What has happened?” he asks.

      “I’m tired of being locked in my room,” I fire back. “And I don’t want Pleyg’s missions and how far you are willing to go to placate him to make you lose sight of who you are.”

      Ragnar looks at me, taken aback by my words. I’m sure that a woman has never spoken to him in this way. But after a minute, his shock subsides and once again he just looks really tired.

      “Pleyg wishes for us to join him for a feast tonight. Afterward, we will leave.”

      I nod. “That is good news.”

      Ragnar reaches up and lets his fingers caress my cheek before letting his hand drop to his side. I’m torn between wanting him to show me intimacy and not wanting him to touch me because of his lies. I feel alone even though we’re standing mere inches from each other. He follows orders blindly for this lunatic while I can’t stop myself from trying to do the right thing. How can things ever work out between us when we think about things so differently?

      Ragnar stumbles back to the bed and collapses. His breathing evens out quickly and I can tell he’s already asleep. Trying to undermine Pleyg has exhausted me too, so I decide to join him. I lie down and close my eyes, drifting off into a deep sleep soon after I cover myself with the blanket.
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      We join the feast when it is already well underway. We have packed our things and just like Ragnar promised, we’ll be boarding the ship and heading for home right after the feast. I’m thrilled to be leaving for many reasons, but mostly because I want to get the Moiddrad eggs as far away from here as possible.

      Pleyg is seated at a table surrounded by many women as usual and a plethora of guards. I take a deep breath when we walk into the hall and ready myself to endure another one of Pleyg’s orgy feasts. My heart warms a little bit when Ragnar stays by my side. Things are tense and awkward between us but I’m glad he didn’t just run off and leave me on my own. It makes me really uncomfortable.

      The rest of our warriors are here, already eating and drinking. I do notice more men here tonight and when I look closely, I swear it is the men that worked with Ragnar the other night to chain the Moiddrad. I’m assuming these are the men that inhabit the very run-down village in the woods.

      “Who are those men?” I ask Ragnar, pointing to the table of them.

      “They are from a small village close by,” he says. “Come, let’s get some food and drink.”

      He leads me over to the tables where we fill our plates and find somewhere to sit. We have just started to eat when I’m surprised to see Fiovras walk over to our table, a young girl at his side. The fact that his daughter has been returned to him tells me that he was successful in creating an elixir that was good enough for Pleyg to believe in its effectiveness.

      “Lela,” Fiovras says, “This is my daughter, Ciren.”

      “It is so nice to meet you,” I say. “Please, sit with us.” I motion for them to join us at our table.

      “Thank you,” Fiovras says. Ciren looks hesitantly at the warriors at our table. They do look intimidating and scary, there’s no doubt about that. But eventually, she joins us.

      I look over and see that Ragnar is watching us closely. “Fiovras, Ciren, this is my mate, Ragnar.” I introduce them, trying to ease his suspicion. “Fiovras and I met when I went in search of medical supplies to clean your wounds.” That answer seems to satisfy him and I don’t feel a bit guilty about my little white lie. He hasn’t been honest with me either.

      “Fiovras, Ciren,” Ragnar says with a nod. He goes back to eating his food and talking with his warrior brothers.

      “Things are going well?” I ask, hoping he understands my meaning.

      “Yes, at least for twenty-four hours,” Fiovras says.

      “And what happens after that?”

      “The healing potion will wear off,” he says in a whisper.

      “And then what?” I whisper back.

      “He will need to drink more. And that is a problem because he believes this elixir to have the power to change him permanently.”

      I glance over at Pleyg’s table again. He’s laughing and jovial, so happy with his changed self.

      “Then you and Ciren must come with us,” I say.

      He shakes his head. “We could not do that.”

      “Why not? When he discovers that the elixir does not work, he will take Ciren from you and punish you or worse.”

      “He will require that I continue to work to discover the correct concoction.”

      “It will never end, Fiovras. You need to come with us where you will be safe from him.”

      Ciren looks at her father, almost begging him to agree. Whatever happens, I can imagine she would like to get as far away from here as possible.

      “Meet us at the docks, leave when we leave. You can sneak aboard the ship and hide where we stored the eggs.” I’m whispering but I still look around to make sure no one is listening to our conversation. Adrenaline is rushing through my veins now that we are getting so close to pulling this off. I would feel horribly if anything happened to Fiovras and his daughter once I left. “The Isle is a beautiful place, you will be happy there.”

      There’s a loud gasp from the women surrounding Pleyg. We all turn to look at a huge gash he has made in his arm. Blood drips down the sides as he holds it up for all to see. Within seconds, the blood stops dripping. His eyes are huge, possessed, while he stares at the cut in his arm. It suddenly begins to heal, turning from a bright red to a pinkish hue. The wound does not disappear completely, a scar remains, but it has healed much quicker than normal.

      “Feast your eyes upon my immortality!” Pleyg shouts triumphantly.

      I turn to Fiovras. “Meet us at the ship. Make sure you’re there.”

      He nods slightly before taking Ciren’s hand and disappearing into the crowd.
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      We leave the feast early and make our way from Pleyg’s fortress, through the city and back to the docks. All of the anxiety that I’ve been carrying since this whole ordeal began starts to dissipate as we get closer to the ship. As things stand now, I don’t think there’s any way Pleyg could know what we have aboard. Now that we’re leaving, I finally have a good feeling about things again.

      I stay on deck and watch as we slowly make our way back out to sea. Soon enough, all we can see of the city we left behind are the lights that flicker on the horizon. I’m giddy with the knowledge that I found a way to best Pleyg without his knowledge, doing a lot of good for others in the process. But I can’t think about what happened on Prinai without thinking about the rift that it has created between Ragnar and me. Right now, all that we have between us are lies. His lies, and mine.

      As if he knows my thoughts, he appears next to me, quiet and stoic.

      “It feels good to leave that place,” I say, wrapping my arms around myself. It’s cold on deck and the sun has set for the day.

      “We can return to Wallingshall with a welcome this time…and an invitation to stay.”

      My stomach starts to twist into nervous knots and I know that I need to admit to Ragnar what I did. Not only do we have contraband in the bowels of the ship, we have a couple stowaways as well. At first, I don’t say anything. I let it all swim around inside of me while I try to muster the courage to come clean.

      “Ragnar?” I say finally.

      He turns and looks down at me. I want him to reach for me and pull me into his arms. To kiss me and tell me that I can do no wrong. Instead, he gives me his attention and I’m left floundering.

      “I need to show you something,” I finally say.

      He turns to me, staring at me with a mixture of confusion and growing agitation.

      “What?” he asks, completely caught off guard.

      I wrap my fingers around his and begin leading him toward the stairs. I’m scared because I don’t know how he’ll react once he sees. I don’t know what he’ll do. I lead him down the stairs trying to decide if I should show him Fiovras and Ciren first or the stolen barrels.

      “Lela, what is going on?” he asks, impatiently.

      I don’t bother answering. It’s just better if he can see it for himself.

      I lead him into the storage room below deck and we walk all the way to the back. There, behind all of the other crates and boxes of supplies, I show him where we hid the barrels. He stares at them, completely silent.

      “What did you do?” he asks finally.

      “That’s not all,” I say, deciding to get it all out in the open at once. “Fiovras, come out.”

      It takes a second but then, Fiovras is standing before us, pulling Ciren’s hand to help her out of their hiding spot.

      “Lela, what did you do?” he asks again, repeating himself in his growing anger.

      “I had to,” I say simply, hoping that his feelings for me will be enough to keep him from getting too upset.

      He storms past me, over to the barrels, ripping the lids off of them one by one. He looks inside each one, his agitation growing as he realizes what is inside.

      “How could you do this?” he asks. “How could you be so stupid?”

      His words sting and I find myself stepping back, away from him. He grips onto my arm and pulls me out of the storage room and down the hallway. It looks like he’s going to throw me in my room.

      “Are you going to lock me in my room again?” I ask angrily.

      “How can I? There are no doors!” He yells. “And even solid doors with locks aren’t enough to keep you out of trouble apparently.”

      He pulls me inside of my room and lets the leather flap close behind us, giving us some sense of privacy. His chest is heaving, his muscles tense. He looks at me with a storm raging in his eyes, worrying me enough that I find my hand instinctively moving to the hilt of my knife.

      “Do you know what you have done?” he asks again. His voice is quiet but it shakes with emotion.

      “I do,” I say honestly. “And I did the right thing. I did what you should have done.”

      “What?” he asks, stepping closer.

      “Pleyg wanted to use the Moiddrad eggs to create an elixir that would make him immortal. He is crazy and dangerous.”

      “You learned all of this while you were in your room?”

      “I followed you,” I say, admitting to it before I can change my mind. “I’m not helpless and I’m done with being locked away in a room while you handle your business.”

      “You followed us to the Moiddrad?”

      “Yes,” I say.

      “And why did you sneak the old man and his daughter on board?”

      “Because Fiovras made a fake elixir that would make Pleyg believe he had special healing powers. But they only last for twenty-four hours. After that, he will know the elixir is a fake. He had Ciren, he was forcing her to be a part of his harem.”

      Ragnar steps forward and grabs onto my arms, tightly.

      “What are you going to do?” I ask, thinking about the knife in the waist of my pants.

      He looks into my face, our eyes locked, neither one of us backing down. After a moment, some of the anger drains out of him and he loosens his grip.

      “I would never hurt you,” he says. “All I’m trying to do is keep you from getting hurt.” He drops his hands to his sides and steps away from me. “And it is clear that I have failed.”

      Suddenly, I’m at a loss for words.

      “We are in a greater predicament now than when we left the Isle, Lela. He will come for the Moiddrad eggs and he will do anything to get them back.”

      “He doesn’t know we have them!” I say “Fiovras told him he disposed of the eggs once he took the membrane. He will think the eggs are gone and that the stories about the Moiddrad eggs aren’t true.”

      Ragnar looks down at me, shaking his head.

      “I should have known this would end in disaster…just like last time.”

      At first, I think he’s talking about this trip, but the longer he looks at me, conflict twisting his features, the more I realize he’s talking about me. His reaction has caught me off guard. All I can think to say in return is, “It will be fine.”

      He looks at me, shakes his head a few more times and turns to walk away. There’s a sudden desperation inside of me that makes me reach out and grab onto him. I don’t understand how things have taken such a turn. I thought when he understood why I did what I did that he would understand…and be on my side. Instead it has created an even larger rift between us.

      “You think you understand, but you don’t,” Ragnar says.

      He shakes himself free of my grasp and turns to leave the room. I don’t bother following him. Instead, I shrink down on my small mattress on the floor. I don’t know what to do to get him to understand why I did what I did. In my mind, I saw how dangerous Pleyg could become if he truly did get what he wanted. Greed and ambition can be a lethal combination.

      As I lie on this mattress, I think about Prinai and how much it reminded me of what my home has become. If I hadn’t come to Scides, my sisters and I would all be working in a brothel like the women working for Pleyg. It’s the harsh reality of the world for poor women. Sticking it to Pleyg was the closest thing to exacting revenge for the way my life has turned out. That’s why I hated being there as much as I did. Everything hit a little too close to home.

      It doesn’t take long for me to realize that it hurts that I’ve disappointed Ragnar and that he regrets choosing me as his mate. I told myself it wouldn’t matter, that I wouldn’t let myself feel anything for whomever I was mated to on this planet. But my heart didn’t listen to the rules I put in place. There is something so unexpected and intimate about Ragnar. All he wanted to do was protect me, in his own way.

