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To Grandma and Grandad, who always believed in me.
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Chapter One- Atlantis

Atlantis, Atlantic Ocean. 1774
Captain Alethea Hera enjoyed passing time between quests at the bars and cafés of Atlantis. Even though the Siren Café was always slightly grimy and lit only by a few dim torches which needed their circuits replaced, it always felt like home. Not only did spending time there give her a break from the stress of her work, it also gave her a chance to overhear pieces of information which were so valuable in the piracy field.
She’d already found out that a white whale had taken a captain’s leg, Captain Grail of the Invicta was holding a masked ball, and the residents of Vinland had thrown another load of the Empire’s ale into the ocean. People were already calling it “The Boston Chug-Up”.
“Did you hear?” came the voice of a young sea-knight barrelling through the door and rushing to his friends at the next table.
Alethea leant in closer to listen as she ripped at her pastry.
“Yes, Petturi Konna’s back in Atlantis,” his sea-wizard friend replied with a frown.
“Let’s hope those Vikings don’t come in here,” another knight added. “I heard about what they did to the Aztec’s palace.”
“Not that. Some Musketeers were just in the Pohjola Trench looking for treasure and they found it.”
“What?”
“The jade stone!” the knight answered, his armoured heels clanking as he bounced.
Alethea gripped her pastry so hard it fell apart in her fingers.
“You mean… the jade stone? The one that belonged to Redscalp?”
Alethea looked up.
“The magic jade stone?”
“Yes, that’s the one.”
Excited murmurs filled the café.
Alethea’s hands shook so badly that she had to put down her cup.
A young samurai woman thundered through the doors. “Did you hear—” she began.
“Yes, we heard the news,” one of her friends replied.
“So, do the Musketeers have the stone?” another asked.
“No, something scared them away and they couldn’t reach it in time. It’s still sitting there in the Pohjola Trench, unclaimed!” the samurai exclaimed, only realising too late that she had spoken far louder than she should have.
Everyone in the café collectively froze. A mere moment later, they burst into a fit of movement, tumbling out of their chairs and over tables in a mad rush to be the first one out the door.
“We need to leave quickly before the Pirates get there first,” the sea-knight said.
“Nice try, but the Musketeers are going to find that jade and the treasure,” another person said, elbowing the knight to get out the door before him.
The café emptied within moments, leaving a mess of fallen chairs, half-drunk coffee cups, and piles of dirty napkins. Only a lone Gladiator returned to grab the remains of his cake and rush out again.
Alethea slowly finished her coffee, licked up the last few crumbs of her pastry, and paid her shells to the café owner – who fumed over losing all of her customers – before heading out the door.
“Didn’t your mother tell you not to go out on your own?” Ling said, looking all around, as if he expected the captain to appear from around a corner at any moment.
“But I’m not alone,” Marina Hera said as she sorted through a stack of books so large, they threatened to topple and crush her. “You’re here with me.”
“Oh. I suppose that’s alright, then,” Ling said, his face relaxing. The Cantonese boy was only a year older than her but had already shot up to the height of the door frame, for which she almost felt she’d never forgive him since she still barely reached past the first window. The first wisps of an attempted beard had cropped up on his face, yet it only made him look as if he’d smeared charcoal on his face and failed to wipe it off. His pockets were already bulging with what Marina suspected was sweets, watches and numerous other things swiped from other people’s pockets.
“I found it!” Marina squealed as she pulled a book out of the stack, green with gold lettering and an illustration of a Viking on the front. “This is the one I want,” she added as she took the book to the vendor and put the rest of her shells on the counter, all she had after their last raid.
“Ah, Leif Erikson and the Golden Sea,” the bookseller said with an approving nod. “Thar’s a good’un. Just don’t go see the opera version. It’s shite.”
“I’m not into opera.”
“I am,” Ling said.
“You’ve never even seen an opera.”
“But I want to.” Ling sighed dreamily and looked away into nothing.
“I still don’t understand this obsession with fancy stuff,” Marina said as they left the bookshop and stepped out into the busy Atlantean streets. “Why would you want to live on the surface with Drys when you already have all of this?”
She swept an arm out over the city. Just outside the dome covering the trade district, they could see passing submarines of all shapes and sizes heading out into schools of fish. Every minute, one of them was pulled into one of the dry docks and began unloading exotic fruits, newly developed machines and glimmering weapons from all over the world.
People of all factions and guilds chatted endlessly and mingled together as they sold their wares, spent their precious shells or looked for ways to spend their precious few days in the capital.
In the middle of the district, the statue of Plato stood and watched over them all. Next to him was the statue of Leonardo da Vinci, deep in thought, even carved in stone.
It was thanks to him that they were here in this city. He had invented the first submarine hundreds of years ago so that he and his disciples could explore the ocean. After he had died, Michelangelo had continued his work, forming what would become the Undersea. Isaac Newton had invented sonar, Ben Franklin had developed the shortwave, and so it had gone on.
Things were different on the surface. Up there, mad King George only had to make a proclamation and half the world had to obey. The other half had to live with the consequences until the Empire moved in and took them over.
That was why things were so much better Undersea.
“We should go,” Ling said, nodding at a spot where the crowd was parting. “They’re back.”
Marina looked towards the cautious whispers and frightened stares and saw a small group of Vikings – made evident by their fur-lined clothes and heavy shields and axes – marching through the street.
Their chieftain was easy to distinguish from the way he walked with such unparalleled confidence. He drew the most stares of all. His auburn hair crackled like fire and even from a distance his eyes seemed to sparkle as if he were telling himself a riddle only he knew the answer to. Marina had never seen him before, but from his reputation alone, she immediately knew who he was.
Petturi Konna of the Fenrir.
“What should we do?” Ling whispered as they approached the Plato statue.
“Just ignore them. They can’t do anything to us in Atlantis. They’d be blown straight out the airlock,” Marina replied.
Just as she suspected, the chieftain didn’t even glance at them as they passed. None of them did – save for a young girl about her own age, whose striking aqua eyes met hers as she passed. A braid of light blonde hair reaching almost to her waist bounced against her back as she walked. A pendant shaped like an inverted anchor hung from her neck. Marina knew from her books that it was actually Mjölnir, “Thor’s hammer”.
They only glanced at each other for a moment before the girl looked away.
“Hark,” Petturi Konna called out, standing up on the base of the Plato statue. “I’m looking for new recruits. If anybody wishes to join the best crew Undersea, now’s your chance.”
Nobody dared to speak, let alone step forward. They couldn’t even walk away.
“Nobody?” Petturi asked, scanning the crowd with a furrowed brow. “Aren’t you supposed to be denizens of Undersea? Fearless, brave, and defiant to the scum of the Empire? None of you will step forward and join my crew?”
“Only desperate people join the Fenrir when they have nowhere else to go,” the bookseller mumbled from behind Marina. Even he had stepped outside his shop for a moment to witness the commotion, just not far enough to be noticed.
“Yes,” Marina said as she looked at the Viking girl again.
How could somebody like her be desperate enough to work for Petturi Konna? Everyone knew that he ransacked palaces, sliced open his enemies’ bellies, and stole jewellery from the necks of royalty. That’s why even the bravest knew to stay away from him.
Most factions were ruthless to some extent. They had to be. But Petturi Konna was worse than most. Nobody knew why the Chief Jarl, the head of the Viking faction, hadn’t simply disavowed him. The most common theory was that even he was afraid of Konna.
“Nobody wants to join my crew and claim a share of our loot? I assure you, it will be dealt out evenly. Isn’t that right, Inoki?” Petturi said, kicking a dark-skinned member of his crew in the back.
“That’s right. Our spoils are all dealt out fairly,” the man spoke loudly and clearly.
“So, any takers?”
All was quiet for a long moment before a Viking man stepped forward from the tavern opposite the book shop.
“I’ll take that offer,” he said with a drawl, either from drinking or natural stupidity. He was a few years younger than Petturi but already his greying hair was visible under his horned helmet (not historically accurate, but nobody really cared) and his jade-green eyes seemed tired.
Petturi looked at him for a long moment. That was strange, Marina thought. He’d been so desperate for new crew members, and now he was eyeing up the one man who had taken up his offer.
“What do you call yourself?” Petturi asked.
“Varri Ukkirson,” the man replied as he scratched at the black beard reaching to his chest.
“You’ll do. We need a janitor. Had to leave the last one behind on an island with a single bullet.” He broke out into laughs which almost rattled the dome’s glass panes. “No gun, mind you. Just a single bullet.”
Varri visibly grimaced, yet still said, “I’ll do my best, Chief.”
“Nico, did you hear?” a Samurai woman came rushing towards the bookseller, almost knocking over Ling.
“Not now, Mei,” Nico hissed, but the woman obviously hadn’t noticed the commotion before them as she continued.
“Redscalp’s gemstone has been found! The gemstone! And it’s sitting in the Pohjola Trench right now, unclaimed.”
“Pohjola, you say?” Petturi said, his attention drawn towards the bookstore.
Marina froze. She always thought of herself as fearless, but she really didn’t want Petturi looking in her direction.
Luckily, he almost didn’t seem to notice her existence as he focused on the excitable Samurai woman. She only then realised who he was and immediately regretted her outburst.
“Y-yes. That’s what everybody is saying.”
“Pohjola,” Petturi said, holding his head in his hand. “Of course! Why did I never think to look there? Let’s go. We have to get there before the rest of these arse hammers.”
He stepped down from the Plato statue and he and his crew joined the crowd, who had already forgotten what they had just witnessed in their eagerness to get to their submarines.
“We should get back, too,” Ling said.
“Yes. Mum will be waiting,” Marina said, looking once again at the Viking girl. This time, she didn’t look back.
As Alethea left the café and stepped out into the streets of Atlantis, she instinctively pulled her red scarf across her face, glancing around for anybody who would recognise her. She knew she was being overly paranoid, but there were always enemies somewhere Undersea. Even in a neutral sanctuary city like Atlantis, she preferred to be cautious.
Today, she had all the more reason to be wary. The streets were already in a frenzy. Half the city’s population – Pirates, Vikings, Knights, Musketeers, Gladiators, Gauchos, and all the other Undersea factions rushed to their subcraft. They battled with each other to be first out of the hatches and into the open ocean. Even the old ladies who sold cakes from their boats were heading out along with them. Alethea dodged through the chaos with well-practised steps. She had come to know Atlantis well in her eighteen years Undersea.
Ducking out of the way of a Viking’s horned helmet, she finally reached her submarine, the Barracuda, in dry dock with the crew still banging out the most recent dents and polishing the stubborn stains. Their previous mission had been an easy pillage of a forgotten smuggler’s horde in a cave on the English coast, but the seagulls had left the boat in a mess.
Alethea stroked the Barracuda’s polished flank, looking up to the flag of crossed spears flying from the top and the skull and crossbones painted on the side; the unmistakable mark of a Pirate submarine. Shaped like the fish which gave the boat its name, the gold coating and silver rivulets gleamed in the ocean-light. The great toothed jaw, which was supposed to appear threatening to their enemies, always seemed more like a smile greeting her home in Alethea’s mind.
“Where’s Marina?” she asked Kei, her quartermaster.
“She said she was going out to spend her share,” Kei replied as she looked the Barracuda over for leaks and broken rivets, her russet eyes missing nothing. Cantonese, with her greying hair tied in a neat bun, she had a decade on Alethea.
“You let her go by herself?” Alethea said, pulling her scarf back around her neck, exposing her face.
“She is sixteen, Alethea. And she knows Atlantis well,” Kei said without looking up from her work.
“But have you seen it out there? Did you hear about Redscalp’s stone?”
“Yes, I heard. I think everyone from here to Pacifica will have heard by now,” Kei replied, glancing slightly to the side.
Alethea followed her gaze to see her daughter trying to sneak up the gangplank.
“Marina!” she said in the firmest voice she could manage.
Her daughter halted. Ling stopped dead behind her, holding his hands up in surrender. Marina only crinkled her nose and curled her lip slightly.
She had her father’s thoughtful forest green eyes and dark ringlets, although hers were cropped close to her head on one side, something which Alethea had argued against. The only trait she shared with her mother was her thin face. Next to Alethea’s own loose chestnut hair and steely eyes, it was almost impossible to believe that they were related.
“Where have you been? Haven’t you seen how dangerous the streets are today?” Alethea asked.
“I’m allowed to spend my share, aren’t I?” Marina said in the sulky voice she saved only for her mother, refusing to look at her.
“You went out on your own when I told you not to?”
“I wasn’t alone. Ling was with me.”
“Yes, I was with her, Captain. Nothing happened,” Ling said.
Alethea opened her mouth to argue then shut it again. She supposed that technically she hadn’t disobeyed her orders.
“I let my own son out in Atlantis on his own,” Kei said, tapping Ling’s shoulder. She bore a much closer resemblance to her own son than Alethea did to her daughter. “So why are you so worried about letting Marina do the same?”
“Well, you weren’t wasting your money on sweets again, were you?” Alethea asked instead.
“I can spend my share on whatever I want!” Marina growled, thrusting something into Alethea’s chest. “I wasn’t even buying sweets. I bought this.”
“Leif Erikson and the Golden Sea,” Alethea read the book’s title, looking over the cover illustration depicting Leif Erikson standing on the shore of a newly-discovered island, no doubt how he’d looked when he’d discovered Vinland. “This was your father’s favourite book, too.”
“Really?” Marina said, her voice softening and her eyes widening slightly in the way they always did when she heard stories about her father.
Every day she came closer to adulthood, she resembled her father more, Alethea always thought. Yet it also made her sad, knowing that Robert had died not even knowing that he’d had a daughter.
He’d only been a few years older than Marina when the incident with the crocodile monster had happened. The time they’d been betrayed.
“Yes. We didn’t think much of the opera version, though. The Vikings of Vyborg is much better.”
“I’ll bet it’s not that bad,” Marina said, taking the book back a little too forcefully.
“Well, someday you can go see it with your own boyfriend and decide for yourself.”
“What makes you think I want a boyfriend?” Marina’s head snapped up and her eyes turned a venomous green.
“Oh… I just meant that… Nevermind. Meeting in the galley.”
Alethea looked over her crew as they filled up the galley, finding seats at the wonky tables. They were a truly mixed bag from all across the world. Some had been born Undersea and some had come here as an escape from the surface, as Alethea had so many years ago. Some of them had been on the Barracuda for even longer than she had. Others had joined up only recently. A boat’s crew changed constantly Undersea. But the one thing they did share was that she trusted each of them with her life, and the life of her daughter.
“Well, no doubt you’ve all heard about the jade stone by now,” Alethea began once all thirteen of them had been rounded up.
“And it really is Redscalp’s jade?” one of them asked.
“The enchanted jade which leads the way to Redscalp’s treasure stash?” somebody else added.
“The one worth more than any other stash which has been found in a thousand years?”
“The one which has been missing since Redscalp died?”
“Yes, that jade,” Alethea confirmed to excited murmurs.
“Perfect timing. We’re all stocked up and ready to go,” Kei said with a smile.
“We’d best be leaving, then. A chance like this doesn’t come too often.”
“Yes, la Barracuda triunfa! That jade stone is going to make us richer than the King of Spain!” Rico Hernández – the boat’s gunner – said, slapping the table. His eyes shone almost as bright as a sunset and dimples formed in the corners of his mouth just under the newly-gelled tips of his moustache.
“Oh, we’re not going out there to look for the jade.”
“What?” the others said in a bemused chorus. All except for Marina, who leant against the wall with her arms folded, and Ling, whose hand was halfway out of Rico’s pocket. Disappointment crossed his face when he found only a used handkerchief.
“With everyone Undersea going after it all at once, every other treasure stash will be left for the taking. We can pillage as much as we want without anyone else getting in our way.”
“Mum, that’s so boring,” Marina said. “That’s all we ever do. We went all the way to England just to scale some gull-infested cliffs. And you wouldn’t even let me do that! We can’t turn down the chance to find Redscalp’s treasure.”
“I know what finding Redscalp’s treasure would mean, but I don’t want us to be too hasty like all those others.” Alethea indicated out the window where a Highlander and a Cleopatran ship had come close to colliding. “They’ve forgotten that the Pohjola Trench is one of the most dangerous places Undersea. That’s why nobody goes there.”
“That is true,” Kesä, the ship’s accountant, said and nodded. The mousy Finn-woman usually didn’t say much and spending so much time squirrelled away in her office working on the accounts meant her English skills were lacking compared to the rest of them. “In my homeland there are stories saying there are dangerous things in Pohjola. We should not go there.”
“Exactly, Kesä. I know that Redscalp’s treasure is valuable, but is it really worth our lives?”
She tried hard to prevent her voice from breaking as she spoke. She had never told any of them (except for Kei) how much she had sacrificed once for a valuable treasure.
“I suppose not,” Rico finally said, crossing his arms over his chest.
The rest of the crew nodded or muttered their agreement, their heads hung and their eyes averted.
“I know this isn’t what all of you want, but you have to trust me. Now, I think that the wreck of Leif Erikson’s ship would be a good one to go after.”
“The Vikings won’t like that,” Marina scoffed as she ran a finger over the edge of her new book.
The wreckage of what everyone believed was once one of Leif Erikson’s ships had been fought over by various factions ever since it had been discovered. But with so many constantly fighting over it, nobody had been able to claim it.
“No, but it won’t matter. It’ll be easy pickings. And probably worth a lot, too. We’ll get going just as soon as we hire a new janitor.”
Their previous janitor had marched off the boat seething with rage over the seagull poo incident the moment they’d docked in Atlantis.
“We won’t have time to hire anyone if we want to get to that shipwreck,” Kei said. “Besides, I doubt there’s anyone left looking to go anywhere other than Pohjola.”
“You’re right. We’ll just have to split the chores between all of us,” Alethea said to a round of groans.
“Fine, but I'm not doing the dishes,” Rico said as he rose to head to his duties.
“And I’m not doing the laundry,” Marina said, sharing a look with Alethea before she left along with the others.
“Donovan, new recruit. Show him where to sleep,” Petturi ordered his cook, not even looking at Varri as he sauntered to his cabin and shut the door.
“Don’t worry about the chief,” Donovan said as he led Varri through the corridors, dodging crewmen on their knees making repairs. His neat golden-brown hair and middle-class Londoner accent sounded highly out of place amongst Vikings. Then again, none of them were real Vikings. They only dressed up and played pretend, like everyone Undersea. “Just stay out of his way and try not to rile him up and it won’t be so bad.”
“Right,” Varri said, biting his lip.
“I’m Donovan, the ship’s cook. I’ve been on the Fenrir longer than most. So, if there’s anything you need to know, then just come to me.”
“Will do.”
“These are the barracks. Just find a spare blanket and an empty spot,” Donovan said, indicating a small room with blankets laid out on the floor and a few Vikings lying snoring on top of them. “More importantly, this is the kitchen. We spend most of our free time here.”
He led Varri into a room full of Vikings, just as filthy as the rest of the dingy submarine. Varri’s nose turned up at the putrid smell. None of the other Vikings noticed as they hunched over their bowls and steins, their eyes distant and empty. Varri recognised those looks; the faces of people who had given up long ago.
“There’s some bread to hold you over, if you want,” Donovan said, offering Varri a loaf hard enough to knock out a grown man.
“Thanks,” Varri muttered, tearing off a piece with some difficulty.
“Where have you been, love? We’re starving,” a Viking said as he rose to put an arm around the cook. He was one of the men who had been accompanying Petturi in Atlantis; a tall Polynesian man with ink-black skin and long, flowing hair. His Viking attire was decorated with patterns and symbols of the Polynesian islands and a shark-toothed club hung from his holster. The man looked as if he could punch through walls and kill an elephant with a single fist. Yet when Donovan arrived in the room, a bright smile crossed his face and he pulled the man into an embrace, which Donovan readily returned.
“I was showing the new recruit around,” Donovan said, twisting in the man’s embrace to face Varri. “Varri, have you met Inoki Kekoa, my other half?”
“You two are married?” Varri said, looking between them with a tightness growing in his chest.
“Going on twenty-two years now. And I wouldn’t change a second of it,” Inoki said, placing his forehead against his husband’s so that they seemed to share the same air for a moment.
“Must be nice,” Varri said, looking to the floor.
“Ignore those two lovebirds. Maybe then Donovan will actually get started on dinner,” a particularly huge Viking said.
Donovan grinned, gave Inoki a final kiss, and headed to the stove.
“What do you want, Thorstein? We’ve got egg and kelp. Egg, beans, and kelp. Egg, sausage, beans, and kelp.”
“I don’t like kelp!”
“Well, it’s all we have.”
The man was distinctly Scandinavian with a wind-battered face, matted dirty blonde hair in a braid that reached to the small of his back, and a beard nearly as long decorated in elaborate braids. Varri could’ve almost sworn that his axe was an actual antique from the Viking age. “Name’s Thorstein. Thorstein Erikson,” the huge Viking said to him, taking Varri’s hand in an embrace so strong it nearly crushed his fingers.
“Erikson? As in—?”
“Yes, as in Leif Erikson. I’m his brother!” Thorstein said, puffing out his chest.
The others around him groaned.
“Not this again,” Donovan sighed.
“For the last time, Thorstein, you are not a real Viking!” Inoki said.
“I am so! I fell off my brother’s boat and was frozen in the ice. Next thing I know I’m thawing out in your underwater boat, and here I am,” Thorstein argued.
“Don’t worry about him,” Inoki whispered into Varri’s ear. “He’s a bit screwy in the head, but he’s alright, really.”
The rambunctious laughter was quickly halted as everyone looked towards the kitchen door. Varri followed their gaze to see Petturi standing in the doorway.
“Why haven’t we left yet?” he asked.
“We’ve been making repairs all day. The crew need to rest,” Inoki said, stepping forward, almost as if he were forming a barrier between Petturi and the rest of the crew.
“Rest when you’re dead,” Petturi said. “I don’t want to waste any more time. If any of you don’t like it, you’re free to leave and find some other crew. That’s if anybody else will take worthless rats like you.”
His words were met only with silence.
“That’s what I thought. So, do your jobs.”
The Vikings slunk out, their heads down, complaining under their breath about their lack of dinner. Even Donovan ducked behind the kitchen counter, hoping not to be noticed. It was just as Varri had suspected. They were all there for the same reason he was; because they had nowhere else to go.
“You, fresh meat,” Petturi said to Varri, making him stiffen. “There’s a fresh load of laundry for you. Hope you enjoy scrubbing underpants,” he said with a laugh.
As Varri ducked out of the room, he heard Inoki talking to the captain.
“I still think it’s too risky. You know how dangerous Pohjola is,” he said.
“It will be worth the risk,” Petturi said. “That treasure will make me the richest and most powerful man Undersea.”
“Us, you mean. We all get a share of the treasure.”
“Yes, yes. You all spend your money however you want. But I want something more than just money to pay my bar tab,” Petturi said. “Redscalp’s treasure is what I’m owed.”
 




Chapter Two -Shipwrecks

“Speed steady at thirty-one knots.”
“Good.”
“No enemy submarines around. No submarines at all, actually.”
“Keep a close eye on that sonar, Ling. The ship should be nearby,” Alethea said, trying to stifle a yawn.
The front window stretching across all three sides of the submarine’s hull basked the oblong, copper-plated bridge in glimmering ocean-light. With that and the lamps in their sconces, they had enough light to see the consoles which lined the walls, leading to the wheel at the front, overlooking the ocean. Kei looked on as she usually did from the upper level, separated from the main part of the bridge by a spiralling staircase.
The past week or so had gone by uneventfully, even more so than long sea voyages usually did. The most interesting thing they’d seen in days was a rock shaped like King George’s head.
The rest of the crew were clearly just as bored as Alethea, and worse at hiding it. They slumped against their consoles, yawned without covering their mouths and even fell asleep where they sat. She didn’t mind that much. There wasn’t exactly a lot to be mindful of out here with no enemy submarines to worry about. They only had to keep their eyes open for the treasure, and the sonar could do that for them.
A tug on her trouser leg brought Alethea out of her boredom. She looked down to see a baby sea otter, barely two weeks old, looking up at her with small, black, beady eyes. His puffy fur begged to be petted. He held up his little paws to Alethea as if he were handing something to her, the same way Marina had done when she was small.
“What have you got there, sweetie?” she said, reaching down to take what the pup offered her.
He placed something small and wet in her hand. She opened it to find a half-chewed raisin sitting in her palm. At least, she hoped it was a raisin.
“No, Kappa, that’s not right!” Shirokani said, scooping the pup up in his arms. The otter squeaked and tugged on his owner’s long, ebony hair. He’d had to tie back his hair since he’d gotten the otter, but it still found a way to bite his moustache. “You were supposed to give her the note, remember?”
“What are you doing?” Alethea asked as she watched the boatswain – a Japanese Ainu man with long hair framing his thin face – with his latest pet.
This wasn’t the first time that Shirokani had adopted a baby animal. In the two years he’d been on the Barracuda, he’d already adopted a cat, a turtle and a squirrel, and tearfully released them all once they were old enough to survive on their own. This one had been bought from a fur trader in Atlantis with his share of their last haul.
“He has a small pouch just here,” Shirokani said, rubbing at Kappa’s armpit. “I want to train him to pass secret messages for us.”
“It could work,” Alethea said, staring at the raisin in her hand. “With some practice.”
“Well, we’ve only just started. He still has plenty of time to learn.” Shiro cooed over his pet, drawing out a bottle of diluted whale milk from his weapon holster.
“Is that one of Marina’s old bottles?”
“I found it in the storage room. Do you mind if I use it?” Shiro asked, even as Kappa suckled from the bottle, milk spilling out onto his fur.
“Well… of course not. It’s not as if I’m going to use it again,” Alethea said, rising to check on Ling.
“Anything yet?” she asked for what must have been the hundredth time.
“Wha… Uh… Not yet, Captain,” Ling said, jerking awake and hitting his head on the console. “There’s nothing there.”
“This is where Erikson’s ship should be. Keep your eyes peeled.”
“Aye, Captain,” Ling said, his eyelids already drooping.
“Perhaps the sonar isn’t collaborated properly,” Marina said, leaning over Ling’s half-asleep form and flicking some switches. “I think I can… there!”
A series of flashing dots appeared on the screen.
“Ah, so it was collaborated incorrectly. Nice work,” Alethea said, raising a hand to pat her daughter on the shoulder, letting it hover in the air for a moment, then running it through her hair.
Marina puffed her chest before pointing to one of the dots. “Is that it?”
“Yes,” Alethea said, looking out the front window – the Barracuda's eyes from the outside – at the Viking longboat before them. It had been dilapidated by years underwater and almost entirely taken over by ocean life. “And look at that, nobody around to stop us!”
Marina rolled her eyes and sat down at the claw controls. “I can work these, if nobody else wants to.”
“If you want to,” Alethea replied, suddenly finding it difficult to look her daughter in the eye.
“Didn’t I tell you this would be worth it?” Alethea said, beaming over the spread of Viking artefacts laid out on the meeting room table – torcs, coins, axes, and all manner of other Viking things.
“They don’t look all that valuable,” Marina said as she picked the seaweed off a half-worn helmet.
“That’s just because they’ve been underwater for so long. They’ll look better once we clean them off. So, how much are they worth, Kesä?”
The accountant frowned. “These are not Leif Erikson’s things,” she said.
“They’re not?” Alethea said, her face falling. “But everybody says that’s his ship.”
“They are wrong. Whoever owned these was poor.”
“Well, they must still be worth something. How much?”
“Not enough to pay our expenses.”
“I knew it,” Marina said, throwing the worthless helmet down so hard that it split in half. “I knew we should have gone after the jade.”
“Now hold on, just because this hoard isn’t worth anything, that doesn’t mean we can’t find one that is,” Alethea said, holding out her hands.
“None as valuable as Redscalp’s treasure,” Kei whispered just loudly enough for Alethea to hear.
“How much is Redscalp’s treasure worth, Kes?” Rico asked.
“I don’t know. What is in it?” the accountant replied, picking up her abacus and pushing her glasses down from her hair, which more closely resembled straw.
“I heard there’s a real Plato scroll,” Marina said.
“There’s a rumour that the Honjō Masamune sword is in there, too,” Shiro added.
“And that Leonardo da Vinci painting that was stolen from Paris.”
“And something called a Sampo. I can’t remember what it is, though.”
“So how much is that worth, Kesä?”
“Hetkinen, I count,” Kesä said.
She stared unblinking at her abacus, moving the beads so quickly that none of them could keep up with her, muttering calculations in her native Finnish. Even if any of them did also speak Finnish, they probably wouldn’t have understood her mutterings.
“All together. Divided by thirteen. Minus repairs and expenses. This is only guess, but…” Kesä’s eyes widened and she held the abacus at arm’s length. “Voi luoja…”
“Well?” the others asked, inching closer.
“I’m buying a lakeside cottage!” Kesä squealed.
“That much?” Kei said, her eyes widening.
“A lakeside cottage won’t even make a dent in a single share,” Kesä said, hugging her abacus to her chest.
“I could buy a mansion. And a suit and a horse-drawn carriage and a crown,” Ling muttered to himself, the tiredness vanished from his eyes.
“You see, Captain? It’s a risky job, but when it’s done, we’ll never have to do anything so risky ever again,” Kei said.
“It’s not even that far. Only a few days away,” Rico added.
“We can get there before any of the others find it,” said Kirana, the helmswoman, a young Indonesian woman with long, flowing, dark hair and eyes the colour of tree bark.
“I still don’t know…” Alethea said, looking at Marina. “There are so many people going after it.”
“We have just as good a chance as any of them,” Kei countered. “In fact, we have a better chance, because you…”
Her eyes widened and her hand flew to her mouth.
“Because you what?” Rico asked, looking at Alethea.
“Nothing,” she replied, looking towards the door, sweat beading against her skin.
“It’s not nothing. What is it?” Marina asked, stepping towards her. “You’re our captain, so you’re not supposed to hide anything from us.”
She looked to each of her crew and finally to Kei, who shrugged.
“Sorry. It just came out,” the quartermaster said.
“No, I may as well say it.” Alethea gave a long sigh before she continued. “A long time ago, when I first came Undersea… I was part of Redscalp’s crew.”
“You?” Marina said, her mouth hung open. “You worked for the most notorious Pirate captain who ever sailed Undersea?”
“There’s no need to be quite so surprised,” Alethea said, running a hand through her hair. She swore she’d found several new grey hairs that hadn’t been there at her last check that morning.
“Hold on, I’ve been here five years, and you never once brought up that you worked for Captain Redscalp?” Rico said.
“She never told me either. And I’m her daughter!” Marina said.
“There was… some bother when I retrieved the jade for him—”
“You found the jade?” Marina all but screamed.
“I am learning so much today!” Ling said.
“Ugh… Yes. And this is exactly why I didn’t want to tell any of you,” Alethea said, rubbing at her temples.
Truthfully, their reaction was only one of the reasons. The other was one she didn’t even like to think of, so she would keep it to herself.
“Before any of you ask, I don’t know exactly where the treasure is. I was already on the Barracuda and pregnant by the time Redscalp hid the treasure and the jade,” Alethea said, to which the crew collectively deflated. “None of this matters, anyway. The Pohjola Trench is still too dangerous.”
“Shouldn’t we take a vote?” Kei said.
“Yes, a vote!” everybody else agreed.
Alethea looked between all of them, wanting to protest or convince them otherwise. But there was nothing she could do when a vote was called for. It was part of the Pirate’s articles of agreement.
“Fine,” she relented.
“Everyone who wants to go after the jade and the treasure?” Kei asked.
Twelve hands shot into the air with a cry of “Aye!”.
“And who wants to keep on scavenging shipwrecks for stuff like this?” Kei asked, picking up a chipped stone beaker.
Everybody looked to Alethea.
“Oh, I suppose it doesn’t matter,” she said, throwing her arms up in the air.
“Let’s get started, then. Julius, I want the engines up and running in five minutes. Shiro, get us ready to leave. Warwick, map out our course.” Kei gave out orders and the others didn’t hesitate to rush out the door, each of them twittering with excitement.
“So, you said you don’t know where the treasure is,” Warwick said, laying out his navigation charts on the table and glaring at them with his single eye (the other was covered by an eyepatch, and he’d never told them exactly why), “but do you have any idea of the general area? Or even which ocean it’s in?”
“I only know it’s somewhere here, in the Jade Forest,” Alethea answered, pointing to an area off the coast of Southern Vinland.
“Wait, it’s inside the Forest?”
“That’s right.”
“Well, then how the bloody hell are we supposed to find it? Subs that go in there never come out again.”
“That’s what the jade is for. It’s magic. Leads the way through the forest.”
“Ah, so we won’t even need a treasure map. Even better,” Warwick said with a rare smile as he gathered up his mass of maps and carried them towards the navigation room, where no doubt he would lock himself away and not let anybody else in until his course was plotted.
“I’m still not certain about this,” Alethea said to Kei once the two of them were alone.
“I know. But think about Marina. Once we do this, you can find somewhere safe for the two of you to settle down. You won’t have to put her in danger ever again,” Kei said.
“You speak like this will definitely work.”
“Of course, it will. We have Redscalp’s own crewman leading us,” Kei said, clapping Alethea on the shoulder. “Oh and… sorry for spilling your secret.”
“I suppose they would have found out eventually,” Alethea said, crossing her arms.
“You saw how impressed they were. Not many Pirates can say they have one of Redscalp’s own leading them.”
“I don’t like thinking about what happened back then,” Alethea said with a sigh.
“Of course,” Kei said, gathering up the worthless treasure into a bag so that she could throw it out. “I won’t bring it up again.”
Alethea stared at the blinking dot on the sonar screen and listened to the regular “blip” that came with it. Each one brought them deeper into the Pohjola Trench. Every blink of light made the sickly feeling in her stomach worse. She didn’t tell the rest of the crew, who chatted about all the things they were going to buy with their shares of the treasure as they went about their jobs on the bridge.
They could just about see the trench through the window. The jagged walls climbed up as tall as mountains, steeping them in darkness. If it weren’t for the lights at the front of their submarine leading the way, they would have been in total darkness, even now during the summer.
Creatures they couldn’t identify scuttled into crannies as they passed. Decaying ships, seemingly from every continent and era of history, lined the ground.
“Those look recent,” Shiro said, staring at some of the crashed submarines, which shared the Barracuda’s modern plating. He gripped Kappa tightly; the baby otter greedily guzzled his whale milk, unaware of how afraid he should be.
“Probably the same ones who came here looking for the stone,” Alethea said with a shudder.
Everyone knew that danger and death were commonplace Undersea, yet seeing the remains with her own eyes still made Alethea queasy, even after all the years she’d lived below the waves.
“How did something as valuable as Redscalp’s stone come to be in this hell hole?” Warwick asked.
“Redscalp was protective over his treasure. He probably thought that nobody would ever find it down here.”
“He probably thought that nobody would want to come looking here,” Kei said.
A crackling came over the shortwave. A Barbarian submarine emerged from the darkness, coming towards them.
Alethea stiffened.
Barbarians were one of the toughest and most feared factions Undersea. Encounters with them rarely ended without a nasty fight. She untensed when she noticed that this boat was badly battered, entire chunks of its plating hanging off or missing.
“Are you Pirates going after the jade?” a shaking voice came over the shortwave. Again, highly unlike Barbarians.
“Yes, we are.” Alethea took the shortwave speaker from its hook by the communication station and spoke into it, the others watching on with dour faces.
“You have to turn back now. There’s a… a thing down there and… it’s impossible! It’s too vicious,” the Barbarian captain said.
Alethea had never heard a Barbarian show fear before.
“Thanks for the warning,” she said as the battered sub drifted away, no doubt towards the nearest repair station. She turned to the others. “That is exactly why I never wanted to come down here in the first place. Turn around. We have to go back,” she ordered loudly enough for the entire bridge to hear.
“Mum, we can’t. Not when we’ve come this far,” Marina protested.
“And we still have a chance to get away before whatever is down here tears us in half.”
“We voted to do this, and you can’t go against the vote, even if you don’t agree with it,” Kei said, walking down the staircase to stand before Alethea.
“Yes, but I can go against the vote if I think we’re in danger. Which I do. If Barbarians can’t make it, then what chance do we have?”
“What do the rest of you say?” Kei addressed the crew. “Do you all still want to do this?”
“I’m in. We’re tougher than any old Barbarians,” Warwick said.
“Me too. Since we’ve come this far,” Rico added.
“I want to take the risk,” Marina said.
“It seems I don’t have a choice, then,” Alethea said, burying her head in her palm.
“Don’t worry, we’ll be fine. If it does get too dangerous, we’ll leave quicker than a Viking sobers up,” Kei said with a smile that was probably supposed to be reassuring but didn’t stop the sickly feeling in Alethea’s stomach.
They travelled for a long time through the inky darkness, alert to avoid a collision, passing by many other ruined ships on the way, which seemed to become more dilapidated the further they went. Eventually, they saw skeletons hanging off the sides of the ruined ships or lying helplessly on the ground. Nobody said a word as they passed by.
Just when the silence and the litter of wrecks and corpses seemed endless, a high-pitched shriek erupted across the bridge. Alethea was startled out of her thoughts to turn and see Shiro trying to calm Kappa as the pup thrashed and screeched in his lap.
“This is strange,” Shiro said as he shoved a finger into Kappa’s mouth to quiet him, which only muffled his cries as he squirmed and clawed and bit. “He’s never done anything like this before.”
“Can’t animals sense things? Maybe whatever those Barbarians were talking about is nearby,” Marina suggested.
“How will we know when we’ve found it?” Rico asked.
A roar shook the entire sub.
“Probably something like that will happen,” Kei said.
The bridge was plunged into darkness as a black shape filled the front window. All they could see was a giant body, at least five times the size of the Barracuda, with thick, coal-black tentacles dragging along the ocean floor and dragon-like wings protruding from its back. It looked upon their boat with every one of its five shining silver eyes, each as large as a knight’s shield. Teeth as tall as a man and sharp as a spear were revealed when it opened its jaws. It cried out again, so loudly that Alethea felt the floor shaking beneath her.
“Iku-Turso,” Kesä said, staring at the window, trembling.
“What?” Alethea asked, turning to her.
“A story from my country. A monster from the sea. I didn’t know it was real!”
“Well, I didn’t think that cipactli was real until it killed—”
“Captain, look!” Kirana said from the wheel.
She pointed to a spot on the ground just visible through Iku-Turso’s looming tentacles. Alethea ran across the bridge to the helm and saw a faint glimmer.
“The stone,” she said, the words catching in her throat. Even from this distance, she still recognised it, and it reminded her why she had never wanted to see it ever again.
“This thing must be guarding it,” Rico said.
“That’s why Redscalp hid it all the way down here,” Kei added. “No better way to keep people away from your treasure than having a monster like this one guard it for you.”
“How could he tame a beast like that?” Shiro asked as he drew out a fresh bottle of whale milk from his bandolier to satiate Kappa’s squalls.
“Redscalp was full of secrets,” Alethea said, shaking her head. Too many bad memories were returning to her all at once, and not a single one of them was welcome.
The creature before them let out another deep rumbling sound and swung out one of its tentacles. It would have clipped their side if Kirana hadn’t thrown her weight on the wheel and steered them starboard just in time.
Her steering was clumsy, but it always got them in the right place. Alethea had always suspected that Kirana had lied about her past experience when she’d taken her on as the helmswoman. But by the time she’d figured that out, they’d been in the middle of the Pacific, so she hadn’t been able to do anything about it. She never had gotten around to confronting her about it.
“Maybe we can distract it,” Kei suggested.
“How, exactly?” Alethea said before another tentacle swung at them.
This one caught their bow, sending a piece of plating flying across the front window.
“Captain, there’s something else approaching,” Ling said from the sonar console.
“Oh, what now? Don’t tell me there’s more than one of those things,” Alethea grumbled.
“No,” said Ling, “it’s another sub.”
The sight of a wolf-head mast appeared from the side window, snarling at the Barracuda. Alethea groaned. So did everyone else. This was clearly a Viking sub, shaped almost exactly the same as the longboat they’d found earlier, with differently patterned shields decorating its side. A flag depicting a silver coin inside the mouth of a skull flew proudly from the top sail.
“Oh shit,” Kirana said, gritting her teeth.
“It’s the Fenrir,” Marina said.
“Petturi Konna’s crew,” Rico confirmed.
Alethea had heard plenty of stories of submarines which had clashed with the Fenrir, and none of them ended well.
They could only watch and listen as the Viking ship’s torpedoes tore through the water and exploded on Iku-Turso’s body.
The creature made a sound like a thunderclap, so loud that they had to cover their ears. It thrust its tentacles at the wolf-pronged sub, but it dodged them easily. Viking ships were amongst the fastest Undersea.
“What do we do now?” Kirana asked.
“I say we let them distract it for us. Let icky turtle, or whatever its name is, attack them while we nab the stone,” Rico said.
“I say the same thing,” Alethea chimed in as one of the rogue tentacles struck their side and they were nearly knocked to the ground. “You and Kirana go.”
Rico was their weapons master, and Kirana had been raised in a Bajau village – she was the strongest and fastest swimmer amongst them.
Alethea kept a close eye on the front window as the two of them dashed out and equipped themselves with breathing masks, flippers and goggles. She was so focused that she didn’t notice Marina slipping away.
“We’re in the airlock. Ready to leave,” Rico’s voice came a few minutes later.
“Not yet. Hold on…”

The Fenrir’s torpedo hit its target with a satisfying boom.
A horrifying screech seemed to fill the entire ocean as Iku-Turso cried out in pain. Blood as black as the rest of its body shot out as one of its tentacles fell with a heavy thud to the ocean floor. The unclaimed jade fell with it. Only then could they see that the jade was attached to the tentacle.
The monster’s eyes fixed on the Fenrir, using its remaining tentacles to launch itself at the sub, leaving a trail of inky, black blood.
“That’s it. Go, go, go,” Alethea shouted into the shortwave.
They went. She watched them swimming out, towards the gemstone.
“They’re coming,” Kei said.
Alethea saw three Vikings in scuba suits of their own leaving the Fenrir and swimming towards her crewmen. She was about to tell them through the shortwave, but she didn’t need to.
Rico had already turned and unsheathed one of his swords. The pointed part of Kirana’s retractable spear launched out and hit a Viking in the arm.
Through the corner of her eye, Alethea saw a third person swimming downwards. A Pirate. She looked around the bridge and her heart fell. “Marina…”
Marina did her best to block out the roars and the explosions and the blood dissipating in the ocean and focus on the distant, shining speck on the trench floor. She tried not to think about how fast her heart was racing or how her gloves were already soaked with sweat.
But she wanted to do this anyway. Because she wanted to prove to her mother that she could. Because she loved the feeling of being out in the open ocean. And because she was beginning to realise that this might be her last adventure. That was why she had snuck out the back hatch whilst her mother wasn’t looking.
She wouldn’t have minded watching the fight between the Pirates and the Vikings if she didn’t have something far more important to do. Thankfully, her mother had been teaching her to swim practically before she could walk. With that and her flippers, she swiftly reached the ocean floor and brushed aside the sand to reveal the stone and the thick iron chain it was attached to.
It was even more beautiful up close; about the size of her palm, heavy and smooth in a shimmering green with black bands running over it, shining with a radiant light as if it held all the secrets of the ocean. It was no wonder that Iku-Turso guarded it so closely, or that Redscalp had gone to such great lengths to hide it. She could see why so many had risked their lives and died trying to find this. And there it was, within her grasp.
Her hand took hold of the chain. And so did a hook.




