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Own To Obsess

 

She owns his obsession - but will it destroy her?

 

Wild and uncontrolled, Kardos faces his new circumstance with an unbound fury, but discovers that some things are not within his control.

 

His undiluted obsession consumes him, until he is forced to see that the only thing he truly needs, he may no longer own.

 

Struggling to find her strength, Shaya makes little headway in her new life in the Southern Lands. Her Alpha cannot be reasoned with and is even more of a beast than he ever was.

 

She experiences just how deeply his passion runs, but realizes she may never survive if she cannot find a way to escape him.

 

OWN TO OBEY is a full-length fantasy romance novel that continues Kardos and Shaya's dark and tribal tale. For fans of faithful Alpha anti-heroes and captive romances. Cliffhanger included however this trilogy is complete.

 

This series includes romance and situations of a dark nature. Some aspects of this may be sensitive for some readers. For ages 18+
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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

KARDOS

 

(This scene overlaps the end of the last book in a different point of view. If you haven’t yet read book one for this couple, Own to Obey, please start there or do a quick reread of the end :)

 

 

Kardos could not allow his Omega to remain distressed. Nor could he allow her to reject him.

He thrust his tongue in her mouth and relished her whimpery breaths as she hungrily sucked on it, his cock hammering into her sloshy little pussy over and over in a steady, brutal rhythm.

Her immediate submission when he touched her was beautiful, as always, but it grated on him she refused to see the merits of his actions. He was doing what was best for his people and his culture, and he had tried to prepare her the best he could. What more could he have done? She should be grateful and proud of his standing in his society, yet she dared to tell him she hated him? It jarred every muscle in his body. She couldn’t fucking hate him. He wouldn’t allow it!

Kardos groaned into her mouth at the feel of her silky inner calves sliding up both sides of his body as she opened herself up to him further, letting him soothe her the way she needed. He was the only one able to do so—he instinctively knew it—because he did truly own her.

Her perfect little body was his; her sighs were for his pleasure, and his seed belonged in her womb. Her beauty and her smile, and her gorgeous flight were for him. No matter what she said, how much she claimed she didn’t want him, her body knew who owned it, and it had nothing to do with taking her from her home—she was his.

“You are mine, little bird,” he growled into her ear, every inch of his body gripped by the urge to dominate and reprimand her. “I am your Alpha, and every part of you is mine.” Her breathy moan fluttered through him and he returned his mouth to hers to capture her breath.

As her peak approached, he pulled away to watch as her moans become louder, her body limp and open, taking every rough slam he gave her. This was what he loved. Seeing, hearing, feeling her in her flight enthralled him every time. It was when she was most beautiful, most unreserved and free. It was as though he was watching something pure and special, that was only for him to witness, but as she took flight underneath him, his entire world twisted with the realization that he could not give her up.

Her back arching, pushing those perfect breasts up into his chest, she mumbled, her whole body tensing and shuddering as she dug her little nails into his skin. He absorbed everything he could; the beautiful contortion of her face, the hitching of her breath, the rapid fluttering of her lashes. Kardos relished the abundance of fluid erupting out of her each time he slammed in, causing their joining to become a potent sticky mess of fluid, coating their skin and squelching between them.

Her moans and cries of pleasure rippled raw pride through him, and that stunning clench of her channel along his cock made him groan, his balls tightening as the exquisite burst of pleasure shot through him. He wrapped his arms around her waist as she tucked her head into his neck, ramming her relentlessly, extending her orgasm until his own approached in a jagged, clawing tumble of carnal pleasure. His body pressed into hers on the bed, pinning her securely where she belonged as his orgasm blast through him. 

A sudden sting at his neck briefly registered but the sensation caused such a powerful wave of blissful satisfaction that everything fled from his mind, his only concern to knot and breed the Omega that belonged to him.

By the time rational thought returned, he was groaning into the bedsheets, his knot shrinking and releasing him from the tight sheath that had captured and milked him.

He lifted from the Omega but instantly noticed something had changed. Something felt odd—comforting and gratifying, but unusual. He stilled, trying to determine what it was. An awareness was fluctuating at the edge of his mind, like a presence hovering just out of reach.

Kardos frowned, confusion shooting through him. When he looked down at Shaya, alarm gripped him. Blood trickled from her mouth and smeared across her lips. Had he hurt her? He instantly lowered to lick it, concerned she was hurt, but as his tongue lapped her lips, the dull ache at his neck caught his attention and instantly he knew what had happened.

He shot back up and gripped Shaya’s shoulders, finally registering the hopeless look in her tear-filled eyes. “What did you do?” he growled.

She said nothing, turning her head to one side and an echo of despair pulsed from the presence on the edge of his mind.

Kardos rose on his knees and placed his hand on the bite mark at his neck. As his fingers brushed her bite, several strong, conflicting emotions barreled through him; from pride to desire to anger, but the strongest was disbelief. As his brain caught up to the implications of what she’d done, he could not control the fury that whirled through him.

Kardos grabbed her by the arms and shook her once, hard. “What did you do?” he roared. “What fucking possessed you to do that?”

Shaya kept her face turned away, her body tense and alert.

“Look at me!” he demanded. “Look at me now, Shaya!”

She didn’t, choosing to remain as still as possible, and it almost looked as though she was barely breathing. 

Kardos took a deep breath as his anger expanded into a white-hot blinding rage. She had bitten him! She had tied him to her and destroyed any chance of him gaining the seat of the high chief. Not only that, she had thrown away any hope of proving to the rest of the Isles how suitable and perfect she was for the Southern Isles. 

Kardos roared as he climbed off the bed, expelling a brutal and rough force from his chest. After everything he worked for, years, decades, of proving himself, being the one working the hardest at every opportunity, forging partnerships, exploring the strange and unusual things about the Isles, traveling all the way to the Western Lands, doing all the things no one else wanted to do… After everything, he would never be high chief now. All he had earned would be stripped from him. 

Muscles tensed, Kardos reached for the nearest thing to smash. He didn’t even register what it was, he only knew it felt good when it crumbled in his fists. Soon he was pulling down shelves, punching into walls, clawing and toppling furniture, and smashing the precious izak-rock to pieces. 

With one bite she had taken everything from him. With one bite she changed his entire life. From here on out, he would never have what he wanted. No matter how hard he tried, he would never again have the chance to win the high seat. But even as he raged, a deeper displeasure bloomed in him, growing stronger and stronger until he had to address it. His Omega had been fucking disobedient. 

She knew that biting him would change what existed between them, and she did it as retaliation and without permission. That could not stand. 

As the realization dawned, he suddenly became aware of the most gorgeous scent. Dropping the chunks of wood he’d broken off the dressing table, he stilled, breathing in the fragrance. The aroma was so powerful, so rich and complex it made his cock harden, his balls tighten, and every inch of his body snapped to attention. A savage need descended on him and all thought fled his mind, as though the anger in his veins changed focus—he needed to claim, to own, to seize that scent.

Turning, he sought its origin, only to see his beautiful Omega staring at him with fully golden eyes. 

She uncurled from the tense position she had been in and rose to her knees, gazing at him with a look of complete desire. Between her legs was a mess of fluids, but he could scent the fresh slick dripping from her, calling to him, telling him he needed to take her immediately.

He stalked toward her and grabbed her neck, rumbling with satisfaction when she immediately went limp. 

“Alpha,” she whispered, staring up at him in awe. 

Growling, he breathed her scent in again as he rubbed her neck. Everything in his body roared to claim her, and he couldn’t ignore that she was ripe and ready for him. He pushed her down onto the bed on her front, and she eagerly pushed her ass into the air, rocking on her knees, waiting for him. 

Kardos yanked her hips back and tickled her clit with his fingers, then brought that delicious wetness to his mouth. The taste of her descended him deeper into the angry, aroused rut he had already submitted to. Lining himself up, he prepared to provide for his Omega.

 

***

Hours passed as Kardos took Shaya the way they both wanted and needed. It was unlike any experience he’d had with her before, and it was simply divine. Her eyes were beautifully golden; her scent had developed to such an extreme, he could barely think, and he certainly couldn’t resist it. He fucked her thoroughly and completely, pinning her in place and slamming into her soaking pussy the way she begged him to. She never tired, and he moved her into multiple positions, gripped her roughly, and fucked her until she came all over him repeatedly. When he knotted her, he couldn’t help but bury his fingers through her beautiful hair, purr for her as she snuggled into him, kiss and caress her smooth, gorgeous, hazel skin, and comfort her the way her Alpha was supposed to. Any moment his hands weren’t on her, she whined and called for him, feeding into his need to sate her every desire.

He mated her all over the room, finding little areas on the floor between the debris as well as beside, underneath, and on the bed and against the walls and windows. When the skies turned dark, Kardos untangled himself from his sleeping mate to search for water for her. Thankfully, a jug of water and a tray of small meat pies and pastries had been placed just inside the door of the room, and he didn’t question it—simply returning to his Omega and gently shaking her awake so he could feed her from his fingers and make her sip the water she needed.

Kardos didn’t know how long they were in the bedroom for, but it didn’t matter. He had never known such contentment.

He found himself unable to wake Shaya in any other way than his tongue licking that fragrant little slit; her slick all over his face, her incredible aroma filling his nose, her sleepy sighs and moans rising to a melodious crescendo that had her stroking his head and making his cock jerk and drip in torturous anticipation. He found himself unable to look at her golden eyes without burying himself inside her, deeply and thoroughly. He discovered a deep satisfaction in bathing her, feeding her, and kissing her until she was breathless and smiling. He radiated with pride when her expression brightened in delight at the sound of his voice, or when she ran her palm over his chest in wonder, or when she sighed so deeply against his chest as he purred for her. It reached the point that he would hum a melody for her, just to see her eyes light up, and her cheek press firmer against his chest.

At times Shaya was still so shy, avoiding his gaze when he told her how delicious she tasted or how perfect she was to have his children, but those shy smiles just made him desire her more, made him desperate to protect her and keep her close to him. He loved having her little body in his arms; he loved the way she desired him and looked at him with such awe; he loved looking after her every need and tucking her into his body where she belonged.

Everything felt right; this was how it was supposed to be. No other thought penetrated his mind.

But eventually, Shaya became restless in her sleep. She fidgeted as she lay against him, unable to settle unless he fixed her back against his chest and impaled her slowly, murmuring into her ear and playing with her nipples and clit until she took flight.

Too soon, the gold in her eyes began to fade, and she took notice of the state of the room. Although she said nothing, Kardos sensed her confusion and discontentment, and felt the slight echo of those feelings from the awareness on the edge of his mind. 

And that reminded him what she had done.

The contented connection had been so pure, so united, it had expanded the feelings between them. But now it morphed into something else, something unsettling and unstable.

Kardos realized he was still fucking angry with her. He hadn’t reprimanded her at all; he had simply gone into a deep, all-consuming rut spurred on by her true Haze as well as her beauty and perfection, which he had never been able to resist. But now it was over, they both had to deal with the consequences of her actions.

When her Haze ended, he didn’t speak to her at all, though he couldn’t resist fucking her twice more before he even considered leaving the room.

He didn’t know who had been slipping the trays of water and food just inside the door and ensuring not to disturb them. He doubted it was his servants. They wouldn’t know the importance of privacy when an Alpha and his Omega were both in their breeding states. But as he exited the room, the answer became obvious.

Rozalia sat on a stool in the corridor on the opposite wall, a few feet down from the bedroom door.

Kardos shut the door behind him and approached her, so many questions on his tongue, but as she rose from the stool, he kept his mouth shut, his heart both hardening and dropping from the look in her eyes. One he never thought he’d see directed at him… disappointment.

“The high chief is here,” she said, her voice hard.

Kardos nodded. He was supposed to bring Shaya back to his temple within three hours—that was days ago. “Where?”

“In the other guest room on the next floor down.”

Kardos turned and headed down the corridor without saying another word. The high chief rarely visited the other islands and avoided doing so because he had to remain separate from inter-island issues and disputes. It also wouldn’t have been appropriate for him to regularly visit the tribe or island he had once ruled, but he was here for a reason.

The guest room door was open, and Kardos braced himself as he stepped into the room.

The high chief stood staring out of the window, his large frame adorned in layers of materials and furs that made him look like a massive block of a man. By his stance, Kardos knew what was coming.

“My chief,” he muttered as he bowed low. “I am honored you have visited Nyek. It is a pleasure to host you once again—”

The high chief spun around to face him, his face hard and his eyes blazing. “Cut the shit, Kardos,” he hissed. “Do you know what you have done?”

Kardos stiffened, his anger and defensiveness rising immediately. His father had never spoken to him with that tone before, but based on the current circumstances and his actions, the high chief had every right, so Kardos remained silent. 

 ”Are you aware of the consequences of bonding with the Omega?” The high chief stepped forward heavily, his expression contorted. “While you have been enjoying the depths of her pussy, the other shinnos have requested your disqualification.”

Kardos bristled and a raw agitation worked its way around his chest. “Can they do that?”

“They can request what they fucking want!” the high chief bellowed. “You did not uphold your end of the agreement you made over a week ago… when you said you would bring her to the temple.”

Kardos tried to keep hold of his temper, even though it threatened to have him rage again. “Surely my reputation can afford me some leeway.”

“Not when they find out the rumors of you bonding her are true,” the high chief warned. “They will have even more of a case to request you are removed from consideration so you can concentrate on breeding the Omega in the interests of the Lands.” His nostrils flared and his voice deepened. “And then you will be nothing more than a breeder, Kardos. My son will be nothing more than a fucking breeder!”

The fury that burned in Kardos’ chest couldn’t compete with the surprise of hearing his father directly referring to him as his son. He hadn’t done so since he gained the seat of the high chief.

“Don’t look so shocked,” the high chief snapped, as he turned to pace the room. “Granted, I am not to show any favoritism to you or award you any special privileges, but do you think I haven’t been closely watching your progress? Do you think I haven’t been immensely proud of every action you have taken since you were a boy who has shown how much he loves the Isles? Do you think I wasn’t overjoyed when you became tribe leader and shinno to Nyek?” He shot Kardos a look. “You are my son, Kardos, and this seat is your birthright. The other shinnos’ prejudices allow them to underestimate you, even though you have proved yourself over and over, but that is their mistake—I have no sympathy for them.” He turned to face Kardos again. “But this mistake is yours, and it gives them cause to destroy everything you have already gained, everything you strove to achieve. If you are disqualified, it will be the first time in eighty-four years that a different tribe gains the seat.”

Kardos exhaled as his father’s word sunk in, the violent, angry, dark emotions and thoughts within him almost drowning him with their potency.

His father looked over him from head to foot, his eyes wild with distaste. “Where is your honor?” he spat. “Where is the man who lives and breathes the traditions of the Isles? I do not see him anymore. Did the Western Lands corrupt you so much that—”

“No!” Kardos bellowed, his fury reaching its peak.

His father jerked backward, shocked at his outburst. Kardos had never raised his voice at his father before, but he couldn’t allow him to say or think such things.

“No,” he repeated, forcing his voice to lower. “I am still that man.” He locked his father’s hard glare with his own. “I assure you.”

The high chief’s jaw clenched, and he turned away exhaling harshly, silence filling the room for a short moment. “I have set a hearing to address the shinnos’ request two weeks from today. They are currently arguing that I am delaying to give you more time to find a solution.” He turned back to Kardos, his eyes still fiery but his voice quieter. “They are right. So I hope you have a plan to explain what the fuck you were thinking.” He headed to the door. “And a way to maintain your position so you still have a chance at the seat.” He turned to Kardos. “Because you are no son of mine if you have thrown away the Nyek name in this selfish act to claim this Omega for yourself.”

“I didn’t bond with her, Father,” Kardos muttered, annoyed that this was the circumstance in which he was once again calling him Father. It should have been when he claimed the seat. “She bonded with me without my consent.”

The high chief looked upon him with disdain and shook his head. “I hope you do not plan to argue that at temple.” He turned for the door, throwing his words back at Kardos as he exited. “Because if she is that willful and disobedient, she was never suitable for our Lands.”

 

***

Two hours later, Kardos was still in the grip of a blinding fury, pacing the room the high chief had left him in and battling the many thoughts that crowded his mind. His father had given him a chance to retain his position for the seat, but how? He could barely think past his anger at the shinnos or how difficult things would be now. And he also had to consider Shaya. 

He slowed to a stop in the middle of the room. He needed Az Eshra. They were the only way to find a solution. 

Turning on his heel, he headed back to his bedroom, but neither Rozalia nor Shaya were there. Several servants were fixing his room, righting furniture, cleaning, and taking out the moldy food and broken items. 

He questioned the servants about the whereabouts of the women and then headed to Shaya’s guest bedroom on the same floor. 

When he entered, Rozalia was sitting on the edge of the bed stroking Shaya’s forehead as she lay sleeping. Kardos stood for a moment staring at Shaya, unable to decipher the conflicting emotions rising in him. 

As soon as Rozalia saw Kardos, she straightened. “We need to talk, Kardos,” she said solemnly. 

“I need no more scolding, Rozalia,” Kardos growled. 

Shaya whimpered and rolled over in the bed, curling into a tight ball on her side. Kardos resisted the powerful urge that rose in him to climb into the bed with her and pull her into his arms. She needed his neck, his purr, his chest. And he needed her scent, her soft skin, her… With great effort, he dragged his eyes away. 

Rozalia beckoned him to follow her and led him out of the room and down to one of the meeting rooms on the east side of the house. 

“What did you do to her?” she said, rounding on Kardos as he entered the room behind her. “She was hysterical when I went in there. I had to give her a sedation potion.” 

“Quiet!” Kardos barked. He was in no mood for Rozalia’s mouth right now. There were times he needed her as an adviser, a friend, or even a mother, but that time was not now. “I’m going to my temple. Make sure she is looked after until I return.” 

The look in Rozalia’s eyes changed as she lowered hers, then nodded. 

Kardos turned to go, but a niggling feeling in his chest stopped him. “Why isn’t she pregnant?” he asked Rozalia with a scowl. “She was in her full Haze and yet she is not with child. Why?” 

Rozalia’s eyes widened. “You want her pregnant?” 

Kardos’ scowl deepened and he growled low. It was something he couldn’t explain or understand, but it bothered him deeply that her Haze ended without her securing his seed in her belly. He hadn’t realized it, but he’d been subconsciously waiting for the change in her scent signifying it. 

Rozalia seemed to sense something in him; she dropped her shoulders and took a step back. “I’ll look into it, my shinno.” 

Kardos let out a gruff exhale and headed out of the room and prepared to go to his private temple where he sought the answer to all difficulties he faced. 

All he needed now was to settle his mind and the answer would come. He would seek a way to secure the seat and deal with the Omega who had caused him to be so utterly disgraced.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

SHAYA

 

“Take it slow,” Rozalia said gently.

Shaya gripped onto her arm as she lowered into the hot bath, wincing at all the different aches and pains bounding through her body. But once the hot water enveloped her, she sighed deeply as her muscles relaxed. Rozalia examined some of the bottles she’d brought with her, tipping them to release tiny, powerfully scented droplets of various healing oils into the bath before setting about scrubbing Shaya clean from the enormous amount of Kardos’ seed crusted around her neck. 

Shaya remained quiet. She’d woken groggy and dazed, a deep, satisfying ache in her muscles, a dull pain between her legs, and little memory of how she had ended up in the guest bedroom. The last she remembered, she had been in Kardos’ bedroom, sinking her teeth into his neck in despair. 

And it worked. The presence smoldering deep within her chest told her as much—she had bonded with him. The enormity of that idea, now that she was more clearheaded, stunned her. She had done it. She had acted against him, shown she wasn’t weak, proved she could retaliate… and yet the realization that it had happened manifested pure terror in her.

What would Kardos do to her now? Or… what had he done to her?

She wasn't sure what the immediate repercussions had been; she couldn't remember. The ache in her limbs and the pain between her legs didn’t seem like it was due to him being violent toward her, but it was impossible to know how the Alpha would have behaved about her outright defiance. Rozalia was also behaving strangely. The older woman hadn't spoken to her at all since she woke, simply ushering her here and there, getting her undressed and prepared for the bath.

However, Shaya wasn’t willing to engage Rozalia in conversation just yet. She suspected, from how lethargic she felt when she woke, that she may have been drugged again and she couldn’t ignore the fact that Rozalia, as Kardos’ potionist, would have been the one to create the potion that Kardos gave her on the ship. Shaya couldn’t deny her disappointment with that realization; she thought she’d found a new friend, but she hadn’t. What if Treska had been involved too? Had everyone known all along what Kardos planned for her?

The thoughts were too heavy for Shaya to contemplate while she still felt so frail. A weak apathy dominated her body and mind—she didn’t feel her usual self. It had to be because of the bond to the Alpha—it sat heavy in her chest, hard and sharp like a claw buried deep, combined with the pain in her body and the aftereffects of whatever potion she had been given all made her feel strange. So she simply kept quiet and allowed Rozalia to do as she wished, even allowing the woman to wash her hair. It was now a stiff puff that was in dire need of care, which indicated the loss of time she couldn’t account for.

After she was finally dressed and dried, she felt a little better. The pain in her body had lessened and Rozalia began working her creams and oils through her hair to soften it, massaging her scalp, which helped her to relax. The hard claw in her chest hadn't changed, but at least she knew other things could positively impact her mood.

As she sat there, a sudden image of Kardos's mouth between her legs seared into her mind and she quickly inhaled, surprised. His mouth buried into her, his tongue swirling around her nub while his pretty eyes locked onto her face. Her legs spread as wide as she could get them as her hips rolled up to feed him, and her fingers digging into his scalp.

A shudder trembled through her body at the memory, and she squeezed her legs tightly together, pressing her hand between them as the recollection of how incredible her body had felt returned.

As Rozalia treated her hair, indecent memories with Kardos came back to her one after the other, as well as the powerful emotions she’d had during each one. By the time Rozalia was wrapping her head, Shaya was trembling and breathing heavy, hardly able to believe everything that had transpired.

“You remember.” Rozalia watched Shaya carefully as she closed the jars and bottles laid out on the bed.

“Yes,” Shaya muttered. “But….” She hesitated, unsure if she wanted to share her thoughts with Rozalia. This woman was clearly on Kardos' side, and based on the emotions blasting from the bond in her chest, Kardos was furious. She hoped she was misreading it, but she doubted it. He had gone into a fury as soon as he realized what she'd done, and she wasn't sure why he hadn’t attacked her outright.

“The memories always take a while to return,” Rozalia said, her voice quiet as she packed away the creams.

“Why?” Shaya was unable to help herself ask.

Rozalia shrugged as she straightened the bed. “It is something to do with the way an Omega’s body changes during her Haze.”

“Haze?” Shaya stared at her bewildered. “What is that?”

Rozalia froze. “You don't know what a Haze is?” 

The astonishment on her face made Shaya a little self-conscious. She lifted her shoulders. “Should I?”

“Yes,” Rozalia spat out, her demeanor hardening. “I have no idea why you have been withheld information about being an Omega, Katashaya, but it is irresponsible that it has been kept from you.”

Shaya stiffened. Rozalia was indirectly talking about Kyus. “Any information that has been kept from me was either for my own good or because I didn't need to know,” she said, somewhat defensively.

“Of course,” Rozalia shot back. “What is the point for an Omega to know anything about her Haze if she is constantly blocked?” She shook her head, muttering under her breath as she tidied the room.

“You are not an Omega,” Shaya said quietly. “I'm sure if you were your opinion would be different. I'm sure you would want to be able to choose who you mated with, who you bonded with, what your life was like, and how you live it.” Her voice rose as her annoyance heightened. “I'm sure you would not appreciate your existence being traded like a commodity or for you to be bred like cattle. I'm sure you would not want that for yourself or for Treska.”

Rozalia slowed to a stop, holding a pillow in her hands. She turned to Shaya. “I do not doubt that could be true,” she said slowly. “But I would want to know exactly what I am and why certain things happen to my body,” she said firmly. “And I would want Treska to be aware of all the circumstances surrounding what she is too, so she could prepare for what may happen.”

Shaya didn't respond. It was an easy thing for someone to have an opinion without experience, but she had already said too much.

Rozalia sighed and sat down on the bed. “The Haze is the condition an Omega goes into when she is ready for breeding,” she explained. “She becomes highly aroused and her entire body changes in order to prepare her for what is to come. Her scent changes to attract Alphas, and it will be impossibly enticing to the most suitable and compatible Alpha. The Omega’s body becomes solely focused on preparing itself to mate constantly, and all other functions become secondary. She also gains a golden sight, which is when her irises turned golden and she can see the Alpha who is most suited to breed her through his golden glow.”

Shaya frowned. “Kardos had that.”

“Yes.” Rozalia nodded. “When in your Haze you will see the glow from all Alphas, but it will emanate stronger from the Alpha that you’re most compatible with.”

“But he had it on the ship,” Shaya pointed out. “And also in his bedroom. Does that mean I was in my Haze both times?”

Rozalia nodded again. “On the ship, you went into a semi-haze; it wasn't as complete like the one in his bedroom.”

“And you induced both of them, didn't you?” Shaya forcing herself to hold the older woman’s gaze.

“I induced the one on the ship,” Rozalia corrected. “The one his bedroom… I can only guess the bond caused that.”

Shaya didn't respond. Although she felt betrayed by Rozalia’s admission, she didn’t know how to address it or if she even should. Rozalia had never promised her anything, and she didn't want to get into an argument while she still felt so unsure and ignorant about things. 

From her recollections it seemed as though Kardos had looked after her during their time in his bedroom. In fact, she remembered he’d been caring and considerate. He fed her, rocked her to sleep, kissed her thoroughly, told her things… things that made her nearly ache in embarrassment, but she had truly loved hearing those words while he looked at her with such... She couldn’t even place the look in his eyes when he gazed at her, but she knew she loved it, had reveled in it. A deep yearning bloomed in her stomach. Where was he?

Shaya shook her head sharply as she immediately redressed her thoughts. There was no way Kardos did not blame her for the bond. He’d initially been angry and set about destroying everything he could get his hands on, but then he glowed, and everything intensified—his scent, her desire and need for him, his attention on her… everything. Now she knew why. It was instinctual—it wasn’t real.

“For the meantime, I suggest you spend some time looking over your notes about the Southern Isles,” Rozalia said, breaking into her reflections. “I’ll bring your meals.”

Yes, that’s what she needed to do—study the culture. That might help her figure out what Kardos might do with her. 

Shaya spent the rest of the day reading her notes and trying to remember what Treska had told her about the Southern Isles. In particular, she refreshed her memory on the structural hierarchy of the Southern Isles, the purpose of the shinnos, and how the islands were organized. A niggling question about who she would have been paired with if she hadn't bonded with Kardos rose in her mind, but there didn't seem any point in questioning that now.

As she studied other questions arose. Why was Kardos so keen to give her away? What had he been promised in exchange for her? He had never said. And yet his fury suggested that it was something significant.

Throughout the day, Rozalia brought her trays with food; stew, soup, and pastries, both sweet and savory, for her to eat, and although she nibbled at everything, she had lost her appetite. Every time the door opened, a blast of roiling nausea shot through her from fear it might be Kardos striding through the door, and she had no idea what he would do. The horror of possibly facing him forced her to stay in the room, mirroring her past imprisonment.  

Rozalia’s suggestion to study—as well as bringing her food—indicated she also thought it best Shaya didn’t leave the room. But then what did she expect? Shaya hadn't thought through the consequences of her actions when she bit him, but she reluctantly acknowledged she was thankful she wasn't chained up or back in the black box-room.

When night fell, she paced the room, an unease to her thoughts, a sense of unknowing that darkened her mood. As she tired, she realized she was glancing at the door more often, and the low burn of the bond in her chest was becoming more intense. She needed to see Kardos. Her whole body ached for him, especially when her mind lingered on the memories of her Haze. On top of that, she wanted to know where she stood with him. His treatment of her would tell her what she should expect during the rest of her time in the Southern Lands, and it was becoming nerve-racking not knowing.

But she couldn’t remain up all night; the pains in her body needed rest and relaxation. Eventually she climbed into the bed and gripped onto the pillow, wishing it were the chest of the Alpha. The incredible memories of being with him in his bedroom were the only things that soothed her nerves enough to help her fall asleep. If things could only be like that with him all the time, life would not be so bad.

Kardos didn’t come that night. Or the next. Or the next.

Shaya found herself alert and on edge waiting for him to return, but he didn’t. Instead each night she went to sleep rubbing her chest to try to ease the sharp and powerful weight of the bond as it grew heavy and more burdensome. Rozalia continued to bring her food and encouraged her to study, but the claw in her chest soon disoriented her. She couldn’t tell if what she was feeling was coming from the bond or her own emotions, and a dark gloom set in deep. She found herself in yet another prison. This one a bedroom—except there was no ocean and no Kardos.

“Does he hate me?” she whispered to the potionist one evening, as she placed down the tray with Shaya’s evening meal.

Rozalia paused, then turned to her. “I don’t know,” she admitted, quietly. “I haven’t been able to speak to him. He has been at his temple for days.”

Shaya exhaled slowly, her mood dropping even lower.

“I very much doubt he hates you, Katashaya,” Rozalia added. “But you should be able to tell through the bond, surely?”

Shaya shook her head. “I cannot make sense of it.”

Rozalia nodded, sprinkling a pinch of mixed herbs over the bowl of soup. “It may take a while for you to understand it properly. It always feels more powerful at first, but when it mellows you will get used to it.”

Shaya almost asked her how she seemed to know so much about the bond and Omegas, but the question dissolved as quickly as it arrived in her mind. She couldn’t concentrate on anything. She accepted the bowl of soup but wasn’t hungry. As soon as Rozalia left, she placed it down and climbed back into bed.

Her appetite did not return the next day or the one after. She decided to not get up at all and remained curled under the blankets in a sleepy daze until Rozalia discovered her.

“Come,” she beckoned, as she lay out an outfit on the bed. “We must get you dressed.”

Shaya groaned and rolled over in the bed, covering her head, but Rozalia dragged it off her. “Come on, Shaya, you have to get dressed.”

“What for?” Shaya complained. “I’ve finished studying everything. I just want to sleep.”

Rozalia didn’t respond and Shaya sighed, letting herself be pulled up onto her feet to be dressed. 

She soon became aware that Rozalia was fussing over her more than normal and when she started to pay attention, she realized the woman dressed her in a beautiful, but unusual, fitted dress, with maroon, deep forest-green, and burnt orange patterns and gold stitching. A band of matching material had been fixed around her hairline, and Rozalia was using a comb to coax her hair so it seemed bigger.

Shaya jerked back from her. “I would like my hair wrapped,” she said, trying to be both polite and firm.

Rozalia shook her head. “That’s not possible today, Katashaya.”

“Why?”

Rozalia placed the comb down and pushed bangles onto her wrists and clipped decorative ornaments onto her forearms. “You need to look a certain way for the high chief.”

Shaya drew a breath in. “I’m going to see the high chief?”

Rozalia nodded.

“Now?” Her stomach lurched at the idea.

The older woman must have heard the panic growing in her voice because she slowed and drew herself eye level with Shaya. “It is nothing to worry about. Shinno Kardos simply wants you well presented, that’s all. You won’t have to say or do anything unusual.”

Shaya shook her head, panic claiming her. “Is he still going to give me away? Will the high chief take me?”

“No.” Rozalia’s voice was firm as she continued dressing her, putting jewelry around her neck. Her determined answer gave Shaya some comfort. “That cannot happen now.”

Rozalia brushed her cheeks with something shimmery and smeared an earthy, waxy substance on her lips that had a rose-brown tint. It felt strange to Shaya, but she had bigger things to worry about. By the time she stepped out of the bedroom, a jittering irritation had overtaken her stomach and she resisted the urge to retch as she followed Rozalia to the front door.

“You need to head directly to the carriage,” Rozalia said as she helped her put on her furs. “Just keep walking straight ahead and you’ll come to it.”

“You're not coming with me?”

Rozalia shook her head. “I’m not coming to the temple, no,” she responded. “I’m not needed.”

Shaya nodded but the nauseating flutter in her stomach became even more turbulent. If she had to face the high chief on her own, she didn't know how she would survive. Was he planning to question her? Punish her? There was no telling what would happen, and she wouldn't even have the comfort of being with someone she knew.

When she was bundled up in her furs, Rozalia opened the door and the cold wind swept around her along with the thick snowflakes.

“Straight ahead,” Rozalia reminded her.

She nodded and then stepped out into the snow. Although it was midmorning, the skies had a dark overtone highlighted only by the whipping snow. Shaya trudged ahead, heading for the carriage she could just about see in the distance. As she came nearer, three carriages emerged into view, all in a row, each with a pack of gray dogs who seemed unable to keep still. Several Nyek guards surrounded the carriages, standing firm against the wind and snow, and as she neared, one of them beckoned her toward the middle carriage and opened the door for her. 

She was relieved to get out of the blustery weather. Settling down on the bench inside, a call came from one of the guards, and the carriage started sliding smoothly along.

Shaya kept her eyes firmly out of the window, watching the snowflakes as they fell, twirling and twisting in the wind, but she didn't really take in any of what she saw. She couldn't see the reason for her visit to the high chief, and the thought of standing before the man who could have claimed her for himself made her uneasy. She also didn't know enough about Southern Land rules to confirm it still couldn’t happen, regardless of what Rozalia said.

When the carriage came to a stop and a guard beckoned for her to step out, she saw a small port, which she’d suspected. The high chief was likely at his temple on the Central Island, so she would have to cross on a boat to get there.

As her feet sunk into the snow, she started, shocked at the sight of an enormous crowd standing a few feet from the port and stretching in the distance. The crowd was a similar size to the one she saw when she first arrived, but it was their complete silence that alarmed her. Thick fur hoods covered their heads so she could barely see their faces, but their quiet gazes seemed even colder than the icy air on her cheeks.

The port was mostly covered in snow, and frothy white foam covered the channel of water that ran between it and the island she could see on the other side, which had to be the Central Island.

The guard led her from her carriage toward one of the boats bobbing at the edge of the port, and as she climbed up to the top deck, she drew a sharp breath at the sight of Kardos. He sat farther down the deck on a thick, wide chair, and the guard beckoned to a chair positioned in front of his, facing the same way as him. As she sat down, the bond flared in her chest, but when she twisted in her chair to glance back at Kardos, he wasn’t looking at her.

The boat moved steadily across the water toward the other island and Shaya resisted the urge to turn in her seat again to look at Kardos. The bond remained as heavy and uncomfortable as it had been since she first woke from her Haze, and it didn’t give her any hope that his feelings toward her had softened. She turned her gaze to the island, watching the land through the falling snow as they neared.

Once the boat docked, guards beckoned Shaya to follow Kardos as he disembarked and climbed into a carriage-sled waiting for them. Shaya entered cautiously, watching Kardos for any signs of anger, but he sat on the bench and didn’t even look at her. Layers of fur covered his massive bulk, making him even larger than he already was, and the gleam of jewelry she glimpsed from beneath his outerwear suggested he had also specially dressed for the occasion, but his beard was wild and overgrown, even his hair looked rough and ungroomed. And although her fingers twitched to tend to his hair, the wildness of it made him even more gorgeous to her, and deep within, her arousal for him stirred.

Kardos barely glanced her way as she sat down. He banged the wall of the carriage and called out to the driver and as they started to glide through the snow, his head remained turned toward the window.

Shaya couldn't help but watch him. The oppressive feeling she always had whenever he was around seemed to have increased tenfold, but strangely she welcomed it. Anything was better than the complete absence of him, especially with the way the bond dominated her chest. She turned to look out the window but she couldn’t help remaining tense, trying to deal with the pressure of his anger toward her versus her growing desire for him.

The Central Island looked similar to Nyek Island, snow and rock everywhere, except there were more buildings clustered together along the harsh landscape and more carriage-sleds traveled in different directions. They passed by an enormous mountain range, and Shaya held onto the window frame, her mouth open at the sight. It was brilliant white and almost shone in the sunlight. She’d never seen any natural element so high or wide before, and certainly not so purely white. It looked like it could’ve been made out of snow but that was impossible.

Finally the carriage slowed to a stop, and Shaya breathed a sigh of quiet relief as Kardos exited the carriage and the oppressive feel of him lessened. The guard standing next to him beckoned her to exit as well. There was another crowd gathered a few feet away and she stilled, summoning all the courage she could before climbing out and faced them.

As she settled on unsteady feet, Shaya was caught by the unique beauty of the huge building behind the crowd. This had to be the high chief’s temple. Square and wide, it had three different colored levels of the main structure and each had matching colored roofs that slanted down around the wall. However, the most amazing thing about it was that the walls shimmered and changed color ever so slightly.

The building sat perched on a small hill, and a long slanted stairway led from the wide doors and ended near to where she and Kardos stood.

Strangely, the crowd either side of the stairway was just as silent as the one on Nyek Island, watching both her and Kardos carefully, the only difference was the colors and patterns on their furs.

Kardos turned to her, blocking her view of the temple and the crowd as he unwrapped her from her furs.

“Kardos,” she whispered, suddenly very self-conscious. “I'm going to freeze if you take off my furs.”

“We're going straight inside the temple,” Kardos said roughly, his voice low. “You will not have time to freeze.”

With that, he threw her furs back inside the carriage, then turned toward the path and made his way to the steps.

Shaya followed him, aware of the eyes on her, her self-consciousness growing stronger the longer she remained exposed. As she glanced at the crowd, she caught the expressions of some of the people and was dismayed to see scowls and anger in their expressions. After that, she kept her head down, watching only for the next step that led her up to the temple.

Halfway up, murmurs skipped through the crowd and grew louder as she and Kardos came closer to the temple. Shaya couldn’t determine what they were saying, even though she listened carefully, trying to remember everything she had learned about Mayaros. But the words were low and slurred and quick, and their voices all overlapped with a bitterness in their tone that she struggled to listen to. The repetitive sound of cannich otto was the only phrase she heard. She glanced at Kardos’ broad shoulders, but he continued striding up the stairs as if their words and obvious malice meant nothing. And somehow, that comforted her.