      So now I need to figure out if I can live my life following his orders, or if this life isn’t going to work out for me. All of the warriors will be like Ragnar: they will expect me to do as they say and follow their orders. But if I’m being truthful, I don’t want anyone besides Ragnar. It is him or no one, and I might have already ruined my chance at a happily-ever-after. Once again, I have to remind myself that I came here for a reason. The goal was never love. I needed to make sure my sisters are taken care of.
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      I sleep through the night, Ragnar never coming back to my room. When I finally make my way to the deck, it’s another dreary day. So dreary that it’s impossible to see very far from the ship. We’re moving through a heavy fog that carries a sting. It’s cold and wet and when I put my hands on the side of the ship, there’s a rough coating of ice covering the thick wood. It seems the closer we get to the Isle, the colder it gets. The end of the thaw must be near.

      I move around the deck looking for Ragnar. Instead, I come across Erik. He isn’t busy with anything in particular, just watching out over the water.

      “Not good weather today,” he says. I stand next to him and look out around us as well.

      “No. The thaw is ending?” I ask, holding out my hand to look at what kind of precipitation is coming down. Tiny white balls of ice land in my open palm.

      “Aye.” He says it very matter of fact while nodding his head slowly. “Makes it difficult to know if anyone is pursuing us.” He glances over at me out of the corner of his eye. I slink down further into my heavy fur.

      “You know?”

      He nods once. “I know. We all know.”

      “But Pleyg doesn’t know. That’s what I was trying to get Ragnar to understand.” I feel the need to defend myself. Otherwise, all of the warriors are going to think of me as the idiot that put everyone’s lives in danger.

      Erik leans over the side of the ship, resting his elbows on the ledge. “Pleyg might not know…yet. But the Moiddrad knows.”

      My stomach sinks and my body goes cold at his words. All I can do is look at him and wait.

      “Ragnar didn’t tell you?” he asks.

      I shake my head.

      “The Moiddrad is referred to as the protector of life. An immortal creature, but not until it emerges from the egg. While it is inside of the egg, it is vulnerable. The Moiddrad will do anything to protect her eggs.”

      “Then why would you steal them and take them to Pleyg? He wasn’t worried the Moiddrad would hunt down her eggs and destroy everything in its path?”

      “Of course. But he had us take precautions. And ultimately, if he got what he wanted, he didn’t really care what happened to everyone else. Men like Pleyg don’t think about others.”

      I let his words sink in. “So not only do we need to worry that Pleyg will follow us, but you think the Moiddrad will come for her eggs?”

      “Oh, she will come. It is just a matter of time.”

      I shake my head, on the verge of tears. “I thought I was helping. I was going to take the eggs into the mountains on the Isle where they would be safe but also away from the villagers.”

      “Well, if we make it back to the Isle, that is still a good idea.”

      “If we make it back?” I ask.

      He makes a gesture similar to shrugging his shoulders. “You know, you remind me of Ragnar’s last mate, Revna. She was fierce, like you. They were fierce together.” He speaks fondly of her and suddenly I’m filled with sadness for Ragnar. “She couldn’t be stopped or tamed but that worked for them, until the war of the clans.”

      He looks at me and I nod to encourage him to keep talking. Ragnar hasn’t told me any of this and I’m anxious to get a look into his past and what made him the way he is.

      “He lost her in the war. She died fighting with him and he has never been the same. He’s always on the move, always sailing. It’s hard for him to be back on Wallingshall because of all the memories. So, he stays away, always searching for something to take that guilt away for allowing the one that he loved the most to die.”

      “But it wasn’t his fault,” I blurt out.

      “He felt that he should have protected her. Which is why he is so protective of you.” It’s finally beginning to make sense. “We were all shocked when he expressed a desire to claim you as his mate. Not that there was anything wrong with you,” he says to clarify, “but he has never shown interest in another. I think you remind him of her and he doesn’t want to let anything happen to you.”

      “I wish he would have told me some of this. I would have been much more understanding about his possessiveness and need to keep me safe all of the time.”

      “He is a warrior, he is not going to talk about his feelings with you.”

      I can’t help but laugh a little bit.

      “What can I do to make things right?” I ask.

      “What’s done is done. We will continue to make our way back to the Isle while being on the lookout for any threats that may come our way.”

      I nod and pull my fur tighter around my shoulders. “And with Ragnar?”

      “Give him time,” he says after a minute. “He’ll come around.”

      I nod and continue to stand with him, looking out as far as the fog will allow.

      “Ragnar mentioned you were a good fighter,” he says after a little bit.

      “Really?” I’m surprised to hear that he was talking about my skills to his friend.

      Erik nods. “Aye. He told me how you brought down a warrior when you first arrived, the first time you two met.”

      “Yeah, I have some skills. I was initially trained in our military, then I joined an international security team trying to keep order during the chaos of our world crumbling around us. That’s all it was for a while, panic and chaos. You’d have thought we were in the middle of a zombie apocalypse or something.”

      “A zombie apocalypse?” Erik asks, confused.

      “Oh, a zombie is a fictional monster. The dead come back to life…but not in a good way.”

      His confusion remains, but we move on anyway.

      “Anyway…” I say.

      “You’ll fit in well,” he says.

      “As long as I’m not banned from the clan now that I’ve brought Moiddrad eggs on board.”

      He laughs, a deep chuckle from his chest. “That will not happen, you are too valuable.”

      That makes me feel a little better about things.

      “So what about you, Erik. Do you have a mate somewhere?”

      “No, not me. I’m not ready to be tamed yet.” He looks at me with a mischievous grin.

      “It’s hard to picture any of you tame. That isn’t a word that would ever pop into my head when I think about your clan of warriors.”

      “That is good. We have a fierce reputation to uphold.”

      I laugh again.

      “Erik,” I hear from behind me, making me jump. I turn around to see Ragnar standing behind us, not looking amused.

      “Ragnar,” he says.

      “Brandt needs your help reinforcing the vulnerable sections of the ship.”

      He nods and pushes off of the side of the ship to help get himself moving again. He throws one last look my way before walking off.

      I wrap my arms around myself to keep out the cold. Now that Ragnar is here, my stomach has decided to start doing nervous flips. Probably because I don’t know how to act around him right now. He’s mad at me, regrets choosing to mate with me apparently, and blames me for the danger we’re in. All of it valid, but still.

      He looks down at me, with that intense stare that is always full of so much emotion. I wish he would reach out and touch me, pull me into his arms. Right now I feel like I’m treading water far away from shore and I don’t know if he’s going to reach out a hand to pull me in.

      “Erik explained why taking the eggs was such a bad idea,” I finally say. He looks away for a moment but he still doesn’t say anything. I hate it when he is so closed off. I wish he would just yell at me and get it over with. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

      When he still doesn’t say anything, my nervousness is quickly replaced with my own anger.

      “You know, if you’d ever talk to me about things then maybe I would have known. But you lied to me about what you were doing for Pleyg. I had to sneak out and follow you in order to have any idea of what was going on. I can’t live like that, Ragnar. I need to feel like I have a purpose, even if you don’t love me because of it. I still need a purpose. I can’t spend all of my days locked away so nothing ever happens to me.”

      Finally, he’s about to say something. He opens his mouth and I’m relieved that he cares enough to work this out with me. But before I get the resolution I so desperately want, there’s a strange sound coming through the fog. Ragnar and I both turn in time to see a flaming arrow shoot down and land with a thud in the wood of the deck.
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      I see the fire and act quickly, pulling the arrow from the wood and tossing it overboard. Thankfully, it’s wet and icy so there’s no way the fire will spread, no matter how many arrows are fired. As soon as I toss the arrow overboard, we hear the whistle of multiple more sailing through the air. Ragnar grabs onto me, shielding me with his body as he moves us under cover.

      From our place under the ledge, we watch as a ship appears through the fog.

      “How did they even find us in this weather? It’s impossible to see anything!” I say. And then the realization of our situation hits. “Oh, God. This is all my fault.”

      I’m wallowing in self-pity and guilt while Ragnar is shouting commands to the other warriors. I stay crouched where I am because Ragnar’s body is blocking my way. There’s no way I can get out to go anywhere. He’s yelling something that I don’t understand and motioning with his hands. The next sound that I hear comes from our ship. Some of the men are directing the huge weapon at the stern of the ship. It looks like a massive crossbow and it takes three men to use it. They load what looks like a huge pole into the weapon and work together to pull it backward until the ropes are taught. As soon as it is ready, they release a lever and the huge arrow-like object shoots across toward the other ship. I watch, fascinated, as it strikes, implanting itself in the side of the ship. Wood splinters off and flies in the air. While I watch the after effects, they are already loading the device with the next arrow.

      “We’re going to move,” Ragnar says, shouting above the noise. “Stay with me, stay low.”

      I nod, determined to listen to him.

      He takes my hand in his and he pulls me quickly from our hiding spot under the ledge. We run across the deck to where the weapons are kept. Ragnar grabs a bow and quiver. I have no skill with a bow and arrow so I’m no help to him right now. Even with the huge arrows protruding from the side of the ship, it continues to move closer to us. Ragnar is able to take aim at some of the men on board now that they are within sight. He begins to shoot, aiming for the men on the deck of their ship.

      I’m shocked that we have been pursued. How could Pleyg even know that we tricked him? Once again, this is my fault. I’m overcome with guilt. I only hope I have a chance to redeem myself and that no one gets hurt or killed. Arrows continue to whistle past me. Ragnar returns fire with his own arrows while three of the warriors are load the huge bow once again, trying to bring the entire ship down.

      After another hit, there’s a loud creaking sound followed by the snapping of wood. I watch as the ship begins to crack in half, right down the middle. The men on board scramble as the ship takes on water and starts to sink. Ragnar and the rest of the warriors pause, waiting to see if they need to fire any more shots to take care of the ship once and for all.

      Men jump over board and splash down into the cold water below. This is my first experience in a battle on ships and the thought of taking a swim in that water chills me to the bone. After the last time I ended up in the water, I don’t want a repeat of that experience.

      “Will they climb aboard our ship?” I ask Ragnar, thinking of the enemy swimming in the water so close to our ship.

      “They will try. But we will take care of them, or the sea will.”

      The next sound I hear is a scream. It isn’t the sound of someone who has just jumped in freezing cold water; it’s the sound of someone terrified for his life. In my mind I picture horror stories about sharks swarming swimmers and feasting on them for dinner. I imagine something similar is happening from the sounds of the screams.

      While our attention is focused on the ship going down, suddenly I hear more cries from the warriors on board our ship. I look to see what they’re yelling about and see a second ship closing in on our opposite side. Ragnar switches positions while the three warriors move the weapon to point in the opposite direction.

      I continue to stay where I am, but I wish there was a way I could be more helpful. I look around, trying to take it all in but there’s so much happening. While their attention is focused on the second ship, I see a third slowly taking the place of the ship that has mostly sunk.

      “Ragnar, another ship!” I yell.

      He looks and curses, stopping to think for just a moment.

      “Lela,” he says, “They will board us and we will need to fight.”

      I nod, getting ready for him to tell me to go below deck and wait until it’s all over. I can’t lock myself in a room, but I can stay out of the way and hidden.

      Instead, he surprises me. “Get your weapons.”

      We share a look, just for a moment. Adrenaline begins to pump through my veins and I’m up, moving for the stairs. I race down to my room where I have my knives stashed. I grab them quickly before making my way back down the hallway. Fiovras comes out of the storage room to intercept me.

      “What is going on up there?” he asks.

      “Pleyg’s ships,” I say. “Stay hidden and stay quiet.”

      Ciren is standing behind her father, her eyes wide, worried.