Chapter Three – When the Viking Bares His Steel

Marina looked up into a pair of icy blue eyes which struck her cold. She had seen those eyes once before. This was the Viking girl who had been with Petturi Konna in Atlantis. And now she was here, in front of her. Looking straight at her.
The Viking grabbed Marina with her free hand, which she only then noticed was her only hand. On her other arm was the hook holding the chain, the end as sharp as a knife.
“Hey, my sub was here first,” Marina said, pressing a button on her helmet so that she could be heard. “The stone is ours.”
“Like hell it is,” the Viking said in a rough Icelandic accent, the syllables seeming to shoot straight out of her nose.
A crash made them look up to see Iku-Turso slamming its head against the Fenrir. Both the Vikings and Pirates spun through the water, simultaneously trying to avoid the monster and knock the weapons out of each other’s hands.
The blonde girl then glanced downwards at the dislodged tentacle. Marina followed her gaze and saw that it covered part of the chain, holding it firmly to the ocean floor.
“We’ll have to move this,” the Viking said, tugging the chain and finding it immovable. “I don’t think I can lift this myself. And the others are occupied.”
“Truce?” Marina asked, her heart fluttering a little faster.
“For now,” the Viking replied.
Something about the way she spoke set off a fizzing sensation inside Marina, like bubbles were rising inside her.
“We won’t survive many more of those, Captain,” Kei said as yet another stray tentacle shook the ship and sent half of them falling over and crying out in pain.
Even though the monster’s attention was turned on the Fenrir, they were still close enough to receive the collateral hits. Yet Alethea couldn’t let them get further away just yet.
“More of them are coming,” Shiro said, alerting Alethea to even more Vikings ejecting from the Fenrir, heading straight towards Rico and Kirana. And after them, right towards Marina.
“I’m going out there,” Alethea said, pulling her breathing mask from its regular place at her belt and checking her holsters for her weapons.
“You sure?” Kei asked, her brow creased.
It had been a long time since Alethea had fought alone. Or fought at all.
“Weren’t you the one who wanted me to take a risk?” Alethea quipped as she hastily pulled on her diving mask and ran to the airlock, not even bothering to fix her scarf across her face as she always did when she left the Barracuda. She’d just have to risk being seen this time.
She did take a brief moment to feel for the holster hidden underneath her shirt. Even though she always kept it there, she felt a wave of relief when her fingers brushed the gun. Robert’s gun. The one he’d given her all those years ago to defend herself. She’d kept the gun close ever since then, just in case. So far, she’d never had to use it. But today was different. Now Marina was the one she had to defend.
Aim between the eyes. She and Robert had been given that piece of advice years ago. She had to remember that now. If it came down to it, always aim between the eyes.
“On three?” Marina asked, to which the Viking nodded. “One, two, three… Bloody hell, this thing is heavy!” she said as they heaved the tentacle up, the strain making her already-tired fingers throb even more.
“I know. It’s going to be hard getting the dents out of the boat,” the Viking added.
They finally tossed the dismembered tentacle aside, where it landed uselessly on the seabed, sending up a cloud of sand. Both girls quickly swam back to grab the sections of chain they had been holding before, looking awkwardly into each other’s eyes once again.
Marina desperately tried to think of a way to escape the girl, which was difficult as she didn’t quite want to tear herself away from those blue eyes just yet.
“Will your captain beat you if you don’t take the stone back?” the Viking asked.
“No. She’s not that bad. Will your chief beat you?”
“I can handle him.”
That didn’t answer her question.
“One of us does need to take it before that monster destroys us all,” Marina said. “And I’m sorry to tell you this, but it’s going to be me.” She let go of the chain.
By the time Alethea reached them, Kirana had the string of her spear wrapped around her and Rico was having his helmet bashed by two axes at once, nearly hard enough to crack it. With a swift kick, she knocked one of the axes out of its owner’s hand. The Viking gripped his injured arm while his crewmate, a particularly angry and grizzled looking Viking, launched at her, brandishing his axe at her unguarded body. Thankfully she was smaller and faster and in the water he moved sluggishly. She dodged his swing just in time to feel it pass by her.
“It’s weird seeing you here,” Rico said when his senses returned to him. “Not complaining though,” he added as he reached for one of his pistols and fired at the Viking’s weapon hands.
Alethea took this chance to glance downwards to check on Marina, ready to swim down and rescue her from whatever the Viking girl was doing to her. She saw the Viking still gripping the chain, no doubt about to fight Marina for it.
Arrows sped through the water before Alethea’s eyes and she turned to see more Vikings approaching, underwater bows in hand. This was going to be more difficult than she had anticipated, she thought as she gripped her own gun tighter. She took the risk to glance downwards again, planning where she should fire to rescue her daughter. But she didn’t need to. Her daughter was already rescuing herself.
In the moment it took the Viking girl to be surprised, Marina jabbed her hand against her forearm. She flinched at the pain to her pressure point and released the chain. Marina grabbed it again and placed her feet against the other girl, using her body to launch herself upwards.
What she hadn’t counted on was the other girl being quick enough to grab her foot. When she felt the grip around her ankle, she looked down to see the Viking pulling her down by her leg. She hissed at the shot of pain as the hook wrapped around her ankle, the pointy end digging into her leg. She struggled, but the Viking was too strong, her hook holding too tightly. When she was close enough, she hitched an arm around Marina’s waist then pulled her arm back so violently that Marina winched and let go of the chain.
The Viking slid her hook into one of the chain links. There was no way Marina could get the chain away from her now. Unless…
Marina picked up her gun, a Blanch percussion pistol made for underwater fights, and fired right at the tip of her hook. It hit and temporarily startled her opponent. In that brief moment, Marina swam the distance between them and slipped the chain off her hook.
The Viking looked at her with fire in her eyes, her hand reaching for her axe. This was it, Marina knew. Now the Viking girl was ready to fight her to get what she needed. And even kill her if it came to it.
A furious Viking wielding an axe was one of the most dangerous things above or below the sea. Perhaps even more dangerous than Iku-Turso.
Marina wasted no time in turning and swimming to her friends. To her surprise, her mother was there too, firing at several of them at once. Her heart stopped. Perhaps she was in trouble.
The bubbly, fizzing sensation was gone. Instead she felt clammy and didn’t want to look at her mother.
With a glance downwards, Alethea saw her daughter swimming towards her. Marina wasn’t looking at her, but she could see the chain in her hand, the luminous green stone shining even in the dim light. Despite the wave of relief cresting over Alethea at the fact her daughter had survived a fight against a Viking, the sight of the stone up close made her queasy.
“Hey, they have the stone!” one of the Viking men said with a curiously English-sounding accent. He lunged for them, sending a familiar sense of dread through Alethea. The one she’d felt when she’d watched Robert being dragged down by the jaws of a crocodile monster.
But Marina twisted around and fired at the Viking, barely missing his groin. He stopped, his eyes wide, and watched as she swam towards the Barracuda. Alethea shared a look with Rico and he followed her close behind, his gun still in his hand to defend her if he had to.
Alethea turned away from her daughter to face the Vikings. It was just her now against half a dozen of them. Marina’s warning shot had done its work. Now she had to hold them off until her daughter reached the Barracuda with the stone.
“Move aside. I’ll take her.” A new Viking joined the fight, the others parting to let him pass. Alethea had never seen him before, but she knew this was Chief Petturi Konna.
A roar from Iku-Turso interrupted their fight. Each of them instinctively covered their ears, forgetting that they were all wearing diving helmets.
“Chief,” the tall Polynesian Vikings said over the sound.
“Not now, Inoki,” the chieftain said, refusing to look at him as he swam closer to Alethea, who gripped her own sword tighter. She considered how quickly she could draw Robert’s gun from its holster and fire.
“Chief, it’s about to rip the Fenrir apart. We need to leave now,” Inoki said, placing a large hand on the chief’s shoulder.
Aletha risked a glance to see that the creature, blood pouring from its severed tentacle, was close to tearing off the Fenrir’s hull.
“Damn you, Pirate arseholes. Think you rule the entire ocean,” one of the more particularly violent Vikings said, throwing his axe to the ground in frustration. It took him a moment to remember that he was underwater and desperately grabbed it again before it sunk into the seabed slime.
The chieftain said nothing. He kicked himself off his crewmate to cross the distance to Alethea. She barely raised her sword in time to clash against his axe.
“I hope you don’t think Redscalp’s treasure is yours to take, Barracuda,” he growled.
There was something in his voice which shook Alethea. Something which bothered her even more than the axe in his hand or the monster roaring close by.
“Who are you?” she asked without knowing why.
With a motion so swift it made her gasp, he grabbed her arm and pulled her closer. She could see his face clearly through his helmet. She could see his hair, rust coloured and streaked with grey, spread across his forehead and his dark brown eyes, looking straight into hers as if he were inspecting her.
“I’m Petturi Konna. And I am the rightful heir to Redscalp’s treasure. It’s what I’m owed.”
“What makes you think that?” Alethea said, hoping that he couldn’t feel how much she was shaking.
“Because I was the one who helped him find that treasure. And the one who helped him hide it,” he said before releasing his grip on her arm, turning, and swimming back to his boat with the rest of his crew.
Alethea could only float in the water, her sword almost forgotten in her hand. She knew now where she recognised that voice and those eyes. She remembered why he scared her so much.
Aim between the eyes.
“Alethea? Alethea, come on!” Kei’s voice came over the shortwave, breaking her out of her shock. “We have to leave now. What’s wrong with you?”
“Sorry. I’m coming,” Alethea replied before turning and swimming back to the Barracuda. She almost couldn’t find the submarine, for her mind was in too much of a haze.
“Kirana, get us away from that thing. As fast as we can move,” Kei ordered the moment the airlock doors slammed shut and Alethea was back on the bridge.
She was supposed to be the one giving out orders, but she could only grip the railing, close to collapse. She suddenly found it difficult to walk or even stand. All she could make out was the Fenrir speeding away through the water, Iku-Turso unable to follow at the same speed with its injured tentacle. The creature could only scream in warning for them to stay away.
“With pleasure,” the helmswoman said as she twisted the wheel almost in a complete circle.
They could still hear the monster’s roars as they made their way at full pelt back through the Trench, but the cries grew distant and they knew it wasn’t going to follow.
“We did it!” Marina cried out, holding up the stone triumphantly as she and the rest of the crew cheered, slapping each other on the back and admiring the sparkling gem.
“Take that, you Viking bastards!” Ling shouted as he and Marina struck their fists together, full of smiles.
“That was amazing. You really let them have it, nena,” Rico said, ruffling Marina’s hair in a way which he knew she hated, yet giggled at anyway.
“What should we do about the Fenrir, Captain? It’s getting away,” Kirana broke through the noise of the celebration to ask.
“Mum, are you alright? Mum?” Marina asked.
“What?” Alethea looked up, only then noticing her daughter and the rest of the crew looking upon her with concern. “Just… Just let them go. I’ll be in my cabin,” she said and left the bridge.
“That was weird,” Marina said as she watched her leave. “She didn’t even punish me.”
“Did you see that shit back there? Their Pirate captain kicked me right in the hand! And that little Pirate brat nearly shot my dick off!” Varri grumbled as he stepped through the Fenrir’s airlock, tearing off his diving mask and replacing it with a horned helmet over his greying black curls.
“So what? It’s not like you’ve ever used it for anything.” Thara laughed along with the others as Varri looked to the floor and twisted his lips into a half smile.
“Welcome back.” Donovan greeted her with his usual warm smile and lilting upper-class English accent, which sounded almost out of place amongst Vikings. Thara had always liked this skinny, brown-haired Englishman; the way he sang while he cooked, his kind smile, and his imaginative stories. It made up for the fact that his cooking tasted like it came from the pits of Hell. “How did it go?”
“No luck with the stone, but our Thara put up quite the fight,” Inoki told Donovan as he wrapped his large, strong arms around him and kissed his forehead.
“Is that so? I wish I could have seen it.”
“That Pirate girl was quite a fighter. I was impressed,” Thara said, staring at nothing for a second.
Inoki and Donovan looked at each other and grinned.
“What? I’m always impressed by strong fighters,” she said.
“Yes, it was the same thing with me. The first time I heard Inoki sing, I told myself it was just his voice I admired,” Donovan said, squeezing Inoki’s shoulder.
“Are you saying there’s something wrong with my singing?” Inoki chuckled.
“Of course not, my dear. You know what I mean.”
“I know. I was only teasing you,” Inoki said, pulling his husband close to kiss him on the cheek. It was strange to think that this was the same man who had been swinging his club at Pirates only a few moments ago.
A pot of stew was hurled out of the kitchen, sending a smear of broth and vegetable chunks sliding down the wall. The laughter abruptly stopped.
“I hope that wasn’t tonight’s dinner,” Thara sighed.
“It was,” replied Donovan as he followed a steaming Petturi out of the kitchen.
Thara wasn’t too fond of Donovan’s cooking – not that she would ever tell him – but the sight of it decorating their walls was disheartening after a long and difficult fight. She’d been looking forward to some stew and beer and laughter with the others.
“Any of you worthless, booze-loving turd goblins want to explain to me why you let those Pirates get away with my stone?” Petturi snarled.
“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because there was a monster about to tear our sub apart?” Thara said.
“And why did you let a little Pirate girl – a girl! – get her hands on the stone in the first place?” Petturi said, descending upon her, his eyes wide and unblinking.
“She was a better fighter than me,” Thara admitted, wanting to look away from Petturi, but knowing that she couldn’t. It would only make him angrier. “It’s not like I could have helped that.”
“You couldn’t help that she attacked you first?”
“She didn’t—”
“That’s what I saw.”
“Well, maybe she did…” The fight had happened so quickly that she could barely remember the intricate details.
“If you had fought first, you could have gotten that stone from her,” Petturi said, his weapon hand raised. “Perhaps I should reconsider your place on my crew.”
“That’s enough, Petturi,” Inoki’s firm voice came from behind her. His tall frame stood between Thara and the chief. “I know you’re angry. We all are. But it’s a long way to the Jade Forest. It’ll take them at least a month to get all the way across the Atlantic. We have more than enough time to catch them and take the stone back. And this time we won’t have a sea monster attacking us while we do it.”
Petturi stood rigid before him, their eyes locked. Thara’s heart raced until he finally sighed and ran a hand through his hair, which once must have been as red as fire, but was now streaked a smoky, bonfire grey.
“Just do your jobs. All of you. Make the repairs. Prepare your weapons. And find those wretched Pirates,” Petturi spat out. “And you,” he said, jabbing a finger into Varri’s chest, “You were even more useless then the rest of these ironheads. I should never have hired you as our cleaner. Just look at this place,” he said, digging his foot into the stain-smeared floor. “Maybe if you weren’t pissed all the time, this shitwreck would be cleaner and you might have killed a few Pirates for me. You can clear out and replace the torpedo tubes. I don’t care if it takes you all night.” He marched to his cabin and slammed the door behind him.
Marina wanted to celebrate their victory in the galley with everyone else. They had done what she had wanted, gotten what they needed, and come out with only a few bruises. Yet she couldn’t join in the festive celebrations with the rest. She had too much on her mind.
Once she’d finished the squid skewers and honey cakes which Thandi had made for the celebration, she’d gone straight to her bunk and shut the door. Her bunk was always her refuge, even if she had to share it with four other women. She insisted on not getting any special treatment just because she was the captain’s daughter and insisted on sleeping in the bunk room with everyone else, despite their messy habits and late-night snoring.
Today, she was thankful that the room was empty. She needed time alone to think. That Viking girl wouldn’t leave her mind. Even after everything that had happened, she still wished she could see her again. She wished she could be by her side. Even if that meant the girl would be trying to kill her.
During that fight, her heart had been pounding. And not just because of the adrenaline running through her. This was a different kind of heart pounding that she hadn’t felt before.
But what did this mean? She knew so many things about living and fighting Undersea, but she didn’t know what to do about this. How could she feel this way about an enemy? An enemy whose name she didn’t even know.
She thought again of her mother and the look in her eyes whenever she mentioned Robert. About the look of disapproval when Marina had cut her hair short and the smile when she’d made a joke about her having a boyfriend.
That one fight seemed to have changed everything about Marina’s life in an instant. She’d always had a clear idea of how her future was going to go; she was going to spend her life on the Barracuda going on quests and eventually find a boyfriend like her mother had done, except hopefully without him dying horribly and leaving her pregnant. But now that future had entirely changed.
Kei found Alethea slumped in a chair in the captain’s cabin. She hadn’t even bothered to turn on the lamps. Her eyes were wide, her breathing shallow, and her fingers gripped the jade, staring at it almost with revulsion.
“I know something’s wrong with you. Don’t try and deny it,” Kei said, turning on a lamp and pouring out glasses of rum for both of them from the decanter which was always kept on the sideboard. “Do you want to tell me about it? Or do I have to force it out of you?”
Alethea took the offered rum glass and took a sip with a shaking hand. After several minutes and several long sips, the shaking had stopped and she spoke.
“That Viking chieftain... I recognised him. He didn’t remember me, but I knew him.”
“How do you know him?” Kei asked with a raised eyebrow, taking a sip from her own glass.
“His real name is Lewis. I knew him when he was Redscalp’s quartermaster. I was with him that day…” She almost choked on her own words. “The day we were sent to find this,” she continued, gripping the stone. “When the cipactli attacked us.”
Kei gripped her own glass. She didn’t need to be told the rest of the story, for she knew it already. How they’d found the stone and then found a cipactli, a crocodile monster. Alethea had been rescued in time by the Barracuda, but her boyfriend…
“Was he the one who…?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.
“Yes,” Alethea said, turning to face her old friend, “he was the one responsible for killing Marina’s father.”




Chapter Four – The Boarding Party

“What are you all thinking of doing with your shares?” Vernon asked as he scribbled away at his manuscript.
Each of them had a hobby to pass the time and prevent themselves from going stir-crazy during their ocean-spanning journeys. For the bearded Frenchman, it was writing.
“I’m finally going to buy my own sub,” said Julius, the engineer, dimples showing in the corners of his mouth, his smile almost as bright as his sandy hair. “I’ll make it the best sub in all of Undersea.”
The others all grinned, barely surprised. Julius had been found stowing away in the engine room many years ago when he was even younger than Marina was now. When they'd found out that Julius had been keeping the engines working in secret, the captain at the time had let him stay, and he’d been with them ever since. None of them had ever found out where he was really from or how he’d wound up sleeping on the floor of their engine room, but he kept their engines in such good order that they didn’t question it.
“I’m going to buy the fanciest suit there is and go to the opera house!” said Ling.
“You? Fancy?” Thandi, the boat’s cook, laughed her deep rasping laugh as she snipped off the dead leaves from her indoor plants. Her amber eyes didn’t miss a single one and her large, dusky hands made quick work of them. “How can you ever hope to be fancy when you can’t even rinse your own dishes?”
“Oh, and what are you planning to do with your share?” Ling snapped back.
“Same thing anybody would: I’m going to buy a huge house with a big garden. Then my babies will finally have some sunlight,” she said as she ruffled her leaves.
That made sense to Marina. Thandi had grown up in a poor Zulu village. She’d also been a man, and had moved Undersea so that she could freely live as a woman. Even so, hearing this conversation made her fidget and frown.
“Isn’t it bad luck to talk about this?” Marina asked, barely looking up from the book she’d bought in Atlantis. She’d already read it three times over, yet still found herself drawn into the story. It was exactly the type of book she loved – full of heroes, daring feats, and people who didn’t fit in but still found a place where they belonged.
“You’ve been a Pirate brat for too long, Marina. You’re too superstitious.” Warwick snickered from his and Rico’s card game.
“I won’t mind getting away from those sailor superstitions. I’ll be glad when we can retire and I can finally get my own place on dry land. Free of otters,” Rico said.
“He’s just a baby, he can’t help it,” Shiro retorted, cradling Kappa.
“I can’t sleep at night from that thing screeching.”
“You’re never on time for your shift, anyway.”
“The only cries I should be hearing at night are from whoever I’m—”
“Not in front of the baby!” Shiro yelped, covering Kappa’s ears.
Rico forced his hands away, leant closer to the snuffling otter, and loudly said, “I was just saying to your master that I want to hear—”
“If you traumatise my baby again, I won’t bother patching the cracks above your bed the next time there’s a leak,” Shiro said, pulling Kappa away.
“Just another reason why I need my own place,” Rico said, retreating to the corner to polish his pistol. “I’ve never had a house of my own before,” he added with a dreamy glint in his eye.
“Me neither. It will make a nice change,” Shiro said, staring wistfully at nothing in particular as Kappa chewed on his sleeve.
“You two won’t miss our adventures?” Marina asked, finally putting her book down. It was impossible to concentrate on reading with those two quarrelling, anyway.
“Maybe a little,” Rico said, pausing his polishing for a second to stare at the wall. “We have had some good times on this old clunker.” He knocked the metallic wall, listening to it echo and ripple throughout the entire room.
“Like the time we ran into that dragonturtle,” Thandi said with a grin.
“Or when we found that floating island full of hidden rum barrels,” Warwick added.
“Or the time I fought a narwhal with my bare hands!” Vernon said.
“That never happened!” Julius laughed.
“It did too. I’m putting it in my book,” Vernon said, tapping his quill against the pages of his manuscript.
“But… but retirement will be good too,” Rico said, polishing his gun harder.
“Yes, it will be nice to focus on writing,” Vernon added as he fiddled with his quill.
“Good for you,” Marina grumbled. “I’m only sixteen and my mum is already making me retire.”
“What’s so bad about that? I wish I could have retired when I was sixteen,” Warwick guffawed. “Could’ve saved myself a lot of bother.”
“She’s only doing it because she loves you, Marina,” said Kei. “You know that. She wants you to have a better life than all of us have had.”
“I’m happy with my life already. What are you going to do with your share, anyway?” Marina asked, looking straight at Kei.
“Well, I won’t have to put up with you lot anymore, for one thing,” Kei said, returning her a tight-lipped smile.
“As if you could go without us for more than two seconds.”
A metallic ringing brought their talk to an abrupt halt and made each of them freeze. The alarm. An approaching enemy. Their card games and books were quickly abandoned as each of them hurried out the door, scattering to their stations.
“What’s happening?” Alethea demanded as she hurried down the staircase separating her cabin from the bridge, trying to pull on her jacket and tie her hair into a bun at the same time.
“The Fenrir,” Kirana called over the alarm.
“Shit,” Alethea muttered as she saw the wolf-head mast coming almost roaring at them from the murky seawater. “Fire cannons.”
“They’re too close already. The ricochet would screw us over,” Rico said, his usual cheerfulness vanished from his voice.
“Well, what can we do?”
“I… I don’t know,” Rico replied, looking between her, the window, and his console.
“Then we’ll have to retreat.”
“Captain—” Kei tried to counter.
“Mum, we can’t—” Marina began at the same moment.
“Sometimes we have to run,” Alethea told them both at once. “Kirana, turn us around.”
Each of them gripped onto whatever they could reach as the boat twisted on its side, coming about-turn and gained speed again.
“They’re coming up behind us. Three hundred feet and getting closer,” Ling said, his voice shaking.
“Cannon fire might actually speed us along now…” Rico said, looking up at Alethea.
“Do it, then,” Alethea ordered. “Brace for fire,” she spoke into the shortwave receiver.
They grabbed whatever parts of the boat they could reach for a second time as Rico let the cannons loose. It felt as if their stomachs were left behind as they were projected through the waters by the blast. The sound of impact rocked their entire boat, and seemed to vibrate across the sea floor all the way to Vinland.
“We lost the bastards!” Rico said, slapping his console.
“Don’t celebrate too early,” Kei said, pulling down the periscope. “They’re still coming. And that looks like another torpedo.”
“Brace for—” Alethea called, but she wasn’t quick enough. The blast shook them all out of their seats and off their feet. She was thrown forward, the wind knocked out of her as she slammed against a console.
“All hands… all hands…” she wheezed, struggling for breath. She glanced around but couldn’t see Marina, her vision waving. “Ma... Ma… Marina… where…?”
“She’s right here,” Kei said.
Alethea turned and finally saw Marina shielded in Kei’s arms, looking at Alethea with a scowl.
“All hands sound off,” she finally spoke, her throat still sore.
“I big muh tangue,” Ling answered.
The rest of them only groaned and grumbled their responses as they rose to their shaking feet.
“Captain, they took out our propulsion,” Julius’s voice came over the shortwave.
The Barracuda was at a standstill now, a vulnerable guppy floating in the open ocean.
“Ne geffing cosar,” Ling said.
“We’re going to be boarded,” Kei said as she and Alethea looked gravely to each other.
“What do we do? Captain?” Rico asked as every pair of eyes on the bridge fell upon Alethea.
“Do you all remember that drill I made you all go over, even though you hated it?” Alethea asked the crew.
“Abandon ship?” Marina said, her voice shaking.
“Not yet, sweetheart. The Tax Collector Drill.”
Petturi’s footsteps echoed across the Barracuda’s narrow walls as he and his boarding party dropped through the hatch. He’d boarded many subs before, and even a few surface boats, and was used to greeting the invariably present welcoming party of crew defending their vessel, and overtaking them with ease. He’d never stepped aboard an enemy sub to find it empty before. The crew definitely hadn’t had time to abandon the sub, or they’d have seen the escape boats leaving.
“They’re not here,” Varri said as he and the rest of the boarding party glanced all around.
“We can see they’re not here Varri, you tit,” Petturi snarled, wondering why he had even bothered to bring the drunken janitor with them. “Be careful. Pirates are sneaky bastards. Remember what they pulled in the trench? You never know where they’re going to—”
The walls suddenly dropped into a narrow slit in the floor. Out of them burst a dozen Pirates, who jumped upon the Vikings, wrestled them to the ground, and wrenched the weapons from their hands before they had time to realise they were even there. One pulled out what was supposed to be a weapon from his holster, but only found a baby bottle full of fatty milk.
Varri screeched and received a gash to his hand from one of the lady Pirates – the captain, Petturi recognised her – before he tugged his own blade from its scabbard.
“Don’t be an idiot!” Petturi growled at him.
Varri looked to the floor like a child being scolded by his teacher before he got enough wits together to swing his blade towards the other Pirates who had Thorstein pinned to the ground.
Close by, Thara barely dodged a sword before it took off her head. She didn’t even need to turn to see who wielded the blade.
“You again,” she growled as she drew up her own curved blade, which instantly became locked with the Pirate girl’s sword.
She knew that a gun would be more effective, but there were rules Undersea even amongst warring factions, and one of them was that guns were never to be fired inside of submarines. A bullet could easily pierce a hull and sink the entire boat, taking both attackers and defenders down with it, plus any plunder they carried.
So a sword would have to do for now. Not that she minded. She was far better with a sword than a gun, anyway, and she had been itching to face this Pirate girl in combat again. This time it would be to defeat her.
“Yes, me. This is my submarine. And you’re not having it,” the Pirate said, knocking her away to give herself enough reach to slash at her once again.
Thara lunged for the girl’s heart, only to have her blade blocked and their faces brought close together.
“We don’t need a jerry-built sub. You know what we want.”
“Well, you can’t have that either. We won it fairly,” the Pirate said as she lunged her sword underneath Thara’s torso, missing only because she blocked with her shield at the last moment.
“You are good,” Thara admitted without wanting to.
“So are you.”
“My mother taught me,” Thara said, lashing forward.
“Well, my mum taught me,” the Pirate replied, slashing back.
“Thara, focus. You can flirt later,” Inoki said as he swung his shark toothed club at the Pirate’s quartermaster.
“Oh, Thor’s hammer, Inoki,” Thara shouted, raising her shield not only to defend herself but to hide her reddening face.
“Leave them alone. It’s romantic. Just like how I met my wife,” Thorstein said, gazing at the pair with a gushing smile as he twisted one of the Pirate’s arms into an awkward shape. Another was quick to strike at his legs, prompting the Viking to release him. “Did I ever tell you that story? It was a crisp autumn day, and my brothers and I were ransacking—”
“You’ve told us this story at least a dozen times already,” Thara groaned.
“Could you all please remember what we’re here for?” Inoki said as he swung at his opponent.
“You can tell your chieftain that—” the quartermaster began before glancing all around. “Where is your chieftain?”
Inoki’s assault halted as he looked around the small hallway.
“Where is your captain?”
Petturi stalked his way through the empty corridors, cautiously glancing into each room he came across. The Pirates’ ambush from the walls of their own sub had been sneaky, yet also exactly what he had needed to distract them long enough to duck out of the fight and search their boat. They’d helped him without even realising it. And he was always a man to take such opportunities. Even Redscalp had once complimented his resourcefulness.
It had been a long time since he’d been on a Pirate sub. A long time since his days with Redscalp. Yet he remembered enough to know that the stone had to be well hidden. The best logic said it would be in their treasure room. In any other raid, he would’ve headed straight there and emptied it before they had time to stop him. But he also knew that these Pirates were craftier than usual. They wouldn’t keep something so valuable in such an obvious place. So far, his search had only turned up a tiny otter trying to bite his leg. A swift kick had sent it scurrying away to hide in a pile of dirty laundry.
Eventually, he found a room with a four-poster bed rather than slim bunks. This had to be the captain’s cabin. He had a similarly comfortable room in his own sub, one which the others complained about since they had to sleep on thin blankets on the floor. He always told them that they were lucky to have blankets at all. He’d gone without them before.
He paced across the room and threw open the large wooden wardrobe, tossing things aside without a glance. Years of experience told him that this was the most likely place for the stone to be hidden.
There it was in a red velvet bag, hiding at the back of a wardrobe, as many secrets were. He tipped Redscalp’s jade out of the bag and held it in his hand for a moment, feeling the weight and staring into the shimmering depths.
A shiver went through him. It had been years since he’d last seen it. He’d thought it lost for good. It was finally his, after all these years. He’d never prepared himself for this moment.
He never expected to feel the sharp tip of a blade pressed against his back.
“If you don’t put that down and get out of my bedroom, I will cut you through,” the woman said. Petturi turned to face the Barracuda’s captain. He’d seen her only briefly in the Pohjola Trench, yet it was easy to recognise her now, even with the scarf covering her face. She probably thought it concealed her completely. She was wrong.
“Don’t worry – Alethea, was it? I don’t usually make a habit out of sneaking into women’s bedchambers uninvited,” Petturi said, slipping the chain holding the gem around his neck. The weight and the cold pressed against his chest felt right, like he was finally complete. “I was just retrieving something that belongs to me.”
Alethea surprisingly didn’t object to his words. She merely stared at him, her fists clenched against the handle of her sword.
“You really don’t know who I am, do you?” she said.
“Do I need to know? From what I’ve seen, you’re only a second-rate Pirate.”
“I’m an excellent Pirate. I’ve been running this ship and raising my daughter all alone. Thanks to somebody,” she growled.
“You have a daughter?” Petturi said, lowering his weapon slightly.
“Yes.”
“I see. That’s why you’re doing this.”
“I’m doing this so that she can have a better life than I’ve had. So she won’t have to suffer like I did,” Alethea said. She was probably spilling this secret to try and draw pity from him. That wasn’t going to work, either.
“What do you know of suffering?” Petturi said, barely having time to react before he felt the cold blade against his throat.
“That stone doesn’t belong to you and you don’t deserve one coin of Redscalp’s treasure,” she said, her teeth bared like the street dogs Petturi used to fight with over food scraps.
“I deserve it more than anyone. I’ve waited sixteen years to get back what that bastard owed me. Now, you’re in my way,” Petturi said, reaching for the gun holstered at his waist.
“Don’t! If you fire that in here then both of our crews will drown,” Alethea said, her eyes darting between his face and the gun.
“I only need one bullet in your gut to get past you. Your pathetic little boat will be safe.”
Her blade pushed closer to his throat, leaving a faint trickle of blood. He only just had time to draw up his own blade to knock her off before she took off half his face. He grinned.
“What is so funny?”
“I know something you don’t know,” he said in a mocking sing-song voice, like one child teasing another.
“What?”
“Hmm… should I tell you?” he said, running his finger across the topside of Alethea’s blade. “Nah. It’ll be funnier if you figure it out for yourself.”
He shoved the blade towards her and she flailed helplessly. In that half a second, he drew out his gun and fired into the wall of her sub.
Her blade halted mid-swing.
“That was half an inch away from the temperature control systems,” she said, looking at the bullet-sized hole in the plating of her bedroom wall. Sweat beaded on her forehead.
“My aim is a little off these days,” Petturi said, cocking his gun again and aiming it back at the wall. “I’m usually much better on the second shot. Do you want to see?”
“You’re not trying to go easy on me, are you?” Thara asked when Marina barely missed her shin.
“I never would,” Marina replied.
“Good. I can’t stand it when people go easy on me.”
“Tell me about it. I hate it when Mum goes soft on me during – ow! Son of a biscuit eater!” Marina cursed.
She cursed even louder and worse when Thara scratched at her hand with her hook, leaving a long red line and nearly making her drop her own sword. Marina was stunned for only a moment before she released a barrage of strikes against Thara, backing her against a wall and raising her sword.
The Viking flinched.
“Stop,” Alethea said, taking Thara by the shoulders and moving her out of the way, leaving Marina’s sword to meet only air. “Everyone stop, now.”
“What the hell, Mum? I just had her,” Marina shouted.
“You did not!” Thara squirmed in Alethea’s strong grip, staring daggers at her.
“It doesn’t matter,” Alethea said, putting herself between the two girls. “The fight is over. I surrendered the stone to Chief Petturi.”
She nodded to Petturi, who strode up to her, his gun aimed at the wall.
“That’s the oxygen extractor!” Julius cried, dropping the wrench he had been using as a weapon.
“Exactly. So, if any of you Pirates make a single move against my crew, then you all suffocate. I’ll be taking my stone either way,” Petturi said, fingering the gem around his neck.
“What are you thinking, Petturi? You’ll kill all of us, too,” Inoki hissed, barely able to hold himself back from rushing forward and knocking the gun out of his Chief’s hands.
“Then these Pirates will have to make a choice if they don’t want to share a grave with us. So, what’s it going to be?”
The Barracuda crew tensed, but laid down their weapons theatrically slowly. Once done, they stood aside to let the Vikings squeeze past them.
“Good choice,” Petturi said as he followed his crew up the ladder, sneering at the Barracuda crew all the while before giving them a final insulting salute and slamming the hatch door shut.
“I fucking hate that bastard,” Rico said, kicking the wall.
“We all do,” Thandi said, picking up her bloodied kitchen knife.
“At least we’re safe,” Alethea said, putting an arm around Marina’s shoulders.
“We were safe before. And we also had the stone,” Marina said, wrenching free from her grasp.
“Well, what did you want me to do, sweetheart? Let them drown us all?” Alethea half-shouted back, throwing her hands in the air.
The torpedo came so quickly that none of them had time to process it as the blast slammed them against the wall. A warning siren, louder and more blaring than the intruder alarm, sounded as water burst out from a hole in the plating.
“Get to your posts!” Alethea bellowed over the siren, but a second torpedo rocked the ship, sending pieces of their hull crashing to the ocean floor.
She ran to the bridge, dodging falling debris and wading through the gathering water, building up faster than the pumps could get rid of it.
Once they reached the bridge, Rico shouted something in Spanish before he pulled a lever, sending a cannon streaking through the water straight at the Vikings. All it did was knock off the vane from their top sail as they disappeared into the murky ocean.
“What do we do?” Marina cried as she scrambled over the fallen debris.
“Get to the lifeboats.”
“We don’t have time,” Kei said as she stumbled through the water.
“The diving helmets…”
Kei shook her head.
“I… we…” Alethea stammered just before a shower of glass poured over them.
The window had cracked. Sparks emanated from the machinery, sending them flinching away. They could clearly see the ocean floor drawing ever closer.
This was the very situation she’d been afraid of and had been trying to avoid. Yet it was a situation every captain knew they could expect at any time, but didn’t want to accept would ever happen to them. She’d felt this way once before, all those years ago when she’d watched Robert being dragged down by the sea monster. At that moment, she’d felt certain that she was going to die, too. She’d been lucky that time. Yet everyone who sailed the ocean, above or below, knew that Lady Luck’s dice rarely rolled in your favour more than once.
“At least now I can finally meet Dad. You want to see him too, don’t you?” Marina said as she sidled closer to Alethea.
“Yes, but I would have wanted at least a few more years in this world with you, my dear,” Alethea said as she held Marina close, both of them shaking as they waited for their inevitable deaths.
She felt the gun holstered on her as it always was. Perhaps in a few moments she would see Robert again. She would like that. She had wanted that for sixteen years.
Her eyes locked with Kei’s, who was similarly clutching her sobbing son against her bosom, and gave a nod of recognition. They’d been through a lot together. They’d raised their children side by side on this boat. And they’d always known that a day like this could happen. They just hadn’t wanted to accept it.
But over the screeching sirens, the mumbled prayers, and the sparking machines, the sub suddenly groaned. Not the type of groan one would expect from a submarine about to crash against the ocean floor.
“We… we’ve stopped sinking, Captain,” Kirana stammered, staring at the helm as if she couldn’t believe it was still there.
Daring to look up, Alethea saw what seemed to be the translucent surface of a bubble covering the gaping holes in their sub, halting the water which now sloshed around their legs. Something flashed past their windows, quick and shimmering from the sunlight that had managed to penetrate to these depths, so far beneath the ocean surface. At first Alethea thought it was a shark or a dolphin. But then more of them appeared, staring in through the window.
“I don’t believe it,” Shiro said, nearly dropping Kappa as they all looked in wonder at their saviours.
“So, the legends are true…” said Marina, voicing what each one of them was thinking as they gaped out the window.
The merfolk outside gaped right back at them.
 