When they reached the wide doors, a young man in a collared tunic greeted them, bowing deeply and then beckoning them to follow. Shaya stayed as close as she could to Kardos, trying to keep up with his long strides as they were taken through several semidark corridors lit at wide intervals with candle lamps. Thankfully it was warm inside and a smoky yet aromatic woody fragrance encased them as they headed deeper into the building.

They entered a large hall with a deep brown oak floor and the walls were sculpted into different arched panels that had been patterned and colored to match the shades of yellow, green, and red on the walls outside.

In the center of the hall, a set of stairs led to a high platform upon which sat a robed man who was clearly an Alpha. Broad-shouldered and stern-faced, he had a similar presence about him as Kardos, and a flare of panic came over Shaya when his eyes landed on her. This had to be the high chief.

Kardos came to a stop in the center of the space. Shaya stopped behind him, unwilling to move too far from him, but the man leading them beckoned her forward and gestured for her to stand a few feet to Kardos’ right.

Once they were in position, there was complete silence as their guide exited and then stillness while the high chief looked down upon them both. His dark hair was braided across his head and away from his face, and his thick, multi-colored robe made him look wide and overbearing, even from a distance.

 Shaya clasped her hands together to stop them from trembling, but the flutter of nerves in her stomach felt like it was spreading over her whole body.

“This is your plan?” the high chief said, somewhat sternly to Kardos. “This is what you intend to argue with the shinnos and tribe leaders?”

Shaya’s stomach tightened and she blinked rapidly, disarmed that he spoke in the Common Tongue. She glanced at Kardos and noticed his jaw was hard and his eyes were firmly locked onto the high chief, but he said nothing.

After a long moment, the older Alpha rose to his feet and made his way down the steps of the platform, his eyes on Shaya.

Shaya darted her eyes away, fear rising in her at his approach. There hadn’t been any indication of the high chief’s temperament or personality in any of the documents when she’d been learning about Southern Lands, but it was clear that the high chief was responsible for the whole Land and therefore was the one to uphold traditions and make decisions benefiting his people. Since she had taken matters into her own hands when she bit Kardos, she had no idea what he was going to do or say. 

When he reached the bottom of the platform, he headed directly toward her and she held her breath as he came to a stop, his dark eyes running over her from the top of her head down to her feet. He began to circle her slowly, peering at her as though he was examining every visible inch of her. Shaya’s trembling became worse and intensified when she glanced at Kardos and saw he was watching the high chief intensely.

Finally, the high chief returned to stand directly in front of her, then glanced at Kardos. “Tell me who you are presenting here,” he said, his voice slightly softer than when he had initially spoken.

“This is Katashaya,” Kardos said, his voice gritty. “My mate.”

Shock gripped Shaya, squeezing the breath from her lungs. Kardos had not only called her by her actual name but also said she was his mate! She tore her eyes away from the high chief to look at him, her brows raised, but Kardos had returned his gaze straight ahead.

The high chief nodded and stepped closer to her, peering down at her with a hint of both sternness and curiosity. Shaya’s clasped hands tightened as she stared at him, immediately seeing the resemblance to Kardos. They had the same strong jaw and broad shape. The sharp angle of their noses were identical and the intensity of the high chief’s gaze almost matched Kardos. But where Kardos was light, the high chief was dark—his skin had a golden tone and his hair and eyes were dark brown. It was clear he was much older, yet he wore his age well.

 “Greetings, Katashaya,” he said, his deep tone also reminding her of Kardos, especially as it was now… soft. “Welcome to the Southern Lands.”

His expression changed to one of warmth, and his eyes remained on hers as the sternness seeped out of them. He seemed sincere and welcoming, and Shaya found herself exhaling a breath she didn’t realize she was holding. 

She searched the high chief’s deep-brown eyes for any hint of cruelty or at least the hardness she had seen in Kardos’ eyes at times, but there was none.

As she continued to examine him, he smiled at her and there was Kardos again—a friendly Kardos. Shaya smiled back, but the claw within her began to twist and harden, until it was as though the sharp edge of it was scraping her rib bone.

Taking a shallow breath at the pain, she turned to Kardos, only to see him glaring, almost murderously, at his father. If the high chief noticed it, it didn’t bother him because he stepped closer still to Shaya and raised his hand.

“Father!” Kardos barked, stepping aggressively forward. At the same time, the claw dug into Shaya’s bone and she winced, clutching her chest.

The high chief’s face changed as he shot Kardos a dangerous look. “Yes?”

“You are not permitted to touch her!” Kardos bellowed, every inch of his body almost vibrating in agitation and the bond convulsed in response.

“Permitted?” the high chief shot back. “You do not permit me to touch the beautiful woman I had first refusal of when you brought her here?” The high chief’s gaze turned harder as he continued to speak, his hand lowered as he turned to confront Kardos. “Is that what you’re saying?”

Kardos glanced at Shaya and a blast of rage raced through the bond. Shaya’s heart twisted in dismay that he was still so angry at her, but annoyingly, her arousal deepened. “Yes,” he responded tightly. “We are mated. It is inappropriate.”

The high chief strode to stand opposite Kardos and both men glared at each other, their chests pushed out, their bodies tense. Shaya’s eyes flicked between them, trying to swallow the knot of dread that was gathering in her throat while also unable to ignore the beauty of the wild look in Kardos’ eyes. While she marveled at the likeness between him and his father, it was that difference that always set him apart from any other she had seen. And it was that raw nature of him that attracted something unbidden within her she couldn’t control. 

“What is inappropriate, is that you bring this unapproved union for my blessing,” the high chief said, his voice deep. “And as such, I may assess your mate anyway I like.”

Kardos growled, his face contorting as his fists uncurled. “Then we may battle, my chief. No one touches her, not even you.”

The high chief was still for a long moment and Shaya fought the urge to inch backward as the scent of aggression between them heightened, but to her surprise, the high chief’s body and expression suddenly relaxed. “Good,” he murmured, his dark eyes searching Kardos’.

He turned to Shaya, exhaling smoothly, before looking back at Kardos and speaking in a lighter tone. “In order to bless your union, I need to spend some time with her alone. You are aware of the procedure, I’m sure.”

Kardos’ harsh expression didn’t change, but he also did not respond.

“You may wait outside,” the high chief said, gesturing to the door. “I won’t keep her long.” When Kardos still didn’t move or respond to him, the high chief’s sternness returned. “This is necessary, Kardos, especially as she is an Omega. The quicker you go, the quicker you can return.”

Kardos’ beautiful, but fierce, turquoise eyes slid to Shaya for a moment and a rush of warmth swirled in Shaya’s stomach. He had finally looked at her properly, but then his gaze returned to the chief, a muscle in his jaw twitching.

“I assure you, I will not touch her,” the high chief added.

“Or smile with her,” Kardos ordered.

Irritation flashed across the high chief's face. “You will be called back in due course,” he said, with a tone of finality. “Your gracious respect of my request shall be noted.”

Kardos shot another look at Shaya before turning and heading back to the door that they came through. Shaya pushed down the panic rising in her chest that he was about to leave her alone with the one man who could have claimed her for himself. Regardless of everything that had happened, she felt more secure and comfortable around Kardos, more so than with anyone else, because as much as he might be cruel, he was familiar.

As the door closed behind him, the high chief turned to her, his brown eyes burning into hers with a sudden intensity. “Do you truly love him?”

Shaya took a tiny step back in surprise, her body rigid. “Err…” She closed and opened her mouth a few times but couldn’t find an answer to give him. Did she love the man that used her? The man who prepared her sexually for another? Who tortured her for every mistake she made? How could she love a man like that? And yet… Her mind jumped from thought to thought as she tried to find an answer for her feelings. She couldn’t deny that she had experienced things with him she knew she would never find with anyone else—beautiful, consuming things she needed, things she was now sure she couldn’t do without. But that didn’t mean she loved him… did it?

The high chief suddenly stilled, shock deepening on his face. “He has not won you over and yet you bit him?”

Shaya pressed her lips together, a hopelessness building as her situation twisted into sharp focus. She was tied to a man she didn’t know whether she loved, and it was by her own choice.

The high chief breathed out a heavy growl and turned away from her. “This is worse than I thought,” he muttered, shaking his head. For a long moment, he stood with his hand on his bowed forehead, one hand resting on his lower back.

Finally, the high chief turned to her, his stance and expression relaxing as he looked her over again. Confused, Shaya decided to remain silent and alert. The high chief was behaving in a strange and confusing manner, even by the standards of what she’d witnessed in the Southern Lands.

“I sincerely welcome you, Katashaya,” the high chief began, his voice warm and friendly. “You don't need to worry, I'm not going to be inappropriate with you. I just had to be sure.”

Shaya’s fingers fidgeted as her thoughts raced. Sure about what? She wasn't sure if she was allowed to speak so she didn’t respond. Something niggled in the back of her mind that there was some kind of behavior rule or expectation when in front of the high chief that she’d read about with Treska—something about not speaking unless asked a direct question—but she couldn’t remember it exactly or the context in which the rule applied.

“I’m sure he will barge back in here soon regardless of what I say,” the high chief said, the corner of his mouth quirking up. “So I think we should head to a blessing room.”

Shaya nodded in agreement, even though she didn’t know what a blessing room was or why they needed to go there. She glanced at the door Kardos had left through as the high chief guided her across the main space, and the deep yearning for her mate continued to stir.

“You are the first Omega to enter this temple in just under one hundred years,” the high chief continued, dragging her attention back to him as he walked along the side of the hall. “It used to be run by Omegas, and it is the charge of every high chief to try to keep it as preserved as possible.” He turned down a yellow corridor decorated with beautiful tapestries as he glanced at her. “So I hope it is to your liking.”

Shaya wasn't sure what to say. Everything she had seen so far was indeed magnificent, but how was she to know if the temple was up to the standard of the Omegas who ran it in the past? Luckily, he didn't seem to want an answer.

When they reached the end of the corridor, he crossed a small hallway into another corridor and entered the third room on the left. Inside was bright and airy decorated in yellow, peach, and cream, with a slatted wall window opposite that let in light. In the center were two large peach cushions and between them a low, small table made up of a plank of wood on wooden brackets.

“Your presence here has caused much concern about many of the things we have become accustomed to in our society,” the chief said as he lowered to a seat on one of the cushions and gestured for Shaya to sit opposite him, “but also much excitement.”

Shaya dropped onto the cushion and folded her legs in, wriggling to get comfortable as she thought about the angry crowd outside the temple. That didn’t seem quite true.

Once she was comfortable, the high chief smiled again at her and gestured to the low makeshift table between them. “I hear you are skilled at this?”

Shaya eyed the cups and saucers on the table wearily, recalling her painful lessons learning how to make fevvoli tea, but she nodded.

The high chief inclined his head. “I would appreciate a cup.”

Shaya inhaled slowly as she began to assemble the cups. The high chief was silent as she made the tea, but that made her even more nervous, and by the time she tipped the teapot to fill the serving cup, her heart was racing. Her hand shook as she went to lift the serving cup to hand to the high chief, but he placed his palm above the cup indicating she could stop. She exhaled quietly in relief and lifted her gaze to see him staring at her quizzically.

“You are much different than I imagined,” he said slowly. 

Shaya withdrew her hands to her lap and kept her eyes on his, wondering what he expected.

He hesitated for a moment, watching her, and then frowned. “Do you speak?” he asked, bewilderment and irritation entering his tone.

Shaya cleared her throat. “I’m not sure of the… rules to speak, high chief.”

At that, the high chief smiled. “You do not need to follow any rules to speak right now, Katashaya. We are in a blessing ritual; you may speak whenever you like.”

“Oh,” Shaya breathed, relief filtering through her. After a moment, she asked, “What is a blessing ritual?”

“It is when an important member of the Isles seeks to have their pairing approving by their superior. Usually pairings are made in advance and by agreement, but sometimes, a couple decides to be together naturally, and it is for the superior to decide if it is a suitable pairing, or at least better than the one previously arranged.”

“Ah.” So many questions crowded Shaya’s mind. “But… Kardos and I… we already have a bond.”

The high chief nodded. “Yes. That makes things complicated but I see what Kardos’ purpose is for requesting the blessing.” He lifted the teacup, murmuring, “Sometimes I forget how smart he is.” He took a sip. “He has memorized all of our traditional rules and rituals—I should have suspected he would seek a solution in this way.”

Shaya didn’t know what to say to that since she wasn’t clear what the problem was that needed solving. She watched the high chief take two more sips. “Is it… made to your liking?” she asked, gesturing to his tea.

“Perfectly. Just as I would expect.” He placed the cup down. “I sometimes also forget about Kardos’ obsession for perfection. I don’t doubt he has applied that to your learning of our culture.”

Shaya frowned. “I thought fevvoli tea had to be made in a very specific way.”

“It does,” the high chief agreed. “But it doesn’t always come out perfectly. Except maybe for Kardos. He has extremely high expectations. He expects the best of himself and others. It is one of the reasons he has excelled in so many areas and why Tribe Nyek has flourished under his hand.”

Shaya frowned, shaking her head at the idea. “But not everything can or should be perfect. In nature, imperfections can be valuable.”

The high chief smiled, but there was a strange look in his eyes. “I think he is very much aware of that, Katashaya. But he chooses to ignore it.”

“How can he? It is natural,” Shaya blurted out. “Isn’t it better to learn to expect imperfections?”

“It can be argued that expecting anything less than perfection encourages mediocrity.”

Shaya shook her head in disagreement. “Sometimes I’m surprised by how fascinating the imperfections are in the plants I grow. Or when I make a mistake with a potion, it’s sometimes the most exciting way to discover a new and unique recipe.”

The high chief’s brows lifted. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard any potionist describe making mistakes as exciting.”

Shaya smiled. “I usually don’t combine anything too dangerous, and if I do I’m really careful. The worse was when I accidentally scalded my sister’s arm. I felt terrible about it for weeks.”

“Ah, you have a sister,” the high chief said, delighted. He leaned forward and lowered his voice conspiratorially. “It is a good sign in these blessing rituals if family is mentioned.” He winked and grinned. “You’re doing well.”

Shaya almost laughed with him. “Thank you, high chief.”

“What is her name, your sister.”

“Kyus.”

His brows lifted. “Another K? That is… excellent.”

“It is?”

“Indeed. Those kinds of signs and patterns are important in the Southern Lands. Are you close with your sister?”

Shaya nodded. “She raised me. My mother and father were not around.”

“Ah,” the high chief said, his tone and expression turning sober. “Then she is like a mother to you.”

Shaya nodded and tears sprung to her eyes. “She has always looked after me so well. She gave me freedom to pursue whatever I liked, she kept me safe and gave me advice… she protected me always, even at risk of herself sometimes.”

The high chief nodded slowly, taking a sip from his cup. “And how do you honor her?”

Shaya looked at him curiously. “Honor her?”

“Yes. What action do you take in reference to her and all she has done for you, to make her proud of you even though you aren’t with her.” The high chief kept his eyes on her as he sipped again. “It is something we do here in the Southern Lands when we’re not with the people we love.”

Shaya thought for a moment. “I… I look after my hair because I know she’d love it if I did?” she offered. “Is that what you mean?”

“Does it take time, and attention, and care?”

“Yes.”

“Do you feel close to her when you tend to it?”

Shaya nodded.

“Then that’s exactly what I mean.” The high chief smiled, his eyes running over her hair. “And you honor her well, Katashaya,” he added.

A burst of melancholy relief flooded Shaya and she swallowed, willing the ache in her throat away. She missed Kyus so much, and she was so far away now. She knew she’d never see her again.

“So what did your sister think of the arm-scalding incident?” the high chief asked lightly.

“She said we don’t learn unless we make mistakes,” Shaya explained, her voice shaky for a moment. “And then she made me make the potion over and over so I could either fix it or learn what it was good for.”

“And did you?”

Shaya nodded. “It is a powerful sealant and healing balm for open wounds.”

“Hmm.” The high chief took another sip from his cup. “We are not as tolerant of mistakes here.”

Shaya nodded, her eyes lowered. “I learned that on the way here.”

“There is good reason for it.”

Shaya thought for a moment. “The weather?”

The high chief hesitated. “It isn’t as simple as just saying the weather,” he said finally. “When you have been through your first blizzard, you’ll understand more thoroughly. Mistakes can cause deaths here—even the potential to wipe out most of the lives in the Isles. They must be kept at a minimum at all costs.”

“Then why do you live here?” Shaya asked, bewildered. “Surely there are other places you could choose to settle that aren’t so dangerous?”

“These Isles are part of the mythology of our heritage,” he explained. “We are proud to be able to survive here when most societies cannot. But it has been made more difficult lately by the absence of the most important dynamic in our society.”

Shaya took a breath in. “Omegas.”

The high chief nodded. “Many deaths have occurred here since Omegas began disappearing from the Lands.”

“How can that be true? What can Omegas do here that can protect against blizzards? I’m sure you have the best warriors and potion masters in the Lands. What can an Omega do that they can’t?”

The high chief smiled. “I don’t have time to give you a history lesson right now, Katashaya, but I assure you it is a proven fact.” He leaned forward slightly. “The main thing I want to let you know is that as the first Omega to return to our lands, the expectations on you are incredibly high.”

Shaya’s heart sank and she nodded miserably. It seemed they all had unrealistic expectations.

“The fact you have bonded to Kardos….” He leaned back. “It is not good.”

“So… my freedom… my choice—it doesn’t matter?” she asked quietly.

The high chief frowned. “Did you not choose to travel here?”

“Yes…”

“Did you not choose to bite Kardos?”

“Yes, but—”

“Then you have made your choices and exercised your freedom,” the high chief said. “Those choices matter a great deal to this entire Land and no one forced them on you. You must accept there will be consequences, even if you didn’t know what they would be.”

Shaya sat quietly, staring down at her entwined fingers in her lap as he continued to sip his tea. She did understand that to some degree. She hadn’t been thinking about the consequences when she bit Kardos; the desire to do it had been a blend of instinctual emotions coupled by the despair of her situation, but she didn’t expect the high chief to accept or understand that. “I only came so my sister wouldn’t be forced to,” she whispered, blinking rapidly so the tears threatening wouldn’t fill her eyes.

“You were supposed to come, Katashaya,” the high chief said gently. “Specifically you.”

Shaya glanced up at him, frowning. “Why do you say that?”

The high chief placed his empty tea cup down, a smile playing on his lips. “There are plenty of signs. But the main one is, Kardos adores you.”

Shaya’s stomach fluttered but she ignored it. Her eyes dropped back down and she shook her head. “He doesn’t.”

The high chief’s deep chuckle filled the room again. “I assure you, my son is very taken with you.”

“He doesn’t even know me, high chief,” Shaya said. “He didn’t… court me. He trained me to learn all about your culture. He trained me to…” Shaya couldn’t find the words to describe just how deeply Kardos had tricked her, used her. And she wasn’t sure it was wise to say. This man clearly loved his son, regardless of the little display he put on in the main temple area, and she wasn’t sure of the ramifications of telling the high chief about his son’s actions toward her.

“He was training you for himself, Katashaya,” the high chief said gently.

Shaya shook her head adamantly. “That is not true.”

“I believe it is.”

“He came to collect me—to give me away. If I hadn’t bitten him—”

“He stood in front of the other shinnos in my temple and told them they were not worthy of you,” the high chief interrupted. “He boasted that you were highly suitable for the Isles, that you had learned much in a short amount of time, but at the same time he did not accept that any of the current cohort of Alphas in their prime and ready for bonding were worthy of you.”

“That doesn’t mean he wanted me for himself, high chief.”

The high chief leaned forward. “If none of the other Alphas are worthy of you, then who do you think is, if not him? He was very proud of you and convinced you were right for our Lands. And I have never heard him praise anyone before.” His serious expression relaxed into another chuckle. “Except maybe himself.”

Shaya stared at him, unsure how to respond.

“And never,” he said, his serious expression returning, “never has he spoken to me or threatened me the way he did earlier. He felt I was a threat and reacted accordingly, which is necessary at this time… and I admire him for it.” He smiled at Shaya and his voice became firm. “You are meant to be here, Katashaya. The signs are clear that this is your true home, but we are a society that value retribution, and you will need to accept that. So find the strength to face what will come—”

The door burst open and Shaya almost screamed in shock as Kardos marched into the room, his face contorted as he breathed heavily.

His eyes swept the room and landed firmly on the high chief. He looked as though he wanted to bellow but remained quiet for a long moment. “I searched the temple twice over, my chief,” he said through gritted teeth. “Is there a reason you chose this hidden room?”

The high chief didn’t even look at Kardos. “I forgot to ask if you desired a cup, Katashaya,” he said calmly, gesturing to the fevvoli teapot. “Please excuse my rudeness.”

Shaya glanced at the high chief, but Kardos lurched forward, reaching for her.

“You will not touch her,” the high chief said sternly.

To Shaya’s amazement, Kardos froze.

The high chief lifted the fevvoli teapot. “You know the rules of the blessing ritual, Shinno Kardos,” he said, pouring tea. “You will abide them or your blessing will be automatically nullified.”

Kardos glared at him as he straightened, but the high chief still didn’t look at him.

“Tea?” he offered Shaya.

Shaya couldn’t concentrate while Kardos was in the room. That bold, oppressive energy that emanated from him distracted her even more now the claw of the bond dug deep into her chest telling her that her Alpha was present, deserving of her attention. He was needing something… craving something… but the feelings in her chest felt too strange, too distorted for her to decipher exactly what it was.

“Tea, Katashaya?” the high chief asked again after a moment.

Kardos finally looked at her, and his stance relaxed a little. As soon as his eyes landed on her, a thrill crawled over her body and the need for him to touch her rose in a jagged rush.

“She dislikes fevvoli, my chief,” Kardos said calmly, breaking eye contact with her as he moved to stand behind her.

The high chief raised his brow pointedly at Shaya. “Why?”

“She believes it tastes bland.”

Shaya blinked, shocked. She remembered saying that to him one of the mornings she made the tea for him on his ship, but he had cut her off with a kiss and then pulled her onto his lap and took her right there at the table. It was hard to believe he even remembered she’d said it. 

The high chief was looking at her with a slightly amused expression. “Then what is her preferred drink?” he asked, his eyes still on her.

“Pineberry nectar.”

The high chief raised his brows again in question and Shaya had to nod. That had been her preferred drink on the boat, she had even asked Treska for more of it. That must be how he knew.

“And her preferred meal?”

“Golden bean stew.”

Shaya had to nod again at the high chief but she didn’t know how Kardos knew that one. She’d never mentioned enjoying that meal to Treska.

The high chief nodded in acknowledgment and then proceeded to sip his tea slowly.

Long moments passed in silence as he sipped, the only sound in the room being his gentle slurp and the beating of Shaya’s heart in her ears. She desperately wanted to turn and look at Kardos, but the anticipation that something was supposed to happen—that he was waiting for something—hung in the air.

Finally the high chief lifted his gaze to Kardos behind her. “I do not have to tell you I have reservations about this union.”

Shaya could almost feel Kardos tense and she was surprised herself. Hadn’t the high chief just been assuring her that she belonged here? Had he meant she belonged in the Isles but not with Kardos?

“You already have a one-way bond and not only is it an outstanding point of contention within your pairing, it is also something the rest of the Isle takes issue with. I cannot ignore their concerns.” His eyes dropped to Shaya. “However, after spending a little time with Katashaya, I am encouraged that this pairing could be great.” He looked back up to Kardos. “So make it great.”

“Without your blessing?” Kardos asked. He spoke on an even tone, but Shaya heard the note of disbelief in his voice.

“Yes.”

“The bond has already been made, my chief,” Kardos said stiffly. “Without your blessing how can it become great? The rest of the Isles won’t accept it.”

“That is my decision,” the chief said calmly.

Kardos was silent for a moment. “You are setting the Isles against us before—”

The chief held up his hand. “I have done nothing, Shinno Kardos. This is an Omega, and her bond was not yours to take. You will have to earn my blessing.”

Shaya stared at the high chief hardly able to believe that he was blaming Kardos for her actions. She opened her mouth to explain to him again that her bite had been her choice, but the high chief rose from his cushion.

“I must prepare for this afternoon’s prayer,” he said as he reached his full height. “I trust you will both be in a better place when I next meet you together for the second request.”

With that, he turned and left the room.

Shaya held her breath in the silence that followed. In her chest, the bond twisted, sending a scraping jagged pang along her chest bone indicating Kardos’ anger. She couldn't understand the high chief. He seemed to be in support of her and Kardos, and yet when asked to bless their union, he wouldn't do it. Why did everything seem so confusing with Alphas? Why did they give such mixed signals? It seemed that they said one thing and then did another all the time. The one thing that did seem encouraging was that Kardos was trying to get the high chief on their side. Even though that didn't mean that he was happy with what she had done, he was at least accepting that it had happened. She didn't doubt that he would also make her pay for doing it.

When he finally moved from behind her, he headed toward the door and opened it, turning to look at her as he held it open. Shaya quickly scrambled to her feet.

“The high chief has not blessed our union,” he said, his voice rough as the bond in her chest twisted and scraped. “Which means I cannot touch you until we leave this island.” The intensity of his eyes made her stand completely still, listening to every word and watching his every move. He was on edge, and it made her feel uncomfortable.

“As soon as we exit the temple,” he continued, “the people will realize that. They will know that the high chief is not in favor of us. I don't know how they will react.”

She searched his eyes for any worry or fear but there was just annoyance and anger. “They won't attack us, will they?” she asked nervously. “They looked… angry when we were coming in.”

“Of course they're angry,” Kardos barked, causing her to jump in shock. “And they will feel their anger is justified now that the high chief has not blessed us,” he said, his words sharp, then gritty as his jaw became tight. “So I don't know how they will react. I don't recall this ever happening before, and of course you are an Omega, so it makes things different and unpredictable.”

Shaya nodded, deciding to keep her mouth firmly closed. He was still angry and it wasn't worth upsetting him to find out more information. She would have to ask Rozalia about the significance of the high chief’s decision.

“When we leave the temple,” Kardos said, a warning ringing in his tone, “walk in front of me and keep walking straight ahead until you get to the carriage. I don’t think anything serious will happen, but I want you in the carriage first.”

Shaya nodded again, her nerves twisting. He didn't seem scared or worried, but the fact he had to say it frightened her. 

He gestured for her to walk through the door, but as she passed his scent made her pause, and the desire that had been building flared over her body. 

Kardos took in a deep breath and release a low growl. “Shaya….” The sound of his voice so gritty and low, hardened her nipples and when she looked up at him, the fierce look in his eyes and the clawing fury within the bond made her tingle between her legs. She ached for him to touch her, but he just said it wasn’t allowed. The rules in this society were so confusing. Forcing herself past him, Shaya tried not to breathe in any more of his scent.

Kardos led her back to the main temple area and when they reached the other side of the hall where they had entered, the young man greeted them again and led them back through the initial corridors.

When they reached the entrance doors, Shaya tried to brace herself. The people had been clearly annoyed, shouting and raising their fists. She didn't know enough about their culture to know if their anger would descend into violence. 

When the doors opened, Shaya’s stomach dropped. The crowd had doubled in size. From the distance it was clear to see the varying patterns of the clans’ tribal wear and the tribes who stood together in clusters within the crowd.

As Kardos and Shaya stepped out onto the stairs, the entire crowd looked at them, and immediately there was some shuffling movement. Trying not to shiver in the icy wind that swept around them, Shaya noticed that those wearing white, gold, and gray—Tribe Nyek colors—had all come to the front to create a row along the stairs, making a barrier between the stairs and the rest of the crowd. She took a deep breath and exhaled in relief but was dismayed to see the disappointment and confusion on their faces as they watched her and Kardos make their way down the stairs.

The voices rose quickly this time. They weren’t even halfway down before the crowd was bellowing. It was impossible to pick out any one word or phrase because the noise was too loud. Shaya kept her head down, concentrating on keeping her feet moving one after the other, but the claw became sharp again in her chest, especially when the chants began. She could barely make out what they were saying, but it infuriated Kardos. The anger in the bond was incredible; she didn't think it could become any worse but the heights of the intensity of it left her breathless.

When she heard a strange swish, she spun around to see Kardos pulling his sword from its sheath. He looked incredible with a sword in his hand, and the swoop in her stomach made her almost stumble down the stairs. At the sight of his sword, the crowd quietened, but mutterings continued as they reached the bottom of the stairs.

“Get into the carriage,” Kardos ordered, as the guard opened the door for her.

But as she scrambled in, he entered behind her and pushed her down onto the bench, turning her onto her back, and looming over her, his eyes dark with desire. A sharp thrill went through her that he was finally close and touching her again. She’d been trying to ignore it, but at this proximity, it was impossible. She needed him—she couldn’t wait, and when she looked into his eyes, pupils dilated, it was clear he couldn’t either.

Kardos yanked up her tunic and ripped off her panties with a growl, but he was too slow. Shaya whined, grabbing his thick arms and opening her legs, showing him where he should be.

Growling, Kardos released himself from his pants, and within moments that beautiful cock of his was sliding into her, splitting her open.

Shaya arched her back, relishing the raw sting at the feel of him pushing into her wet core and the pleasure that rushed over her whole body at the same time. 

Before she could even truly relish the feeling of being stretched just the way she needed, he was jolting her against the hard bench as his slams rocked the entire carriage.

Shaya moaned in delight as that raw, carnal pleasure came over her. This was what she needed all along, and finally she had it. Her whole body shuddered every time Kardos’ cock reached deep inside her, her hard nipples rubbing against her tunic. She gripped onto him, trying to pull him down, to feel his weight pressing down on her but he was bracing himself against the carriage wall, leaning against his elbow while his other large hand pinned her down. She whined as she tried to stretch up to scent him, eager to run her tongue on the bite she’d left on his neck. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw that the crowd surrounded the carriage looking in on them.

Something in the back of her mind told her she should be embarrassed or attempt to hide herself, but she wasn’t compelled to concern herself with that right now. The most important thing was that her Alpha was dominating her the way she needed him to.

The slapping of their skin filled her ears as she closed her eyes and relished every sensation and scent, and as the pleasure within her twisted to a jagged peak, he suddenly stopped.

Before she had time to complain, he sat on the bench, then hoisted her up, positioning her onto his lap and dropping her roughly onto his cock. She yelped and clenched down hard, causing him to groan and grab the front of her neck from behind.

He pulled her back toward him as he continued to pound her from underneath, making her arch and moan. She vaguely noticed the white landscape skipping past the carriage windows; at some point the carriage had begun moving, but then her Alpha’s mouth closed over her hard, tunic-covered nipple, his tongue swirling over the fabric, and once again she was lost to the sensations.

Kardos took her roughly and completely, maneuvering her in every way that he wanted, spreading her legs, sucking on every part of her that pleased him, and gripping her ass to work the slick, aching channel between her legs on his cock in the very way she had been hoping for since the memories of her Haze returned.

Orgasms spasmed over her, forcing her to flail uncoordinated as he held her. And when he finally knotted her, slamming his cock deep into her and locking them together, her entire body, and the tunic she wore, was drenched with sweat.

Kardos sat on the bench while she remained on his lap, facing away from him. She was so exhausted that she couldn’t even stay upright on his knot, Kardos had to hold her by her shoulder, and then eventually he tucked his arm under hers to place a large hand on her chest she could rest leaning slightly forward.

Their panting filled the carriage and Shaya breathed the scent of their sex deeply as the fresh, icy winds breezed through the carriage to carry it away. Everything within the carriage remained relatively still as their breathing calmed. Shaya wriggled a little, uncomfortable straddling his lap backward while his knot brutally stretched her open, but Kardos didn’t move.

When she wriggled again, the hand on her chest reached up to grab her neck.

“Be still,” he ordered, squeezing her neck gently.

Shaya stilled and then tried to relax her body as much as she could, but something wasn’t right. It wasn’t just the fact she was uncomfortable. He should be comforting her the way he usually did. She remembered he had purred for her, pulled her close to his chest and murmured soft and gentle things to her, kissed her and assured her that she was beautiful to him.

Annoyingly, tears sprang to her eyes. It could be that mating in the carriage was uncomfortable for him, but it still felt wrong that his arms weren’t around her.

Maybe he truly didn’t care. The bond was still like a claw digging into her rib cage. It had never changed since their arrival, and even though he had just taken her so completely, it remained the same. Was this what it would be like now? Maybe things would never go back to what she had with him before, because it had all been fake. Or perhaps he was too angry. 

She couldn’t deny that his anger caused her body to react to him in a way that she never wanted. But it always did. Whenever he was wild, uncontrollable, and fueled by fury, he was a beast that intrigued her, and for some reason that made her want him. But regardless of what the high chief said, Kardos did not want her the same way she desired him. He only cared for her as a trophy, a prize to show off—the first Omega. The title was all he intended her to be, and now she’d made the decision to bind them together when he’d never wanted it.

As the carriage slowed to a stop, Kardos held her on his lap, away from his body as the knot stretched her, and she didn’t even try to stop the tears from falling silently. She was cold and sweaty and had never felt so used. Never before had she gone without his caress or purr or kisses after they mated. Yet now, after such a public encounter, he was withholding it.

So she let the tears fall as she clenched down onto him realizing that by biting him to prove her own power, she’d lost the very thing she sought.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

KARDOS

 

Things were bad.

Kardos already knew it. But when he saw his tribesman Zolt’s stance and expression as he stood on the Nyek port while the boat docked, he knew they were severe.

As they disembarked from the boat, Kardos ignored him and headed straight for the carriage that awaited, keeping his eyes on Shaya, who he kept in front of him at all times.

The crowd that had gathered when they’d left for the temple was still waiting for them, only this time, their backs were turned. An entire sea of the backs of their white, gold, and gray furs was all that could be seen. It was the most disrespectful response the people of Nyek could give him.

Kardos held in a curse, his body tight with the smoldering anger that had plagued him since his father had left his hut after his rut with Shaya. He stayed alert, keeping his eyes on both Shaya and the crowd. Even though he knew the crowd on his own island would not be as volatile as the one outside the temple, he would no longer make anymore assumptions.

Shaya seemed perplexed that they had turned their backs and slowed down a few times to look at them, but Kardos barked at her to keep moving, careful not to touch her, even though it was already too late.

Once they were in the carriage, Zolt stood by the window, trying to talk to him, but Kardos signaled for him to meet him at his hut, and then banged on the carriage wall to the driver. They sped along the snowy path quickly and Kardos’ mind raced trying to figure out why his plan had gone so wrong, and aware that he was now in unchartered territory. He wouldn’t be able to guarantee anything, and he needed to be more careful.

In all honesty, it was his own fault. He shouldn't have expected the high chief to make things easy for him—not in this instance when things were so tense among the shinnos and the people of the Isles.

When he arrived back on his compound, he gestured to Shaya to walk ahead of him again and followed her up to the hut. As soon as they entered, Rozalia took one look at his expression and took Shaya’s hand to lead her and her sweet body away. Shaya spun around to look at him as she walked away, but he turned from her gaze, unwilling to be caught out again by her beauty and every gorgeous inch of her. 

He had underestimated his feelings for her. Of course there was a one-way bond between them, but he assumed that meant things would settle and he could focus on what he needed to get the seat. He never expected to be impacted the way he had been during the journey; the intrigue of her beautiful expressions as she took delight in the landscape of the islands, the captivating sight of her in the temple that she truly belonged in, and the fury at the smile his father had coaxed from her without even trying.

He shrugged off his furs and made his way to his study. He couldn't understand why her scent had changed so dramatically and so quickly. It had developed into something incredible in the short walk from the temple door to the carriage. The torment of not touching her had been too much when her scent bloomed. He hadn't been able to resist, and even now, he couldn't justify it. He had to have her right then, nothing could have stopped him. But now the damage had been done.

“My shinno.”

Kardos turned to see Zolt entering the room. He inclined his head. “Zolt,” he greeted, his voice low. “Is it as bad as I think it is?”

“It depends how bad you think it is.” Zolt’s shaggy hair swung around his head as he walked to stop a few feet from Kardos.

Kardos poured himself a glass of fevermalt and offered a glass to Zolt, who shook his head and took a deep breath.

“Some of the tribe want a new tribe leader,” Zolt said bluntly. “It started with just a few voices before you left, but the rumors of what happened outside the temple spread quickly. There is now a vote happening tomorrow to decide if a forced appointing will be favored.”

Kardos gulped a mouthful of fevermalt, savoring the hot, fiery flavor that bloomed on his tongue and then charged down his throat. The situation was worse than he thought.

“It is not my place to question you, my shinno…,” Zolt began hesitantly.

“Then don't,” Kardos growled at him. “Anything you are about to say, I am sure I have already thought about and there is very little I'm willing to discuss with you, Zolt.”

Zolt bristled. “Talking things through can sometimes help,” he pointed out. “We have talked of many strategies over the years. Are you saying you no longer need my council now? Now that your leadership could end?” He exhaled harshly. “Don’t be foolish, my shinno. There are many of us who still believe you are the rightful shinno and tribe leader to Nyek.”

“I'm saying that this is a unique situation where assumptions and forecasts cannot help,” Kardos replied. “It requires knowledge of our traditions and sometimes the willingness to do things that seem… disrespectful.” He took another mouthful and swallowed, turning to face Zolt. “You know that I greatly appreciate your counsel, but I still aim to be high chief, and there are things I need to do on my own—if only to prove that I am capable.”

Zolt nodded, slowly. “I understand.” He sighed, his shoulders dropping. “It is still my duty to support your organization of the tribe. I will do whatever you ask, so let me know how to support you, and it will be done.”

Kardos gripped his glass harder. “Find out who spoke to Shaya while I was at temple,” he said. “Servant, visitor, it doesn’t matter. Whoever that person is needs to be charged with treason and imprisoned until I have the time to question them.”

Zolt nodded. “And what about the tribe?”

“What about them?” Kardos growled, pouring more fevermalt. “I don’t see why you have to say anything at all. I am the shinno and tribe leader. It is for me to decide when an election takes place. They cannot force one because of this.”