      “I will let you know when it is safe.”

      I watch as Fiovras nods and then pulls Ciren back into the storage room and out of sight. When I’m satisfied that they are hidden again, I make my way back up the stairs.

      I find Ragnar and go to him. Thankfully, we’re making significant damage to the second ship. But that leaves the third ship and it has moved close enough to extend a plank so they can board us. That is where I need to be. Before I go, I get Ragnar’s attention.

      “Ragnar!” When he looks, I point with my knife, showing him where I’m going.

      He nods and turns to join me.

      We reach the side of the ship as soon as the first of their warriors comes over the side. At first, Ragnar stands in front of me, like he’s protecting me. But, after a moment, he moves to the side. We’re standing next to each other, side by side. I’m gripping my knives, one in each hand, Ragnar has switched to his sword. Ragnar strikes first, going after a warrior as soon as he jumps off the plank. Time slows down as I watch my target move across the plank. I eye him up, planning my attack. Before he even makes it aboard, more men begin to rush across.

      Ragnar kills the warrior at his feet as I make my move, cutting in front of him and catching the next warrior off guard. I strike quickly and efficiently with my knives, cutting him first across the belly. When his head goes down, I strike again, slicing him across the throat. He drops to his knees while I turn my body to get ready for the next one.

      Ragnar is fighting another, getting pushed back from the plank. Erik and Brandt have joined us now, engaging the first men onto the ship. The next one coming is large and it’s going to take more to bring him down. I look around, plotting my moves. Moving backwards, I get a running start, moving quickly with a burst of speed, I run up the bleeding warrior’s back and launch myself into the air, propelling myself so I can get high enough to strike where he is most vulnerable.

      I land on his shoulders and plunge my knives into his neck. He goes down to his knees, eventually falling face first onto the deck. I move off of him, crouched and ready as I look back to see who will be next. Ragnar moves close to me and looks down at the dead warrior.

      “Impressive,” he says, breathing heavily.

      I nod once. We move back slightly as the warriors continue to come. “They haven’t decided to give up, yet,” I say.

      “They will,” Ragnar says.

      He moves forward, swords clashing with the next warrior as I wait my turn.
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      Although the damn fog is already incredibly dense, our visibility manages to decrease even more when it begins to snow harder. We’re fighting off the warriors that continue to board the ship, but it’s impossible to know how many more are still coming. And if there are any more ships that we need to worry about.

      I haven’t spotted Pleyg yet, but that doesn’t surprise me. Somehow, he must have figured out that we gave him a fake elixir. But I can’t figure out how he could have so quickly. Maybe the healing powers didn’t last as long as Fiovras thought they would. Whatever happened, I thought we had more time.

      The number of warriors coming over the plank slows, so we are finally able to make our way to the side of the ship and push the plank over the side. The least we can do is make things more complicated for our enemy to board the ship. With the plank gone, we’re able to move the ship out of range, allowing us a reprieve in the fighting. I can’t imagine there are many more warriors aboard the ship, but it is impossible to tell.

      I’m breathing heavily, and my arms are sore. I’m not used to fighting for such an extended period of time, and against such large warriors. I close my eyes and take deep breaths when I hear a familiar sound that strikes fear into me. I grasp onto my ears to try to keep the sound of the roar from penetrating my eardrums.

      I look around, up in the sky, and then strain to see through the fog and snow.

      “The Moiddrad,” I say, looking at Ragnar. “Can it fly?” So many things are going through my mind. Has she come for her eggs? Revenge on those that would dare chain her and steal from her? The Moiddrad is large enough and fierce enough to destroy our ship, snap it in two with her fierce jaws like she’s eating a cracker.

      “Yes, they fly,” he says. “The stories say they only land when they nest for their young.” He’s looking around trying to find the source of the noise just like the rest of us.

      Then, through the fog, another ship emerges. Instead of a fleet of warriors on the deck, there is a huge cage in the center of the ship. The Moiddrad is chained and secured behind the metal bars of the cage. What shocks me even more is that Pleyg is also aboard the ship. He stands at the front of the ship, his guards lined up single file along the rail behind him. The Moiddrad sits in the middle, taking up most of the room.

      “What is he doing?” I ask. “Using it as a weapon?”

      Ragnar shakes his head and continues to watch. We all do. It’s hard to tear our eyes away from the sight of this huge creature inching closer and closer to the ship.

      “What the hell is he thinking?” Ragnar says.

      “What are we going to do now?” I say, my panic increasing. “There’s no way we can fight off the Moiddrad if they let it loose.”

      We’re all standing close together, watching as Pleyg’s ship approaches.

      “We need to try to out run them,” Ragnar says.

      “It will be difficult in this weather,” Erik replies.

      “I know, but we need to try,” Ragnar says.

      Erik nods and runs off. This weather makes it impossible to see very far in front of us, but it’s also windy and unpredictable. That could work in our favor.

      “I don’t understand how he could know so quickly what we did,” I say to Ragnar.

      “I don’t know that he does,” he says.

      I turn to look at him, confused.

      “If he believes himself to be immortal, to have qualities of the Moiddrad inside of him, he might believe that the creature won’t hurt him. That he can wield its power and use it as a weapon.”

      “So he’s here to conquer, not retaliate.”

      “It is possible,” he says. “I guess we will find out. It wouldn’t surprise me, though. Pleyg has probably been planning this all along. He can’t forgive us after we left without fulfilling our promise.”

      “I can see that. But if that’s the case, I worry that the Moiddrad will sense her eggs on board.”

      “Then let’s hope we can make it to the Isle before she tries to sink us.”

      Suddenly, we pick up speed. It is a gamble to try to out run them when we can hardly see anything in front of us. But, if it’s between that and fighting this creature, I’ll take my chances with running.

      “Here we go,” Ragnar says. “Let’s see what Pleyg decides to do now.”

      I watch as he shouts and flails his arms. As our speed picks up, Pleyg’s ship is shrouded in fog and snow once again, giving the illusion that we are getting away. But we still have a long way to go before we reach the Isle. I don’t know how it’s possible for us to outrun them, but I also don’t see how we can lead them back to the Isle again. Skarde will think this is a sick joke.

      Three ships have been disabled or destroyed, but there is at least one more still pursuing us. I don’t think it’s possible for me to understand the gravity of our situation. But I do know that I don’t want this to be the end for us out here on the open sea. I want to have a chance at a life back on Wallingshall.

      I watch anxiously behind us as our speed continues to increase. There’s the possibility that we could crash into something in front of us and a possibility that the ship behind us could catch us. There’s a dread growing inside of me. All I can do is wait to see what’s going to happen next. One thing is for sure, if we make it back to the Isle in one piece, it will be a long time before I set sail on another sea adventure.

      “Are we going to get out of this?” I ask Ragnar, suddenly needing some reassurance in our situation.

      He turns to me, giving me his full attention. “I will get you back to the Isle, one way or another.”

      His confidence gives me strength to hold tight and ride this out.

      “The warriors and I have been through a lot together. Nothing has brought us down yet.”

      I nod. “I hope your luck continues.”

      I reach over and grab onto his hand, squeezing it tightly in my own. I need to feel connected to him right now. I need to feel his strength and the connection we find when we are close to each other, when we touch each other.

      He lets me hold onto him even if it might feel strange to him.

      “I wish this fog would lift,” I say. “I prefer to be able to see what’s coming for me.”

      “This fog is why we didn’t see Pleyg’s ship catch up to us in the night. They followed the coordinates to return to the Isle and snuck up on us. It isn’t very often that we’re caught off guard like this.”

      “Maybe from here on out you can try to keep out of trouble.” I smile and squeeze his hand so he knows I’m teasing him.

      “All I wanted was trouble when I lost Revna.” He looks at me with a small smile but I can see how painful it still is for him to speak of her. “I’ve been running away from all of it since she died, blaming myself that I wasn’t there to save her. I’m sorry that you had to suffer the consequences of my grief.”

      “We’ve both lost those we loved; you lost Revna and I lost my parents. But look at us now. We’re still here to fight for another day. Life works in strange ways.”

      “That it does.” This time Ragnar squeezes my hand and it makes me smile. “I’m ready to go home now,” he adds. “I miss it. I’ve been adrift for too long. I’m ready and I want to start over, with you.”

      I lean close to him, allowing him to support me during this reprieve from fighting. There’s no real relaxing, though. We both stand together, with our weapons, just waiting for something to happen.

      The next thing I know, I feel a tug on my other arm. When I turn to look, I see Fiovras standing close to me, worry etched on his face.

      “Fiovras,” I say, alarmed. “What is it? You should be below deck where it is safe.”

      “We have a problem,” he says, “Come.”

      Ragnar and I share a worried look before we take off after Fiovras. He leads us down the stairs and into the storage room. Ciren is waiting nervously by the door.

      “What’s going on?” I ask as soon as we’re in the room. I look around but everything looks normal to me. Fiovras has his hands up, ready to explain when I hear a sound in the room, coming from the far back corner.

      We all turn to look in that direction.

      “What was that?” I ask, my heart pounding nervously in my chest.

      “The eggs,” he says. “They’re hatching.”
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      At first, I just continue to stare toward the back of the room. My heart is pounding in my chest and I’m breathing heavily. Nothing is going as planned and it’s all my fault.

      “Oh my God,” I finally say. “What are we going to do?”

      I turn to look at Fiovras, panic clear on my face. Ragnar moves closer toward the eggs but I grab onto his arm.

      “I want to get a closer look,” he says, like it’s no big deal.

      He turns back, moving closer again but this time I hang onto his arm and go with him. I’m curious as well, but I’m too scared to look by myself. I don’t want to see the reality of our situation. There’s another cracking sound and I grip Ragnar’s arm tighter. We lean over the table, looking behind it to where the eggs are and see a small scaly head, a much smaller version of the huge monster trailing our ship.

      As if it can sense us, it makes a soft croaking sound.

      “It’s hungry,” I whisper to Ragnar. “It wants to eat you.”

      “I’m much too large for this one,” he says, keeping his voice quiet.

      “Is this the only one that has hatched?” I ask while I try to get a better look at the rest of the eggs.

      “So far,” Fiovras says from behind us.

      “Well, are we in any danger?” I ask him.

      He shrugs. It’s killing me that no one really seems to know anything about this creature. Stories and legends are all we’re working with here and it could get us killed.

      “What does it eat?” I ask.

      “Meat,” Fiovras says simply.

      I move slowly over to the crates of food. We don’t have fresh meat on the ship but we have dried meats. I carry a handful of dried meat back to the creature, ready to feed it.

      “Be careful,” Ragnar says. “Its teeth are extremely sharp.”

      I push the image of soft little baby gums out of my mind. “Stay with me,” I say to Ragnar before I slowly begin to push the table out of the way. The movement has caught its attention but I don’t think its eyesight is very sharp or clear yet. It looks in my direction as I slowly move a little closer. I double check to make sure the other eggs haven’t hatched, and when I’m sure that it is just the one, I very slowly reach out and offer the little Moiddrad a piece of dried meat.

      It sniffs around with its nostrils before reaching out and taking the meat from my hands. It doesn’t chew it, just tips its head back and works it down its throat. Then it makes a few sounds, a mix between a croak and a roar, louder than last time. Either it doesn’t like the meat or it wants more. To see which it is, I reach out and offer it another piece. It grabs it and wolfs it down.

      “He likes it,” I say, smiling at Ragnar.

      “Yes, he likes meat,” Ragnar says. “That’s what worries me.”

      I give him more pieces and he keeps eating. When my hands are empty, he makes some more croaking sounds at me. “I think he wants some more.”