Chapter Five – In the Hall of the Ocean Queen

For a long while, the Barracuda crew could only gape like tourists at the merfolk before them, who until a few moments ago had only been legends to them. About a half dozen floated in front of the window. Just as the stories said, they had entirely human heads and torsos, most of them with dark skin and long, flowing, charcoal-black hair. The women wore tops which seemed to be made from shells, pearls, and coral and shimmered in the ocean-light. Both the men and women wore elaborate decorations in their hair and shining pendants made from shells, stones, and all of the other beautiful and shining objects found on the ocean floor.
But their tails were the most magnificent of all: perfectly resembling the tails of fish or dolphins in vibrant colours, glistening like the precious glassware that Alethea’s family had once collected.
One of them, a pale-skinned man with hair as bright as the sun and a forest-green tail, carrying a triton and wearing shoulder pads, swam up to the bubble which separated them from the crushing power of the ocean.
“Are you alright?” he said in a Scandinavian accent.
“It spoke!” Ling squealed.
“‘He’, Ling. Not ‘it’,” his mother hissed, pinching him behind the ear.
“Um… Yes, we can speak. Are any of you hurt?” the merman repeated.
“Just a moment. I’ll have to check,” Alethea said. “Is anyone hurt?” she spoke into the shortwave.
“The machines are soaked! I don’t think the rust will ever come off the motor,” Julius’s shaking voice replied, distorted slightly by the water damage.
“Are you hurt, Jules?”
“What? No, we’re fine down here, Captain.”
“Infirmary is fine, Captain. Just a few wet bandages,” Sasha’s voice came next.
“Kes hit her head, but otherwise the galley is fine, Captain,” said Thandi. “Although the coffee has been ruined.”
A muttering of “dammit” came from somewhere.
“It looks like we’re fine, thank you,” Alethea replied to the merman.
“That’s good. I’m Mikkel, of Queen Kiwu’s royal guard,” he said.
Alethea found it strange that a merman had a name which was common amongst Scandinavian men on the surface, and that he spoke with such a familiar-sounding accent.
“We noticed your battle on our sonar. When we got here, we saw your submarine about to crash on the ocean floor, so we stepped in. I mean swam in. I’m sorry, it’s hard to let go of surface expressions,” Mikkel laughed, rubbing his blonde hair.
“It’s just like last week when you told me to ‘put my best foot forward’. What does that even mean? Do all humans have a best foot?” one of the merfolk said.
“Anyway, we can take you to Ndeku so your vessel can be repaired. I’m sure that Queen Kiwu will want to speak with you, too,” Mikkel continued.
“Thank you, Mikkel. We are indebted to you,” Alethea said.
“Oh, don’t worry about debt. The Queen will handle that.”
As he gave out orders to the rest of his troop, Kei whispered to Alethea, “What do you think he means by that?”
“I don’t know. But we are indebted to them, so whatever it is, we won’t have a lot of choice.”
“We won’t be able to catch up with the Fenrir in time.”
“I know,” Alethea said with a sigh, feeling more disappointment than she’d expected. “At least we get to meet a queen.”
“I thought you’d met plenty of royalty before.”
“I was nobility, not royalty.”
“Seems the same to me,” Kei said, receiving a playful shove from the captain.
Of course, Alethea knew what the joking around was really about. With the Vikings gone, the stone out of their hands, and their sub about to fall apart, their chance of reaching the Jade Forest and finding Redscalp’s treasure had just sunk to the bottom of the ocean. It was about as likely as discovering the real legendary city of Atlantis.
Alethea should have been relieved. She’d never wanted to go on this quest in the first place, and the fact that they’d almost died had proved her point. But she had felt an odd surge of adrenaline during their adventures of the past few days, even when they’d been so close to death. It felt like the adventures she and Robert had been on with Redscalp years ago. And now, after wasting so much time and effort on fighting a legendary Nordic sea monster and a persistent band of Vikings, it would be back to salvaging forgotten treasure stashes and scraping seagull poo off the hull.
She tried not to think about it as she spoke with Mikkel about how they would get the damaged submarine to the merfolk’s kingdom. Through some magic she didn’t know, the bubble shield held as the merfolk lifted their broken sub and placed it on the back of a giant stingray, which was called to them by a blow of a conch shell.
The creature was another amazing sight, three times larger than any other ray that any of them had ever seen. It was surprisingly tame, allowing the merfolk to pet it and feed it treats at the giant mouth on its underside. When the Barracuda had been secured with some seaweed ropes, it glided through the water, its elegant fins swaying gently, propelling them through the water with speed and grace.
The journey took a few hours, which gave Alethea time to go through every room of the Barracuda. Thankfully, the only major damage was the men’s bunks being half-covered in water.
Everybody helped with the repairs as they journeyed to the merfolk’s kingdom. Those left on the bridge chatted with the merfolk on the way, asking them endless questions about their direrays (as the huge creature carrying their sub was called) and telling them about their battle with the Vikings and Iku-Turso.
“You really fought Iku-Turso? You’re pulling my leg,” Mikkel said when he heard the story. “I mean my – oh barnacles, I did it again!”
The only real problem left was that Kappa had been injured, but refused to keep still long enough for Shiro to bandage him. Each time he tried, the otter squirmed, cried, and bit him. Even when Rico tried to hold him still while Shiro bandaged his injured leg, it still didn’t work.
“Let me try something,” Alethea said, taking the screeching otter from a grateful Rico, who had several scratches covering his hands. “Oh, the gentle rivers of Iceland, how I missed them so,” she sang.
The men stared at her, their mouths hanging open. She hadn’t used her old singing training in a long time. They hadn’t even known that she could sing. Kappa stilled in her arms, staring up at her, mesmerised by her song and comforted by the vibrations in her diaphragm. Just as she’d intended.
She indicated to Shiro. He realised what she was doing and fixed the bandage onto Kappa’s injured leg, who remained still and calm as he listened to Alethea’s song. She finished just as Shiro had tied the bandage.
“There you go. That wasn’t so bad, was it?” she cooed at the otter, scratching his head before handing him back to Shiro.
“Since when can you do that?” Rico asked.
“How did you know it would work?” Shiro added.
“I used to take singing lessons. That was from the opera version of Leif Erikson and the Golden Sea,” she answered. “And it’s how I used to distract Marina whenever she hurt herself when she was little.”
“We’re learning a lot about you lately,” Rico said, tickling Kappa, who gnawed at his fingers. “First you used to work for Redscalp, now you’re apparently an opera singer. Is there anything else you’re not telling us?”
“Everybody has secrets,” Alethea said as she left to return to the bridge.
After a few more hours of travelling, a cry of “Sweet Poseidon!” erupted across the bridge as everyone clamoured towards the bubble screen to see the city of Ndeku. A towering castle made from a material Alethea couldn’t even identify appeared before them, twisting in the shape of a conch shell and glinting like the ocean during a sunset. They gazed at the merfolk’s houses and shops and in return, dozens of merfolk abandoned their tasks to swim up and stare in wonder at the incoming human submarine.
Eventually, the direray set the Barracuda down in a repair yard, considerably more drab compared to the magnificence of the city they’d just come through. The merfolk mechanics and engineers immediately swam in to fix the vessel.
With the caulk of the repaired front windows drying and the pumps draining the excess water, Mikkel returned from reporting to the queen. “I went straight to her to tell her all about you, and she’s excited to meet you all. She was practically jumping for joy. I mean… swimming for… satisfaction? Anyway, she’s invited you all to a welcoming banquet.”
“Wait, she wants to meet all of us?” Ling squeaked, open-mouthed.
“Yes, of course. The banquet is being prepared as we speak. I hope you all like seafood.”
“But… but we’re not dressed for meeting royalty! All of our clothes have been ruined,” Vernon said, tugging at his tunic which, like everyone else’s clothes, was stained with oil, grease, and blood.
None of them had offered to take over laundry duties in weeks. It was even worse for the men, who now had to watch all of their possessions floating through their bunk room. Vernon was lucky that he kept his manuscript in a waterproof box for just such an emergency.
“The queen won’t mind. She just wants to talk to you,” Mikkel said with a warm smile. It did little to assure the crew, who quickly tidied their hair and tried to get the blood off their clothes using only their spit.
As they went to the airlock and reached for their diving helmets, they were told that they wouldn’t need them. Instead they were met with another new wonder: the same substance which had held the air into their sub was used to create transparent air bubbles around their heads as they emerged from the sub. They poked and prodded at them but their fingers bounced back and they could see out perfectly clearly. They breathed in air so cool and fresh it could have come from a meadow.
All of them (except for Kappa, who had curled up asleep on the only dry blanket they could find) followed Mikkel up from the repair yard to the banquet hall, a little bemused at first at having to swim rather than walk. The merfolk, who could move through the water effortlessly with their magnificent tails, were amused at the sight of them paddling through the water with their arms and legs. Alethea had always considered herself quite an adept swimmer, but now she couldn’t help but feel ridiculously uncoordinated. The merfolk did at least wait for the crew to catch up when they saw that they couldn’t swim nearly as quickly as they could.
The magnificence of the palace’s exterior hid an even more majestic interior; the golden walls were decorated with antiques and artworks just like the stately homes Alethea had grown up in, but so different to what she was used to. The sculptures were attached to the wall instead of sitting on tables, and the paintings were made with some other unknown substance which wouldn’t fade away underwater.
A slight pang stung her heart at the thought of how much Robert would have loved to see such beauty. His family had been art collectors and he could identify an antique by sight alone. A collection such as this would have excited him to no end.
“Ling, don’t touch anything!” Alethea said in an angry whisper.
Ling was so startled he dropped the ceramic lotus flower he’d been admiring. Luckily for them it floated towards the ceiling, giving Marina enough time to place it back in its glass container before anyone else noticed.
Now a different feeling filled Alethea: fear of what such abundantly rich and cultured royals wanted from lawless, broke Pirates. She couldn’t risk offending them, but she would have to be careful until she figured out exactly what their motives were.
They reached the banquet hall’s lavish golden doors and Mikkel shared a few words with the waiting herald. He nodded for the two waiting guards to open the doors and motioned for them to enter the room.
Alethea could already hear a few stomachs rumbling and squeaks of sheer joy at the sight of the long banquet table laid out with large stones for chairs and tables piled with platters of exotic seafoods and underwater fruits, the likes of which the Barracuda crew had never even seen before. It had been a long time since any of them had seen so much food all at once, and for most of them it was the first time that such a rich dinner had been laid out just for their sakes.
Prying her eyes away from the food, Alethea glanced around the lush throne room, decorated with the most valuable treasures the castle owned (she made a mental note to check Ling’s pockets later).
The most magnificent sight of all sat on an ornate golden throne at the head of the room – a merwoman even more beautiful and richly dressed than the rest, with jewellery adorning her mahogany skin, pearls and precious stones tied into her long, flowing ringlets, and a deep purple tail. None of them needed to be told that this was Queen Kiwu.
Next to her sat a merman just as good-looking, with a striking blue tail and gold jewellery adorning his well-muscled body.
They didn’t look like cruel dictators willing to destroy them, Alethea thought. But she had been fooled before.
“Her majesty Queen Kiwu and her consort, King Akun,” the herald announced.
“Ahem,” came a voice to the side, and only then did they notice a young mergirl, about Marina’s age, floating just behind the throne, frowning at the herald.
“And the Princess Doyiny,” the herald hastily added, to which the princess emerged from behind the throne with her arms crossed over her chest, an annoyed gesture which Alethea recognised. She looked much like the queen, but with a pink and red tail, her hair in an elaborate up-do, and more mismatched jewellery adorning her body, no doubt in an attempt to impress the visitors.
The Barracuda crew, unsure of how to greet royalty, awkwardly tried to bow or curtsey, which was even more difficult when they were floating several feet above the ground. The Queen and her consort tapped their fists against their chests, obviously their sign of greeting, and the rest of them repeated the gesture as best they could.
“Captain Alethea,” the Queen said in a voice which Alethea recognised as refined by years of practice, “Mikkel has told me what happened to your crew, and how you were cruelly attacked by a Viking vessel.”
“Yes, Your Majesty. We are all indebted to you and your scouts for saving our lives.” Her years of etiquette training from her childhood had become useful. It was unfortunate that her teachers had never taught her how to remain dignified and hold a polite conversation whilst treading water to prevent herself from floating to the ceiling.
“I’m glad my scouts reached you in time,” Kiwu said. She then gestured towards the mountains of food in front of them. “Please, we don’t often receive human guests. Feast with us and tell us news of the human world.”
“Oh, thanks very much!” Ling said, dragging himself to the table. “I’m starving.”
“Ling!” Alethea said in a barely restrained snarl. “Please excuse my crewman’s rudeness, Your Highness. He’s not used to speaking with royalty.”
“No offense has been taken. We know what it feels like to be hungry,” Kiwu replied.
Much to Alethea’s relief, she smiled. Perhaps they were already on the way to making an ally. It always helped to have allies Undersea. Making an enemy had nearly gotten them killed.
With a wave of Kiwu’s bejewelled hand, merfolk musicians at the side of the room began to play melodic songs which were as peaceful and lulling as the ocean waves. Everyone, human and merfolk, took their seats for the feast.
The human visitors were a little nervous about eating at first, but soon found that by using drinking straws or placing the food carefully through their air bubbles, they could eat without them popping. All except for Ling, who got over excited and needed his air bubble re-inflated a few times.
“These are good,” Thandi said as she sipped one of the drinks. “Do you need these for hydration?”
“Oh no,” Mikkel said, “we just like the taste.”
“Come sit by me!” the princess said to Marina the moment the feast began, tugging at her sleeve and pulling her down to the seat next to her. “What’s it like being a Pirate? And the daughter of a captain? Have you ever been on land?”
“I, uh… Being a Pirate is great. Being a captain’s daughter is… fine. I don’t know much about land, though. I hardly ever travel to the surface,” Marina replied, eyes wide and unsure how to answer the barrage of questions.
The princess’s face fell at her final answer.
“Oh, but we did just get back from a treasure hunt on some cliffs.”
Doyiny’s face lit up again as she launched into her next barrage of questions.
“I’m afraid we must apologise for our daughter,” King Akun chuckled as he and his wife took their own seats at the head of the table next to Alethea and Kei. “She was born here in Ndeku and has never seen the surface, so she’s completely obsessed with it. I’m afraid she may not stop talking to your daughter for the rest of the evening.”
“That’s quite alright,” Alethea replied. “I worry sometimes that Marina doesn’t spend enough time with girls her own age.”
“Well, Doyiny is thirty-three years old,” Kiwu said.
“She’s thirty-three?” Alethea said, nearly dropping a piece of fish.
“Yes, merfolk age much differently than humans do. Would you believe that I’m eighty-three years old?” Kiwu said.
“You’ll have to teach me your secret, Your Majesty,” Kei said, making the queen laugh.
Alethea smiled. Things were going well, at least so far.
They chatted further with the royal couple over dinner. To Alethea’s surprise, and even more to Kei’s, they conversed as any people would; making jokes, listening to their stories, and sharing their own. Alethea was especially surprised that these royals were kinder and easier to talk to than most of the dignitaries she had grown up with. She didn’t feel afraid that saying the slightest wrong thing would insult them or ruin the entire dinner.
To her relief, the rest of the crew were getting along just as well with the merfolk. The humans were fascinated by the merfolk’s beautiful tails, and the merfolk were equally fascinated by their legs and the way they kicked themselves through the water.
When the feasting was over and the emptied platters had been cleared away, more drinks were brought out and the talk turned to news of the human world and their adventures seeking Redscalp’s treasure.
“Redscalp used to cause a lot of trouble for our people. He even stole treasures from our own palace,” Akun said with a frown.
“Really?” Alethea said. “I had no idea.” She thought it best not to share with them that she herself had once been one of Redscalp’s crew. It would ruin any semblance of friendship they’d already built.
“Even in death he’s still causing problems, even to his own kind.”
“But this Chieftain Petturi Konna worries me even more,” Kiwu added, staring into her goblet. “I understand his desire for financial freedom. But I fear that if he obtains Redscalp’s treasure, he will grow too powerful and gain too much control over our kingdoms.”
“The treasure really must be valuable,” Alethea said. “Kesä?” she called for the accountant, interrupting her conversation with a merman about the market value of seaweed.
“Y-yes, Captain,” Kesä said as she approached, shaking a little as she eyed the royal couple. Whether it was from nerves or because she was still slightly concussed from the earlier fight, Alethea couldn’t tell.
“Exactly how much is Redscalp’s treasure worth?”
“It’s… it’s almost immeasurable, Captain! That much money could fill a country’s treasury, or build a city, or—”
“Or buy an army?” Kei asked.
“Yes, that too.”
“So, whoever does own it will have more control than anyone else Undersea, perhaps even over the entire world,” Kiwu said.
“Meaning if Petturi Konna gets it, we’re all in trouble,” Alethea said, folding her arms and looking down at her empty plate. The pleasantries of the evening seemed soured now.
“I’d like to prevent that, if at all possible.”
Alethea’s insides fluttered and the tension she’d been holding in all evening finally faded. They had the same goal.
“That may be a possibility we’ll soon have to face. I don’t see any way we can get the stone back from him, or make it through the Jade Forest.”
“Actually, that’s why we wanted to meet with you, Captain. We might be able to help you,” Kiwu said, setting down her goblet and raising her hands, calling the room to silence. “We try to save humans in distress whenever we can. And if there is something we need but cannot reach ourselves, we might ask them to trade with us. Especially if it is something which can only be obtained from the surface.”
“So, there’s something on the surface you need, and you want us to fetch it for you to repay our debt?” Kei asked.
“Please understand, we didn’t save you for the sole purpose of gaining this favour from you.”
“We understand, Your Majesty. Your patrol did what any good Undersea citizen would have done,” Alethea said, smiling across the room to Mikkel, who twisted his hands and turned a deep shade of red.
“That is true. Yet it was also fortunate for us, as I believe your crew can find what we need, Captain Alethea. In exchange, we can trade you something that will help you with your quest and stop Petturi Konna.”
Kiwu beckoned a merman with a grey-blue tail who carried a coral chest.
“This is Haminu, one of our best inventors,” she said as she opened the chest and presented an object which looked like a small, shell-shaped mirror. “He has created this device which blocks a vessel from sonar.”
Alethea’s heart leapt as gasps of amazement came from throughout the room. Julius immediately jumped (or rather floated) to his feet and swam up to the head of the table.
“Can I see that?” he asked, nearly grabbing the device straight out of the queen’s hands in his eagerness.
“Jules, don’t be rude!”
“It’s perfectly fine,” the queen said as she handed the device to Julius, who turned it over in his hands, running them over the smooth coating and poking at the machinery within, the rest of the crew watching.
“This is… incredible! We’d be completely invisible to the Vikings,” Julius said, gaping at the device and running his hands across it as if he were handling the Holy Grail. “Well, I mean, they’d be able to see us. Just not on the sonar.”
“So, we wouldn’t even need to steal the stone back from them. We simply sneak behind them and let them lead us straight to the treasure. It’s brilliant,” Kei said with a sly smile.
“A device like this must require something incredibly valuable in exchange,” Alethea said, for she knew trade deals, and this was the most valuable object she’d ever needed to trade for.
“Indeed, it is. But what I want isn’t for myself, but for my daughter,” Kiwu said, motioning to Doyiny, who had left Marina’s side to join her. “Ever since she was a guppy, it has been Doyiny’s wish to live on the surface.”
“Really?” said Alethea, failing to hide the disbelief from her voice.
“Oh yes!” Doyiny said, clapping her hands together and spinning around. “The merfolk born on the surface have told me all about it. It sounds wonderful! I would give anything to live there with you humans.”
“Trust me, sweetheart, it’s not as great as you’re probably thinking. I gave up everything I had to escape my life on the surface and live Undersea. Why would you even want to leave the seas, anyway? It’s so much better down here.”
“How can you say that, Captain? The surface has birds and gardens and jungles.”
“The seas have reefs and whales and turtles.”
“And killer sharks, ice caps, and bottomless trenches.”
“The surface has finishing school and snow and… and pollen!”
“Akun and I have told her these things over and over again, Captain, but Doyiny still will not be swayed,” Kiwu said. “So now that she’s of age, I’d like for her to achieve her dream. As a mother, I’m sure you understand.”
“Yes…” Alethea muttered, glancing at Marina. She reminded herself that all of this was for her own daughter. For her entire crew. Even though Marina didn’t seem as excited about it as Doyiny was about her dream. But she still had to do it, regardless. “What do you need?”
“Do you happen to know how we merfolk became the way we are, Captain?”
“I’m afraid I don’t, Your Majesty. To be honest, up until today we all thought that your people were only legends.”
“That’s funny. My parents in the reefs still think that humans are fairy tale creatures,” said Haminu the inventor with a laugh. “They never believe me when I tell them that I’ve met humans.”
“It may surprise you to hear that many of us were once humans like you and lived on the surface,” Kiwu said.
“That is… surprising,” Alethea said, glancing around at the merfolk and their many-coloured fish tails.
“I myself am from a small village in Mali. As a young woman, I worked aboard a fishing boat. When I displeased the captain, he threw me overboard.”
“That’s awful.”
“I was luckier than most, for I was rescued and brought back to Ndeku, just as you were. When I was offered a potion to transform myself into merkind, of course I accepted. There was nothing left for me on the surface,” Kiwu said, hanging her head.
Akun placed his own hand over hers, and she glanced up at him and smiled again.
The sight warmed Alethea, yet also gave her a stab of yearning.
“Many of us here have similar stories,” Akun continued on his wife’s behalf. “Most are like our daughter Doyiny – the descendants of merfolk thrown overboard years ago.”
Alethea heard Ling whisper, “Wait… but how did those tw—?” before he winched slightly from pain as Marina twisted his arm and whispered, “Don’t think about it.”
“This is all fascinating, Your Majesty, but what does this have to do with our deal?” Alethea asked.
“Because, Captain, potions can turn a human into a merfolk, but we have yet to brew one which can do the reverse. There is a way, however, but it is much more complicated. The only way to change a merfolk into a human is to steal the voice of a human who has thrown one of their own overboard and caused them to become one of us,” Kiwu continued.
A servant handed her a flask with a long handle, which she gave to Alethea. “This flask is enchanted,” she explained. “You will be able to capture a voice in here. Steal the voice of a human who has turned one of their own into one of us, and we will exchange it for our anti-sonar device.”
“Steal a voice? Forgive me, Your Majesty, but that’s impossible,” Kei interjected. “Even if it were, we don’t have the time to peruse the entire ocean to find somebody who just happens to have tossed one of you overboard. The Vikings will have repaired their boat soon, if they haven’t already. How are we supposed to find a voice before then?”
“Forgive me for interrupting, madam, but we already have,” Mikkel said, swimming up to the high table with a piece of waterproofed paper in his hands. “We found this invitation to a party from a captain named Grail. If I remember the human calendar correctly, it should be in a few days’ time.”
“It is. What luck,” Alethea said, looking over the invitation, with words written out in the best calligraphy, decorated with faux-gold edges, and printed on the most delicate waterproofed paper money could buy. “And you’re certain that this Captain Grail has thrown one of you overboard?”
“Yes,” Mikkel said, twisting his hands together. “Me.”
“Oh, I’m so sorry, Mikkel.”
“It’s fine now, Captain. I’m much happier here. It’s just… I said something which Grail didn’t agree with, and he…” Mikkel hung his head and his friends placed comforting hands on him.
“We would have died if your patrol hadn’t found us. So, for you, Mikkel, we’ll steal the voice of this Captain Grail from the bridge of his own ship.”
He smiled as widely as the Pohjola Trench.
“Excelente,” Rico said, banging his fist against the table, sending the last piece of shrimp floating to the ceiling. “Parties are so much more fun when you haven’t been invited!”




Chapter Six – Captain Grail’s Masked Ball

“You’re certain you don’t want a necklace or a brooch or something to bring it together?” Kei asked as she brushed the wrinkles out of Alethea’s dress; a sky-blue evening gown.
She’d forgotten what it was to wear a dress which felt more like a sail. The skirt was so wide that she could only guess where she was stepping and the sleeves were so ruffled that she was tempted to scratch them every few seconds. They’d dug it out of a forgotten chest of clothing they’d discovered in the storage room. Most of them were in styles they’d long since forgotten had ever been considered fashionable. She’d thought that perhaps she could call it “vintage” and people would be impressed.
“It’s fine. Stop fussing,” Alethea said as she adjusted her headdress, her hair held in a neat updo for once. “You’re worse than my mother.”
“Don’t ever say that to me again,” Kei said, hitting her lightly on the shoulder. She was already decked out in her own outfit – a white and purple qipao which she had immediately laid claim to after pulling it out of the storage chest. One of Thandi’s water lilies adorned her hair and her nails had been painted a deep wine red. “Have you figured out yet how you’re going to steal the voice?”
“No,” Alethea sighed.
That question had been on her mind for days but she was still no closer to finding an answer than she had been when they’d left Ndeku. When they had asked Kiwu the same question, she had merely smiled and said, “Just open the lid. The voice will go in on its own.”
She adjusted the folds of her dress to hide the flask which the Merqueen had given her earlier and the holster containing Robert’s gun, which she always wore, even to an event as formal as this one. It gave her an odd sense of comfort knowing it was always close by.
“Maybe you have to cut his throat out,” Kei suggested.
“I don’t think the merfolk are that vengeful.”
“Do you know a better way to get a man to stop talking?”
Alethea laughed. She would need laughter to get through this party.
Finally deeming their outfits ready, they stepped out into the hallway, where the others fussed over their own outfits. After much debate and many arguments, Alethea had finally consented to letting all of them join her at the ball, as the invitation which Kiwu had leant them didn’t specify numbers. If Grail was anything like the types Alethea had grown up with, he wouldn’t care how many people came to his party so long as they were smartly dressed.
Only Julius was staying behind to keep watch and maintain the engines, and because he was uncomfortable with large gatherings. Kesä would also remain on the Barracuda, for she was still so concussed that she mistook Kappa for the King of Sweden. Alethea almost didn’t want to go herself, but she had no choice.
“Well, don’t you all look nice,” Alethea said as she inspected her crew, who for once had switched their regular tattered and work-worn clothes for some clean and neat suits and dresses; washed, sewn, and decorated to what they felt fit for the occasion.
“You don’t have to sound so surprised, Captain,” Rico quipped, hiding his own weapons underneath his pressed black suit. He looked like a masked hero from a Spanish folktale.
“How do rich people manage wearing these things every day?” Shiro asked, his fingers fumbling over his cravat. His bright red suit looked slightly odd against his long hair and beard, only making his discomfort over wearing it more apparent.
“They pay people to put it on for them, that’s how. Here, I’ve got you,” Rico said, reaching out to tie his cravat. “You clean up well. Suits you.”
Shiro’s face turned as red as his jacket. “It doesn’t look right on me. Yours is much better,” he said as he reached out to straighten Rico’s mask.
“I think we should make both of them go to parties more often,” Marina said, joining them in her own party outfit – a white gown with a red rose pattern, her hair adorned with a floral headband.
For a long moment, Alethea could only stare at her. She looked like she’d stepped right out of a painting.
“What?” Marina asked, her eyebrows raised as she caught her mother’s stare.
“Nothing, love. Just… you look so grown up,” she said.
It still hadn’t seemed so long ago that she had been sewing her baby clothes or getting up in the middle of the night to give her a bottle (something Shiro was now experiencing with Kappa, given the permanent dark circles under his eyes). Now she was dressed up in a beautiful gown and looking just like the noblewoman she truly was by birthright.
“Finally noticed that, did you?” Marina muttered into her chest. “Can we just go? I don’t want to miss the party,” she said louder, stomping down the hallway.
In truth, Alethea had been nervous about letting her daughter come along on this mission. It was only when Kei had reminded her that the entire crew would be there to look out for her that Alethea had agreed.
She was already starting to regret it as they piled into the candiru – the micro-subs which served as their transport. There was no way that Alethea was risking bringing the Barracuda so close to that many surface dwellers. There was barely enough room for all of them to squeeze into the seats lining each wall. Once they were all crammed into the fish-shaped boat, their knees were touching and there was hardly enough room to stand.
“Goodbye, everyone! Have fun liberating the fortress!” Kesä waved them off, gripping Kappa a little too tightly in her arms as the hatch closed and the candiru detached from the Barracuda.
Jokes and laughter spun off one after another as they travelled. Through it all, Alethea remained silent. She could only watch Marina. She’d rarely seen her daughter this excited before. Perhaps she was trying to make the most of her last big adventure while she still could. When this was over and they had their fortune, there would be no more crashing parties, no more fighting Vikings for enchanted gemstones, and no more making friends with mythical sea creatures. But they’d have something more than all that – safety, security, and a peaceful life. Marina was just too young to realise what that meant.
Then again, neither had she at that age. She’d never really thought of it before, but the reason her parents had wanted her to marry a wealthy man of good standing had been to secure her own future. Alethea had resented the fact that they were making the choice for her. That was why she and Robert had run away.
“Mum?” Marina’s voice snapped her out of her reminiscing.
“Yes, dear?” she said, forcing a smile onto her face.
“We’re about to surface,” Marina said. If she was concerned, Alethea couldn’t see it underneath her rose-patterned porcelain mask.
“Oh, good. We’d best get ready, then,” Alethea said as she attached her own mask – a blue marble pattern with seashells for decoration. She was lucky that it would serve the purpose that her scarf usually did, for she felt uncomfortable going out in public without her face covered. She hoped it would be enough to hide the tears prickling at her eyes or the redness that would come afterwards.
Coming to the surface was always strange for her, and not just the peculiar feeling which came from depressurising or having the sunlight shine into her eyes. It was like coming back home – even if it was a home which she had run away from and wasn’t all that keen on visiting.
Still, taking in the sparkling ocean all around her, the clouds drifting across the afternoon sky, and the seabirds calling, she began to see why Princess Doyiny wanted so badly to come here and see all of these things which were so alien to her. She could even understand why she would give up her home, her family, and everything she held dear to do so.
“I’m guessing that’s where the party is,” Kirana said, turning the micro-sub around so that they could see a large ship anchored nearby, a flag of the Empire and one just below it depicting a golden pineapple flying from its main mast. The flags and tapestries made it appear more like a palace ballroom rather than a simple trade vessel. No doubt that was intentional.
More smaller boats and subs swarmed the grand vessel, the throng growing thicker the closer they sailed. Some were already passing them by, their occupants decked out just as splendidly as they were. Captain Grail clearly wanted only the best at his party. He wouldn’t be expecting gate-crashers.
They docked their subs in the guest harbour which had been made for the party, flipped a coin to the young crewman who assisted them, and joined the queue of people boarding the boat.
“I’m surprised he’s even letting submarines here,” Kei whispered as they went. “I thought drys hated wets.”
“Apparently this dry isn’t as picky,” Alethea whispered back.
It was true that surface dwellers and those loyal to the Empire, even sailors, usually despised Undersea people. They saw them as no better than scum. Which was fitting, for that was how most people Undersea viewed them. They often treated them badly, refusing to trade with them or taking them as slaves. They didn’t realise that it was largely because of them that so many people ran away Undersea in the first place. A life of freedom was worth it to most, even if that freedom meant living dangerously, and risking a life cut short.
“Your name and vessel, Madam?” a crew member with a long roll of parchment and a quill asked them when they reached the gangplank. Getting past the gatekeeper was always the trickiest part of crashing a party. Thankfully, Alethea and her crew were used to it and were well prepared.
“Captain Kanel Flint of the Narwhal,” Alethea said with her most winning smile as she handed over the invitation she’d received from the Merqueen. She’d overheard back in Atlantis that a sub with that name had gone missing somewhere in the Caribbean a few months ago. She could only hope that the trade vessels of the surface hadn’t heard about it yet.
“Welcome aboard the Invicta. Please enjoy the ball that our most gracious captain has prepared for you all,” the parchment man said in a rehearsed, droning voice, taking their invitation with barely a glance before moving swiftly on to the group behind them.
Alethea’s stomach flipped in a new direction with each step they took up the stairs.
“Wow, look at this!” Ling exclaimed as he gaped at the deck.
Alethea understood his awe, for it was truly unlike the deck of any ship that Alethea had ever seen before. The cannons had been cleared out to make a dance floor, where the masked guests milled about and servants handed them drinks from silver trays. She could’ve sworn she was actually in the Assembly Rooms back in Bath rather than on a ship in the middle of the ocean.
“Did you and Dad use to go to parties like this, Mum?” Marina asked.
“Yes, and you’re supposed to pretend like you do, too. So behave yourself,” Alethea hissed.
“I am,” Marina huffed back.
“There’s our target,” Kei whispered, directing Alethea’s attention to the well-dressed man just ahead of them, greeting the long line of guests.
His overly clean clothes, powdered wig so tall it resembled an ant hill, and confident smirk gave him away as their host. Clearly, he was a man who had become rich from trading and now tried to give off a refined, polished air to hide his true birthright. She could’ve sworn the mole on his cheek was painted on.
Alethea had met people like him before; those who thought they could simply buy their way into nobility. They were more concerned with the appearance of being rich than in the hard work of earning money.
She joined the line to greet the captain. He performed the tediously necessary duty of making pleasantries with each person he shook hands with, talking with them as if he were greeting the most interesting person he’d ever met. All the while, he tapped his boots. Much like the rest of her crew, he would much rather have been in the midst of the party, drinking, laughing, and showing off his expensive clothes. With that, at least, Alethea could somewhat relate to him. Long ago in her previous life, she’d had to do the same thing at her parents’ parties and had come up with any excuse she could to get out of them.
“So nice to see you here, Sir Ashburn. Please do try the canapés,” the ship captain said to the navy man and his wife ahead of the fake-Narwhal crew. It was their turn next. After a brief hidden grimace, he turned to them and Alethea put on her best smile.
“Good to meet you, Captain Grail. I’m Captain Kanel Flint of the Narwhal and this is my—”
“Captain Flint, what an honour to have such a beautiful captain among us,” Grail said with a thick Irish accent, unexpectedly reaching forward to grab Alethea’s hands. Even more unexpectedly, he placed a wet kiss right on top of her hand.
The crew behind her barely held back their winces.
Marina didn’t even try to hide her grimace.
“I’m Captain Richard Theodore Nigel Grail. Welcome to the Invicta.”
“Th-thank you, Captain. This is my daughter and my crew—”
“Yes, yes, nice to meet you,” Grail said with a wave of his hand, not even giving them a glance. “Captain Flint, please join me on the poop deck.”
Alethea heard Ling giggling and Kei jabbing an elbow into his ribs.
“We can talk one captain to another about our voyages on the open seas,” Grail said as he put a hand to Alethea’s back and forced her away. She took a final glance back at her crew and Kei only shrugged. She had to go along with this, she realised as her stomach sank even further.
“Bartleby, take care of the rest of this, will you?” he called to one of his lesser crew members as he left. The crewman could only look in horror at the long line of guests waiting to be greeted.
Alethea soon found herself sitting at the captain’s table on the poop deck, a glass of wine forced into her hand. She could do no more than sit and sip as she listened to Grail’s endless stories: navigating the coral reefs of the Australian coast, destroying native settlements, fighting off coconut crabs with his bare hands, and other highly exaggerated tales which Alethea didn’t much care for. She knew he was lying, anyway. She knew better than anyone how mundane the life of a captain really was. Such adventures only came seldomly between supply runs, taking inventory, and the long and lonely stretches between destinations. The lies spilled out of his lips as easily as the alcohol poured into it.
It wouldn’t have mattered if the stories had been true, for all she could think about was that this was the man who had thrown young Mikkel overboard. She couldn’t help but ponder how many others he’d cast into the waves who hadn’t been lucky enough to be rescued by the merfolk. She had to grip her wine glass to stem the urge to strangle him. The only thing which stopped her was the reminder that she still needed this repulsive man.
Even if he hadn’t once thrown a man overboard, Alethea would still have found him unbearable. The entire time he spoke to her, she barely said a word, except for the occasional murmur to acknowledge his stories.
Occasionally, she stroked the flask hidden in the folds of her dress, trying to figure out how she was going to steal the voice away from this captain. He certainly liked the sound of his own voice.
“And so, I left those poor women behind in that cave, even though every one of them was desperate to marry me,” Grail finished his latest uncalled-for story with a guffaw and a slap on the table which almost tipped the bottle of wine over.
“I see,” Alethea said, stroking the dagger concealed in her leg garter and wondering if she should take Kei’s suggestion to slit his throat. She might be doing the world a favour.
“But I’ve been without a wife for far too long now, Captain.”
Alethea stiffened.
“It’s long past time that I should find the right woman to settle down with,” Grail said, reaching a hand towards Alethea’s.
“Right,” she said, moving her hand away just in time to take the wine bottle and pour herself another much-needed glass, leaving Grail’s hand flopping on the table.
“You certainly have a lovely daughter,” Grail said, looking over to the lower deck, where they could just about see Marina lingering by the gunwale.
“Yes,” Alethea said through gritted teeth and a fake smile. She held back her urge to smash the wine bottle against his head.
“Are any of those men you came with her father?” he asked, his overly jovial expression suddenly turned sour.
“What? No. Her father… well, he’s gone,” Alethea said, staring out to the ocean. She didn’t like talking about Robert’s death at any time, and especially not to this man.
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Grail said, inching his chair closer to hers, the eager expression returned to his face. “Still, every widow must move on eventually.”
“I moved on a long time ago,” Alethea said, shifting away from him.
“So have you ever thought of re-marrying? I don’t mean to sound harsh, Captain, but you are getting on in years and you don’t have many left with which to bear more children. And I’m sure you’re desperate to retire so you won’t have to work your lovely fingers to the bone running a ship all by yourself,” Grail said, trying and failing again to take Alethea’s hand in his own. “It’s simply criminal that our society forces women such as yourself to take on such work when you should be in a comfortable house with a good man taking care of you.”
“I’m perfectly happy running my ship. And I’m not interested in pursuing a relationship. Taking care of my crew and my daughter is enough for me.”
“Well, that I can understand. The life of a captain doesn’t leave much time for romance,” Grail said, either not hearing what Alethea had said or completely misunderstanding it. Or perhaps he simply chose not to understand it. “All of the vicious folk around these days take up even more of my time. Vikings and Pirates and those anti-Empire rebels.”
“Yes, some of them can be a pain. Particularly the Vikings…”
“Those people running away to live under the sea don’t realise that they’re running away from reality here on the surface. They don’t see that it changes nothing for them. No matter how far or how long they run for, reality is going to catch them up again eventually,” Grail said, and Alethea grimaced.
In a strange way, he was right, and it sickened her to admit it. She and Robert had run away from their own lives and been wholly unprepared for how difficult life Undersea would be. And he had died for it.
“I hear they’re building cities in the sky now. The sky! Imagine that. What’s next, moving pictures?” Grail continued, chuckling to himself.
Alethea lost even the semblance of attention to his next long ramble, staring into the murky ocean depths below. Memories of when she and Robert had first met swept over her.
It had been at her childhood home just outside of the city of Bath, in the best receiving room, which they only reserved for the most distinguished of guests. She had been the same age Marina was now when her mother and father had set themselves to seeking out an ideal husband for her. Almost every day there had been a new man at their house for them to scrutinise.
And Robert had been one of them.
Obviously, her parents had thought him an ideal candidate. His family, the Holburnes, were a navy family who also collected art. Everybody in town wanted to be in their circle.
Yet it hadn’t mattered to Alethea, who had still gone by Priscilla back then, for she had grown tired by the daily string of suitors. The forced smiles and pleasantries had exhausted her. It only made it worse that they all proved for nothing, as her parents would find the most miniscule of reasons to reject each and every one.
She and Robert had gotten along instantly. He was attractive and sweet and interesting to talk to. Around him, she hadn’t even needed to pretend. The smiles had come naturally. He’d told her about a time he’d tried to make toast himself and nearly set his family’s entire estate on fire, and after that, his kitchen staff always chased him out with a knife whenever he even attempted to slip into the kitchen. It had made her laugh so hard that tea almost came out of her nose, something which had drawn a particularly angry glare from her mother.
But of course, Lord and Lady Stephenson were the pickiest people in England and had rejected him along with all the others. All because he’d ripped at his pastry rather than cutting it with a knife.
Even so, as members of high society, they’d still run into each other many more times. The second time had been a few weeks later at the opera. Their families had boxes opposite each other.
All Alethea could remember of the opera was that it was the most boring thing she’d ever had to sit through. Except for Captain Grail’s stories, of course. It seemed impossible that an opera about Leif Erikson discovering Atlantis would be so boring. So she and Robert spent the entire performance miming to each other from opposite sides of the auditorium. Eventually, she’d laughed so loudly that half the audience glowered at her. Even the singer on the stage had nearly interrupted his long-winded song to shoot her a frown. She’d never seen her mother hold in such furious rage.
Still, they’d somehow been invited to more society functions. Which had given her and Robert many more opportunities to meet and get to know each other. After a while, those hadn’t been enough and they’d begun meeting in secret, slipping into tea rooms and bookshops in disguise and giggling as they avoided anyone who might have recognised them.
She couldn’t help but admire Robert. He’d had a rebellious streak even back then, but he was kind and cultured, too. They’d spoken for hours about Greek mythology, Mr Gainsborough’s latest paintings, and the amazing artefacts his family had brought back from their trips abroad. Alethea still suspected that Marina had gained her love of books from her father.
How could they not have fallen in love? It had been on a summer’s day when they’d been taking a walk in Prior Park, they’d ended up alone on the Palladian Bridge, and he…
Alethea’s eyes were far away, her face reddened as she remembered the first time Robert had kissed her. Grail obviously didn’t notice as he continued with his own story, which she was glad for. She didn’t wish for anybody else to share in this memory.
All the while, more and more suitors were trotted out before her. Alethea had known that her parents would be outraged to find out their daughter was spending time alone with a young man, especially one they had already rejected. She’d known that they wouldn’t accept him, no matter how rich or important his family was. For they were far richer and far more important.
She still remembered the day she’d opened the society page in The Chronicle and read that Admiral and Lady Holburne had announced the wedding of their son Robert. Alethea gripped at her wine glass as the painful memories surfaced again.
Maybe it was because they were so young and not thinking clearly, but she and Robert had continued meeting regardless of his betrothment. They’d even tried to sneak off at his engagement party to spend time alone together. Alethea had to admit that kissing a man at his own engagement party was not the smartest thing she’d ever done. Especially since it had finally gotten them discovered.
To say her mother had been furious would be to soften it. Alethea still thought she had been even angrier than all of Robert’s family and his fiancée combined. Robert had told Lady Stephenson again and again that he would be good to Alethea and that their families would make a good match. It had all been for nothing. In her eyes, he had already been rejected, and that was that. His family felt the same way. To drys, an engagement was practically a binding contract.
The only thing they could think to do was run away. Neither of them had been Undersea before, but it had seemed the best place to hide. So, they’d found seats on the next coach to Bristol and paid for passage on the first sub they came across. One thing had led to another and now she was a middle-aged single mother of an unruly adolescent daughter who had never met her own father.
She still shuddered as she remembered the day Robert had died. They’d been sent along with Lewis to retrieve the jade from a smuggler’s stash. They hadn’t known that there would be a cipactli there – a sea monster resembling a giant crocodile with extra mouths. Lewis had swum away with the stone and left them to die. Robert had managed to get his sword arm free and cut her loose, but had still let the cipactli drag him downwards so that Alethea could escape in his stead. She’d tried so desperately to swim back and save him, but her ribs had been broken and she’d been too fatigued. If the Barracuda hadn’t snapped her up in its jaws right at that moment, she would have died, too.
Aim between the eyes. Lewis had been the one to teach her that.
“And I never hired a contract cleaner again!” Grail finished his story with a throaty laugh, to which Alethea put on a fake laugh. To her luck, he hadn’t even realised that she hadn’t been paying attention. How she longed to aim her gun between his eyes…
A jaunty tune started playing from the lower deck.
“Oh, I say, the dancing has begun! Will you join me, Captain Flint?” Grail said, leaping from his chair and holding out a hand towards her, in what he probably thought was a gesture much like that from a romance novel.
“I’d be delighted, Captain Grail,” Alethea said, rising from her seat, reluctantly taking his hand, and letting him drag her to the lower deck.
There she saw that in her absence, her crew had become scattered among the rest of the guests. Vernon seemed to have found somebody involved in publishing and was desperately trying to find a chance to show them his manuscript. Rico chatted away with the other guests while Shiro lurked at the side looking glum. No doubt he would much rather be on the Barracuda with Kappa curled up in his lap and a glass of hard rum in his hand. Meanwhile, Ling piled food from the buffet onto a plate, stuffing even more into his already overflowing pockets.
She glanced around to look for Marina, but didn’t see her amongst the sea of masked strangers. Nothing could possibly happen to her here, especially with the rest of the crew there. Yet it didn’t stop her heart from pounding faster.
As she was led to the middle of the dance floor, Alethea caught Kei’s eye. The quartermaster mouthed a “Well?” to her, and she merely shrugged in response, causing Kei to bite her lip.
For the first dance, the men and women started in separate lines and changed partners with each stanza. Many of the women stood at the side, perturbed that there weren't enough men and they couldn’t join in. That wouldn’t have been a problem Undersea, the women would have simply paired up and joined in. But such a thing was scandalous on the surface.
Alethea still remembered the steps by heart. She carried them out perfectly whilst Grail came close to stepping on her feet several times, which would have hurt in her dainty, formal shoes.
“Thank you for the dance, Captain. I hope we can dance again later,” Grail said as the first stanza ended and they left each other’s sides.
“Thank you, Captain,” Alethea said, grimacing the second she was finally out of his company.
“Jesus Christ on a crucible, I thought you all died,” her next partner said as they took each other’s hands.
She looked up.
“You!” she nearly screamed into the face of her next dance partner. Even underneath his mask and his rich red and gold suit, she recognised him easily. She was about to dance with Petturi Konna.
 