“Kardos,” Zolt said, his voice somewhat strangled. “You mated with the Omega outside the temple when the blessing had not been given for the union. You were not supposed to touch her until you left the island completely.”

“Do you think I don’t know that!” Kardos roared. “I am completely aware of the fucking rules and protocols, Zolt.”

“So you must understand their concern,” Zolt pressed on. “It is a serious insult and affects not only your honor but theirs. It cannot be brushed off as unimportant, not for this tribe. They are concluding that even if the Omega did bite you of her own free will, without you enticing her—like the other tribes are saying—your actions outside the temple dismissed any notion that you hold the self-control needed to be—”

“I will give you something to say tomorrow,” Kardos said firmly as his anger rose again. “You may return then.”

Zolt blinked and stood frozen on the spot with his mouth open for a long moment, until he realized he’d been dismissed. Then he inclined his head and left quickly.

Kardos poured more fevermalt and paced his study, his mind cycling through the high chief’s decision but unable to come to any conclusion that made sense. His mouth and throat burned and his mind was slightly hazy by the time he poured the last drop into his glass, and the soft snort coming from the door almost didn’t register.

“Your father preferred sourmalt when he was in a deep contemplation. But it was just an excuse to drink—it didn’t help him either.”

He turned to see Rozalia padding into the room, but although her voice was light, her expression was grim.

“What is it now, Roza?” he said irritably.

“You have avoided me.”

“I have been busy.”

“Too busy to try to protect your position as shinno, tribe leader, and high chief?”

Kardos growled. “That is exactly what I have been trying to do! Shaya has made things much more fucking difficult from every angle. With one action she has changed my entire position in these Isles.”

“And what did you do that made her take that action?”

“I did nothing,” Kardos said sharply. “She bit me. She bonded with me, Rozalia, without consent!”

Rozalia glared at him, crossing his arms. “Why?”

“I don’t know what possessed her,” Kardos raged, his anger jumping to full force. “She behaved completely inappropriately.”

“What were you doing when she bit you?”

Kardos grit his teeth, his voice lowering. “That is not important.”

“Kardos!” Rozalia shouted, her brown eyes blazing. “Do you realize how badly you look to the Isles right now? To the other tribes? To your people—the tribe that loved and protected and defended you at every turn?”

“I am aware!” Kardos shot back.

“Then tell me everything!”

“I was inside her when she bit me,” he said harshly, turning away to pace the room. “I was soothing her because she was upset. She told me she hated me, and I couldn’t let her think that was true. She is not permitted to hate me!”

“Why did she say that?”

Kardos exhaled. “She was upset about her fate—about being given to the high chief and paired with another. I don’t know how she found out about it but—”

“So it was your fault,” Rozalia interrupted, bluntly, jabbing a finger at him. “She discovered the plans you refused to tell her and she retaliated. Is that accurate?”

“No,” Kardos said sharply. “There is no excuse for her unruly behavior.” 

“If you had told her what to expect she could have been more prepared for what was to come,” Rozalia explained. “She would have come around to it and found a way to deal with it. I cannot believe you visited the high chief and made arrangements to give her to him while she knew nothing.”

“She didn’t need to know until it was necessary,” Kardos said sharply. “And I never planned to make any arrangements—it was only my intention to let the high chief know I’d returned and that I had her. That was all. The other shinnos forced the high chief’s hand.”

“What did you think would happen when you announced it to the entire island, Kardos?” Rozalia said, almost incredulously. She pointed in the direction of the port. “You hadn’t even taken ten steps on Nyek soil before you announced her presence, and you had the entire journey to tell her what her role would be.”

“That is of no consequence!” Kardos bellowed, annoyed at her flawed reasoning. Why couldn’t she understand? He glared at her, lowering his voice. “I can choose to handle this situation however I please, Roza. It is my right. I am tribe leader and shinno, I do not answer to her or to you.”

Rozalia’s mouth tightened as he spoke, but he didn’t fucking care.

“I did everything I could to prepare her for what was to come without alarming her. And even if I chose never to tell her, she knew there was an expectation for her to do as she was told. I did not give her permission to bite me and I did not give her leave to make such outlandish claims that she hated me.”

Rozalia’s eyes narrowed. “Why does that bother you so much? So what if she hates you?”

Kardos turned and began pacing again, his fists clenched as he tried to answer her question. In truth, he didn’t know why he had such a reaction to those words from Shaya’s mouth, but he couldn’t deny they bothered him deeply and had spurred him into action to prove they weren’t true.

“You have behaved as though she was yours this whole time. Did you tell her she was yours?” Rozalia asked. “Did you assert that you were her Alpha in any way?”

Kardos shot her a dark look and she swore long and loud.

“And yet you accept no blame,” she said, disbelievingly. She shook her head. “You cannot blame her for claiming you, Kardos.”

“No!” Kardos roared. “I do not blame her for that!”

Rozalia’s mouth dropped open, shock and confusion deepened her expression. “You… don’t blame her?”

“Of course not.” Kardos glared at her, pointing to the direction he had seen Shaya go. “Look at her. She is perfection in every way. It is the highest honor that she has claimed me.”

Rozalia’s voice was hoarse as she tried to order her thoughts. “Kardos. What are you saying?”

He stopped and turned to face her, trying to make sense of his thoughts battling for dominance. “I do not blame her for claiming me, Rozalia. I am intensely proud that she has.”

Rozalia stumbled back until she reached a chair, her eyes locked onto him, and dropped into it. “So… so you wanted to give up the seat?”

“No,” Kardos growled, turning from her again. “I didn’t expect her to bite me, but in any other situation, Rozalia…” He paused, silence filling the room for a long moment. “In any other situation, I would have demanded it of her immediately.”

Rozalia’s brown eyes searched his face. She seemed speechless, and Kardos had never known her to lack the ability to speak.

“I am her Alpha,” he stressed. “She does truly belong to me.” He began to pace again. “I should be the one she is with and if she had to choose, she should choose me. I cannot be angry with her choice.”

“Then why are you angry?”

“Because she did it without permission!” he bellowed, his voice vibrating off the walls of the room. “I have been trying to teach her obedience all this time. I have been trying to get her to understand that there are consequences for not following instructions. I’ve repeatedly expressed very clearly that rules are to be followed and that she must conduct herself appropriately in accordance with our culture and laws. And she bit me without permission and without a way for me to ensure my seat beforehand.”

“So you weren’t actually going to give her away?” Rozalia said, frowning as though she didn’t believe her own words. “After everything you have done for the Isles? After knowing what bringing an Omega back would mean? When did you make that decision, Kardos, because you were adamant on the ship that she was to be given up!”

“I never said she was to be given up. I said the high chief would decide.” 

Rozalia shot him a look and he turned away from her growling. “I don’t know when I knew,” he admitted. “Because I didn’t accept it until after she told me she hated me and I realized that she would hate me forever if she went to another Alpha. And the idea of any of that happening…” He clenched his jaw as another rush of ugliness embraced him, fueled by the peppery fevermalt still coating his throat. “Just before she bit me, I knew I couldn’t let her go. I just didn’t have a chance to figure out what that meant or what I could do to keep both her and the seat. And I am angry that she took that choice from me, Rozalia, that she moved against me when I was trying to be honorable to my people.”

Rozalia took a shaky breath and nodded. “But still…” She looked up at Kardos, her brows furrowed. “I could tell that your behavior with her was… unusual. But I have never known you to be so… selfish, Kardos.”

“Am I?” Kardos’ rage blazed. “Am I being selfish by claiming the Omega that belongs to me? She is my Omega, Rozalia. I am more sure of that now than ever before.”

“Your Omega?” Rozalia watched him carefully, her eyes wide. “You mean, your true mate?”

Hearing the words clicked everything in the place. Of course. That was exactly what he’d been feeling. “Yes,” he said, suddenly calm. “She is my true mate. She couldn’t have been paired with any other.”

Rozalia pursed her lips and lowered her head as she thought. “Then you should have been prepared to give up the seat,” she said finally. “It shouldn’t be a surprise to you how the shinnos and the high chief and your people have reacted. You should have given up the seat to gain back some of your honor.”

Kardos strode to her, coming to stop by her feet and looking down to search her eyes. “You have known me since I was born, Roza,” he said quietly. “Tell me honestly. Would it have been honorable to give up the seat knowing that I am still the best Alpha for the position? Knowing that I would be allowing the other, more dishonest and less capable shinnos to gain control over the Southern Lands and be responsible for the outcome on every tribe and every clan? Would that prove my loyalty and honor my people or to you or my father or mother?”

An understanding entered Rozalia’s eyes and tears filled them until they were glassy. “No.”

Kardos exhaled a soft grunt and moved away.

The room was quiet for a long while as he unlocked the cabinet in the corner that held more aged fevermalt.

“But I don’t see how you can survive this, Kardos,” Rozalia said, her voice thick. “Especially with what happened today. The high chief’s rejection and the lack of respect outside the temple alone is enough to destroy any hope.”

Kardos scowled. “Zolt told you.”

“Of course,” Rozalia said indignantly as she sniffed. “I made him.”

Kardos grunted again, pouring another glass of fevermalt and lifting it to swirl the dark orange liquid. “I don’t need anyone else’s hope, Rozalia. Only my own. And I will succeed. I have made it this far on my own hope and I will continue on with it.”

Rozalia sighed and rose from her seat slowly. “I suppose you only need your own hope and Az Eshra.”

Kardos tried not to flinch at the mention of their name.

“But you should know that you have mine, and Zolt’s, and all who were on the ship with you, from my understanding,” she continued, walking toward him.

Kardos inclined his head. “You know I appreciate that.”

“So what do you need? You know I cannot live here, but Shaya needs care. She’s….” Rozalia struggled to answer for a moment. “She doesn’t understand what’s happening—she needs you.”

“She is distracting,” Kardos growled. “The situation was made worse today because she….” His words died on his lips, unsure how to finish the sentence. He doubted anything that happened today was Shaya’s fault, or that she did it purposefully, but she was still the cause. “I need to fix things before I can deal with her.”

“You cannot leave her to suffer without you, Kardos,” Rozalia warned. “You are her mate now.”

“I won’t leave her alone,” Kardos said sharply. “I cannot even if I wanted to. But there are times I need to think. Like the next couple of nights. I have the hearing soon with the shinnos. I need to prepare.”

Rozalia sighed, but Kardos raised his hand, refusing to hear any more.

“She caused this, Rozalia, and these consequences affect everyone, not just her.”

Rozalia nodded as she stepped toward the door. “But she is the only one who doesn’t understand, Kardos. She is still new to our Lands and needs your attention as her mate. When the time comes for the second blessing request, you don’t want your connection with her to be worse. The high chief will detect it.”

Kardos took a large gulp of the fevermalt and then dropped his glass on the table. “That won’t happen,” he said firmly, “because there won’t be a second request. I will take what I am owed without anyone’s blessing. And my Omega owes me her obedience. That’s what she should be concerned with right now.”

 

***

Kardos climbed the steps to the temple once again, but this time there was no crowd. Clearly they had little interest in his hearing with the shinnos and had probably already made their minds up about how it was going to go.

More fool them.

He had gone his whole life with the people of the Isles underestimating him—this was simply another case of proving them wrong. However, two things bothered him.

One of them was the way his father had treated him when he brought Shaya to the temple. No matter how much Kardos may have been a disappointment, he never expected his father to refuse the blessing. Kardos had rarely asked for anything from the high chief, he had never asked for any allowances for himself or Tribe Nyek, no loans from the Central Island, no mediation from the high chief in disputes with other tribes, like some of the other tribe leaders had. And yet the first time he brought his woman to temple for their union to be blessed, something well within the scope of any high chief to give, this high chief, his father, had refused him. He couldn’t deny that it cast a shadow on him in the eyes of his people and he couldn't understand why his father had made that decision, considering everything he had said when he’d berated him in his own home.

It suggested that there was something else he wasn’t seeing. His father had said he had to find a way to get the seat and yet he couldn’t offer his help, even as high chief. Nothing he’d found in the traditional rules involved him being able to succeed without the involvement of the high chief. But maybe he needed to keep looking.

The other thing that troubled him was his connection with Az Eshra. They had stopped speaking to him for some reason and that worried him more than his father's behavior. It put him on edge because everything he’d done had been with Az Eshra's blessing. The last time he felt them was when he was with Shaya, watching the ocean on his private deck. The peace that had embraced him as he sat with her in front of the ocean was so complete and calming—it was stronger and better than any feeling he experienced while at any temple, and in truth, he had spent most of that time looking at her. Who wouldn't? She was more beautiful than the ocean, more engaging than any snowstorm, and more fascinating than any phenomenon that could be found in nature. Of course Az Eshra would be in attendance whenever they watched the ocean together—that made sense. But their absence since he arrived back home didn’t.

The temple attendant led him through the usual corridors to the main area. This time the tribe leaders were also in attendance with their shinnos, which was likely because Kardos’ bond with Shaya had potentially impacted them. It had certainly impacted Tribe Obari, who he’d had a pairing agreement with.

Each tribe leader and shinno wore their tribal furs and everyone was fully dressed in full armor—a clear indication of the kind of hearing they were expecting. The murmur of conversation halted as he stalked into the room, but he paid them no attention as he headed to his position in the usual semicircle. Kardos wasn't there for their approval or opinion; he was there to make clear his intent to take the seat. And he would take it, regardless of what they thought.

As the shinnos shuffled into their own places in the semicircle, the high chief appeared before them from behind the chair on the platform and made his way around to the front, watching them all. Each tribe leader stood with his shinno, standing slightly in front. Kardos was the only one who stood alone.

The high chief took his seat slowly, settling into a comfortable position, clasping his hands on his lap. His gaze met each of the shinnos’ eyes, as he looked along the semicircle. “Shinnos,” he announced, after meeting all of their gazes. “We have gathered to address a grievance declared by a number of shinnos in the current cohort. This hearing will determine the nature of the grievance and whether their request for appeasement should be granted.”

Kardos held himself tense as the high chief's eyes returned to his.

“It has been said that Shinno Kardos has acted against the Southern Isles by claiming an Omega without permission,” the high chief continued. “The grievance, signed by most of the other shinnos, asks that he is removed from consideration for high chief.”

The high chief looked around the temple at the other shinnos and tribe leaders. “Does anyone wish to add to this grievance?”

“I would like it noted that this hearing has taken an extraordinarily long time to take place,” Shinno Sethol of Tribe Azzan said, the annoyance in his tone grating Kardos’ nerves. “It has been over two weeks since this grievance was made, and almost every single shinno in the Isles was in support of it. There was no reason for a delay other than for you to show favor to your son.”

Kardos was somewhat surprised at his tone. Had the man gone mad? To speak to the high chief like that was simply foolish.

The high chief's jaw clenched but his expression and demeanor didn’t change. “There is more going on in the Isles than just the Year of Selection. Multiple level-eight blizzards head toward us from three different directions and will be here in approximately three months. The birthing temple has no spare beds for this time. We are low on sled-dogs due to an infection on their training isle and potionists are reporting low stock in certain ingredients needed to create the potions necessary to survive the known infections that afflict our people during these storms. There are many considerations for me to think about as high chief, shinno Sethol, but of course I do not expect you to understand. Unless you are capable of thinking like a high chief it is impossible to appreciate the complexities of the Southern Isles. So your complaint is noted and will be filed.”

Kardos was unable to contain a small snort. 

Sethol bristled, but his tribe leader, Vasos, quickly stepped forward. “I assure you that shinno Sethol is aware of the complexities of the situation, my chief,” the older man said. “I withdraw his complaint on his behalf.”

The high chief inclined his head. “Any other comments to add?”

“Yes,” shinno Gergo of Tribe Byedor said, his voice firm and loud. “Shinno Kardos brought his Omega to be blessed by you a few days ago,” he began.

Kardos clenched his jaw, knowing what was coming next.

“It was clear from the lack of contact between them as they left the temple that you had not blessed them, and yet he proceeded to mate her at the bottom of the steps.” Shinno Gergo’s anger clearly fueled the power of his words. “This is outrageous behavior. He has demonstrated a severe lack of control and a lack of understanding of what is expected from all members of our society, not just shinnos and certainly not those suitable for consideration for high chief. I offer this information as evidence to support the request that almost all shinnos have made to remove shinno Kardos from consideration.”

The other shinnos nodded in agreement, and the high chief inclined his head again. “That is indeed a serious offense,” he said slowly, “and will be taken into consideration.” He looked over the other shinnos. “Anything else?”

“I would like to add to the request that shinno Kardos adopts the role of a breeder for the Southern Lands,” shinno Rhaad of Tribe Obari piped up. “It is of the highest importance that we begin to prioritize the breeding of the Omega, and since Kardos is in the prime position to contribute to that significant area of our Lands, it is only wise for that to be his main focus. He should be removed as shinno and as tribe leader in order to focus on these elements of his new role as bonded mate to the Omega.”

The other shinnos and tribe leaders murmured in agreement, some of them reluctantly, but still agreeing nonetheless.

“Again, that will be taken into account,” the high chief said, although his voice seemed harder than when he spoke before. Finally he turned to Kardos. “Do you have anything to add before we begin the hearing, shinno Kardos?” he asked. “Anything of importance you would like addressed?”

Kardos dipped his head in a sharp nod, broadening his shoulders. “Firstly I would like to know specifically who made this grievance.”

The high chief nodded to the other shinnos and five out of the seven stepped forward. Tribe Jenzi seemed to still be supporting Kardos for high chief, and the other tribe that didn’t support the grievance, Tribe Moricz, was probably being cowardly. They were a small island and usually sided with the majority, but their vote still counted.

“Secondly,” Kardos said, “I would like to ask all of the tribes for their acknowledgment that I have an Omega mate.”

There was a small silence.

“What do you mean?” the high chief asked, hesitantly. “I think that situation is abundantly clear by now.”

Kardos inclined his head. “I am asking for the acknowledgment from each tribe leader in our most sacred temple, my chief.”

“Why?” Sethol asked, suspiciously. “What do you hope to achieve by that?”

“Your selfishness isn’t something to boast about, Kardos,” Gergo said sharply.

The high chief raised his hand. “You were not given permission to speak,” he said to them both sternly. “If you would like this hearing conducted properly, you will abide by the rules.”

Gergo and Sethol both immediately lowered their heads and offered their apologies.

The high chief looked at all the tribe leaders. “Will you abide this request?”

The tribe leaders glanced at each other but all agreed. The high chief started at one end of the semicircle and each tribe leader said to him, “I acknowledge that shinno Kardos has an Omega mate.” 

“Is there anything else, shinno Kardos?” the high chief asked after the final leader spoke.

“No.”

“Then please come forward and allow the hearing to start,” the high chief instructed.

Kardos strode to one side of the high chief’s platform, clasped his hands against his chest in the way of the Southern Lands and bowed to the high chief, then turned to the side so he faced both the high chief and the rest of the tribes.

“Do you honor Az Eshra in every word that you are about to speak,” the high chief asked.

“Yes,” Kardos responded.

“Do you honor your people, Tribe Nyek, in every word you are about to speak.”

“Yes.”

“Do you honor the people of the Southern Isles?”

“Yes.”

“And is there any other that you wish to honor through this hearing?”

“I honor my father, High Chief Kelyos, I honor my mother, Kiona, and I honor my mate, Katashaya.”

There was a moment of silence after he finished speaking, and Kardos knew his father had been caught by surprise. It was unusual for a mother and father to be honored in a hearing, and the high chief had always been very reluctant to speak about Kardos’ mother. He barely said her name when Kardos was growing up, and over time Kardos came to realize how much his father had suffered after her death. But for what Kardos was about to do, it was necessary to honor her in this hearing. He hoped his father would understand.

“Shinno Kardos,” the high chief finally began, “you are accused of working against the traditions of the Southern Isles in order to lay claim to an Omega destined for pairing. This selfish act throws into question your commitment to the Southern Lands and its people. In light of this, the request has been made for you to be removed from the selection process for the next high chief, and additionally to submit yourself as a breeder in order to honor your commitment to the Southern Isles. What is your response?”

Kardos firmed his stance. “The very nature of the accusation is untrue. My bond to the Omega proves the exact opposite.”

“In what way?” the high chief asked as some of the shinnos bristled.

“I have long argued that I am the most suitable Alpha to be the next high chief,” Kardos said. “The Omega choosing me to be her Alpha proves it. What better man to lead than the Alpha who is bonded to an Omega? This decision by the first Omega to return to the Southern Isles proves my worth as a viable candidate for the seat of high chief; it does not lessen it. And I believe these malicious accusations against my efforts to preserve the Southern Isles and protect Southern Islanders is a danger that must be addressed in this hearing.”

The high chief pursed his lips. “A danger how?”

“Any shinno that has made these accusations seeks to deprive the Southern Isles of the rightful high chief to the seat. The high chief who will ultimately ensure our continued survival in the Isles. It could be argued they seek the death of their own people.”

“That is not the same, Kardos,” the high chief interjected as the tribe leaders exclaimed in anger. “It is your opinion that you are the rightful high chief, it has yet to be proved.”

“It is my opinion and the opinion of my Omega mate by way of her bite,” Kardos pointed out. “I am the only Alpha in this room who has an Omega mate, as acknowledged by all tribes. I am the only Alpha who has been chosen by an Omega. And I am the only Alpha whose mate will bear true Alphas and Omegas. Children fit and capable of ruling and leading each and every tribe. Those facts cannot be discounted. They also cannot be claimed by any other Alpha in this room or any who has stood in this temple for nearly one hundred years. Tell me who you think the people will want to rule them?”

The high chief was quiet for a long time, his eyes low as he thought. The tension emanating from the shinnos and the tribe leaders was thick with aggression and resentment, but that was to be expected. Kardos kept his eyes on his father.

Finally the high chief raised his head. “Questions from the tribes.”

“We have no knowledge if she chose you or not,” Rhaad boomed immediately. “You could have bitten her to make sure no one else could have her.”

“I have her claiming bite,” Kardos said, shrugging off his furs and pulling down the neckline of his thick top to reveal it. “She does not yet have mine. The high chief can verify this, as can the crowd that gathered here a few days ago. She entered and exited the temple without her furs, her neck was visible to all.”

“You dare to question our motives? We are trying to protect the Isles, not deceive them!” tribe leader Vasos exclaimed.

Kardos glared at him. “It has become the practice for shinnos to question the word of others in this temple, Vasos. I suffered the same the last time I stood in here with your shinno.”

The other shinnos muttered, and Sethol stepped forward, raising his hand for quiet. “Your argument is flawed, shinno Kardos. You collected this Omega. You had time to build a relationship or friendship with her. You took her from her home, stripped her from everything she knows, and exposed her to only yourself. I would also guess you mated her more times than was necessary to prepare her for our culture. If she was to choose, she would choose the Alpha she is familiar with, not any of us whom she doesn’t know. The comparison isn’t equal and her actions do not indicate she made an informed choice.”

“Plus the fact the high chief didn’t bless the union is enough to suggest her decision was made in error,” Gergo added.

“I did not release any information about my thoughts on their union,” the high chief said sharply. “Assumptions about why I didn’t bless them have no place in this hearing.”

“But it is a factor against Kardos’ argument, my—”

“Words shall not be attributed to me that I did not say!” bellowed the high chief. “Is that clear?”

Gergo’s nostrils flared, but he simply murmured, “Yes, my chief.”

“If that is the case, my chief,” Sethol began, “then I ask that any assumptions on the reasons for the Omega’s bite are also discarded.”

“And if that is granted,” Kardos shot back, “then all assumptions about any influence on the Omega to bite me must be discarded also.”

The high chief rose to his feet as Sethol and Kardos glowered at each other, holding up his hand for quiet. “What I’m hearing is that you want to stick to the facts of the matter,” he said, his voice rising over their heads.

All of the shinnos and tribe leaders nodded, and Kardos held in his smile.

“The facts are,” the high chief continued, “that Kardos brought an Omega to the Southern Isles. Then she bit him. Nothing else mentioned here is factual unless motivations for the actions can be proved.”

The shinnos and tribe leaders were dumbly silent.

Kardos, however, turned to the high chief. “These facts are not enough to award the requests that would appease this grievance, high chief.” 

“You still acted inappropriately outside this temple, Kardos,” Gergo hollered.

“That is not enough to remove me from consideration,” Kardos growled, his anger finally flaring at the man’s persistent idiocy. “Try taking a break from fucking your sled-dogs and actually look at the rules!”

Gergo surged forward, reaching for his blade, but his tribe leader grabbed him, yanking him back in line and talking furiously in his ear.

Vasos, the Tribe Azzan leader who stood next to Sethol stepped forward. “Clearly this grievance needed more preparation, my chief. I ask that you give us more time to prepare our concerns.”

“You have had over two weeks, as your shinno pointed out,” the high chief said. “With the blizzards nearing, I cannot extend this any longer.”

“I have a suggestion I would like to place before you and the tribe leaders, my chief,” Kardos said.

All eyes turned to him, somewhat wearily.

“You may speak.” the high chief said.

“There are allowances in the rules of the Year of Selection where the process is condensed due to approaching weather conditions.”

The high chief nodded. “Yes. I was considering this myself.”

Kardos inclined his head. “I suggest that this year’s selection is condensed down to the next three months, and all shinnos are stripped of all recognized achievements so far in favor of being judged only during the next three months. It is up to you what you would like to task us with, my chief, but I suggest that we all find solutions to problems you raised; birthing beds, trained sled-dogs, and increasing the stock needed by our potionists. At the end of the three-month process, the shinno who has made the most significant progress in these areas is the one who acquires the seat.”

The tribe leaders shuffled on their feet, clearly uncomfortable Kardos’ idea, but their shinnos remained silent.

“So that would mean the shinnos would have less time to prove themselves?” Vasos asked, confused. “I can’t see the benefit of that.”

“There are six months left in the Year of Selection, Vasos,” the high chief explained. “When the blizzards hit, there is no guarantee they won’t last until well past the end of the year. So we may only have three months anyway.”

“I am uncomfortable with this suggestion, my chief,” Lonato, leader of Tribe Thothan said slowly. “The Year of Selection only takes place every twenty-five years, and that’s only if the high chief decides it is necessary. Discarding the shinnos’ achievements discounts all the time he has spent showing his worth of being included in the first place.”

“Shinno Kardos is the one with the most recognized achievements, Lonato,” the high chief said. “He has the most to lose if all shinnos are stripped.”

Lonato’s brows rose and he glanced at the other shinnos, some of whom nodded slightly.

The high chief watched Kardos closely for a long time in the silence that filled the temple and then made his way down the steps. When he reached the bottom, he slowly walked to Kardos, curiosity in his eyes. “You have been watching the weather-casts?”

Kardos nodded. “As any good tribe leader would, my chief.”

The high chief tilted his head as he took him in. “I am intrigued that you would make such a suggestion, shinno Kardos, especially when you believe your achievements are your biggest asset to prove your worth.”

Kardos held his eye. “I will always be able to prove I am the right choice, my chief. It matters not if I am required to start again.”

The high chief inhaled and pursed his lips, then turned to the rest of the room. “Does anyone oppose this suggestion?”

A long moment of silence followed, and then Rhaad spoke up. “Are there any restrictions?”

“Other than the usual expectation of courtesy for your fellow shinnos, no,” the high chief said, although there was a slight weariness in his tone. “But due to the contentious nature of this selection, I am imposing a condition. Any underhanded behavior will disqualify those who are participating. Is that understood?”

Everyone in the temple nodded.

The high chief inclined his head. “Then this hearing is over.”

Kardos exhaled slow and long, glad that it had gone the way he hoped. He was still in the running, and he had given the shinnos something else to think about for the next three months rather than making life difficult for him for the next six. Now all he needed to do was win.

But first, he needed to address the misbehavior of his Omega.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

SHAYA

 

A rush of cold forced her awake, and then warm arms lifted her from the bed. Shaya blinked, squirming with unease at the sudden change in her environment. The security of the bed and blankets suddenly fell away, making her jerk in surprise. But as she squirmed, the arms pressed her firmly against a broad chest—a familiar broad chest with that distinct familiar scent, and she settled against it quickly as she was carried. She looked up and saw Kardos, his strong chin firm as he held her, his gaze straight ahead. Tension twisted in her body as she watched him, the yearning she’d had since she’d last seen him bursting into an excited, twisty quiver, but he didn’t even glance down at her once as he walked. 

And within moments he was lowering her onto blankets she was familiar with, on his bed.

He climbed on the bed with her, pulling her night tunic over her head before sliding her into his arms. She sighed deeply, trying to relax into him as she always did, but became sharply aware of the bond in her chest. It was still as harsh and heavy as it was before, and the feel of it made her hesitate. Was he still angry with her? The bond suggested that he was, and yet he had taken her from her bed to his own. What did that mean?

Suddenly his mouth was on hers, and his rough hands ran over her body, flicking her nipples and squeezing the flesh around her waist, her hips, her thighs… dipping between her legs and feeling for the moisture that was already gathering from the moment she was in his arms. She whined when he lifted his mouth from hers, only to sigh when his tongue snaked over her nipple. She clung to the pleasure that tore through her when he pinned her hands down and devoured her with his mouth, licking, biting, and kissing every part of her he could reach, and then he was once again between her legs, suckling on her as though starved, the rumble of satisfaction in his throat sparking something very much like pride throughout her body. 

She was unable to stop watching him, drinking in his blissful expression as he devoured her so deliciously as he always did. And when he rose up, flipping her onto her stomach before pressing his thickness into her roughly, she cried out with relief that he was once again inside her. His hips smacked her ass, jerking her roughly as he took her, his hands traveled all over her body, tucking underneath to squeeze her breasts, gripping the back of her neck, and winding around her waist to secure her against his chest as he rutted to a frenzy. His cock plundering deep within her caused that beautiful ache she’d come to love, and the familiar wetness of their mating heightened the erotic rush that was inflamed by his grunts and groans.

The intense pleasure chased away all concern and nervousness that had dominated her, and she submitted to it fully, eager for the release of the pressure that was building—the delightful pleasure that only her Alpha could provide. His large hand found her wrists and pinned them above her head, into the bed, and the restraint tipped her over the edge.

The orgasm that tore through her was an all-consuming relief that she clung to, hoping it would last forever.  Bliss and pure elation carried her higher than she'd ever been before, rendering her useless for any intelligent thought or action. She simply reveled in it, cherishing the feel of her Alpha still pounding into her, his growls becoming louder as he slammed harder, expelling the breath from her lungs with each jolt.

When he finally spilled inside her and slammed his knot in to stretch her wide, she sighed deeply and smiled into the pillow under her face. His body dropped on top of hers, pressing her into the bed with his solid mass and heat, surrounding her with his comforting scent.

But as she drifted off to sleep, her senses niggled with an awareness that something had changed, though she couldn’t place what it was. The weight in her chest felt the same but there was something else… her mind couldn’t make sense of it, but something was off.

It wasn't until the next morning that she figured out what it was.

Kardos took her again, seemingly as soon as he woke because she awakened to him sliding inside her and she was already wet and aching for him. Her nipples were already hard and wet with his saliva and she could do nothing but succumb to his rough claiming of her. It was as delicious as it had been the night before and she climaxed on his cock, squeezing down hard on him as she convulsed. Kardos knotted her soon after and lay down on top of her, his thick arms wrapped around her torso, pulling her into him as tight as he could while she buried her face into his chest and stroked her fingers over his skin.

Relief filtered into her that he was still mating her. Maybe he wasn't as angry with her as she assumed he was, maybe he had found a way to deal with what she had done and wouldn't punish her for it.

But as she lay there, she realized he hadn't spoken. He hadn't said a word to her since he lifted her out of her bed the night before.

She lay quietly, listening to his breathing calm, his face nudged into her hair as his knot stretched her painfully wide, but with each passing moment, a sense of alarm grew. Kardos was never silent. At least, not completely. Granted, they didn't speak often, but he always spoke to her when he pleasured her, whether it was to embarrass her with the things he loved about her body or to tell her she was beautiful, he always said something.

Her alarm grew to a deep anxiety by the time his knot shrank. As soon as he was free he got up from the bed and began dressing. Shaya squeezed her legs together, accepting the biting pain that shot up her core as she lay on her back, her head dropped to one side, watching him as disappointment prickled her.

Once he was dressed, he took her by surprise by grabbing her by the wrists and pulling her out of the bed to stand before him. His fierce eyes bore into her, and his jaw hard. With the bond also heavy in her chest, it was clear he was angry. 

“Desst our geshtra efesha heddressamusteklen,” he growled. “Ternee a meegsh suklishat enndyor indit tassesa assay.”

Shaya tried to translate the Mayaros as quickly as she could, but it was a few long moments before she fully understood what he had said. 

“You have five days of punishment for your disobedience. Touch your wrists together when you're ready to start.”

Apprehension gripped her throat. What kind of punishment would it be? Judging by his behavior and his tense stance, it was clear that this wasn't something she was going to be able to get out of, so she lifted her hands, and touched her wrists together.

As soon as she did, he grabbed her wrists with one large hand, and bound them with a rope he held in the other. Shaya pressed her lips together, tried not to squeal in alarm. Yes, it was a restriction, she told herself, but it was one that she could deal with.

Kardos tugged on her wrists and led her across the room to a door in the corner. Holding onto her arm, he opened the door and pushed her in.

In was a small, closet-like room, but a narrow window was situated at the top of one of the walls that let in bright light.

Shaya tried to calm the panic that sparked at the size of the room and tried to rationalize that at least there was no complete darkness.

Kardos bucked her bound wrists into a hook on one of the walls, keeping her immobile, and then uncorked a potion bottle and tilted three droplets of it onto the floor.

He left quickly, locking the door behind him.

Shaya took deep breathes, battling the fear and anxiety that began to climb steadily. There was no darkness but she was still in a tiny room and she was trapped. She pulled against the hook her wrists were on, but she was fixed tightly.

Then she suddenly noticed a thick, gray fog rising from the ground, drifting upward. It was already at her waist when she realized, and she watched it with trepidation as it climbed higher, swallowing her body.

It didn’t seem as though it would hurt her—there was no pain where the fog touched her, but it was still a strange substance. It must have come from Kardos’ potion bottle but what was its purpose?

As the fog rose higher, worry flicked in Shaya’s stomach, but it was when it reached her face, she panicked. As soon as she breathed in the fog, a searing, boiling pain erupted down her nostrils and throat. She cried out, but the pain doubled as it attacked her mouth.

Shooting up onto her tiptoes to breath non-fog air, she spluttered and panted, trying to breathe deeply enough to expel the fog from her body. Fortunately the raw edge of the pain faded, but it was as though her whole windpipe was charred. Shaya looked around to see if the fog was still rising, how would she survive if this filled the entire room? 

After a few moments, she realized it had stopped at her chin.

She balanced on the tip of her toes, hoping that Kardos would arrive soon to let her out. She couldn’t stay on her tiptoes for much longer, but she would most certainly suffer severely if she had to breath in the fog.

Shaya tried to think of something else, take her mind off the pain building in her legs, but they were already trembling. She tried to call out to Kardos but her throat was still raw, and the panic of being in such a small room was still clawing at her, urging her to escape. Tears gathered as the multiple sufferings in her body became unbearable.

Her sobs began quietly, but soon they were uncontrollable as she tittered, swaying dangerously on her toes, her mouth less than an inch from the fog. How could he do this? Did he hate her that much? 

Closing her eyes, she pretended that she was somewhere else, and her mind took her to the deck on the ship where they watched the ocean.

The only thing that spoiled her visualization was the silence in her ears rather than the unique rush and crash of waves, but she tried her hardest to ignore it.

Squeezing her eyes tight, she imagined the sounds and smells of the ocean as she pressed her lips and nose into him, trying to smother herself with the memory of the feel and scent of him.

The jumble of dark emotions that had risen in her seemed to still, suspended as long as she was imagining touching him and pretending to be somewhere else, but ready to rush in and suffocate her if she failed to keep up the pretense.

Shaya had no idea how long she balanced there—time didn't mean anything in this box—but her legs began to spasm and she knew she couldn’t remain above the fog any longer.

Finally the door opened and Kardos strode in. He unbuckled her from the wall, and lifted her out into the room without saying a word.

It took most of the day before her anxiety and fear calmed. The pain in her body was extreme and Shaya spent most of the day curled up in bed resting her legs and trying to shake the roiling horror that had sunk deep into her. She wasn’t able to eat for a few hours and when she did, it had to be plain soups—water was the only thing that soothed her throat. 

Kardos had left as soon as he let her out and she was severely disappointed. Of course he would have to punish her—the high chief basically warned her to expect it, plus Kardos was also angry that they were bonded. The bond itself had been telling her so all along—she should have believed it. Still, this punishment was extreme. He knew she struggled with confinement—that it had potential to break her, and he still tied her to the wall and forced her to an immobile position with the fog that hurt her so cruelly. Why couldn't he pick a different punishment for her? And yet deep down she knew why. The punishment was severe because the action she had taken was severe. The last time he put her in the black box-room was when she had cut him while grooming him. Once again, with the bite, she had drawn blood from him, and this was the punishment for it.

But the thought that she had another four days of this absolute torture kept tears in her eyes for the rest of the day.

The next day, after he dressed, Kardos pulled Shaya out of the bed again.

“Desst our pelltra efesha heddressamusteklen,” he said. “Ternee a meegsh suklishat enndyor indit tassesa assay.” “You have four days of punishment for your disobedience. Touch your wrists together when you're ready to start.”

Shaya’s heart sank as the words were spoken. Her throat closed up as she lifted her hands and then dropped them, trembling. How could she ever willingly choose to go back in there?

But when her hands dropped, Kardos growled and the weight in the bond became heavier. She lifted her hands again, lowering her head to take a few deep breaths before she touched them together.

Once again her wrists were bound and she was taken across the room to the door in the corner. As he buckled her in, her panic was already rising and it was impossible to pay attention.

“Do I have to have the same punishment?” she asked hurriedly as she wrenched her body around toward him, but he was already dropping the liquid on the floor.