      In the time it took for me to turn and talk to Ragnar, the creature begins to move, stretching its limbs while it cracks the rest of the egg away from its body. It’s in the process of it stretching out that I first notice the small wings on its back.

      “Look,” I say, pointing to the wings. “They must be able to fly.”

      At the sound of my voice, the Moiddrad stumbles forward out of the base of the shell. Its legs are small but thick and it quickly adapts to how they work. We all move backward, trying to keep out of its way but it continues to move toward me.

      With a tiny screech, I grab for more dried meat and toss it on the floor. “Here you go,” I say to it. “Eat that up and stay right over there.”

      He continues to eat while I look over at the others. “What should we do now? We can’t stay here, the ship could be attacked again at any moment.”

      “Yes, we should get back to the deck,” Ragnar says.

      “We can stay here,” Fiovras says. Ciren looks at him like he’s crazy.

      And then she speaks for the first time. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “We can move the table so it blocks the door,” I say. “At least that will keep it inside the room for now. You guys can wait just outside.”

      “Okay,” Fiovras says.

      “And what do we do when the other eggs hatch?” Ciren asks.

      She has been so quiet from the moment we met, I didn’t know if she could talk. I thought maybe she was too traumatized after her time with Pleyg. I’m glad to see that she is opening up. Maybe she doesn’t even know that Pleyg’s ship is hunting us down.

      “Let’s deal with that when it happens. If it is safe, come and find us if the other eggs begin to hatch.”

      Fiorvas nods and Ragnar and I take off for the stairs. I’m anxious to see what’s going on above and I’m hopeful that everything is still calm. Ragnar goes up the stairs first and we both join the other on deck again to an almost eerie silence.

      “We must be outrunning them,” I say to Ragnar.

      “Perhaps,” he says. But I can tell that he isn’t ready to relax. The intuition of a warrior.

      He turns to Erik, Brandt and Leif. “The eggs are hatching,” he says.

      They all look at him with the same look of shock. If we weren’t in this current situation, it might even be funny.

      “This day has been for shit,” Erik says. “Are they contained? What are we dealing with?”

      “For now, only one has hatched. We have it blocked off in the storage room. Fiovras will alert us if any more hatch.”

      “Was it aggressive?”

      “No,” I say, answering him. “Just hungry.”

      “I don’t want to think about what is going to happen when the mama finds out the babies are on board,” Brandt says. He shoots me a look letting me know that I’m to blame for this ordeal that we find ourselves in. I look away sheepishly. This is a big mess and I wish I knew the answer to getting us out alive.

      While we’re standing on the deck, just waiting for something to happen, I hear a soft croaking sound coming from down below. If that gets much louder, the mama will know the babies are here.

      “That’s it,” I say, out loud.

      “What?” Ragnar asks.

      “The babies. What if we put them up here, let the Moiddrad see her babies?”

      “She’ll destroy the ship in the process!” Erik says, disapprovingly.

      “Exactly,” I say. “She will destroy the ship. She’ll destroy Pleyg’s ship trying to get to her young. She won’t sink us if we have what she wants.”

      The warriors are quiet. I look at Ragnar to see if I can read him, to see what he’s thinking.

      “What do you think?” I ask. “It could take care of the problem of being pursued. Let the creature take care of Pleyg.”

      Ragnar is still quiet but I can tell he’s thinking it over.

      “Something has to go our way today,” I say quietly.

      I don’t know why but I have a good feeling about it. I might literally be releasing the beast down upon us, but I think it’s worth a shot.

      “We can’t lead Pleyg back to Wallingshall,” I continue. “We have to take care of him now.”

      Ragnar nods. Leading enemy ships back to Wallinshall isn’t an option. It is why he was sent away in the first place. If he wants to be welcomed back at his home, this is the only way I can think that it can happen.

      The snow has turned heavy and wet. It begins to cover the deck with a layer of pure white, masking the blood that stains it and making our battle seem like a lifetime ago. The bodies are gone and I can only assume they were thrown over the side and now rest in a watery grave. I look down at my hands, dry and cracked from the cold and I wonder if I have it in me to fight off any more warriors if they catch up to us again.

      “Okay,” Ragnar says. “Once all of the eggs hatch, we’ll bring them on deck. Let’s see if Pleyg can be destroyed by his own arrogance.”
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      It doesn’t take very long before Fiovras joins us on deck again to give us an update.

      “The rest of the eggs are hatching,” he says.

      “That’s good,” I say. “Once they all hatch, we’re going to lead them up here. See if we can tempt their mama.”

      Fiovras’ eyes grow larger as he digests that information.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he says.

      “It’s a risk,” I say. “But we think the Moiddrad will do whatever it needs to do to get to her babies. Even getting out of that cage and destroying Pleyg’s ship if necessary.”

      He nods his head as I fill him in on our plan.

      “I guess it is worth a try,” he says. “But I do worry about the damage it could do to this ship, too.”

      “We’re hoping that because we have the babies, she won’t do anything to harm us. Crossing our fingers.” I hold up my fingers in the gesture, not sure if he understands the reference.

      Fiovras agrees. “Okay. I guess it’s worth trying.”

      “I’ll go with Fiovras and help him get the babies on deck,” I say to Ragnar.

      “Be careful,” he reiterates.

      That goes without saying.

      We hurry downstairs. Now that we have a plan, I’m eager to see it through.

      Ciren is standing outside of the storage room when we get downstairs. She looks relieved that we’ve returned.

      “How’s it going?” I ask.

      She looks panicked. “They’ll all be running around in there in no time,” she says.

      I step up to the door and look over the side of the table. The first little Moiddrad is moving around the room, getting into all of the crates. It must smell all of the food. In hindsight, now that the eggs have hatched, this wasn’t the best place to keep them.

      I climb over the table and step into the room. The sound of me moving into the room gets the attention of the creature. It turns around and creeps slowly toward me.

      “Oh God, don’t hurt me little guy,” I say to him, extending my hands out in front of me. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      He continues to move slowly toward me. When he gets close enough, he extends his nose, sniffing me. He must recognize my scent or my hands still smell like the dried meat because he no longer looks like he’s going to try to eat me. Instead, he sits next to me.

      “Good boy,” I say. “If you didn’t have such a scaly, pointy head, I would be tempted to give you some nice pets.”

      I walk over to the dried meat bin and take out another handful. Then I walk back to where the other Moiddrads are hatching from their eggs.

      I can tell the other little guy is following right behind me, reaching his nose up into my hand. I drop a piece of meat to try to keep him busy while I check on the others. Two of them are fully out of the shell, but hanging out back here because they don’t know where else to go. The last one has the top off of the egg and is working the rest of the shell off. As soon as they notice that I’m here, I hand them some of the dried meat. That makes them happy enough for now. I move some of the barrels out of the way so they can get out from the corner. As soon as that last one gets out, I’m going to lead them up to the deck.

      I’ve just coaxed the other two out into the middle of the room when there’s a loud boom that makes the ship tremble. I stop and freeze in place, the three of us looking around.

      “What is that?” I ask them. I figure they both have more experience on a ship compared to me.

      “Sounds like an explosive,’ Fiovras says.

      “Shit. We better get moving,” I say. “I’ll start leading these three up. Can you two get the last one?”

      I move over and push the table from the entrance of the room. In response to my question, Fiovras and Ciren hurry past me over to the last egg. I grab another handful of the dried meat and use it to lure the creatures from the room. I give them all a taste and then hold some more in my hand so they follow me up the stairs.

      Once we get on deck, they are quickly distracted. There is so much to look at and explore. The deck is large and open, snow still flying through the air and landing on the deck. It is sensory overload for these creatures. I try to get their attention by waving the dried meat in front of them, drawing them back over by me. The warriors stay off to the side, out of the way.

      “What’s happening?” I ask Ragnar.

      “They’re within range again,” he says, moving to my side. “We need to get them to make some noise.”

      I lead them to the front, having to work to keep them focused on moving forward. I start giving them pieces of the meat to eat. Once they swallow it, they start croaking, asking for more.

      I look out into the fog and snow behind us. I can see a vague outline of Pleyg’s ship but it’s still mostly hidden from view. While I’m distracted, looking to see when the ship will move fully into view, the creatures begin to roar and croak at me, unhappy that my attention has been diverted and I’ve temporarily stopped giving them food.

      Through the fog comes an animalistic growl full of anger and desperation. I watch as the creatures on the deck turn their heads in the direction of the sound. They begin making their own roars. They must instinctively know the sound of their mother and they’re calling to her.

      The first part of our plan is working. From here, we’ll have to see what the Moiddrad will do.

      “She has to get out of those chains,” Ragnar says.

      While we stand together watching the situation unfold, the ship moves into sight. We’ve slowed down to let it catch up and it was a good move. As soon as the Moiddrad spots her young, she becomes enraged. She thrashes violently against the metal bars, making the warriors below the cage scramble to try to tighten her chains. Pleyg begins shouting, trying to get the creature under control. When he finally looks back at our ship and sees the young Moiddrad, I can see the utter disbelief on his face, even from this distance. So he didn’t know that we had the eggs after all. Ragnar was right; he was just coming to conquer now that he believed he was invincible.

      The Moiddrad is able to pull the chains from the guard’s hands. She’s loose inside of the cage, thrashing against the sides. She is powerful and those bars won’t hold her for long. The young continue to cry for her, making her attempts to get free even more desperate. The way she crashes into the sides of the cage makes the ship begin to rock from side to side.

      “Whatever happens next, at least we’ve created a good diversion for the time being,” I say. “Maybe we should try to get away now that they’re distracted.”

      Ragnar shakes his head. “No, we wait.”

      There’s a loud creaking sound that draws our attention back to the other ship. One side of the cage is beginning to lift off the deck, the bolts that were holding it down prying free. With a loud screech, the Moiddrad slams upward into the top of the cage. The guards on the deck go flying, some falling down, others going over the side. Pleyg is still managing to hold on and I keep hoping he loses his grip and goes over.

      A few more manic slams into the cage, and it comes free of the deck. The creature grasps the metal in its teeth and tosses it over the side of the ship. It stands in the middle of the deck, and unleashes a terrifying roar. I shrink back into Ragnar as he wraps his arms around me.

      We watch from our ship as the creature rakes it jaws over the deck, snapping up the warriors and gulping them down. It steps forward, catching more of them in its massive claws. At this point, those that haven’t been eaten or skewered by claws have begun to toss themselves over the side. I keep my eyes on Pleyg. He’s still clutching the ships rail, defiant in the face of this massive creature.

      For a moment, Pleyg and the creature seem to stop and eye each other up. Pleyg is delusional, still believing himself immortal. The young creatures cry out again for their mother and she quickly puts an end to the standoff with Pleyg. Her huge jaws clomp down on him before flipping him up and tossing him into the air. When he comes down, he lands inside of her mouth and she swallows him whole.
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      Now that the creature has taken care of all of the warriors on Pleyg’s ship, she turns her attention to us.

      “Here we go,” Ragnar says. “We’re about to find out if this was a terrible idea.”

      I look up at him. For the first time since I’ve come to this planet, I’m actually scared that this could be it for me. This could be the moment that I die. I grip onto Ragnar, wrapping my arms around his and twisting our fingers together. The Moiddrad begins to work its wings, stretching them out and moving them up and down, like she’s stretching before a workout.

      Then, in the middle of the snowstorm, she rises off of the ship and hovers in the air, her wings flapping gracefully. With another ear-splitting roar, she propels herself forward, coming for her young. Ragnar pulls me back and we move as far away from them as possible. She looms even larger as she nears and I’m frozen in place from fear, unable to move or even breathe.