Chapter Seven – How to Steal a Captain’s Voice

“Just imagine it,” Ling said as Marina watched her mother being dragged away by the nightmarishly creepy captain, “when we find that treasure, we can live like this every day.” His eyes followed the guests’ shiny jewellery and expensive watch chains.
“With no more adventures,” Marina said, arms folded across her chest as she took in the rabble of show-offs. She didn’t even want to imagine spending the rest of her life with these types. Hadn’t her mother and father given up everything they had to get away from people like these?
“Adventures are fine, but food is even better,” Ling replied, taking one of the champagne glasses from a steward, sipping it, and pretending not to gag on the bitter taste. “I’m going to the buffet before all the good stuff runs out.”
“Don’t you remember we have a job to do?” Marina hissed at him.
“We might be at sea for a long time after this, so we should fill up while we can,” Ling argued back before the aroma of a fountain somehow made out of chocolate lured him away.
Left alone in a sea of strangers, Marina sighed and wandered to the gunwale, staring out at the ocean. When she was rich, was she really going to live like this every day? Or was her mother going to hide her away in some tall tower, like the princesses in the fairy tale books? She was beginning to feel more and more that it was the latter.
She couldn’t even enjoy her last big adventure. No matter how much she tried to stop them, her thoughts kept returning to the long years of loneliness and isolation before her. She was supposed to be happy. Everybody in Atlantis had been ecstatic at the prospect of finding Redscalp’s legendary treasure. Any one of them would leap at the chance to become rich and live an easy life free from sea monsters, warring factions, and months at sea living off nothing but kelp. Her mother and the rest of the crew were taking a great risk so that she could have a better future and a life free from all the strife they had been through. So why did she feel so miserable?
Her thoughts were hastily interrupted by something pointy poking her in the arm, tugging at her, and spinning her around.
“You’re alive!” the girl before her said, lifting up her golden mask decorated with leaves and stag antlers to reveal her wide, sapphire eyes.
“It’s you!” Marina gasped back at the young Viking girl before her.
Her waterproofed warrior clothes had been swapped for a vibrant blue dress, much like one her Norse ancestors would have worn, and golden bands holding her perfectly plaited blonde hair against her head. She looked like a Norse princess of old.
“Thara, right?” she asked, pulling up her own mask. She remembered the other Vikings calling her that during the fight on the Barracuda.
“Thara Rithgardottr.”
“Thara Rithgardottr,” Marina repeated in hopes of branding the name in her memory, although she couldn’t roll the ‘r’s at all.
“What was your name?”
“Marina Hera.”
“What happened to you? I thought that our torpedo...” Thara said, leaning against the gunwale, fiddling with her hook.
“We were saved by… by some friends. Sorry to disappoint you.”
“Oh it’s… it’s nothing,” Thara said, eyeing something behind Marina. When she turned to look behind her to see what was so interesting, Thara grabbed her and twisted her in the other direction, pointing towards the poop deck. “Is that your móðir up there with the ship captain?”
“Ugh, yes,” Marina scoffed. “I don’t think he’ll be becoming my new dad, though,” she added, noticing her mother’s look of disgust even from this distance. At least the two of them wouldn’t be arguing on that matter.
“You don’t have a pabbi?” Thara asked, meeting her eyes again.
“No. He died before I was born. So, it’s always been just me and my mum. Even though she is annoying,” Marina said, instantly wondering why she was spilling such personal things to an enemy. An enemy who had tried to kill her less than a week ago.
“My pabbi died before I was born, too.”
“Oh,” Marina said, rubbing her arm as she struggled for something else to say. “Who was he?” she eventually asked.
“No idea. My mother would never tell me. I think it hurt her too much,” Thara said, her eyes distant at the memory, much like Alethea looked whenever she thought of Marina’s father. “I only had my móðir, too. Until… well there was… there was an eruption… and it reached Vineta...” She rubbed her hook as she looked awkwardly into the ocean depths.
“Oh, that’s… wow, I’m sorry,” Marina said, clutching at her own dress and looking down at her shoes.
“Thanks. I’m fine, though. Inoki and the others look after me,” Thara said, nodding at two of the party guests.
Now that Marina looked closer, she saw that they were really two of the Fenrir crewmembers in disguise, joining in with the dancing and conversing with the other guests as easily as if they really were members of the nobility themselves. The illusion was somewhat ruined by their Viking crewmate who had barely made any effort to dress up and was loudly telling the party guests that he was Leif Erikson’s brother. After finding out that the woman he was talking to was English, he described in graphic detail how they’d once raided an English castle and killed everybody inside, not noticing the woman slowly turning white.
“They seem nice enough,” Marina said. “The Barracuda crew have been looking after me, too, since the day I was born.”
“Wait, you were actually born on the Barracuda?” Thara said, the corners of her mouth turning up into a smile. She was even more beautiful when she smiled.
“Yes, it’s a long story. But I suppose that makes the crew my family. Except, not for much longer.”
Her heart sank again. She hadn’t even realised until that moment that she would probably have to leave behind her crew and friends after they found the treasure. She might not see them ever again after they went their separate ways to buy mansions and drink expensive tea and mingle with high society. What would she do without her best friends? She’d even miss Ling’s antics. The thought made her so miserably lonely she didn’t even want to consider it.
“Why? What are you planning to do with your share of the treasure? If you did end up getting it,” Thara asked, leaning on the gunwale next to her.
“I don’t know. I’ve never really thought about life away from the Barracuda.”
“Well, I’m using my share to buy my own sub so I won’t have to work for Petturi anymore,” Thara indicated her captain, who, to both girls’ surprise, was now dancing with Alethea. “Sweet Odin, when did that happen?”
“I don’t think he’ll be my stepdad, either,” Marina said, both of them laughing as they watched their captains’ disgusted faces while they danced awkwardly.
Thara was most beautiful of all when she laughed. It made Marina forget that this was the happiest she had felt in a long time, and she would probably never feel this happy ever again.
“You should keep a closer eye on that brat of yours,” Petturi growled at Alethea as he reluctantly took her by the waist and spun her far too roughly. Being unwilling to make eye contact, except to scowl at each other, made the manoeuvre even more difficult.
“You should be more concerned about your own crew,” Alethea hissed, glancing at Thorstein spilling beer over a richly dressed woman.
Petturi gritted his teeth. He knew it had been a mistake to bring him along.
“I don’t need to worry about my own crew,” Petturi said, staring over Alethea’s shoulder to Varri climbing up the rigging of the main sail towards the ship’s vane – the device which detected and measured weather conditions.
She tried to turn around to see what he was looking at so intently, but he grabbed her, twisted her around again, and dipped her, the party guests around them gasping in admiration. Good. It would all be ruined if they noticed Varri. They’d never reach the Jade Forest, and everything he’d been waiting for all these years would be over.
His own crew were doing a good enough job of keeping the guests distracted for now, he’d noticed. Thankfully, rich people weren’t difficult to distract. He’d found that you only needed to compliment their outfits or mention the horse racing and they would rattle on for hours. If dancing with his greatest enemy would keep these ones distracted, then he’d need to keep it up for a while longer.
“How did you survive that cannon fire?” Petturi asked, just loud enough that nobody else but Alethea could hear.
“I’m not telling you.” She’d told him too much already. “What are Vikings doing crashing a party like this? It’s not exactly your usual crowd,” Alethea said, her feet moving with his in perfect synchronisation. Amidst the admiring crowd, she saw Captain Grail fidgeting with his expensive watch chain, wearing his yellow hose of jealousy as he watched them.
“We need something from these rich idiots since you went and fired on us.”
“You fired on us first!”
“Are you sure about that? Goddammit, Varri, I told you to bring a knife.”
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“Ladies and gentlemen, your attention, please,” said Captain Grail, now stood on the quarterdeck, addressing the entire party through a speaking trumpet, silencing the musicians halfway through their song. Alethea gratefully pulled away from Petturi, her revulsion fading slightly.
“Thank you all for taking time out of your busy lives to attend my party today. It’s been such a privilege speaking with each and every one of you.” He gave a sly glance at Alethea, who was once again overcome by a wave of nausea. “I know that all of us are having great trouble dealing with the pests and rogues who lurk beneath these ocean waves. The scoundrels who think that the rules of the Empire shouldn’t apply to them and who reject our noble principals.” He paused for a round of agreeing murmurs and “hear hear’s”.
Fire burnt inside Alethea as she remembered what Mikkel had told her about this man. Looking over the crowd of merchants and navy captains, she wondered how many of them had also thrown their own crewmen overboard and turned them into merfolk. How many more of them hadn’t been rescued by the merfolk?
People like Grail didn’t even realise that they were the very reason why people like her ran away to sea, as unprepared for it as they were. Yet he still spoke before a crowd as if he knew more than he did, all of them enraptured by the sound of his voice as it emanated from the speaking trumpet.
The speaking trumpet…
She inched away from Petturi, who seemed focused on his own crew, and sidled next to Kei to whisper to her, “I know how to steal his voice.”
“How?” she half-whispered back.
“You’ll see. Get everyone ready to leave.”
“That’s not going to be easy…” Kei said, looking at her son, who had given up on filling his pockets with food and was now more focused on swiping a lady’s gold earrings.
Leaving Kei to her task, Alethea picked up her dress and pushed her way through the crowd towards the quarterdeck.
“But if we all stand strong together,” Grail continued, “we can wipe this vile scum from the face of the Earth. Even from below the face of the Earth. All we have to do is—”
Alethea grabbed the trumpet away from him. “Captain Grail threw one of his own crew overboard over a matter of personal quarrels,” she spoke into the trumpet.
The crowd gasped. One man’s monocle even dropped into his glass, which Alethea had previously thought didn’t actually happen in real life.
“C-captain Flint, you don’t know what you’re—” Grail stammered, trying to snatch the trumpet back.
“It’s true, we met him in the Merqueen’s palace,” Rico called out.
“You mean Mikkel? He’s alive?” one of the servers said.
“Yes, we met him. He’s a merman now, thanks to your captain,” Rico continued, loud enough for the entire crowd to hear.
“I – that’s not – you have no proof, Spaniard!” Grail finally grappled the trumpet out of Alethea’s hands and screamed into it, spitting out the final word as if it were a curse.
The flask at Alethea’s hip shook. Her plan was working. She reached under the fold of her dress to uncork it.
“It’s true. We all met him and the other merpeople who have been thrown overboard,” Sasha called out.
“But merpeople only exist in fairy tales!” a lady next to her said, but was unheard over the commotion.
“We all saw you throwing Mikkel overboard, Captain. He was crying and begging for mercy, but you still threw him into the ocean,” the server shouted, tossing her tray of mini quiches to the ground (Ling stealthily gathered them up while nobody else was looking).
“That’s not all he’s done,” another crew member called out. “One time, Captain Grail didn’t let us eat for three days, then fed us bread full of maggots. All because we made one mistake on the navigation map.”
“He always changes his orders without telling us, then punishes us for not following them,” shouted another.
“He has us working eighteen-hour days while he sits in his cabin getting drunk,” shouted the man who had greeted them at the dock.
The flask spasmed so hard that it beat against Alethea’s leg.
“Enough! Stop this now. I am your captain and you will not spread such lies about me!” Grail screamed, his face red even under the layers of powder.
Alethea lifted her skirt to pull out the flask (one of the old ladies in the crowd screamed and fainted at the flash of her bare leg). She held it out and a purple wisp emerged from Grail’s throat, who choked from the shock.
He gazed at the floating purple mist before him, opening his mouth to speak but finding nothing coming out. He clutched at his throat, but still nothing came.
The mist drifted the short distance to Alethea and fit itself into the flask. Alethea corked it and looked quickly to Kei, who nodded and called out, “Bail!”
Neither Alethea, nor anyone else, save for Petturi, saw it, but at that exact moment high up in the rigging, Varri wrenched the vane free from the mast and waved it in the air to show his chief that he had succeeded.
“Bail!” Petturi shouted out to his own crew, drawing out a concealed knife and cutting the rigging. Varri had no time to steady himself as he fell rapidly and heavily to the ground. Nobody noticed as the entire deck had descended into chaos.
“Ansans ári, it looks like the party’s over. I’ll see you again?” Thara asked Marina as she took a step up to the gunwale.
“No doubt,” Marina replied with a smile before Thara vaulted off the side of the ship.
She had just enough time to see the Fenrir emerge from the waves to meet her and the rest of the Vikings. On any other day, she knew that they would be fighting each other. But she also knew that it wouldn’t be possible in such a fray and they both had to get off the Invicta as quickly as they could. The fight would have to wait for another day.
Instead, she dashed into the crowd, grabbed Ling as he scrambled on the floor for dropped food and coins, and joined her own crew. They barrelled down the gangplank to the candiru. Vernon had just enough time to shout “I’ll stop by your office” to the publisher he’d been talking to.
“Find yourself a better employer,” Alethea said, tossing a coin to the valet before they piled into the candiru. They were away within moments.
“So it worked, then?” Kei panted as she tore off her mask.
Alethea answered by lifting the flask, each of them staring at the purple mist with awe.
“Too bad we didn’t get to slit his throat.”
“Next time, I hope,” Alethea said with a grin. Her heart was racing and she was sweating all over, yet she felt oddly exhilarated. In all her years as a Pirate, she’d never pulled off a heist like this before.
“That wasn’t too bad,” Marina said as she took the flask from her to see the mist more clearly. “How did you figure out how to steal his voice?”
“It just came to me.”
“Much better than taking forgotten treasure from caves,” Marina said, beaming at Alethea with a fondness which surprised her. Almost as if she were proud of her mother. She’d never seen that look on her daughter’s face before.
“It was more exciting.”
“We need to go to more parties,” said Rico, pulling his mask off.
“I think we just found out why we don’t get invited to them that often,” Kei added, to which Alethea couldn’t help but laugh.
The explosion came so quickly and was so loud that it halted their laughter and prompted them to instinctively cover their ears and duck down. Before they’d even had time to comprehend it, a wave shook the candiru and sent them all falling to the floor.
“What was that?” Kei said as Kirana pulled herself back to the helm and righted the vessel.
The deafening sound of cracking wood was unmistakable. Through the back window, they saw the Invicta splitting in two, the people still on board screaming in terror, hanging on to the sides of the ship, and swimming desperately for any available boat or submarine they could reach. They couldn’t even fight back or defend themselves, for the cannon had been cleared out for the party.
“Was that…?” Marina said, a lump forming in her throat.
“The Fenrir,” her mother confirmed, staring at the distant sight of the wolf head mast disappearing below the waves, too quickly for anybody to catch them. She closed her eyes tightly and hung her head. “They rammed right into the Invicta.”
“Well, what do we do? Can we…” Marina said, leaping to her feet.
“We don’t have enough room,” Kirana said. “We’d be too heavy, and they’d use up all the oxygen and we’d all…” She halted when the tears spilled from her eyes.
“They didn’t need to do that,” Rico said through clenched teeth. “They were rich idiots but even they didn’t deserve that.” Not even Shiro’s hand resting on top of his could calm him, but he gripped it in his own hand anyway.
“Queen Kiwu was right,” Alethea said, looking at the purple mist floating in the flask. “We really do need to stop Petturi. If he does this now, I can’t imagine what he’ll do if he has Redscalp’s treasure.”
 




Chapter Eight – Legs

The crew spent the journey back to Ndeku glumly going about their jobs, barely able to make conversation or play games as they usually did.
Their welcome to the merfolk’s city was warm, yet understated compared to their first visit, and they were in much less of a mood to converse or answer questions to satisfy the merfolk’s curiosity. After docking the Barracuda, the crew were once again given air bubbles and taken to Queen Kiwu. Rather than the banquet hall, she was in a council chamber discussing the upcoming kelp harvest.
Once they were announced, Kiwu halted the meeting (to the relief of the incredibly bored council members) and smiled at her guests, as did Akun and the rest.
“Captain Alethea, I’m glad to see you and your crew are back safely,” she said, giving the merfolk fist-bump greeting, which the crew again repeated.
“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Alethea said, her body drooped even whilst treading water.
“Is something the matter?” Kiwu said, eyeing their glum faces.
There was no point in lying to them, Alethea realised with a sigh, so she began a retelling of the events which had befallen them on the Invicta.
“It sounds amazing. I can’t wait to go to a human party!” Doyiny said. She had swum eagerly into the room upon hearing that the Barracuda crew had returned. Knowing that she was about to meet her destiny made her even more excitable, barrelling about the room as Alethea told the story until her mother had to tell her sharply to keep still.
“The way to steal Captain Grail’s voice became apparent eventually, as you told me it would, Your Majesty,” Alethea said, looking to Mikkel, who had been listening intently. “We had to reveal his true nature. Now everybody who was on that ship knows all that he’s done.”
Mikkel looked as if a huge weight had been lifted from his shoulders as he made an excited loop through the water. “Oh, thank you so much, Captain!” he said.
“The rest of the crew asked about you, too. They were relieved when we told them that you’re still alive,” Rico added, his voice still missing its usual spirit.
“They did? I’m so happy. Maybe I’ll get to see them again someday,” Mikkel said, clasping his hands together in front of his chest.
“That might not be possible. The Fenrir… well…” Alethea muttered, glancing up at the queen, the words turning into a lump in her throat. “Before they left, they… they rammed their boat into the Invicta.”
The merfolk gasped. Even the excitable princess gripped her father’s arm.
Mikkel’s eyes widened. “Did it…” he finally choked out.
“It sank. We… we didn’t see if anyone survived…” Alethea said, rubbing her arm.
“M-maybe some of them did survive. We didn’t have time to see how many of them made it to the lifeboats,” Vernon said after a long stretch of silence.
“That part of the ocean is King Salehe’s territory,” Akun said. “Perhaps his patrols were able to rescue some of the humans.”
“We can only hope so,” Alethea said, hoping that the tears escaping from her eyes weren’t noticeable through her air bubble.
“Thank you for telling us all of this, Captain. I know it wasn’t easy,” Kiwu said. “This gives us further proof of what a threat Chief Petturi Konna is.”
“That’s exactly what I thought, Your Majesty.”
“Perhaps we should focus on our business for now, my dear,” Akun said, placing a comforting hand on his wife’s back, bringing the warm smile back to her face. Those two truly were lucky, Alethea thought, to have each other to rely upon and make it through difficult moments such as these.
She drew the flask from her shoulder bag, making Doyiny’s eyes glisten almost as much as her tail.
“I knew I could count on you, Barracuda crew!” Kiwu said before beckoning forward Haminu the inventor, the anti-sonar device in his hands.
Doyiny looked to her parents, who nodded their permission. In an instant, she swam straight to Alethea and grabbed the flask from her hands like a child grabbing a new toy.
“Thank you, thank you. Thank you so much! You have no idea how long I’ve waited for this,” Doyiny said, stroking the flask.
“That’s quite alright. I’m sure you will—” Alethea stopped and everyone in the room flinched as Doyiny uncorked the flask and downed its contents in a single gulp.
“Not here, Doyiny!” Akun screamed, his eyes wide and his hands flying to his head.
Kiwu lurched forward and took a firm hold of her daughter, but the change had already begun. Doyiny’s hands went straight to her throat as her lungs adjusted to breathing oxygen, but took in only seawater. Her tail shone and split apart, taking shape into bare legs. Doyiny tried to scream, but only bubbles came from her throat.
“Get her to the sub, now!” Alethea ordered everyone in the room, not having time for formalities or manners.
As Doyiny’s body shone and her new lungs choked, her parents grabbed her and swam as quickly as their tails would take them in the direction of the guest dock.
Mikkel took hold of Alethea and pulled her along with them.
“Take me too. I’m a doctor,” Sasha called out. Two more guards picked her up by her arms and pulled her along, the others straggling after them.
The minutes it took them to reach the dock felt like hours as Doyiny thrashed and coughed, and Alethea’s heart pounded harder with each passing second.
When they finally reached the Barracuda, Alethea wasted no time in opening the airlock door, dragging Doyiny in, and slamming the drainage button. Doyiny’s pained struggles turned to frantic gasps as she took in her first breaths of oxygen. Her tail had been replaced by a pair of spindly legs, her hair hung loose and wet at her shoulders, and her skin no longer glowed.
“Alright love, just breath,” Sasha said as Alethea put her coat around Doyiny’s half-naked human body. With Sasha’s assistance, her breathing steadied and her face turned a healthy red, a new shade for her. “That’s it. Just keep breathing like that.”
“I… I’m… breathing,” Doyiny panted. She looked to the airlock window, where her parents watched with fearful faces. “Mother, Father, I’m breathing! And everything’s so… so dry!” she said, her hand clasped around her throat, moving from there to her new legs and her sopping hair.
The king and queen finally smiled with relief, both looking as if they had aged several years in only a few minutes.
“Let’s go to the bridge so we can talk to them properly,” Alethea said. She and Sasha helped the princess to stand and balanced her between them as she took her first wobbly steps on her new legs.
By the time she’d struggled to the bridge, the rest of the crew had arrived back on the Barracuda and filed onto the bridge along with her.
“This is amazing!” Doyiny said as she took in the machinery.
“Come on, you can rest over here,” Alethea said, leading her to her chair, for even the short walk from the airlock had left her staggering and limping.
“Kesä, get out of my chair!” she ordered her accountant, who lay slumped upon her chair, her head and legs hanging off either side.
“I am the Queen of the Bears and I must command my army!” the Finn-woman said, waving her arms.
“Come on, I’ll get you some fresh ice.” Sasha pulled her still concussed friend from the chair so that Alethea could help the princess down.
“Oh my, chairs are so comfortable! So squishy,” Doyiny squealed, running her hands over the cushion and bouncing herself upon it.
“I never thought I’d hear somebody so excited over a chair,” Rico said.
“Mother, Father, look!” Doyiny squealed to her parents at the front window. “I have legs! And toes! And a—”
“We’re happy for you, sweetheart, but that was a foolish thing you just did,” Kiwu said.
“I’m sorry. I was just so happy…” Doyiny said, slumping over slightly in the chair.
“I understand, dear, but you’ll have to be more level-headed when you reach the surface,” Akun said.
“I will, Father.”
As they talked, Kiwu placed a bundle of Doyiny’s things into the airlock, including a human dress they’d salvaged for her and enough African currency to last her for a while. The rest of the merfolk helped Julius to attach the anti-sonar device to the submarine’s top fin where it would give off the strongest signal.
Ling tested it on his hand-held sonar device. “It works,” he said, staring at the blank sonar screen.
“Perfect. If the Vikings can’t detect us, we’ll catch up to them in no time,” Alethea said, the smile finally back on her face.
“You can still take me to the surface, can’t you?” Doyiny asked, fidgeting with the buttons on Alethea’s jacket.
“Of course. We’re not going to abandon you, especially after all that your people have done for us. But once we drop you off, you’ll be on your own.”
“That’s alright. Mother and Father have already told me everything I need to know about living on the surface,” Doyiny said, grinning widely through the window at her parents.
“We won’t delay your journey any further,” Kiwu said. “Goodbye, Doyiny, my love.”
“Don’t cause any trouble for Captain Alethea,” Akun added.
“And be careful on the surface.”
“I know, Mother. I remember all that you told me.”
“And don’t forget to write to us from time to time,” Akun said, unable to hide the sadness in his smile.
“I won’t,” Doyiny said, her eager smile fading.
“You remember where to address the bottles?”
“I remember,” Doyiny said, touching the tears falling from her eyes. “What… what is this?”
“Oh, I don’t expect you’ve cried before,” Alethea said. “It’s what humans do when we feel strong emotions like sadness or… loss…”
“Mother, do you think… Can I use one of the breathing bubbles for just a moment?” Doyiny sobbed, the tears now falling thick and fast.
Kiwu waved her hand and one of her servants prepared a breathing bubble.
Alethea helped Doyiny to her feet again and supported her as she wobbled towards the airlock. She struggled so much that eventually Warwick had to lift her up and carry her.
Then Alethea flooded the airlock and opened the doors to allow Doyiny to swim out and embrace her parents.
“I’ll miss you so much,” she sobbed into their arms.
“We’ll miss you, too,” Akun said, stroking his daughter’s hair.
“But somehow I always knew you weren’t meant to stay in Ndeku forever,” said Kiwu. “You’ll be fine. Just don’t ever forget about who you are or where you come from.”
“I won’t. I could never forget,” Doyiny wept.
“Go on now, you can’t hold up Captain Alethea’s voyage any longer,” Kiwu said, gently pulling her daughter’s arms away.
“Remember, this isn’t farewell forever. We’ll see you again someday,” Akun said, giving Doyiny a final kiss on her forehead before she swam back to the airlock.
“Goodbye, Princess. Break a leg!” Mikkel said as he waved to her. “I mean – oh wait, that one actually works!”
With that, the Barracuda pulled away from Ndeku, Doyiny waving to her parents and taking what may well have been her last looks at her home.
It reminded Alethea of the night long ago when she’d run away from her own home with Robert. Back then she hadn’t felt even the slightest twinge of sadness at leaving her family behind forever. She’d still been furious with them for trying to keep her away from the man she loved.
Sobbing, Doyiny collapsed into Marina’s arms, who looked all around, silently asking for answers. When none came, she gently stroked the girl’s hair, softly at first, then wrapping an arm around her in a comforting embrace.
Alethea finally felt that twinge. She hadn’t realised until now that she’d never said a real farewell to her own parents. She’d simply disappeared from their lives. They didn’t know that they had a granddaughter. They didn’t even know that she was still alive. If Marina were to abandon her forever, she would be so distraught, she couldn’t even imagine the grief.
“We’re here,” Alethea said with a smile as she opened up the top hatch, climbed onto the back of the Barracuda, and breathed in the tropical air. The day was clear and sunny and the shore of West Africa shimmered in the summer sunshine. “Come on up.” She reached a hand down to Doyiny, helping her climb the ladder with her still-shaky legs.
The princess shielded her eyes as she emerged into the sunlight. As her eyes adjusted, she took in the sight of the shoreline rising from the ocean only a short distance away. She gazed at the waves gently lapping against the golden shore, the green palms waving in the breeze, the fluffy white clouds drifting across the sky, and the gulls calling in the air above them. Tears prickled in her eyes.
“Just hold on a moment and we’ll get the lifeboat—”
She didn’t even finish before Doyiny jumped into the water, her new yellow dress billowing out around her as she awkwardly doggy-paddled towards the shore.
“Or that works too, I suppose,” Alethea sighed.
“I’ll make sure she doesn’t drown,” Marina said, stripping off to her linen undergarments, tossing her boots into the messy pile of clothing, and diving in after Doyiny. At least Alethea could be thankful that she hadn’t jumped in naked.
“Alright, beach party!” Ling said, removing his clothes in only a second and belly-flopping into the sea with a painfully loud smack.
The others were soon joining him, stripping off to their own undergarments to dive in. Alethea could only sigh and stand by as they passed her.
Doyiny was already a strong swimmer, but with Marina’s help she learnt to use her legs in place of her powerful tail to reach the shore. As the water shallowed, she stood up and stumbled the final few steps on her ungainly legs, stopping at the water line just as the tide pulled out, leaving her standing on the sand.
“How is it?” Marina asked, joining her.
Doyiny stood perfectly still, staring at her feet as the tide came in and out again, leaving a greater distance between herself and the sea.
“Doyiny? Are you alright?”
The mermaid-turned-human suddenly grabbed her own face in her hands and sunk down to her knees.
“Doyiny?” Marina asked, placing a hand on her shoulder.
“This is what sand feels like on the surface,” Doyiny said, her head shooting up again just as suddenly as she dug her palms into the wet sand. “And this is what the air smells like.” She stood up again, not caring that her legs and hands were caked in muddy sand, and took in a deep breath.
“It’s everything you expected, then?”
“No, it’s better!” Doyiny said, dancing across the sand with the largest smile that Marina had ever seen, one that couldn’t fail to make her smile too.
“Come on, let’s go and see the rest,” Marina took Doyiny’s hand and led her up to the beach to show her the trees, the rocks, and the small animals making their homes amidst the shells and seaweed.
Soon the entire crew were either splashing around in the water or taking in the sun on the Barracuda’s top side. Alethea watched their antics from a deckchair. She knew there was nothing she could do to stop them. Besides, the Vikings were only a few days ahead of them and with the anti-sonar device, they would sneak up on them easily. That, and it had only just struck her how little they visited the surface just for the fun of it.
Kirana dove under the waves and came up again with a net full of large silver fish. Sasha found a dusty grill in the storage room and Thandi set it up on the deck to cook the fish, the smell filling the air as the others swam.
“Come on Jules, dive in!” Vernon called to his fellow engineer, who was still hovering on the Barracuda fully clothed.
“I… I can’t. I don’t swim,” Julius stammered.
“But you do know how to swim, don’t you?” Sasha asked him.
“Y-yes.”
“So, come on, everyone’s waiting and the water feels great,” Vernon called, running the water through his fingers.
“It’ll be good for you to wash that grease off for once,” Rico said, splashing some water upwards.
“A-alright,” Julius said, tentatively removing his clothes.
“Madre de Dios, he was hiding a body like that all along!” Rico cried out as Julius pulled his shirt over his shoulders, revealing a body well-muscled from his near-endless hours working on the Barracuda’s machinery.
Shiro sank underwater, pretending that he hadn’t just heard his remark.
Kicking aside his trousers, Julius braced himself, then jumped into the ocean, eliciting a cheer from the rest of the crew. He surfaced with a smile on his face, something they rarely saw.
“This does feel good,” he said, running his hands through his hair and joining the others in their game of water-tag.
Alethea watched from her deckchair with a smile, taking in the smell of Thandi’s fish. Her gaze passing to the shore, she saw Marina teaching Doyiny how to swim with her new human legs, holding her hands and gently pulling her through the waves as she learnt the kicking motion. It was exactly how she had taught Marina to swim years ago when she was still small. And now here she was, nearly a grown woman and teaching another girl the same thing.
“You’re not swimming?” Kei asked, sitting in the deckchair next to her with a grilled fish impaled on a skewer, handing another to Alethea.
“I’m fine here,” she said before taking a bite into the succulent fish.
“Right. The only parties you go to involve dresses and dancing,” Kei said, receiving a light kick to her shin.
They sat together for a long while eating their fish, watching the others swim and play in the water as the sun set over the African coast.
“I’ve been thinking. We need to do this more often,” Alethea said after a long while.
“Have beach parties?”
“Well, that too, but I meant visiting the surface. I’ve been staying away for far too long.”
“That would be nice.”
“You’ll still come and visit me, won’t you?” Alethea asked, turning to her quartermaster.
“Of course. One day we’ll be sitting on the battlements of our castles sipping cocktails and talking about all the things we used to get up to, and wondering how we’re still alive.”
Alethea laughed, then fell silent for another long moment as she fiddled with her skewer. “When this is done, I’m going to visit my parents.”
Kei nearly dropped her fish. “Are you sure? Even after…”
“Yes. I didn’t leave under the best circumstances, so I want to make up with them, if I can. And it’s only fair that they should meet Marina,” Alethea explained, looking out to see her daughter and Doyiny collecting seashells.
“You’ll have to tell me how that goes. If you’re still alive afterwards.”
“I’ll need about half an ocean’s worth of whisky afterwards,” Alethea laughed and they fell once again into comfortable silence.
The party ended up lasting for most of the night. Everyone gathered around a campfire on the beach to tell stories of their past adventures and sing songs from their various homelands before collapsing exhausted on the sand.
The next morning, Alethea aroused her hungover crew to many pained groans and swept them all back to the sub to nurse their headaches and get their clothes back on. But not before they said their farewells to Doyiny.
“Are you sure you’ll be alright on your own?” Alethea asked, the memory of the Princess downing the leg potion still fresh in her mind.
“I’ll be fine. First thing I’ll do is head to the nearest village to find a job. Maybe fishing or something. I’d be good at that. Or knitting! I’ve always wanted to learn how to knit,” Doyiny said.
“I know your mother and father told you all about the surface, but I’m still surprised that they let you do this when you’re still so young.”
“Well, I’m sure she can handle it,” Marina said sharply, stepping forward to give Doyiny a farewell hug. “I hope I’ll see you again.”
“Me too,” Doyiny said, returning the hug to her new friend. “Good luck finding your treasure.”
“Thanks to your people, making it through the Jade Forest will be easy,” Alethea said.
“You’re going through the Jade Forest?” Doyiny asked, her face suddenly turning grave.
“Yes, that’s where Redscalp hid his treasure.”
“Captain, you have to be careful!” Doyiny said, stepping forward to grip Alethea’s hand, her nails digging into her skin. “The merfolk avoid the Jade Forest.”
“I know it’s easy to get lost in there, but with the sonar device—”
“It’s not just that, Captain. There are creatures down there. We aren’t entirely sure what they are, but our legends say that they’re dangerous.”
“Like Iku-Turso?” Kesä asked.
“Much worse than Iku-Turso. There are stories that anybody who goes to their realm never comes back.”
“Of course, Redscalp wouldn’t make this easy,” Alethea sighed.
“But we’re still going, aren’t we?” Marina asked, looking into her mother’s eyes.
Alethea glanced at Kei, who narrowed her own eyes.
“It’s not up to me. The decision has to come down to a vote,” Alethea replied before turning and addressing the entire crew at once. “Which of you still wants to take the risk of entering the Jade Forest, even knowing what Doyiny has just told us?”
“I’m willing to take the risk,” Kei said immediately. “For Redscalp’s treasure, it will be worth it.”
“I’ll take the risk, too. Whatever this creature is, I’ll bet it will be no match for our guns,” Rico said, his grin returned to his face just as quickly as it had left.
“Yes, exactly. I’m in too,” Marina said.
Alethea looked over the nods of agreement, her hand moving instinctively to Robert’s gun underneath her jacket. She didn’t feel right about this. But she also knew she couldn’t go against her crew’s vote.
“I suppose our own feelings don’t matter for anything. We can’t risk letting Petturi get his hands on that treasure and take control of Undersea.”
She’d been telling herself that over and over again, whenever doubts about this quest emerged in her head. They still didn’t make her feel any better about it.
“You’re all very brave. I think that must be why my mother likes you so much,” Doyiny said, smiling at them as they piled back into the candiru.
“Goodbye! Thank you again! I hope I can do something to thank you someday!” Doyiny said, waving them off.
Marina waved back to her one more time before descending down the hatch. She watched as the Barracuda sank below the waves.
“Well, no time to waste,” Doyiny said, taking in a deep breath of the salty sea air, hitching her bag onto her shoulder, and walking barefoot across the sand to the nearest village. Her new life had only just begun.
Yet despite her joy to finally be walking freely on the surface, her fears of the creature in the Jade Forest stayed in her mind, and her concern for her new friends wouldn’t leave.
 




Chapter Nine – Through the Jade Forest

Not much happened on the long journey across the Atlantic. The only brief respite was stopping at refuelling stations to spend a few shells on trinkets in the shops, find a half-decent coffee, or exchange gossip with other submariners.
“All the subs which left Atlantis to find Redscalp’s stone are back there now,” an Amazon told them on one such stop.
“All the ones which survived, that is,” another added.

“Were any of them damaged?” Alethea asked, remembering the beaten-up Barbarian sub which had warned them to turn back. Advice she was almost starting to wish she’d followed.
“Most of them. At least the repair shops are doing good business,” the Amazon laughed.
“Everyone else is sulking in the taverns,” the other added.
“I heard the Fenrir hasn’t been back to Atlantis yet,” said a Musketeer who had been listening in on their conversation.
“I wouldn’t be surprised if they’d found Redscalp’s gem. They’re probably halfway to the Jade Forest now.”
“Well, if the Pohjola Trench didn’t kill them, the Jade Forest will.”
“We can only hope. Imagine what Petturi Konna would do with that much treasure.”
“Undersea would be doomed.”
Alethea fiddled with the buttons on her cuffs. If even Amazons were nervous about Petturi, then they really did have a lot to worry about.
For days afterwards, the Barracuda crew barely had enough drive to do anything but slump around the galley and play a few half-hearted games of cards.
That was until Ling’s voice came over the shortwave saying, “It’s the Fenrir! The Fenrir is on the sonar.”
The chores and card games were abandoned as a dozen Pirates raced to the bridge to gape at the single blinking dot on the sonar screen.
“Look at that, they have no idea we’re even here,” Ling said with a grin.
“Good thing they don’t. I doubt we can be rescued by merfolk a second time,” Kei said, her arms crossed against her chest.
“Then let’s make sure they don’t spot us. Remember, they can’t see us on the sonar, but they can still see us,” ordered Alethea.
“Chief,” Inoki said, staring out the front window. “We’ve reached the Jade Forest.”
“Let me see,” Petturi said, pushing his second aside.
He didn’t need to, for the towering, gently swaying green kelp trees which gave the Jade Forest its name loomed over them, as tall as the redwood forests of Vinland. It made their submarine feel like an ant next to them.
“It is beautiful,” Thara said, joining them. She glanced at Petturi, her mouth closing.
“Yes, and we’re going to be some of the only people to see it and come out alive,” Inoki said, flashing her a smile.
“It’s still going to be easy to get lost in here,” Thara said. Already she was beginning to see how the Jade Forest had gained its reputation, and why submariners knew to avoid it. The tendrils were so thick that not even light escaped from between them.
“That’s what this is for,” Petturi said, drawing the jade out from underneath his shirt, holding it up close to the window.
Thara gasped as a brilliant green light emanated from it, shining out the window and straight into the waving kelp tendrils, like a rope leading their way.
“So that’s how it works,” she said, unable to mask the wonder in her voice.
“How did Redscalp know about magic like that?” Inoki asked.
“He never told me. The man was harder to figure out than a Chinese puzzle box. I learnt not to question what went on in his head,” Petturi said with a shrug. “Doesn’t matter, anyhow. This will lead us right to the treasure and out again. Head onwards,” he ordered.
The Fenrir ascended into kelp trees so thick they seemed as if they were blocking their way out.
“How can you two look so happy when you’re singing such a sad song?” Varri said, his voice slurring, spilling his bottle of mead as he passed it back to Thorstein.
“Yeah, yer making me miss my wife,” Thorstein added, taking a long swig which dripped down his beard.
“Sorry, Thorstein. I didn’t realise,” said Donovan, stopping the tragic love operetta which he and Inoki had been singing together as they washed the dishes.
“Yer don’t understand. I lost meh wife. I lost meh brudder. Oh, when I saw that statue in New York City,” Thorstein sobbed, nursing the bottle further. “Still, ital be alllll worth it when I get dat treasure.”
“Yes, it will be nice to get our own place on Moloka’I,” Inoki said.
“Or to open our own theatre,” Donovan added.
“Yes, that would be nice too,” Inoki said, brushing Donovan’s cheek for a moment. “What about you, Thara?” he asked. When he received no reply, he looked to see Thara staring out the porthole at the kelp forest passing by. “Something on your mind, Thara?”
“What? Oh, I was just thinking about that party,” Thara said, finally noticing him.
“Let me guess, it’s about that Pirate girl you were talking with?” Donovan said with a grin.
“What? Of course not!” Thara said, trying her best to hide her face as it turned ruby red.
“Ah look at that, our wittle warrior princess has fallen in lurve!” Thorstein responded with a deep laugh.
“I have not!”
Varri stopped laughing and slapped a hand on her shoulder. “Well, thar’s good. Trust me, love just ain’t worth it,” he said.
“What… what do you mean?” Thara said, wrapping her arms around herself and drawing her legs up to her chest.
“Don’t listen to him, Thara. He’s drunk again,” Inoki said, grabbing the bottle away.
“I’m not tryin’ ta’ be mean. I’m just sayin’ be careful. It doesn’t always work out like it does for dem two,” Varri slurred, swinging an arm at Inoki and Donovan.
“He’s right,” Thorstein garbled. “I loved muh wife, and now here I am… allll alone by meh lonesome. And she’s been alone in Valhalla without me for hun… hundreds of years. Love is the bestest, it HURTS!” His legs finally gave up their fight to hold him up as he fell onto his face.
Thara could never tell whether or not he was telling the truth or if he were merely a mad drunk. Sometimes it seemed like both.
“Alright, that’s enough from you two. Get to sleep before you drink up our entire supply,” Inoki said, shoving them both towards their bunks.
“Well, are they right?” Thara asked Donovan.
“Of course not. They’re just a pair of drunks. I’m not even sure if Thorstein ever had a wife.” Donovan smiled at her. When she didn’t smile back, he continued, “If you really love someone, you can always find a way to make it work out.”
“Well, I’m not in love with anyone,” Thara said, returning to staring out at the towering kelp tendrils, as if she was hoping to see a certain ship appear out of their jade green depths.
“Say, you’ll still all come and visit me when I’m living in my mansion, won’t you? Come to a few parties?” Rico asked, grabbing a reluctant Shiro and pulling him to his feet, twirling around the galley and dipping him, nearly forgetting that Kappa was on the other man’s shoulder and screeching at him.
“You’re not going to do this, are you?” Shiro asked, looking up at Rico with a mixture of a blush and a scowl.
“I’m sure we’ll run into each other at the opera. Or the horse races. Or whatever it is that rich people do,” Ling added.
“When we’re rich, we should all get together once a year to relive the good times,” Vernon said.
“Maybe we should go on voyages, too. Or raid a shipwreck for old time’s sake,” Shiro laughed, finally giving into Rico and taking his hands.
“So, you are going to miss me?” Rico asked, righting Shiro to his feet and looking him in the eye.
“I didn’t say that,” Shiro said, grinning back at him.
“Are you hearing yourselves? We don’t even have the treasure yet,” Marina said, watching the spectacle as she dissected her plate of catfish with far more force than was necessary, leaving a permanent scratch on the china plate.
“It never hurts to dream. I’ve been doing that my entire life and I’m only now getting close to actually having it,” Rico said.
“Same for me. I might actually get to go to the races like I always wanted,” Ling said, staring dreamily out the porthole.
“Why are you obsessed with becoming a fancy gentleman, anyway?” Marina asked.
“It’s always been my dream.”
“There’s nothing wrong with wanting more out of life,” Thandi said. “And there’s only so much we can find down here.”
“But why do you want to live in mansions on the surface anyway? Thandi, didn’t you run away from the surface because you couldn’t be yourself up there?” Marina asked.
“Yes, I did.”
“Then think about all you’ll be giving up.”
“Give up what? Scavenging for food? Getting our arses
blown up by Vikings? Never knowing where our next coin is coming from?” Sasha said.
“There’s a whale outside,” Ling said from the porthole.
“No… I mean going on adventures and visiting exciting places. Being free,” Marina countered.
“Adventures are fine until they get you killed,” Sasha said.
“Or until you need cold hard cash,” Warwick added.
“Did you hear me?” Ling asked.
“I mean being free to be yourself and… love who you love,” Marina said, looking into the pages of her book, at an illustration of Leif Erikson and his wife embracing on a precipice. “You can’t do things like that on the surface.”
“It’s true, there’s a lot of things you can’t do on the surface that you can do here,” Rico said, his eyes twitching for a second. “But there’s a lot you can do. You’re too young to understand, Marina, but having money is the only way that you can truly be free in this world.”
“Oh, so living life the way those drys—”
“EVERYONE!” Ling shouted over her.
“What, Ling?”
“I said THERE’S A WHALE OUTSIDE!” Ling shouted as the tendrils parted and the light was blocked off by a huge, grey humpback whale.
It was too late for any of them to be awed by the magnificent creature. The whale clipped the top of the Barracuda, shaking the entire boat and knocking half of them to their feet, the other half gripping onto the nearest sturdy thing they could grab. A low, haunting call sounded over them, almost like a song, as the humpback swam on its way.
“Is anyone hurt?” Sasha asked, glancing all around.
“I’m fine,” Kesä groaned, despite the fork sticking out of her arm.
“I never thought we’d survive a direct hit from a whale,” Rico said, picking himself up, finding that he’d shielded Shiro’s body with his own without even realising it.
“We might not,” Vernon said, rising and looking at the scraps from the top fin falling away.
Marina scrambled to her feet and followed the others to the bridge, the emergency signal blaring all the while. Her mother and Kei were already there, leaning over consoles and shouting orders over the alarm.
“Captain, it knocked the anti-sonar device loose!” Ling said, flicking switches and pressing buttons desperately, none of which seemed to do much good. “The signal has cut off. The Vikings are going to see us!”
“It’s more likely that we’re going to lose them,” Kei said. “I don’t much like either scenario.”
“Can you get it working again?” Alethea asked the sonar operator.
“There’s nothing I can do from here. Someone will have to go out and weld it back on,” Ling said.
“It’s too dangerous. That person would be shark bait. Or… whale bait. You get what I mean.”
“Well, we can’t just sit here and let them batter us to pieces,” said Kei.
“I know, I know. Just… let me think.”
Alethea pinched her nose and closed her eyes tightly. They were fast losing the Vikings, but remaining stranded with no sonar and no sonar-blocker meant getting lost in the Jade Forest forever. She couldn’t have come this far just to lose like this, had she?
“Um… Captain?” Ling said.
“What is it, Ling? I’m trying to think.”
“Sorry, Captain. I just thought you’d want to know that Marina took a welding tool and ran for the hatch.”
“What?” Her head shot up. “Who let her do that?”
“Nobody. We were too busy trying to solve the problem at hand,” Kei snapped.
Alethea barely heard her quartermaster’s protests as she raced to the airlock, glancing through the porthole to see it already flooded with water, the exterior door wide open. She grabbed the shortwave receiver at the side wall.
“Marina, what are you doing? Get back in here, now!” Alethea cried, so loudly that her voice distorted into horrific screeches.
Marina didn’t answer.
“I told you to get back in here. Do not disobey my order! Marina!” Alethea screamed, before Kei placed a hand on her shoulder.
“We can’t get her back in now. Let her fix it,” she said.
“She doesn’t know anything about engineering.”
“Actually, she does. Quite a lot, in fact,” Julius said. Alethea hadn’t even noticed him there until he spoke. “Me and Vernon have been teaching her.”
“Really?” Alethea said. She hadn’t noticed that, either. Now that she thought of it, Marina had fixed the sonar console when they’d found the shipwreck. She was always tinkering with small machines when she wasn’t reading. She’d even used the airlock all on her own. How had she never noticed this before?
“It doesn’t matter. I can’t let anything happen to her.” She tried hopelessly to release the airlock door, even knowing it wouldn’t open with the exterior door open.
“Nothing will happen to her. For once in your life, just trust her,” Kei said, her grip firm on Alethea’s arm. Alethea tensed, about to fight her off, before her muscles relaxed and she turned to stare out of the airlock’s porthole.
At that moment, Marina clung desperately to the ladder grips, pulling herself gradually closer to the top fin. The further she climbed, the more this seemed like a terrible idea and her hands came dangerously close to shaking.
But the Barracuda couldn’t stay stranded, she told herself. They had to beat the Fenrir. They had to stop Petturi. And as much as she didn’t want to, they had to find that treasure before the Vikings did. No prey, no pay, as Pirates always said. If this was to be her final adventure, she was at least going to see it through to the end instead of letting a little bump from a whale kill them all.
An ear-splitting cry echoed through the waters, followed by a melodious hum. On any other day Marina would have found it beautiful. But when she looked up and saw dozens of whales swimming towards the Barracuda, it seemed more like a song of death. The sight startled her so much that she nearly lost her grip.
They were upon her within moments, so close that she could clearly see the barnacles making their homes on their skin. Their sheer size struck fear into her heart. The tail of one of the mighty whales thumped her on the back, knocking the wind out of her. She barely had time to recover her breath before the fin of the next one nearly beat the breathing apparatus out of her mouth. She had to release one hand to shove it back in.
In that brief moment, she was almost torn away from the Barracuda by the passing whale’s drag force. She clung desperately to the rung with a single hand as the whales swam right over her head, her knuckles turning white. She pulled with all the strength she had to grab the rung with her other hand, scrambling to get her feet securely back into the climbing rungs.
“Marina, what happened? Are you still there?” her mother’s voice came over the shortwave.
“I’m fine, Mum. It’s just more whales,” she said as she resumed climbing.
“More whales? For the love of Poseidon, be careful.”
“What do you think I’m doing? I could concentrate better if you weren’t going on at me all the time.”
She half expected to hear her mother arguing back at her. Instead, to her relief, the shortwave went silent and remained that way as she struggled up the remaining rungs. She was even more relieved to look up and see that the pod had passed her; now there were only grey shapes between the kelp and a melody drifting across the waves.
Climbing to the fin, she saw that she’d made it just in time. The sonar device hung on by a single, loose bolt. Another knock would have sent it falling into the Jade Forest and it would have been lost forever.
“Alright, I’m here,” she said into the shortwave. “And the whales are gone, so you don’t have to fuss.”
Perhaps it was because of that comment that Julius came over the shortwave next instead of her mother, instructing her on how to reattach the device. It was a lot like their regular engineering lessons. As a child she’d brought her broken toys to him and watched him intently as he fixed them. She’d spent even more hours when she was little sitting on Vernon’s knee as he spun off technical terms and poured through engineering manuals until she came to understand them. As she’d grown older, those had turned to more formal lessons as they’d given her broken devices and watched over her as she fixed them.
The memories made her smile, despite the danger all around her. She was going to miss those impromptu lectures from the crew, which had served as her schooling. Rico setting up targets in the storeroom, Thandi telling her which vegetables went best with squid ink, Warwick laying out navigation maps before her, Vernon lecturing her on the major themes of Robinson Crusoe. So much better than what she imagined finishing school on the surface to be. She hoped her mother wouldn’t make her study piano or dance or anything else that rich girls were supposed to do. Engineering, mathematics, literature, and marksmanship were far more interesting. And useful, as she now found.
With her cobbled-together knowledge and Julius’s instruction, the device was quickly welded back in place. It was far from a perfect job, but it would last until they reached a repair station. Pride welled inside her as she climbed back down the way she’d come and re-entered the airlock. There was no way her mother could be angry at her now. Perhaps she would even rethink giving up their life on the Barracuda.
“Not bad, eh?”
She smiled as she stepped out the airlock. The Barracuda’s machinery whirled into life once again and they continued on through the Forest.
“That was amazing!” Julius said, his eyes shining like a summer sky. “When I was your age, I couldn’t fix things nearly as—”
“What were you thinking?” Alethea interrupted, pushing him aside and scowling at her daughter with a face like a storm. “Are you trying to be a swashbuckler?”
Julius fell silent and could only look on, his eyes now representing an overcast sky.
“I just fixed the sonar device and saved all our lives and this is what you say to me?” Marina raised her voice.
“I told you not to go out there. You defied my order.”
“And if I hadn’t, we would’ve been sitting here in the Forest for the rest of our lives. Is that what you wanted?”
“What I want is for you to be safe.”
“Then why did you even raise me as a Pirate, anyway?”
Alethea was quiet for a long moment before she continued, “I don’t want you risking your life like that.”
“But I wasn’t hurt! I fixed the damn device, didn’t I?” Marina said, throwing her welding tool to the floor.
“It’s true, she did an excellent job,” Julius squeaked, a harsh look from Alethea silencing him again as he shrank back against the wall.
“So even when I do something right and save us all, it’s not good enough for you?” Marina said, her arms crossed against her chest.
“When you do something so incredibly stupid, then no, it’s not.”
“And you’ve never done anything risky and stupid?”
“Yes, I have,” Alethea growled, slamming a hand against the wall and making Julius flinch. “That’s how I lost your father.”
“And I bet this is what he wanted for you; to give up everything the two of you ever worked for. What he sacrificed his life for.”
Alethea was silent for a moment, not even daring to breath.
“You didn’t know Robert,” she finally said.
“I know enough. You never even asked me if I wanted to give up this life. You went right ahead and made the decision for me. Well, now I hope we never find that stupid treasure. It’s ruined everything,” Marina said, looking away from her mother so that she wouldn’t see the tears in her eyes.
“Don’t say that,” Alethea said, taking a step towards her with her hand outstretched.
“I’ll say whatever I want to,” Marina screamed, knocking her hand away. “You just want me to go live on the surface so that I could never be with someone I love, like you were. I hate you!”
Alethea opened her mouth as if she wanted to say something, but the words seemed to become trapped in her throat. She could only stand before Marina, wide-eyed and open-mouthed.
Already, Marina’s insides felt like ice. She hadn’t meant to say that. Yes, she had. She took a step forward to say something, but Alethea stepped backwards, tears forming in her eyes. Marina had never seen her mother cry before.
“Land ho!” Kirana’s voice came from the bridge.
“Wh-what?” Alethea stammered, staring at the bridge as if she’d forgotten where they were.
“I think we’re there, Captain,” Kirana continued.
“Where?” Alethea asked, her brow furrowing as she stepped onto the bridge.
Marina followed, more out of curiosity than anything else.
“I’m not sure. Just… there. We’re surfacing.”
“Surfacing?” Alethea said, lines forming around her eyes.
Marina followed her gaze out the front window. She knew they couldn’t possibly be surfacing so quickly when they were miles deep underwater. But it was true. The Barracuda
was surfacing. Everyone looked on with just as much curiosity as the sea line passed by the front window and they felt the familiar depressurising sensation. Each of them had to shield their eyes from the sudden assault of sunlight.
Sunlight?
“Well, aren’t my timbers shivered,” Kirana said, her eyes adjusting first.
“Miten tämä on edes mahdollista?” Kesä said, forgetting that none of them understood Finnish. She wiped down her glasses and put them on again just to check that what she was looking at was truly real.
“Just like Redscalp to hide his treasure somewhere like this,” Kei said, shaking her head as the weight of what they were seeing finally hit them all.
The Barracuda crew had seen many strange and incomprehensible things in their collective years travelling the oceans. On this voyage alone, they had already seen things they had previously thought were only myths. But none of them could place what they were looking at into fact or fiction.
They were in some sort of underwater cave or air pocket. Not far away from the Barracuda was an island. An island underwater.
 