As he left, she sucked in a breath, and breathing out slowly, the pain from the previous day a reminder of what she needed to do. How anyone could ever survive this for any length of time. Surely there were people who simply ended up with a destroyed throat?

The fog rose up to her chin again, and she rose as high as she could, tears streaming down her face as she tried her hardest not to sob. She could breathe, she repeated to herself, she wasn’t out of air. And yet it didn’t feel like it.

Once again, she tried to focus on something else, and once again, Kardos was the focus. She thought of her Haze and every blissful moment they’d had, wishing she could relive it. Her mind revolved on those hours until the pain in legs finally drifted out of her mind. But when he came back in the room, unbuckled her and lifted her up, her legs seized and she was unable to walk for the rest of the day.

The next three days were just as hellish as the first two. It was never something that her body got used to and the anxiety of being restricted never ceased.

Kardos followed the same routine; asking her to choose to be punished, binding her wrists, taking her into the room and buckling her, and activating the fog.

The only thing that helped her was that she knew what to expect, which sometimes helped her to focus. Her legs were useless to her at first—unable to support her without severe pain—but they strengthened quickly.

Finally, on the fifth day, she lay in bed crying with relief that she would never have to go in the room again unless she did something terrible. Perhaps Kardos would be kinder to her now that she had completed her punishment, but it was hard to tell.

She dug her nails into her chest, angry at the sharp weight of the bond she had created, that had caused such damage in so many ways.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

SHAYA

 

“I thought you would have been happy to get out of the hut for a change,” Rozalia called to her as they trudged across the deep snow toward the carriage sled that awaited them.

Shaya snorted in response, but knew that Rozalia would not be able to hear her. They had both wrapped themselves heavily with thick layers of clothes and furs before heading outside. The flurries of snow had worsened until it was difficult to even see a few feet ahead. Rozalia held on to Shaya’s arm as they walked, keeping her heading in the correct direction so they didn’t end up too far from the carriage.

“I know this weather doesn't seem like it's worth coming out in,” Rozalia continued. “But I assure you it can be quite beautiful.”

Shaya didn't even respond. Anything was better than being stuck in that house with memories of the fog torture. It was four days since her punishment ended and finally she was able to walk without pain, but she was having trouble sleeping. She could only sleep when Kardos returned at night, parted her legs and sunk his thick length inside her, and she hated that she needed it.

They reached the carriage and hurried inside, but Shaya felt sorry for the guard and the driver who had to remain on the outside as they traveled.

“They are trained to work in these conditions,” Rozalia assured her when she asked. “They have excellent eyesight, hearing, and vocal range for this kind of weather. They are used to it.”

Shaya looked out the window to see if she could see the driver, but the flurry was too thick for her to see anything. Rozalia began to draw a curtain across the windows that had been pinned to the corner of the carriage.

Shaya watched her, surprised.

Rozalia folded the edge of the curtain and pinned it to either side of the window and the bottom. It was thick enough to keep the wind and the snow out, blocking any view, but light enough to still let the daylight through. Rozalia did the same for both windows on either side before sitting back down on the bench opposite Shaya. 

She chuckled seeing her expression. “You didn't think that we sat in here with no protection from the snow, did you?”

The journey was just as quick and smooth as always, but Shaya found it much less enjoyable when she couldn't see out of the windows. She became restless and fidgeted so much on the bench that Rozalia noticed.

“We haven't got that far to go,” she said to Shaya reassuringly. “Only a few more yards.”

“Where are we going?”

“To my home.”

Shaya perked up, her mood lifting at the idea that she was going to see Rozalia's home, and possibly Treska too. “How far away do you live?”

“Not that far. It shouldn’t take you more than half of an hour to get to me each day no matter the weather.”

She hesitated. “Each day?”

Rozalia nodded. “Kardos wishes you to visit me each day.”

Shaya almost said that she didn't give a damn what Kardos wanted, but she held her tongue. She had to remember whom she was speaking to—someone who wasn’t truly on her side. “Why? You are with me every day anyway.”

Rozalia inclined her head. “I have been, but my position with Nyek tribe is as a potionist, Shaya. I cannot give up my duties for so long without consequences to the tribe. I have to get back to work and shinno Kardos would like you to familiarize yourself with the potions I work with in the Southern Lands.” She smiled at her. “I know you have some experience with potions, so it shouldn't be too much of a chore for you, and I'm hoping that you will also enjoy the work.”

 “Why is he sending me to work with you?” 

“He wants to ensure you’re not bored,” Rozalia admitted. “You have enough experience to be a benefit to me and he believes that you may enjoy my gardens.”

“You have gardens?” Shaya asked, and excitement stirring within her at the idea that she could spend time in gardens again.

“Yes,” Rozalia said. “But do not expect to see the same as what you had,” she warned. “My gardens are not the same as yours, even though they may have the same function.”

Shaya smiled, a warmth burrowing down to her stomach. Any kind of garden that she was able to visit would be better than being stuck in that room constantly.

When they arrived, she wasn't surprised to see that Rozalia's home was similar in style to Kardos' only smaller. She was, however, surprised at Rozalia’s gardens. 

There were two behind Rozalia’s hut set side by side; one was simply a large yard of snow with a few silver branch trees she had seen dotted all over the Land, and the other was an enormous plot covered by a transparent structure, similar to a shed but much bigger.  It was tougher than glass, though just as clear, and it generated its own warmth. Rozalia explained it was made from izak-rock, which was the rock she had seen on the ship. Within the structure, the ground was soft earth where shrubs and plants had been planted, and there were even a few thick trees similar to the ones in her own gardens.

Rozalia took her on a tour, explaining the purpose of the structure, and the different plants and ingredients she was able to cultivate from both gardens. The snow garden had plants rooted in the ground deep within the snow, and Rozalia said there were special techniques to reap the rewards of the plants that thrived in that condition. Although they were hardy, tough, and resilient plants and fruits, they usually had strong flavors and were used sparingly in potion recipes. Many of them were essential for the potions that were important to the Southern Lands.

By the time they finish talking, the day had gone, and Shaya was shocked when Rozalia said it was time for her to head back.

“But we didn't do anything,” she protested.

Rozalia tilted her head, her nest of brown hair tipping the side in a heap. “So you would be interested in working with me?”

Shaya smiled. “I have found it all very interesting,” she admitted.

“Good.” Rozalia grinned. “Then this will be fun. I will send for you tomorrow and we can begin.”

“You won’t be coming back with me?” Shaya asked, alarmed.

Rozalia took her arm. “You are completely capable of traveling from your home here and back. You have guards and it’s not too far.”

Shaya stilled. “That is not my home,” she said quietly.

Rozalia nodded, somewhat apologetically. “It is now, Katashaya.”

She led Shaya back to the carriage, fixed the curtains and then bid her farewell for her journey home.

That night, Kardos woke her with his mouth, sucking on her nipple gently as he slipped his hands across her body to squeeze her ass. She opened herself for him, allowing his hand access between her legs, breathing in his scent as she sought more of him. Strangely, he was gentle today—as gentle as an Alpha like him could be. He kissed every part of her, used his tongue to lap her skin as though she was some kind of exquisite delicacy that he couldn't quite get enough of. He caressed her everywhere, gentle but firm as his mouth followed in the wake of his fingers. Shaya reveled in the attention, her own fingers seeking out each bulge of his body, her mouth sucking on whatever part of him he allowed her to have, and when he tucked his head to her shoulder, she immediately closed her mouth over the healing scar of her bite. As soon as she did, it was as though a jolt shot through his body, the same time an excitement shot through hers.

Before she was even aware of it, he was slamming inside her, rough and wild, and furious, like an animal. The pressure of his weight on her heightened her pleasure and the savagery of his need for her made her drip, her slick coating his invading cock as he bruised her so deliciously.

The night was just as consuming as the ones that came before, and Kardos clawed at her, gripped her, twisted her, pinned her in every incredible way he could before knotting her from behind while on all fours. They both slid down to the bed, her trapped under his body, and she fell into a gratifying sleep as her breathing calmed.

And yet, in the morning, everything remained the same as the morning before. Kardos took her again and then took his leave, leaving Shaya just as disheartened as the day before.

Thankfully, she didn't have time to dwell on it because the carriage was waiting to take her to Rozalia. That day, she finally did a little bit of gardening, learning about the specific variations of plants and flowers that Rozalia was growing. They talked animatedly for hours about the way in which Rozalia put her potions together and Shaya found it fascinating. She had been working on instinct, trial and error, finding solutions through problems that arose or an idea she had, rather than working with any kind of rulebook or potion book. However, Rozalia's methods were based on traditional recipes she had learned from previous potionists as well as potion masters she had met during her time traveling the Western and Eastern Lands. 

By the time the day ended, Shaya's head was spinning, but she was incredibly happy. She was learning so much more than she ever would have learned through her trial and error method.

The next three days passed the same way. Kardos would arrive in the middle of the night to take her wildly, roughly, and repeatedly, claiming her as he always did, always remaining silent. And in the morning he would leave again. Shaya spent her days talking about plants and plant care with Rozalia, so much so that it took her mind off her wonderful, sweaty and ultimately depressing nights. And when Rozalia started teaching her about potions, she was glad to discover how delighted Rozalia was that she knew most of the basic recipes. She had an inherent knowledge of the basic recipe formula; major base ingredient, major blending ingredient, and then any minor additions to slightly affect the outcome. She was able to jump right into the more complex recipes, which was not only interesting to her, but sparked Rozalia off on long-winded, animated explanations and tales of the stories behind the recipes or the adventures she had personally taken to get the ingredients.

When she arrived at Rozalia's hut, everything was about potions from the moment she arrived to the moment she left, and that helped her to deal with the situation she was in at “home.”

However, after a week Shaya sat up one morning as Kardos was getting dressed; she watched him carefully and her patience finally began to wane. Gathering all of her courage, she opened her mouth. “Kardos….”

He stilled, and the words on her tongue dried up as the bond in her chest tightened. He turned to her and she couldn’t help but shrink back at the power of his burning gaze. 

He hated her. 

The thought seared her mind, causing an ache in her chest. Even though she’d served her punishment, he still hated her. Deep down she couldn’t believe it was true, not the way he held and touch her when he took her to his bed. And yet, how could she question the bond? The bond could not lie.

When she said nothing more, he continued dressing and left the room, and the charged tension in Shaya’s body quickly fled.

The gloom of that moment clung to her and had not dislodged itself by the time she arrived at Rozalia’s hut. The potionist was already talking about a new recipe she was going to try and she wanted Shaya to harvest the ingredients.

“What has happened?” Rozalia said abruptly, as soon as she saw Shaya's face.

Shaya shook her head. She opened her mouth to tell Rozalia it didn't matter, but instead a sob escaped. She clamped her hand over her mouth, horrified that she had let her feelings come so far to the surface, but it was already too late. Rozalia's expression caused her to break down into tears.

Rozalia pulled her down onto one of the chairs in her hallway. “What's the matter, Shaya,” Rozalia said. “Surely you are enjoying your time here.”

“I enjoy learning about the potions,” Shaya said, wiping her tears away. “But I’m not enjoying anything else. I don't want to be in this land, Rozalia. Kardos treats me….”

“He treats you how?” Rozalia evenly.

“I hardly see him,” she explained, “and when I do he… uses me.”

Rozalia shook her head adamantly. “He is not using you. It may feel that way, but he isn't.”

“You’re not there,” she said as sharply as she could manage. “That is exactly what he does. He comes in, he takes what he wants, then he leaves. He doesn't even speak to me, or treat me how he did before. He is angry, I can feel it in the bond.”

Rozalia took her hand. “I know it may feel like he’s angry with you,” she said softly. “But it is not you he is angry with. He is angry with the situation he is in.”

“What situation is he in?”

Rozalia pressed her lips together for a moment. “I'm not sure it is my place to tell you.”

“But I must have caused that,” Shaya insisted. “I’m the reason why he's in whatever situation he is in. And he is making me suffer for it.”

Rozalia remained silent for a long time, rubbing her thumb over Shaya's hand. “Kardos is extremely focused on his goal right now,” she began softly. “He feels that this is his last chance to get what he wants, so he is obsessed with it. It doesn't take away from how he feels about you. I know that he cares about you deeply. I could tell even before he could, but your presence in his life has changed things for him, and he's trying to find a way to still have everything he’s always wanted, including you.”

Shaya shook her head. She wanted to believe what Rozalia was saying, but Kardos had never shown her any indication that he wanted her beyond his base needs. On the ship was the same thing, he took her whenever he pleased; he never spent any time with her, never once asked her about her home. All he did was take. And now, once again, that was what he was doing. The only difference about the ship was that he wasn’t forced to keep her as a mate, like he was now. So of course, back then, he was more willing to be pleasant at times. And if what Rozalia said was true, and he was trying to meet some kind of goal, that was his main focus. In the meantime, the bond was tearing her from the inside out.

“Within the next few months,” Rozalia began, “he will get what he wants, and he will be able to tend to you as he is supposed to.”

“I don't think he is capable of doing that,” Shaya said tearfully. “Except in one way.”

“He may surprise you, Shaya,” Rozalia said softly. “Please do not give up on him yet. He is a complex person. He may not seem so now, but there is much to him that you do not yet know.”

“Then tell me,” Shaya said, almost begging. “Help me to understand why I should.”

Rozalia was quiet for a long time. Too long. Shaya realized she wasn't going to answer and turned away from her, the tears returning.

“I know that you are on his side,” Shaya said, unable to help the bitterness entering her tone. “You do whatever he says, I understand that. You helped him drug me, and you follow his orders like I’m supposed to do. But you cannot ask me to believe he will be a good man. He has had plenty of chances for that and I don't think he would notice whether I gave up on him or not. I still belong to him and, don't I? I still have to sleep in his bed, open my legs for him, and be the good little Omega he wants me to be when he feels the need to sate his urges.”

Her own words tore her apart because the annoying thing was, she loved to sate his urges. She looked forward to the moment in the night when his hand stroked her skin. Was this what being an Omega was really about? Forced to submit to feelings you had no control over. It was a fucking horrible way to live, and if this is what her life was going to be, she hated it.

The dismay in Rozalia's face surprised her, but she was too annoyed to respond to it. 

Shaya rose to her feet. “Let’s just go to the gardens.”

 

***

The next morning, after yet another sweaty night, Kardos took her again, but this time, instead of getting fully dressed afterward, he pulled on his undergarment and placed the rest of his clothes down the bed. He pulled one of the chairs next to the bed, sat down, keeping his back straight and his hands on his thick thighs.

She frowned at him, wondering what he was doing, but when he turned to her in annoyance, having sat in the chair for a few long moments, she realized what he was expecting.

She scrambled off the bed and hurried to his side, only to realize she didn't have any of the equipment needed to groom him. Floundering, she looked around the room for any indication where the items might be kept and then rushed to each of the drawers when nothing else was visible.

Finally she found a comb, the cream and brush, and the strange long knife that looked like the one Treska taught her to use to scrape the hair from his face.

She carried the items back to the bed, and laid them out in the triangle the way Treska had done before, but she was disorientated. She had no idea if these items were the same as what Treska had used on the ship, they only looked similar.

She began with the comb, running it through his blond hair at the top of his head, and as she did so she calmed, remembering all the mornings she did this for him on the ship.

Once that was neat, she picked up the long knife, but realized she didn't have the foam.

“Leave that this morning,” Kardos said gruffly.

Shaya nodded, before picking up the cream. As she brushed her hands over his skin, a small part of her settled when she had her hands on him again. She tried to ignore it, because what good would it do? It was just her body once again having a reaction it shouldn't have. As she rubbed the cream into his skin, she glanced at the beard that was growing wild around his mouth. It could certainly do with some taming, but she wasn't sure she wanted to scrape it off completely. She quite liked the rough bristle of his hair on her face… and her thighs.

The brush worked exactly as it had before, deepening the black patterned marks on his skin so they were in high contrast. As soon as she reached the other side of his body, he got up abruptly, finished dressing, and left.

Shaya packed the things away slowly, slightly numbed by his behavior. She hadn't expected him to thank her, but… She shook the thought out of her head. She had done as she was trained to do. This was her life now; this is what she had left her sister for. And yet she couldn't stop the angry tears from falling as she got ready to travel to Rozalia's hut.

In the carriage, she kept the windows uncovered and stared out watching the landscape, ignoring the cold. The flurries of snow stopped and the sun shone bright, causing some of the trees in the distance to sparkle wildly against the white background. It looked absolutely beautiful and calmed Shaya somewhat, but nothing seemed to appease the heavy uncomfortable feel of the bond in her chest. She’d begun to hate it as much as she hated him. 

Kardos being angry with her was one thing, but feeling the anger in her chest was like torture. It was like a weight that she carried constantly with her no matter what she did, a weight that could not be eased by anything—not when he was inside her, and not when he was away from her.

The only way to possibly rid herself of the pain was to recreate the potion she’d been forced to create for the king—the one to dull the feeling of the bond between mates. 

The thought of doing that made her nervous. Kyus had been completely against that potion; she raged about it constantly while Shaya was making it, but Shaya suspected Kyus would not have had such an aversion to it if it was used in the context Shaya was thinking.

She’d left that potion in the castle when the shinno had taken her, but it wouldn't take much to recreate since she knew all the ingredients. The only thing she had to worry about was that it was essentially untested.

She sank into deep thought about whether she could recreate the potion safely. She actually had a number of resources at her disposal, including Rozalia. The last time she'd made the potion, she had to rely on her own knowledge of the ingredients and the research she found in the castle, but she was willing to bet that the potionists in the Southern Lands were more experienced than the potion masters of the Western Lands. All she had to do was learn from Rozalia without exposing her plan. 

When she arrived, Rozalia greeted her tentatively. “How are you this morning?” she asked.

“Same as always,” Shaya muttered, shrugging. “Which garden are we in today?”

Rozalia grabbed her hand and pulled her to sit opposite her in the hallway again. “Let me talk to you first,” she said, as they settled. She sat still for a moment, clearly gathering her thoughts. “What you said yesterday did upset me a little,” she admitted. “I am not on any one’s side; however, I can see how it may seem that way to you.”

Shaya didn't respond; there was nothing to say.  

“I have been repeatedly telling the shinno that you don't understand our culture, that allowances should be made, and that things should be explained to you. I have to respect his decision if he chooses to tell you, or not to tell you certain things. It is not my place to become involved in your relationship. But, I do recognize that you are a part of my tribe now, and each member of the tribe has a responsibility to each other.”

Shaya stared at her, frowning.

Rozalia smiled at her reaction. “You are indeed part of our tribe now, Katashaya. There was no guarantee you were going to be before, but you are mated to the tribe leader.”

Shaya took a breath. It was just strange to hear that she belonged to Tribe Nyek… that she belonged anywhere.

“Not only are you part of my tribe,” Rozalia continued, “but you are training with me. There are things that you do need to know, but I still have to be mindful that parts of your knowledge are the shinno's responsibility.”

“And what if he chooses not to inform me about certain things?” Shaya asked evenly.

“That is where the problem lies,” Rozalia admitted. “I believe it is to your benefit to know most of the things that are happening in your own tribe, on your own island.”

“So are you going to tell me?”

Rozalia inclined her head. “Yes, within reason.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means if you have questions I will answer them when I can, but only while we work. And I will not offer information unless you ask.”

Shaya took a breath and nodded, relieved to hear that she would at least be getting some answers.

Rozalia grinned at her and then got to her feet. “Shall we start?”

They worked for the whole morning in the white garden and Shaya questioned Rozalia about some of the plants and flowers. Between the snow garden in the natural one, Rozalia was growing over two hundred varieties of different plants, flowers, and seeds. Shaya mentally made a list of the ones she had used to create the potion, and then set about finding where they were on Rozalia's land or what the replacement was. She was careful to only ask questions sparingly, or to equate it to another recipe or use.

When they stopped for lunch, Rozalia gave her a quizzical look. “Do you not have anything to ask me about Kardos?”

Shaya almost wanted to tell her no. She had already made up her mind about dulling the bond, but she was still very curious about many things.

She spooned purple pea-cider soup into her mouth as she thought about the questions she needed answers to. “What did he lose when I bit him? Why is he so angry?”

Rozalia spoke carefully. “By bringing an Omega back to the Southern Isles, Kardos had effectively guaranteed himself to be chosen to be the next high chief.”

“But I thought it was obvious he would be?” Shaya asked, frowning. “From everything I learned about the Southern Lands, he is the most suitable Alpha, isn't he? He has achieved much more than the other shinnos.”

Rozalia nodded as she spooned soup into her mouth. “Yes, but there still is a selection process”

“What is the point of the selection process?”

“It gives the shinnos the chance to prove that they can think and act like a high chief.” She thought a little more as she put a couple more spoonfuls into her mouth. “The high chief of the Southern Lands has to consider that each tribe will have its own rules and live a different way. He cannot interfere with that, and yet he has to ensure that individual tribe business doesn't interfere with the running of the Southern Lands as a whole. Additionally, he has to oversee that pairings are frequent and successful, so the Southern Lands can continue to thrive. He must be aware of any threat to the Isles, whether it be from other lands and people or due to the severe weather we endure. It requires intelligence and balance and consideration—it is a big role.”

“And Kardos wants that role,” Shaya confirmed.

“It is said that the position of the high chief is not a matter of desire, it is a matter of duty,” Rozalia said. “The Alpha suited as high chief has a responsibility to ensure that he is selected, because the wrong Alpha could be detrimental to the people of the Isles. And, ironically, the wrong Alpha will not know he is ill-suited.”

Shaya nodded thoughtfully. “I can understand that,” she murmured, as Rozalia shared warm bread rolls. “The high chief said that people could die.”

Rozalia smiled, her face suddenly brightening. “How did you find meeting the high chief?”

Shaya bit into her bread and chewed slowly. “It was scary at first,” she admitted. “And there seemed to be some anger between the high chief and Kardos. But then when he took me to the blessing room, he was very nice.” She lowered her hand to her lap. “I don't know why he didn't bless us though.”

Rozalia bit into her own bread nodded. “I’m sure he has his reasons.”

“Everyone has their reasons for everything. It doesn't mean it's right,” she said irritably. “I don't understand these Alphas. They are confusing.”

Rozalia took her hand and squeezed it, smiling at her. “I'm sure over time you will learn to understand them,” she said. “They are not that difficult, I assure you.”

For the rest of the afternoon, Shaya studied Rozalia's potion books and made a mental note of the ingredients she needed for her potion. Rozalia happened to have some form of them, either from the garden, or already harvested and prepared in a bottle for application to potions.

Over the next few days, she secretly stored some of the more abundant ingredients, such as sesame seed and wireroot on her body as she traveled back to Kardos' hut, where she stashed them out of sight in the guest room.

She had gotten used to the routine of grooming Kardos in the morning, and had found the location of all the grooming items after asking his servants. He didn't seem to be that bothered about what she did with his beard. When she asked him, he simply shrugged. So she cut it down and neatened it and then used one of her hair creams to moisten and soften it.

Of course when he was in bed with her, all thoughts of anything other than him fled from her mind, and it scared her how completely he dominated her whenever he chose to. Her mind was on him, her body craved everything he did to it; he barely had to touch her before she was wet and writhing for him. But all that did was make her even more determined during the day as she sourced each ingredient needed to create the potion.

The only problem she had was that she didn't know where she was going to make it. She needed a specialist mixing desk to create it the right way, and there wasn't one in Kardos' hut. The only place was Rozalia's hut, but she’d need time alone to do it.

She continued to question Rozalia about the shinnos in the Southern Lands. At first Rozalia had to encourage her during meal times, but soon they were chatting as they worked in each garden.

“So why does the Year of Selection only take place every twenty-five years?” Shaya asked as she carefully untangled weeds from the baby plants in the natural garden. “Shouldn't it happen more often if the right Alpha needs to be chosen? If the wrong person is chosen, then they are guaranteed the rule for twenty-five years and surely that would be dangerous.”

“It could be seen that way,” Rozalia said, picking the extra petals from one of the plants known to flower too often. “But the nature of the Southern Land requires the high chief take the time to learn and study. It may sound strange to you, but the Isles has its own personalities across each island, and even the non-named islands have clans that have expectations, requirements, and demands. If the Year of Selection happened every five years, or even every ten, there would be much less chance for the new high chief to learn and have an impact on the Land as a whole before he moved on. The chance to be high chief is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for all Alphas, and that is why it is so important to them to protect their validity to be selected.”

Shaya nodded thoughtfully. “So by biting Kardos I took away his chance to be high chief, and made it more difficult for him.” She was quiet for a moment. “I can understand that. But I don't understand why he is blamed for my actions. The high chief knew I bit him but still blamed Kardos.”

“There are a number of reasons for that, Shaya. The main one is that the shinno takes responsibility for his tribe. If each tribe has its own rules, they have to be policed heavily in order to not affect other islands or other people who live in the Isles. The tribe leader is responsible for ensuring that any discrepancies among their tribe are dealt with. If it isn't, the tribe leader is answerable to the high chief, as well as the other tribe leaders. Kardos was always directly responsible for you and your actions, that was why he tried training you so hard, to make you aware of what may be expected of you, but also to ensure you did not fall foul of the rules. When you bit him, you demonstrated behavior that he was responsible for, and clearly he put himself in the position for you to take that action.

“Secondly you do not understand our culture. Blame cannot solely be laid at your feet for lack of understanding, which is something I've been trying to get Kardos to realize.”

“So he blames me,” she whispered, her heart dropping.

“Not in the way you think,” Rozalia interjected. “He believes you have been disobedient; he doesn't understand that you are not intentionally doing it.”

“How can he not?”

“Because it is very difficult for him to believe that someone can’t understand how to abide rules. He believes if he says it and it is understood, it should be done—that it is easy for someone to do as instructed, because he himself is disciplined enough to do so, even when it’s uncomfortable.”

Shaya nodded thoughtfully. “The high chief said he is obsessed with perfection.”

“That is true,” Rozalia said nodding.

“But why?”

Strangely, Rozalia avoided her eyes. “For many reasons,” she said lightly. “One of them being because he's not perfect himself.”

Shaya pursed her lips. “But he is.”

A slow smile spread across Rozalia's face, and Shaya suddenly realized what she had said.

“I mean….” A hot itch of embarrassment spread over her face and down her neck. “I mean he's very close to it,” she said, lowering her face to avoid Rozalia’s amused gaze.

 

***

A few days later, Rozalia informed Shaya that she wouldn’t need to visit for a week because she would be traveling.

Shaya’s brows shot up. “Where will you be going?”

“There is a mountain range in the Eastern Lands called the Ariyon mountains, and they’re somewhat of a phenomenon,” Rozalia said excitedly. “The light that travels across the sky there makes it look as though the mountains frequently change color because of the kind of moss that grows on them.”

“You’re going to collect the moss,” Shaya guessed quickly.

Rozalia grinned. “Yes, I am.”

“And… I can’t come with you?” Shaya asked hopefully.

“Absolutely not,” Rozalia said firmly. “Kardos would lose his mind.”

“Oh.” Her excitement dissipated. She glanced around at the snow garden. “I don't think it's wise to leave the plants on their own. Some of them need constant care.”

“I agree,” Rozalia said. “But on this occasion, it is necessary. The moss is a very special ingredient and I don’t like running low on it.”

Shaya nodded in agreement. “But what happens normally when you travel? Does someone help you with the gardens?” As she spoke, she suddenly realized something. “Where is Treska? Hasn’t she returned yet?”

To Shaya’s amazement, Rozalia's face dropped and when she opened her mouth to speak, her skin became ashen. “What is it?” Shaya asked, alarmed. “Has something happened to her?”

“No… S-she’s just very busy,” Rozalia stuttered. “Usually she helps me with the gardens when I'm away, but she’s… n-not available at the moment.”

“What's wrong, Rozalia,” Shaya asked softly. “I can tell something is wrong. Has something happened Treska?”

Rozalia shook her head, almost too quickly. “She's just not available right now, that's all.”

Shaya questioned her again, but Rozalia remained firm.

After holding her gaze for a long moment and realizing she would not give in, Shaya sighed. “All right. How about I tend the gardens? How long will you be gone for?”

“Four days.”

“I can still come for those four days, can't I?”

Rozalia thought for a long moment. “It wouldn't be wise for me to leave you here on your own, Shaya,” she said apologetically. “Kardos has only allowed you to come here because I'm here. If I'm not, and something happens to you….”

“He trusts his guards,” Shaya pointed out. “I have loads of them. What if his guards were to stand with me?”

Rozalia was quiet for a moment. “Let me think about it and talk to Kardos,” she said finally. “I will let you know tomorrow.”

As Shaya traveled back, she realized this could be the opportunity she’d been looking for. Without Rozalia in her home, Shaya could use her mixing desk to make the potion. She had gathered most of the ingredients—the last few she needed were already prepared in Rozalia's stock cupboards.

That night, she packed all the ingredients she had gathered, preparing to take them with her back to Rozalia’s hut.

The next morning, after mating her, shinno bathed and Shaya was surprised to see him dry himself and sit naked on the chair to be groomed. Although she had been with him naked plenty of times, it was never when he was being groomed. The patterns on his arms and chest spread further down to below his waist and the top of his legs. He clearly wanted those to be brushed today as well.

She began as normal, combing his hair, which she had trimmed a little, treated his beard, then brushed the cream over his skin.

However, as she brushed him, the realization that there was no hint of her scent on him niggled at her. He’d washed her right off his skin, which instilled an urge for her to do something about it. As she traveled lower, she became increasingly distracted by his cock. It's warm and unique scent captured her the way it always had, and by the time she reached the other side of his body, she couldn't keep her eyes off it.

She lowered to her knees to brush the markings over his hip, but as she moved to the other side, his cock was standing at attention, hard and bulging against his stomach. She glanced up to look at him, and a jolt shot through her; his eyes were already on her. She dropped her eyes back down quickly, then tried to get on with the brushing, but the scent of him stole her attention. The tip was wet now, with clear liquid trickling down the side.

She inched forward and leaned in, becoming more intoxicated the closer she got, until finally, she was pressing her nose into his shaft.

Shaya sighed with relief at the potency of his scent and opened her mouth to run it along his shaft and capture his taste on her tongue. As she reached higher, she flicked her tongue to lick up the trickle of fluid that dripped from the top, and she relished the sound of his growl at the back of his throat as she wriggled her tongue down the underside of his shaft. She carefully licked and sucked his balls before making her way back up to the tip, this time sucking his cock into her mouth.

Her Alpha groaned as she worked her mouth on him, eager to get more of him down her throat. The tingle between her legs had returned with such force it was as though he hadn’t touched her at all that morning.

As her head bobbed faster, and she sunk her mouth down as far as she could, his large hands wound around her neck, caressing her shoulders and lowering to caress her breasts.

The feeling reminded her of her time on the ship, with him in her mouth while he pinched and caressed her, but instead of feeling disgusted or annoyed by it, she reveled in the memory. Whimpering as his hand slipped into her tunic to grab her hard nipple, she sucked him hard and worked her mouth over and around and down, everywhere she could reach.

She relished the sounds he made as his seed shot into her mouth, and his hands gripped her hair and her breast, holding her in place.

When his groans finally calmed, she continued sucking everything she could and was still sucking on him when he pulled her off him and lifted her up into his lap.

Shaya resolved not to look at his face, but the turquoise of his eyes called to her immediately. And they were soft.

As she stared back at him, she realized that the heavy ache in her chest that was the bond had very gently lightened. Although it was still sharp and heavy, there was also a warmth to it, and through that change she could feel his desire and longing.

“Shaya….” Kardos’ husky voice sent a thrill throughout her body, but it was the smile in his eyes that captivated her. “How am I supposed to leave now, little bird?” he asked wryly in Mayaros, the corner of his mouth quirking up as he gave her a small smile.

Shaya’s stomach flipped over. “You don't have to leave,” she whispered.

Kardos tightened his arms around her, drawing her into his chest as his lips descended on hers. He kissed her deeply, slowly as he explored her and then more urgently as his tongue claimed her mouth.

Shaya let herself succumb to his domination. Even though it was a different domination to what she was used to, it was no less thrilling.

Kardos kissed her until she was squirming uncomfortably from the slick between her legs. His hands found her breasts and once again started playing with her nipples, caressing and flicking as he pushed her tunic up giving him more access. Then his mouth was on her, suckling her, nibbling, and twisting his mouth to give her maximum pleasure.

Shaya was in ecstasy just from his attention on her breasts, so when he lifted her up, spreading her so he could nestle his head between her legs, placing her knees on his shoulders, she squealed in surprise.

Her arms flailed as she tried to find something to hold onto, but Kardos held her securely, one hand on her ass, the other one her back, and by the time she realized she didn’t have to worry, her nub was in his mouth.

He tended to her as though he was trying to bury himself in her scent. His tongue swirled at her entrance and he alternated that with sucking on her lips, her nub, and pushing his tongue deep into her, causing her to thrust her hips forward onto him.

His groans vibrated from his mouth onto her sensitive folds, heightening her pleasure as she spread her legs even wider as her body trembled. The climb was incredible, and when she came, Kardos gripped her tighter, murmuring into her sex and lapping up her fluids noisily.

By the time her orgasm faded, she was weak and limp, but when Kardos lowered her back down onto his lap, his length pressing urgently against her felt like a promise.

He got up and carried her to the bed, laying her down and stroking her forehead. He kissed her again thoroughly, pushing her own juices into her mouth as he dominated her and caressed her skin.

But much to her dismay, he lifted himself away from her. He growled as he looked at her lying on the bed and the desire and longing that echoed in the bond told her that he didn't want to leave. And yet he did. He dressed himself slowly, watching her gazing back at him and then headed to the door.

Sleep overcame Shaya quickly and she was glad to embrace it. Her mood lightened by the way Kardos looked at her, the way the bond had changed, and the fact that he had spoken to her.

It was too early to see if this would be a frequent change, but she was encouraged by it.

An hour passed before the servant woke her tentatively, explaining in Mayaros there was a carriage waiting for her.

Shaya jumped out of the bed, cursing herself that she had fallen back asleep when she should have been getting ready to go to Rozalia’s.

She prepared herself as quickly as possible and hurried to the carriage.

“I thought you weren't coming,” Rozalia said, as Shaya hurried into the natural garden.

“I'm sorry,” she breathed out a breath. “I fell back asleep. I was distracted. Kardos….”

Rozalia gave her a knowing look. “Yes?”

Shaya averted her eyes. “He was different this morning.”

“Hmmm…. Really?” Rozalia’s brows wriggled. “Did you do something different?”

Shaya nodded, almost laughing at her expression.

Rozalia grinned with her. “I'm glad to hear it. Sometimes in order to teach others, we have to consider how we can change ourselves,” she remarked.

She frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Well, Kardos hasn't ever been in a relationship.”

Shaya stared at her blankly. “So? Neither have I.”

Rozalia inclined her head. “But he’s never had to accommodate for anyone he cares about before. He was betrothed to a Beta in Tribe Obari, but I always felt sorry for that woman. Kardos is brutally self-centered when it comes to certain things. In some ways, you have to teach him what you need beyond the obvious Omega needs.” She smiled at Shaya. “And that doesn’t mean you have to be forceful or sneaky about it. You have power in your own way, Katashaya.”

Shaya bit her lip That was exactly what she’d thought she didn’t have.

Rozalia straightened, and picked up a bag. “Now, let me get ready to leave.”

Rozalia spent the next half an hour explaining to Shaya all the things she needed to do while she was away and where the guards were able to follow her and where they weren’t. After she bid her farewell, Shaya set about the urgent tasks that were required, pulling the weeds from plants and ensuring they were fed and watered.

In the afternoon, she gathered the final ingredients for the potion to dull the bond. Even though she had a positive experience with Kardos that morning, she didn't know if it was going to last and she couldn't give up this opportunity while Rozalia was away. Making the potion would take at least a day, and if Rozalia was going to be away for four, she needed to prepare everything and allow time for anything that might go wrong.

The next morning, Kardos was just as attentive as the day before. This time, he watched her intensely as she groomed him, just like how he behaved on the ship, and as soon as she finished brushing his tribal markings, he pulled her into his lap and impaled her on his cock, sucking on her breasts and murmuring into her neck as he worked in and out of her from underneath. He left her sleepy and sated once more, and once more she had to be woken by a servant at the arrival of the carriage.

Once she arrived at Rozalia's hut, she prepared the potion in one of the mixing desks then she mixed it, pouring, sprinkling and stirring in everything until it turned into the dark gold liquid she recognized. She poured it into a potion bottle and left it to settle while she continued with her reading and completed some of the chores that Rozalia had left her to do.

When she returned to Rozalia's hut the next day, she spent most of the day cleaning all traces of it from all the equipment and the room. By the end of the day, she sat with a warm cup of herb tea staring at the potion.

She wasn't sure if she now wanted to use it. Kardos was showing her attention in the mornings, and the bond had changed slightly.

The bond itself seemed to be echoing what Rozalia said. During the morning when he was with her, it had a warmer element to it, rippling with pleasure and desire when he was with her, but throughout the day, after he left, it turned hard and heavy again, as though he was angered by what he was experiencing out in the Southern Isles.

She longed to gain a clearer understanding of what he was doing, but knew that he would never speak to her about it. As far as he was concerned he had a duty, a cause, a quest to complete, and she basically had to wait for him to complete it before she got his full attention.

That evening, she took the potion back to Kardos' hut, and hid it away. She had to make a decision. The logical part of her told her that she could not rely that Kardos would always be even-tempered with her and the negative emotions, when she experienced them, were terrible. And yet, the mornings they shared together were becoming perfect, and she was beginning to look forward to it. Part of her was aware that she was conditioned to feel this way about him. She had to remember one of the reasons why she was upset was due to his ability to draw reactions from her without even trying. But was that reason to potentially destroy their bond? She had to think about it.

When Rozalia came back, she was pleasantly surprised at how much Shaya had managed to get done. They continued to work on the gardens, and Shaya made her tell her all the exciting things about her journey.