      With a huge thud that shakes the ship, she lands on the deck, knocking me backward into Ragnar.

      “Don’t engage her,” Ragnar yells to the others. I don’t think anyone had plans to, but it’s a good reminder anyway. Except for the fact that the sound of Ragnar’s voice draws her attention and now she’s aware of us. We’re all as far back as we can go but Ragnar pushes me even further so I have to step backwards down the steps. I have flashbacks to the last time we had a storm and I ended up going overboard. I didn’t want to go below deck then either, for fear we would sink and I’d be trapped. Even with a huge creature perched on deck of the ship, I still don’t want to be trapped below if she decides to sink us.

      As if he remembers how I felt last time, he only pushes me down far enough to keep me out of the way, using his body to block me. I watch around him as the beast reunites with her young. She nudges them and they sniff her. So far, their reunion is calm. Except for the fact that when the mother moves around, her legs thud so heavily on the deck that it shakes the whole ship. Her tail is swinging around as she moves, knocking down whatever is in its way. She isn’t acting aggressive toward us, but just the fact that she’s on our ship makes me nervous that the ship won’t hold her. That at some point, the wood will begin to crack underneath her and everything will fall apart around us.

      “Will the wood hold?” I ask, shouting to Ragnar so he can hear me above all of the noise. If I never see another Moiddrad again, the thing I will remember about them is that they are incredibly loud.

      “For a little while longer. Not forever.”

      Now that they have been reunited, I’m eager for them to take flight and move on. I long for a quieter sail home instead of constantly worrying if we are going to make it or not. And then I have another thought that makes me worry even more: what if the young can’t fly yet?

      But in the next few moments, they start to work their wings, like they did when they first emerged from the egg. One by one, they lift off of the deck and begin to work their wings hard to generate enough momentum to get into the air. I’m about to breathe a sigh of relief when the adult begins to beat her wings as well. This is it, in just a few moments, they’ll all be airborne and we can head for home.

      As she lifts off the deck, her tail slams back down on it, cracking a large section and knocking down the masts. They come crashing down on the deck, further damaging it and sending the ship rocking drastically from side to side.

      Suddenly, the warriors are moving, running to the bow where the ship is threatening to break apart. They’re yelling at each other, trying to move quickly to contain the damage. Once again, I’m frozen in place, unable to move. Fiovras and Ciren appear next to me, at the top of the stairs.

      “Oh no,” I hear Fiovras say in disbelief.

      I don’t know what to do that would be helpful so I just stay where I am, waiting for whatever’s going to happen next to happen. It looks like the warriors are trying to see if they can somehow get the mast up again. Even if they could, though, that gash in the center of the deck makes me incredibly nervous. I don’t see how a ship with a huge hole in the center can stay afloat for very long. Between the strong rocking of the ship and the wind whipping snow through the air, they aren’t having much success with the mast.

      I can hear wood cracking and snapping as the bow of the ship begins to dip.

      “She’s going down!” I hear someone shout. I’m not sure who it is, it could have been me. Everything is moving quickly now. Ragnar grabs me and starts pulling me to the side of the ship. We haven’t gone far when the ship lurches, throwing us to the deck.

      “We need to abandon ship,” Ragnar says, yelling to me over the noise. “Come on!” He has managed to get to his feet and motions to me to follow him but I’m terrified, frozen in place. “Quickly, Lela,” he yells again, trying to get me to move.

      Finally, I force myself to follow after him. We reach the side rail, clinging to it to keep from sliding backward again. The ship is going down at the head. It won’t be long before it founders.

      “Look at me,” Ragnar says, “Look at me!”

      I focus on him and he reaches out and grabs hold of me. I look down at the sea below. The waves are aggressive, cresting with white peaks. I imagine it will feel like an ice bath when we hit the water. We won’t be able to survive in it for long.

      “We’ll die in there,” I say to Ragnar, still staring down at the water. I can’t believe this is happening again. My first sailing trip and this is the second time I’ll be going in the water.

      “It is our only choice,” he says. “Once we’re in, we’ll make our way back to Pleyg’s ship. It is still afloat.”

      I nod, trying to work up the courage to make myself go in the water. I’m gasping for breath, panic setting in. I can’t believe this is happening, and I don’t want to die.

      Ragnar grips my hand tightly and tugs on my arm. “We need to go,” he says, nodding.

      “Okay,” I say, to myself more than anything. “Okay, okay, okay.” I swing my leg over the rail, still gripping tightly to Ragnar. “On the count of three,” I say while we’re both perched and ready.

      He looks at me strangely for a moment. I begin to count. After I say “one” he grabs onto my waist and holds onto me, launching us both over the side. We hit the water and it’s so cold it sucks the air from my lungs. I gasp, kicking to stay above the strong waves.

      “Quickly, this way,” Ragnar yells.

      He begins to swim and I follow, trying my best to stay close. I don’t want to get separated and I want to get out of this water as quickly as possible. It’s extremely difficult to move forward. The waves are so strong and then there’s the strong pull of the ship as it begins to sink. I have to work so hard to fight against the current and stay above the surface. I don’t know how long I can do it.

      I’m looking around, trying to find something in the water to hold onto for a rest when Ragnar is suddenly next to me, grabbing onto me to help me forward. I see more warriors in the water. They are shouting, urging each other to swim for the ship. I hope Fiovras and Ciren are doing okay but all I can do is hope. I don’t have anything left in me except to try to make it to Pleyg’s ship.

      As we swim away, the stern of the ship begins to rise into the air as the bow dips beneath the waves. Soon the water will pull it down. Ragnar holds me tightly, and when I see that there are many of us swimming to get to the ship, I finally get a surge of adrenaline. It still looks like such a long way to swim, but I’m determined.
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      The others reach the ship faster than we do. I slow Ragnar down but at least we make it. When we get to the ladder, Ragnar goes first but then there are multiple sets of arms pulling me up. I’m so grateful, I wouldn’t have been able to climb the ladder by myself. I’m shaking uncontrollably when I collapse onto the deck. We’re all cold and exhausted, but we need to get dry and warm or we’ll all freeze to death out here.

      I’m curled into the fetal position, with my arms wrapped around myself, trying to catch my breath while also trying to control my shaking. I don’t want to move but Ragnar has other plans. Somehow, he is still able to think clearly even when my mind is frozen. He lifts me off of the ground and carries me to the stairs.

      “We need to get dry and warm,” he says, still breathing heavily while he carries me down the stairs. Below deck looks very different from Ragnar’s ship. Instead of many rooms, it is one large space. We are all making our way below deck to see what we can find to dry off and get warm.

      Ragnar sets me down on the ground, leaning against the side of the ship. I’m still freezing but at least we’re out of the wind and snow. I’m relieved to see Fiovras and Ciren make it down the stairs. They also slump down, suffering from exhaustion and the cold.

      The warriors are handling this better than I would expect but then again, they have adapted to this cold weather. Eventually they discover the ship’s supply storage. Ragnar looks like my knight in shining armor when I see him coming toward me carrying dry furs. I’m holding onto myself tightly, trying to get myself to stop shaking but I can’t.

      He crouches down next to me. I notice goosebumps on his skin but otherwise, his body already seems to be warming up.

      “We need to take off your wet clothes,” he says, looking down at me.

      I already lost my fur in the water so I start peeling the wet shirt off my body. I look around at the other warriors and even though I’m freezing, I’m shy about stripping naked in front of them. Ragnar senses my hesitation and quickly pulls some random crates to form a small barrier. Then he helps me pull my shirt from my body. As soon as it’s off, he pulls a dry fur around my shoulders and I clutch it to me, so grateful for the warmth. It doesn’t stop the shaking but I know it won’t take long before I finally start to feel warm again.

      He reaches down and begins to pull off my pants. My legs and feet are so cold, my skin is covered in goosebumps. Ragnar places his warm hands on my skin.

      “You are freezing,” he says, rubbing his hands on my legs to warm them.

      I nod, enjoying the attention and the way he’s taking care of me.

      “Hold me,” I say through chattering teeth. “For body heat.”

      He nods and moves out of the way so he can remove his wet pants. I arrange a fur underneath us and then when he crawls down next to me, I adjust my fur to cover both of us. Ragnar wraps his arms around me and pulls me close to his chest. It takes a moment, but eventually I can feel the heat from his body moving to mine. He holds me tighter as I continue to shake in his arms.

      I take a few deep breaths and try to relax. My muscles are so tired from the swim and now from the constant shaking. He begins to slowly rub his hands over my back and after a few minutes of this, my shaking eventually subsides.

      “Are we going to be okay?” I ask him after he has been holding me for a while. “Will we make it back?” I’m exhausted, barely able to keep my eyes open, but even through the exhaustion I’m worried about getting back home.

      “We will get back. Just a few more days and this nightmare will be over.”

      I snuggle into him even more, enjoying the feeling of being held and taken care of.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, blurting it out. “I was wrong to get mixed up in everything the way that I did. And now look at what happened…your ship is gone.” My voice cracks and for the first time since this all began, I give in to my emotions. Through tears I continue, “We all could have died. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      “Do not cry, Lela,” he says, stroking my back and my hair. “We both made mistakes.”

      I nod my head and squeeze him tighter, clinging to him not only for warmth but also for strength.

      “Rest now,” he says, soothing me.

      I nod into his chest and close my eyes, trying to stop my tears. Now that we are safe, I feel so stupid about what I did, all because I didn’t like being left out. Ragnar has every right to walk away from me, tell me he doesn’t want anything to do with me. But instead, he’s comforting me, holding me. He saved me. Without him I would have drowned in the icy waters.

      “I understand if you don’t want to be mated to me anymore,” I say quietly. It breaks my heart to say it, but it’s the least I can do for him after all he has done for me. I’ve been more trouble than I’m worth.

      “I’ve wanted you from the first moment I laid eyes on you,” he says quietly. “From the moment I saw this tiny, beautiful creature on the back of my enemy, fighting to help me. I saw the fierceness in you then. I knew what I was getting myself into. I was wrong to try to tame you. I like the fire inside of you.”

      “You do?” I ask, surprised.

      He nods, looking down at me. He moves his hand, caressing my cheek before leaning down and kissing me. His kiss is slow and sweet. It doesn’t take long for my body to feel tingly and warm again. It’s nice to feel safe and warm after everything we just went through. After kissing for a little while and finally beginning to feel like everything is going to turn out okay, I tuck into him and close my eyes. It doesn’t take long for me to completely pass out, sleeping like the dead in the belly of our enemy’s ship.
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        * * *

      

      There are some really large clothes, meant for a warrior, waiting for me when I wake up. I quickly dress, feeling like I’ve slept for too long. Ragnar is gone, as well as the rest of the warriors. My stomach is growling loudly but at this point, I’m just happy to be alive and on our way back to Wallingshall.

      I get dressed, having to get creative with the clothes so they’ll stay on my body. Then, I make my way to the deck to find Ragnar.

      I’m relieved to see the snow has stopped for now and the fog has lifted. It’s possible to see much further around us and once again, I’m relieved to see that we’re the lone ship in the water. I find Ragnar at the bow. I climb another set of stairs to get to him and then join him as he scans the waters.

      “How’s it going?” I ask.

      He is looking at me, amused by my clothing and how ridiculous I must look.

      “We are making good time. The ship is damaged from where the cage was ripped off, but the men were able to rig some temporary repairs. She’ll get us all the way home.”

      “That’s a relief.” I wrap my arms around myself to try to keep out some of the cold.