Chapter Ten – The Hidden Island

Stepping out of the hatch onto the top of the hull, the Barracuda crew took in their new surroundings.
Before them was an island, or at least something that resembled an island. Looking closer, Alethea realised that the sandy shore which the ocean gently lapped against stretched along only one side of the colossal cave. A light shone from somewhere, although it wasn’t sunlight as she had first assumed. She couldn’t tell where the light or the clear air they were breathing came from. She didn’t even need to ask the others to know that they were just as clueless as she was.
A layer of blue shimmered high above their heads, but there was no way to tell whether it was seawater somehow being suspended above them, or if it was the water they were floating in being reflected on some kind of clear ceiling.
Greenery covered the island-that-wasn’t-an-island from top to bottom. On the shore, they could see something like palm trees, but taller, with leaves branching out from the entire length of the trunk and something sparkling from them. What appeared to be mountains or cliffs in the distance climbed to the cave ceiling. Alethea could even make out a waterfall and the faint specks of some colourful water birds circling the island, their harmonising screeches filling the air.
Looking behind, Alethea saw that the way they’d just come was also enclosed by the massive cave walls, leaving no sight of the Jade Forest’s kelp tendrils. Perhaps they had gone through some kind of tunnel which had been hidden by the mass of kelp, she concluded. Or perhaps they had somehow sailed into another world and she’d been too distracted to realise.
“What made this? A volcano?” Shiro broke the silence.
“There aren’t any on this side of Vinland,” Warwick answered.
“They find new ones underwater all the time,” Kei said.
“Maybe it’s magic,” Ling said.
“Maybe,” Alethea whispered.
“Vikings!” Marina shouted, pointing starboard.
A dozen and one Pirates instinctively ducked when they saw the wolf head mast poking out of the water. In their fascination with the mysterious new land, they had completely forgotten about the Vikings.
“It’s fine, they haven’t seen us yet,” Ling said, poking at the sonar device until it bleeped in response, showing that it still worked as it should.
All thanks to Marina’s engineering and bravery, Alethea thought. Her worry was overcome by a sickly feeling in her stomach.
“How can you tell?” Kesä asked, her voice shaking.
“I think if they had seen us, we’d probably be sinking right now,” Kei replied.
“Good point. We’d better get out of sight, anyway,” Alethea said.
They went back down the hatch, descended into the shallow bay, and found a spot to hide the Barracuda from view behind some rocks jutting out of the water. Even these rocks were strange, covered in algae that was purple instead of green and glinting with specks of gold. It seemed fitting that Redscalp had chosen this place to hide his treasure, Alethea pondered. He always did like things that glittered and sparkled. She briefly wondered how he had known about this place to begin with, but decided not to concern herself with that mystery for the moment.
“The sonar device won’t mask us when we get to shore,” Alethea told the crew once they’d gathered in the galley. “We’ll have to rely upon good old stealth. And if we need it, force.” She fingered the gun at her waist, drawing strength from it as she usually did in situations such as these. “Getting here was the easy part.”
“All of that was easy?” Kirana scoffed.
“Well, more like the not-quite-as-difficult part. We still don’t know where the treasure is or how we’re going to find it.”
“Or dig it up,” Shiro said.
“Or bring it back here,” Rico added.
“Do the Vikings know anything about any of those things?” asked Kesä, flinching and screaming “Perkele!” as Sasha pulled the fork out of her arm, which she had almost forgotten had been there since they’d been struck by the whale.
“No idea. We’ll have to follow them. And maybe ambush them,” Alethea said, her voice fluctuating a little. She didn’t like the idea of an ambush at the best of times. It was far too messy. Ambushing Vikings would be even worse.
“I can do that,” said Rico. “I was a hunter after I left prison.”
Alethea nodded her agreement.
“You were in prison? What for?” Shiro asked.
“For being born,” Rico said in a surprisingly sombre tone most unlike him, which made Shiro shift away and look awkwardly to the ground.
“You’ll take a group to follow the Vikings,” Alethea instructed Rico. “The rest of us will spread out, explore this place, and find out what we’re dealing with. I doubt we can find the treasure without the gemstone, but we’ll have to try.”
“Captain, what about the creature? The one the princess warned us about?” Julius asked.
Alethea only then realised that she’d completely forgotten about the creature. Her fight with Marina had made her forget everything she should have been concerned with. She didn’t even dare to glance at her daughter.
“Wasn’t she talking about the whales?” Sasha said as she bandaged Kesä’s arm, who muttered a string of colourful Finnish curses under her breath.
“Merfolk must be used to whales. That couldn’t be what she meant,” Kirana said.
“Those were the biggest whales I’ve ever seen. And they did nearly destroy us,” Shiro said, stroking the Barracuda’s flank as if he were calming a raging beast.
“It doesn’t matter. We’ll just have to stay alert, like we always do,” Alethea said.
“What?” Warwick said, picking something out of his ear.
“I said like we always… Oh, nevermind. We go in, get the treasure, and get out, quick as we can.”
Alethea’s stomach turned a little when she remembered that Redscalp had once said those exact same words to her, before the mission that had gotten Robert killed.
“I have one more question, Captain,” Ling said, raising his hand in the air as if he were a schoolboy in a classroom.
“Yes, Ling?”
“What do we do if we get caught by a Viking?”
“Don’t.”
“Do you smell that?” Inoki said, stepping off the shortboat before it had even come to a full stop, spreading his arms wide, and taking a deep sniff of the salty sea air. “Isn’t that the most wonderful smell?”
“That’s rotting seaweed,” Thorstein said, stepping off after him, helping the others secure the boat in the sand so that it wouldn’t be pulled away by the tide.
“It’s strange to think that we’re the only people to ever have set foot on this beach,” Inoki said, marvelling as his large furred boots dug into the soft sand, patterned by the ocean waves like a watercolour painting and speckled with seashells and seaweed. “Except for Redscalp, of course.”
“And Leif Erikson,” Donovan added.
“That’s just a story made up for the opera,” Inoki said, putting an arm around his husband’s shoulder, smiling at him as if they’d just arrived on their honeymoon.
“My brother could have done that,” Thorstein growled. “Come to think of it, how did Redscalp know about this place, anyway?”
“Maybe he stumbled upon it by accident.”
“Or maybe somebody else told him about it,” Donovan suggested.
“Then who told him?”
“We’re not at a pub quiz. You’re here to do a job,” Petturi said, taking out the jade stone from underneath his shirt.
“We have plenty of time, Chief,” Inoki said, shielding his eyes from the unseen light source as he took in the scenery. “The treasure can’t go anywhere.”
“I’ve waited too long to find this treasure and I’m not waiting any longer than I have to,” Petturi said without looking at his second. “None of you understand. You don’t know just how valuable this treasure is.”
“We do understand and we want this treasure just as much as you do.”
“Impossible,” Petturi snarled, holding up the gemstone and letting the green light shine into the jungle, stronger and brighter than it had been before. “There you are,” he said, his eyes shining almost as brightly as the stone around his neck. “The trail me and Redscalp made is overgrown. We’ll have to make a new one.”
“That’s going to be a lot of work,” Inoki sighed as he took in the jungle before them, even thicker than the Jade Forest.
“What does it matter? The treasure can’t go anywhere, can it? Get out your axes.”
The others collectively groaned.
“Stop complaining. A little hard work will be worth it for the payday we’re getting. Varri, you stay here as a lookout,” Petturi ordered.
“What? Why do I hafta do it?” Varri huffed.
“What are you complaining for? You don’t have to do any of the hard work,” Inoki said as he handed out the axes. “If you don’t want to keep lookout, you can sweep the ashes out of the stove instead.”
Varri looked to the ground and said nothing.
“Try not to drink all the booze before we get back,” Thorstein laughed, passing by Varri with a hard clap to his shoulder.
Varri watched as they sought out the least overgrown patch of jungle to begin chopping their way through, Petturi shouting at them the entire time for not doing it correctly or quickly enough. He had to admit that as bad as he felt for the rest of the crew, it was nice not to have the chieftain’s anger directed at him for once.
After a while, they disappeared into the jungle and he was left alone on the wide, empty shore. There was nothing to keep him company but the endless, eternal crashing of the waves against the algae covered rocks, the piercing cries of a hundred seabirds, and a few crabs crawling across the beach in their glittering shells. At least they felt at home here. Varri had never felt at home anywhere. Not for a long time, anyway.
“You don’t even need a lookout,” he said to nobody as he threw some speckled stones into the sea.
With nothing else to do, he thought he may as well meander up the beach and see the rest of the shore. Inoki had been right that they were the first people since Redscalp to ever see this amazing marvel of nature, so he might as well make the most of it. Too bad that for as rare and beautiful as it was, he was still completely miserable. It wasn’t as if the chief or anybody else was going to notice if he was gone. There was nobody left who would miss him.
As he splashed his way through the mouth of the river where a waterfall spilled out into the ocean, he found himself itching for a drink. He’d probably have to wait several more days for that, he realised.
Only a few more days, he told himself. A few more days and he’d be out of this… wherever this was. Then he wouldn’t have to work any more menial jobs. He could do what he’d set out to do when he’d joined Petturi Konna’s crew – head straight to the nearest tavern and order a bottle of the most expensive booze they had. With any luck, he could drink himself to death just as Redscalp had done. That had been an ill-fitting end for the most notorious Pirate who had ever sailed Undersea. But for Varri, it would be a perfectly fitting end for the life he’d led.
The candiru landed on the silent, deserted shore, not too far away from the Fenrir’s similar boat. They had made it past the Fenrir unseen by concealing themselves behind more of the jutting rocks. Hiding the candiru behind more seaweed-covered rocks rendered them completely unnoticeable.
“Those idiots didn’t even think to leave a lookout behind,” Ling said.
“Because they didn’t even know we were following them,” Kei said. “And I’d like to keep it that way,” she hissed at her son, who closed his mouth and shrank back.
“Where are they now?” Kesä whispered, glancing all around.
“There. Chopping through the jungle,” Rico said, his keen hunter’s eyes spotting a patch in the vegetation. When he pointed it out, it did look to Alethea like it had been cut away, leaving a trail leading deep into the undergrowth. “I’ll bet that’s where the treasure is, too.”
“So, follow the trail and we find the treasure,” Kei said.
“All we have to do is fight our way through an entire band of Vikings,” Sasha said, fingering the medical pack over her shoulder, as if wondering whether it would be enough.
“Let’s concentrate on finding the treasure first and worry about fighting the Vikings later. Rico, you track them with Kirana, Warwick, and Ling,” Alethea ordered, to which the others nodded.
Except for Warwick who muttered, “Oh sure, ask the half-blind man to track.”
“The rest of us will spread out and investigate this place,” she continued. “Marina...”
She met her daughter’s gaze for the first time since their fight. Marina had been unusually quiet since then, avoiding meeting her eyes and tapping her fingers impatiently against her arm. She could only guess that without the chance to storm to her bunk and scream into her pillow like she usually did when they argued, she was still burning with silent resentment.
“You… you can keep lookout,” she said, looking away again and scratching her arm, even though it didn’t really itch.
She had been about to tell her to return to the Barracuda, but had quickly changed her mind when she realised that would only anger her further. She really didn’t want to start another fight, especially not on an island swarming with Vikings. And possibly with a dangerous monster. She could only hope that this task would distract them both from their bitter thoughts.
Even so, Marina still rolled her eyes at being given such a menial job.
Alethea wasn’t too happy about this either, but she didn’t want her scouting with the others. And she couldn’t expect the engineers left on the Barracuda to babysit her when they had their own jobs to do.
“I’ll keep watch too,” Kei said, looking at Alethea with a silent, knowing nod. “If those Vikings do come back, I want to challenge them myself.” She drew the edge of her rapier from its sheath, grinning as it made a “shing” sound and glinted in the light.
Marina slumped onto the sand with a purposely loud huff. At least she was following orders now.
Alethea tried to think of what she could say or do to make things better and make all of the bad things they’d said to each other go away. Yet nothing came to her. A simple “I’m sorry” probably wouldn’t work. She wasn’t even certain yet if she was sorry.
A tap at her elbow from Kei reminded her that she still had her own job to do, and couldn’t risk getting lost in her thoughts or caught up in domestic drama. This wasn’t the best time or place to be apologising for a big fight. She sighed and started alone up the beach, the scarf once again pulled up over her face. She probably didn’t need it, but felt more secure with it in place. Whatever she and Marina had to say to each other, it would have to wait until their mission on this island was done.
“Our last big adventure and Mum wants me to spend it sitting on my arse doing nothing,” Marina grumbled as she threw rocks into the sea, trying to make bigger splashes each time.
“Would you rather be on the Barracuda doing the laundry?” Kei asked.
“No…” Marina grumbled, kicking a stone which she realised too late was actually a crab.
“You shouldn’t fight with your mother like this.”
“Well, she started it,” Marina said, giving up on stone tossing to cross her arms across her stomach.
“Neither of you started it. You should feel lucky that you still have a mother. I don’t have one. Half of the crew can’t go back to their own families.”
“I know that.”
“Sasha lost her baby and can never get him back.”
“Really?” Marina turned to face her. “She never told me that.”
“It’s not something she likes telling others about. She was married once and had a son. But he died of a fever and her husband was so distraught that the bastard left her. That’s why she’s always looking out for you. Your mother is like that, too. She knows what it’s like to lose someone.”
“But she’s just…” Marina said, stabbing at the sand with the toe of her boot.
“Just what? Looking out for your safety? Trying to build a better life for you?”
“No… I mean… I know she’s doing all that, but… she doesn’t have to ruin my entire life!” Marina said, throwing her dagger down so that it landed blade first in the sand, scaring away the crab.
“I know it was wrong of her to make decisions on your behalf, and I’m going to talk with her later about that. But Marina, you have to understand that all your mother ever does is for you. I’ve known you since you were born. I was there when Sasha delivered you, in fact.”
Marina glanced towards Kei. In all the years she’d known her, she’d never heard her tell this story.
“At the time, your mother was still broken up over your father. Even when she found out she was pregnant with you, it wasn’t enough. I managed to convince Captain Turner – you remember him, don’t you? – to let her stay on the Barracuda.
“But when you were born and Sasha handed you to your mother, she looked at you as if you were the most precious treasure in the world. Then she held you tight and started to cry. She couldn’t stop. Sasha thought there was something wrong with her and tried to take you away from her, but I told her that everything was fine.
“It wasn’t always easy after that, but if it hadn’t been for you, I don’t know if your mother would have ever smiled again,” Kei finished.
“Why have you never told me this before?”
“Because I didn’t need to until now.”
“But why did Mum still raise me on the Barracuda? Wouldn’t it have been safer to move to Atlantis or something?”
“She thought about that. Everyone was still after Redscalp’s crew at the time, both in the Empire and Undersea, so she had to hide away. That’s why I gave her that scarf to wear and helped her think of a new name. The Barracuda was safer than any town could have been.”
That was true, Marina realised. In all the years she’d lived there, the encounter with Petturi had been the only time they’d come so close to death.
“Also, I think the spirit of adventure is still inside her. Even if she tries to hide it.”
“Doesn’t seem that way.”
“Your mother might want you to be safe, but that doesn’t mean she wants you to ‘walk the straight and narrow’. In fact, she’d be disappointed if you did.
“I’m telling you all of this so you’ll understand how much your mother has sacrificed for you. Think harder about the things you say to her before she’s gone and you won’t be able to speak to her again. Trust me, it will happen someday,” Kei said, an even sharper edge than usual in her voice.
“I need to find her,” Marina said, rising and racing across the beach.
“She told you to keep watch here,” Kei called after her.
“I have to talk to her now,” Marina shouted back.
“You can talk to her later. Marina!”
Kei’s shouts grew more distant as Marina ran. Luckily for her, she was faster than the quartermaster. Besides, she was doing what Kei wanted and trying to fix things with her mother. What reason did she have to try and stop her?
Alethea snapped herself back to attention for the dozenth time since she’d begun trekking up the beach. It still didn’t work, for her thoughts soon returned to her fight with Marina. She stopped and tried instead to take in and appreciate the island’s beauty and ponder how lucky she was to be one of the only people to ever see it. That only reminded her that she wouldn’t be seeing it at all if it hadn’t been for Marina defying her order.
What worried her most of all was how much her daughter had meant it when she’d said “I hate you”. They’d fought before, but Marina had never said anything like that to her.
It reminded her of the last big argument she’d had with her own parents the night before she and Robert had run away. At the time, she hadn’t thought much of it. But now, she pondered on all the things she’d left unsaid. She’d said many things she hadn’t meant that night, and now there was no way to take them back or apologise for them. Even if she did go back to Bath to see her parents, they would probably refuse to see her. That was if they were still there and hadn’t been forced into isolation out of the shame she’d brought upon them.
She stopped, staring ahead. Perhaps she should turn back and try to make things better with Marina, while she still could. Vikings and monsters be damned. She didn’t know what she could possibly say or do to make it better, but she had to try at least. She couldn’t let it end the way it had with her own parents.
Before she could turn around, she noticed something moving ahead of her. She froze. Something was coming towards her. Not something. Someone. The light glinting off the horned helmet told her that it wasn’t a member of her own crew. All the blood seemed to drain out of her at once. The Vikings had left a lookout after all.
The blood returned to her veins just as quickly as it had left, and she darted through the shallow water and behind a nearby waterfall. She could see out, but the Viking wouldn’t be able to see her. She watched as he ambled up the beach, muttering to himself and occasionally tossing shiny stones into the ocean. He obviously wasn’t expecting to see anybody else there. But he was heading towards her crew. Towards Marina.
She pulled her scarf tighter around her face and fingered Robert’s gun. A single shot to the head would take care of that Viking. A shot right between the eyes.
But the sound of the gunshot would alert the rest of the Vikings and put them in worse danger. Her fingers drifted away from the gun and to her sword. She didn’t like having to leave a body behind, especially in this beautiful paradise, but to defend her crew and her daughter, she would do whatever was necessary.
The Viking’s heavy boot splashed into the pool before her. This was her chance. No hesitation. She leapt out and struck, knocking him over. She held her blade to his throat before he had time to contemplate what was happening to him.
He proved to be quicker than his haggard, drunken appearance let on. As soon as he had fathomed what was happening to him, he pulled himself up and kneed Alethea in the stomach, winding her long enough to push her off and scramble aside. He seemed to take a second to figure out whether he should keep fighting her or run away back to his own crew. Alethea used that moment to punch him in the face. He recovered faster than she expected. It seemed he was used to face punches, which seemed plausible for a Viking.
He reached for the longsword at his belt and stumbled forward through the water to lunge at her. In that moment, Alethea noticed the flash of a watch falling out of his pocket and hanging by a chain. Odd choice for a Viking. Yet Alethea could have sworn she’d seen a watch exactly like that one somewhere long ago, but couldn’t quite remember where. She didn’t have time to search her memory, however, before she dodged his attack.
One swing barely missed his stomach, leaving a wide slash across his already worn tunic, and left him staggering backwards into the shallow water.
The watch swung as he moved. Where had she seen it before? It was on the edge of her memory.
In a second, Alethea was on top of him again, pinning him to the ground with her leg and pointing her sword at his throat. In the scramble, she knocked the horned helmet off his head to reveal his dark, greying curls. His beard went with it. A fake beard. Why would a Viking need to wear a fake beard?
With his sword lost, he could only claw up at her face, grabbing her scarf and tearing it off.
Only then did he stop, looking up into her eyes. Good, Alethea thought. He wouldn’t have to see the point of her sword as she used it to take his life. Her eyes stayed on his as the fear of death on his face turned to something incomprehensible.
“Priscilla?” he said. “Priscilla… Stephenson?”
Alethea’s blade halted an inch from his throat. She could only look down into his wide eyes. There was no way this grimy Viking could know her real name. There was nobody left Undersea who knew her real name, except for Marina and Kei. Lewis had known it, but had evidently forgotten it when he had become Petturi Konna. The only person who could possibly know it would be…
The revelation hit her even harder than the kick to the stomach. She dropped her blade and scurried away from the man, her eyes wide.
“You can’t be… You died…” she said between heavy breaths as she looked into the unforgettably bright green eyes of Robert Holburne.
 




Chapter Eleven – Contrary to Expectations

This wasn’t possible. He couldn’t be here. He’d died. She’d seen him die.
Had she seen him die? The cipactli had dragged him down and she’d watched his smiling face disappear before she’d passed out and been snapped up by the Barracuda. But there was no way he could’ve survived being dragged down by a monster like that.
Yet here he was, in front of her. As real as the rocks and the water and the salt-scented air. His hair was greying a little, his hairline was receding, and he looked like he hadn’t left a tavern in the past sixteen years, but it was definitely him. He had the same green eyes that were so bright, she always thought they looked as if they’d been painted by Mr Gainsborough. He had the same black curls that she had run her fingers through countless times, and the same hooked nose he had always felt a little insecure about, no matter how many times she’d reassured him. She even recognised now the chain of his grandfather’s antique pocket watch, his most prized possession. This was definitely Robert Holburne in front of her.
She’d been less shocked when she’d discovered that merfolk were real.
“Priscilla…” he said again, because neither of them could figure out what to say.
“You died,” Alethea said again. There was so much she wanted to say to him but the words wouldn’t come.
“I thought that you had died,” Robert said, words now spilling out of his mouth faster than a cannon shot. “I searched for you and—”
“Varri, are you over there?” a voice came from the direction of the beach.
“If you somehow found booze here then I want some,” came another, followed by joint laughter.
Alethea’s blood froze. It was two of Robert’s Viking crewmates. Vikings who definitely weren’t expecting to see a Pirate.
Both she and Robert instinctively looked towards the voices, then back at each other at the same moment. A shared look of panic crossed their faces.
“Hide, quickly. I’ll lead them away,” Robert whispered, pointing to the waterfall she had just burst from.
Alethea somehow gathered enough sense to rise to her shaking feet and clamber back through the falls. She could just about make out Robert’s form through the cascading water as he scrambled to his own feet, retrieving the ridiculous horned helmet and fake beard which had come off during the scuffle.
“I’m here. Just having a look around,” he said, giving his voice a drawl.
She could see what he was doing. He wasn’t only dressing up like a Viking, he was acting slow and stupid to hide his identity from Lewis. That was why Lewis still hadn’t recognised him.
“How did you get that mark on your face?” asked the tall Polynesian Viking man, she remembered his name was Inoki, as he and his Vinlander companion, she’d heard him be called Thorstein, reached Robert, or rather Varri.
“Tripped,” Robert said as he tried to subtly tug the beard back into place.
“You look like you’ve been beaten up,” Thorstein said, wiping the dirt and blood left over from their fight off Robert’s front.
“This is why you shouldn’t have left your post,” Inoki said.
“I was bored,” Robert the not-Viking responded.
Alethea noticed a flash of red sticking out from the pond. Her scarf! Robert had torn it off during the fight. If the other Vikings found it, they’d know that she and the rest of her crew were on the island.
“Petturi will skin you if he finds out that you left your position.”
“I know. I won’t do it again. It’s boring here, anyway,” Robert said, glancing downwards. He’d spotted the scarf too and awkwardly tried to tread it below the water without the other two noticing.
“It sure is. And here I was hoping we could make some money selling holiday homes,” Thorstein guffawed.
“I think this would be a good place for a honeymoon. Private, peaceful. Nice romantic atmosphere,” Inoki said, turning a complete circle to look over the surroundings.
Robert laughed awkwardly and somehow Alethea found herself feeling hot.
“If I find you and Donovan doing the deed behind a rock, then I’m abandoning you both here,” Thorstein said.
“Luckily for you, we won’t be. I nearly put my back out cutting through that jungle,” Inoki said, stretching his back with a pop so loud that even Alethea heard it.
“Did you reach the treasure yet?” Robert asked.
“Far from it. It’s going to take days just to cut through that jungle, let alone find the treasure and haul it back. Petturi wanted to keep going, but I convinced him to stop and make camp for the night.”
“That’s why we were looking for you. Petturi said you have to dig the dump trench,” Thorstein said. “At least you won’t be bored anymore.”
“I suppose not…” Robert said, shuffling and kicking at the stones by his feet. He always did that when he was nervous, Alethea remembered.
“Make it nice and deep. We’ll be here for a while,” Thorstein said as he and his companion turned back the way they had come.
Alethea’s heart pounded even harder. They were headed towards her own crew.
“Wait!” Robert called, obviously realising the same thing.
“What is it now?” Inoki said, turning back to Robert with a frown.
“I forgot to tell you but I uh… found something… over that way,” Robert said, pointing in the opposite direction, which might have been south-west, but it was difficult to tell.
“What?” Thorstein asked with a raised eyebrow.
“A… uh… a way through the jungle. Might be a faster way to reach the treasure.”
“Well, why didn’t you mention that earlier? You prawn,” Thorstein said, lightly clonking Robert on the head with the handle of his axe as he and Inoki headed in the direction Robert had indicated.
“Get started on that trench,” Inoki called behind as they clambered over the rocks. “Just follow the trail we made into the jungle. The camp is about half a mile in. Even you can’t miss it.”
Robert laughed awkwardly and waved them both off. Once he was satisfied that they were far enough away, he waded through the water to the falls.
“They’re gone,” he said, the drawl vanished from his voice.
Alethea reached through the waterfall, grabbed his wrist, and dragged him in. He made a small squeak at the brief soaking, then they both stared at each other for another painfully long moment.
“Thank you,” was all that she could think to say.
“It was no problem,” Robert said with a small smile, water dripping from his hair and his already soaked beard. He always said that whenever somebody told him “thank you”, and it was always with that smile.
After another long moment of silence, he said, “We should probably go somewhere and talk.”
“Won’t they notice you’re gone?” Alethea asked, glancing back through the falls.
“They won’t miss me for a while. What about your crew?”
“Oh, they’re just scouting and uh… stalking your crew…” Alethea said, looking away and wondering if she should be sharing this with Robert. “They won’t miss me.”
“There’s a dry spot over there,” Robert said, pointing to a rock out-crop above the waterline at the back of the cave. Alethea nodded. Without saying another word, they waded through the water.
“I can’t see any trail. Can you?” Thorstein asked, shielding his eyes from the mysterious light source as it changed to something resembling a sunset.
“No. I’ll bet Varri found a way to sneak a bottle here after all,” Inoki said. “He was acting even stranger than usual. He probably is—”
He fell silent as they stopped. They’d nearly run straight into something. A person. Before them was the young Pirate girl from the Barracuda.
A shriek escaped her as she stopped and stared at them, like a deer spotted by hunters.
For a moment they could only stare at her, wondering if they were hallucinating.
The girl found her senses a brief moment before they did. She tried to run, but it took only a few quick steps before Inoki had her small wrist in his large hand.
“How did you get here?” he demanded.
“Let me go!” the Pirate girl said, trying to pull away, finding it useless, then clawing at Inoki’s hand instead. When that failed, she reached for the pistol at her waist. But Inoki was faster and more instinctive and grabbed her other arm before she had the chance, giving Thorstein enough time to take it off her.
“Are the rest of your crew here too?” Inoki asked.
“Like I’d tell you!” the girl said, struggling uselessly.
Inoki and Thorstein shared a look before the blonde Viking removed one of his fur-lined armbands and stuffed it in the girl’s mouth, muffling her shrieks.
“Sorry about this,” Inoki said as he secured her hands with a length of rope he always kept on his person for just such an emergency. “I have no idea how you Pirates followed us here, but it’s going to cause a big problem for us, so we’d best take you back to Petturi.”
He effortlessly lifted the girl onto his shoulder and carried her back in the direction of the camp, the girl fighting and kicking at him all the way. “Ouch. Thorstein, secure her legs, too. She’s a rough Pirate brat.”
Alethea was afraid to even glance at him, even though she’d spent the past seventeen years wanting nothing more than to look upon his face again. Yet she was also afraid to look away from Robert as they sat with their backs to the cave mouth. She was almost afraid that he really was a ghost, or a figment of her imagination, and he would disappear back into her memory if she were to look away. But no matter how many times she looked away and back again, he didn’t disappear.
She couldn’t bring herself to talk to him. Even though there was so much she wanted to tell him and even more she wanted to ask. Even though she had spent the last seventeen years wishing to hear his voice again.
“Here,” Robert finally said with a nervous squeak.
Alethea looked up to see he was handing her a piece of half-stale bread.
“Thank you,” she muttered, taking it from him.
Their fingers brushed for the briefest of moments. They drew their hands away quickly and concentrated on chewing the tough bread. It gave them both an excuse not to say anything else for a while.
She wondered if the rest of her crew were back on the Barracuda feasting upon one of Thandi’s special dinners at that same moment. Perhaps her cook had found something to eat on the island and they were all enjoying it together. Were they safe without her?
Why was she even considering such a question? Of course, they were. And they were probably having a much better time without her there spoiling their fun.
“So…” Robert cleared his throat and broke the silence again.
She looked up to see him breaking his bread (he had given her the less stale piece) apart in his fingers. It reminded her of the way he’d ripped his pastry when they’d first met. And how he had always snuck bread out of the kitchens to feed the swans on the lake in Prior Park. More faded memories were resurfacing with every minute she spent with him.
“About that day with the cipactli,” Robert continued, still avoiding looking her in the eye.
“I saw it drag you down. After you…” She couldn’t finish the sentence, after you sacrificed yourself to save me.
“I had my knife on me.”
“Your knife…” Alethea said, almost kicking herself. Seventeen years and she’d forgotten all about his knife. She’d bought him that knife and she’d still forgotten all about it.
“I slashed at it until it let me go. It had broken some of my ribs so I couldn’t swim. I thought I was going to drown and I blacked out. But when I woke up, I was in an infirmary with some kind of bubble around my head.”
“Oh, so the merfolk rescued you?”
“Y-yes. How could you possibly know that?” Robert said, finally looking at her.
“I’ve met merfolk, too. Probably not the same ones, though,” Alethea said, managing to smile a little and hold his gaze for a few seconds before they both glanced away again.
“I begged them to look for you, too. They searched all around their territory but couldn’t find any trace of you. So… I thought that…” He trailed off into silence and stared at the water, illuminated as if it were the night sky. The light outside seemed to be fading to twilight somehow, reflecting against the cave walls, smooth and shining as a seashell.
“The Barracuda rescued me that day,” Alethea said. “It snapped me right up in its jaws. At the time I thought it was a real monster trying to eat me,” she added and Robert chuckled a little, still somewhat awkwardly. “I asked them to look for you too, but they found nothing, so I thought…”
She followed his gaze to the twinkling water lapping against the rock.
“The merfolk offered to turn me into one of them.”
“And you didn’t take their offer?”
“Do I look like I have a tail?” Robert said with a slight glint in his eye.
“Well, I wasn’t going to say anything,” Alethea said, making him laugh again, less awkwardly this time. It stirred something inside her heart.
“Even though they told me there was no trace of you, I couldn’t be convinced. As soon as their doctor let me, I asked them to take me to the surface. I caught a lift with a Mexican fishing boat and ended up working for them until they dropped me off in Atlantis. Then I joined a crabbing fleet for a while. Then I became a cleaner on a navy ship… Well, it went on like that. I took odd jobs wherever I could find them to get by so that I could look for you.”
“Why?” Alethea asked, now looking directly at him without glancing away. Her heart felt as if it were aching from hearing how far he had gone to try and find her.
“Because I couldn’t believe what the merfolk had told me. I didn’t want to believe it. I was convinced that if I searched long and far enough, I could find you again. It took five years until I accepted that I was never going to find you.”
“But you were right all along,” Alethea said, nerves catching up with her again and making her look away.
“Yes…” Robert said, following her gaze. “I had already changed my identity several times to avoid the authorities. I went between jobs and spent all my money in the tavern. That’s why I joined Lewis’s crew to find Redscalp’s treasure; I just wanted enough to go into the first tavern I found and never come out again.”
He wrapped his arms around his legs and shrunk against the wall.
Alethea could barely believe that this was what had become of the man she’d known.
“Lewis didn’t recognise you?” she asked, too afraid to ask him anything else.
“He didn’t even notice. I assume he didn’t recognise you, either?”
“Well, you didn’t, so what chance did he have?”
They both chuckled before falling silent again. This one felt like a more companionable silence.
“Sh-should I call you by your new name?” Robert asked, twirling one of his dark curls around his finger.
“No, there’s no need. You can call me Priscilla. Nobody calls me by that name anymore.”
“Priscilla…” The sound of her real name on his lips made her heart skip. “I still like your new name.”
“What name are you using?”
“Varri Ukirrson.”
“That’s a nice name. It’s from Leif Erikson and the Golden Sea, isn’t it?”
“Yes. I hope it’s not too obvious.”
“I doubt any Vikings will recognise it. They’re not that into opera. You could have picked a more convincing costume, though,” Alethea said, picking up the silly horned helmet he had left on the ground.
“It was all I could afford. I wish I hadn’t picked out such an itchy beard,” Robert said, twirling his hair so hard he almost straightened it out.
Only then did Alethea notice how poor and dishevelled he was; his tunic seemingly not washed for months and his trousers re-patched several times. A painful realisation struck her that it was because any money he had earnt went straight to the tavern.
“You’ve been doing so much better than I have. You’re a captain,” Robert said, eyeing her all at once, which made her shiver.
“Only because Captain Turner gave up piracy to farm emus in Australia. It… didn’t end well for him…”
“You’ve still done far better than I ever could have.”
“It hasn’t been easy. I was actually thinking of retiring after this quest.”
“You? Retire?” Robert said, twisting around to face her fully. “That’s absurd, you can’t do that. You found Iku-Turso first, you turned an entire party of people against Grail, you found your way through the Jade Forest, and you nearly killed me.”
“You didn’t have to mention that last one.”
“How could you think of retiring?”
“It’s not for me, it’s for Marina.”
“Who’s Marina?”
“She’s my… my …Oh shit…” Alethea stopped, her hands becoming clammy. The horned helmet slipped from her hands and landed on the stone floor with a clatter.
She still hadn’t told him about Marina. In fact, she’d been so caught up in finding him again that she’d almost completely forgotten about her own daughter. Their own daughter.
“What? Is something wrong?” Robert said, putting a warm hand on her arm, which only made her sweat more.
“No… It’s… I just…” Alethea stammered, suddenly afraid to look him in the eye again. “I… when we were separated, I was a little… pregnant,” she said, letting out the final word in a high-pitched squeak.
“So, you… Oh… Oh…” Robert’s eyes widened. He looked the same as she’d felt when she’d found out she was pregnant all those years ago; as if he’d just found out that merfolk, yetis, and elves were real all at once. “Wow… that’s just… oh wow. I’m… daughter...”
“Yes…” was all that Alethea could say, her earlier nerves returned tenfold.
“You were feeling sick that day. I didn’t want you to go. That was why…” Robert gripped his legs and rocked back and forth a little.
“It was.”
“Should have been more careful.” He crossed his legs and held them tightly together.
Alethea cleared her throat to say something, but no words would come to her.
“Wait… that girl who shot at me. When we fought Iku-Turso. Was that… her?”
“That’s her.”
“She is quite the fighter. You’ve raised her well,” Robert said, half laughing and rubbing his thinning hair so hard it seemed he would pull it out.
“I’m not so sure about that. I think she hates me now,” Alethea said, drawing her knees up to her chest.
“Why do you say that?”
“She said she hated me. We got into a fight before we arrived here. It was a stupid fight, but… I realised that I forced her into this against her will. I didn’t even want to find this treasure at first because I thought it was too dangerous. But then I realised I could use it to retire and keep her safe, so that she could have a better life. I never asked her what she wanted.” She wept openly into her arms, knowing how pathetic she looked but was unable to stop. “How could I have done this? I’m a terrible mother.”
“What are you talking about? You’re a terrific mother,” Robert said, inching closer to her.
“Please, you don’t have to say that just to be nice to me,” she said, trying to wipe her eyes without much luck.
“I’m not. It’s normal for girls her age to get into fights with their parents. Do you remember how often you used to fight with your mother?”
“That’s because she wouldn’t let me be with you,” Alethea said, wiping her face with her sleeve, still unable to look at him.
“I fought with my parents about that, too. Oh, you wouldn’t believe the fight we had the night before we ran away. But you’re not like our parents. You would never force her into something like an arranged marriage, would you?”
“Of course not,” Alethea said with a sniff. The tears dried up a little.
“There, you see? You are a good mother,” Robert said, smiling at her, the light emanating from the cave rocks illuminating his eyes brighter than Redscalp’s jade stone.
The tears finally stopped. Alethea wiped the remaining snot from her nose with her sleeve. She probably looked a mess, yet she never had to worry about being presentable in front of Robert.
“I know it hasn’t been easy for you to raise her all alone. I should have been there with you,” he said.
“It wasn’t exactly your fault.”
They looked away from each other again. It hadn’t struck them until that moment that if they hadn’t been separated, they would have raised Marina together. It would have been difficult and they would have struggled for money. But somehow, they would have managed it. Just as they always had done. They would have all been happy. They would have been together.
Alethea hugged her knees again. She was starting to wonder what she and Robert were to do now. They were still technically enemies competing for Redscalp’s treasure, yet she couldn’t exactly keep him away from his own daughter. She couldn’t keep Marina apart from her father either, even though she still had no idea how she would react to learning that he was still alive.
Yet they had been apart for seventeen years. Marina had never known a father, and had never particularly needed one. Alethea had romanced other people since then, and slept with more than a few of them. Robert had probably been with other women too, she realised with a wave of jealousy which surprised her. They couldn’t simply pick up their relationship again from where it had left off, as if the past seventeen years had never happened. As if they’d never grieved for each other and moved on.
Robert broke the tension by saying, “It’s late. We should sleep.”
“Here?”
“I think it will be safe if we sleep together,” Robert answered, then immediately realised what he’d said and stammered, “I-I mean if we sleep close together… we’ll… we’ll be...”
“I should… I need to get back to the others,” Alethea said, making to rise, hoping that Robert couldn’t see her reddened face in the dim light. “I’ve been away from them for too long already.”
“My crew are all over that beach. And you can’t find your way across this island by yourself in the dark,” Robert said, taking her by the arm to halt her. To Alethea’s surprise, this time neither of them flinched from the sudden touch. “Will they be fine by themselves for a night?”
“Yes. The Barracuda is hidden.”
“How exactly? Come to think of it, how did you all get here without us noticing, anyway?”
“Oh, we acquired an anti-sonar device from the merfolk,” Alethea explained, wondering if she should be telling Robert this.
He smiled, but not maliciously.
“You truly are amazing,” he said, his eyes lit up the way they used to during their walks around the gardens in Bath. He seemed to realise at the same moment as her, and quickly blushed and looked away again. “Anyway, we’ll be safe here,” he added, stretching out on the rock.
Alethea did the same next to him. It was the furthest thing from comfort, but both of them had slept on worse.
“Goodnight,” she whispered.
“Goodnight. Sleep well,” Robert said, his back to hers. Not close enough to touch, but just close enough that she could feel his presence by her side – warm, comforting, and oddly familiar.
Alethea lay awake for a long while listening to Robert’s breathing and the lapping of the water on the rock. She suspected that Robert was doing the same.
He’d always had trouble sleeping when something bothered him.
She still wasn’t entirely sure what to think of this situation. She was overjoyed that he was alive, yet she couldn’t throw her arms around him and hold him from relief, as a large part of her still wanted to. This was the man she had given up her entire life for, who she’d been with for years, who she’d had a child with. If they hadn’t been separated, then they would still be together now. But they weren’t. They weren’t the same people they had been seventeen years ago.
But Robert was still the same in many ways. He was still kind, understanding, and funny like she remembered. He was still the same sweet boy she’d called her one true love all those years ago.
When she had lost him, she’d cried so much for him that her tears could have filled up the ocean twice over. At the time it had felt as if her life was over.
Since then, she had made something of her life and found someone else to care about in Marina. If it hadn’t been for her, and the rest of the Barracuda crew, she never would have recovered from that dark time.
But even after she’d moved on, she’d never been able to make a relationship last longer than a few months. After a while, she’d stopped trying entirely. In the back of her mind she had always known that Robert would always be her true love whether he was alive or not. It hadn’t seemed fair to string her partners along when she couldn’t return their feelings. She had come to terms with all that long ago.
Why, then, did she feel the same way now that she had done when she was sixteen years old?
 