Then out of nowhere, Rozalia asked, “Did you ever learn the Ancient Tongue, Shaya?”

Shaya glanced at her in surprise. “That’s for magic—to cast verbal spells.”

“I know, I wondered if you learned it. It’s popular in the Western Lands, isn’t it?”

Shaya nodded. “Yes, but only among Talent-crafters. I didn’t learn that one.”

“No lullaby or song or rhyme?” Rozalia asked, lightly.

Shaya turned to her slowly, wondering why she was asking such a question. “No. Why do you ask?”

“I just thought it was common, that’s all,” Rozalia said, brushing her question away with a gloved hand. “There are gathering places for Talent-crafters and potion experts in the Eastern Lands, you never know if what you hear is true or not.”

Shaya snorted. “Well, I know the Western Lands is where magic was first developed, but I assure you not everyone uses it,” she said firmly.

The following week after Rozalia had returned, they finished their lunch only to find one of the high chief's attendants at the door.

“What do you mean she has been summoned?” Shaya heard Rozalia say sharply. “How can she be summoned without her Alpha?”

The attendant mumbled his response, but Shaya didn’t hear it. She stepped closer to the door and was surprised to see alarm on Rozalia's face.

“What's happening?” she asked nervously.

“You have been summoned to the temple on the Central Island,” Rozalia said firmly. “It's not clear why, but Kardos has not been involved in this.”

“Do I have to go?” Shaya asked.

“Absolutely,” Rozalia said firmly. “The high chief has sent for you directly, you cannot refuse. But Kardos needs to be told about it.”

“Why?” Shaya asked, a nervous flutter in her stomach at the way in which Rozalia was responding.

“Because you are mated, and you are new to the Isles. You shouldn’t be attending the temple without him,” Rozalia said as she gathered her furs. “It may be nothing, Shaya,” she said trying to be reassuring. “It is a surprise, that’s all.”

“What should I do?” Shaya said putting on her furs.

“You go with the attendant,” Rozalia instructed. “I will go and tell Kardos.”

“But….” She was unsure how to voice her concern. What if she said or did the wrong thing? What if she hurt Kardos' chances even more? He would never forgive her. The anger in the bond would worsen and she didn't know if she could bear it again.

“Just be honest, Shaya,” Rozalia said, her voice softening a little. “You have nothing to worry about. Be yourself and be true. There is no doubt Kardos will join you immediately when he hears.”

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

SHAYA

 

“We will not keep you very long, we just have a few questions for you.”

Shaya stood before the group of Alphas that sat on the floor before her. She didn't recognize them as being part of Tribe Nyek; in fact, they all wore different colors, as though they each were from a different tribe. But that couldn't be right. Why would the different tribes have summoned her to the temple through the high chief?

She stood in the main temple area with her back to the high chief’s platform. He stood to the right, facing her and the Alphas and watching their interaction.

She glanced at the high chief, wondering what she should do. She had no idea what the protocol was, or even why she was back in the temple.

“I will explain what is happening, Katashaya,” the high chief said, trying to reassure her. “Take a seat.”

Shaya glanced at the door, hoping to see Kardos storming through it, but he wasn’t. A nervous desperation came over her causing her to fidget, and the unfamiliar scent of these Alphas made it worse. She didn't want to damage anything more than she already had by biting him, but the high chief was giving her direct instructions. Surely, the high chief wouldn't try to negatively impact her or Kardos, but she didn't know enough about him to know what his intentions were, especially as he didn't bless them.

She shuffled back slightly until her heels hit the cushion on the floor and then lowered to sit down as she had in the blessing room with the high chief. As she fixed herself cross-legged, trying to get comfortable, the high chief spoke.

“One of the traditions that we have here,” he began, “is that the other shinnos of the tribes, or their tribe leader, can request to meet one member of a pair that has not been blessed to see if that person may be more suitable for their own tribe.”

Shaya shot him a sharp look. So this was his fault for not blessing them. “But I'm bonded,” she said, firmly. “I cannot join any other tribe.”

“I know,” the high chief said. “Usually permission for this cannot be given unless the tribe leader for the requested party has agreed. Since you officially have no tribe, there is no one to stop you from being summoned.”

“I thought I was a member of Tribe Nyek,” Shaya said, confused. Isn’t that what Rozalia had said?

“You are,” the high chief said slowly, “but only because of your bond to shinno Kardos. You haven’t officially gone through any joining celebration or ritual yet, have you?”

Shaya’s heart sank as she shook her head. “But I thought I couldn't be summoned without my Alpha,” she added, hoping that what Rozalia had said was true.

“Your Alpha has been summoned also,” the high chief said. “Although, I was just informed he is on one of the training islands and not within easy reach.” He shot a dark look to one of the Alphas sitting before her, but she couldn't tell which one it was directed at. “No doubt he will be here shortly. In the meantime, the shinnos have questions for you. This is Rhaad, Sethol, Gergo, Celentos, and Panos. Just answer as honestly as you can, we will speak in the Common Tongue. Anything that is too intrusive I will step in, but please answer honestly.”

Shaya nodded, trying to memorize the names and match them to their faces as nerves bloomed in her chest.

“What is your name?” one of the Alphas, Celentos, asked.

“Katashaya.”

“Is that your real name?”

She frowned and glanced at the high chief. “Yes.”

“Who are your mother and father?”

“I don't know.”

The Alphas glanced at each other. “You don't know who your mother and father are?” the same Alpha reiterated.

“No, I grew up with my sister.”

The Alpha nodded. “Your parents are dead?”

Shaya shrugged. When she offered no more guidance, the Alpha glanced at one of the others along the line.

“In what circumstances did you meet Kardos?” asked Alpha in the middle, the one she thought was named Sethol.

“Not relevant,” the high chief interjected. “Keep your questions specifically targeted to their pairing. This will be your final warning.”

“Why did you bite him,” Gergo, the Alpha slightly to the right of Sethol, asked as he leaned forward. “What possessed you to do that.”

Shaya opened her mouth but didn't have the words to explain. How could she? There had been so much happening when she made that decision; she wasn't even sure she could explain it herself. “Ugh… I had the urge to do it for various reasons.”

“Like what?” the Alpha persisted.

Shaya glanced at the high chief. Why did she have to answer this? Then remembered Rozalia’s words. You have power in your own way, Katashaya. “I'm not comfortable talking about that with you,” she said firmly.

The Alpha frowned, drawing himself up to his full height and pushing out his chest. “Why not?”

“It is private.”

“Did you make the choice to bite him of your own free will,” another Alpha, possibly Panos, asked.

“Yes.”

“Why?” the same alpha asked, almost incredulously. “Could you not see that he is flawed?”

Shaya made a face. “In what way?”

The Alphas stared at her as though she had said something incredible and then glanced at each other slowly.

“Have you not noticed the color that afflicts his hair and skin?” the Alpha Gergo said slowly, as if she had suddenly turned incapable of understanding her own language.

She stared at him, wondering what the hell he was talking about. “I haven't seen any affliction on him.”

“You have not noticed that he is light in hair and in skin?”

Shaya stared between them. “Yes… So?”

“He is unnaturally light.”

There was a silence while Shaya tried to battle through their strange statements to understand their meaning. But she couldn’t. “He is no lighter than many of the people in the Western Lands.”

“That is their problem,” muttered one of Alphas.

“In our Land it is a serious flaw,” Sethol pointed out. “It means he is not capable in many areas expected of tribe leaders and is prone to death.”

“That is not quite true,” the high chief interjected. “Please do not give her false information.”

“It is not false, my chief,” the Alpha said, clearly trying to be respectful. “No one of such light skin and hair has been able to survive in our lands for any period of time. They simply do not have the strength.”

“Kardos has survived his whole life here,” the high chief said stiffly. “Therefore what you are saying is false.”

“He is at risk of death with every blizzard that plagues us,” the Alpha said, somewhat darkly. He looked at Shaya. “Are you saying that you did not see this weakness in him? Did no one tell you of this when you were learning about our culture?”

Shaya gaped at them shocked, suddenly noticing that they themselves were all dark-haired and with a similar skin tone as the chief. “Are you saying that because he is lighter than you he is less likely to survive in this land?” All of the Alphas before her nodded, although the high chief was still.

“How can that be?” she said bewildered. “There are many people of different shades and colors all over the Lands, and they survive all weathers. How could anyone be seen as weak because of this?”

“This isn’t something we are making up,” insisted one of the other Alphas, Rhaad. “This is something that has been proven over time. Anyone born with yellow hair does not survive.”

“And for one of them to hope to be high chief or to have secured an Omega, and such a beautiful one…” another Alpha said, shaking his head, disgust on his face. “It is a mockery to our culture.”

Shaya was unable to find the words to respond. She had never heard of anyone in any Land being seen as weak because of their hair color. It was outright ridiculous. She glanced at the high chief, who looked back at her with a firm gaze. He didn't seem to be implying that they were making this up, and yet he didn’t agree with them either. She couldn't believe what she was hearing.

“I’ll ask again, how could you not see that he is flawed?” Gergo said.

Raw anger embraced Shaya, and she took a sharp breath in to calm herself before she said something rash or burst into tears from frustration. “Never before have I heard anything so stupid,” she said, clearly and slowly. The Alphas jerked back a little, as though she had burned them. “He is not flawed,” she continued. “He is the most perfect man that I have seen. He has shown himself to be completely capable, whether it be on his ship, working with your strange rocks, inspiring hope in his tribe... I never once thought that he was weak or flawed.”

“You haven't seen the rest of the Alphas of the Southern Lands.”

“I don't need to see them,” she said sharply. “I've already made my choice. And it is him.”

The Alphas faces soured as though she had said something completely distasteful. The high chief cleared his throat, preparing to speak when the door burst open. Kardos strode through, his face contorted in anger as he took in the scene before him, but he did not stop until he reached Shaya. Lowering behind her, he scooped her up and settled her down on his lap, winding his arms around her until she was completely cocooned by him.

And suddenly, she felt secure, relaxed. Turning, she pressed her face into his thick arm and breathed in the scent that calmed her.

“Glad you could join us, Kardos,” one of the Alphas said sarcastically. “I thought you would struggle to get here from the training island or that it would be difficult to get word to you.”

“My tribe can always get word to me,” Kardos said, the vibration of his words in his chest rumbling against Shaya's back.

Within the bond she felt his anger scraping against her bone, but she didn't know what to do to soothe him. The shinnos summoning them was of course enraging for him, and she couldn't blame him for being angry, but the pressure of it caused her to breathe shallowly.

“Well, it is good you are here,” the Alpha said. “We are just making your Omega aware of….”

Kardos moved his hand across her stomach, pressing her closer to him as his other hand tilted her head to one side. He drew her complete attention when his nose trailed up the side of her neck, and she shivered at the feel of him scenting her, the rush shooting between her legs indicating that every inch of her body was alive for him. When he pressed his mouth on a specific spot, she hummed in delight, but when the sharp edge of his teeth dug into that spot, she gasped, a powerful jolt crackling through her whole body.

He sucked on her neck, and she became dizzy with so many emotions running through her body, mind, and the bond. In the distance she could hear the voices of the Alphas, exclaiming, bellowing, shouting, but they had nothing to do with her. They were not important, not while her Alpha was completing what she had started.

The bond within her chest immediately writhed and rippled and shuddered, and then suddenly the weight that had been heavy in her chest lifted. She went limp, as Kardos lapped at the bite on her neck, sending flutterings of pleasure and peace shooting through her. Strangely, her nipples were hard, and she could feel her slick slippery between her thighs, as though the claiming bite had infused her entire body with need.

Kardos' hand found her breasts and began playing with her nipple while Shaya sighed, her head rested on his arm, loving the way he cocooned her, his hard body underneath, behind, and surrounding her; his heady scent dominated her nose. This was bliss. It was where she was supposed to be, and she knew it because the bond had changed. Instead of feeling like a heavy lump, it was now refined, more complex, and although within it there was some residual anger, it didn’t dominate the bond; it was the desire within it that outshone anything else. And the bond was fluid, moving smoothly around her chest.

While he played with her nipple, his other hand lowered to slip into her panties and she squirmed in his lap as he played with her.

This time, the voices were clearer.

“—is not appropriate in this temple!” 

She wasn't sure whether that was coming from the high chief or the other Alphas. She refused to open her eyes to check. She didn't care about what any of them thought, she only wanted her Alpha.

“—but if you do this, I promise you it will happen.”

She felt herself being lifted up and when she came back down, Kardos’ cock was forcing her wide. She moaned and arched her back, convulsing from his fingers still playing with her nub.

As he began to move her up and down in a steady rhythm, she couldn't help but gasp and groan at the pleasures of being in this position, cross-legged on his lap, his hips bumping up into her, pushing his thickness deep into her. All rational thought fled and she succumbed to the instincts of being with her Alpha. When his mouth closed over her claiming bite, licking along it, she hissed as a deep satisfaction coiled within her, sparking out to every sensitive part of her body

His hands were everywhere, squeezing her breasts, tickling her rib cage, flicking her nub, clasping around her neck. She couldn't quite get a sense of what was happening; all she could do was feel. And as his rhythm became more demanding, the pleasure became more intense.

She gasped as a volatile orgasm overtook her entirely, plowing through every reservation she had about the fact she was having sex in front of other people, and in the temple, which seem to be a significant problem based on what she had heard. But it couldn't be helped, her body did not want to abide by that, and neither did the Alpha who controlled it. He wrung the orgasm out of her, extending the length of it by grinding his hips when he was deep within, and torturing her nub with his expert touch.

Shaya gushed wetness—she had no doubt saturated his trousers, but Kardos clearly didn't care, because he lifted her up and began a new rhythm. And she completely lost sense of time and place.

At one time, her Alpha was lying on his back as he gripped her hips and worked her on top of him, then she was facing him and he was lowering his mouth onto hers as he jerked his hips into her, and then another time, he was standing and she was in his arms as he held her steady, slamming her body onto his as he took her.

By the time he knotted her, she was exhausted, and sweat dripped from her brow and trickled down her back. They lay on the floor, on the cushion she had initially sat on, and Kardos pulled their nearby furs to cover them.

He held her in his arms and watched her as her breathing calmed, and within the bond she felt the wonder that echoed in his eyes.

“I don't think we should have done that in here,” she said.

“We are the only ones that can,” Kardos murmured, leaning forward to kiss the top of her nose. “I think that is why my father refused our blessing. He wanted me to find this out.”

Shaya frowned, unsure what he meant. “We are in the temple,” she said. “Surely what we just did isn't….”

Kardos’ lips curled into a gorgeous smile. “What we did is honor Az Eshra, Shaya,” he said. “That is all, and that is good.”

Shaya sighed with relief, hoping that it was true and that there wouldn't be any backlash. She thought about asking him about what the shinnos had said about his capabilities, but decided to dismiss them. What they were saying couldn't be true.

Kardos pulled her closer into him, tucking her into his body the way he always did, and as soon as his purr erupted from his chest, there was nothing else for her to think about.

 

***

“So what they said was true?” Shaya said, wrinkling her nose. “Hair color makes a difference?”

Rozalia nodded, but it was regretfully. “Over time it has been noted that Southern Islanders with a certain look were dying more frequently than others.”

“But that can't be because of their looks,” Shaya said disbelievingly. “It had to be a coincidence.”

Rozalia shrugged. “I've never seen the data, but it is something that is well believed in our culture and extends back to almost the beginning. There has been a marked increase in the death rate from people who have certain traits. And any time we had outsiders who visited and settled here, who started families with Southern Islanders, if the children portrayed any of these characteristics, they usually didn’t survive when the blizzards hit. It became so common, that tribe leaders began to warn their tribes about starting families with anyone from the outside, especially if they had specific markers.”

Shaya simply stared at her, unable to believe it could be true. “So how did Kardos end up with blonde hair? His father is dark.”

“Yes,” Rozalia said as she clipped leaves from one of the shrubs. “But his mother was extremely light. Her hair was almost white it was so blonde.”

“Did she suffer the same kind of attack from the people here?”

“No,” Rozalia said hesitantly. “And I want you to understand that the people here do not judge so easily. Hair color of all kinds is generally accepted. And while it has been difficult for Kardos because of what his hair color suggests, it is his deeds that people love him for. It is the fact that he is fair and just, and will always honor the people of the Southern Isles, thats why they accept him as tribe leader. 

“The problem has arisen because Kardos wants to be the high chief, he wants to lead the entire Southern Isles. That is a concern for some who believe in this data. They feel there are more suitable Alphas, those who will live longer who should take the seat. On top of that, Kardos has now secured himself the one dynamic that no one else is bonded to, but who everyone desires to return to our Lands. He has made things extremely difficult for himself.”

Shaya digested this information as she watered the plants. It was still insane for anyone to make judgments based on the color of someone's hair. It suggested this Land was more unsophisticated than she thought. In the other Lands, people judged others on their wealth or their abilities, usually magical, or even their standing in society. But all of those things could be improved or worsened based on an individual's behavior and efforts. To judge someone based on something they couldn't help, like hair color, was just beyond the realm of the sane.

“So his mother did not receive any kind of trouble for the way she looked?” she asked

Rozalia’s nod was regretful. “A little. Only because of who she paired with, not just out of principle,” Rozalia admitted. “But I assume that most people thought their child would be dark like his father. I think it was a shock that he is light.”

“His mother died?”

Rozalia nodded. “She died in one of the blizzards when he was a child.”

Shaya thought for a moment. “Where was she from? How could she be so different than everyone else here?”

“It is said she was stranded at sea and one of the clans on a non-named island rescued her and took her in. When Kardos' father traveled to do some trading, he met her and….” Rozalia smiled. “I'm sure you know what it is like to catch the attention of an Alpha.”

Shaya smiled, her face heating. “That sounds like a great story,” she said wistfully. “But it is shame she died.”

Rozalia nodded. “She was an extremely clever woman and she loved both her mate and her son dearly. It is a shame that she died and that her death fed into the stereotype of what people expect. It hasn't made things easy for Kardos.” She drew her lips in tight and then sighed. “He has proved them wrong with almost everything he has done. Almost every one of his achievements have been things they said he could not do. Becoming high chief would be the biggest one.”

Shaya nodded. It made sense now why Kardos was trying so hard to gain a seat. Why he left every morning so determined, why he returned so late at night after she had gone to bed. “You said bringing me back would have gotten him the seat, if I hadn't bitten him,” she said, her voice quiet.

In Rozalia's hesitation, she knew what she said was true, so she didn't let her continue to answer. “I spoiled things for him,” she said miserably. “Those other Alphas are horrible. They feel he has no value. How can someone have no value?”

“It is the way in which that they have been taught to expect things,” Rozalia said. When Shaya gave her a strange look, she held up her hands. “I'm not defending them,” she said pointedly. “But, if all tribes expect their blonde-haired children or people to die, it causes them to act and behave in certain ways. Those children and people do not get the same opportunities and chances as the rest of the tribe, they don’t get the respect because they’re considered weak. They simply live with the expectation that they are going to die, and this is reinforced by some members of our society. I think if Kardos became high chief and proved them wrong with his rule, things would change.”

“So I did indeed make things harder for him,” Shaya said. “I spoiled his chances of achieving something really important.”

“I don't think so,” Rozalia said softly. “I think if you hadn't bitten him, he would have faced the fact that he didn’t want you to go to another Alpha.”

Shaya shook her head. “We'll never know that for sure now.”

“We do know it,” Rozalia said, smiling. “He knows it and I know it. It is only you who thinks you made the wrong decision to bite him.”

Shaya averted her eyes, wondering how Rozalia had figured that out.

“You don't need to hide it,” Rozalia said softly. “It is clear that you regret the position that you’re in with the bond. I'm hoping that has changed since you first started coming to see me?”

Shaya nodded, unable to get her mouth to work.

“Good,” Rozalia said, the relief strong in her tone. “Because I think you are an excellent addition to Tribe Nyek.”

 

***

Shaya's mind whirled in the carriage on the way home. Kardos had been dealing with a prejudice she hadn't even known existed all this time. She had seen him as equal to King Malloron, someone who was powerful and respected in their society, someone who others craved to be, someone who was equal to the ruler of each Land, but that wasn't the case at all. The other Alphas despised Kardos, and not because of his achievements, but because of how he looked. And although it was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard, she couldn't imagine what it would be like to live like that, to be unable to stop those assumptions.

A sudden shock shuddered through the carriage and her world turned upside down. The carriage jolted and tipped over, and she tumbled roughly as it rolled. She tried to brace herself, trying to grab something, but there was nothing to hold onto. Something hard struck her hip and she cried out, trying in vain to hang on to something to anchor herself, but the carriage kept rolling out of control. It was impossible for her to protect herself, and she could only continue to scream as her body was banged and battered from different directions.

Finally, the carriage came to a stop and Shaya lay strewn on the floor. What the hell had happened?

Slowly, she sat up and saw that the carriage was on its side. One of the curtains had fallen and was wrapped halfway around her. She tried to untangle herself, but the ache in her limbs made her go slowly.

“Guards?” she called, trying to see if they were nearby. “Can anyone hear me?”

There was no answer.

Slowly, she checked her body to see if anything was broken or severely twisted. Apart from the serious bruising, it didn't appear she suffered any permanent damage. She needed to figure a way out, but before she could even get to her feet, the carriage rocked slightly and then a body was climbing through the window above her.

Dread clawed at her throat as she realized it was a man she didn’t recognize. He didn't look like he was an Alpha, at least not an Alpha like Kardos, but he was still bigger than her.

A million thoughts ran through Shaya's mind. Kardos had many enemies, many of them would seek to hurt him through her. He had potentially committed an offense by mating with her in the high chief's temple. She couldn’t forget that on her first day in the Isles, an Alpha had interrupted their journey from the ship.

She tried to back away from the man, but there was nowhere to go. He lurched forward and grabbed her, pinning her down and covering her face with the curtain as another person climbed in through carriage window.

“This is her,” said a muffled voice. “Hold her.”

Shaya struggled against the man’s hold as hard she could, but he immobilized her, making it impossible for her to even use her legs.  “What do you want?” she cried.

“We want you to stop causing our tribe leader to embarrass us,” came a voice close to her ear. “You enticed him unfairly and caused him to renounce everything he promised us when he became tribe leader. You bewitched him into doing heinous acts that he never would have done before meeting you. I don’t care what anyone says, you are the one who has caused this, and you will pay for it.”

She gasped, struggling harder to free herself. “You will be going against his wishes if you do anything to me,” she said, trying to get the words out firmly, but they only came out as a breath.

“I am doing him a favor,” the high-pitched voice snarled. “I am always doing him favors and he never sees the kindness! All he had to do was stick to his agreement to pair with—” The woman abruptly cut herself off from her rant, but Shaya had heard enough.

She gasped. It was that woman… What was her name?

Muffled words were exchanged between her attackers before the woman began speaking again, this time angrier. “Shinno Kardos would never have gone back on his word before you came along. I tried to apologize to you, to do you a favor by letting you know he was betrothed, and you bonded with him! And now my cousin is stuck in Tribe Obari instead of following me here like what she was supposed to do.”

The material covering her head fell off as she tried to lift her head and reason with the woman. “He won’t like it if you do anything—”

“And how will he find out?” the woman said sharply. “Do you think I don’t know how to get to you if you tell him about this? Do you think I’m doing this alone? How do you think I got around your guards? The Tribe Nyek might be beginning to love you now but I won’t let you destroy our standing in the Southern Isles, Omega, and there are others whose interests align with mine. If you tell him who was here, you’ll simply find yourself dealing with someone else later… someone less kind. This is just a warning. If you continue to allow our leader to embarrass us, things will be worse for you. Is that clear?

Shaya nodded, grateful the woman wasn't going to attack her… until she began gathering her hair into a bunch.

“What are you doing?” Shaya gasped.

The unsheathing swish of a knife sent a shot of terrifying fear into her chest. “No! Don't do that, please don't!”

It was too late. 

Her head became light, and the cold seeped deeper into her scalp as her abundant, thick hair was cut from her head.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

KARDOS

 

Kardos barked instructions at the sled-dog pups and was pleased to see them veer slightly to the right. They were learning quickly for their age; they were just the solution required to combat the infection that killed over a quarter of the sled-dog population recently.  

“They are doing well,” he called to the instructor.

The instructor looked at him warily. She’d informed him she was nervous about putting such pressure on their bodies at such a young age, worried that it would cause them physical problems later, but Kardos explained his intention was for them to learn the instructions now so when they came of age, they would be ready.  

“Indeed,” the instructor replied reluctantly, “but there are still too few. They will be in great demand whether they can learn the instructions quickly or not.”

Kardos nodded. That was true. “Tomorrow I will bring you—”

An incredibly powerful darkness slammed through the bond and pulsed across his chest. Kardos stilled, his words dying in his mouth.

Shaya.

Turning on his heel, he ran to his tobo, hurriedly preparing to leave. The tobo was a sled that only held a seat for one person. There was no roof and no walls, like normal carriages, just the seat and the long ski paddles designed so that one man could travel quickly on his own with his own sled-dog pack. His guards stood staring at him, shocked for a moment, and then hurriedly rushed to their own tobos to follow him.

“Shinno?” the instructor called, surprised.

“I have to go,” Kardos growled back. “I'll be in touch.” He barked an instruction to his pack and they shot forward before he’d even finished it.

When he had bitten Shaya, completing the bond between them, the awareness at the edge of his mind had tunneled directly into his chest and bloomed into the most incredible feeling. It had been like a floating ball of life; bright and radiant and shiny in his chest, especially when he was with her. In the two days since he’d bitten her, he’d come to deeply appreciate being able to discern Shaya's mood without having to question Rozalia extensively each day or judge her mood solely by her actions. The awareness of her before the bite was only an echo, and one he’d been able to ignore when he needed to, but the bond brought him closer to her in such an intimate way that couldn’t be replicated.

This change panicked him.

It had begun as a dip of surprise and discontentment, but the blast of dread and horror, then fear, was so severely unpleasant, he knew something had to be happening to her, and the idea of that sent him into a panicked rage. She should be coming back from Rozalia’s hut at this time, so he wasn’t sure the potionist was even with her to help protect her from whatever was happening.

He urged his sled-dogs to travel faster, so fast there was a real fear of toppling over or breaking away from the dogs and slamming into a tree, but Kardos trusted his pack, so he kept his focus on the bond, monitoring the fluctuations within it.

By the time he reached the port, the potency of the horror and fear had lessened a little only to be dominated by a dark, bitter gloom. The bond itself had shrunk to something cold and lifeless.

Kardos boarded the boat that would take him from the training island back to Nyek and ordered the ship's captain to travel as fast as he could, not waiting for his guards who had fallen behind.

Fixated on the bond, he stood on the deck throughout the journey, watching as Nyek Island came closer as the ship's hands fed and watered his pack, rubbing down his tobo with oil. But compared to the speed of his tobo, the boat was moving at an incredibly slow pace. Even his own enormous ship that they journeyed to and from the Western Lands with was quicker than this.

He growled his frustration as the bond within his chest shriveled even further until it was like a lump of iron. What the fuck was happening? If anyone had done anything to her, even looked at her harshly, he would kill them. There was no question about it. The other shinnos thought they were smart to summon her without him, but their plan had backfired. News was starting to spread he had mated his Omega in the Central Lands’ temple, and it put a new perspective on the mating they’d had outside the temple steps. The people of the Isles were starting to speculate that Kardos and his Omega were drawn to the temple to mate, and the only couple known to do that was Az Eshra. In truth, he had been unable to stop it both times. He hadn’t realized that the completion of the bond would cause such an immediate desire to get inside her, and she was just as eager. The interesting result of that experience was the only reason why he hadn't completely distanced himself from his father. He had been furious to find out the high chief had accommodated the shinnos’ summoning. It was one thing to be bound by traditional rules, but there was nothing that said that he must honor their request to see Shaya alone. But then, his father had made confusing decisions lately, and Kardos wasn’t sure if he was trying to help or just fucking things up because he was angry with his son.

Finally the boat reached the port, and Kardos paid the captain, as the servant carried his tobo onto Nyek port. Within a few moments, he was racing along the snow again heading toward his hut.

All kinds of thoughts crossed his mind as he approached, but nothing seemed to be amiss. There was no snow storm, there was no siting of any animal that may have been heading in her direction, all the people of Nyek Island were going about their daily duties as normal.

When he arrived at his hut, he jumped off his tobo, hoping he’d find her inside.  

He burst in, frightening some of the servants at the entrance, and when he looked at them, he could see in their eyes something had happened.

“Where is she?” he bellowed.

Rozalia came hurrying down the hallway. “She's in your study.” Kardos was shocked to see tears in her eyes. “She doesn't want anyone near her.”

“What happened?” Kardos growled.

“I-I… I don't know,” Rozalia stuttered. “It happened on the journey back from my hut. One of your servants sent for me, but I haven't been able to see her properly.”

“What do you mean?” Kardos barked. He burst into his study, but it was empty. He turned to bellow at Rozalia but she pointed at the desk.

Kardos leaned down and saw Shaya was curled up underneath his desk far back against the wall. “Come out, Shaya,” he ordered.

She didn't respond and all he could hear was quiet sobs.

“Shaya,” he demanded. “What has happened? Come out from under there!”

But as he spoke the despair in the bond deepened, becoming colder and more despondent, a reluctance twisting through it. This wasn't working.

Kardos thought for a moment and then gestured for Rozalia to leave. She turned slowly, her eyes flitting between the desk and him, and then left the room and close the door gently behind her.

Kardos stilled, quietly examining the bond within him. Shaya was still scared, but even more so she was upset about something specific. The jagged emotions were stronger than anything he had felt before—almost unbearable—and the idea that his Omega was suffering in this way both angered and alarmed him. He wanted it to stop. Immediately. But it was clear she needed careful handling. 

Lowering onto his hands and knees, he crawled to the desk and reached for her.

“No, no, leave me alone,” she sobbed, her voice raspy. “Don't touch me! Leave me alone.”

Kardos growled in annoyance at her instruction. There was no way he wasn’t touching his own Omega. He reached farther in and hooked his arm around her waist and gently pulled her toward him, gathering her up in his arms.

As soon as he had her, he stood up slowly, but she curled herself tightly into a ball, wrapping her arms over her head and burying herself into his chest.

“Don't look at me,” she whimpered, chokingly. “D-d-don't look.”

Her hair.

Her beautiful hair that she was so proud of was gone. It had been hacked off without care, because what was left was uneven and jagged. It had obviously been done in a hurry but was also cut close to her head, so whoever did it would have had to hold her down and take off her wrap to get at it.

The rage that embraced Kardos was more powerful and deeper than any anger he’d felt before. He roared as he clutched onto her, but immediately the bond flared with fear and Shaya trembled wildly as though fighting it, which made him abruptly stop. Lifting her higher, he forced her arms around his neck and nuzzled his face into hers, pressing his nose to the bridge of hers and holding her there, murmuring that she was safe. After a few moments, her trembling stopped but her sobbing didn’t. Kardos kissed her gently realizing his effect on her; he couldn't rage while she was so frightened.

He wrapped her in his furs and then carried her out of the room.

Rozalia hovered outside the study, clearly worried. “She is well? Tell me she’s not hurt, Kardos!” She sounded almost hysterical.

“I need to you to organize the servants,” Kardos ordered, trying to keep his voice calm. “Send them on leave for a few days. I don’t want anyone in the house. Double the guards around the compound.”

Rozalia nodded, but still hopped from one foot to another.

“She is not hurt as far as I can tell but I need to examine her.”

Rozalia took a breath and her body relaxed somewhat. “Do you need any potions? Or maybe food? I can bring something from home—”

“Come back in a few days,” Kardos instructed. “I would appreciate your opinion about her then.”

Rozalia nodded, glancing at the shivering, sobbing bundle in his arms and then turned to deal with the servants.

Kardos made his way to his bedroom and lay Shaya down on his bed.

When he lifted the furs, she was curled up in a ball with her arms around her head, her legs locked together, and her body tight and tense.

He got undressed, and then gathered her back up, stroking her back, legs, and arms to try to calm her.

At first she didn't respond, but as he leaned in to press his face into her neck, she unfolded a little and he gently stripped her of her tunic. Lifting her against his chest again, he climbed into bed with her and cuddled her close.

Kardos was dismayed that she wouldn't stop crying.

The behavior disturbed him greatly. Her sobs were the most distressing sound he had ever heard. Every moment of them was like a thousand daggers stabbing him all over his body and he couldn't bear the feeling in the bond. He stroked her skin the way he knew she loved, he kissed every part of her he could reach, he spoke to her and told her she was safe until she finally quietened a little. But she still kept her arms around her head, her knees drawn up and locked together.

Kardos propped himself up on his elbows and began to slowly examine her. Although she had some bruises, there was nothing serious that would cause her any massive physical pain, but it was still disturbing that someone had managed to get that close to her. Where the fuck had his guards been? They were supposed to be protecting her. He needed an exact account of what happened, and of course whoever did this was going to die as painfully as possible, but that wasn’t important right now.

Taking a deep breath, he discarded all sorts of anger and reason and logic. He put aside his concerns about his guards, or the culprit and how much he was going to enjoy ripping him from limb to limb. Turning his attention to the bond, he opened himself up to the feel of his Omega within him.

He eased himself on top of her and began to purr as loud as he could, ensuring she was smothered by him completely. Immediately her sobs quietened and her muscles relaxed. Her head inched up slowly until her nose was against his neck.

They remained in that position until her sobs petered out and then she wriggled, inching herself from underneath him. Kardos watched in amazement as she reached for a pillow and annoyance bounded through him. Growling, he grabbed her around the waist and yanked her back underneath him. Shaya hissed at him harshly, the tears making her hard eyes glisten. 

What the fuck?

Kardos was so surprised, he let her wriggle away again, and as she grabbed the pillow to hide her head under, her back to him, he caught a whiff of that sweet aroma of her arousal. Kardos didn’t even need to think or analyze, her behavior and scent told something deep within him what she needed. Grabbing her hips, he slammed inside her.

She released a guttural breath as her body jolted and groaned into the pillow. He pulled right out and slammed in again, the smack of his hips against her ass hard and loud. Shaya pushed her ass back toward him as he pulled all the way out again and groaned loudly when he drove in again.

He continued to fuck her slow and hard with long strokes until she was crying out and calling his name.

“What?” Kardos growled, slamming in again, relishing the squeeze only she could give him.

“Please,” she gasped, grabbing his hand on her hip.

“Please, what?”

“I want to…” She swallowed as her body jolted again. “Fly.”

“You will fly when I say you can, little bird,” Kardos said through gritted teeth. “When you stop this disobedience.”

Shaya whimpered, her sobs returning as she shook her head in disagreement. But this time Kardos knew those tears were necessary. Those tears were the sign of her realization that she needed her Alpha, and that he was in control of her soothing in any way he saw fit.

So she sobbed as he battered her body with slow, halting, wet slams that kept her on the brink of her flight.

Finally she pushed the fucking pillow away, howling in frustration and Kardos rumbled smugly. He yanked her back underneath him, this time face down and fucked her hard and fast as her slick spurted out onto his balls. She took flight immediately, screaming as her whole body and that beautiful pussy tensed and convulsed. He rammed her, keeping her orgasm going until she was mumbling and clawing the bed.

Flipping her over, dove into her once more and knotted her as he came, powerful waves of the most intense ecstasy cresting over him as his seed shot inside her.

Kardos maneuvered her so he completely covered her body again, pressing her down into the bed with her legs around his waist.

Shaya wound her arms around his neck and he couldn’t help but rumble in satisfaction. He loved when she did that. In fact, her assuming the right to touch him nearly brought him to his knees every morning when she groomed him. She combed his hair and fixed it the way she wanted, she trimmed his beard and treated it the way that pleased her, and she had taken to kissing and stroking his shoulder or neck or chest wherever she chose. She didn't have to be told, she simply took ownership of her Alpha as she prepared him for his day, and it turned him on more than any other behavior he had seen from her so far. It made leaving her even more of a chore.

Underneath him, her breathing was uneven and hitching until her panting calmed, but soon she was asleep.

 

***

The night passed uneasily. Shaya slept as long as Kardos' weight was completely on top of her, but when she was awake she was upset; tearful and silent. She settled better when he was inside her, but the cold depression in the bond did not improve. He kissed her frequently telling her she was beautiful, but she didn't speak to him at all, she barely looked at him.

She was insistent about covering her head with her arms, but Kardos pinned them to her sides as soon as she was asleep and kept them away from her head when she was awake, which fed into her distress, but he wouldn’t have her hiding any part of herself from him.

Kardos remained awake, watching every movement she made and every expression on her face. In the early morning, she stirred awake and turned her face away from him sharply when she saw him looking at her. “Don’t look at me,” she whispered.

Kardos nudged her face back to him with his finger. “But it’s my favorite thing to do,” he murmured.

Shaya hesitated at his words, searching his eyes, before her head dropped to one side again. “It’s not.”

Kardos nuzzled her neck. “All right, it’s my third favorite thing.”

He kissed her neck and felt her shudder underneath him, her legs opening and hips tilting as she sought what she wanted. He filled her up, she blinked rapidly and her eyes focused on him as she gasped. Before she could do or say anything, he was building up a slow rhythm between her legs.

Her moans sent ripples of pleasure through him, and her hands ran over his lower stomach and waist, where she could reach with her hands pinned by her side. Her legs spread wider and her little pussy clenched down on him as he worked in and out, her hips tilting to meet his thrusts.

Kardos tucked one of his arms between her and the bed to hold her securely around the waist. Lowering his head, he pressed his nose against hers, feeling her breath increase as he became rougher and her pussy drenched with her slick.

“This is my second favorite,” he growled.

Her back arched and she moaned, gripping onto him. He pressed his lips against hers and thrust his tongue in, eager to capture every sound she made and every breath that came from her body. When she wound her arms around his neck he groaned and trailed his other hand up her stomach to her breasts.

Playing with her nipple, he slammed into her as her orgasm approached, and rode her roughly through it, relishing the sound and sight of her flight. She still flew so freely, and he was pleased that her distress did not negatively impact that part of her, the part of her that only he could trigger, the part of her that only he saw.