      “Another few days until we reach the island where we fished that first day. And then we’re close.”

      “Do we have enough food to get us there?”

      “Maybe,” he says. “We’ll need to ration it, but we should be okay.”

      I nod and watch as the ship continues to plow forward, cutting through the strong waves. I’m surprised but pleased when Ragnar reaches his arm out and pulls me in, close to his body.

      “You are a survivor,” he says.

      “We are survivors,” I say, correcting him.

      We stand together and for the first time, I’m not thinking about the life that I left behind on Earth. I’m not thinking of this as my duty. Instead, I’m thinking about our survival. All of my things from Earth are gone. My clothes, my books, my favorite sleeping bag and lantern. They’re at the bottom of the sea with the rest of our things. But as I look forward, I’m anxious to get home with Ragnar. Back home to the Isle of Wallingshall where we can begin to put down roots together. We are survivors and it has brought us closer together. I’m a Viking warrior now, all other traces of my old life gone. And surprisingly, it doesn’t bother me one bit.
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      By the time we reach the small fishing island again, we’re all hungry. Having lost our stores of food when the ship went down, we had to rely on whatever Pleyg and his men brought with them. It was enough for all of us to eat every day, but not very much.

      I watch as the scene before me unfolds eerily similarly to the first time we were here. Some warriors get to work building a large fire, for cooking and warmth this time, while others take their spears and wade out into the cold water to catch our dinner. I’m interested to learn how to spear fish, but I decide to save that adventure for the next thaw. For now, the water is already getting cold as the temperatures have begun to drop and we’ve been experiencing day upon day of snow and sleet.

      “Are you excited to see Wallingshall?” I ask Fiovras and Ciren. We’re all sitting around the fire together, waiting for the fish to be caught and then cooked.

      “Very much,” Fiovras says. Ciren nods happily.

      “Of course, now that Pleyg is dead, you always have the option of returning home. If that is something that you would like. I imagine things will get better on Prinai now.”

      “It is hard to say,” Fiovras says. “For now, I am happy to find a home for Ciren where I know she will be safe from men like Pleyg. She is happy to come to this new place so that makes me happy.”

      “Well, I’m glad.” I don’t really know much more about Wallingshall than they do, but now that we have all been through so much together on this trip, I know it will feel safe…like home.

      The first warrior, Brandt, brings his catch to the fire and prepares to cook it. I look out to the water, searching for my mate. I always find myself seeking him out, wanting to know where he is, wanting to be close to him. I find myself gazing at him often, like a lovesick teenager. Somehow, after everything we have been through together, I managed to fall in love with him. But aside from the first time we boarded this ship and he held me to keep me warm, we haven’t had any more physical contact. I want him, desperately. I think he wants me too. At least he confessed that he did. But I’ve been waiting for him to come to me again and he hasn’t. It makes me even more desperate for him.

      I gaze at him while he fishes, holding his spear tightly as he watches the water intently. He is covered in a thick fur to protect him from the cold, but I can still picture his strong, sculpted body underneath. My mouth begins to water and it isn’t from thinking about the fish.

      

      Later, we’re all sitting around the fire, happy and content from eating our fill. We’re very close to the Isle, which is also putting everyone in good spirits. Slowly, everyone begins to trickle back on board the ship. It’s getting late, the light of the day having left us a while ago.

      “Are we leaving?” I ask Ragnar.

      He shakes his head. “We’ll stay here for the night and leave at daybreak.” He pulls me closer to him. “It will be warmer to sleep on the ship. Away from the elements and out of the cold.”

      I lean into his chest, my mind beginning to think about some of the things we could do together to keep warm. Once everyone else has left, I look up at Ragnar. He still hasn’t made a move to follow the others.

      “Ready?” I ask. “Or do you want to sit by the fire a little longer?”

      “Stay a little longer,” he says. He leans down and kisses me gently. When he leans back, I smile at him. Content to sit with him by the fire as long as he pleases. I can tell from the look on his face that he has something else on his mind.

      “Come,” he says, holding my hand and leading me from the fire. We walk a little further back from the ship, just inside of the tree line. My body begins to tingle with the anticipation of what’s to come. I know what’s on his mind and I’m desperate for it.

      Once inside a private copse of trees, he grabs onto my waist and lifts me against a tree, his mouth crushing down on mine. I wrap myself around him, kissing him back with the same intensity. Just feeling his body against mine again, feeling his strength and his desire for me, makes me crazy with need. My pussy is wet and I’m impatient to feel him inside of me.

      When he sets me down and pulls my pants off, my heart pounds strongly in my chest, my pulse racing. He goes to his knees in front of me, lifting my legs and propping them over his shoulders so he has complete access to my pussy, his hands on my ass, holding me up as he delves into me. His tongue licks me and I’m already moaning. All I can do is submit and take the intense pleasure that he’s giving me. And it is intense. His tongue is relentless and he knows just what I like.

      “Ragnar,” I say, moaning and gasping into the quiet night. I’ve missed this intimacy between us; I’ve needed this. My body responds so quickly to him. Within the next few moments, I’m clutching for him, searching for something to hold onto as I come hard. My body shakes and trembles, grasping onto his head as he sucks my throbbing clit into his mouth. It’s so sensitive it’s almost painful and I push his head away.

      He gazes up at me, still full of so much need. He lets my feet rest on the ground and removes the rest of my clothes. Goosebumps spread out over my skin as he lies my fur down on the ground. He quickly pulls me to him to keep me warm and I get to work helping him get out of his clothes. He sits down, pulling me on his lap. I use his fur to wrap around us.

      His hands stroke my back as we kiss, long and passionately. My sensitivity begins to fade the more we kiss and the more I feel his cock against me. Soon, I’m panting and desperate to feel him inside of me, ready for round two. I lift my hips and position myself so I can slowly slide down on his cock, letting it spread me wide, gasping from the thickness of him that still surprises me every time.

      He holds me close, gripping onto my ass as we begin to move together. He thrusts so deep from this angle, at times it is so close to being painful. But after a few thrusts, my body adapts to him again, my arousal making us both slick. My clit brushes against him at the same time his cock massages my G-spot.

      “I have missed you, my mate,” he says, his voice sounding deep and sexy in my ear.

      “You still want me as your mate?” I ask, slightly teasing but also needing to hear him say it. He holds himself deep inside of me, holding me close and looking straight into my eyes.

      “I want you badly,” he says. “You’re all I want, day and night.”

      I nod, still looking deep into his eyes. He seems satisfied that I believe him. He raises my hips and thrusts into me again making me cry out. He thrusts again and leans me backward down onto the fur. He continues to thrust into me, one hand supporting himself by my head, the other gripping onto my breast in his hand. I match his rhythm, lifting my hips just slightly so I can feel friction against my clit.

      “Ragnar,” I say again, moaning his name as I look deep into his eyes.

      “Yes,” he says. “I’ll give you what you need.”

      I reach up with my arms and wrap them around his neck, pulling him down so I can kiss him. But very quickly I break it so I can cry out once again from the pleasure that begins to course through me. I tip my head back as I come. Ragnar pulls my ear into his mouth and gently bites it. Moving down to my neck, licking and nipping my skin. I cry out and he takes my face in his hands, forcing me to look at him as he thrusts a few more times. And then he growls deep in his chest and his cock pulses strongly inside of me. I hold onto him as he thrusts deep one last time and holds himself there, making us both gasp and moan from the pleasure.

      He slowly slides himself in and out of me when we are done, pulling every last bit of pleasure from our mating.

      “When we have a place of our own back on Wallingshall, we can be together like this all the time. Sharing a ship with my brothers makes it difficult to find time to show you just how much I desire you.”

      “That sounds nice,” I say quietly, slowly rubbing his arms while he kisses me. I like this attention and I like having time to ourselves. “Before we go back,” I say, already wanting him again, “take me one more time.”

      Ragnar smiles and leans down to kiss me.
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      Finally, after countless days, Wallingshall is right in front of us. I watch our approach from the bow, standing next to Ragnar.

      “They’ll know it’s us, won’t they?” I ask. “We are approaching in an enemy ship.”

      He chuckles. “Let us hope so,” he says. “If they sink us now, though, at least we are close enough to shore that we could swim.”

      “Oh no,” I say, laughing. “No more swimming in this icy water for me.”

      “Within the month, the water will freeze completely over. This will all be ice.”

      “How long does the freeze last?”

      “A long while. They’ll have harvested all of the crops, getting them in the stores for winter. We’ll hunt before most of the animals disappear until the next thaw. The meat will be preserved and dried, enough to sustain us through the long winter months.”

      “At least we can relax a little now, knowing no one is coming after us. Skarde will be happy.”

      Ragnar smiles at me and it’s nice to see him happy. For all of the adventures he needed to get over his past, this was the final one before he was ready to come home. I’m thankful for it. I don’t know if a life sailing the seas is what I was meant for.

      “I don’t know that I’ve ever really seen Skarde happy, but he will be pleased.”

      We sail to a place on the Isle that I have never been to before. We are able to get very close to shore and I’m immediately in awe of the huge wall preventing us from entering the Isle unless someone opens the huge gate for us. When we arrived on the Isle in our ship, we came from the opposite side. When we left for Prinai, we were also on a different side of the Isle. I’m not sure why they decided to bring us to this side but I’m truly in awe that anyone could build something so large out of bricks and stones.

      “Why are we coming in this side?” I ask.

      “The ship needs repairs and if we are going to continue to use it, we need to add a few things to get it ready for the ice and cold weather. This is the easiest place to make the repairs.”

      “I still have a lot to learn about Wallingshall.”

      “You will learn quickly. I think you will like your new home,” he adds.

      I think I will too, as long as I get to be with Ragnar. I’m nervous now that we’re finally back but I don’t know why. I should be relieved but this just feels like one more thing that I have to learn. I got used to sailing the open seas to the point where I’m comfortable about what to expect from our days. Now that we’re back on land, I have to figure out what my new normal is going to look like.

      We make our way for the ladders once the ship has stopped moving. The others are beginning to file down and make their way to shore.

      “It is good to be home,” Erik says, meeting us at the ladders. “I wasn’t sure this day would ever come.”

      He grasps forearms with Ragnar and leans in, some form of Viking embrace. Then he nods at me and begins climbing down. I’ve just touched the bottom rung of the ladder when I hear a loud grinding sound that makes me jump. I watch as the huge gate begins to open. The shore is covered with a mixture that is a blend between coarse sand and small pebbles and that covers the entire area right up to the wall.

      As we walk through the gate, we have nothing but the clothes on our backs. Everything else was lost when the ship went down. But, considering how the clothes from the warriors were so huge on me, I’m grateful that I still have the one set.

      It was impossible to see anything beyond the wall but now that we’ve walked through, I see that there are many clan members here to greet us, including Skarde.

      Ragnar approaches him and they greet each other apprehensively.

      “You took care of your business?” Skarde asks.

      “I did,” Ragnar says. “We extinguished any future threat from Pleyg and his men.”

      “He is dead?”

      “Aye.” Ragnar nods his head once. “Eaten by a Moiddrad.”

      “Interesting,” Skarde says.

      He looks past Ragnar to me and the other warriors. “We are glad to have you all back with us, and just in time. The thaw has come to an end. We are working diligently to fill our stores with food and supplies for the winter.”

      Ragnar nods. “We lost our ship at sea. We returned with one of Pleyg’s ships. It needs repairs but it is a good ship. It will serve as a solid replacement.”