Chapter Twelve – The Turncoat

When they arrived back at their temporary camp, Inoki and Thorstein found the rest of the Fenrir crew running all around building a fire, gathering things to eat, and setting up places to sleep. Petturi sat on a speckled rock, cradling the shining jade in his hands.
“Where have you two been?” he asked them, not taking his eyes off the stone. “And where’s Varri? Did you tell him to dig the dump trench?”
“We found something you’ll want to see,” Inoki said, placing his captive down on the ground by Petturi’s feet.
A pained cry escaped her.
Only then did the chieftain finally take his eyes away from the stone.
The other Vikings halted their jobs and looked on, just as astonished.
Thara dropped the pile of firewood she’d been carrying and watched with a stiffened expression.
Marina glanced at her then away again.
“Isn’t that the Pirate captain’s brat?” Petturi asked.
“She is,” Inoki confirmed.
“What the bloody hell is she doing here?” Petturi said, placing the jade back underneath his jerkin, pacing forwards, and ripping Thorstein’s armband out of the girl’s mouth. “How did you get here?”
“Through the back door,” the girl said, for which Petturi leant down and grabbed her face, leaving deep red marks on her cheeks.
“Don’t get smart with me. Tell me how you got here.”
“I’m not telling you!” the girl shouted in his face, with a ferocity matching Thara’s.
In fact, Inoki noticed a look of admiration cross the Viking girl’s face – until Petturi drew out his knife and held it to the Pirate girl’s throat, close enough to leave a trickle of blood. Inoki flinched and Donovan took a tentative step forward.
Thara looked ready to run forward until the captive spoke.
“We followed you. We have a device that blocks us from sonar,” the girl said, tears racking her entire body.
“You mean to tell me that there’s a whole nest of Pirates stalking around this island?” Petturi said, releasing the girl and pacing up and down the camp. “Wonderful. Bloody marvellous. I should have expected something like this. Now we’re going to have Pirates attacking us and taking our treasure—” He stopped, looking at Marina again. “Except they won’t attack us or take our treasure so long as we have her. Their captain won’t let anything happen to her little Pirate baby,” he said, rubbing Marina’s bruised cheek.
She pulled away in disgust.
Petturi looked down on Marina with deranged eyes, laughing. “It looks like it was a good thing you followed us, after all. Secure her and keep a close watch on her. And throw her a scrap of something so she doesn’t whine. Not the good stuff, though.”
“Should we send word to the Pirates?” Inoki asked.
“They’ll find out soon enough. Probably have a scout watching us right now,” he chuckled and smirked, drawing his pistol from his belt and firing it into the trees, so quickly that it made all of them flinch. “And they probably know by now that it won’t do any good to ambush us and steal their little Pirate princess back,” Petturi spoke louder, shoving his smoking pistol back into his belt and returning to his spot on the rock to admire the jade some more.
Inoki pulled the girl up and led her to the side of the camp, pushing her down with her back against another jutting rock.
“Sorry about this,” he said as he secured her hands and feet with stronger rope. “But you grew up Undersea, didn’t you? You know how it goes.”
“Here,” Donovan said, coming to his side with a piece of bread in his hands, which he held out towards her. “A lot of them have gone missing, but this one isn’t too stale.”
He couldn’t look the captive in the eye as she took the meagre portion in her bound hands. Yet Inoki grinned.
“Have I mentioned lately how much I love you?” he said as he placed an arm around his husband’s shoulders and kissed his cheek.
“Yes. But you can tell me again,” Donovan said, giving the Pirate a final glance before they joined their crew around the fire.
This was just perfect, Marina thought as she watched the Vikings settling around their campfire. After all she’d done to try and prove to her mother that she could survive on her own, she had gotten herself kidnapped. All because she’d been trying to find her mother and talk to her. Because she’d wanted to make up for that stupid fight.
What was her mother going to think now? Did this only prove to her how immature and inexperienced she truly was? Perhaps now she really would lock her away to keep her safe. When she did finally swoop in and rescue her, she was going to get a lot of “I told you so’s”. She was never going to hear the end of it for as long as she lived.
She waited through the long night, but nobody came. Not any of the crew. Not her mother. They were coming to get her, weren’t they? They wouldn’t just leave her here. Her mother couldn't be that angry with her that she would abandon her entirely.
Alethea awoke the same way she always did when she was forced to sleep on a hard floor – sore, cranky, and longing for the days when her back didn’t creak quite as much. She was awoken by a shaft of light (where the light was coming from, she still couldn’t figure out) filtering in through the falls. She winced and shielded her eyes. It was only then that she remembered that Robert Holburne was next to her.
She and Robert came fully awake at the same moment, looking into each other’s eyes, finding they had both rolled over in their sleep until their faces were only inches apart. Alethea had almost forgotten what it had felt like to sleep so close to him, or how comforting it was.
“M-morning,” she stammered as she sat up and brushed the mass of tangled hair from her face.
“Good morning,” Robert muttered, desperately trying to tidy his own haphazard hair. “Sleep well?”
“Not really,” Alethea said, creaking her back with an audible pop. “Sleeping on the ground isn’t as easy as it used to be.”
“I know what you mean,” Robert said, stretching his own back with just as many creaks. “Still, it’s slightly better than sleeping in a room full of snoring Vikings.”
“Vikings… what time is it? I need to get back. I’ve been away too long,” Alethea said, scrambling to her feet. She was through the water and out the falls before Robert had even risen.
She raced across the beach, thankfully finding it free of Vikings. She scrambled over the rocks serving as their hideout.
“Marina?” she said as she leapt over the rock, landing in the soft sand. She glanced around at her crew, only just rousing from their own sleep.
“Ahh, Vikings!” Ling screamed as he awoke, raising his gun.
His mother lowered the barrel.
“Where have you been?” Kei asked the captain, as angry with her as if she were disciplining her own son.
“It’s… that’s… well…” Alethea stuttered, each time finding her mouth drying out.
“Priscilla, did you find them?” Robert asked, scrambling over the rocks and landing next to her.
Ten Pirates looked at him, taking in his Viking attire. Ten weapons pointed straight at him and one otter growled.
“What is he doing here?” Kei growled.
“Did he do something to Marina?” Ling added, an anger unusual for him flaring in his eyes.
“How did he find us?” Thandi said, frying pan in hand.
“I-I, uh…” Robert stuttered, raising his hands above his head.
“It’s alright, put your weapons down,” Alethea said, stepping in front of Robert. Their weapons didn’t drop. “This is… This is Robert. Marina’s father.”
“Marina’s… father…?” Kei said, her brow furrowed, her rapier lowered only out of confusion. “Aren’t you dead?”
“He’s a ghost!” Ling cried, raising his gun again. “Wait, can you shoot ghosts?”
“You’re thinking of zombis, love,” Thandi corrected him.
“He’s a zombi!”
“He’s not dead,” Alethea said, grabbing Ling’s gun. “It’s a long story and I don’t have time to explain.”
“And I don’t have time to hear it. We’ve been looking for you all night,” Kei said.
“Why?” Alethea asked. Only then did she look over her crew and realise that they were one head short. “Where’s Marina?” Her heart beat faster.
“Alright, don’t panic,” Kei said, placing a hand on Alethea’s shoulder. “She’s been kidnapped by the Vikings.”
“No… She can’t,” Alethea said, her voice cracking. She looked to the others, as if she could somehow extract a different answer from one of them.
“It’s true. I saw her in the Viking camp when I was scouting. They have her tied up,” Rico said, his head hung low. “Their bastard chief fired right at me. Nearly took my head off.”
“Why? I shouldn’t have stayed away for so long,” Alethea said, sinking to her knees in the sand and holding her head in her hands, gripping her hair as she shook her head.
“Priscilla?” Robert said, placing a tentative hand on her back. “It wasn’t your fault.”
“It was my fault! I should have been looking after her,” she wept, no longer caring that everyone could see her tears.
“But we can still rescue her,” Robert said, kneeling down by her side.
“There’s too many of them for us to fight them all. And they’ll be expecting an ambush, anyway,” Rico said.
“Well, we have to do something! We can’t just…” Alethea choked.
“I can go,” Robert said.
“What?” Alethea said, raising her head to look at him through her tears.
“Well, Lewis – I mean Petturi and the others still trust me. Or I’m still one of them, at least. I could go in there, make sure Marina is safe, and we can rescue her without even needing an ambush,” he said, glancing at each of the suspicious faces staring at him.
“Could you really do that?” Alethea asked, wiping her tears to clear her blurred vision. “You know what Lewis will do to you if he finds out you betrayed him?”
“I know. But it doesn’t matter. She’s our daughter. I won’t let anything happen to her.”
She took his hand and they smiled at each other, feeling his warmth seeping into her.
“There’s something else you probably haven’t considered,” Kei said, stepping towards them, making them break apart like a pair of misbehaving adolescents who had been caught by the headmistress. “Rescuing Marina is important, of course, but we also need to stop Petturi Konna from claiming the treasure. I’m sure you’re only here to claim your share just like the rest of us, but you probably haven’t thought of the consequences of putting such riches in the hands of your chieftain, have you?” she asked Robert with a raised eyebrow.
“N-no, madam,” Robert stuttered, standing as stiff as if he were addressing a school matron.
“But if you’re as cultured as our captain claims you are, then you probably know that treasure is worth enough to buy an army.”
“I’m aware.”
“And that is definitely not something which should be held by the likes of him.”
“I-I’ll try to stop him from getting the treasure. If I can. But my first priority will be rescuing Marina,” Robert said, looking Kei straight in the eye, even though it seemed to him like looking into the eyes of Medusa.
Kei seemed satisfied with his answer as the corners of her mouth turned up slightly. “Just see that you do both.”
“Come on, zombi or ghost or whatever you are. I’ll show you to their camp,” Rico said to Robert, holstering his weapons.
“I’m coming with you,” Alethea said before turning back to Kei. “Can you take care of things here?”
“Yes, we’ll be fine. Just go.” Kei waved the three of them away and they hurried up the beach towards the jungle.
“Marina’s dad is still alive,” Ling said, shaking his head.
“Stranger things happen at sea every day, son,” Kei sighed.
They stumbled their way through the undergrowth for what felt like miles, yet was probably only a few hundred meters of tough climbing. Several times Alethea almost tripped, but each time Robert caught her and she shared an awkward yet grateful look with him. Rico had to pretend not to notice. Otherwise, they travelled in silence.
After a long, exhausting trek, they heard voices ahead and Rico raised an arm telling them to stop and be quiet. He then pointed to a rocky outcrop, hidden by the thick foliage. Alethea wouldn’t have noticed it if he hadn’t pointed it out. As silently as they could manage, they climbed up the rocks until they found themselves overlooking the Viking’s camp. The Vikings milled about preparing axes, slurping up stew, and laughing amongst themselves.
“She’s over there, by that bush with the yellow flowers,” Rico whispered and pointed out where Marina sat, tied up with her head hanging low.
Alethea’s heart leapt, wishing she could rush forward to embrace her daughter and reassure her that everything would be fine. Instead, she looked at Robert.
He remained still and silent, watching Marina, a thousand emotions crossing his face all at once. Alethea wandered if this is what he would have looked like if he had been there when Marina was born.
“She looks just like my grandmother,” Robert said, a smile crossing his face, which faded just as quickly. “She doesn’t look well.”
“That looks like a cut on her throat,” Rico whispered.
“I’ll cut each one of their throats if they’ve hurt her,” Alethea growled, her hand hovering over her sword.
“It’s alright, I won’t let them hurt her anymore,” Robert said, placing a comforting hand over her own, which stalled the rage burning through her blood.
“You’d best get down there quickly, then. I’ll wait here and keep an eye on you both.”
“I don’t know how long this will take. It could be days before they even find the treasure.”
“It doesn’t matter. I’ll wait.”
“You don’t have any food.”
“I’ll find something.”
“I’ll make an excuse and bring you something to eat.”
“Thank you, but you don’t have to do that.”
“I won’t let anything happen to Marina. Or you either.”
She placed her free hand on top of his and they smiled at each other. Almost the same way they’d smiled at each other that day in Prior Park. When they’d found themselves alone on the bridge. And they had—
“Right! Well, I’ll, uh… go look for… fruit… or something… for dinner…” Rico said, shooting up from his crouching position and crashing through the jungle far quicker than was necessary, emitting Spanish curses once he thought they couldn’t hear him. Alethea hated to admit, but she’d forgotten his presence entirely.
“Here, you forgot to eat,” Robert said, handing her another slice of bread.
“Why do you have so many of these?” Alethea asked as she took the bread. She’d been so worried, she’d barely acknowledged how lightheaded she felt.
“I take them from the supplies. Just in case Lewis tells Donovan not to give me any. He’s done that before,” Robert said as he rose to his feet. “Don’t worry, we will save Marina. I’d never let Lewis hurt her.”
“I know you wouldn’t.”
Robert smiled at her as he donned his ridiculous horned helmet and scraggly beard again. He glanced back at her again as he clambered down to re-join his crew, almost as if he were as reluctant to leave her side as Alethea was to watch him leave.
Robert tilted his helmet, ruffled his jerkin, and recited a few lines from The Vikings of Vyborg in a slow, slurred speech pattern. He couldn’t be Robert anymore. He had to be Varri again, at least for the time being. He couldn’t forget that.
“Hark, lads. What happened here?” he greeted them.
“Varri, where the hell have you been? We thought an underwater tiger had eaten you,” Thorstein said.
“Sorry. I got lost,” Robert, or rather Varri, said.
“That’s a strange way to say you were drunk.” Thorstein laughed.
“Did you fall asleep in a ditch?” Inoki chuckled with him.
“Make sure it doesn’t happen again,” said Petturi as he buckled his weapons to his belt.
“We couldn’t find that trail you told us about yesterday,” Inoki said, scowling.
“Sorry. I thought I saw one…” Robert said, digging the toe of his furred boot into the ground.
“Since you wasted our time, you can stay here and guard this brat,” Petturi said, kicking up some dust towards Marina, who coughed as it hit her face and blinked away specks which flew into her eyes.
Robert grimaced but remained still, resisting every urge in his body which told him to charge forward and slit Petturi’s throat right there. It would likely only land him an axe in the back of the head. And perhaps even worse for Marina.
“Don’t louse this one up, Varri,” Inoki said.
“Even he can manage sitting on his bum for a few hours,” Thorstein sniggered.
“This isn’t going to be easy,” Inoki sighed as he took his axe in hand and looked upon the miles of jungle before them.
“It’ll all be worth it when we’re sitting in the front row at Ascot,” Donovan said, giving his husband’s back a comforting rub.
“You forget that I’ve been to Ascot, my love. That’s hardly comforting,” Inoki said, but did smile a little and kiss his husband.
Robert glanced up at the spot where Priscilla, or rather Alethea as he kept telling himself he should call her, remained hiding. He couldn’t see her, but he knew she was watching him. That thought gave him a surprising amount of comfort. With nothing else to do, he sat against a tree in a spot which gave him a good vantage point of Marina.
With Lewis gone, the Viking camp was surprisingly peaceful. The other crew members who remained watching the camp with him milled about, talking and laughing loudly, saying some incredibly degrading things about their chief and what they planned to do once they got the treasure.
Otherwise, they ignored Robert, as they usually did. For that, he was thankful. He didn’t want to waste time making idle small talk. He had a daughter to watch out for. The longer he looked at her, the more he could barely believe that she was his daughter. He had a daughter.
She seemed to have noticed him staring at her and shrank back under his gaze. No doubt she found him off-putting and strange.
Yet even then, he couldn’t bring himself to look away from her. He didn’t want to look upon anything else ever again. Except perhaps her mother.
He looked away from her for a minute to refill his canteen, then noticed movement at the edge of his periphery: Marina was rising slowly. At first his heart leapt with concern and he was about to return to her side. But that was when he realised what she was trying to do.
She was trying to escape.
No, she couldn’t. It was too dangerous. She had to wait for her mother and the rest of her crew to find a safe moment to rescue her. But she didn’t know about their plan. She didn’t know that her mother was watching over her and planning her rescue at that very moment. Of course, she would try to escape on her own, since she thought there was nobody coming for her and nobody watching out for her.
She really was just like her mother in that regard, and pride welled inside him. But she was still young and inexperienced, so he had to help her.
He gave a subtle glance to the cliff to let Alethea know what he was planning as he sidled towards their food stores.
“Oh no, are we out of beef?” he said loudly enough for the whole camp to hear.
“What? You’re joking,” the other Vikings said as they bounded up from their sitting positions and ran over to him.
Out the corner of his eye, Robert saw Marina rise to her feet, look all around, and run down the trail towards the beach, as awkward as it was with her hands still bound in front of her.
“What are you going on about, Varri? There’s plenty of beef left.”
“Have you been on those special leaves again?”
“Whoops, my mistake,” Robert said, glancing behind.
Marina wasn’t out of the camp left.
“But I think we’re out of cabbage,” he said.
“There’s a big load of it down here.”
“How did you not notice that?”
“He doesn’t notice anything if it doesn’t have booze in it.”
“Let me go!” Marina cried out.
Robert turned around, a lump in his throat as he saw his daughter squirming in Donovan’s grip. He wasn’t as strong as the rest of them, but he was still much larger than the Pirate girl, and could restrain her with little effort.
“I’m sorry, but the chief ordered us to keep you here,” Donovan said as he dragged her back to the spot she’d been in before.
The others helped him to force her down and secure her bonds even tighter.
“Varri, you were supposed to be watching her,” he said, looking at Robert with a frown.
“I… I know. I just looked away for a moment,” he stammered.
“He was too distracted by food,” one of the Vikings said as she pulled Marina’s bonds so tightly that she yelped in pain.
“Well, don’t let it happen again. If we lose her, Petturi will punish all of us,” Donovan said before he headed back to his cooking pot.
“I know…” Robert muttered, looking back to Marina.
Marina had waited and waited through the long night, knowing that her mother and the others would be arriving soon to save her, and probably slice every single one of these Vikings to ribbons. But no matter how much time had passed, they still didn’t come. It must have been nearly midday by now, and she had seen neither hide nor hair of any of them. It was as if they had completely forgotten about her.
Alone and hungry – the few pieces of stale bread not nearly enough to sustain her – Marina pulled her legs up against her chest and rested her head against her knees in an attempt to shut out everything around her. It didn’t work and she quickly burst into tears.
At least all the Vikings were occupied with their beef stew and couldn’t see her crying like a little girl. She couldn’t stop. She wanted her mother. In any other situation she’d been in, her mother had always gotten her out of them. She had always been there for her, saving her and protecting her. Now she was gone, and she didn’t know why.
“You will never guess what happened,” Shiro said as he reached the Barracuda’s bridge for his turn to keep watch. He set Kappa down on the floor to sniff around.
“You found the lost city of Eldorado?” Vernon asked from where he slouched on the captain’s chair.
“You dug through to the centre of the Earth?” Julius added from the helm.
“The treasure turned out to be nothing more than a metaphor for our own unattainable desires?” Vernon asked.
“No, no, and definitely no. Marina’s father is still alive.”
“Alive?” Julius said, dropping his wrench.
“And he’s one of the Vikings.”
“That is not what I expected you to say…” Vernon said, staring at him as if he’d just announced that he’d just travelled from the Earth to the moon.
“How can Marina’s father be alive? Wasn’t he killed by a sea monster?” Julius asked.
“That’s what I thought, too,” said Shiro. “But it turns out that monster—”
Kappa screeched so loudly that they had to cover their ears. Before Shiro could even turn around to see what was wrong with his pet, his face smashed into the stone floor.
A different sound emitted over the bridge, growing louder. Not a baby animal’s cry. This was deep, loud, and rumbling. A threat to stay away.
“There’s… something on the sonar,” Julius said, dragging himself up to the sonar console and staring at the dot moving across the screen.
“Another whale?” Vernon asked, he and Shiro picking themselves up to join him.
“I… I don’t know… It’s big…” was all that Julius could say.
“Look there!” Shiro shouted, pointed to the front window.
The other two were too late. They missed the sight of the large, dark shape passing by.
Shiro barely saw it before it was gone.
“It’s underneath us,” Julius whispered.
They could barely breathe as the dot on the sonar screen passed right by them, then away again. The rumbling grew softer and more distant until it faded away entirely. Even then, they still couldn’t bring themselves to breathe.
“It didn’t see us,” Shiro finally said, clutching Kappa to him as the otter tried to bury himself into his tunic. “But the princess was right. There is something down here. And it could tear the Barracuda apart.”
 




Chapter Thirteen – The Fine Art of Lying

At lunchtime, or what they assumed to be lunchtime given the way the light hung at the highest point of the sky, Donovan cut up some potatoes into the cooking pot and mixed them together with some herbs he’d found.
“Here, give this to the prisoner,” he said, handing a bowl of the stew to Robert.
He brought it to Marina and she looked up at him with eyes as bright as emeralds. His own eyes staring back at him.
She narrowed her eyes and puffed out her cheeks, tugging on the bowl. He only then realised how tightly he’d been holding onto it and let it go. Glancing around the camp briefly, he slipped his last piece of bread from his sleeve into her hand. The narrow slits of her eyes grew round with shock. It took her a long moment of consideration before she nibbled the end of it, then devoured it almost whole.
Robert then returned to his spot and his mumbled opera snippets. Marina stared at him as she shoved bread and potatoes into her mouth. None of the other Vikings noticed.
Watching her silently crying had made him wish he could run to her, throw his arms around her, and tell her that her mother was watching her at that very moment, just waiting for the right time to save her. That soon she would be back at home on the Barracuda with her friends all around her. Her family.
Now a new worry overcame him. Marina was safe and fed for the time being, but what about Priscilla? He pulled out his pocket watch, trying to figure out how much time had passed since he’d last spoken to her. Had she eaten enough? Did she have any water?
“What’s that?” Donovan asked, appearing at his side. “Why do you have a pocket watch?”
“Oh, I… stole it. In a raid…” Robert said, snapping the watch shut and tucking it deep into his pocket.
How could he have been so careless as to reveal his grandfather’s pocket watch in front of all of them? He’d have to be more careful, otherwise they would find out who he was and their plan to save Marina would be ruined.
“I have to take a piss,” he said, stumbling to his feet.
“Don’t get eaten while you’re gone,” Donovan teased him.
He scrambled through the undergrowth until he found Priscilla. Looking upon her sent a wave of relief through him.
“Is everything alright here?” he asked.
“As alright as it can be,” Alethea said, running a hand through her hair, which seemed to have started to grey in only a day. Not that Robert minded. It only made her look more distinguished. “Thank you for taking care of her,” she said, the smile returning to her face, which, despite the greying hair and wrinkles, made her look exactly as she had at sixteen.
“I wasn’t going to let her starve,” Robert said, looking away and blushing as if he, too, were sixteen again. “I think she’s fathomed what I’m doing. Just not… what I’m doing, exactly.”
“She is clever. Gets that from you.” Alethea nodded as she took the bread that Robert offered her. “Thank you. I don’t know what I would have done if you weren’t here.”
“You would have thought of something. You’re Priscilla Stephenson. You’re amazing,” he said. “I… I’d best…” He pointed back towards the camp and rose, even though he felt as if an invisible thread were pulling him back down.
“Yes,” Priscilla said, turning away to hide her blushing face. “Just… thank you.”
She stood up, took a few steps forward, and wrapped her arms around him, holding him tightly.
Robert couldn’t think of anything to do except hang limply in her arms. He hadn’t felt an embrace like this in a long time. Without even realising, his arms had snaked across her back and he returned her embrace. He hoped that his touch could take all the worries from her.
“It will be fine. We’ll free Marina. And get the treasure, too,” he added as an afterthought. He’d actually completely forgotten about that part.
“Robert?” Alethea asked, drawing away slightly and looking up at him, their faces inches apart. “Do you… Do you think we were too hasty all those years ago? To run away?”
Her question was followed by a long moment of silence.
“Maybe,” Robert admitted. He’d wondered the same thing many times over the past seventeen years. About how things could have been different. About what they should have done. “Perhaps we should have talked to our parents and sorted things out. Then we…” His words caught in his throat. “We wouldn’t have been separated.”
“But then, Marina might not have been born.”
“Yes,” Robert said, smiling despite everything. “I’m glad that she’s alive. All this time I thought there was no meaning left in my life. But she was there all this time and I never even knew.”
He glanced again at Alethea, who was staring back at him in much the same way as she’d done when he’d first confessed his love for her. And when he’d first kissed her. He felt that same way again now. The overwhelming urge to lean forward and meet her lips.
A rustling in the bushes and a loud squeak sent them both jumping apart from each other as quickly as startled rabbits. Alethea instinctively reached for the weapon at her belt, but stopped when she saw that it wasn’t a Pirate or a Viking who emerged from the bushes, but a little sea otter.
“Oh, it’s only you, sweetie,” Alethea said, sighing with relief as she bent down to stroke the otter, who rolled onto his back and demanded scratches to his stomach. “What are you doing here alone, Kappa? Where are Shiro and the others?”
His belly scratches satisfied, the otter rolled back onto his front, reached his little paw into a hidden pouch on his armpit, drew something out, and placed it in Alethea’s hand.
“What’s this?” Alethea asked as she unravelled the thing in her hand, which turned out to be a note. “Ah, Shiro finally taught you a trick. Such a good boy,” she said, stroking the otter underneath his chin.
“Why is an otter giving you a note?” Of all things, Robert had never expected to see that.
“It’s a message from the crew,” she said as she stood up to read the note. It took only moments for her face to fall. “There’s a monster on this island.”
“A-a what?” Robert said, unsure he’d heard her correctly.
“A monster. The mermaid princess warned us about it. The crew saw it from the Barracuda.”
“Oh… that’s…”
“Made things so much more complicated. As if I didn’t have enough to worry about.”
“I’ll keep an even closer eye on Marina,” Robert said, even though he had no idea what he would do if a monster attacked.
“Don’t tell the Vikings yet. Otherwise they might figure out that we’re talking.”
“Of course,” Robert said. One more thing to lie about wouldn’t be too difficult. Even a lie about a sea monster which could potentially kill them all.
Alethea used a quill she had on her to write out a reply on the note’s reverse side before rolling it up and giving it back to Kappa. He sniffed it for a second, then tucked it into his hidden pouch and bounded away through the thick jungle.
“Will he be alright? He’s just a baby,” Robert asked.
“He’ll be fine. Shiro has trained him well. He may be young, but he’s not…” Alethea’s voice trailed off into nothing as she looked from the Viking’s camp to the ground.
“I’d best get back before they become suspicious,” he said, his hand hovering over her shoulder, dithering over whether or not he should place it there.
“Y-yes…” Alethea said, rubbing at her face, trying to hide her gathering tears.
“I’ll be back soon.”
“I know,” Alethea gave him a faint smile before he disappeared into the undergrowth.
Several days went by with no more signs of a sea monster. The Barracuda crew didn’t send Alethea any more notes warning her of monster sightings and the only strange things the Vikings found were butterflies with wings made out of crystal. Unfortunately for them, they proved to be impossible to catch.
As grateful as Robert was not to have run into a sea monster, it didn’t stop him from being paranoid. The rest of the crew assumed it was alcohol withdrawals as they spent the days tending the camp or returning from treasure hunting with nothing to show for it.
He soon realised that he wasn’t the only person in the camp concerned for Marina. Every day before she left to cut through the jungle, Thara would glance at her and every evening when she came back, Marina would be the first thing she would look for.
When Thara told her mother’s war stories around the evening’s campfire, Marina would listen and smile a little. When Thara seemed stressed, Marina would hum a sea shanty until the worry left her face.
They didn’t say anything to each other, but the constant glances were obvious to Robert.
As the days went by, it became more than just glances. Thara would sneak Marina water and extra bread rolls. She would comb out her tangled hair or wipe the dirt from her face. When their hands touched, they would linger for a few more moments before pulling away.
All the while, Robert pretended not to notice so that he wouldn’t interfere.
One evening as the light was fading, there was a chill in the air. When he noticed Marina shivering, Robert rose to pick up one of the furs they’d brought from the Fenrir and draped it around Marina’s shoulders. She looked at him with her usual frown but still pulled the fur gratefully around her shoulders, her shivers lessoning.
As he turned, Robert noticed Thara glaring at him like a wolf about to devour its prey. She hadn’t been with the excavation party that day and had been looking for any excuses to get closer to Marina.
Yet before she had a chance to say anything, or plant her axe between his eyes, they were interrupted by a loud groan and the sound of several large Vikings crashing through the jungle. Petturi and his party had returned. The fire in Thara’s eyes was extinguished as she moved to the opposite end of the camp.
“No treasure today?” Donovan said to Inoki as he rose to embrace his husband.
“Not yet,” Inoki said, slumping against Donovan as his husband rubbed his back.
“It’s because you’re all too slow,” Petturi growled as he scooped up a bowl of Donovan’s soup then slouched to the ground, shoving a spoonful into his mouth. “What is this shit? It tastes like whale puke.”
“It’s Vinland potato soup. I thought you’d like it. I found some herbs in the—” Donovan began, only to stall and clench as the chieftain knocked the entire pot over, sending the soup running down the mountainside.
“What did you do that for? Don worked hard on that,” Inoki said, descending upon the chief.
“Now none of us have anything to eat,” Thorstein said, staring at the remains of the soup seeping into the soil.
“Good. Even an empty belly is better than eating his swill. I’ve found more appetising food in rubbish bins,” Petturi said, laying down and resting his head on his arms.
“I know you’re angry because the going is slow,” Inoki said, “but you can’t just—”
“I don’t want to hear it!” Petturi roared, rising and throwing his hands in the air. He stalked back towards their trail, as if he intended to cut his way to the treasure on his own.
“He’s even worse than Director Buckley,” Donovan whispered to his husband.
“At least his tenor is a little better. Oh, the sweet fields of Vinland, how I have missed them so,” Inoki sang, the notes reverberating through the air.
“What in Odin’s name was that?” Thorstein asked, covering his ears as if he’d just heard a banshee calling.
“I’ve told you before, Thorstein. It’s from Leif Erikson and the Golden Sea.”
“You made an excellent Leif Erikson back in our Imperial Opera days,” Donovan said, snaking an arm around his husband’s waist.
“And you made an even better Major General,” Inoki replied, touching his forehead to Donovan’s to share the same air.
“Oh! That’s where I know you two from!” Robert said, snapping his fingers at them. “I knew I recognised you two, I just couldn’t for the life of me figure out where from.”
“What are you talking about?” Donovan asked with a raised eyebrow.
“How do you know anything about opera?” Inoki asked, his own eyes furrowed. “I hadn’t thought you’d heard any music beyond drinking songs.”
Robert’s blood ran cold.
“Oh… I… Used to be a cleaner at a theatre. I think that’s where I recognise you from,” he babbled, his gaze darting to every part of the camp except for the two of them.
“Are you sure? The opera house was always too clean for you to have been the one cleaning it.”
“Oh… that’s… why I was fired after three days,” Robert said, kicking at a stray stone.
“Well, that makes sense,” Inoki said with a shrug.
Robert inwardly sighed. He’d deflected suspicion, at least for now.
“Do you ever miss those days, my love?” Inoki asked Donovan.
“Sometimes,” Donovan replied. “But I’m happy just so long as I get to be with you.”
“Yes, I’m happy too,” Inoki said, kissing him again. The sight of it made Robert’s heart leap.
In the weeks he’d been a part of the Fenrir crew, he’d grown to both admire and envy the two of them. They retained the closeness of two people who had been in each other’s lives for decades, yet still hadn’t grown tired of each other. Whenever he saw the two of them cuddled close, completely happy in each other’s presence, it had made him wonder if he and Priscilla could have been like that if she’d survived. Now that he knew she was alive, he wondered about it even more.
“And I’ll be even happier when we can find this treasure, get off this island, and finally retire,” Inoki said. “With that much money, we could finally start our own theatre.”
“And do things differently than Director Buckley did,” Donovan added.
“What is this?” Petturi called out. They turned, seeing him standing next to Marina. Robert’s heart pounded as the chieftain picked up the empty bowl next to her. “Have you been feeding her?”
“Well, we can’t let her starve to death,” Donovan protested, inching closer to his husband’s side.
“That’s right. We need her if we want to keep the Pirates away,” Inoki added.
“And who gave her a blanket?” Petturi said, ripping the fur roughly off Marina’s shoulders.
“It wasn’t me!” Donovan said, throwing his hands up.
“It was me,” Robert said, stepping forward. Each of them stared at him as if they’d forgotten he was even there until he had spoken. “I won’t let her freeze,” he continued, even as his throat went dry.
“I wouldn’t expect that of you, Varri. What did she do, bat her eyelids until you gave in?” Petturi said, turning back to Marina, whose breath came so fast it seemed she would use up all the air on the island. “If you want to gorge yourself on my food and warm yourself with my blankets, perhaps I’ll let you warm your little Pirate toes on my fire, too.”
He pulled Marina up by her arm and dragged her towards the fire.
“No! What are you doing? Stop!” Marina said, digging her heels into the ground, finding Petturi too strong.
“What? I won’t kill you. I still need you. You’re too important to us.”
Robert glanced desperately at the others. None of them moved. He had to do something, even if it did give himself away. He drew out his sword. A few quick steps would bring him to Petturi’s side. One sharp stab between his ribs would puncture his organs and kill him. He’d taught Robert that himself.
“Stop it!” Thara said, rushing to Petturi’s side and hauling the point of her hook down on his hand.
He released Marina, who fell to the ground.
“You’ve made your point,” Thara continued.
“Get out of my way,” Petturi growled.
“No.”
Petturi grabbed Thara’s collar, stepping over Marina to drag her to the fire. He held her over the flames.
“You think that’s going to frighten me? I’ve faced worse than this before,” Thara said, the glow of the fire lighting up her face.
Robert took his first few steps forward, the handle of his sword gripped tighter in his hands. Between the third and fourth ribs. Right into his lung. Dig in deep and don’t hesitate. That’s what Lewis had always told him and Priscilla. Don’t hesitate.
At that moment, Petturi did hesitate. His hands shook as he looked down at Thara. He let her go.
Thara fell backwards and screamed. She would have fallen into the fire if Inoki hadn’t been there to catch her.
“You’re all so ungrateful,” Petturi scoffed. “Don’t any of you realise? You should all be thanking me. I gave you all jobs on my boat. I keep you fed. I keep you safe from those Pirate bastards. And this is how you respond? I should take all the treasure for myself.”
He slunk back to the side of the camp and lay down to sleep.
“You alright?” Inoki whispered so that Petturi couldn’t hear.
“Yes,” Thara said, her voice shaking.
“I’ll take you back to the Fenrir.”
“No. I want to stay here,” Thara said, glancing at where Marina still lay on the ground, staring at her and shaking.
“We’re going,” Inoki said, the edge in his voice telling her that it wasn’t a request.
He helped her to rise to her shaking feet and put an arm around her shoulder as he led her away. She shared a final look with Marina before they disappeared into the jungle.
Robert sheathed his sword and returned to Marina’s side.
“Can you stand?” he whispered.
She nodded and looked to him, her eyes softer than before.
He led her back to the spot she’d been in before and set her down, checking her bonds.
“Did he hurt you?” he whispered.
Marina shook her head.
“It’s going to be alright. Trust me,” he whispered before he rose and left her, wishing he could remain by her side and comfort her as Inoki was comforting Thara at that moment.
“Drink this. You’ll feel better,” Inoki said, turning from the stove to hand Thara a cup of tea. “Sorry the cup isn’t clean. Varri was supposed to do the dishes.”
“I hate tea,” Thara said before she downed it.
Inoki had brought her to the kitchen the moment they’d arrived back on the Fenrir, thankfully finding the submarine empty but for a few exhausted lookouts who barely acknowledged them. Thara had been unusually quiet.
“I’ve never had much of a taste for it either,” Inoki said, swirling his own cup a few times before taking a sip. “But Donovan swears by it. Tea is always his solution when somebody’s upset.”
“I’m not upset,” Thara said, taking a longer sip, which no doubt singed her tongue.
Inoki knew not to push the issue any further.
“At least it’s nice and boring here,” he said, looking around the empty kitchen.
Usually it was filled with hungry Vikings looking for scraps of leftovers or hidden bottles of ale, but today it was just the two of them.
“I hate boring.”
“Sometimes boring is better,” Inoki said. He was about to say more but fell as the Fenrir bulked.
“What was—” Thara began before the sub was hit again.
Inoki scrambled to catch her but missed. Her hook caught on the table, hanging on tighter than a hand ever could.
The moment they’d righted themselves, they staggered to the stern. The alarm was blaring and a growl rumbled all around the boat.
“What’s happening?” Inoki immediately asked Gisinda, the engineer.
“I don’t know,” she replied, desperately trying to hold onto a beam to save herself from being flung to the opposite end of the boat.
“The Pirates?” Thara asked.
“I don’t think so. Pirates don’t sound like that,” Gisinda said, just as another growl sounded over the ship, shaking them to their bones.
A black shape filled the front screen, so huge they could barely make it out. All they could see was a large, glowing eye and rows of bared teeth.
“Are… are those mouths?” Thara gasped.
There was more than one mouth.
“I don’t care what they are,” Inoki called over the blaring alarm, stumbling to the helm and thrusting a lever forward.
Through the monster’s cries, they could hear a series of slams and feel the gears working as the floor vibrated. The shield wall had been drawn up, one shield for each of them with their own distinct patterns. Inoki had chosen flames on a blue background for his shield. He gripped the lever. Such shields had been enough to defend Viking longships once. Of course, they’d never had to fight a monster like this, as far as he knew.
The knocking still came, along with crunches. Shield splinters floated across the front window.
“That’s not going to do any good,” Thara said, her teeth gritted as she watched her own red and blue patterned shield drift by.
She remained upright long enough to reach the wheel and steer the Fenrir portside, away from the attacking monster and closer to the shore. Perhaps she hoped that it wouldn’t follow them into shallow water.
So far, it wasn’t working. The creature followed them, baring claws twice as long and sharp as its teeth.
“Look there,” Inoki said, pointing to what seemed to be a gash by the creature’s claw, as if it had been struck by a weapon long ago and never fully healed. So, it did have a weakness. A weakness they could use.
Thara merely nodded in response. She didn’t need to say anymore, for Inoki already understood and nodded his agreement. With a tug of a lever, the mast had been lowered, like a knight’s lance at one of the Arthurian’s jousting tournaments. They held their breath as the creature circled the boat, waiting until it was in just the right spot.
“Now!” Inoki called once it was directly in front of them.
Throwing all of her weight onto the wheel, Thara drove the boat’s mast straight at the creature’s injured claw. The carved wolf’s teeth seemed to bite into the creature’s skin.
An even louder roar sounded after them.
It had worked. They’d struck it right in its weak spot.
The dinner-plate-sized eyes bore down on them once again. The growls came deeper and angrier. They’d injured it, but they’d also made it angry. And they didn’t have time to back up and strike it again.
The creature lurched at the hull, tearing away more of the shield wall. A few more tears and it would rip a hole into the Fenrir. Right where Inoki stood.
“No!” Thara cried out. “Don’t hurt him! Leave us alone and go back to where you came from!”
The dark shape halted. The tears and the growls stopped. The Fenrir was still again, and quiet but for the alarm.
Thara could hear her own heart beating again and her own heavy breathing.
The boat shook. Thara instinctively gripped the wheel before her, the point of her hook digging into the wood, praying to Thor that it would be enough to hold her upright.
But the shaking stopped almost as quickly as it had begun. The Fenrir bobbed in the water, no longer held down. The creature had released them. They watched as its massive shape faded away into the water.
“What did you just do?” Inoki asked through heavy breaths, staring at her.
“I didn’t do anything. I just shouted at it,” Thara said.
“Perhaps that’s what scared it off,” Inoki said, staring into the depths after the creature.
“Well, whatever it was, it worked. Nice job,” Gisinda said, patting Thara on the shoulder. “I would never have thought of that.”
“What was that thing?” Thara said again as her breath returned and she wrenched her hook free from the wheel.
“I don’t know,” Inoki said with a heavy sigh, “but we’ll have to tell the chief.”
 