As she came back down gasping, she pulled away from sucking on his tongue to look at him. Blinking rapidly, slightly confused, tears filled her eyes again.

“That is my favorite,” he concluded. “Watching you fly.”

“Stop looking at me,” she whispered and turned her head to one side as the tears began to fall.

Kardos squeezed her breast and continued to fuck her as he lowered down to her neck and licked on his claiming bite. A sudden shudder went through her body as his tongue grazed it, and suddenly she was flying again.

Kardos mated her all morning, keeping her locked in his arms and her mouth close to his so he could kiss her and give her his tongue. By the time he knotted her, she was clearly exhausted and the bedding was soaked in their sweat.

He pushed his knot in, spilling inside her as she clamped down on him and milked his cock for every drop of his seed. Laying his forehead onto the pillow, he groaned and panted.

After they had both calmed, Kardos rolled onto his side taking Shaya with him, careful to keep his Omega firmly pressed onto his knot, then tucked his arm underneath her head so she rested on his bicep.

He watched her closely as she blinked at him sleepily, and he caressed her cheek with his thumb, glad to see that the tears had stopped for a while at least, but the intense feeling of despair in the bond didn’t change.

Over the next few hours, Kardos knotted her twice more until he realized that her attitude and mood had shifted. She was no longer crying or tearful, but significantly despondent. She no longer moved to touch him or cover her head; it was as though her cares had been sucked out of her, leaving behind an empty shell filled with gloom. The only time she showed any response was in her flight, and as the day turned to night, she even seemed to try to fight against that.

Kardos left her sleeping while he visited the kitchen to get something for her to eat, then collected a healing salve from a cabinet in his bedroom. When she woke again he treated her bruises that had deepened to dark red, and fed her the soup. Although she winced at the pain and reluctantly agreed to have the soup, she remained disengaged the whole time.

“Tell me what happened,” Kardos said, his voice low as she lay back down on the bed. “I want to know what happened.”

She lay on her back with her eyes on the ceiling.

“Shaya,” he growled. “Tell me who did this.”

When she didn’t respond, annoyance burst within him. He climbed over her, blocking her view. “Speak to me. Tell me who did this.”

Shaya began to turn her head to one side, but he grabbed her neck and forced her face back to him, growling low. “Whoever did this needs to be punished. You will tell me now what happened and—”

“You can see what happened,” Shaya murmured miserably, her eyes lowering.

Kardos' jaw clenched, and he tried not to let his anger rise. “I want you to tell me.”

Shaya shook her head, tears trickling down her cheeks. She inched herself closer to him and pressed her nose up against his neck. Kardos encircled his arms around her, holding her tight and stroking his hands all over her smooth skin until he watched her fall asleep.

The next two days passed with little improvement.

Shaya refused to tell him, no matter how hard he tried. He treated her bruises until they began to fade and fed her as much as he could. The depressing feelings were still there, revolving and pulsing in the shrunken bond that was once a glowing sun.

Kardos couldn't figure it out. Surely she felt safe with him now; she must know that nothing was going to harm her? He was giving her everything she needed, and yet she wasn’t recovering. Shaya always bounced back from her suffering, and although this was different to suffering a controlled punishment, he knew she was strong. She had an inner strength that was tougher than anyone he knew—if that was now broken…

Rozalia knocked on the door on the third day, bringing with her some of her pastries, reminding him of the time they had spent together when Shaya was in her Haze.

After Rozalia left, he returned to the bed and lifted Shaya in his arms. She kept herself limp, closing her eyes to block out her surroundings. Maybe she didn't care where he was carrying her to, but he would most definitely be getting her to speak to him today. 

He dragged the blankets for the bed and lowered down to the floor, to one of the spots he taken her during her Haze.

Shaya lifted her head from his chest, glancing around to see where they were and then finally looked at him.

Without saying a word, Kardos brought Rozalia's pastries to her lips, and she willingly ate, taking bite after small bite until it was finished.

Then she settled against his chest, and he stroked her arm, and her back, and purred for her.

Shaya sighed, and a thread of contentment twisted through the bond.

He continued to purr as he watched her fall asleep in his arms, ensuring sleep was sound without his weight.

When she woke again, he bathed her the same way he did when she was in her Haze, but when he washed her head, she cried again and the sliver of contentment within the bond dissipated.

After drying her, he wrapped her in the blankets from the bed, collected a number of pillows and brought her back down to their spot on the floor. It was time to make her talk. It didn’t matter what they talked about—it only mattered that she didn’t continue this silent depression. It wasn’t good for her, and he didn’t want any long-lasting negative effect on her or their bond. If he couldn’t make her talk to him while distressed, he wasn’t worthy of being her Alpha.

“I was hoping to hold you like this in the temple when I gained the seat,” he said, smiling ruefully.

Shaya’s eyes flickered open and caught his.

“And I was planning to ask you, if I could change anything in this Land for you, what would it be?” He watched her closely as he spoke. “This would be after you got to know the beauty of the Isles and its people, of course. I know it may seem very undesirable now, but I assure you there is beauty here.” He leaned in and kissed her nose. “Though nothing compares to the beauty in my arms right now.”

Shaya swallowed and licked her dry lips. “Why would I want you to change anything?” she said, hoarsely. “I am your trophy, my shinno. You can do with me whatever you want. That has been your treatment of choice anyway.”

Disbelief blasted through Kardos as her eyes closed again. Trophy? Is that what she really thought? He jerked her up to his face roughly until their noses almost touched, and when she opened her eyes in shock, he spoke low and gritty. “What I want to do with you is stay here everyday and fuck you until your belly is round with my child. I want to see your smile every moment and hear your laugh every hour. I want to watch the ocean with you again and have you fly while my mouth is on your pussy. I want to see you in your gardens where you are most content. I want my father to recognize how special you are and for the rest of the Isles to accept you the way they never accepted me. And I want to rip apart whoever dared to even fucking think they could touch your hair!”

Shaya’s eyes were wide by the time he roared the last line and it was only the slight stirring in the bond that made him force himself to calm, but he remained in a locked gaze with her, breathing heavily until she lowered her eyes, thoughts clouding her face.

Kardos inwardly cursed. This was not going how he planned at all. Granted, he hadn’t always had time to explain everything to her, but she should understand that she was not a trophy. Yes, she had been hurt at the thought of being given away, but he told her she was his before she bit him.

He settled her back down onto his lap and took a breath. At least she was finally talking. “When I first saw you while you tended King Malloron's wounds,” he began, “I thought you belonged to him.”

Shaya’s eyes were drawn back to eyes.

“You were applying a complex potion on him that smelled similar to ones I've seen Rozalia make, and you had petal dye all over your forearms.” He ran his fingers along her forearms while she watched him. “So I knew it was you who had mixed it and not anyone else. You applied the potion to him with such care… I knew it was wrong.”

Shaya cleared her throat. “What was wrong?”

Kardos growled at the memory. “That your hands were on him and not on me.”

Shaya stared at him, searching his eyes, but said nothing.

“I thought that maybe, with the intense care you were applying, that he was special to you,” Kardos continued, annoyance creeping into his tone. “That was the only reason why I did not approach you when I first saw you.”

Shaya’s mouth twisted as she bit the inside of her lip and Kardos watched her, glad that something else was there other than the cold blankness from the last few days. “But he had his Omega.”

“Yes, but he is greedy,” Kardos stated. “And I had to be careful in another man’s land.”

“You would have taken my sister,” Shaya murmured, a tone of finality in her voice. “Not me.”

“No,” Kardos said firmly. “Your sister was offered, I did not accept.”

“You didn’t say no,” she pointed out. “You only made your decision when I offered myself.”

Kardos smiled at her. “Exactly.”

Shaya’s eyes flicking down toward his smile and she huffed out a breath. “If I didn’t offer myself what would you have done?”

“I would have bartered for you. King Malloron owes me a great deal. I would have used that to get you.”

“And what would I have been then? A slave? A servant?”

“You would have been mine,” Kardos said simply. 

“I was never going to be yours,” Shaya said shaking her head. “You were preparing to give me away.”

“You admitted you were an Omega in front of everyone in that room, including my guards. I was going to take you anyway and I thought that you being an Omega would meet both needs.” He paused. “I wasn't expecting you to be as perfect as you are, Shaya. For the Lands or for myself.”

Shaya was quiet for a long moment.

“You are a true beauty,” Kardos continued. “Nothing can change that, regardless of what happened to your hair. You are still extremely beautiful.”

Shaya's face contorted. “Do you think that is what I'm worried about,” she said, tears filling her eyes.

Kardos watched her closely. “I know you were very proud of your hair because of your sister.”

Shaya jerked and shot him a sharp look. “How do you know that? I never told you that.”

Kardos nuzzled her face and then kissed her. “You think I don't pay attention?”

Shaya let him kiss her for a moment and then pulled away, staring at him quizzically. “How did you know?”

“I watched carefully what Treska was bringing in and out of your cabin, and I questioned her everyday, sometimes five times a day, about what she was doing and what was happening in the room. I learned a lot about you.”

Shaya thought for a moment, her eyes darting down. “But I never told Treska about my hair. It was private.”

“You didn’t have to say everything to Treska for me to figure things out. You were very protective of it, and the way you care for it is very specific, Shaya. It’s something you would have learned from someone, and your sister is the one whom you gave yourself up for without hesitation. You were honoring her, and I respect that. But what has happened does not take away that honor.”

Shaya's eyes lifted back to him, filled again with tears. “But it's gone,” she whispered. “All the care and time it has taken is lost.”

“It is not lost,” Kardos said. “Just because there is no evidence of something doesn't mean it didn’t exist. There is very little physical evidence of Az Eshra, yet we know they existed.”

Shaya pressured her lips together. “I don’t want to know any more about these Lands,” she said firmly. “I’ve tried my hardest to be what you want, Kardos. I cannot do it without my sister.” Tears fell from her eyes as her voice broke. “She was still with me everyday when I had my hair. It was something she had touched, something she had cared for. She took pride and delight in it every day. And now it’s gone.” She turned her tear-filled eyes to him and something in his chest was crushed when he saw the accusation and hurt that filled them. “It was the only thing I could bring with me. And it was taken by force by your people, just like you have taken everything else.”

Kardos battled with the raw emotions that thrashed in his chest at her words; unpleasant emotions that he wasn’t used to. “The debate in the room at the time was contentious and you agreed to come,” he growled defensively. “I wanted you on my ship immediately. If you wanted your things you could have asked.”

But even as he said it, he knew he wouldn’t have risked letting her return to her own home, just like he knew she wouldn’t have asked for her things. Because his Shaya wasn’t the type to demand anything. Even now, every word she was saying was because she was distressed. She never would have said anything like this normally, and he was beginning to realize that he may have overlooked her needs because she wasn’t like most of the tribeswomen in Nyek who were more vocal.

“I hate that I’m here.” Her voice was low and dejected, her face turned away from him.

Kardos held her tight, another burst of anger threatening that she had once again used that word, but he had to accept that she had legitimate reasons. She was attacked by his people, and of all the time she spent learning about the Southern Isles, she hadn’t really experienced it—this was her first real experience of its people. He’d been busy trying to get her to understand the rules and how to behave, but not the true reason why the rules had to be upheld or the beauty of the Southern Isles.

He made a firm decision that things between them had to change. Even if she truly hated him and the Isles, her education wasn’t complete, and he was the one responsible.

 

***

“Someone cut her hair?” Rozalia said, her face contorted with disbelief. “Completely cut it off?” She shook her head. “That's impossible. No one would do that.”

“And yet it is gone,” Kardos growled. “She also has bruises, but I'm not sure if they were from blows or from being held down.”

Rozalia opened her mouth and it remained open a long moment before anything came out. “I truly cannot believe that anyone from Tribe Nyek would do this,” she said finally. She shot Kardos a look. “Are you sure it's not one of the other tribes who managed to get onto the island? You know that's happened before.”

Kardos turned to Zolt. He was the one who would know the mood of the tribes and the possibility of something like this happening.

Zolt inclined his head. “The other shinnos have been known to send people to our island before for scouting purposes, but since the concern you raised when we returned from the Western Lands, security has been strong. I very much doubt that this was by any of them.”

Kardos nodded in agreement. “The high chief explicitly told them all that any underhandedness would disqualify them from selection, but also I cannot believe this cohort of shinnos would do anything so bold; they are cowards at heart.”

“Then what are we saying? That it was a Tribe Nyek member?” Rozalia asked, alarmed. “We’re talking about our own people. People that we have trusted, who we are supposed to trust. If it was someone in Tribe Nyek that breaks everything this tribe stands for.”

Kardos growled. “I cannot try to explain the actions of anyone involved in this, and I do not want to.” He shot Zolt a fierce look. “I just want them caught.”

“I understand, my shinno” Zolt said. “Your Omega’s carriage was found halfway between Rozalia's hut and here. She was intercepted at a point on the journey where the sight line from the mountains was interrupted by a number of hills. My guess is they were standing at specific vantage points as she approached them, and then disabled the guards on the outside of the carriage and the driver.”

“Disabled?” Rozalia said, her eyes widening. “What do you mean by that? Did they kill them?”

Zolt shook his head. “They shot them from a distance using spiked arrows that cause temporary paralysis but not death.”

“Only skilled archers could do that,” Kardos said thoughtfully.

“Exactly.” Zolt pulled out a map of Nyek Island. “My guess it is they stood here, here, and here.”

“But how they get from there to the carriage without Shaya being able to escape?” Kardos asked.

“I don't think the person who went into the carriage was one of the archers,” Zolt said. “I’d say they were waiting nearby. There is evidence the carriage rolled over a few times. I suspect it was hit with something just after the guards were shot. That could be how she sustained her bruises.”

“Could this have been some kind of ambush planned for someone else?” Rozalia asked, wringing her hands. “Perhaps maybe they thought it was you, my shinno.” She lifted her shoulders apologetically. “I know that is still not a pleasant thought, but at least that would make sense. I cannot imagine anyone preying on Shaya like this.”

“It is possible that they weren't intending to target the Omega,” Zolt admitted. “But considering what they did to her specifically… I think it is likely it was a planned attack.”

“And what is the mood of the Isles right now?” Kardos asked.

Zolt hesitated before answering, which was never a good sign. “There is a lot of confusion and noise about you and your Omega and Tribe Nyek at the moment, my shinno. There are many conflicting voices that have differing opinions.”

“Is there one that is loudest?”

“In the argument against you, it is said that you have simply gone insane for the Omega. That you had one taste and have been unable to stop yourself ever since. These voices are saying that it wouldn’t matter who the Omega was—that you would have gone crazy anyway, and it shows that you are unsuitable for any leadership position especially as a contender for the seat. The second argument is that since you are not a true Alpha, you have been exposed to a manipulative Omega—that she is truly in control—and that you never should have been allowed to seek one out.”

Kardos couldn't help but growl.

“In the counterargument, it is said that you have become a better Alpha since bringing an Omega back to the Isles, because you have reminded people of the power of the Alpha/Omega connection and you’re not shying away from it just to get the seat. Those people say you are fully embracing your nature and they think that your leadership over the Southern Lands would be a great advantage.”

Kardos nodded, but still remained tense. “These are the arguments consistent across the Isles?”

“Yes.”

“And what about Tribe Nyek? What do their voices say?”

“Most of them are in support of you,” he said. “But some are angry that you are tarnishing the Nyek name with your actions. Some of them believe you should be speaking to the whole tribe about your plans and decisions rather than allowing Tribe Nyek to be dishonored by the actions you’ve taken.”

Rozalia began to pace. “It is one of the things the tribe loved about you before,” she admitted. “It is worth thinking about.”

“I'm not going to make any decisions by group opinion,” Kardos said sharply. “I have explained before; there are times I request the input from the tribe, and that is what I prefer to do when relevant, but I cannot, and will not submit the health and safety of my Omega to Tribe Nyek. Especially not when some of them agree with the dissenting voices.”

“But they are used to contributing to decisions that impact the whole tribe,” Rozalia explained. “Maybe some of them blame Shaya for taking that away from them.”

“If they blame her for that, they shouldn't even be in my tribe!” Kardos bellowed. “She is my mate. They should be rejoicing and protecting her. She should not have suffered in this way by the hands of her own people.”

Rozalia nodded glumly. “I do agree with you, my shinno.” She dropped down into a chair and rubbed her face.

“I want a full report on the site of the incident and I want to know who did this,” Kardos demanded to Zolt.

“Of course, my shinno. It would be helpful if there is any information your Omega can give us to determine who it might be.”

“I know that,” Kardos growled. “But she is traumatized. I will provide you any information I can when I have it.”

Zolt bowed and left the room.

“How traumatized is she?” Rozalia asked, worry in her tone.

“Very. Our bond is… She is regretful that she is here,” Kardos said, his voice low. “She believes she can no longer sense her sister now that her hair is gone.”

Rozalia placed a hand on her chest. “Oh, Shaya,” she murmured. Her eyes closed as she shook her head and then her eyes flicked up to Kardos. “Can I see her?”

“No.”

“Kardos—”

“No, Rozalia,” Kardos growled. He paced across his study, agitation in every muscle. “You and Treska have spent more time with her than I have.”

“That is not my fault, my shinno,” Rozalia said evenly.

Kardos shot her a dark look. “She needs her Alpha right now,” he said. “And that is who she’s going to get.”

 

***

The next morning, after sending Shaya into flight on his knot, Kardos prepared them to leave his hut. He dressed her in one of her usual tunics as well as layers of different clothing items to keep her warm. She didn’t say anything but became more alert and watched his every move with a frown on her pretty face.

When he began to wrap one of her scarves around her head, she jerked away, glaring at him.

Kardos couldn’t help but smile at the fire that flared in her eyes and the surge of heat that pulsed within the bond. She was so beautiful when she sparked with annoyance.

Disarmed by his smile, Shaya stilled, uncertainty on her face.

Kardos began to wrap the material around her head again, and this time she let him, though she was extremely tense. He put on her furs, explaining to her that the Nyek furs came from a wild animal called a vad-tusk that could only be hunted during blizzards and snowstorms. 

He lifted Shaya into his arms and headed to his hut’s back entrance where he pulled on her boots as well as his own.

Shaya buried her head into his shoulder as he trudged out into the snow, heading toward the holding area for his vehicles. When he approached his tobo, he placed her down next to it and she peered at it curiously as he pulled off the protective sheet.

“What is it?” she asked.

“It's a traveling sled. It’s similar to our carriages but only holds one person.”

Shaya pursed her lips as she stared at it. “But why do you have it? If it's like a carriage, why do you need something like this? Surely a carriage keeps you warmer?”

Kardos chuckled. “It's not about keeping warm,” he said. “It's about speed. A tobo can travel much faster than a carriage because it is lighter and specifically designed for agility and speed. There are popular competitions based around the speeds of different designs. There are excellent designers from each island who craft tobos for a chance to win in the hope that their tribe leaders or even the high chief will ride their designs.”

Shaya nodded, taking a few steps around it as she eyed it. 

It must have looked strange to her, just as the carriages in her Lands looked strange to him. But tobos were the only way to travel in order to truly experience the beauty of the Isles.

“But how does it move?” she asked finally.

“It requires a special sled-pack,” Kardos said. “They are slightly younger and much leaner than the normal pack that pulls the carriages. They are specially trained too.”

Shaya glanced up at him nervously. “So we're going to travel on this?”

“Yes.”

Shaya wound her fingers together as her gaze returned to the tobo, but didn't say any more.

Kardos headed to the kennels and called for his tobo-trained pack. They were a hand-selected pack of brothers and sisters he had trained himself. 

As he harnessed them up, Shaya stepped toward them. “They’re all white,” she whispered, amazement on her face.

“Yes, this pack are part wolf and part van-tusk,” Kardos said.

Looking up and him, Shaya smiled. “They’re beautiful.”

Kardos would have picked her up and kissed her if he wasn’t holding the harnesses. She had given him a real smile and an ache deep within told him he needed to be touching her again.

“This one looks too young,” she said, pointing at the littlest one who was running around, pulling on his harness and fidgeting in the snow while the others sat calmly. “Are you sure it’s safe for him?”

“He was born smaller,” Kardos said. “And where he is positioned, he doesn’t carry much weight, but he is my secret weapon. His energy keeps the others alert and able to run for longer.”

Shaya grinned and laughed as the little one tripped over his own feet, and Kardos sped up his harnessing so he could have her in his arms again. 

“Why are there more dogs for this… thing that only holds one person than there are for a carriage?” she asked after a moment.

“The tobo is lighter than a carriage so sometimes the balance of weight is different, especially when turning corners or traveling at high speeds,” Kardos explained. “Carriages are heavier but more predictable, whereas tobos can vary depending on the design.”

“Has anyone ever had an accident on one of these things?” Shaya asked nervously.

Kardos fixed the last harness and strode over to her, finally gathering her up in his arms. “Of course,” he said softly, smiling at her. “That’s half of the thrill of them.”

Shaya averted her eyes shyly and took a breath.

“But nothing will happen to you on here. I’ll make sure of it.”

Once they were all attached, the sled-dogs sat calmly waiting to begin instruction, except the littlest who was already harassing the others. Kardos carried Shaya to the seat and then placed her on his lap. She was so small; it was as though he was her seat, and of course she fit him perfectly.

“Are you ready?” he said, nuzzling his head into the side of her face.

“I think so,” she said, nervousness in her voice.

“Then let's go.” He took the reins and barked orders to the pack, and immediately they jumped to life.

The tobo shot forward smoothly and quickly gained speed. Soon they were rushing along the white, snowy landscape, with the breeze caressing their faces. Kardos directed the pack to take them along one of the most scenic routes of Nyek Island, where it was possible to see its vastness and beauty. They quickly established speed but traveled slow enough for Shaya not to be overwhelmed by it, and also so they could hear each other speaking. Shaya relaxed back into him as the wind tussled their furs.

Turning to him, she said, “Is it always like this?”

“Like what?”

“So… free?”

Kardos smiled. “Yes.”

They spent the morning speeding across the landscape, stopping only for the dogs to rest and drink water at one of the unfrozen lakes. Shaya was attentive the whole time, her head turning constantly so she saw everything, and Kardos pointed out things he didn’t want her to miss, like the bright and varied colors of the jey flower—the only flower to bloom in the current season and only in a very specific place. They passed a lake that looked purple, a hill shaped like a Western Lands’ house, and the changing formation of the retter-goose as they flew low preparing to shit over every inch of one particular hill, causing tribe members to name it “shit-hill” in Mayaros. Shaya giggled and gasped in her excitement, and Kardos wished he could see her face as she took in the beautiful sights of the Nyek landscape.

When they finally returned home, and Kardos returned Shaya to his bed, there was no doubt of a drastic improvement in the bond. It was much lighter, and the dark coldness within it had mellowed. They spent the afternoon eating, sleeping, and sating their need for each other, and Kardos made sure she slept deeply.

For the next three days he took her all over the island. He showed her one of the trails of the most recent tobo competition and pointed out all the dangerous places that some of the riders had skidded off the path. He took her to the vast training grounds where all variations of combat were learned and practiced; swordsmanship, rockpulting, archery, and Tasa Kylesh, a hand combat art that increased strength and agility specific to Nyek only—no other tribe had created or used their own hand combat technique. They traveled at various speeds as he showed her what his pack could do, like flare out into a diamond shape when turning a sharp corner, and was amazed when she said she wanted to name them.

“Why?” he asked incredulously, as they stretched their legs one morning while the dogs drank. “They don’t need individual names.”

“But they are individuals,” she said stubbornly. “Especially this one.” She pointed at the troublesome one, and Kardos almost growled in frustration. That little dog had caught her attention since she saw him—he couldn’t understand why she was enamored with it.

“He looks like he could be called….” She thought for a moment, scrunching up her nose in thought, and Kardos was lost for words staring at her. He’d never seen that expression on her face before and fuck… she was adorable. “Yepa!” she said finally, turning to him, grinning. “I name him Yepa.”

Kardos picked her up and took her back to the tobo where he lay her on her back behind the seat. “You can name him whatever you like,” he said huskily, reaching underneath her layers and tunic to rip off her panties.

“Kardos,” she gasped, looking around frantically. “We’re out in the open. Anyone could see us from miles away!”

“Good.” Kardos roughly bunched up her clothes and spread her legs as he lowered to his knees. “Then they’ll know not to approach us while we’re busy,” he growled, pressing his nose into her inner thigh and feeling himself harden further at the sweet scent of her pussy. “And anyway, you have eleven more dogs to name—I suggest you concentrate on that.”

Of course she wasn’t able to do anything like that while he was feasting on her. All she could do was writhe and grip his head, and fly beautifully on his tongue, much to Kardos’ satisfaction.

On the fourth morning, Kardos didn’t prepare them to go out. Shaya became restless, even though he’d pleasured her when awoke and purred for her constantly. The bond was in a delicate state. It fluctuated depending on what they were doing at any one time, but although a pulse and tremor had returned, it was still shrunken.

As he settled her in his arms in bed, she finally asked, “Are we going out today?”

Kardos’ tilted his head to look at her. “Do you want to?”

Shaya held his eyes and nodded 

Pleased, he said, “Then we will go.” 

This time, Kardos took her to the villages.

“You see those mountains?” he said, when they were halfway there. “That is where most of Tribe Nyek live. They build their huts in and around the mountains.”

“Inside the mountains?” Shaya asked. “How is that possible?”

“Some of the mountains have natural dips and crevices that can protect from the worst weather. And some of them we created.”

“What about the white mountains on the Central Island… that is natural, isn’t it?”

Kardos nodded. “Yes, those are the discovery mountains.”

Shaya angled her head to look back at him. “What does that mean?”

“They’re very special to the Isles. They help Islanders discover themselves and the Isles.”

Shaya pursed her lips. “How?”

“I can’t say. The discovery mountains is intended to be a mystery to many.”

“This whole Land is a mystery,” Shaya sighed as she turned back to the face front.

As they traveled into the valleys between the mountains, he slowed the pack down to walking speed. Shaya tensed as she saw the Nyek people, but he slipped his arm around her waist and held her secure against him. These were her people, and she needed to learn to feel safe around them, regardless of what happened.

The tribe greeted them enthusiastically, offering food, clothes, jewelry, and special items for their leader and his mate. As usual, they approached in families, and after the parents, it was the youngest child who was always the first to speak. This seemed to suit Shaya, who relaxed every time she was speaking to a child, and Kardos was pleased she spoke in Mayaros. She even picked up one of the toddlers who had been struggling to reach her to give her a gift, and it was clear by how delighted she was to hold and play with the child that she had strong Omega instincts for motherhood. Kardos battled with the powerful waves of possession, desire, and domination that descended on him. He wanted Shaya pregnant. 

Rozalia guessed that it was the lingering existence of her blocks that prevented it during her Haze after she bit him, but the blocks were now gone. It meant he would most definitely be impregnating her the next time she entered it. And he couldn’t fucking wait.

The only problem that arose in the villages was when a couple of sisters gifted Shaya a colorful, well-made wrap for her head, which caused some tears, and when one of the tribesmen congratulated Kardos on his success at the hearing. Shaya became quiet and withdrawn after that.

Kardos instructed the pack to increase their speed so that the tribes people would stop approaching them. He wound both arms around Shaya's waist and she rested her head on him; he instinctively purred for her although he wasn't sure she could feel it with their thick furs on.

He took them around the other villages, explaining that they were organized into self-sufficient hubs.

“What do you mean?” Shaya asked, tilting her head back to look up at him.

“In each village, there are a number of swordsmen, archers, food specialists, dressmakers, nurses and so on.”

“Why?”

“So that if there is a very bad storm or if one of the villages gets destroyed or trapped in, we have a better chance of the people surviving on their shared skills.”

Shaya was quiet for a while as they continued touring the villages, but nodded in agreement. “That seems smart. Do all the tribes do that?”

“Most of them. It was something set up by a high chief from Tribe Nyek quite a while ago. It was recognized that it benefited most of the tribes, but some of them don't bother.”

As they traveled through the last village, children ran alongside the carriage, shouting and waving. Shaya laughed and waved back at them, and when the children stopped at the edge of their village to wave them off, she turned in Kardos’ lap, rose up on her knees, and waved goodbye over his shoulder.

Kardos was unable to keep his eyes from her smile and when she looked at him, and slipped her arms around his neck, he grabbed her round ass and pulled her toward him so her lips landed on his. The bond swirled and revolved as she kissed him and he wished she wasn’t so tightly wrapped so he could slip his hand between her legs.

She pulled away and looked at him strangely before stroking the shaved sides of his head and settling down in his lap sideways. But instead of watching the landscape ahead she sat in deep thought.

“What are you thinking?” 

She was quiet for a moment. “Lots of things.”

“Tell me.”

She hesitated. “The hearing that you went to….”

Kardos couldn’t help but tense.

“That was because of me, wasn’t it?”

He was quiet for a moment. “It was because you bit me, yes.”

Her eyes lowered before flicking back up to him. “Do you regret that I did it?”

“No!” In his disbelief, his answer came out much stronger than he intended and she jumped, startled. Kardos transferred the reins to one hand and lifted her chin so her eyes met his. “Never,” he said forcefully. “I’ve never regretted it.”

Shaya tried to lower her face but he wouldn’t let her. “I-I… “ She swallowed. “You were so angry, for so long.”

“I was angry about a lot of things,” he said firmly. “Including the fact that you’d been disobedient, I’ve never wished you didn’t bite me, Shaya.”

Her breathing increased as she blinked up at him. “But you were still angry even after I was punished.”

Kardos frowned. “What do you mean?”

Her shoulders lifted slightly. “For days after my punishment ended, the bond hurt with your anger,” she said. “You didn’t talk to me. And you leave every day and don’t come back until late in the night.”

Kardos’ stomach dropped. The bond had hurt her? He released her chin and took the reins again, gripping them hard in his frustration. “None of that was intentional, Shaya. A one-way bond is unbalanced, you were likely feeling it heavily because of that reason. I didn’t talk to you because I was focused on what I needed to do each day. Besides… I was finding out from Rozalia how you were doing.”

“You were?”

“Yes. I wanted to make sure you were happy in her gardens.”

She remained silent for a long time and then sighed and looked out toward the landscape. They traveled for another hour through another set of villages that spanned a different part of the island, but they didn’t stop this time.

“I didn’t realize your tribe was made up of so many families,” Shaya murmured.

“What did you think the tribe was?”

She shrugged. “On the ship there were… men and women. And most of the men looked like warriors.”

“When I traveled to your Lands, I took unpaired men and women with me from every family. The men were all trained in at least one combat style and the women also each have a skill they’re developing. But the tribe isn’t just men and women. Family is at its heart, and the community that many families make. It is the same for all tribes. Only the clans live differently.”

“That’s interesting,” Shaya said, trying and failing to stifle a yawn. “So the children live with their parents until they are paired?”

“Yes.”

She twisted to look up at him, blinking sleepily. “So if your parents are no longer on this island, who are your family?”

Kardos lowered down and kissed her. “The pack is getting tired, and so are you. But I’ll show you tomorrow.”

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

SHAYA

 

Shaya gasped as a blustery orgasm seared through her.

She arched her back and fought against Kardos’ grip on her, but he held her too tightly to escape him and she didn’t truly want to anyway. His mouth on her nipple felt incredible as it always did, and when he gently suckled her while driving himself deep into her core so rough and wild, the bliss was all consuming. He'd made her ride him that morning and yet he still dominated her, gripping onto her hips, the back of her neck, her shoulders, her breasts, and pinning her whichever way he wanted, rotating her hips on his cock, and fondling her nub so expertly.

Shaya collapsed onto his chest as he pumped her with his seed, groaning as he slammed her hips down onto his knot and finally encircled her with his arms.

She panted, limp on his sweaty chest, and when he began to purr, she pressed her cheek harder against him, eager for the deep vibrations of his purr to penetrate and soothe her, but she knew she wouldn't sleep.

This morning he was supposed to be taking her to introduce her to his family, and she couldn't help but be intrigued. In fact, she found it interesting learning about the Southern Isles and its people, at least in Nyek, and she couldn’t deny the outings had lightened her mood. The tribe was completely different than she’d thought. The people she’d seen on the ship were a culmination of vast skills. On her journey here, they seemed like fierce warriors and stern women, but in their homes, they were… normal, just people trying to survive this harsh land. In truth, the Nyek people impressed her, and she longed to take all of the pretty things they’d offered but she was still guarded.

Her conversations with Kardos had been… interesting. His perspective on what was happening between them was skewed, and she was tired of trying to see things from his point of view—when he never saw anything from hers. She hoped she managed to get through to him when she told him exactly how much her hair meant to her, but it was clear to her now that her life was to be a series of responsibilities for both the Southern Isles and the Alpha she’d chosen to bite. She had come to realize that wouldn't change, and that was a bitter realization to accept, especially now that her hair, the visual reminder that all ties to her past—and her sister—were now gone.

The first few days after being attacked, a deep, cold, clawing feeling of loss revolved her stomach constantly. Sometimes it lessened when Kardos secured her with his weight or was inside her. Now, she was able to forget about it for a couple of hours while she was on the tobo experiencing new sounds and sights that she couldn't deny were exhilarating, but that would not make her forget.

She was an Omega symbol. And that’s all she would ever be, or be valued for.

She had an inkling that wasn't the case for some of the families she’d met, but she couldn't forget the way they’d turned their backs on both her and Kardos when they returned from the temple the first time. Surely there were many who thought like the woman who’d cut her hair.

Even so, excitement began to build when Kardos dressed her. He refused to let her do it herself, even though she was completely capable.

Soon, they were speeding along the Nyek landscape in the tobo, the wind against her face and her Alpha at her back. She couldn't deny that it was an exceptional experience. She had never felt freer, moving so quickly along the startlingly amazing landscape. Glittering silver, leafless trees and bushes among a white background complemented by shades of gray rock, glassy lakes, and contrasted by surprising bursts of color—so uniquely breathtaking.

She kept herself alert, eager to see who Kardos considered his family, as the tobo slowed to a stop near a cliff that ran along the side of a river and Kardos slowly disembarked from the tobo carrying her with him.

From what she’d seen yesterday, the tribe had been in awe of him when they saw them both. They clearly loved him dearly and Kardos had obviously visited their homes many times because they knew things about him, mentioned past meals he’d enjoyed or their children he’d seen grow up. She couldn’t understand how the behavior was so different to before. Could the tribe be significantly polarized about them?

The pack of sled-dogs immediately settled, even the little wild one and it was clear they had been here regularly.

Kardos didn't put Shaya down. He simply carried her toward the wall of rock. As they came closer, the sound of trickling water came from inside. Surely no one lived inside this cliff?

Kardos surprised her by turning into a near invisible opening in the cliff wall and strode through a semi-dark passageway that opened up into a cavern.

On one side a waterfall cascaded down into a pool, and in front of the pool, a large cushion was positioned next to a small table with cups and saucers on it. From an overhead crevice in the rock, the sun shone directly onto the area from an angle above, sparkling water and brightening the whole area.

“Someone lives here?” Shaya whispered.

“Yes.”

Shaya looked around carefully, trying to see if anybody was in the space with them, but it looked empty. Kardos lowered them both down to the bench; Shaya looked at him quizzically. “I don't see anyone here?”

“Not yet.”

Shaya was quiet for a moment as Kardos removed his furs, folded them up and put them beside him on the bench. He did the same for her, and although she was going to protest, she realized it was significantly warmer than it was outside.

Her eyes kept being drawn to the waterfall—it truly was a beautiful sight. The water cascaded gently over a rock ledge in one wide smooth sheen of water that glistened in the light, and fell into the pool. It wasn’t as loud as she thought a waterfall would be.

“When will they come?” she whispered again at Kardos.

Kardos smiled and stared at the waterfall. “I will tell you a story until they arrive?”

Shaya nodded and curled up on his leg, watching him.

“There was a family of three who traveled across known Lands before settling here,” he began. “They had picked up many skills along the way—carpentry and woodwork from the infamous carpenters of the Eastern Lands, the magic of potions from the potion masters from the royal families in the Western Lands and everything in between. They saw wonders and learned what they could from the people around them and the natural environments they discovered. They very much appreciated and respected nature. Like you.” He smiled at her, and Shaya tried to ignore the annoying swoop in her stomach. “In order to continue their love of traveling,” he continued, “they learned to adapt to oceans and deserts, drawing on the knowledge of local people to help them survive. Because of that, they were able to survive most of nature’s surprises when they came here.”

“They came straight to Nyek?”

Kardos nodded. “They came to Nyek first, but they also traveled to the Southern Islands and lived on them for a while to see what they were like, and to see if all the islands suffered the same weather.”

“And the other tribes allowed that?”

“This family traveled freely at a time when the tribes were few,” Kardos explained. “The tribes used to change islands depending on their wealth and influence.”

“Change islands?” Shaya frowned. “How?”

“You remember the map of the Southern Isles?”

Shaya nodded.

“The islands are numbered, because, in the past, the tribes used to move from island to island. If a tribe lost a lot of its wealth, or many of its people died in a snowstorm, they would move to an island better suited to their size. So a tribe who became poor on island number four, for example, would move to island number nine. Tribes also used to combine and split frequently—they were much more fluid.”

Shaya stared back at him. “So that doesn’t happen anymore?”

Kardos shook his head. “Not much. The tribes stabilized and defined themselves as more was discovered about the Isles, but they have on occasion combined or broken up into clans.”

Shaya thought for a moment. “But the Nyek people actually live in mountains. How can they move?”

“Tribe Nyek has moved the least. That’s why we are so entrenched in our land. Even if we lost our wealth and influence we wouldn’t move; we’d simply break up into clans.”

Shaya frowned. “Why”

“Because it could only happen if I were dead or imprisoned—there isn’t another who could lead, right now.”

A coldness gripped Shaya’s heart. “Why would you die?”