      “I look forward to hearing more about your travels.” It’s like he’s talking in code or something. Like he doesn’t want to give any secret information away while I’m standing here. “Get yourselves settled,” he continues. “We will feast tonight to celebrate your return and then rise early tomorrow to finish our winter preparations.”

      The men nod and begin to move into the village, greeting their fellow brothers along the way. I’ve been quiet the entire time, just taking it all in and following after Ragnar. I’m surprised when I see Maggie, the other human, waiting at the edge of the village.

      “Welcome back,” she says, smiling. She reaches out to embrace me and I gratefully accept.

      “Did the crew from the Endeavor get off okay?” I ask.

      “They did. It was hard to say good-bye but they will return. My father asked me to tell you that he would take care of things while you are gone.”

      “I know he will,” I say.

      Ragnar is waiting for me a little off of the path. “Well, go on, get yourself settled. Ragnar will show you your new home and then we’ll have food and drink for you. You must be famished.”

      “I am definitely ready to eat,” I say, smiling.

      I wave and head down the path toward Ragnar. When I reach him, he takes my hand in his and leads me down the path.

      “How long has it been since you’ve stayed in your dwelling?”

      “Too long. It will need work.”

      I laugh as we walk through the village. Many of the other warriors are also walking through, making their way back to their small dwellings. Dwellings that have most likely sat empty just as long as Ragnar’s has. I still have butterflies in my stomach as we get closer to the huts that sit dark. Something about living together in this small space makes everything feel a little different than before.

      He opens the door and it smells slightly musty inside. A little time with the door open to air out the hut will take care of that. I expect to see an empty hut but the inside is more like the picture of a past life frozen in time. As if Ragnar had fled and left everything behind.

      “It doesn’t have the luxuries of Prinai,” he says. I look at him and see that he’s watching me, nervous about what I’m going to think about his home.

      “I don’t want any memories of that place,” I say. I step inside and walk around the space. “I like it here.” I nod my head and smile at him.

      “Are you cold? I can light a fire.” He points to the fire pit in the corner and it makes me smile that he is so fidgety and nervous. I get the impression that he doesn’t know how to act right now either. This situation is new to both of us.

      “Yes, a fire would be nice.” While Ragnar moves to the fire pit to build a fire, I find his stash of furs and shake them out. I take one of them and set it in front of the fire pit where I can sit and watch him. I pay close attention so I can start learning how to make my own fire. There are a lot of questions swimming around in my head. All of them resemble, “What now?” But I hold onto all of my insecurities for now and try to see how everything goes.

      “Tonight we will feast in the village. Not unlike the day you and your crew first arrived.”

      “That’s right,” I say. “That feels like such a long time ago.”

      “Do you miss it?” Ragnar asks, leaning back on his heels while the fire begins to gain momentum.

      I shrug. “Not as much. Besides, I like being here with you. I didn’t know if this would be something good between us.” I motion back and forth with my hands, trying to understand. “In my mind, agreeing to be the mate of an alien barbarian, things could have been really bad. I didn’t expect someone like you and I definitely didn’t expect to feel this way.”

      He moves over and sits next to me on the fur, taking me in his arms.

      “You were definitely unexpected as well,” he says.
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      Later that night we make our way back to the village for the feast. It is just like last time, but I recognize more warriors and surprisingly, I don’t feel so out of place. Having more of a solid relationship with Ragnar makes me feel like I’m meant to be here, that this is truly my home now.

      They light huge bonfires outside of the main hall as well as torches to light the central area of the village. We make our way inside and fill our plates, hungry from the exhausting day. The warriors from Ragnar’s crew sit with us at a table and retell the stories of our adventures to the other members of the clan. I listen closely and laugh right along with them, knowing all too well that I was right there with them for most of it. Fiovras and his daughter Ciren have joined us, too. They have been given their own hut and Skarde welcomed them into the village.

      Maggie joins us with her mate Einar. I didn’t think it would matter to me, but I like having another woman from Earth on the Isle with me. Not that there’s anything wrong with the Viking women, but it’s nice having someone here that can reminisce about our home.

      “So Maggie, how did you become a healer?” My question might sound simple, but really I’m trying to figure out what I’m supposed to do with myself now. How I’m supposed to spend my days. What sorts of things the women do here. Even though I’m happy to be here, I’m anxious about finding my role and figuring out how to fit in.

      She takes a bite of her food. “The story of how it all came about is extensive and a little crazy, but I will definitely share it with you. I’ve learned so much of what I know from Freydis. She’s a village elder that lives across the divide, in the Bleak. She has taught me all that she knows.”

      “That is really amazing,” I say. “Have you met Fiovras and Ciren yet? Fiovras is similar to a healer, I think.” Then I lean closer and whisper, “But really, I think he’s a wizard.”

      Fiovras joins the conversation. “I have some knowledge of the healing arts but I also mix elixirs and concoctions and potions. I like to dabble in all of it. I find so much of it is connected.”

      “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Fiovras,” Maggie says. “I can’t wait to get to know you better.”

      “Maggie healed me when I was injured…when you first arrived,” Ragnar says, joining the conversation.

      I look at Maggie and she’s nodding.

      “That’s right, I remember now hearing about that,” I say. “Did you have experience as a doctor on Earth?”

      “No…honestly I didn’t even know that I would be interested in healing. But it turns out I love it,” she says.

      “I can’t wait to hear about it,” I say.

      “Yes, I’ll tell you the whole damn story. It’ll blow your mind.”

      I laugh and nod my head, “I believe it.”

      “What are some of the things that you like to do?” Maggie asks, changing the subject. “I’m sure we’ll be able to find something for you that will make you happy.”

      “Oh, well….” I have to think about that for a moment. In the end I sort of shrug my shoulders. “I’ve always been involved with the military or security of some sort.” I glance over at Ragnar because I know how he feels when I put myself in harm’s way. “But I’m sure there’s something else that I can help with in the village. I don’t know what…but I’m eager to be useful.”

      I quickly drop my head and go back to eating my food. It’s an uncomfortable line of questioning. I know Ragnar and I resolved our issues with what happened back on Prinai, but I don’t want to push it either. I still feel guilty for my role in what happened and I think it would be good if things were uneventful for a while.

      “There are many ways that you can help,” she says, sensing the mood. I reach for the pitcher of ale and pour myself another drink.

      A little while later, we’re finished eating but still sitting around drinking ale and having conversations. Skarde stands at the front of the room to make a few announcements.

      “I am happy to announce that Ragnar has asked for the official mating ceremony.” Skarde raises his goblet and the warriors around us cheer. I look at Ragnar, confused.

      “What does that mean?” I ask him quietly.

      “When a warrior wishes to mate, there is a special ceremony that is performed,” he says.

      “Oh,” I say, surprised. “But I thought we were already mated?”

      “Unofficially,” he says.

      I look at Maggie and she has a huge smile on her face. She claps sweetly for me and I feel like blushing. Pride swells inside of me. A public declaration that he wants to be my mate is just what I needed after our tumultuous time on Prinai.

      “And that brings me to the second order of business,” Skarde says once everyone has quieted down. “Many of you have heard about the adventures of Ragnar’s crew while they were away. Well, one of their encounters has decided to settle into the mountains to the north.”

      My head snaps around and I look at Ragnar, already aware of what Skarde is talking about. He looks at me and without saying anything, answers the question in my gaze. My heart pounds away in my chest as my stomach twists into knots. I wonder if we’re in trouble and if so, what will our consequence be? Whatever it is, it is my fault and I should be the one to suffer it.

      “The Moiddrad and her young now reside on the Isle. I have recruited Ragnar to head to the mountains and find the Moiddrad so we can know what it is up to. Our number one concern is the safety of our village and our people. We need to know if the Moiddrad poses a danger to us.”

      I reach over and grip onto his hand under the table. All color has drained from my face. I don’t want him to have to suffer for my mistakes. And mostly, I don’t want him to go on this journey without me.

      “After the mating ceremony takes place, Ragnar has asked to take Lela with him to the mountains.”

      I gasp and look over at him, shocked. I must be hearing things.

      “You want me to go with you?” I ask.

      “Of course,” he says, leaning close to me and resting his forehead on mine. “I cannot stand to be away from you for that long.”

      I reach up and pull him to me, kissing him passionately in front of everyone in the room. There’s another loud chorus of cheers that goes up around us. I pull back, laughing. I don’t remember the last time I was this happy.

      “You aren’t worried that it will be too dangerous?” I ask.

      “You are strong and capable, Lela. We will keep each other safe.”

      “Oh God, Ragnar, I love you,” I say. I pull him close once more for a kiss.

      He chuckles and says, “I love you too, my mate.”

      He kisses me once more as Skarde finishes the announcements and everyone else goes back to their celebration.

      From here, we move out to the bonfires and sit around them, drinking and talking. Ragnar stays by my side and I can’t help but think about the first feast where he kept to himself, hidden in the shadows. A lot has changed for us since then but mostly, I’m happy that Ragnar finally feels like he is welcome back home again.

      When we finally make our way back to our dwelling, all of the nerves that I felt when we arrived have diminished. I hold onto his arm while we walk along the path. It is dark and I cling to him, remembering the times that first night when it felt like something was watching me in the darkness.

      “Are there creatures out there, in the dark, that are a danger to us?” I point out into the darkness, beyond the boundaries of the village.

      “Yes, but nothing would venture this close to the village. Not with so many of us inhabiting the area.”

      “Well that’s good. When we first arrived, there were a few times that I felt a presence. I thought it must be a creature watching me.”

      Ragnar is quiet for a moment. “I was keeping an eye on you,” he says.

      “You were?”

      “I told you, I wanted you from the first moment I laid eyes on you. I would never let anything happen to you.”

      And just like that, I feel secure and safe once again knowing that Ragnar is by my side.
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      The floor of the cave is hard, pressing uncomfortably into my back, but I hardly notice. It’s warm in here, the fire crackling and flickering, making shadows on the cave walls. A perfect hide away from the snowstorm that became so intense, it sent us scrambling to find cover.

      Ragnar moves between my legs and I moan, all other thoughts temporarily leaving my head.

      “I have found something warmer than the cave,” he says, rubbing his fingers through my arousal.

      I smile and giggle, enjoying his playfulness.

      He pushes his finger inside of me and I spread my legs further for him, tipping my head back and closing my eyes to focus on every delicious sensation. My fingers grip the fur beneath me as he curls his finger and massages my G-spot at the same time that he circles my clit with his thumb.

      “Oh God, Ragnar,” I say, moaning and writhing on the fur.

      “You are so beautiful, my mate,” he says, his voice deep and full of desire. He watches me with an intensity and possessiveness that turns me on even more. He leans down and licks me, his tongue so skilled at giving me exactly what I need. I let my fingers entwine in his hair, holding him to me.

      His tongue slowly moves through my folds, pausing when he reaches my clit. He flicks his tongue and circles it around making an orgasm bloom inside of me. It begins at my core and explodes outward, moving quickly through my body, making me tremble and cry out.

      I push him back when the sensations become too much. I’m so sensitive to his touch.

      He moves up my body, leaving a trail of kisses as he goes, eventually reaching my breasts. My nipples are hard and sensitive, round and ripe like plump berries. He flicks his tongue over my nipple, pulling it into his mouth and gently sucking. Another wave of heat spreads through my pussy, already eager for more.

      “I like it here,” I say quietly as he continues to find ways to give me pleasure. “Let’s stay here forever.”

      He chuckles into my neck, biting my skin gently.

      “You would tire of me,” he says.

      “No, I will never have enough of you,” I say.

      He kisses me passionately, letting his tongue play with mine. “I am glad to hear it,” he says. “I cannot wait any longer, I must have you.”