Chapter Fourteen – Redscalp’s Treasure

Robert was handing Marina a waterskin behind Petturi’s back when the rustling came from the bushes.
“What is that?” Thorstein said, his axe already in his hands.
“The Pirates?” Petturi added, his fist gripped around the handle of his pistol.
Robert glanced at Marina, who was biting her chapped lips. Both of them knew that the second Petturi saw a Pirate, he would kill them.
But no Pirates emerged from the bushes. Only the small face of a baby sea otter.
“Oh, look at the baby!” Thorstein said, dropping his weapon to crouch down and hold out the last scrap of his breakfast. “Come here, come here, little ‘un,” he cooed.
Kappa looked at him for a moment before padding towards Marina.
“No, not over there. Come here!” Thorstein pleaded, but the otter crawled into Marina’s lap as he squealed and squawked for attention.
Marina flinched away from him, afraid to show her familiarity.
After sniffing her for a moment, he left her side and approached Robert, giving him the same attention.
“Oh sure, go for the drunk,” Thorstein whined as Robert tried to push Kappa away.
He couldn’t afford to give away his own familiarity with the animal.
“What is a sea otter doing down here?” Donovan asked.
“There’s all sorts of strange things down here,” Petturi said, glancing around to the undergrowth, where untold numbers of exotic birds were calling at that very moment.
“Not anything as normal as a sea otter.”
Petturi seemed about to argue further, but was stopped when Inoki and Thara arrived back at the camp.
“About time you two got back,” Petturi growled.
“The Fenrir was attacked,” Inoki said, bringing the entire camp to silence.
“The Pirates?” Petturi asked.
“Not them. It was some kind of creature.”
“What exactly?” Thorstein asked, his voice deep and serious once again.
“We don’t know. Only that it was big. At least twenty ell. It dented our mast and destroyed half of the shield wall.”
“And I worked so hard on that shield,” Thorstein muttered.
“Probably just another whale,” Petturi said. “If something like that can get in here,” he jerked a thumb at Kappa, “then a whale can easily.”
“It was not a whale,” Inoki said. “I’ve seen plenty of whales, and I can tell you for certain, that wasn’t one.”
“Perhaps it would be better for us to leave,” Donovan said, gripping Inoki’s sleeve.
“I’m up for leaving, too. I’m not sticking around here to get eaten by a monster,” Thorstein added.
“We’re not giving up after coming all this way just because you saw something in the water,” Petturi said.
“But if the Fenrir is destroyed, we’ll be stranded here. We won’t even have a way to get the treasure off this island,” Inoki argued.
“Why do you think we have weapons? If we could sink the Invicta, we can kill a sea monster. Now, let’s go. You too, Varri,” Petturi said.
“Me?” Robert bleated. “Doesn’t someone have to watch Ma… I mean watch her?” He nodded to Marina.
“You’re bringing her with us,” Petturi said with a smirk. “We’re close to reaching the top of the mountain. Today’s the day, I just know it. So that means we need her with us so that those Pirate bastards won’t attack us for it.”
Marina and Robert looked to each other at the same moment, a similar grim expression on their faces.
“Come on, hurry up. I’m not waiting any longer,” Petturi said.
“Gimme a second,” Robert said, kneeling down and hunching over so they couldn’t see the scrap of paper he’d torn off a beer bottle. “I just have to… clean the… thingy…” he said as he scribbled with the blunt end of a piece of charcoal. His words were barely legible and his penmanship teacher would have beaten him over the head with a stick for it. But it would have to do. “Oh look, a lorikeet!” he said loudly, pointing towards the jungle as he balled the note into his hand.
“Where?!” Thorstein said, bounding to his feet and looking in the direction he’d indicated.
Robert used that moment to bend down and hand Kappa the note. He sweated for a moment as the animal sniffed it and took it in his little paws. He worried he was going to try and eat it before finally he stuffed it into his armpit pouch and scampered off into the undergrowth. Towards the Pirates.
“Varri, that’s a parrot, you tit,” Inoki said.
“Oh, how daft of me,” Robert said, strolling closer to his crew and gazing into the undergrowth before him. “What about that there? What’s that one?”
“That’s a rabbit. Have you been drinking already?”
“Where did the otter go?” Thorstein asked, looking all around.
“Enough of the zoo exhibits. We have work to do. Let’s go,” Petturi barked, and they had little choice but to follow him.
Robert pulled Marina to her feet as gently as he could manage, leading her with a strip of rope without a word or glance as they headed into the jungle.
“Do you think the Fenrir will be safe until we get back?” Donovan whispered to his husband, loud enough for them to hear.
“Gisinda and the others are still there. We can only hope,” Inoki sighed.
“Why did the monster attack the Fenrir and not the Pirate’s sub?”
“Who knows how a monster thinks,” Inoki said, glancing at Petturi.
“What do you have for me there, sweeting?” Shiro asked as Kappa bounded up to him and fished inside his pouch.
“I’m not holding anything,” Rico said.
Shiro ignored him as he unravelled the note Kappa handed him, rewarding him with a scratch to his belly, even as his eyes darkened.
“What is it?” Kei asked, halting her pacing. She’d barely stopped during the days they’d been waiting there without much happening and no word from Alethea.
“Is something wrong with Marina?” Ling asked. The dark circles under his eyes revealed that he’d barely slept from worry, either.
Shiro immediately handed Kei the note, and in a moment her face was equally grim. “They’re close to the treasure. And the creature, whatever it is, has attacked the Fenrir.”
“That means it’s getting more aggressive,” Shiro said, scooping up Kappa into his arms. “It may actually attack the Barracuda.”
“Then we’ll be stranded here,” Sasha said.
“One problem at a time,” Kei said, dropping the note to gather up her supplies. “The captain will rescue Marina. The rest of us are taking the treasure from the Vikings. We cannot let them leave this island with it.”
“We’d better get ready for an ambush, then,” Rico said, already loading up his weapons.
The jungle grew thicker the higher up the mountain they ascended. The ground became increasingly rocky and each of them tripped more than a few times. It took only an hour for all of them to acquire cuts somewhere. Even Petturi unceremoniously fell onto his face a few times before instantly picking himself up and carrying on as if nothing had happened.
It was even harder for Marina. With her hands bound, she tripped more than any of them, and had nothing to shield her fall.
Robert flinched each time she fell, and discreetly checked her each time she picked herself up. And each time, she scowled at him a little less.
“Look at those,” Thorstein said, nodding at the gemstones growing from the tree trunks.
“Don’t fill up your pockets with those. The real treasures are just ahead,” Petturi said, leading them on without even a glance at the gemstones.
The light from the gemstone grew brighter the higher they climbed. Eventually, none of them could bear to look at it without shielding their eyes. Except for Petturi.
After hours of slicing through undergrowth, just when it seemed as if it truly was endless, their axes met nothing but air. They found themselves in a small clearing before a cave mouth.
“This is it!” Petturi said, the light from the gemstone shining straight into the cave, as bright as a star.
“Really?” Thara asked with a raised eyebrow, for it looked like any other cave mouth on any other mountaintop.
“Really.”
“I don’t see anything,” Thorstein said. “Are you sure that thing brought us to the right place?”
“Of course, it did. Just look at this,” Petturi said, sweeping away the litter of dirt and leaves with his feet, revealing a hidden carpet of gold and silver coins.
Thorstein let out a squeak so high-pitched it almost sounded like he was singing an opera. He sank to his knees and picked up some of the shining coins from the ground. “This is it! Redscalp’s lost treasure!” he said, already stuffing coins into his pockets.
“That’s only Redscalp’s loose change. I told you, the real treasure is in here,” Petturi said, walking into the cave, his eyes as bright and wide as the gemstone in his hands.
The rest of them had to hurry to keep up with him.
Marina’s eyes darted to Robert as they crossed the cave mouth into darkness.
He smiled at her with as much reassurance as he could manage, hoping she couldn’t see how nervous he really felt. Discreetly, he glanced behind, noticing a familiar shadow on the back wall. Looking closer, he saw Priscilla half crouched not far behind them. Just far enough away that they wouldn’t see or notice her. He jerked his head towards Marina, then the other Vikings.
She nodded in response. They both knew what they had to do.
He looked back at Marina, wishing he could tell her that they only had a short way to go now. Just a short walk and then she would be free and back safely with her mother and her family.
And away from him.
He tried not to think about that part.
He hoped that she wasn’t too frightened. This cave was steeped in inky darkness. If it hadn’t been for the ever-brightening light from the gemstone, they would each have tripped over or fallen into the seemingly endless drops. It lit up the cave and reflected off the rocks with a glittering jade-green glow to show them each of the nooks and crannies and pits into nothingness. On one corner it reflected off something shiny, which turned out to be more jade stones exactly like it, protruding out of the ground and ceiling. Some of them were as tall as they were.
“So that’s where it came from,” Donovan whispered, nodding at a spot which looked as if a stone had been hewn from it.
“What are these?” Inoki said, wiping aside a layer of dirt to reveal what looked like ancient cave markings.
“Keep up, you lot. If you get lost down here, then I’m not coming to find you,” Petturi barked, his voice echoing through the cave.
With a shrug, the mystery of the symbols was abandoned.
Further on, the cave widened, even larger than a palace ballroom. The jade’s light revealed something else entirely – shipwrecks. Dozens of them. Most torn in half or with large dents or renders.
“Where did those come from?” Thara pondered.
“Well, we’re not the first ones to find this place. Redscalp was here before. Perhaps other people have come here, too,” Donovan said.
“And parked their boats inside a cave?” Thorstein said.
“I’d say it’s more likely that something is bringing them here. It looks almost like a nest,” Inoki said, pointing to the pile of boats.
Now that Robert looked closer, they did seem to be stacked up in the same way that a bird built a nest.
“This is too dangerous,” Donovan said, halting. “If whatever attacked the Fenrir is making its nest in here—”
“We still keep going,” Petturi said.
They went on.
“Do you think it was Redscalp who left those markings?” Donovan whispered to his husband.
“They looked too old for that,” Inoki said, but was unable to come up with any other explanation.
After a seemingly endless trek of stumbling over rocks and knocking their shins against stalagmites, they saw it: a glimmer which put the coins they’d found at the cave mouth to shame.
Their eyes widened at the sight of the treasure, stacked neatly in wooden chests at the end of the alcove, as if it were still waiting for Redscalp to come and collect it.
“This… this is…” Thorstein stumbled over his words. He seemed to forget how to speak entirely as he dropped the coins he’d picked up at the cave mouth, which were now as worthless to him as sand in a desert.
“Redscalp’s treasure,” said Petturi. “Or rather, it was Redscalp’s treasure. Because now it’s mine.” He tucked the gemstone underneath his jerkin.
“Ours,” Inoki corrected him, but was either ignored or unheard as Petturi hurried the final few paces and ran his hands across the treasure; several chests overflowing with jewellery, chalices, decorated weapons, and even deeds to a few European castles. He let out an almighty cheer which echoed across the cave.
This was it, Robert knew. Petturi was distracted. They all were. He just had to ensure they stayed that way for long enough.
“Wow, is that an actual Plato scroll?” Robert said, joining the others in digging through the chests.
“How do you know who Plato is?” Inoki asked.
“I’ve seen his statue enough times in Atlantis,” Robert answered, peeking behind.
Priscilla had reached Marina now, clasping a hand across her mouth to prevent her from saying anything.
“And is that the ring once owned by Emperor Caligula?” he continued.
“How exactly do you know that?”
“Just… heard some Argonauts talking about it,” Robert said, trying not to glance behind, even though he desperately wanted to.
“Caligula was a Roman Emperor.”
“Yes, yes. Romans. That’s who I meant.”
“Do you mean Gladiators?”
Robert could only squeak. He had read enough books to know not to look back. It never went well for the heroes in the books. But he still gave into the urge.
He could just about make out Priscilla by Marina’s side, cutting her bonds with a dagger. Marina pursed her lips as if in contempt, but still held out her hands to let her mother cut her free.
“And why the sudden interest?”
“I’m just wondering,” Robert said, shuffling on his feet.
“It is amazing, I’ll give you that. Why exactly did Redscalp gather all of this together?” Inoki said, holding up something long and swirly which might have been a unicorn’s horn.
“The same reason idiots do anything – to get laid. All of these were gifts for his girlfriend,” Petturi said as he snapped the chests closed, getting ready to haul them away.
“You’re joking. All of this to impress a woman?” Inoki laughed.
“What’s so strange about that?” Thara quipped.
“You know what I mean,” Inoki smiled and nudged her with his elbow. “I meant to say, ‘why did he hide so many beautiful things all the way down here?’”
“To stop other Pirates from stealing them. And to keep them away from the Empire,” Petturi said. “Foolish move, I told him. But he never did listen to me.”
“Who was this girlfriend of his?” Robert asked, inspecting a Shakespeare manuscript.
Marina wasn’t free yet.
“No idea. I never met her.” Petturi shrugged.
Robert had never met her, either. Although he’d heard about her. Redscalp had been incredibly secretive.
“She must have been quite a woman to have drawn Redscalp’s interest,” Thara said, fingering the fine gold-plated weapons.
Just another little cut and that rope would be loose.
“But maybe not so lucky. If he had spent more time with her and less time gathering treasure for her, maybe he wouldn’t have died so soon,” Inoki said.
“It doesn’t matter. Stop getting your dirty hands all over those and load them up,” Petturi said.
“Let me guess, we do all the lifting while he ‘supervises’,” Donovan whispered.
Marina’s bonds came loose. She dismissively waved her mother away as she tried to check on her red-raw wrists.
Robert resisted the urge to grin as her mother guided her silently away.
“At least we’re nearly done,” Thara said, lifting a chest, which was easier for her than the others thanks to her hook. “I don’t know about you lot, but I want to get back to Atlantis to—”
A roar made her drop the chest clattering to the ground. They looked all around the depths of the cave, except for Robert, who instinctively looked to Priscilla and Marina. They too had halted, scanning the cave wide-eyed.
“What are you all gaping at like a boatload of trout? Pick these up,” Petturi insisted.
“There is something in here,” Thorstein said and he and the rest put down their chests to draw their weapons, pointed uselessly at the darkness.
“I don’t think it likes us taking the treasure,” Thara said.
Deeper roars and crashes sounded throughout the cave. Their eyes followed as it passed over their heads to the other side. The sounds faded into nothing.
“There, you see? Probably just a bat,” Petturi said.
“You can claim that the creature in the water was a whale, but there is no way you can insist that those noises came from a bat,” Inoki said, placing his large hand on the chest Petturi carried.
“I don’t care if it was Satan himself,” Petturi shouted, his face like thunder. “We are taking this treasure, right now. So, you’d best pick it up, or I’ll—”
A claw emerged from the darkness, flicking him from behind and knocking him to his knees.
“What… What was that?” he asked, fear now in his voice as he looked behind.
Claws as large as swords swiped out again. Petturi would have been torn apart if Inoki hadn’t pulled him away.
Thorstein picked up a pendant on a heavy golden chain from the stash, swung it around a few times, then flung it at the creature.
“No! Not my treasure!” Petturi bellowed.
The necklace struck the creature. It didn’t move. It only snarled louder.
Thorstein’s eyes widened before he gathered up his axe and held it in front of himself.
Robert’s breaths became shallow as he clasped his hands over his head. He glanced at Marina, who remained rooted to the spot as Priscilla tried to pull her along, not even trying to conceal herself any longer. But Marina would only look back at Robert.
“Out, out! Now!” Inoki hollered, already taking Thara by the arm and checking that Donovan was next to him.
“Not without the treasure!” Petturi called over the roars, staggering back to the chests. “I came all this way.” He tried to haul a chest up himself, finding it immovable. “Somebody help me with this.”
Robert tried to figure out whether it would be safer to flee the cave from the unseen creature, or risk breaking Petturi’s order. He spent so long pondering that another claw slammed down on the chest, knocking Petturi back again.
A scream drew his attention to the other side of the cave. Another claw had emerged out of the nothingness. This one was striking at Marina, knocking her to the ground and dragging her towards the darkness. Priscilla tried to dive forward and free her, but fell instead behind the jade-infused rocks. Robert ran forward without even thinking, slashing at the huge claws with his sword. It wasn’t enough. Marina was almost in the darkest part of the cave where they could never hope to find her again.
A battle cry sounded through the air. Thara charged at the creature, her axe drawn above her head, looking as the shieldmaidens must have looked in centuries past.
“Thara, no!” Marina screamed.
“You can’t fight that thing,” Inoki added, already rushing towards her.
It was too late, for she was already hacking at the monster’s claw, in much the same way that Robert had done with a creature seventeen years ago to save Priscilla’s life. In fact, he’d done it to a claw which had looked exactly the same. It even had a scar in the exact same place he had cut.
The creature stepped out into the gem-light.
Robert shivered. He knew that monster. He’d seen it before. He knew those wide eyes, those emerald scales, those rows of teeth in multiple mouths, each one large enough to snap up a man whole. He knew the claws large and strong enough to grip a man and drag him down into the ocean depths. He had fought this creature before. He’d given it that scar.
“Cipactli!”
Inoki shouted something in a language Robert couldn’t understand – his native language perhaps – and beat at his body. A tactic to scare the creature into backing away.
Any person would have been intimidated by his eyes so wide they had turned red and the beatings so fierce it seemed they could smash rocks. But the cipactli wasn’t. It swatted at Inoki as if he were a tiny kitten, sending him and his club falling in different directions, with deep gashes across his body. Donovan ran to help him up, only to be pushed away by his husband to save him from a similar swipe.
Thara charged forward once again, ignoring all the shouts trying to stop her. Ignoring even the cipactli’s howls. She swung her axe back to strike, but immediately found claws encircling her waist. She was lifted off the ground, her axe falling with a clatter. She struggled and cursed, but the cipactli only squeezed her tighter, her breaths coming shorter and quicker.
Thorstein tried to rush forward and strike at the cipactli himself, only to be knocked away by its tail, his head smashing against one of the protruding jade stones.
Marina struggled in her mother’s arms, wanting to rush forward and attempt to free Thara herself. But even if she did have a weapon, it would be useless. She probably knew that, but it didn’t stop her from trying.
The cipactli eyed Thara, almost as if it were trying to figure out something about her. Perhaps why such a small girl had tried to fight it on her own. Whatever it thought, it opened one of its huge mouths wide enough to swallow Thara down whole.
Something sharp and pointy hit the cipactli’s eye. Another struck before it even had time to realise what was happening. Robert glanced to the side and saw where they were coming from. Marina was throwing loose pieces of jade at it, despite her mother’s protests.
He looked all around and noticed that none of the Vikings had seen her, yet. Their eyes were only on Thara, and Petturi’s only on the treasure. They watched as the cipactli shrank back and whined a little from the impact of a particularly sharp piece of jade. They held their breath as it released Thara, letting her fall several feet to the ground.
If Thara was hurt from the fall, she didn’t show it. She only looked up at the cipactli, whose attention was back on her. It opened another of its mouths closer to her.
Thara disappeared, not into the cipactli’s mouth but rolling underneath its body in the bare slither of space between its stomach and the ground. It looked around in confusion for a moment before it cried out again. This cry wasn’t one of warning or anger. It was clearly a cry of pain.
Thara rolled out from underneath the beast, covered in its blood, her hook shining and dripping red.
“Oh, that was brilliant!” Thorstein hollered, only to be silenced again by the cipactli roaring with a mixture of anger and pain.
Robert glanced back. Priscilla had Marina by the hand, pulling her away. Finally, Marina didn’t object. She dropped the remaining pieces of jade and stumbled over the rocky ground, her hand firmly in her mother’s.
Looking back at the cipactli, Robert fully expected to see it rush snarling at them and snap them up, one Viking to feed each mouth. Instead, it shrank back with a whine and a final growl, disappearing into the endless darkness.
The cave fell silent again but for their panting. Robert looked back.
Priscilla and Marina were nearly out of sight. Far enough away to break into a run.
“That was… unexpected…” Donovan panted as he helped his injured husband to his feet.
“We were lucky to have Thara with us,” Inoki said, smiling even as he winced at his injuries.
“Yes, good work, Thara. The rest of you were hopeless. I expected more out of you,” Petturi said as he checked over the chests, picking up any artefacts which had fallen in the commotion. “Especially you, Varri. You’ve faced that thing before, after all.”
“I… what?” Robert said, his blood which had been racing hot through his veins turning instantly to ice.
“But then again, you failed to kill it the first time. Why should this time be any different? Especially since it was nothing more than a feeble attempt to let our captives escape without my noticing.”
Petturi took his gun from its holster and fired at one of the jade stalactites. It plummeted and almost sliced through Priscilla, blocking off her escape.
“Priscilla!” Robert cried out instinctively, then immediately wished he hadn’t.
“Is that the Pirate captain? How do you know her name?” Inoki asked, looking between Robert and Priscilla and Marina, who clung to each other as they watched Petturi.
“Isn’t it obvious? Because he knows them,” Petturi said, eyeing Robert. “Did you seriously think that I didn’t recognise you, Robert Holburne?”
He faced Priscilla. “Or you, Priscilla Stephenson? Why do you think I ever let you on my crew in the first place, Robert? Because I knew you’d be easy to control, and I was right.”
“What is he talking about?” Thara asked, looking to Marina, who squeezed her mother tighter. “Marina? Is… is he…”
“So, you figured it out, Thara. You really are smarter than the rest of these dunderheads. It’s true, the traitors had themselves a little Pirate baby. How adorable!”
Marina’s eyes widened and her breaths halted as she looked to Robert. The man who had held her captive. The man who had been looking after her and keeping her safe. Her father.




Chapter Fifteen – Run Away

“He’s your—” Thara said.
“Wait, you knew them already?” Inoki asked the chief with a furrowed brow.
“You are a Pirate?” Thorstein asked Robert.
“Oh, of course! How did I not figure it out?” Inoki said, rubbing his temples. “Varri Ukirrson. From Leif Erikson and the Golden Sea.”
“I actually figured that out a while ago,” Donovan said. “I just couldn’t find the right moment to bring it up. But I had no idea he was a Pirate.”
“Explains why he’s such a traitor,” Petturi said, “and why he lied about who he really is.”
“Oh, you’re one to talk!” Robert shouted at him, ripping off the fake beard, grateful to be free of the itch. Even with the duelling pistol pointed right at his head, he didn’t flinch. He’d switched back to his West Country accent refined by many years at finishing school but distorted by even more years living underwater amongst Vikings, Gauchos, and Pirates. “You were a Pirate once, too. Just like me. You’re not even Petturi Konna. Your real name is Lewis and you’re from Penzance.”
“Exactly. I wasn’t born with a silver spoon in my mouth like you two. I grew up pulling tiddlers from the ocean for pennies just so me and my brothers could eat. I stole matches so we could stay warm. I got rid of the landlord so he wouldn’t evict us, but my mother still kicked me out. That’s how I ended up Undersea. Not like you two. Mummy and Daddy didn’t let you do what you wanted, so you decided that your only other option was becoming Pirates.”
“We all have our own reasons for coming Undersea, Lewis,” Alethea said, stepping closer, her hands raised as if she were giving herself up.
“It doesn’t matter. Since you two chose to be Pirates, you should be prepared to die for your treachery,” he said, cocking his gun.
“Could you perhaps solve your little dispute at a more convenient time?” Inoki cut in, stepping in front of Petturi’s gun. “That creature could be back at any moment. And we still have all of this to move through a jungle and past an entire crew of Pirates,” he added, gesturing behind to the treasure.
“Then take it back to the Fenrir and wait for me. I won’t be long,” Lewis said without taking his eyes off Alethea.
Inoki and the others could only glance at each other and shrug before they hastily hauled up the chests onto their shoulders, swearing and huffing at the weight.
“Marina?” Alethea said, moving away from her daughter to stand by Robert’s side. “Head down the trail and find Kei and the rest of the crew. Tell them to return to the Barracuda and get away before the monster shows up again. They know what to do.”
“You’re… you’re not coming with us?” Marina said.
“I’ll hold them off for as long as I can, but you still need to hurry.”
“What? No! I won’t—”
“Do not argue with me, Marina!” Alethea shouted, turning to face her. “For once in your life, just do as I say.”
Marina looked between her mother and father for a moment, then at Petturi. Finally, she looked at Thara, but she was too busy trying to lift one of the chests.
They were distracted. They wouldn’t stop her. They had what they were there for and had no need or care for her any longer.
She ran.
“Nothing against you, Captain Alethea, but you’re on your own on this one,” Inoki said as he passed Alethea.
“I understand. Good luck to you,” she answered, not looking at him.
“Varri, or whatever your name is, are you coming with us?”
“Sorry, but I have to help my daughter. You’ll have to carry that back yourselves.”
“Just as well. You were a terrible Viking. And an even worse janitor,” Inoki said with a grin before he and the others carried the chests towards the cave mouth.
Alethea couldn’t afford to take her eyes off Petturi, but she did glance at Robert just for a moment. Her lips curled upwards into the slightest of smiles.
Marina crashed through the jungle, tripping dozens of times, branches scraping at her limbs. It had been difficult enough walking uphill through the jungle. Running full pelt downhill proved to be even harder.
What she had heard in the cave turned over and over in her mind. She just couldn’t make sense of it. Her father was supposed to be dead. She’d always known he was dead. But now he was not only alive, he’d been looking after her whilst she’d been kidnapped.
And now he and her mother were about to get themselves killed to save her. She had only just found him, and already he was about to die. So was her mother. She couldn’t run away. But there was nothing else she could do. The blood pumping through her every muscle felt cold. Her parents were about to be killed and she was running away.
Kei appeared out of the jungle so suddenly that for a moment she could barely believe she was there. Yet as she opened her arms for Marina to run into, nearly knocking them both down, she felt the warmth of her body and smelt her familiar gunpowder scent, and knew it was really her.
“Kei!” she panted as she buried her face into her chest.
“It’s alright,” Kei said, stroking her hair. “They didn’t hurt you, did they?” she added, checking her over.
“No, I’m fine. I’m glad you’re here,” she said, sobbing a little.
“Where’s the treasure?” Kei asked, pulling away from her, her face serious once again.
“The Vikings have it. They’re bringing it back to the Fenrir right now.”
“And where’s your mother?”
“Fighting the Viking chief,” Marina said. “But we can’t let her. The monster is in the cave! It’s a cipactli. I think it’s the same one that killed my dad. Or didn’t… because he… It doesn’t matter, we have to go back and help them.” The words spilled out of her all at once. She pulled against Kei’s grip as she tried to lead her back up the trail.
“Your mother gave us an order to get the treasure from those rotters, and that’s what we’re going to do. It’s a captain’s duty to defend her crew and it’s our duty to follow her orders. Head back to the Barracuda and tell Julius to get the engines running.” Kei tried to push Marina down the trail.
“No!” Marina said, digging her heels into the ground. “I can’t just leave her. If you won’t help me, then I’m going back myself.”
“I wouldn’t recommend getting in the middle of that fight.”
They turned, seeing Inoki and the rest of the Vikings half-stumbling down the trail, treasure chests still in hand.
Kei’s glare became especially piratical, her rapier raised in the direction of Inoki’s throat.
“I don’t care what you say!” Marina screamed at him.
“No matter what happens to our captain, we can still take the treasure,” Kei said, marching towards Inoki, her rapier held in front of her.
He put the chests down to take his club in hand, raising it high above his head. This wasn’t just a defensive move. He meant to kill her.
The club flew out of his hand so quickly that he barely had time to figure out what was happening. Marina turned to see Rico emerging from the thickest part of the jungle, pistol in hand, his next shot already prepared. The others were now emerging from all around the jungle, their own weapons drawn.
“Why do they always do that?” Thorstein sighed. “Surprise attacks are supposed to be our thing.”
“Marina, you’re safe!” Ling said, his eyes lighting up. He clearly wanted to run and embrace her, but held back only because of his mother’s disapproving glare.
“Yes. I thought I’d never see you again,” Marina said.
“Don’t let them take the treasure,” Inoki ordered.
Within a moment, the jungle was filled with the sounds of guns firing and swords clashing. Even Thandi was using her cooking pot to conk a few Vikings on the head. Shiro tried to pull out his gun but found only one of Kappa’s chew toys. It was surprisingly effective in stopping a dagger to his heart.
Marina, weaponless, slunk to the side, inching back up the trail towards the cave.
An axe swung down in her path. She looked up and locked eyes with Thara. She wanted so badly to beg her to let her pass, to explain why she needed to save her mother and father. Yet in the end, she didn’t need to. Thara tugged her axe out of the ground.
“Not a fair fight if you don’t have a weapon,” she said before half-leaping over Marina to return to the fray.
As she inched past the fight, Marina kept a close watch on Kei and Inoki’s duel. Perhaps it would keep the quartermaster so distracted that she wouldn’t notice her sneaking away. Inoki called out some kind of Polynesian war cry to try and intimidate her, baring his teeth and bashing his fists against his chest and forearms. Even from a distance, Marina felt herself sweating from the sight of it. The injuries he’d incurred from the cipactli didn’t hold him back. In fact, they only made him look more terrifying as blood ran down him and seeped into his tunic.
Unfortunately for the Viking, Kei wasn’t a woman who was easily intimidated. She especially wasn’t bothered by blood. She ignored the spectacle to swipe at his chest. The Viking only just blocked her in time. If he hadn’t, his heart would likely have been skewered on her rapier.
But before he could do anything else, a loud shriek split the air as a giant mouth appeared from the trees. A mouth Marina recognised as one which had just tried to snap her up. She looked around for anything she could use to defend herself. She had nothing.
“What is that?” Ling asked, his voice wobbling.
Each of them had halted the fight to look at the looming mouth. 
“It’s the cipactli. The one that killed my father,” Marina said, completely forgetting about her escape plan. “Or didn’t kill him… and it wants that back.” She pointed to the chests which had been laid on the ground for the fight.
The cipactli roared again, so loudly that the tropical birds and crystal butterflies fled the trees. Immediately after came another, similar cry. Then another. And another. They echoed through the jungle and sent every bird and animal running.
“Oh, Odin’s beard,” Thorstein exclaimed.
The cipactli stepped over several trees to come into view before them. In the light, they could see its shimmering skin and countless shining teeth. Behind it came another. And then two babies no bigger than ponies.
“It has a family!” Kei said, her eyes wider than Marina had ever seen them.
“Run!” Inoki called out to all of them, Viking and Pirate, and in half a second, they were all tearing away down the path to the beach, treasure in hand.
“So that’s what this place is – the cipactli’s lair!” Thandi said, looking behind at the beasts pursuing them.
“Poor thing doesn’t care about the treasure. It was just defending its family all along,” Donovan added, huffing at the weight of the chest in his arms.
“But it still doesn’t want us here, so RUN!” Kei shouted.
The cipactli family’s combined roars were all the motivation they needed.
Running through a jungle was difficult enough. Running downhill pursued by a family of monsters whilst laden down with heavy chests full of treasure proved to be so much worse. Soon they were sweating and panting. Many times, it seemed as if the Vikings would trip and send the entire haul spilling lost into the jungle. Yet they always righted themselves and continued running.
Kei couldn’t help but glance at them several times as they ran. This would be a perfect chance to grab the treasure off them, if she wasn’t trying so hard to escape from the cipactli family. Her one and only chance to grab the treasure was running away from her.
When they reached a large log serving as a bridge across a waterfall, so old that it was entirely caked in moss and vines, she stopped to count the heads of the crew. She was one head short.
“Where’s Marina?” she asked, her blood running cold.
“I thought she was with you?” Rico panted.
“Where’s Thara?” Inoki said, stopping next to her.
“She must have… gone…. Pirate girl,” Donovan barely breathed.
Kei and Inoki shared a look before he hauled down his chests.
“I’ll get her. You keep going,” he told Donovan with a knowing touch to his shoulder.
If he wanted to protest, he realised he didn’t have time as he simply nodded and took up the chest, Thorstein taking the other as easily as if he were lifting a kitten. He was the only one of them who wasn’t out of breath.
“I am going to strangle that girl,” Kei said between gritted teeth. “Keep going. Get the others to the Barracuda. I want to be ready to leave the second we get there,” she instructed Rico before tearing back through the jungle the way she’d come.
“Don’t think this will change anything,” she growled at the Viking as they ran.
“It doesn’t,” he said back as he parted a tree branch for her.
“Marina, what are you doing?” Thara called.
“You can’t stop me,” Marina said, running until Thara grabbed her arm.
“You can’t. It’s too dangerous.”
“Let me go. I have to help them. Wouldn’t you go back for your mother?”
“I did,” Thara said, holding up her hooked hand.
Marina’s mouth went dry, her arm dropping. She opened her mouth to speak, closed it again, and desperately tried to think of words to say.
A howl sounded across the jungle, prompting both girls to cover their ears. A cipactli, the larger parent, pushed its way through the trees. It took one look at the two of them and roared again, louder.
“You’re angry that we invaded your island and took your treasure, aren’t you?” Marina said, not knowing whether the creature understood her. “I’m sorry. We didn’t come here to hurt your family. I mean, we didn’t even know you had a family until just now. We’re going, but first I have to get back to my mum and my… my dad. They’re in danger, so—”
The cipactli either didn’t listen to her or more likely didn’t understand her as it bared all of its teeth in all of its mouths at once. An axe flung past Marina’s ear, but the cipactli caught it in one of its mouths, shook it in its teeth for a second, then tossed it aside.
Marina turned to see Thara stood behind her, now just as defenceless as she was. The treasure chest lay at her feet, forgotten for the time being.
The monster loomed over them, looking as if it were about to snap them both up at once. Marina stood frozen. Thara, not knowing what else to do, thrust her hook forward. The cipactli stopped, eyeing the hook. It instinctively covered its belly. The wound Thara had given it earlier was still dripping blood.
“That’s right. Don’t you come any closer or I’ll hook you again. Harder this time,” Thara said, swinging her hooked hand at the beast. The cipactli immediately turned around and scampered back into the trees, leaving the two of them alone.
“What… what was that…” Marina said, her heart pounding even harder. She eyed the chest.
“Probably still intimidated from last time,” Thara said, lowering her arm and turning. She saw then what Marina was looking at. She saw that the Pirate was much closer to the chest than she was. “If you’re going to take it, get on with it. I need to get back before Inoki bites my head off.”
“Yes, I need to get back, too,” Marina said, rising to her feet just as Kei appeared racing up the path. Inoki was next to her, and surprisingly the two weren’t fighting. “If Kei asks, you threatened me.”
“I’ll remember,” Thara said with a smile as she picked up the treasure chest and Marina ran towards Kei, who enfolded her in her arms.
“You foolish girl. What were you thinking?” Kei scolded her, gripping her so firmly she was slightly worried she would be snapped in half.
“My mum and dad…” Marina said, tears in her eyes. “I still have to go and help them. I don’t care about those monsters.” She tried to pull herself free from Kei’s grip, which proved impossible.
“We’ll just have to trust them to make it back on their own. Now come on,” she said, trying to pull Marina behind her. “Marina, I will carry you off this island if I have to,” she growled with such ferocity that Marina finally gave in and ran with her.
By the time they reached the beach, the others had already hauled the candiru into the ocean.
“Hurry up, I want to get away before those things get here,” Kirana called as they ran panting to them.
Kei looked over the crew again to check they were all there, but found Marina standing by the door, gazing up the beach.
“Marina, I already told you—” Kei began, about to drag her into the boat until she followed her gaze and saw what had caught her attention.
The Vikings had piled their treasure into their own boat and were hauling against the side. But the boat wouldn’t move. They tried again. It remained in the sand. They had anchored it during high tide, and now it was low tide.
“Ngoh jau yim lei,” Kei muttered as she jumped out of the boat.
“You’re helping them?” Marina asked.
“If that treasure stays here then none of us will ever have a hand at it,” she said as she ran towards the Vikings.
“Der’mo, she’s right,” Sasha said as she followed, the others joining one by one.
They sprinted to the Fenrir’s boat, finding empty spots in-between the Vikings, who were too desperate to protest and too exhausted to figure out why they were helping.
“On three,” Kei ordered them all, without waiting for permission. “One, two, THREE!”
They all pushed together. After several harder shoves, which almost entirely drained them of their remaining strength , the boat shifted and slid into the sea, bobbing like an oversized cork.
“That was only out of necessity.” Kei turned to address Inoki. “Once we escape those monsters, we’ll be coming for the treasure.”
“I’m well aware of that,” Inoki said before he stepped into the boat, giving the Pirates only a cursory glance before he pulled the door shut.
“Is that everyone? Where’s Marina?” Kei said.
“I’m right here!” Marina said from a few inches to her left.
“Good,” Kei said, pushing her into the candiru. “Time to go.”
She looked up the beach and towards the path they’d just come from. Alethea didn’t appear. Instead, all she heard was a crash and a screech. All she saw was the tip of the cipactli’s jaw. She slammed the door shut.
 




Chapter Sixteen – Redscalp’s Legacy

“You already have the treasure, Lewis,” Alethea said, her gun still pointed at his head, as his was on Robert. It took everything she had within her to prevent her arm from shaking. “We won’t fight you for it. We just want to get out of here and help our daughter. Put your gun down.”
“Or what? You’ll take me prisoner? Let me get eaten by that monster?” Lewis snarled.
“I’m not trying to trick you, Lewis. That isn’t what you or Redscalp taught us.”
“Redscalp was a fool. He stashed his treasure all the way down here and threw away the one thing he could use to get it back,” Lewis said, gripping the jade around his neck with his free hand.
“You killed him to get his treasure, didn’t you?” Alethea asked, her mouth going dry.
Redscalp had done many things she hadn’t agreed with, but he hadn’t deserved to be betrayed by his own quartermaster.
“Of course not. What would be the point of that? I needed the fool to tell me where he hid the gemstone. No matter how many times I asked where it was, he wouldn’t tell me. He said it was best forgotten about and he was going to retire from piracy.
“So, I did the only thing I could do; I got the old sot so pissed his back teeth were floating so he’d tell me where it was. But the fool couldn’t even handle a little Black Spot. One swig and he was flat on his face. He was dead before he even hit the ground.”
“That’s how he died?” Robert said, raising an eyebrow.
Alethea’s face also contorted and she found it difficult to swallow the lump in her throat. When she’d heard that Redscalp had died years ago, she’d always assumed it had been in a great battle or that he’d finally been caught and hung by the Empire. She couldn’t imagine the greatest Pirate of his age dying in a way so pitiable. And all for information that Lewis had never gotten.
“Yes,” Lewis continued. “The idiot actually felt guilty about what happened to you two. He thought he had sent you to your watery graves. So he decided to hide the treasure away, then give up piracy to be with that girlfriend of his. And it turns out it was all for nothing, because here you both are. Alive and well and making Pirate brats. You two are the reason why I had to wait all these years to get my treasure.”
Alethea and Robert shared a look and she knew he felt just as guilty as she did. Redscalp had been a harsh captain at times, but he’d also given them a chance when nobody else would. If it hadn’t been for him, they would have likely starved to death or been forced to return to their homes in shame. He’d died over his guilt for them, and never had a chance to live a peaceful life with his girlfriend, whoever she was.
“I became a Viking because the Pirate Queen and the Empire and half the world had it out for me,” Lewis said. “I waited all these years, searched the entire ocean over and over until someone stumbled upon the stone.”
“You were planning to betray your crew for the treasure, weren’t you? Just like you betrayed us for the stone?” Robert said, his grip on his gun tightening.
“They’re just hired hands,” Lewis said, spitting at the ground. “It was never their treasure to claim, anyway. It was always mine.”
“So you were going to betray them for what? A mansion? Fancy clothes? To take control of Undersea?” Alethea said.
“Why shouldn’t I? Undersea would be so much better under my control. No pointless rules. No hiding our identities from the Empire. No factions scrapping and killing each other over piddling bits of treasure.
“I’m not making the same mistake and leaving you two alive to come after me and take my treasure. I’ll kill you and then your entire crew if that’s what it takes. Including your Pirate baby,” Lewis said, his finger moving to the trigger of his gun.
“Then we’ll have to kill you first,” Robert said, cocking his own gun.
“Is that why you pretended to be a Viking and joined my crew in the first place, Robert? To kill me? Live out your little revenge fantasy?”
“I knew who you were all along, but I didn’t join you for revenge. I just wanted to get my share of Redscalp’s treasure so I could spend the rest of my life drinking,” Robert said, his voice shaking a little.
He glanced at Alethea again then turned away, his face turning red. She didn’t know why. He had no need to feel embarrassed in front of her.
“So you really are trying to follow in Redscalp’s footsteps.”
“No, that’s not what I want anymore. I’d rather die defending my daughter from you than drink myself to death like Redscalp did.”
Alethea took in his steely eyed determination. Even with a gun pointed towards her, even with adrenaline rushing through her, her heart pounded in a way she recognised. It had beaten in the exact same way many years ago when she’d walked with Robert through the park and they’d shared their first kiss on the bridge.
“Same goes for me,” she said to Lewis, turning back to him. “There was a time when I would have gladly shot you straight in the heart for what you did, but… I’m long past that. It won’t get me back these last seventeen years. But that doesn’t mean I won’t hesitate to kill you to defend our daughter.”
She shared another glance with Robert. It was only brief, but it filled her with warmth. It was the same as the way he’d looked at her when they’d danced in the Assembly Rooms. And on the night they’d run away together. And when they’d unknowingly made Marina.
“Well, what I want hasn’t changed for seventeen years. This time, I won’t leave until I see both of your dead bodies bleeding on the ground,” Lewis said.
He raised his arm, aiming his gun at Robert, who tensed. Before either of them had time to realise what he was doing, his aim moved from Robert to Alethea.
Robert barely had time to push her down and cover her body with his own. The bullet roared by her ear, knocking the horned helmet from Robert’s head. It lay on the ground, one of the horns punctured by a bullet hole.
In their haste, they had dropped their guns. Before they had time to grab them, Lewis had kicking them aside, out of reach.
“Look what you did. You made me waste my last shot,” Lewis said, stepping towards them, the gemstone swinging from his neck. He kicked Robert’s gun aside and tossed his own empty gun next to it. “Not to worry. Us Vikings are far better at close combat,” he said, his battle axe raised as he lunged towards them.
Alethea barely drew her sword out in time before Lewis had pinned her down, his knee on her chest, his hands around her neck. She couldn’t breathe. Robert tried to pull him off but Lewis elbowed him away. His eyes were deranged. There was nothing she could do.
No, there was something. He had taught her once how to get out of a chokehold. She gripped his wrists and lifted her legs over his shoulders, pushing him back with all the force she had. Before he could fully comprehend what was happening, she shoved him aside and punched him in the face.
At least, she tried to punch him, but he caught her wrist in his hand, holding on tighter than a wrench Robert tried to pull him off, but Lewis pinched his pressure point and forced him to drop his sword. He kicked it away where Robert couldn’t reach it.
“You think I don’t know your tricks? I was the one who taught them to you!” Lewis laughed as he tossed Alethea to the ground, her sword falling to the ground next to her gun, out of reach. “And unlike you, I’ve learnt some new tricks from the Vikings.”
Robert grabbed onto Alethea, knowing that it was too late to escape and there was nothing they could do to fight back. There was no way they could reach their weapons in time.
Lewis would kill them, and Marina afterwards. Then the rest of her crew and his own. Maybe after that he really would carry out his boast of taking control of Undersea. Everybody would suffer.
But Alethea did have one trick left. One she’d never told anybody else about. One she’d kept close by, yet hidden, for seventeen years. She’d never used it, for every time it had seemed that her life was about to end, one final saving grace had come through for her. But now, she finally needed it.
From her waist holster, she drew out Robert’s shotgun, the one he’d given her seventeen years ago to defend herself just before she’d watched him fall into the ocean’s depths, thinking she’d never see him again.
She disentangled herself from Robert’s embrace, whose eyes widened further at seeing his old gun in her hands, and stood. She raised the antiquated gun towards Lewis.
He poised on the spot, as if debating whether or not to run.
In that single moment, many memories came back to her: Lewis finding her and Robert begging on the street. Him taking them to Redscalp and convincing him to give them jobs. Many hours spent laughing together in the galley and going on adventures. Times he’d been their friend and mentor. Times when they’d trusted him with everything, even their own lives.
But one memory stuck out most of all; advice he’d given her years ago.
She aimed between the eyes.
For a moment after the bullet tore through his face and embedded into his brain, his lip quivered and a single tear fell from his eye. The axe fell from his hand, falling blade-first into the ground. Lewis fell backwards. He was dead before he had even hit the ground.
 