“Anything can happen at any time.” A fierceness grew in Kardos’ eyes as he turned his gaze on her. “I am going to kill whoever attacked you. I don’t care if it is the high chief himself; anyone who was involved in attacking you will cease to exist once I discover who they are. I promise it.” His jaw clenched as he turned back to the waterfall. “I don’t know what will happen to me after that.”

A somber silence filled the cavern and Shaya struggled with the horror of what would happen if Kardos died. Surely it would impact her now she was bonded to him. How would his people treat her if he wasn’t around?

“Shaya,” Kardos said softly. “You don’t need to worry.”

She looked up to see him gazing down at her. “You just said anything could happen—”

“Yes, but you will be looked after. And anyway, things usually happen the way I want.” He kissed her as his hand slipped up her leg, sending pricklings of desire to her stomach. His voice lowered until it was growly and deep and his eyes darkened. “And guess what I want?”

Shaya inhaled his scent deeply as her stomach swooped and her slick gathered with a warm tingle. No matter how many times they mated, he always had this effect on her. “Your family could be here in a moment,” she whispered. “You haven’t finished telling me the story.”

Kardos grinned against her lips and then pulled back, but kept his hand on the inside of her thigh. “The family spent time on all of the islands, then decided to settle on the central one because of its beauty. They built a home and were happy for a while, but then a blizzard hit.”

“The high chief mentioned blizzards,” Shaya said thoughtfully. “It seems they are really bad.”

“They are,” Kardos confirmed. “The blizzards are rated from level five to level ten, and anything between eight and ten is extremely dangerous.”

“What are they like?” Shaya asked, curious. “Like rainstorms but with snow?”

Kardos shook his head. “They’re like nothing you would have experienced in any other Land,” he explained, his voice low. “It’s like a snowstorm, where snow and wind are rampant and wild, but the amount of snow that falls is more than double. It's as though the air is filled completely with snow and it makes it difficult to see or move at any speed. On top of that, spiraling tunnels of wind form all over the Isles and destroy everything in their path. Within them are jagged white bolts of fire, so anything alive nearby dies instantly. And the tunnels can pull in objects from over a hundred feet away, so it's not safe for anybody.”

Shaya was silent. That did sound horrendous.

“When the blizzard appeared, the family didn't know what to expect. They tried their best to protect against it, but their child died.”

Shaya jolted. “There was a child?”

“Yes. It was a family of three.”

“But I didn't know that one of them was a child!” she exclaimed.

“Does it make a difference?” Kardos asked. “They were family, a unit; they learned things together and spent all their time together.”

“But maybe they should have settled somewhere else if they had children?” Shaya suggested. “Maybe it would have been safer for the child?”

Kardos shook his head. “That is not the way of life they respect. They believe that family should be together and experience everything together, the good and the bad. The child was born while they were traveling, and their child gifted them with even more experiences—they never regretted having her.”

“It was a girl?” Shaya asked, a deep sadness creeping into her chest.

Kardos nodded. “They managed to find her body and bury her, although usually in blizzards, many are not found.”

“What happened then, how come they stayed here?” Shaya asked, almost wishing not to know, but she had to.

“After they grieved,” Kardos said, “they studied the weather and ways to survive it, not only for themselves, but for the other people who lived here. They made great improvements with the help the skills they learned from their travels. But of course they never got their daughter back.”

“That is so sad,” Shaya murmured.

“Perhaps,” Kardos said. “But without the death of their child, they would never have influenced the Southern Isles like they have, and through their knowledge generations of Southern Islanders have survived the conditions here.”

“Generations?” Shaya asked, confused. “How could they inspire generations?”

“The man of the couple was an Alpha called Azethos, the woman was an Omega named Shraila. They are Az Eshra.”

Shaya took a sharp inhale in. “Az Eshra?” She struggled to find something else to say. “But I thought, I thought…”

“You thought they were spirits? Gods?”

Shaya lifted her shoulders. “Treska didn't have any word for them in the Common Tongue, but she said they were everywhere.”

“Indeed,” Kardos said. “They are everywhere because we honor them everywhere. We honor the loss of their Omega daughter and how much strength they had to remain here. To uncover the secrets of the Isle to make it safer for the people that lived here at the time.” He locked his gaze with hers. “We feel them in everything we do and every time we take a breath, or harvest, or survive another storm. Just like your sister is anywhere that you choose to honor her, not just with your hair. But with everything you are; your strength and your ability to adapt and survive.

Heat blazed through Shaya at the sudden change of topic. For a moment she didn’t know what to say, and then her brain caught up. “I don’t have any of those things.”

“No?” Kardos said, an eyebrow quirking up. “You do not think it is a mark of strength for someone to agree to travel to the unknown, with an unknown people to spare someone they love? You think that just because you suffered punishments that your achievements were not recognized? You think that just because you are here when you didn't plan to be, that it means you don't belong here?”

Shaya opened her mouth to respond, but couldn't find the words.

“You may not think that you have those qualities, but I assure you, you do. It is how I know you would make an excellent chieftess.”

Shaya breathed heavily, unable to believe that it was Kardos saying these things to her. She lifted her eyes to his. “But you were angry when I bit you. Not just in the bond, but you destroyed your bedroom.”

Kardos' jaw clenched and he looked away from her for a long moment. “I was so close to becoming high chief that day, I was… disappointed it slipped out of my reach again. I didn’t intend to scare you, Shaya.”

Shaya exhaled out, and as she did, some of the stress and worry and despair that she had been feeling left her body. “I know it’s important for you to get the seat, but—”

“You do?” Kardos said sharply. “Tell me why.”

Shaya stumbled over her words, realizing that she was about to disclose what Rozalia had told her. She quickly shut her mouth and thought carefully, it wasn't as though she heard about the prejudice from Rozalia. “The other shinnos… They think you are not suitable for the throne because of… your coloring. I know they have a prejudice—”

“That has nothing to do with why I want the seat,” Kardos growled. “It is an important element of it, and no doubt if I get it, it will change opinions across the entire Isles. But that is not the most important thing to me.”

Shaya straightened, sensing something strange about the way he was speaking, and something bloomed in the bond the first time since her hair was cut. “Then what is it? Why do you want it so badly?”

Kardos was silent for a long moment. “I don’t remember my mother. When she died, it didn't occur to me to honor her.”

“How come?”

“I had not learned about honoring the people we love at that age,” Kardos said. “My father honored her frequently, and he was so distraught that he rarely spoke to me. I should have been honoring my mother with him.”

“But you can honor her now, can’t you?” Shaya asked.

“Yes, but I barely remember her now,” Kardos said, his voice devoid of any emotion. “I know she had the whitest blonde hair that I've ever seen, and I know she was beautiful, but I cannot remember her.”

“How old were you when she died?”

“Four.”

“Not all four-year-olds would remember their mother at that age,” she said softly. “It doesn't mean that you would have remembered her if you honored her.”

“Do you picture your sister every time you honor her with your hair?” Kardos asked.

Shaya didn't answer, because he was right. Every time she treated her hair, she couldn’t help but remember Kyus—the way she stood when she peered down at Shaya and the things she would say… Shaya suddenly realized the importance honoring someone could have for those who are grieving. They remained alive longer during time spent thinking about them, but Kardos’ mother had slipped away. “I understand,” she said, her voice quiet. “So you want the high chief’s throne to honor her?”

“She didn't get to become chieftess when she should have,” Kardos said, a bitterness in his tone. “When my father became high chief, it was her right, but some of the louder voices in the Isles complained that she was unsuitable because of her features. So she wasn't able to take the place that was rightfully hers—that my father had worked hard for them both to get.” Kardos' jaw was hard as he spoke, and his fingers dug into Shaya's thigh as he continued. “He spent days and nights away from her for the longest time in order to achieve his win, and when he won, he still had to spend time away from her because he moved to the Central Island while she remained on Nyek. He’s not allowed to show any favoritism to any one island, so it became an issue of conflict that he was paired with a woman who wasn’t permitted to live with him. Some of the other tribe leaders, particularly the ones who were in the Year of Selection with him, complained that he should have a new wife, someone who could survive the blizzards and be with him to oversee the Southern Isles as it should be.”

“That's terrible that they would interfere with their relationship,” Shaya said, horrified. “And your parents were bonded, how could that even be possible?”

“Being paired with someone doesn't necessarily mean that you are bonded with them,” Kardos explained. “Many pairings are made through the convenience of two tribes making an alliance, but the Alpha is not required to bite the Beta. He can if he wants to, but it is not a requirement, and even if he does it can only ever be a one-way bond.”

“So your father did not bite your mother? Even though he loved her?”

“She didn’t let him because she knew the prejudice against her. She knew it could stunt his potential, so she didn't allow it.” Kardos lowered his eyes, as his jaw clenched. “And I know it is something he now regrets.”

Shaya stared at the waterfall nodded. “Yes, because the other tribe leaders wouldn't have had any argument if they’d been bonded, even one-way. It wouldn't have been so easy to swap out his mate with someone else.”

“Exactly,” Kardos said.

“So what happened?”

“She died in a blizzard while the debate was still going on. My father was trying to argue with them against what they were suggesting. I don't really know what her opinion was—I was too young. I only heard about it when Rozalia told me about it when I was older.”

“So you want to get the seat to honor the place she should have had?”

Kardos stared at the waterfall. “She should have had her seat next to her mate.” He looked down at Shaya. “She should have been the one who lessened the prejudice in these Isles.”

“Your father must have been devastated,” Shaya murmured.

Kardos' jaw clenched. “He never spoke about it with me. When he became high chief, I couldn't have any benefits as his son.”

Shaya inhaled a deep breath. The Southern Isles was much more complicated than she realized. “So are Az Eshra your family?” she asked tentatively. “You come here to... visit them?”

Kardos smiled at her. “I come here to visit them, so for me, they live here. But they're not my family.”

“Oh,” Shaya said frowning.

“My family is just about to arrive,” Kardos said, sitting up straight and glancing at something above their heads.

Shaya became alert and nerves bundled in her stomach as Kardos fixed her in his lap, her back against his chest as they both faced forward, directly looking at the smooth waterfall.

Shaya suddenly realized that the cavern had become so warm, Kardos had undressed her until she was only wearing her tunic. “Do I need to put some more layers on,” she whispered.

Kardos shook his head, and glanced above their heads again. “No. Just keep looking straight ahead.”

Shaya kept watching the waterfall and as the sun shifted, filtering through new rocks above their heads, it hit the sheen of water at an angle. Slowly, a luminous reflection of her and Kardos appeared, swaying in the running water.

“There,” Kardos rumbled softly in her ear. “That is my family. You and me.”

Shaya blinked in surprise and a lump formed in her throat.

“Before you bit me, it was just me.” Through their reflection, she saw him tilt his head to look at her, and there it was again… that look she had seen on his face during her Haze. Her nose stung as her eyes teared.

“I’ve been used to being a family of one,” he continued. “When I was younger, I had few friends. I came here, to my own temple, and I could feel the presence of Az Eshra. They let me know that I’m on the right path. As I proved myself, I became part of the families of Tribe Nyek—and I love that, but I still feel that here is where I am home.” He leaned in to brush her ear with his lips. “And I told myself that when I had a mate, I would bring her here and would bite her here.”

Shaya couldn’t speak. Her throat had closed up and it ached as she swallowed.

“But what happened was better, Shaya. You bit me, and when I had the urge to bite you back, it was in the main temple. I couldn’t honor Az Eshra any better.”

“So I didn’t spoil your plans to mate with another?” Shaya forced herself to ask. “You’re not disappointed I—”

Kardos cut her off with a soft growl. “Look at us, Shaya.”

There was something fascinating about their reflection. He was so huge, fierce and hulking, he surrounded her, but there was something deeper about him. Something in his eyes that she couldn’t tear her gaze away from.

“We are opposites. You are Omega, I am Alpha. You are dark, I am light. You are perfection. I am… imperfect. Why would I be disappointed?”

Shaya twisted to look at him. “You think you are imperfect?”

Kardos held her gaze. “I have many talents, skills, and abilities, Shaya. But I am still imperfect by the standards of my people. I will always be, I have come to terms with that.” He looked down at his arm around her waist, and she followed his gaze. Her small arm rested on his large one; hazel against ivory. “But you are perfect by all standards, little bird. And you’re mine.”

Shaya scrambled to get onto her knees, turning to face him and threading her arms around his neck, her heart almost bursting for him. There were no words she could say because her throat ached with the sobs that threatened to come. So instead she pressed her lips against his, capturing him in a kiss that told him that he was hers too.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

KARDOS

 

“I cannot see how you can win now, my shinno.” Zolt said the words softly, as if he was almost afraid to utter them.

Kardos stared down at the swill paper listing all the activities the other shinnos had been doing over the last few weeks while he spent time with Shaya.

Although they had been making efforts to build up their achievements since the Year of Selection was condensed and restarted, Kardos hadn’t been worried. He already had ideas about how to solve the problems that the Isles would face preparing for the oncoming blizzards prior to suggesting it at the hearing. When Shaya was attacked, however, he stopped implementing his ideas to look after her. It had been necessary, but there was a cost.

“As you can see, Rhaad is now the shinno with the most achievements,” Zolt said, pointing at the paper. “He had some ideas that he’s already put in place. The other shinnos are trying to catch up, but with only two weeks left, I don't know whether it's possible for anyone to catch up with him.”

Kardos clenched his fists let out a growl, turning away from the table and pacing to the other side of his study. “Rhaad is not suitable to be the next high chief,” he bit out. “The man is sneaky, underhanded, and devious. At least Gergo and Sethol speak their minds openly and let their thoughts be known clearly. Rhaad calculates and manipulates. He didn't even step in against me until he had to; he let Gergo and Sethol take the lead.”

Zolt nodded. “I agree with you, my shinno, but I cannot see how his win can be avoided. He has made significant progress in each area stipulated by the high chief.”

“Find out how.” Kardos turned to face Zolt, his glare deadly. “Tribe Obari does not have as much resources as the other two tribes. Find out how he is managing to make such significant progress.”

A worried frown embraced Zolt's face. “If I interfere, that could disqualify us completely,” he pointed out. “Do you want to risk it?”

Kardos growled low and long. He couldn't be seen as underhanded in the eyes of the high chief or his people. Everything about his ascension had to be above board. “Leave, let me think,” he muttered to Zolt.

As Zolt left, he headed toward the cabinet that held his fevermalt, but as he reached for it he decided not to drink. A clear head was necessary in order to find a way to win now. There were very specific circumstances allowing an ascension to high chief without winning the Year of Selection, but he’d never looked at those options because he’d always been sure he would win.

It shocked him that he had let time run away from him so drastically. The seat was always at the forefront of his mind, but when with Shaya, it was as though it faded into the background. That had never, ever happened before. There was something different about spending time with his mate… He couldn't quite place the feeling because he’d never thought about it, but it was deeply special. 

Shaya had largely recovered, although she was extremely self-conscious about her lack of hair. It had been neatened and shaped, and she was continuing to treat it and wrap it the way she always had. She still looked gorgeous, and he told her so every day. She had taken to visiting the sled-dogs to feed them and learn about their behaviors with the kennel master, who explained how their temperaments fostered their abilities. She then wanted to learn about the commands they understood as well as groom them.

Kardos couldn't see what the intrigue was about them for her—he never considered that Shaya would be interested in animals—but he quickly realized that the sled-dogs provided a sense of freedom; they were a symbol she could appreciate.

Kardos paced his study in deep thought, trying to think of a way he could somehow amplify the progress he had made in the next two weeks and still win. It was possible to build a temporary birthing center in that time, or send his tribe over the known Lands to collect whatever the potionists needed, but the sled-dogs needed time and attention and care. It wasn't possible to find ways or solutions to solve that problem in two weeks. Making progress with two out of the three areas was good but it wasn’t guaranteed he would still beat Rhaad—and he couldn’t allow any room for error.

Desperate, he once again sought advice from the traditional parchments of the Isles. There had to be a way for a shinno, who knew he was the rightful high chief, to bypass the Year of Selection. There were times in history when Year of Selection fell when the “right person” was too young or too old, and something always came to light—allowances that ensured that the high chief's seat always went to the correct candidate.

He spent the afternoon studying and analyzing the parchments and finally, as the skies began to darken, he found a solution. The method would guarantee him the seat no matter what the other shinnos did, but it would most certainly cause discomfort… and not just for him.

He put the documents away and made his way to his bedroom where Shaya was sleeping. She had begun to decorate their room to her own liking and had decided her next project was to do the whole hut. She hadn't yet returned to traveling in a carriage, but he was beginning to see encouraging signs that Shaya was settling. Just earlier that day she’d asked for something called a “mixing desk” to formulate her own potions. He’d also promised her a garden to grow her own plants, and her grin was so bright he had to have those lips on him immediately.

He approached their bed to see her curled up, hugging the pillow and pressing her nose into it, the way she liked to sleep on him. She looked so sweet and adorable surrounded by his pillows, but she had true strength within her—it was the only reason he knew he could use the method he’d discovered.

He slid into bed next to her and pulled her onto his chest, savoring her gorgeous scent and loving the way she settled into her usual position without even needing to open her eyes. A quiet peace descended on him, and suddenly he realized that it was similar to when he spent time with her watching the ocean, similar to the feeling of Az Eshra. There was something that simply happened when they were together; it had to be because they were true mates.

The realization of that settled his mind about what he had to do. They belonged together, nothing could change that. Their relationship had developed and strengthened; he was sure she would understand his choice.

If he was going to get the seat, it was the only way.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

 

SHAYA

 

Shaya sat on the edge of the bench in the carriage, her mind whirling. Something felt wrong about what was happening, but she tried to reassure herself that it would be fine.

Kardos had taken her to Nyek port on his tobo and kissed her, saying he needed her to be somewhere and his tribesman would take her the rest of the way, but the look in his eyes… it didn’t sit well with her. The bond was strange as well. Since their time together at his private temple, the bond had truly flourished. It became like a beast in her chest, bristling when annoyed and quietly rippling when content. Shaya found that she enjoyed the feeling, and loved the idea that Kardos was so close to her all the time. But right now, there was a fluctuation in it that she hadn’t felt before.

She’d tried to question him, but he simply said that he knew she was strong and she would be fine going to this place without him.

“But why can’t you tell me where is it?” she asked as he led her down to the boat.

“I can’t.”

When he didn’t elaborate, she shot him a look but he drew her in close for a kiss. “I will see you soon,” he murmured.

She kissed him back and sighed as his arms wound around her.

“Before you go,” Kardos said, pulling away from her. “Tell me if you remember anything about who attacked you. Anything at all, Shaya.”

Shaya exhaled and shook her head. She couldn’t tell him about that woman. At least not yet. “Only that there were two of them. One was a man and the second, the one who did the cutting, was a woman.”

Kardos exhaled in frustration. “I would suspect your handmaid. She may blame you for her imprisonment. But she hasn’t had access to anyone to arrange something like that.”

Shaya started, pulling away from him. “Who? Are you talking about Treska?”

“Yes, she has been imprisoned for treason. I know you considered her your friend but she has now twice shown disobedience.”

“How?” she asked. “She is the most obedient person I know!”

“She came to the hut and told you about your future before I had the chance to,” Kardos growled. “She attempted to turn you against me and—”

“No,” Shaya blurted out. “That wasn’t Treska!”

Kardos frowned. “Who was it, then?”

Shaya pressed her lips together for a long moment. As much as she hated the woman who told her about Kardos, causing someone’s death or imprisonment didn’t sit well with her—this land was so brutal. She needed more time to think about—to become more comfortable with the Isles, because for the first time she could see the possibility of a life here. “It wasn’t Treska.”

“Who was it, Shaya?” Kardos growled. “I need to know who took it upon themselves to speak to you. I only gave orders for your handmaid to see you. No one else.”

“Then you know it was a woman,” Shaya said to him. “And you know someone came. And now you know it wasn’t Treska, you can find the actual person.” She lifted a hand to stroke his cheek. “Please free my friend?”

As soon she touched him, his anger calmed and after a moment he grunted his agreement. Gathering her into his arms, he kissed her long and hard, and she moaned, savoring his taste. Then he helped her into the carriage and assured her she would be safe.

It wasn’t as hard as she thought it was going to be to enter a carriage again after what happened, and she managed to get lost in her thoughts before it slowed to a stop. As she stepped down into the thick snow, her mouth dropped open at the sight before her. Discovery mountains. It looked even more beautiful close-up, its white rock shimmering in the sunlight.

“Leave your furs,” instructed the guard, as he tied a long thin cord to the door of the carriage.

Shaya hesitated and then slowly removed her furs and placed them inside.

The guard loosened the cord from his fist as he headed toward the mountains, beckoning her to follow.

He led her to an entrance on the far left of the rock that she hadn’t seen until she was a few feet away, and he entered into a cavernous corridor. Shaya had to almost run to keep up with his long strides.

As she walked along, she noticed that the walls within the mountain were also completely white and enormously bright. She resisted the urge to reach her hand out and feel them, to see if they were really made from snow. How amazing would that be? It probably was very unlikely—she’d never even heard of anything like that before, but it would be a great phenomenon. She kept her focus on the guard before her, anxious to keep up with him to avoid getting lost. 

They traveled along numerous corridors, turning left and right so many times, Shaya lost count, and many corridors broke off from each one they were traveling along.

Finally, the guard turned into a cavern that was a similar size to Kardos’ temple, except there was no waterfall, instead a shimmery frost covered the walls.

“Your discovery begins here,” the guard said as he turned to Shaya.

She hesitated. Her discovery? What did that mean? She looked around the cavern but there was hardly anything in it—only a smaller version of the rock that was on the ship, that she now knew was called izak-rock, and much to her surprise, some plant beds. 

She headed over to them and peered down, frowning. How could any plants survive in these kinds of conditions? It was most unusual. She knelt down to feel the soil, and wasn’t surprised to find it cool, but moist. The guard turned to leave, and she dropped the soil and jump to her feet.

“Are you leaving me here?” she asked hurriedly. “How will I find my way out?”

The guard paused and turned to her. “This is your discovery,” he said. “That is for you to decide.”

“What discovery?” Shaya asked, but he was already walking again, gathering up the cord in his hands as he turned quickly down the corridor.

Shaya rushed after him but within a few steps, he had turned down another corridor and was gone.

She froze, unsure what to do. If she ran after him, it was unlikely she would be able to find her way back to this particular cavern, and based on his cryptic answers he’d suggested this cavern would lead her out. Her mind pulled her in two different directions at once, and the pressure of her situation rose until finally she realized that she had remained undecided for too long. There was no way that she would find him now.

Turning back to the cavern, she properly examined the space. The plant beds were newly planted with fresh soil, and bunches of green leaves shot out of them in a neat row. Shaya couldn't tell what kind of plants they were, but they looked similar to tomato leaves. 

On the other side of the clearing, the izak-rock was purely gray—no other color emanating from it. As she circled the rock, trickling water echoed from behind her, and she followed the sound to find a small opening where a stream of water tumbled over a ledge and down a number of rocks.

Shaya examined everything in the clearing again but still couldn't figure out what she was supposed to do. Why did Kardos need her to come here? She looked out along the corridor the guard went down but there was no one, and it was deathly silent and still. A sense of awe crept over her at the thought she might be the only person in the entire mountain range.

The cold began to seep into her. She rubbed her arms and turned back to the clearing, realizing the walls were not as bright as when she came in.

Panic writhed in her chest as the light faded quickly. Shaya took deep breaths and held onto the gray rock, sinking into a huddle next to it. Soon, the entire cavern was pitch black. Night must have fallen—maybe the bright mountain walls reflect sunlight. 

Her mood descended as she realized there was no one to help her. No chest for her to sink into, no familiar scent for her to breathe. She was on her own and no one was coming. How could Kardos abandon her like this? Especially in the dark. It was one thing to do it as punishment when she’d done something wrong, but what had she done?

The cold was slowly making her tremble, but if she could just sleep, maybe she wouldn't feel it. Her body reacted the way it always did to the darkness, with anxiety and fear, but the difference about her current environment was that she knew there was space around her. She knew the clearing was bigger than the box room. And for some reason it made a difference.

She spent the night curled up next to the rock, her eyes shut tight, making sure it was always at her back. Her mind turned constantly with confusion as to why Kardos wanted her to be here instead of with him. It was the first night since he wildly mated her on the ship that she spent apart from him, and a mournful ache came over her that she didn’t have him surrounding her. Curling into herself and pretending the rock behind her was his chest, she was soon asleep.

Bright light on Shaya’s eyelids woke her up, and for a moment she was disorientated. Her heart sank when she realized where she was. Her body was stiff with cold, and her stomach rumbled, but she was glad it was bright again.

As she washed her face at the stream, she tried to analyze what Kardos had said. He needed her to be here, but he couldn’t tell her why. And he said that Islanders used the mountains to learn things. Was this supposed to be some kind rite of passage, liked she’d heard about in the stories Kyus told her? Was the discovery some kind of journey. Was she supposed to discover herself? Discover a way out? One thing she did know was that she was going to freeze if she didn’t find some kind of heat soon. Her fingers already felt numb after using the icy cold stream.

She examined the gray rock in more detail, knowing it could produce heat, but not knowing how to get it hot. It had something to do with rotations and changing color. 

Thankfully, this rock was smaller than the ones Kardos and his men had lifted. It took some effort, but she was able to tilt up one side to push it over onto a new side, but it didn't change color.

She rotated it again to a different side, then again to another. Nothing happened.

Sitting next to it for a moment, she examined the rock carefully. There had to be some kind of order to it that she wasn't seeing. She noticed that each corner of the rock had a slightly different shape carved into it. That had to be a key of some sort. She began to rotate the rock again, turning it using the shapes in the corner to measure what she was doing.

Finally after one rotation, the rock glowed an icy blue. Shaya grinned in excitement. It was working! 

She tried a different side, but the icy blue remained. After a while, it began to fade, and she couldn’t get it back. Before she knew it, darkness was approaching again.

The next day was much the same; she managed to get the icy blue back but didn't make much progress.

The energy she used pushing the rock was the only thing that was staving off the cold, but she also wasn’t eating.

That afternoon, she sat down to rest, sweat pouring from her brow. She went to find the stream to wash her face, and after momentarily struggling to find the opening, she decided to feel along the entire cavern in case she was missing anything. She was shocked to find another crevice. Inside sat a small bench with cups and saucers, and next to it, a hand rake.

Shaya stared at the items on the bench. Fevvoli tea. Unbelievable!

They couldn't leave her with blankets, food, or any other necessity, but bland fevvoli tea? She burst out laughing in a fit of hilarity, fully realizing that she was probably insane, but at least it warmed her up a bit. As she carried the bench and rake back to the clearing, she decided fevvoli tea was better than nothing, even if it was cold.

She filled the strange teapot with water from the tiny waterfall and made the tea slow and steady, with no pressure on her this time from anyone. As she poured, she was amazed that steam rose from the water and into her face.

She stared at it. And then examined the pot. How had it made the water hot? Thinking back, she’d never seen anyone fill the pot before. It always had hot water in it. Maybe the tea wasn’t so pointless after all.

Holding her face over the cup for a short moment, she sighed at the feel of the steam rising and hitting her face. However, when she took a sip of it, shock hit her hard. 

The tea tasted completely different. Rich, warm, complex flavors burst into her mouth tasting almost like a meal. She took another sip, trying to pinpoint what meal, but it was difficult.

As she sipped the tea down eagerly, she wondered what made it taste so different this time when the other times she had it, it was bland. Maybe anything tasted better in a starved state?

She finished the fevvoli tea much quicker than she’d ever drank it before and immediately she poured another cup. As she sipped, she wished that maybe there was some kind of spice in the tea that provided dessert flavors. Immediately, the taste on her tongue changed and became fruity and light. Shaya savored the tea in her mouth for a long time before she swallowed, her heart lifting she was able to finally taste something.

Clearly, fevvoli tea worked differently in the discovery mountains. She was able to make it taste like anything she thought about, whether it was something delicious or something she didn't like.

The teapot ran out of water as she was pouring her fifth cup, but she felt more energized now that she “tasted” so many meals.

She worked more with the rock, rotating it to its different sides and managed to get it to a deep blue, but the rock had to get to orange before it was hot… or was that red? The one in Kardos' bedroom was always a deep fiery orange…. 

After discovering the fevvoli tea, being in the cavern was beginning to make sense. There were things for her to do here, things to discover, and maybe Kardos wanted her to do that. But why? Why didn’t he just tell her in advance why it was important to him?

He knew that this cavern would include darkness, and yet he didn't warn her about it. She couldn't understand his lack of communication especially since they’d made so much progress lately.

The emotions coming from him through their bond were confusing. A strange blend of pride, contentment, anxiousness, and worry revolved within it, and each one dominated differently per day. It didn’t seem like he was thinking about her at all.

Still, there wasn't time to focus on him right now. She would get her chance to ask him when she left this place, but that meant trying to get warm.

Using the hand rake, she dug into the soil to see what kind of plants were buried. 

Deep down were types of vegetables she hadn’t seen before. They looked like strange multicolored potatoes, but when she bit into them they tasted like tomatoes, though some hadn’t yet ripened. On a hunch, she poured the fevvoli tea over a ripe tomato and bit into it. Suddenly she was chewing perfectly cooked roasted vegetables in thick gravy with tender roasted boar. Squealing with delight, she ate all the ripe tomatoes in one go and then fell asleep next to the rock.

However, upon waking she quickly realized her mistake.

There were no more tomatoes to eat until more were ripened. Also, sleeping during the day couldn’t happen, not if she wanted to be able to make progress on the rock during daylight when she could see the carvings. 

And so, a pattern began to emerge.

When she woke, she attended to the tomato garden, drank tea, and then spent hours trying to figure out the rock. She had to mentally remember the combination, since she had nothing to make a note of things.

She lost count of the days, but she knew it had been awhile; she was weakening and pushing the rock was decidedly more difficult.  

Surely Kardos would not leave her here to die, would he? Confusion and disappointment crept into her the more her starvation and deep-seated chill grew. Kardos said they were family, but how could anyone leave their family in such a dangerous position? It must have something to do with the high chief’s seat. That’s the only thing he cared about. Clearly he didn’t care about her more than that. She could die in here before anyone found her. She’d already been in here for at least a week and no one had come. How could she trust him now?

Finally the rock changed from blue to green, and she rejoiced, tears stinging her eyes at the progress.

As the tomatoes ripened, she rationed herself and managed to maintain a steady schedule of “meals.” She noticed a repeating pattern with the rocks; it went from blue to green, then yellow, orange, and finally red. Orange was more manageable in terms of heat, red was almost overbearing but she didn't care. The cold in her body had been so unbearable, she withstood the near pain of the red heat as it radiated heat on her skin.

The next few days as she enjoyed the heat and her meals, something strange began to happen. After her belly was satiated, and her body was warm next to the rock, a strange glow bloomed in her. It wasn’t from the bond; it was something separate growing from within. Shaya simply let it settle over her and found it a peaceful, calming influence she enjoyed. Yet, the nagging sense she needed to escape remained.

As the cavern warmed up, and frost on the walls melted, a map appeared embedded into the wall. It looked to be a sketch of the tunnels she’d traveled through, but she couldn’t be certain. Stepping back to look at the whole thing, it seemed to mirror the shape of the mountain range and a chip in the rock had to be where she was on the map. But the corridors were so complicated; how would she remember it? And yet, she realized bitterly, if she wanted to escape, she had to.

For the next few days, she memorized the map, closing her eyes and tracing her finger along to visualize a way out. Finally confident she knew the way, she ate her last batch of ripe tomatoes, and sat with the peaceful glow for a short while before leaving the cavern, armed only with the hand rake.

Shaya traveled through the tunnels, carefully turning down the corridors she had memorized, but as night fell and the farther she traveled from the cavern, the colder it got. Shivering, she hurried along the corridors, eager to get out from the inside of the mountain before darkness descended completely.  

But as she turned the final corner that should lead to the exit, she stopped dead in her tracks. 

A white wall blocked her path.

Shocked, Shaya stood stared at it, her panic rising. This was not on the map!

She looked back the way she came, but there was no way of seeking an alternative route or attempting to head back to the cavern, not now—not in the dark and not tired and cold.

The cold gripped her harder the longer she stood there wondering what to do, and as the darkness descended quickly so did her dismay. She was never going to get out.

Curled up in a corner by the wall, shivering, the cold seeped deep into her body and the trembling buried right down to her core. It was likely she would not survive the night. Her eyes prickled with thoughts of failure. She grieved for the loss of what she thought she had with Kardos. He’d lied. Whatever his reasons for abandoning her in here they were meaningless. He’d said she was special, but how could he do this if she was? Every time she thought she understood him, every time she lowered her guard and gave him a chance, he treated her badly. She’d accepted his way of life, the punishments, the horrible attack, the confusing traditions, and what allowances did he make for her? None. 

In the bond, worry overshadowed everything else. But was he worried about her or something to do with his seat? She couldn't tell, and she no longer cared.

She hated that her body loved everything about him. It fooled her every time.

And annoyingly, as the hours wore on and her body became stiff, she still wanted him. He should be here with her; his hard, comforting body, his warm scent, beautiful eyes, and reluctant smile. Even though she was furious, all she craved was her Alpha’s arms—one last time.

Shifting, she leaned against the wall and realized it didn’t feel like solid rock. She pushed her finger into it and was shocked that it made a dent. The whole wall was made of snow! Shuffling onto her knees, she grabbed the hand rake and stabbed at the thick wall. Her limbs were so heavy she barely made any impact, but she had to keep going.

It was slow progress and the rake wasn’t the right kind of tool—what she needed was a scoop. She put it down and tried scooping with her own hands, and relief filtered through her as chunks of snow fell away. Encouraged, she scooped harder, hoping the wall wasn’t too thick for her to get through. Hours seemed to pass as she scooped away in the dark, her mind determined and focused.

Suddenly, the entire wall collapsed and even though she jumped back as far as she could, a mass of icy snow fell on top of her. It would take all her remaining energy to claw her way out from under, but her heart lifted seeing a gleam of light reflecting through the frigid white. 

She took a moment to take a shallow breath, but with the snow covering her entire body, she was losing feeling in her limbs, and she knew she wasn't going to make it.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

KARDOS

 

“Have you gone fucking mad!” Rozalia fumed, sweeping toward him.

Kardos clenched his jaw, annoyance hurtling into him that Rozalia would speak to him that way, but it wasn't though he wasn’t prepared for it. “No, Rozalia. This was the only way.”

“Only way for what?” she hollered. “For what, Kardos. Tell me! She is going to die in there.”

“She will not!” Kardos bellowed back, an uncomfortable feeling twisting around his chest. “She can survive.”

“There are plenty of Alphas who do not survive it,” Rozalia snapped at him. “Each year many think they can conquer the discovery mountains—they do not survive it! She is an Omega! What makes you think she can do something designed for Alphas?” By the time she finished speaking, she was shouting.

Kardos turned to her, his face hard. “You watch the way you speak to me, Rozalia,” he growled, his voice low. “I would not have put her in there if I thought she couldn't survive the discovery.”

“You have done many things, Kardos,” Rozalia glowered, her hands shaking, anger in her eyes. “This is beyond my understanding.”

“You are not required to understand it,” he bit out.

“Do you think the tribe will forgive you if she dies?” Rozalia said. “You think anyone in the Isles will forgive you?”

“Everyone in the Isles has had plenty of things to say about her,” Kardos said, turning to Rozalia, the anger in his chest burning him. “When she emerges from those mountains, there is only one thing they can ever say.”

Rozalia shook her head, seemingly once again to be speechless, and stormed away.

Kardos kept his eyes on the mountain entrance, where he had been for the last week waiting for Shaya.

When his tribe had heard what happened, of course, there was an uproar. No woman had ever entered the discovery mountains before, and certainly no one who wasn’t an Alpha. It was the only thing, other than the weather and natural aging, that caused significant deaths in the Southern Lands. Some of the younger Southern Islanders felt the discovery mountains was an old, barbaric method of learning survival techniques, especially as it no longer had any influence on how tribe leaders were selected. The older generations thought it added significant weight to any Alpha who completed it, but couldn’t deny that many died trying to get out.

When the rest of the Isles heard that the Southern Isles’ only Omega was inside, many petitioned the temple to get Shaya out.

Zolt told Kardos that crowds of people descended on the temple claiming he was putting Shaya at risk for no reason; others demanded that high chief intervene and find a way to break their bond because Kardos did not deserve her.

But Kardos already knew that the high chief could not intervene in this matter—especially as her tour around Nyek could be considered her joining celebration. It was out of anyone’s hands. Tribe Nyek tried to request a gathering with him, but he refused. Since the moment his guard came back with her furs, he traveled to the mountains and remained outside, watching for her to emerge. Day and night.

Nyek members came to him, but as soon as they saw him, staring solidly at the mountain entrance, immovable and fixated, they simply joined his vigil.

Each day more members of Tribe Nyek joined him, until there was an entire crowd outside the mountains, settling down in camps and watching for Shaya. As the news spread across the rest of the Isles, more people turned up from different tribes to join them and provide support and supplies.

Kardos very much believed that some of them would not forgive him for putting her in there, but it was better they were angry at him rather than at her.

He couldn’t see how anyone could think she wouldn’t survive the mountains. She had all the relevant necessary skills and she was intelligent. There was nothing at all to indicate in her strength of personality that she wouldn't be able to figure the way out. He had done so himself at the age of thirteen, the youngest Alpha to ever complete the discovery mountains, and in only three weeks. He felt sure that Shaya would do it in a similar time or less, and then she would automatically catapult them both beyond any achievement the shinnos could make.

As the days wore on, worry and stress flickered through his belief, especially when the bond was no longer pulsing so brightly as it did when she was in his arms.

One afternoon, Severon from Tribe Jenzi, approached him.

“Greetings, Kardos.”

Kardos eyed him warily. “Greetings.”

Severon stood next Kardos and watch the temple with him, silent for a moment. “Your father is worried.”

Kardos glanced at him. “You spoke to him?”

“Yes.”

“He doesn't need to worry. I still intend to get the seat.”