      “Yes,” I say, eager to have him.

      “Do you want me to take you hard and fast? Or slow and gentle?”

      I smile. In my mind I know that I don’t care how he takes me, I’ll take him anyway he wants. But tonight, with the snow creating a white blanket outside of our cave while the fire burns brightly, I want to make things last. I want him to take me slowly.

      “Slow,” I say.

      “I will try,” he says with a smirk, making me smile.

      He pushes just the head of his cock inside of me and then pauses, making my pussy throb with anticipation.

      “Okay, not slow yet,” I say, changing my mind. “I need to feel you deep inside of me.” I’m practically begging at this point. The anticipation is too much to bear.

      He looks into my eyes and thrusts deep in one smooth motion. My body eagerly accommodates him as he spreads me wide. He holds himself inside of me, so deep I start to gasp.

      “I lose all control with you, Kauva,” he says.

      I’m completely enraptured in him but I still recognize that he just used a word I have never heard before.

      “What does that mean?” I ask as he slowly pulls out before pushing slowly back into me.

      I begin to pant. He will surely have me begging before long. He sets a slow pace, pulling out and thrusting back in. It’s just enough to make me feel incredible but not enough to let the orgasm come. It’s hovering just outside my reach.

      “My mate, my fated mate,” he says. His composure is beginning to crack. His muscles are tense as he works hard to control himself.

      “Yes,” I say, completely agreeing with him. Because it must have been fate that brought us together. To have traveled across the galaxy to find him, what else could it be?

      “Yes,” he says, agreeing.

      I start to move my hips faster and Ragnar responds, thrusting faster. I’m so close to coming again, I’ve become impatient.

      “What do you need?” Ragnar asks.

      “Go faster,” I say. “I need to come…I’m so close.”

      He pushes himself back and thrusts faster, moving his hands to my hips. With him pounding deep inside of me, it doesn’t take long until I’m crying out, an orgasm thundering through me. I know Ragnar is close when I feel his cock pulse and throb inside of me. He comes hard and I feel the flood of heat inside of me.

      He continues to slowly move in and out as we both come down, breathing heavily and grasping onto each other.

      When our breathing evens out and I’m not shaking anymore, he says, “Roll over, Kauva. I am not done with you yet.”
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        * * *

      

      The snow has stopped by the morning but the drifts are deep. They won’t be much of a problem for Ragnar because of his size but I’m worried about getting through. We have our packs on our backs, full of all of the supplies that we brought along with us on our journey, both of us looking out from the entrance of the cave.

      “Can we get through?” I ask. Ragnar is quiet, scanning the vast expanse of mountains that lie before us.

      “We’ll get through,” he says eventually. “Even if I have to carry you on my back.”

      We’ve been traveling for days. We were within a day’s hike of where we think the Moiddrad has nested when it began to snow. A little snow here and there is fine, we’ve been dealing with that constantly. But the intensity of this storm was too much to fight through. It was near white out conditions, sending us to seek cover and wait it out. We definitely found things to do to occupy our time, but it did set us back a few days.

      I stand next to Ragnar and wait as he continues to survey the path ahead of us. It’s so calm today, it seems strange after such a storm. The sky above is clear and bright. There isn’t wind or snow and the temperatures are even fairly mild. If there wasn’t so much snow on the ground that we have to travel through, these would be the perfect weather conditions.

      I’m being patient, waiting for Ragnar to finish doing whatever it is he’s doing. He is the one with experience here so he calls the shots. I just wait to see what he’s going to say needs to happen next. While we wait at the entrance of the cave, I suddenly notice a pack of animals moving into our line of sight. They’re large, reminding me of woolly mammoths, except they have white fur that helps them blend in to the snow.

      “What are those?” I ask. We are both watching as they slowly make their way into view. They’re large but they look tame enough, at least from this distance. I don’t get the sense that we need to be alarmed.

      “They are Mosish,” he says.

      “Are they dangerous?”

      “No,” he says, shaking his head. “They will not bother us.”

      “They live up here in the mountains?”

      “Yes. We don’t see them often because we have to travel far to reach them.” They continue to amble along, making a slow path through the snow.

      “I wonder where they’re headed?”

      “If the Moiddrad has indeed made her nest close by, they could be moving to find an area further away.”

      “So we are close,” I say.

      “I believe we are.”

      “Too bad we can’t get one of those things to make a trail for us. They’re making paths in the snow that we could easily maneuver in.”

      Ragnar looks at me, his brows furrowed. “That is a good idea.”

      “What are you thinking?” I ask.

      “How could I get them to carve a path to the entrance of the mountain?” he says.

      I take off my pack and grab out a sack of some of my food. “Food?” I ask. “Meat or something else?”

      “Yes.” He grabs the sack from my hands and shrugs out of his pack. “Wait here,” he says, kissing me quickly on the forehead.

      “Okay,” I say, “Be careful!” I shout it after him because he is already moving through the snow. His strength and grace are clear as he bounds through the high piles of snow. They easily reach my waist so unless we can get this plan to work, Ragnar will have to carry me on his back.

      I watch as he makes his way toward the pack of Mosish. He slows the closer he gets to the pack of animals. They notice him now. Their fluffy, hairy heads move around, searching for his location, wanting to keep an eye on him. They move their bodies toward him and I’m holding my breath, hoping he’s right that they are tame. They begin to make a loud snorting sound, small white clouds of air puffing out from their nostrils.

      Ragnar holds food in his hand, extending his arm toward the mouth of the Mosish. It flips its head back, snorting again. It isn’t sure about him but it wants the food.

      Eventually it reaches out quickly with its tongue, licks some of the food from his palm and then hurries back, its mouth chewing. It makes a different snorting sound this time, a happier sound. The others move toward Ragnar now too, hoping for their own taste of the food. He reaches into the sack and pulls out another handful, reaching it out so they can smell it and see it. A few more creatures move forward, eager for a taste of the food. Ragnar gives them some and then moves himself backward so they have to follow him toward the mountains if they want more. Somehow this plan is working. The animals are extremely motivated by food and they don’t find Ragnar to be a threat. So they follow him, occasionally taking food from his hand.

      When he reaches the entrance to the mountain, he disappears. Eventually the animals lose interest and turn around, heading back in the direction they were headed originally. Once they are much further away, Ragnar appears again and makes his way back to me through the paths in the snow. The last stretch is still deep and covered so I imagine I’ll still need a lift at least for part of the way.

      “Nice work!” I say when he makes it back to the cave.

      He’s breathing heavily from his tromp through the snow, but he has a big smile on his face. “It was your idea,” he says. He picks up his pack and attaches it to his body on his front.

      “Well…” I say, feeling embarrassed by his praise. “We’re a good team.”

      “That we are,” he says. “Now, jump on my back.” He bends down so I don’t have quite as far to jump. It is still a struggle but eventually, I’m on his back and he’s carrying me through the snow. Once we reach the paths the Mosish pack made for us, he sets me down. The snow is as tall as my shoulders in some places but the path is perfect. We are able to walk almost effortlessly until we reach the mountain entrance.

      There’s a tunnel leading right into the mountain. I follow Ragnar through, grabbing onto him when it gets too dark to see anything around me. Eventually we make it out on the other side and the sight takes my breath away. It reminds me of the embankment back on Prinai, only this one is a hundred times steeper.

      “Oh my God,” I say, taken aback. “We will never be able to get down there.”

      “We don’t have to,” he says. “We just need to make sure the Moiddrad is nesting down there. If it is, there is no threat to the village.”

      “How will we know if it’s down there?” I ask.

      “Wait for a while, see if it moves or makes noise to let us know it’s there.”

      Ragnar grabs onto my hand and leads me along the rocky path. There isn’t as much snow along here because of the ledge above that blocked it from accumulating. We walk along the canyon until Ragnar finds what he was looking for.

      “Here,” he says, pulling me inside a tiny cave just off the path. “We can wait in here.”

      I follow him inside and we sit down right at the entrance, facing out above the canyon.

      “My heart is really racing up here,” I say, pressing my hand to my chest. “I’ve never really liked heights all that much.”

      “We will be safe here, we won’t move anywhere else,” he says. “Are you warm enough?” Before I can answer, he pulls the fur from his pack and unrolls it, draping it over me.

      “Thank you,” I say, tucking it around me. “I’ll share…” I raise up the side of the fur, offering to put it over his lap as well.

      “I don’t need it for the warmth, but I’ll share just to get close to you.” He lets me put the blanket over him and moves even closer to me.

      “I’m glad Skarde wasn’t more upset about the Moiddrad finding its way here,” I say.

      “It makes sense, the Isle was the closest place for the creature to fly to. And this is the perfect place for it to nest. Moiddrads like to isolate themselves. This canyon is a perfect place, even better than Prinai.”

      That makes me feel better. I lean my head on Ragnar’s shoulder and we wait. We eat a lunch of dried meat and nuts, washing it down with clean, cold water from the canteen. After we’ve waited even longer, Ragnar leans over and kisses me. I reciprocate but when he tries to take things further, I push him back and laugh.

      “Nope, sorry…I don’t want to roll off the cliff to certain death below.”

      He is very understanding, putting his hands up in defeat.

      When we begin to lose the daylight, I start to have doubts.

      “Maybe it isn’t here after all,” I say.

      “It’s here,” Ragnar says. “It will come out soon, once the light of day is gone.”

      “Are we going to stay here all night? I don’t think I could sleep up here.”

      “No, we’ll return to the cave once we see the creature.” He puts his arm around me and pulls me close. I wrap my arm around his waist and rest my head on his chest.

      It isn’t much later when I hear the very recognizable squawk coming from below. It sounds just the same as when we were on the ship, feeding the young when they had just hatched from their eggs.

      “I hear them,” I say, whispering to Ragnar.

      “They are waking,” he says, stroking my hair.

      “And they are hungry.”

      “She will hunt to feed them.”

      I nod into his chest, still listening intently to see if I can hear anymore sounds from below. There are more sounds, all from the young. They echo around the canyon, making it sound louder than it really is.

      “Still no sounds or sign of Mama,” I say.

      While I continue to look down into the canyon, a few large birds fly overhead. They’re massive, like the size of a pterodactyl, or at least what I imagine a pterodactyl would have looked like. They soar gracefully overhead, pulling my attention away from the depths below.

      Suddenly, the mother Moiddrad bursts through the tops of the trees, shooting straight into the sky. She clomps down on one of the flying creatures and brings it back down, disappearing back into the trees.

      I’m sitting straight up, squeezing Ragnar’s arm. It all happened so quickly, I question whether or not it even happened or if my eyes are deceiving me.

      “Whoa,” I say.

      “There’s our confirmation,” Ragnar says. “They nest in the canyon of the mountains.”

      I’m sitting quietly, still in awe of the sight I just witnessed. The creatures on Scides are unique and terrifying. So different from what I’m used to on Earth.

      “Ready?” Ragnar asks, pulling my attention away.

      “Yes, we should get back before anything else comes out to hunt tonight.”

      “Exactly,” he says, taking my hand and leading me back along the path. My legs are stiff from sitting so long and it feels good to finally stretch them out.

      “I hope our path is still there,” I say. “Otherwise, you’ll be giving me a much longer piggy back ride.”

      “Piggy back ride?” he asks, confused.

      “That’s what we call it on Earth,” I say as clarification.

      That seems to satisfy him.

      “So just like that…now we get to go home?” I ask as we begin our journey back to the cave for the night.

      “Yes, now we go home.” He reaches behind him so I can grasp his hand as he leads me along the path.
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