Chapter Seventeen – Missed the Boat

Alethea’s legs gave way and she collapsed to the ground. Robert’s arms came around her and she clung to him without even realising it. For a long moment they could only hold each other, shaking, their breaths fast and heavy. The scent of gunpowder and Lewis’s blood permeated the air. Glowing eyes peeked at them from the darkness; the cave creatures were attracted to the scent of blood, just waiting for their chance to devour the corpse.
The two of them looked into each other’s eyes, still panting, adrenaline running through them even as they remained frozen. As the revelation slowly came over them, smiles crossed their faces.
“He’s really…” Alethea said.
“Yes. You were amazing,” Robert said as he stroked a loose strand of hair from her eyes and she took his face in her hands, feeling his warmth.
“Thank you for defending me.”
“I should be thanking you,” Robert said, his eyes drifting to her lips, closing lazily. Then they immediately snapped open again as he cried out, “The boat!” He released Alethea and shot to his feet. “You told them to leave without you.”
“What about your crew?” Alethea asked, rising to her own feet and picking up the weapons which Lewis had kicked aside.
“They won’t wait. We have to hurry.”
Alethea hesitated only to wrench the chain holding the jade from around Petturi’s neck and place it around her own. People had died for this shiny stone, so she couldn’t leave it here with him.
They took each other’s hands without even thinking and raced out of the cave and down the trail, leaving Petturi’s body behind on a nest of splintered jade. They vaguely heard the creatures of the island clawing and fighting each other over which of them got to reclaim his body first.
Even when it seemed that their lungs were about to collapse, they didn’t stop running. They kept a tight hold onto each other’s hands, even though their palms were slippery with sweat.
The jade bounced against Alethea’s chest. Its light shone back the way they’d come, fading with every desperate step they took. So it had been guiding them to its home, not the treasure after all.
When they were nearly at the beach, they heard a loud screech and Robert instinctively halted and held Alethea in a protective gesture. They looked to a pond formed by a waterfall – the same one where they’d found each other again. There they saw the cipactli, at least what looked like the cipactli, only much smaller. No bigger than a baby elephant.
“It has a baby?” Alethea said, her eyebrows raised.
“I think it’s trapped,” Robert said.
Alethea only then noticed that the baby was thrashing and shrieking. It was trapped in some vines and in its panic had only gotten itself more tangled.
She knew she should run up the beach and find the Barracuda. Yet she couldn’t move.
“Robert…” she said, turning to him.
The same look came over his face. He was thinking the same thing.
“It’s fine, you go ahead. Say that I ordered them to let you on the Barracuda,” she said, already wading towards the trapped creature.
“I’m not leaving without you,” Robert said, jumping in after her, flinching only slightly at the sudden shock of cold water.
“You don’t have to—”
“I’m going to.”
Alethea smiled. “And people say that Marina gets her stubbornness from me.”
Robert smiled back, but there was a sadness in his eyes too, no doubt reflected in her own. They knew what they were giving up to save this baby, and they also knew there was no stopping them. They both pushed the feeling down as they reached the squalling cipactli.
“It’s alright, little one. Calm down,” Alethea said, holding her hands out towards the baby and speaking to it in a soothing voice.
Yet the sight of two beings it didn’t recognise only made it thrash even harder. They only just dodged its claws in time. They weren’t as big as the adult’s claws, but they still looked sharp enough to cut deeply. Alethea took out her sword, the sight of which made the baby squirm and cry.
“I’m going to cut you loose.”
She waded the remaining distance and tried to cut the vines which held the cipactli, but it scrambled away from her, knocking her down, its flailing claws barely missing her face.
“Are you alright?” Robert asked, moving forward to help her.
“I’m fine,” Alethea replied as he helped her up. “Robert, can you distract it?”
“How?”
“Sing to it.”
“Alright, uh… Oh, the gentle rivers of Iceland, how I miss them so,” he warbled.
The baby stopped struggling to look at him, with a look in its reptilian eyes which seemed like one of confusion.
“Leif Erikson and the Golden Sea, right?” She smiled as she reached forward to cut the vine.
“Yes, I still remember most of it,” Robert said and then continued singing. His voice sounded like he’d been eating a tin can.
“You were never forced to take singing lessons, were you?” Alethea couldn’t help but laugh.
“No, my father didn’t see the point in it.”
“It’s working, though. Keep singing,” she said as she cut through one vine and started on a second.
Robert sang with even more gusto, the cipactli hooked on his every missed note.
It thrashed its short legs and made little delighted noises.
After much painful singing, Alethea cut the final vine and Robert stopped his song, to the relief of her ears.
The baby seemed about to protest and demand more until it realised that it was free. It ducked underwater and swam off, presumably to find its parents.
“How did you think of that?” Robert asked as they waded out of the pool.
“It’s how I used to treat Marina when she hurt herself,” Alethea said as he took her hand to help her out of the pool. “Marina… We have to hurry.”
They gripped each other’s hands again and ran on. This couldn’t be the end. She couldn’t lose Marina now, not after everything they had been through.
Not when she finally had Robert back again. They could finally be a family, just like she’d always wanted. She’d killed the man who had taken that chance from them for all these years. They could all be together and Robert could be a part of her crew.
It didn’t have to end just because they’d taken a few minutes out to save a trapped baby. They could have the life they’d always wanted if they just kept on running. If they just made it on time.
“You’re back!” Julius said, his face a full smile as his friends piled through the candiru doors.
None of them acknowledged him as they raced to their stations, frantically switching on machines and setting the engines whirring into life.
“Where’s the captain?” he asked.
“She’s giving us time to get away,” Kei said without looking at him.
“Did you fix the cannons like I asked?” Rico asked him before he had time to say anything. “We’re going to need them.”
“Why?”
“Because there’s a whole family of cipactli after us.”
“What?”
“Merde, that would have been something to tell us sooner!” Vernon cried as he and Julius dashed to the engineering room.
“We can’t leave Mum and Dad here!” Marina said, following close behind Kei as she went from station to station.
“I don’t want to any more than you do. But we have to,” Kei said.
“I’m not leaving my parents behind,” Marina screamed as the Barracuda sank below the waves and headed back towards the winding tendrils of the Jade Forest.
“I don’t have time to argue with you, Marina,” Kei shouted back at her.
A screech even louder than the ones they’d heard before echoed across the waves, shaking the Barracuda.
“Where are they?” Robert said as he reached the water’s edge.
Apart from the drag marks in the sand, the beach was empty of any sign that humans had ever landed there.
Then they saw it – the Barracuda’s top fin sinking into the ocean. The crossed spear flag was the last they saw of it before it disappeared beneath the waves.
“They left,” Alethea said as she ran several feet into the water, standing there panting for a while before collapsing to her knees. The waves lapped against her, turned golden by the setting of the unknown light source.
Robert stood close behind, panting just as hard with his hands on his knees.
“I told them… not to wait,” she panted.
“Do you think… they’re safe?”
A howl filled the island, shaking the trees and rippling the water. The adult cipactli emerged from the jungle. It didn’t spot them, but dove into the sea. After the Barracuda.
“No, they’re not safe,” Alethea said as she too charged into the water.
“Priscilla, stop!” Robert said as he ran forward to grab her around the waist.
“Let me go! I have to help them,” she said, twisting and struggling against his firm grip.
“You can’t swim after a submarine.”
“But… but I have to…” she said, looking between him and the wide stretch of ocean before her.
“There’s… there’s nothing we can do,” Robert said, his voice choking.
All that they had been through over the years. The scrapes they’d missed. The danger they’d faced on this voyage. She’d been there for all of it, defending them. Not just Marina, but the whole crew. They were her family, and she was their protector.
And now, at long last, there was nothing she could do for them. She turned around and fell into Robert’s arms, long, ugly sobs racking her body.
“Our friend is back,” Ling said, looking at the threatening blinking dot on the sonar screen. “And getting closer.”
“Can we lose it in the Forest?” Kei asked.
“I doubt it. This is its domain, not ours,” Shiro said.
“We’ll have to try anyway. Kirana, take us into the Forest.”
They charged at full speed into the murky space which had taken them into the cipactli’s lair. Within moments they were back in the midst of the Jade Forest, the tendrils whipping against their windows, blocking their view.
“It’s right behind us,” Ling said, staring at the little blinking dot on the sonar console as if it were the eye of Death.
Another, louder, shriek rocked the Barracuda.
“We’re not going to make it!” he screamed as he clutched his console.
“We can, just watch—” Kirana said before they were all lurched forward. She tried to move the wheel.
They felt the propeller sputter and fail. Nothing happened.
“Did the propulsion break?” Kei asked.
“No, it’s working as it should.”
“Then why aren’t we moving?”
“It’s the kelp. It’s got us held firm,” Shiro said from the periscope, Kappa crawling under his shirt.
Marina looked to the front window, which was now completely covered with kelp. They were well and truly stuck. And the roars were growing louder and closer.
“Rico, cannons—” Kei began to order.
He had already slammed on the console and they all gripped their own as it ripped out of the Barracuda. They felt the explosion as it hit the cipactli.
“Did it work?” Marina asked.
An even angrier roar filled the Forest.
“Of course not,” Kei sighed. “Rico, fire more—”
“There are none left!” Rico cried out.
“Then we’ll just have to cut our way loose,” Kei said, gripping the handrail so hard that her ring was being pressed into her finger.
“We don’t have time. It’s almost here,” Shiro said as a cry filled the Barracuda, so loud it shook the kelp tendrils and the Pirates had to press their hands over their ears.
They kicked at the walls, closed their eyes, and clutched at each other as their imminent death seemed moments away. Together they’d survived Iku-Turso, Vikings, and whales. They’d acquired a magical gemstone, a captain’s voice, and an anti-sonar device. They’d rescued Marina from Vikings and come so close to getting their hands on Redscalp’s legendary treasure. But now this is how they were to die. Every Pirate knew their death was inevitable and would probably be gruesome. But now that it was so close, they could do nothing but cry in sorrow.
Marina shrunk against a wall. Somehow, she couldn’t think of the danger and noise, the life she was about to lose, or the years she’d had ahead of her which would no longer come. She could think only of her mother and father still in the lair behind them.
Would the cipactli be going back for them once it was done devouring the Barracuda? Or were its mate and children already feasting on them?
This wasn’t fair. Her mother and father had risked themselves to stand up to Petturi Konna and give her the chance to escape. Now even if he hadn’t cleaved them both in two or shot them straight in their heads, they were all still going to be eaten by giant sea crocodiles. The same ones she’d believed had left her without a father for her entire life.
She’d never even had a chance to apologise to her mother for their stupid fight. She’d never gotten to know her father except for a few glances across the campfire. And now they were all going to be eaten by the cipactli after being in their lair for days.
They had been there for days.
And the cipactli hadn’t noticed them until just now.
Marina opened her eyes again, the blaring sirens, screams of despair, and the cipactli’s approaching roar returning to her all at once.
They’d been there for days and the cipactli hadn’t done anything. It hadn’t even touched the Barracuda. It had only attacked the Fenrir. Yet there shouldn’t be any difference between their two submarines to a creature like the cipactli. There was only one thing the Barracuda had which the Fenrir didn’t.
She pulled herself to her feet and stumbled towards the sonar console, one shaky foot in front of the other, gripping whatever she could reach to pull herself along.
“It’s too late,” Kei said, taking her by the arm, a surprising sadness in her eyes. Kei had never been one to give up over anything, until now. “I’m sorry.”
“No, let me. I have an idea,” Marina said.
Kei looked as if she were about to argue with her, but released her instead.
Marina was thankful that for once she didn’t want to argue. She stumbled the final few difficult steps to the sonar console and flipped the switch to turn on the anti-sonar device.
The dot on the sonar screen stopped moving.
The shrieks ceased.
Each of them glanced at the window from the arms they had thrown over their faces. Through the gaps in the kelp, they could just about make out the cipactli, looking all around like a fox who couldn’t figure out which hole the rabbit had run down. They held their collective breath as it looked around confused for a few minutes then seemed to shrug its giant shoulders and swim back the way it had come.
“What was that?” Rico was the first to speak from the corner where he’d curled himself into a ball.
“Cipactli must see on sonar frequency or something. The anti-sonar device made us invisible to it,” Marina said.
“You knew that?” Ling said, glancing at her with wide eyed amazement.
“No. It was just a guess. So, now can we go back for my mum and dad?”
She faced Kei again, with an expression that said for once, she wasn’t going to be questioned. Not even by the quartermaster.
Kei stared at her for a few moments before throwing up her hands.
“Fine. Thandi, get the kitchen knives. And somebody check the storeroom to see if we have any hedge clippers.”
“What do we do?” Alethea said for the dozenth time as she paced through the water, her red, tear-stained eyes darting all around.
“I… I don’t know…” Robert said once again, sweat beading on his forehead, and not from the heat.
“Oh, sod it,” Alethea said, removing her coat and tossing it onto the sand.
“What are you… you…” Robert said, staring wide eyed as she ripped off her shirt and boots, standing in front of him in only her linen undershirt and trousers.
“I’ll just have to swim,” Alethea said, barrelling into the water.
“Priscilla – Alethea, wait. You can’t swim all that way,” Robert said, running after her. He grabbed her by her bare arm, sweating even more at the warm touch.
“Then what am I supposed to do?” Alethea cried, taking a firm grip of his sleeve.
“I… I don’t… Look out!” Robert shouted and Alethea turned around.
She saw it instantly, for it was impossible to miss. The sea seemed to rise up as the adult cipactli emerged from the entrance to its lair, right where the Barracuda had just disappeared. Back from the hunt. Robert took her by the shoulders and she grasped his arm.
“Do you think…?” Alethea asked, too afraid to finish the question.
“No, look. It’s not carrying anything,” Robert said, pointing to the creature’s huge but empty mouths. “Remember all those boats in the cave? If it had attacked the Barracuda, it would be taking it back to add to its hoard.”
“Oh, thank Poseidon,” Alethea said, almost collapsing into the water as all of her remaining strength seemed to drain out all at once.
Robert held her firmly and she looked into his face, his bright green eyes lit up in the golden light as bright as the jade stone.
A low rumbling came from close by. Glancing back, they saw that the cipactli now had its large, narrowed eyes locked upon them.
Robert gripped onto Alethea again, holding her close as if he intended to sacrifice himself to protect her from it for a second time.
But then a much higher-pitched squeaking sounded from behind them. Risking a glance back, they saw the baby cipactli, the one they had just rescued, skittering through the water towards its parent (whether it was the mother or father they still couldn’t tell). They watched as it spent several minutes squawking and growling at the larger cipactli.
The parent growled back as if it were arguing with its child, which seemed to Alethea awfully similar to her constant fights with Marina. It looked like the younger cipactli had won the argument, for the elder gave them one final glance, a low growl, then stalked back to the shore with its baby by its side, which gave them a final squeak and a flick of its reptilian tail.
“Um… Thank you. Take care,” Alethea said, waving a little as they watched the beasts disappear into the undergrowth, no doubt off to find their evening meal, then put the babies to bed for the night. “Do you think the reason it attacked us the first time was because it was pregnant? Or had eggs?”
“Maybe. It was just defending its family this entire time.”
“I suppose… we can stay here, then? And not get eaten.”
“Yes, stay here…” Robert muttered, finally releasing Alethea from his firm grasp. “Alright. It’s fine. This is fine,” Robert said as he glanced around the cavern and paced through the water. “There’s fresh water here. And food. We can make a shelter. And the cipactli won’t bother us as long as we stay out of their way. This will be fine.”
“Marina’s gone,” Alethea said, looking towards the lair’s entrance.
“Yes,” Robert said, following her gaze. “I’m sorry. I… I know I shouldn’t be this sad when you’re suffering so much worse. I didn’t even know about her until a few days ago. I just…”
Alethea turned to him and saw fat tears falling from his eyes, which somehow only made them shine brighter than any jewel.
“It’s alright.” She took the few steps towards him, reached forward, and brushed his tears away. “I know it hurts for you, too. You never even got to know her.”
“But you do know her,” Robert said, reaching forward to brush away her own tears, which she hadn’t even realised were falling.
“I always knew that someday she’d grow up and leave me to live her own life. I didn’t want to think about it, so I tried to keep her close to me. I tried to make a life for us both so that I wouldn’t lose her like I lost you.”
Robert stroked her hair and she gripped his arm as they cried together, just as they had done on the day long ago when they’d abandoned their home forever. It never got any easier to lose people they cared about.
“But children have to leave their parents and live their own lives. Like we did,” Robert said through his tears.
“That’s just it. I was afraid she’d run away from me, like I did from my parents. But I still kept on forcing her to live the life I chose for her. And now I’ll never see her again. I’ll never have a chance to apologise to her.”
Her tears erupted into sobs.
Robert took her in his arms and held her, his own tears pooling on top of her head. “She’ll be fine.”
“I know. She has Kei and the others. Knowing her, she’ll be right off to get that treasure from the Vikings. If she hasn’t already.” Alethea’s sobs turned into a laugh. She tried to wipe her tears and snot away with her sleeve. Only then did she remember that she was only wearing her undershirt.
“Uh… here…” Robert said, reaching into his pocket for a half-soaked handkerchief.
He’d only just realised that he’d been holding her half-naked body. As she took the handkerchief, her skin brushed his, warm and clammy. He was blushing and looking away as if he were a shy, young boy again. It was just as adorable as it had been back then.
Alethea blew her nose and wiped the snot away on the handkerchief without a shred of dignity. She knew it looked disgusting, but she also knew that Robert didn’t care.
He was blowing his own nose into an equally disgusting rag.
“I wish I could be there to see Marina fighting those Vikings for the treasure,” he chuckled.
“Me too. But it’s enough knowing she’s safe and happy,” Alethea said with a deep sigh, looking back across the ocean, the waves now gilded by the invisible sunset.
“It’s like a sea of gold,” Robert said, following her gaze.
“Like the one from the Leif Erikson story.”
“Maybe this is the golden sea from the story.”
“How could Leif Erikson have found his way down here?”
“He did discover Vinland.”
“So the real treasure was the ocean all along,” Alethea laughed.
“That’s a corny ending,” Robert laughed along with her.
“I still like it,” Alethea said, looking back at him.
“I suppose I could live with it, too.”
“The ending?”
“The ocean. I mean, I can live with things ending this way, too. I mean that the ocean is so beautiful that I can live with seeing it every day. Ah, that’s so cheesy. I just—”
Robert’s babbling was cut off by Alethea cupping the sides of his face and kissing him. For a moment he was so stunned that he almost lost his balance and collapsed into the ocean. But he regained himself and wrapped his arms around her waist, kissing her back.
It wasn’t a shy, chaste kiss like their first one so many years ago. It was deep, passionate, and carrying so many feelings of wanting and yearning. When they finally broke apart and looked into each other’s eyes, they were almost crying again.
“I missed you,” Robert said, running his hand over her hair, her face, and her bare shoulders.
“I missed you, too,” Alethea said, kissing him again. “I moved on from you. I came to terms with losing you so long ago. But I never stopped loving you. Not ever. I’m never going to lose you again.”
“No. Never,” Robert said before they became so caught up in kissing that they couldn’t say any more.
 




Chapter Eighteen – Someone to Do the Dishes

The sun-dappled ocean had turned a dark, wine-red by the time they leant against one of the speckled rocks, Alethea cradled in Robert’s arms, looking out over the underground lair that was to be their new home.
“Maybe we could build a shelter by that waterfall,” Robert said as he languidly stroked Alethea’s arm, his face half buried in her hair. He took in all of her at once until he believed that she was truly real and next to him.
“Why there?” Alethea replied as she leant against his bare chest, listening to his heartbeat and his gentle breathing. She couldn’t remember ever feeling so relaxed and perfectly content.
“Because it’s where we found each other again,” Robert replied, kissing her hair. “And it has a nice ocean view.”
“I don’t care where we live. Just so long as it’s not too far up the mountain. I’m not walking up and down that every day.”
He laughed and kissed her again.
The blissful calm was halted by Robert staring out towards the ocean. “What is that?”
Alethea looked in the same direction to see something rising from the sea.
“Another sea monster?” Robert said, tensing and holding Alethea tighter in a familiar, protective gesture.
“No…” Alethea said, rising to her feet, holding her hands to her mouth. She knew that curved metallic head, the sharp fin, and the strong jaws which had snapped her up from the ocean so long ago. She knew that flag of crossed spears. “It’s the Barracuda!”
She ran straight to the beach, only halting when Robert shouted, “Priscilla, clothes!”
By the time both of them had hastily thrown their clothes back on and reached the beach, the candiru had landed and the crew spilt out.
“Look at you, you’re still alive!” Kei said as she and Alethea ran to embrace each other.
“So are you,” she said, squeezing her friend.
“We would’ve been back sooner, but we got tangled in the kelp and it took forever to get out.”
“That’s… really alright.” Alethea said, sharing a nervous glance with Robert.
It was a good thing they had taken so long, otherwise they would have seen something they shouldn’t have.
“It didn’t want to let us go,” said Julius, rubbing his red-raw muscles.
“And now my best knives are rusted,” Thandi said with a scowl, arms folded across her chest.
“What happened to that Viking chief?” Kei asked, to which Alethea merely held up the gemstone around her neck.
“We’ll have to find the Fenrir and tell them what happened to him,” Alethea said.
“I doubt they’ll care. They’re probably celebrating right now.”
“I would too, if I’d had him for a chief,” Alethea chuckled. “How did you get away from the cipactli?”
“Turns out it sees in sonar. We just switched on the anti-sonar device and we were invisible to it. Bastard gave up right away.”
“That’s brilliant. I would never have thought of that.”
“It was Marina’s idea. She figured it all out herself. None of us noticed that it only attacked the Fenrir and not us,” Kei said, turning towards Marina.
Only then did Alethea notice her daughter, standing hidden behind the others with her hands clasped together and her feet shuffling in the sand.
“Marina,” she said, approaching her.
The others parted to allow the girl to take a few, tentative steps forward.
“Darling, I’m so sorry,” Alethea said.
“What? Why are you apologising to me?” Marina burst out, her shyness vanished within a second. “I’m the one who’s sorry!”
She burst into tears as she took the final few steps across the sand and threw her arms around her mother, burying her tear-soaked face into her. “I didn’t mean to say those things. I was… I was such a bitch.”
“No, you were right, sweetheart. I’ve been holding you back even though you’re practically an adult now. I was afraid I was going to be stuck down here forever and I would never see you again. But I knew that you’d be fine on your own. You’ve turned out so strong and brave and smart. I’m sorry I didn’t realise that until now.”
“Well… Maybe I still need my mum around for a while yet. I can’t shoot nearly as well as you do.”
“I suppose I still have a few things to teach you. I’ll always be around for as long as you need me.”
She embraced her daughter again, placing a kiss to the top of her head. She felt Marina shift in her arms and pull back, noticing Robert standing behind the group, watching silently.
The two of them locked gazes, suddenly stiff. Robert’s fingers interlocked as he tried to figure out what to do with his hands. Marina did the same thing.
“It’s alright,” Alethea whispered to her, placing a hand on her back and gently guiding her forward.
Everyone remained silent as Marina paced towards Robert, who stepped towards her with even shakier steps, gripping onto the empty gun holster at his belt.
“You… you are…?” Marina stammered, still unable to look him fully in the eye.
“Yes,” Robert replied.
“Thanks for… for looking out for me… back there,” she mumbled, her gaze still fixed on her father’s boots.
“You’re welcome. Pris… Your mother tells me you like books. I know a lot of good ones. We could go to the book shops in Atlantis, if you’d like,” he said, smiling.
Marina’s face brightened into a smile. “I’d like that,” she said as she ran the final few steps to hug her father.
Cheers erupted from the others, and a loud sob from Ling, who buried his face into his mother’s shoulder. She tried to shove him off before he soaked her last clean shirt.
“Say,” Robert said when he finally broke his embrace with his daughter. “I’ve… sort of been abandoned by my old crew. You… wouldn’t happen to have any jobs going, would you?”
“We do need a new janitor and handyman,” Kei said, staring at Robert with narrowed eyes, making him shrink back under her glare.
“Too right, I’m sick of doing the dishes,” Julius said.
“You’re not even any good at washing dishes. They always have bits of food still on them,” Thandi griped.
“And there are weeds growing out of torpedo tubes,” Rico said. “I didn’t even know that was possible.”
“I would like the boat to be clean again. Do you know how to do that?” Kei asked.
“Oh yes. I’m good at cleaning. I used to clean at my parents’ house all the time,” Robert said, standing stiffly before her.
Alethea knew he was lying, but she was beyond caring. Still, she thought it best not to bring up the toast incident.
“What do you say, Captain?” Kei turned to Alethea, even though she already knew the answer.
“It’s fine by me,” Alethea said, trying to sound nonchalant.
“We’d better get going, then. Those Vikings will be halfway to Christie’s auction house with our treasure by now. I assume we are going after the treasure, aren’t we?”
“That depends. We’ll have to take a vote,” Alethea said, addressing the entire crew. “Who wants to go after the treasure?”
Fourteen voices shouted, “Aye!”
“You knew how that was going to go, didn’t you?” Kei asked.
“Of course, I knew. Just had to follow rules. It’s the Pirate way.” Alethea laughed.
“No prey, no pay,” Marina said.
They all piled back into the candiru, talking and joking together. Alethea reached down to take Robert’s hand and pull him up beside her.
“I’m going to miss this place,” Marina said as they pulled away. “I know it’s strange after all that happened, but… I’m still going to miss it.”
“I know what you mean,” Robert said. He reached out to put an arm around her, hovered in the air for a second, then settled for patting her on the shoulder.
She didn’t pull away.
Alethea watched her crew from the bridge’s upper level. It was nice to see them well-rested and in good spirits again.
Robert was sharing a story about a time he’d been cornered by Barbarians in a seaport bathroom and traded some croissants for his freedom. It was good to hear such rambunctious laughter filling up the ship.
“I don’t like him,” Kei said, leaning over the rail next to her.
“What?” Alethea asked. It took her a moment to realise who she was talking about. “What’s wrong with Robert?”
“He’s been away from Pirates for too long. He doesn’t know how we do things.”
“At least he’s keeping the boat clean,” Alethea said, running her hand along the rail, which was finally free from its regular sheen of dust.
“Hardly. He’s also trying too hard to win over Marina.”
“What else is he supposed to do? They’ve only just met. It’s not been easy for them.”
“He’s distracting you too much from your duties. And he’s not good enough to be the consort of a captain, anyway,” Kei said, staring down at Robert like Alethea’s mother had once glared at her rejected suitors.
“Consort? I’m a Pirate. Hardly royalty. I understand how you feel, but I still love him. And he is Marina’s father,” Alethea said as they watched Robert and Marina laughing over a shared joke.
“I know,” Kei said, gripping the rail a little, “I just don’t like him.”
“Hiring him was your idea.”
“I know, and I’m starting to regret it.”
“Life is nothing but a series of regrets.”
“Don’t I know it,” Kei sighed.
Finishing the tale, Robert glanced upwards to see Alethea watching him and made an excuse to the others.
“I’d best get back to work,” Kei said, leaving.
As she passed Robert on the stairs, she glared at him, which gave him a look as nervous as if he were a boy again. Yet when he saw Alethea, his smile returned.
“I scrubbed all the pots in the galley, cleared up the pile of junk in the storage room, and found all of Rico’s lost socks. That little sea otter had been stealing them,” Robert said as he joined her by the railing.
“All this coming from the man who was once chased out of his family’s kitchen with a knife. You’re paying for yourself already,” Alethea said, leaning against him, enjoying his warmth.
“I plan to, since you’re letting me stay here,” he said, looking over the bridge for a moment. “But I mean if… if you…”
“If I what? What’s wrong?”
“If you want to dump me at the next port, then that’s fine,” Robert mumbled into his chest.
“Why would I do that?”
“I mean… I’m happy to be with you. I’m happier than I have been since I lost you. I didn’t think I could feel this way again. It’s just that… we got back together again in the heat of the moment when we thought we were going to be stuck in that place alone together for the rest of our lives. Now that we’re free, if you want to break this off, then that’s fine. I’ll understand. I’ve met our daughter and that’s enough. She doesn’t really need me.”
Alethea stared at him for a moment before she grabbed him by the neck of his new Pirate vest.
“Never say or think anything like that ever again. I didn’t get back together with you because I was desperate, alright? I love you and I want to be with you, whether we’re stranded in a sea monster’s lair or not. Understand?”
“Yes, Captain.”
“That wasn’t your captain talking,” she said, kissing him again.
“I done heard that the magic jade stone was picked up by them merfolk before anyone else could get their mitts on it,” a Gaucho said to his friends gathered around the café table.
“You be fooling. I done hear a Samurai sub found it first. They’re the ones who sank that merchant ship in the middle of a party month ‘fore last,” another replied.
“I heard that Redscalp’s treasure is cursed and that whoever finds it will turn into zombis.”
“Don’t be an idiot. Everyone knows they turn into ghosts.”
“You don’t just turn into a ghost. That’s called death.”
Alethea rolled her eyes at the theories spinning around the Siren Café as she sipped her coffee, which was much easier now without her scarf in the way.
“Do you think we should tell anyone what really happened?” Kei asked from the seat next to her as she stirred more honey into her tea.
“It would only give them more stories to turn into rumours,” Alethea replied, fingering the jade pendant she now kept underneath her shirt. She wasn’t sure why she kept it there. She had no desire to return to that lair. But it did feel almost like a part of her now. Like a part of her history.
“And they have enough of those already.”
The café’s bell chimed and Alethea smiled when she saw Marina and Robert enter together, deep in conversation.
“Where have you two been?” she asked as they joined the table, already crowded with the rest of the crew.
Kei pursed her lips as she was forced to pick up her teacup and scoot over to allow Robert space next to Alethea.
“At the bookshop. Dad helped me find this,” Marina said, holding up a copy of The Vikings of Vyborg. Alethea couldn’t help but notice how she smiled when she said “Dad”.
“Interesting choice. I played the chieftain in the opera version once,” a familiar voice said near them.
Alethea only then noticed the nervous murmurs sounding throughout the café. She looked up to see Inoki looming over them, his crew crowded in close behind him.
Robert’s face paled, as if every timber in his body had shivered at once.
“Captain Inoki,” Alethea said, remaining slumped in her chair and sipping calmly at her coffee. “I assume that is your title now?”
“It’s actually Chief,” Inoki said as he drew up a chair next to them without asking, his husband taking the chair next to him. “I can’t say we’re not thankful to be rid of Petturi. I suppose we have you to thank for that?”
“Yes. Thankfully for us, the scurvy dog was a terrible shot.”

“For that I won’t ask how you didn’t show up on our sonar,” Inoki said, turning to Robert. “I suppose it’s safe to assume you’ve defected?”
“Yes,” Robert said, turning red.
“Even though you’ll have to forfeit your own share of the treasure?”
“I know. I don’t mind.”
“We’ll get it back from you, anyway,” Marina said, peeling open a piece of mochi and casually popping it into her mouth.
“Is that right?” Thara said, raising her hooked hand, newly polished and sharpened. “And how exactly are you going to do that?”
“How about I show you?” Marina said, rising to her feet, unable to hide the smile on her face.
“Girls, not here. You know the rules about fighting in Atlantis. And I for one am not keen on getting blasted out of the airlock,” Alethea said, pulling a highly reluctant Marina down as Inoki glared Thara into submission. “But the second you leave this city, you’ll be out of sanctuary. That’s when we’ll be coming after the treasure.”
“I understand. Know, then, that we’ll be ready for you when you do,” Inoki said, smiling at her across the table.
“Remember this, Varri,” Thorstein said. “Most people don’t get a second chance to be with the people they love. Don’t you dare waste it.”
“I won’t, Thorstein. Don’t worry,” Robert said, putting an arm around Alethea’s shoulder.
Thorstein gave an approving grunt before taking his own seat at the table. “There’s no rule about arm wrestling contests in Atlantis.”
“Winner buys the next round,” Rico said, sitting opposite him and rolling his sleeve down.
“And a bottle of Black Spot,” Thorstein said as he gripped the gunner’s arm.
“You are trying to kill us.”
Before they had time to start, the door burst open and a young Gladiator ran in, breathless.
“Amicis, amicis,” he said as he barrelled towards his friends, “have you heard?”
“Yes, the Sheriff kicked Anna Pinely out of the Gauchos. Everybody’s heard by now,” his friend replied.
“Not that. The legendary white whale has been seen off the coast of Nantucket!”
“You mean the one that took that captain’s leg?” his friends said, eagerly rising to their feet.
“Yes, that one! Whoever kills it and delivers it to him gets his fortune!”
“We have to hurry and get there before the Argonauts do.”
Within an instant, the news had spread throughout the entire café. Within another instant, the café was empty except for a group of Vikings and Pirates, who hardly noticed as they were far too engrossed in their arm-wrestling contest.
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Chapter One- It is a Glorious Thing to be a Viking Chief

“They’re firing from above,” Donovan Garrick said, his voice shaking as it usually did during battle. 
His husband, Inoki Kekkoa, watched as he gripped onto the side railing. Donovan’s sea legs always did fail him whenever they were under attack and only reminded him further that they hadn’t become Vikings out of choice. His furred Viking tunic seemed almost ill-fitting with his bony arms and large, frightened brown eyes. 
“Let them,” Inoki said, his own thick boots echoing throughout the Fenrir’s bridge as he walked to the helm. His legs didn’t fail him. The shaking, the ring of sirens, and the smoky scent of gunpowder had become commonplace for him over the past six months, ever since he’d become Chieftain of the Fenrir. 
“Fire!” he bellowed.
He felt the Fenrir shudder as the torpedo ripped out of the submarine and into the enemy’s underside- a weak point. 
His dark eyes remained fixed on the submarine before them - the Barracuda. Shaped like the fish it was named after with a flag of crosses spears flying from it’s top fin with a skull and crossbones beneath it. The flag of Pirates.
Whenever they were in reach, the Barracuda would attack the Fenrir with their own torpedoes or missiles, or try to ram them. How they continuously found the Fenrir, Inoki still hadn’t figured out, and it bothered him. 
“We missed!” Donovan called over the din of sirens.
The Barracuda turned around, its painted eye gazing down upon the Fenrir’s wolf head mast, almost as if the two beasts were snarling at each other as they prepared to leap upon each other. The mechanical fish-like jaws at its front opened, razor sharp teeth glinting in the ocean light. They could easily tear the Fenrir apart.
It was too late for Inoki to give an order.
The enemy submarine took a bite out of the Fenrir, mechanical jaws whirring and tearing. Pieces of the submarine floated through the water. 
“I’m not going to Valhalla over one little bite!” Thorstein’s gruff voice roared even louder than the sound of torpedo fire. The man continuously claimed that he was a real Viking frozen in sea ice hundreds of years ago, and his hefty build and matted blonde hair tied in long, intricate braids did give some weight to his claim. 
Everybody onboard the Fenrir knew he was simply madder than a theater critic, yet sometimes he could be convincing enough that even Inoki found himself believing him a little.
“I’m not letting the Valkyries come for you yet,” Inoki answered, finding it best to humour him. “I still need you.”
“You’ll have to explain that to my wife someday,” Thorstein laughed. “She won’t be happy that you kept me away for so long.”
“I’m sure she’ll understand.” 
The bridge darkened. The Barracuda was so close now that it blocked out the oceanlight from their windows. The Fenrir shuddered, differently than before. 
“They’re trying to board again,” Donovan said. He was just as used to this sensation as the rest of them, and he knew as well as the rest of them what the Barracuda was after. 
“Is anyone watching the hatch?” Inoki called over the noise. 
“I’m on it,” a female voice replied.
“Don’t let them near the treasure room, Thara,” Inoki ordered the young shieldmaiden.
“I won’t,” Thara said before charging down the length of the ship, her long, blonde braid flapping behind her and her shield banging against her side. The hook on her left hand shone from its recent sharpening.
“And no flirting!” he called after her. 
Thara didn’t answer. 
He hoped it was simply because she was too far away to hear him.
Thara’s heart pounded harder the closer she got to the hatch. It had to be the anticipation for the upcoming fight. That had to be why her heart always pounded so much every time the Barracuda crew boarded their submarine. It couldn’t be because Marina Hera, the Pirate Captain’s daughter, was right in front of her when she turned down the final corridor that led to the hatch. It couldn’t be the oceanlight illuminating her jade green eyes or the short black curls bouncing against her head as she came to a halt. That couldn’t be it at all.
“How do you keep on finding us?” Thara asked as she planted her feet in the ground to prevent herself from colliding with the Pirate girl, trying to look as dignified as she could in front of her.
“I’m not telling you,” Marina said, her face turning red. It must have been from the blood flowing through her as they prepared to fight. “I see you haven’t bothered to clean up since we were here last,” she added, rapier already in hand. 
She much prefered a pistol, Thara knew, but there were rules Undersea about firing weapons aboard a submarine. A single misaimed bullet or faulty gun could hit something it wasn’t supposed to and kill a lot of people. Nobody would risk breaking such a rule and meeting the wrath of their faction leader. That was the type of thing which got people disavowed from their faction.
“That’s because our cleaner left,” Thara said, taking her axe from her belt and raising her shield, almost regretting putting the barrier between herself and Marina.
“You mean you abandoned him,” Marina said. She knew full well that Thara was referring to Marina’s own father, who had left the Fenrir six months ago to re-join his family on the Barracuda. “Not that I care. Our boat is cleaner than ever.”
Thara didn’t miss the opportunity to strike. She lunged forward until she could see Marina’s jade-green eyes clearly, widening from surprise as Thara hit her hip with her axe’s handle. 
Marina hadn’t been expecting such a sudden whack and winched in pain for a moment. Her rapier was drawn up as Thara tossed her axe around and struck with the blade.
Their weapons clashed as they danced around each other. The corridor was so narrow that their faces were almost pressed together.
“We found this treasure fair and square and you know it,” Thara snarled. 
“You never would have found it in the first place if you hadn’t stolen the gemstone from us. We nearly died.”
“That wasn’t our fault. Petturi ordered it,” Thara said, a sharp edge to her voice and a harsher than usual swipe in her arm as she left a cut on Marina’s tunic. 
“Right, sorry.”
Mention of the former Chieftain was still a sore spot for Thara. He’d led them to do deplorable things to gain that gemstone and the legendary treasure of the Pirate Redscalp. Petturi had worked for Redscalp years ago, as had Marina’s parents, and helped him gather and hide his treasure, which was why he’d felt so entitled to the whole lot. 
None of the Fenrir crew had been sad to hear that Marina’s parents had killed Petturi, leaving Inoki as their new Chieftain and all of them free to enjoy the wealth that the treasure would bring them. 
Except that because of this endless chase and these constant fights, they hadn’t been able to actually sell any of the treasure in all the six months they’d had it. It still sat there taking up space in their hold, as useless as a pile of lead. They had expected to all be travelling in golden carriages instead of a dented submarine by now, and feasting on shark fin soup instead of Donovan’s mashed anemone. 
Yet that was exactly why the Barracuda crew were so adamant about stealing the treasure, she knew. Just a single share of it would set them up for life. The entire lot was so valuable it was almost unimaginable.
“Ouch! Odin’s beard.” A sharp bite to Thara’s fingers almost made her drop her axe. She looked down to see a juvenile sea otter latching on with his newly-grown teeth, sharp as needles. “Let me go or I’ll skin you into a pelt.”
With a knock to his nose, he released her, leaving a set of deep red teeth marks. He squawked and cowered from her in a way which almost sounded guilty and apologetic.
“Wow, Kappa never listens to me,” Marina said as the tiny animal tried to crawl up her leg, chirping to be picked up. “He only ever listens to Shiro.”
“He’s growing. Those teeth are lethal now.” 
The otter had only been a baby when she’d first encountered the Barracuda crew, and now he passed their ankles and was losing his baby fluff. 
“Yes, but Shiro is still going to be angry if anything happens to him, so we’d best end this soon,” Marina said, scooping the pup into her arms and standing in a defensive posture.
“Not that,” Kei said, her dark eyes darting up and down the Fenrir’s narrow hallway. “Use a tension wrench.”
“Sorry, mother,” Ling, her son, said from where he knelt on the ground next to her, fiddling with the treasure room’s lock, his brown eyes focused on it intently and his bony fingers moving quickly. Just not quickly enough. 
In all the months they’d been stalking the Fenrir for the treasure, they’d never gotten this was as far as they ever got. Their anti-sonar device allowed them to stalk the Fenrir unseen and ambush them so many times. They were strong enough fighters to take on the Vikings in open combat. They’d made it to the treasure room door plenty of times. But they could never get it open.
Ling resembled his mother in many ways. He had the same jet black hair and russet eyes. The older he became, the more he resembled his father, and it set Kei on edge. She’d been able to teach her son all she knew about lockpicking, and in every other situation they’d been in, he’d pulled it off. It was only the Fenrir’s treasure room which they both failed at.
“Never mind, let me do it,” Kei said, pushing her son aside and taking up his lockpicks. She didn’t fully trust him on guard, but she knew his lockpicking wasn’t good enough, either. That had been something else Ling’s father had taught her. “Perhaps if I… there!” A final click and she pushed the door open, creaking on its rarely-oiled hinges.
The door was open.
Kei would have laughed if they weren’t on a submarine swarming with Vikings. 
After all these months, there it was before them – chests piled high with treasures which could earn them an easy life away from the perils Undersea. 
“Wow, it’s amazing,” Ling said, his eyes shining just as brightly. He was always this way in front of anything even remotely luxurious. He craved it, and frankly, Kei did too. She was just much better at hiding it.
“Any trouble?” Captain Alethea asked as she tore down the remainder of the hallway and skidded to a stop next to them. Her brown hair flew behind her and her grey eyes lit up like silver when she turned and saw the heaps of treasure. “You got it open!”
Three more crewmen came to a halt before the door, looking all around the submarine in anticipation before they too saw the treasure and joined them in their amazed gazing.
“Yes, mother got it open when I couldn’t,” Ling said, taking a step forward.
“Hold on,” Rico, the crew’s Spanish gunner, said, hastily holding out an arm to stop Ling. “We need to check it for traps first.”
“Haven’t I taught you anything?” Kei hissed at her son, who lowered his head as Rico’s trained hunter’s eyes looked over the room and his tanned hands ran over the door frame.
“Where’s Kappa?” he finally said. “We can send him in first to check for traps.”
“You’re not using my pet to do that!” Shiro, the boatswain, said, his eyes flaring at Rico and his long, ebony hair practically standing on end. “I can’t find him, anyway.”
“What did you bring him for?” Kei asked.
“I didn’t. He followed me. Then he ran away as soon as we got here.”
“Well he’ll come back when he’s hungry, like he always does,” Rico said as he pressed down on the floor at the treasure room’s threshold. “But for now, I need one of his bottles.” 
Shiro reached into the holster which was supposed to hold his gun and pulled out a bottle half-full of whale milk. “Will this do?” he asked as he handed it to Rico.
“It should be fine,” Rico said, taking the bottle and rolling it across the floor.
They collectively held their breath until it hit the opposite wall and came to a stop. Nothing else happened.
“No traps,” Ling said as he practically ran into the room and instantly heaved up one of the chests, which was a struggle with his thin adolescent frame. It was strange that a boy with an appetite such as his could still so strongly resemble a stick of coral. “Come to think of it, why didn’t Redscalp bother to booby trap the treasure?”
“It wouldn’t have worked if more than one group of people tried to find it,” Robert answered, giving Alethea a smile as he followed Ling into the room. 
Kei inwardly grimaced. Even six months since he’d joined the crew, she still couldn’t bring herself to accept the Captain’s lover. He was a good enough cleaner, but that didn’t make him good enough for a Captain, in her eyes.
 
They were met with surprisingly little Viking-related resistance as they hauled up the chests and carried them back to the escape hatch which connected their two submarines. 
After all these months of trying, fighting, and failing, the treasure was truly in their hands, Alethea thought. Redscalp’s legendary treasure. The treasure which would make them all rich. Just a few more steps and it would truly be theirs.
“We shouldn’t be fighting each other over such superficial things, Captain Alethea,” the familiar deep voice came from behind them. The familiar point of a club dug into Alethea’s back. 
She should have known it wouldn’t be this easy. She should have known it wouldn’t be easy at all.
Ling was so surprised his hands shot up in surrender and he dropped the chest he was carrying, sending a sea of gold coins spilling out over the floor. 
Kei sighed and glared at him, gripping her own chest tighter. Of all of them, she would be the most reluctant to give up the treasure. Even more so than Alethea.
“You and I are the same; nothing but a bunch of ne’er do wells. Just like everybody Undersea,” Chieftain Inoki continued.
“You’re right, we are the same,” Alethea said as she carefully lowered her chest to the ground and drew her sword from its sheath. She turned to face the Viking chieftain. His flowing black hair and furrowed brow had become a familiar sight to her over the past few months. 
“Alethea,” Robert said, his fingers tensing over his own sword.
“Don’t worry, darling. I can handle this,” Alethea said, raising a hand to stop him. She knew her lover would leap in to defend her if he had to, but she didn’t want him to take that risk now. 
He’d done it before, and it had led to them being separated for 17 years.
Inoki was fast. She barely raised her sword in time to block his first strike with his club. 
Their weapons sang as they clashed, the others backing away to give them space to fight in the narrow hallway. She didn’t see his leg until she’d already tumbled to the ground.
“That’s a child’s trick,” she grumbled. She’d done it plenty of times herself as a girl.
“If it works.” Inoki shrugged. 
The rules Undersea were often the unfair tactics of children. In a way, all of them were little more than children playing pretend, dressing up as Pirates and Vikings and scrapping with one another over trinkets. 
She rolled away just in time to see Inoki’s club become stuck to his boat’s filthy floor. That couldn’t help but put a smile on her face.
He wrenched the club free but she was already out of his reach. He was strong, but she was fast. He was ruthless, but she was calculating. She would have to be just as strong and ruthless as him if she hoped to keep the treasure. She struck his knees and he went down a second time. 
“You remembered what I taught you,” Kei said with one of her serpentine smiles.
“The knees are a weak point,” Alethea repeated what Kei had told her long ago when they were younger women, smiling at the memory. She and Kei had known each other for a long time, before her daughter had even been born. They’d supported each other through much and fought side by side more times than she could count.
“I should tear you apart for all the trouble you’ve caused me,” Inoki said, the edges of his eyes turning red.
Alehtea’s throat went dry. She couldn’t tell what the man was thinking anymore. She didn’t know if his words were an empty threat meant only to intimidate, or if he really would do it. 
He didn’t blink as he rose. His gaze remained fixed on Alethea. 
She could almost feel his hatred and loathing seeping out of him. Her weapon hand was sweating so much that she almost dropped her weapon.
“Alethea…” Robert said again, motioning to rush towards her. 
Shiro and Rico did the same thing.
“Don’t!” she commanded, halting them.
Inoki would knock them back and hurt them too if they tried to interfere. 
She wasn’t going to let them be hurt to save her.
His club raised. 
She should have run. She should have fought back. But the look in his eyes struck terror into her heart and kept her frozen to the ground.
He looked down upon her as if he intended to kill her. But he wouldn’t do that, would he? He wasn’t like Petturi. 
“Darling, don’t be too hard on them,” Donovan said, placing a hand on his husband’s wide shoulder. 
Alethea could breathe again. Her heartbeat which seemed to have stopped now pounded in her ears.
Donovan was always a calming influence on Inoki. 
“Remember who has to clean up the blood?” Donovan continued, wrapping his arms around his husband and leaning his head against him.
“You’re right,” Inoki said, lowering his club to give his husband’s hand an affectionate pat. “Just give back my treasure and you can be on your merry way,” he said to the Barracuda crew.
Kei frowned as she let him wrench the chest from her hands. 
“Fine, we’re leaving,” Alethea said as they surrendered the rest of the chests. “Where’s Marina?”
“Just down there, fighting my shieldmaiden as usual,” Inoki said, jerking his head down the hallway.
“Marina, we’re going,” Alethea called, marching down the hallway until she saw her daughter clashing with Thara.
“But I’m not done yet,” Marina shouted back, not even looking over her shoulder to acknowledge her.
“Now, Marina!” Alethea demanded, switching out her Captain voice for her much sterner Mother voice. 
She knew that given the choice, Marina would fight Thara until they both collapsed from exhaustion. But the Mother voice was enough to make her grumble and retreat, joining them at the hatch with only a single wicked glare at Inoki.
“Oh good, you have him,” Shiro said as he took Kappa from Marina’s arms and snuggled his pet. 
“See, I told you,” Rico said.
“I’ll be back,” Marina said to Thara.
“I’m sure of it,” the shieldmaiden replied.
“That goes for all of us,” Alethea hissed at Inoki.
“I’m not so sure of that,” Inoki replied. 
Alethea wanted to argue with him, or find out what he meant by those words. But she couldn’t risk putting her crew in any more danger. She could only watch his unchanging expression as the hatch door closed.
 
“We almost had them that time. Right when we finally got the damn door open,” Kei groaned as they returned to the bridge.
The crew members who had remained behind turned to smile and welcome them back, their faces falling when they saw their fierce expressions. 
Alethea walked the length of the bridge, past the brass railings and beeping equipment to the front window which stretched across the Barracuda’s concave nose. She watched as the Fenrir came towards them; not to attack but simply to get away.
“Well, think of it this way,” Rico said, “at least we all got out in one-”
He was cut off by a clang so loud that it almost rocked the submarine. One of the shields decorating the Fenrir’s side had clipped their top fin. Something metallic crossed the front window, falling to the trench they were hovering over.
Alethea’s heart stopped for the second time that day. 
“Was that-” Alethea said, staring at Kei who shared her expression.
“That was… the anti-sonar device,” Marina said as she looked at the sonar console. 
The rare device invented by merfolk which they’d made an almost impossible trade for. The device which had blocked them from other vessel’s sonar. The only reason they’d been able to keep up with and attack the Fenrir for all these months. Now it was plummeting into a trench.
“Could we…?” Shiro said, staring down into the trench’s inky darkness.
“It’s too narrow,” said Kirana, the helmswoman. “And we wouldn’t be able to see it down there, anyway.”
“Well…” Alethea said as she watched the blinking dot on the sonar screen; the Fenrir fleeing like a wolf running into the mist. “There’s no other way of saying this; we might be fucked.”
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