Severon turned to look at him, incredulously. “He is worried about your Omega.”

Kardos frowned. “Why? She will make her way out.”

“And if she doesn't? What will you do?”

“It is not an option,” Kardos growled. “She will find a way out.”

Severon was quiet for a moment. “Your tenacity and drive and unfounded faith in your beliefs is something I've always admired about you, Kardos. You say that you're going to do something, you do it. And you do it with honesty and integrity. But this…”

“This is no different,” Kardos said stiffly.

“This is your Omega,” Severon pointed out. “She is on her own, and you know there are no guarantees. Not with this.”

Kardos growled. “Are you here to tell me that she is not going to survive this? Because I will not speak of it.”

“I'm here to tell you that I'm willing to combine tribes if you need it.”

Kardos turned to him slowly, unwilling to believe what he just heard. “Combine tribes?”

“Yes,” Severon said firmly. “If this doesn't go well, you should know you have some options.”

“That will never be an option,” Kardos grunted. The anger that flared in Severon’s eyes forced Kardos to review what he was saying. Tribe Jenzi had been his only supporter for most of the selection year. He had to remember that. “I thank you for your support in this Year of Selection, Severon,” he said, sincerely. “I didn't expect it from you, and I appreciate that you love the Isles as much as I do. But there won’t be a need for that.” He looked the Alpha in the eye. “My Omega will emerge from the mountains, and she will solve everything.”

Severon gave him a pointed look. “I hope you are right. Because if you are wrong, everything will definitely be solved, just not the way you want it.”

 

***

It was in the early hours of the morning that Kardos thought he saw movement at entrance. It was snowing again, which made it difficult to see, but then another slight movement caught his eye. He unfolded his arms and took a step forward, his body already knowing.

And then there she was, staggering out of the entrance.

Kardos ran toward her, pushing his legs as hard as he could to get to her, but she collapsed into a small heap, snow puffing up around her as she hit the ground.

“Shaya?” he bellowed. A shout came from the sleepy camps behind him, but he ignored them. “Shaya!”

She didn't move again, and when he got to her, he stripped off his furs and wrapped them around her as he picked her up. Whispers and murmurs ran through the crowd until they began cheering and calling her name.

“I knew you would do it,” he rumbled, kissing her cold face. “I knew it.”

Carrying her back to his carriage, he pressed his face against her cold one, kissing her and murmuring to her. The crowd was wildly celebrating, but Kardos didn't hear any of it. His focus was solely on his Omega. When she didn’t respond, he pulled back to look at her. She was so thin. Her skin was dull and dry, dustings of snow flaked from her eyelashes and… her lips were blue.

Panic slammed into his chest. That wasn't good, at all. As soon as he got her back to the carriage, he instructed the driver to leave immediately.

In the carriage, he checked her breathing, and found it unsteady.

“Shaya,” he said firmly. “Shaya? Can you hear me?”

Her eyes fluttered on him but then closed, and her mouth barely moved. He bellowed at the driver to move faster.

Throughout the journey he tried to warm her hands with his own, cuddling her freezing body close to him, and surrounding every part of her with himself. He breathed onto her lips, kissing them. “You did so well, little bird. You’ll be all right. You’re not leaving me, keep breathing,” he muttered. But by the time they arrived on Nyek Island, she was barely alive.

Thankfully, Zolt had his tobo with his pack waiting for him when they arrived at Nyek port. Holding her in his arms, he climbed on and instructed the pack to go as fast as possible.

It was almost as though they were flying, they had never moved so fast, even in competitions. Kardos kept his eyes on Shaya, every inch of him alert and on edge. He kept telling her, and himself, that she would be all right, but he hated that she looked lifeless and that her breathing wasn’t strong. The only thing that gave him hope was that the bond still pulsed, even though it was faint. It didn't feel shrunken or cold as it had when she was recovering from her attack, and throughout the journey back, he prayed to Az Eshra that her strength maintained.

He arrived at Rozalia's hut, stamped through the snow carrying Shaya, and pounded on her door, hollering for her.

As soon as Rozalia saw him, she gestured him to take her to one of her treatment rooms. He laid her down on the bed, but remained hunched over her, holding her head in the crook of his arm as Rozalia hurried around collecting potion bottles and cloths.

“Get blankets from the bedroom,” she snapped at Kardos. “As many you can.”

Kardos brought them in and Rozalia set to work.

“Get out of the way, Kardos,” Rozalia snapped at him she moved around the table.

Kardos moved an inch out of the way, keeping his eyes on Shaya. “Is she breathing well?”

“I'm trying to check.”

Rozalia pressed specific points on Shaya's neck gently and carefully and too fucking slow. 

“Well?” Kardos barked. 

“I'm trying to treat her,” Rozalia bellowed at him. “Be quiet!”

Kardos ground his teeth and paced at the end of the bed the agitation in his body sparking like fiery bolts. “I want her breathing, now!”

Rozalia shot him a dangerous look and then opened a bottle carefully and poured its liquid into a cloth. She smothered Shaya's nose and mouth with it for a few moments then lifted up and press it down again.

“What are you doing!” Kardos boomed. “How is she supposed to breathe with that on her mouth. She is already struggling!”

Rozalia’s body stiffened but she ignored him.

She lowered her face to Shaya's nose, holding herself there for a moment and then grabbed another potion and issued a tiny drop on each of her eyelids.

“How is that supposed to help her breathing!” Kardos exclaimed, a blast of annoyance, panic, and frustration taking over him. “I need her breathing now, Rozalia!”

Rozalia continued to ignore him, but grabbed a blanket, tilted Shaya's head back, and lifted her shoulders to tuck the blanket underneath. Then she began to massage her throat all the way down to her chest and press her hands over her body.

Shaya took a deep breath, her body shuddering as she released it.

Kardos growled in relief and rushed toward her, grabbing her up from the table and holding her in his arms.

He kissed her mouth, and murmured to her that she did so well and he was proud of her, but her eyes remained closed, even though her breathing had returned to normal.

“Why is she not waking up?” he asked Rozalia.

When Rozalia didn’t answer, he looked up to see her glaring at him, her hands on her hips as she stood on the other side of the bed. “Get out.”

“What!” Kardos snarled. “You cannot possibly be talking to me.”

“Is there another boneheaded Alpha in here?” Rozalia glowered. “Is there any other who has caused his Omega to suffer serious damage by sending her on a discovery quest she did not need to go on? Is there any other idiot who thinks that he is proving his care for his mate by trying to kill her!” She glared at him. “Is there?”

“I don't give a shit what you think about me,” Kardos barked at her, still holding onto Shaya. “It is your job to make her well, so make her well!”

“She is stable for now,” Rozalia confirmed. “But I'm not treating her with you in here. Get out.”

“I am not leaving her,” Kardos said, his voice low as he growled. “So if you choose not to treat her and she dies before I find another—”

“I would never let anything happen to her,” Rozalia said sharply. “And it feels like I'm the only one who is even thinking this way.”

Kardos snarled at her insinuation. “You will treat her immediately, Rozalia, or you will find another fucking tribe.”

Rozalia’s face slackened, but her hands dropped her side curled into fists. 

“I spent weeks trying to get her to understand the Isles while she was with me, Kardos,” Rozalia said after a moment, looking at Shaya. “To help her understand why things have happened and why her life is full of confusion and sometimes pain, but nothing I’ve said seems to make her believe that she is valued, and I didn’t know if she would ever believe that. Then she was attacked… maybe by someone of her own tribe, maybe not.” She lifted her gaze. “But it began with you, Kardos. You treated her the same way you have been treated all these years—how you are being treated even now by the shinnos.”

Kardos tensed and he snarled. “How the fuck can you say that?”

“Because it’s true,” Rozalia said calmly. “You chose to bring her here because she is an Omega, you chose to put her in the mountains because she is an Omega, you took advantage of her bite for your cause for the seat… Everything she has experienced has been because of her dynamic, not because of who she is. It was only her hair that signified who she is and that’s why she was so upset.

“You have been treated by the shinnos because of one defining physical feature… not because of who you are.” She shook her head. “She told me I would never understand it, but I think I do now.”

“You do not!” Kardos stormed. “Shaya cannot be separated from the fact that she is an Omega, just like I cannot be separated from the physical characteristics that define me. The things she does matters. The choices she makes matters. I will not pretend they don’t! She is an Omega, yes, but not every Omega would’ve been suitable to come here. Not every Omega would have chosen me, and not every Omega would have made it out of that mountain! She is exceptional, Rozalia, and if you choose to underestimate her like others have underestimated me, that is your choice. But you will treat her, now!”

Rozalia’s mouth tightened, but she finally moved to gather what she needed.

 

***

Shaya finally showed improvement after a few days, but her recovery was painfully slow. Kardos stayed by her side at every moment, sleeping in her treatment bed and keeping her smothered with his scent and heat at all times. As soon as her recovery was almost complete, and the bond strength felt normal again in his chest, he moved her back to their bedroom and insisted that Rozalia stay at his hut to treat her until she fully recovered.

Things were tense between him and Rozalia now; it wasn’t any different than with some of the members of Tribe Nyek who had loved Shaya, even if just the idea of her. Tribe members came to visit her and to join in a group prayer to Az Eshra outside the hut, and many left gifts for her. 

Everyone would eventually understand why he had to do what he did. He didn’t have to explain himself to anyone.

Shaya’s recovery was quicker in their bed, and her moments of consciousness and strength lasted longer each day. She still had to sleep a lot, which annoyed the fuck out of him. He wanted her gaze, his kisses, her touch on him. He wanted to be able to celebrate with her and tell her how much she was loved in the Isles, by the people and by him, but she still needed time.

One afternoon, Zolt came to see him, forcing him to leave her side.

Kardos stormed into his study. “I said I didn’t want to be interrupted!”

“I know, my shinno,” Zolt said hurriedly, “but you said to come to you with this information urgently.”

Kardos stilled. “The attacker?”

Zolt nodded. “Evidence is showing it was Anata.”

Kardos lifted his head in understanding. He should have known. Perhaps she was working for Tribe Obari all along. “Do you have her?”

“Yes,” Zolt said.

“Good,” Kardos growled, marching to the door. “She will die today.”

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

SHAYA

 

Shaya lay staring at the ceiling.

Although her fingers, toes, and arms no longer felt numb, a numbness had crept inside her somehow. Not deep enough for her to feel any kind of depression, but enough to give her a strange kind of clarity.

She had been naive. She believed things at first glance without questioning them, taken things at face value without understanding that there were deeper meanings behind everything. Out of principle, she tried to protect her sister by taking her place, but Shaya was the one who’d needed protecting. She hadn’t realized how complicated and manipulative people could be.

Kardos manipulated her from the beginning.

Even if she had not volunteered in her sister's place, he admitted he would have found a way to get her to the Southern Lands—to do what he wanted with her. It was unlikely he would have kept her for himself, since he was already betrothed to someone else. He saw something he wanted, and he took it. That was it. It wasn't any more complicated than that. The fact that she was an Omega gave him more reasons to secure her, and once he did, he used it to his advantage in every way. He would never stop using her, no matter how much he tried to convince her or himself that she was important to him. She was important for his seat. But not important the way a mate should be, not in the way her sister had told her. 

The bond felt like it was preening. Swirling slowly and arrogantly in her chest, pride and satisfaction dominant within it.

She wasn't even disappointed, just empty, like part of her had been sucked away.

“Shaya.” Rozalia appeared at her side and took her hand. “How do you feel? Still drowsy?”

Shaya kept her eyes on the ceiling, her hand limp. What was the point in engaging with these people anymore?

“Shaya,” Rozalia said, her voice hoarse whisper. “Please speak to me. I've told Kardos you need more time, but I know you are well enough to speak.”

Shaya tilted her head to one side, drawing her eyes down to look at her. “Why did he do it?”

Rozalia's body jerked at the question, and Shaya had never seen her expression so troubled. “He felt he had to.”

“For the seat.” It wasn't a question; it was the conclusion of Rozalia’s response.

Rozalia didn't answer; she didn't have to do.

Shaya's eyes returned to the ceiling.

“How are you feeling?” Rozalia asked again, sitting down on the edge of the bed, a fake brightness in her tone.

“Used.”

“Shaya…”

The silence that hung between them was clearly uncomfortable for Rozalia, but Shaya had never been more calm, more clear, and better able to understand what she needed to do.

“Tell me how you got to the Eastern Lands,” she said quietly, her eyes still on the ceiling.

“What?” Rozalia's body jerked with her response. “What do you mean?”

“You went to and from the Eastern Lands in four days when it is months away. How?”

Rozalia seemed to squirm in her seat. “Why do you want to know that?”

Shaya didn't respond but she returned her eyes to Rozalia's.

Rozalia pressed her lips together, her shoulders tense. “I cannot help you do that, Shaya. You don't understand what will happen if—”

“I can do it safely with your help, or unsafely without it,” Shaya responded. “I already thought I was going to die, and it wasn’t for a cause I care about. This is worth dying for.”

“Just take some time to think about things… go back out into the Isles and see—”

“I don't belong here,” Shaya cut her off. “I have no reason to stay here, no one cares about me. Not really.”

“They do, Shaya,” Rozalia said, turning to stand and lean over the bed.

“The only person who has shown any care for me is Treska, and I haven't even seen her for months,” Shaya said, her eyes finally filling with tears at the thought of her friend being imprisoned. “Not only that, but she is punished because of me repeatedly, even when she did nothing. It is better for her if I'm not here.”

The tears in Rozalia's eyes gathered quickly as she squeezed her hand harder. “She is not the only one, I also care about you, Shaya.”

“But you do nothing to help me,” Shaya said, the tears trickling down the side of her face. “You have drugged me on behalf of him, you justify what he does all the time, you told him all about my days in your gardens knowing he wasn’t talking to me to find that out, and you didn't even tell me that Treska was imprisoned for months.” She shook her head slowly. “You have never been on my side, Rozalia. I know you think you are, but you’re not. And even if that is true, you all have a very strange way of taking care of the people you claim to care about. I want no part of it, not any more. I have lost too much because of your so-called care. I'm not willing to lose my life. It’s the last thing I have left to honor Kyus.”

Rozalia’s hand flew to her mouth as quiet sobs racked her body.

Shaya let her cry, her own tears falling, but only for Treska. She couldn't imagine how Treska was content with this life. The best thing Shaya could do for her was leave, even if it was upsetting that she would never see her again.

Rozalia finally quietened down and took a deep breath before she spoke. “There are portals that we use to travel to the other Lands,” she began, wiping her tears. “All of the portals are on the named islands but they are manned and heavily guarded. It’s not possible for you to get through any. They only let potionists through. But…”

“But what?”

Rozalia pressed her lips together, a strange expression on her face. “Your sister is desperately looking for you.”

A jolt shot through Shaya’s body. She leaned up off her pillow. “What?”

Rozalia nodded miserably. “She was in the Eastern Lands when I went there speaking to all Talent-crafters and potion masters about how to find the Isles.”

“She’s coming here?” Shaya asked, a sudden alarm gripping her.

Rozalia shook her head. “She can’t. The Southern Isles are hidden.”

Shaya hesitated, frowning. “What do you mean?”

“It’s not possible for anyone to find the Southern Isles unless they know where to look,” Rozalia explained. “Although we don’t use magic here, we do use a special type of potion imbued with a spell to protect the Islands from being found accidentally.”

“But the Isles are surrounded by sea. If someone sails here, close to the Isles, what do they see?” Shaya asked bewildered.

“The ocean,” Rozalia said simply. “They don’t see land, at all. We can see them; they cannot see us.”

“But what if they tried to sail through?”

“Usually we are able to project fake readings as though there are bad storms localized in this area, so most avoided it.”

Shaya thought for a long moment. “Did anyone tell Kyus this?”

Rozalia shook her head. “None of the Southern Land potionists are allowed to share where we are with an outsider. No one would have told her where to find us.”

“And you didn’t feel the need to tell me about it when you came back either,” she snapped.

“Shaya,” Rozalia said. “I thought about it, but you have to understand… It would have been working against him. And you were starting to get on so well here at that time. I didn’t want to spoil any—”

“How do I get to her?” Shaya asked, almost cutting her off. “Will she still be there?”

“No, but…” Rozalia inhaled again deeply. “You said you didn’t learn the Ancient Tongue, but she said there was one spell she taught you.”

Shaya frowned. “She didn’t teach me any spells. She was adamant that I didn’t use magic and attract attention to myself.” Shaya squinted at her. “Are you sure it was her?”

Rozalia nodded. “She said she taught it to you when you were three as a rhyme if you got lost.”

“Three years old?” Shaya shook her head, as she tried to think back. “I can’t remember anything like that.”

“And she taught it to you again when you were nine as a different rhyme for when you’re sad.”

“Oh,” Shaya said, suddenly remembering. Kyus had taught her a short little song to sing when any of her flowers or plants died. She had become so skilled in her garden that she rarely needed to sing it, especially as she no longer felt as sad when plants died. It wasn’t a song she could remember. “What about it?”

“It is a beacon spell,” Rozalia explained. “It tells her where you are.”

Shaya’s mouth dropped open for a long moment and then she groaned, slumping her shoulders. “I don’t remember it.”

“She thought as much, but she’s still hoping for you to cast it so she can find you.”

Shaya thought for a moment. “But if I cast it, she won’t be able to find the Isles. She’ll just see ocean.”

Rozalia nodded. “The closest she can get is about five yards from the edge of any of the outside islands.”

“Is Nyek one of the outside islands?”

“Yes.”

Shaya rubbed her face as she tried to think of a plan. She needed to remember the spell. If she could remember the first line of either rhyme, the rest would come. She was sure of it.  “Why didn’t she tell me she was teaching me a spell?” she said, frustrated.

“Most daughters don’t want their mothers always watching them,” Rozalia said wryly. “She probably thought as you got older, you wouldn’t want to use it. I’m sure she never planned for you to be in this situation.”

Shaya nodded. She never planned for this either, but knowing she had that kind of spell would have helped.

“And also answer me this,” Rozalia added, her voice soft, her brown eyes searching Shaya’s. “Would you have used this rhyme at any point before now?”

Shaya opened her mouth to answer, but she couldn’t. She had initially traveled with Kardos willingly, and although she had suffered, it hadn’t been bad all the time. She wouldn’t have summoned her sister. But part of that would have also been for her sister’s own safety.

“Please take the night to think about this, Shaya,” Rozalia said, after a long moment of silence. “You may feel different in the morning.”

She most certainly would not feel different, but there was no point saying that to Rozalia. She smiled and nodded at her.

“Thank you. And I hope…” Rozalia hesitated, her face filled with both worry and hope. “I hope you understand that it was never my intention to—”

Shaya squeezed her hand. “I understand, Rozalia. I could do with some sleep. Let us talk in the morning.”

Rozalia beamed at her, and then spent a ridiculous amount of time fussing over her blankets before leaving her to get some sleep.

Shaya lay in bed thinking hard about the rhymes buried deep in her mind. She had to remember them if she was going to get out of this horrendous situation. She didn’t even know when Kardos was going to return—it could be any moment.

Squeezing her eyes shut she cast her mind back to her gardens. Surprisingly she was able to maintain a steady focus. Maybe that was a result of too much fevvoli tea or the whole discovery experience in itself. Her mind seemed stronger, clearer, and able to focus more deeply. She thought back to her favorite plant when she was younger and how she’d knelt by the dead remains crying and singing…. 

Shaya’s eyes snapped open. She had it.

 

***

Less than an hour later, fully dressed in her layers and furs, Shaya pulled out the potion she’d made at Rozalia’s hut. Shaking it thoroughly, she lifted it up to the light and then opened it to sniff its contents. It was exactly how she’d made it. She took a deep breath casting away all fears about what would happen to her if things went wrong. If this potion killed her, that was still better than staying here. If it dulled the bond between her and Kardos, she would be free. Anything else in between was a risk she was willing to take.

She tipped the potion in her mouth and swallowed it. A cold burn raced down her throat to her chest, and directly to the bond. A sudden burst of pain blazed within her. And then, everything faded, including the bond.

Shaya rubbed her chest at the emptiness. Kardos had been so potent within her for so long, it felt strange to be disconnected. But she was simply correcting a mistake.

She made her way to the backyard and to the kennels. The kennel master was busy working with one of the other packs, so she was able to slip in to see Kardos’ tobo pack. Yepa still acted like a madman, running and rolling around when he saw her, while the others eyed her cautiously and calmly as usual. Shaya knew it wasn’t wise to pet them. Both Kardos and the kennel master had said as much, but when she gave them treats, she let them lick her hand and they seem to settle and let her sit with them after that. So she followed the same behavior. Treat, lick, sit. And then she led them out of their kennel and to Kardos’ tobo and harnessed them.

Taking a last look at the hut, her heart aching at the loss of who she thought was her Alpha, she called out to the pack, and they smoothly pulled her away.

It was late afternoon by the time she reached the nearest edge of Nyek Island and a slight concern twisted in her stomach. If she didn’t hurry, or if something didn’t work, she’d have to go back to the hut in the dark, if she wanted to go back at all.

Climbing off the tobo, she trudged as close to the shoreline as she should, looking out over the ocean. It was beautiful; deep blue, frothy waves, and that sharp distinctive scent impossible to find anywhere else. Tears came to her eyes as she remembered her time watching it with Kardos, but she pushed them aside. It was all a manipulation.

Take a deep breath, she half-sang, half-spoke the rhyme she remembered, hoping Kyus would feel the beacon.

 

“Torr fran eth vey, onya onya

Eran zoya, onya onya

Corynof rene dyen jay

Eran oth monay, onya onya”

 

Nothing changed. Kyus hadn’t magically appeared. There were no signs of movement out on the ocean. How did the beacon work? Would it transport Kyus here or Shaya to her? Kyus was a highly trained magical spy—surely she wouldn’t be using a boat?

Shaya took a breath to sing it again, when a sheen of light over the water away caught her eye.

Rippling, multi-colored streams of light twisted, writhed, and weaved together to form an oval doorway and small platform in the middle of the air over the water.

Shaya watched, transfixed, as it came together, her heart pounding. She held her breath, her gaze locked, until a familiar figure stepped through the doorway and on the magical platform. Kyus! It had worked.

Shaya exhaled heavily at the sight of her sister. She looked exactly the same; rich, red hair, deep brown skin, sophisticated clothing, and that unique sway in the way she moved. She stood on the ledge looking around, confused, and Shaya realized she couldn’t see her.

“Kyus!” she called, but suddenly wondered if her sister could hear her. Would the magic protecting the island also create a sound barrier? It seemed likely it would. And yet she couldn’t swim out to her, she would freeze in that water.

“Shaya!” Kyus yelled, turning around on her ledge. “Shaya!”

If she couldn’t see or hear her, there was only one more thing she could use.

 

“Torr fran eth vey, onya onya

Eran zoya, onya onya

Corynof rene dyen jay

Eran oth monay, onya onya”

 

Kyus’ attention snapped to Shaya’s direction after she sang again, and slowly the platform she stood extended and widened to a long bridge over the ocean.

As soon as it touched the shore, Shaya stepped on it and ran toward her sister.

“Shaya!” Kyus exclaimed, when Shaya was half-way along. “How did you…?”

Shaya didn’t hear anything else as she ran into her sister’s arms and burst into tears, thankful that she was finally free.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

KARDOS

 

“Do you have anything to say about your actions?” Kardos growled.

Anata stood shivering a few feet to his left, her hands bound behind her back, and between them, a round hole had been cut into the ice of the lake they stood on. Surrounding her were three of his guards, while Zolt stood by his side.

“You made promises you didn’t keep,” Anata spat. “When you became tribe leader you said you would always keep to your word. You said you would ensure that Tribe Nyek did not become corrupt, and that there would be no conflict of interest in you being both shinno and tribe leader. That was a lie!” Her eyes blazed. “If Tribe Nyek had had a separate tribe leader, you would never have been able to get away with things you are doing. There would have been someone to stop you.”

“What the fuck has that got to do with you attacking my Omega?” Kardos bellowed. “Your problem is with me. You do not attack another’s family to punish them. It is against all tribe laws, every single one! I cannot guess why you are so obsessed with your cousin coming to Tribe Nyek, but if she’s anything like you I am glad to have avoided her.”

Anata glared at him. “Not all tribes are like Tribe Nyek.”

“Are you saying that Tribe Obari is corrupt?” Zolt interjected. “Is that why your cousin wants to get out?”

Anata didn’t reply and in her silence was the answer.

“You know we cannot interfere with another tribe’s business,” Kardos said to Anata. “It is against the very nature of the Southern Isles. You should have gone to the high chief.”

“I didn’t need to,” she hissed back. “Until the Omega came along and bit you, there was nothing to say to him.”

Kardos shook his head, unable to believe she couldn’t see there was a better way to have addressed her concerns. “You are a coward and a manipulator,” he said with disgust. “You are exactly like the tribe you came from and you should never have been accepted into our community. You were given a warning, and you still continued to act against me in the most dire of ways.”

He unsheathed his sword. “Anata, you have been charged with three counts of treason and will be executed immediately.” 

Finally a thread of fear and uncertainty embraced Anata’s frame. She glanced at Zolt and the guards. “Wait! Don’t I get to decide my fate?”  she asked, panic in her tone.

Usually the accused had the option to choose their death: jump through the hole into the freezing water, killing them within moments or have Kardos decide. Choosing to jump was the easier death for most, but Anata did not deserve that option.

Kardos strode around the hole and grabbed her by the hair as she inched away from him. “Did you give my Omega a choice?” he growled, as he yanked her head back. “When she was battered by her carriage, frightened, and begging you to stop, did you show her kindness?” He slid his sword into her neck and snarled with satisfaction as her blood spurted out onto the white ice.

Anata’s wide eyes rolled and she gurgled as she tried to gasp for air, blood seeping from her mouth. 

Kardos dragged her forward and pushed her into the hole so she could also freeze to death. Perhaps some of the blood-loving sea creatures would also feast on her before she lost complete consciousness.

He dipped his sword in the water to wash off her blood, then sheathed it before turning on his heel and striding back to his carriage. 

Zolt was soon by his side. “It seems there is more to Tribe Obari than meets the eye.”

“Not our problem, Zolt.”

“Agreed. But it’s good to be aware of when you take your role as high chief. I assume whatever is wrong must be bad if Anata was willing to go to such lengths.”

“Anata was crazy,” Kardos confirmed. “We cannot give her words too much credit.”

When they arrived at their carriage, a temple attendant was waiting for them.

“You have been summoned to temple,” he said to Kardos.

“When?” Zolt asked.

“Immediately,” the attendant said.

Kardos nodded. This was it. He was about to become high chief. “I will be there.”

 

***

“What you did was risky, Kardos, too risky,” the high chief said sternly. “You could have killed her.”

“It may seem risky to everyone else,” Kardos said evenly, “but I knew she would make it out.”

“How?” the high chief demanded, moving from around the desk in his temple office to stand opposite Kardos. “How could you know? She is not from this land and she is an Omega. Explain to me how it wasn’t a risk, Kardos?”

“I know my Omega,” Kardos shot back. “She’s smart and highly considerate of everything around her. It wouldn’t have been difficult for her to decipher the izak-rock—she watched us rotating it on the ship and asked me questions about it. She knows how to make fevvoli, and she is a skilled gardener. There was nothing too difficult for her.”

“Except that she is physically unable to withstand this environment as well as an Alpha,” the high chief said sharply. “It is a known fact. Omegas should be with their Alpha while traveling in dire conditions. Of all of your studies, that seems to be something you’ve overlooked!”

“High chief, I am soul-bonded to her. I know her. She is strong, I knew she was going to be—”

“Was she not attacked on Nyek soil while you were bonded?” the high chief interrupted, his dark eyes a fiery blaze. Kardos snarled but didn’t answer and the high chief made a face of disgust. “She sat in my temple and told the other shinnos they were idiots!” he stressed. “That you were the perfect Alpha and she needed no other options. And yet you treat her so carelessly!”

A powerful elation slammed into Kardos. She thought he was perfect? His mind couldn’t comprehend it quickly enough before the high chief spoke again.

“I don’t want her put in any more dangerous situations, Kardos,” he scolded.

Kardos tensed slightly at his tone. “You cannot tell me how to treat my mate.”

The high chief inclined his head. “I cannot. But while I am still in charge, Katashaya will remain safe.” His voice lowered to a growling mutter. “I assure you, I want my little Alpha and Omega grandbabies more than you want this seat.”

Kardos glared at him. “You seem to think that I am wanting to constantly put her at risk for no reason!”

“Did you hear how I said she defended you?” the high chief snapped. He turned, heading toward the door. “There are some risks you simply don’t take, Kardos.”

Kardos took a breath and followed him through the main temple where the shinnos were gathering. When the high chief had said he wanted to speak to Kardos in advance, he thought it would be to congratulate him not to berate him like everyone else about Shaya. What the fuck was wrong with everyone? Why couldn’t they see her strength and resilience like he could? Shaya wasn’t like any other Omega. She may be humble and small, but she was not weak. No Omega of his could be weak. And the fact she had defended him to the other shinnos heightened his pride of her, and deepened his love for her.

Still, he quietly seethed at the high chief’s attitude as all the shinnos positioned themselves in their usual semicircle; this time the tribe-leaders weren’t in attendance.

“Thank for attending this summoning,” the high chief began once he settled himself in his seat. “This summons is to announce that the Year of Selection has been made null and void by recent events.”

Silence smothered the hall.

“We have a soul-bonded Alpha and Omega couple who have both completed their discovery journeys, and therefore are the automatic ruling couple of the Lands. I will be giving up my seat in the few months as Kardos begins the role. Announcements will be made tomorrow to each of the tribes.”

“My apologies, my chief,” called Gergo. “I don’t understand the significance of the discovery journey.”

“Nor I,” Rhaad added.

The high chief leaned forward slowly. “Back when Omegas were abundant, the discovery journey was the method in which tribe leaders were selected. Do you remember the preference for what kind of Alphas were most suitable for tribe leaders?”

Kardos almost laughed. The high chief was speaking as though they were children still learning about the Land they lived in.

“True Alphas,” Rhaad said, confusion still on his face. 

The high chief nodded. “True Alphas, yes. Alphas born to an Omega mother and an Alpha father. Why?”

“Because they’re the only ones who could ensure that their tribe survived the harsh conditions of our Lands,” Sethol answered.

“Good. These Alphas were the only ones who could be selected as tribe leaders, but to pick the best among them, the discovery journey was used. The discovery journey is based on…” He looked pointedly around the temple, waiting for an answer.

“The survival of Az Eshra in their first blizzard,” Gergo answered, but his voice had dropped. He’d finally figured it out.

“Yes, Az Eshra who were a soul-bonded Alpha and Omega couple. When Omegas began disappearing, a law was made that if any couple met these conditions they were to take control of the ruling seat of the Isles to restore the Land to what it was.”

“But she is not a true Omega and he is not a true Alpha!” Rhaad exclaimed.

“The discovery journey completed by both in such short time periods suggests otherwise,” the high chief said. “That is the only requirement, not actual parentage.” He paused, leaning back up as he thought carefully. “And I must add, this Omega did exceptionally well to find her way out of the discovery mountains in two weeks. The mountain attendant confirmed that she didn’t know what she was going in to do. It’s the quickest anyone has completed it and she isn’t even from our Lands. I must say, if I didn’t know the state the current state of Omegas in the Lands, I would believe she was a true Omega.”

The hall returned to silence, and Kardos could not contain his smugness. Shaya was fucking perfect, just as he always said.

Sethol grounded his teeth and glared at Kardos; Gergo stared blankly at the stairs that held the high chief’s throne, and Rhaad muttered under his breath, his fists opening and closing.

“Kardos,” the high chief said. “Please approach the platform.”

Kardos stepped forward, finally breaking away from the shinno circle for the last time, but as he did so a blast of pain in his chest caused him to still. The pain faded as quickly as it came but when it was gone, so was Shaya’s sun. Kardos exhaled heavily, shock and horror rippling through his every sense. He searched for the feeling of the bond, but it had completely disappeared.

Turning, he raced out of the temple hall and through the corridors. He’d never heard of anything like this happening before. How could a soul-bond be completely absent? Even if Shaya had died, there would still be something, wouldn’t there? And how could she have died?

He ran down the steps of the temple and made every effort to get to Shaya as fast as he could. Unfortunately he still had to get the boat from the Central Island to Nyek and then the carriage on the other side.

Finally when he reached home, he startled Rozalia by bursting through the door and pounding upstairs to the bedroom.

“Where is she?” he raged at the empty room. He rounded on Rozalia as she came in behind him. “Where is Shaya, Rozalia?”

Rozalia looked at the bed, dumbfounded. “She’s gone?”

He grabbed Rozalia by the shoulders. “How couldn’t you hear if she left?”

Rozalia shook her head. “I was at the front of the hut. She must have left by the back.”

Kardos raced outside to the backyard and bellowed out a long string of curses that his tobo was gone. Selecting a carriage and another pack to track his tobo pack, he went after her.

Where was she fucking going? She’d never taken the pack out for a ride before, although maybe she had learned how to instruct them from the kennel master. The good thing about her taking the tobo was that she was alive. The absence of the bond didn’t seem to be because anything had happened to her, but it was still highly strange and completely unacceptable. He wanted to feel her in his chest, he needed it. The glowing sun-like nature of her presence was something he couldn’t do without. In fact, she had become essential to him in so many ways, and it was impossible for him to do anything without her, even honor Az Eshra. So whatever had happened, whatever she’d done, it needed to be rectified immediately.

Multiple thoughts ran through his mind as he approached his abandoned tobo by one of the Nyek shores. Jumping off the front of the carriage, he stalked around it, panic battering his heart, until a gleaming light sparked at the corner of his eye. Turning, his stomach dropped at the sight before him.

Shaya was running along a magical platform toward a fucking portal. It looked as though her sister was standing in front of it, and as Shaya ran into her arms and they hugged desperately, his suspicions were confirmed. 

He ran toward the edge of the shore and into the water until it was knee high. “Shaya!”

Shaya spun round at his voice, shock on her face.

“Come back here!” he thundered. “Where do you think you’re going?”

Shaya’s face dropped and she inched backward closer to her sister.

“Don’t you dare,” he warned. “Don’t you dare leave this island. This is your home now. This your life. I am your fucking Alpha!”

Although she was at a distance, he could see the miserable expression on her face, and a deep confusion conflicted with his outrage. Why was she upset? She’d just done something no one else has done in decades, probably a century, and she was sad? What the fuck was going on?

Shaya turned away from him and muttered something to her sister, taking her hand.

Kardos dove into the ocean and swam as fast as he could toward her. He couldn’t let her leave. Every inch of his body was in panic mode—his Omega was about to go somewhere, anywhere in the known Lands, and he couldn’t even feel her in his chest anymore!

As he neared, her sister led her closer to the portal and stepped through. Shaya glanced back at him and stepped through after her.

“Shaya!” Kardos roared as he swam. “Come back here, now!”

He pushed himself harder, but as he reached within two feet of the portal, it twisted, dispersed, then disappeared.

Kardos howled as every part of him was set alight in fury. She’d gone. Shaya had left the Southern Isles, and not only that, she’d left him in every way possible. If she thought that he was going to let that happen she was fucking mistaken. He’d had to fight for everything he wanted his whole life, and if there was one thing he was never, ever going to stop fighting for, it was her.

“What happened?” Zolt asked, panicked as he approached Kardos storming out of the ocean. “You left the temple. There’s a search—”

“Contact all of our partnerships in the known Lands,” Kardos demanded, not even feeling the biting cold as icy water ran from him and into the snow. “Get the ship ready to sail. I want all potionists, Talent-crafters, and potions masters and a full complement of warriors ready to leave within the hour. Contact King Malloron and Emperor Drocco.” He got onto his tobo and took the reins. “My Omega has disappeared into one of their Lands, and the full force of the Southern Isles will be felt by all until she is fucking found!”

 

 

 

 

End of Book Two
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SHAYA

 

Shaya tried to fight. She tried to find a way to reject the euphoria—telling her this was right, to calm her mind and focus on waking up—but it was too late. At her core, she needed it from him and her body recognized it. She ached for the wild pleasure he gave her, which drove away the greyness and allowed her to succumb the way she should to her Alpha.

But as the devastating climb almost reached its peak, he suddenly pulled out, leaving just his tip resting on her bruised opening. Shaya gasped at the sudden change, and the Alpha dug her hands farther into the bed as he leaned in, his nose pressing against hers as his hard, gorgeous eyes held her captive. “Where are you?”

Shaya could only whimper. The pleasure that dominated her made her tilt her slit up to kiss his sticky tip, seeking the completion of what he started.

“You won’t get it, Shaya,” he said, darkly. “You won’t get what you want until you do as you’re told. I’ve told you once before.”

A whine twisted out of her as her mind tried to fight through the fog of need.

Kardos angled his head to kiss her tantalizingly slowly. “I know you are ready to take flight.” His rich, deep voice agitated every nerve of pleasure in her body. “Your pussy becomes so succulent when you’re ready to fly, little bird. The scent of your slick deepens so sweetly; it’s all I want smeared all over me.”

Shaya whimpered again, her pussy clenching at his words, missing the loss of his length inside her.

“And smear me you do.” He chuckled against her lips. “I love when your slick drips from my balls. Or from my beard.”

Shaya writhed under him, trying to shake off the desire clawing her. It was too much. The need for him too overwhelming. Her body tingled on the edge of what she really needed, and she was losing sight of why she was resisting.

The Alpha licked her mouth, from her bottom lip, into her mouth, and flicking off her top lip. Shaya opened her mouth, eager for his tongue, but he didn’t feed it to her like he usually did. “Are your nipples ready for my tongue?” he added, watching her closely.

“Yes,” Shaya gasped. All resistance faded as she jutted out her chest for him.

“Are you ready for my knot?”

She nodded, whining at how long it was taking for him to resume. 

“Then tell me where you are.”
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Author Note

 

 

I can’t lie. This book was a struggle to write at times. Mainly because it was difficult to focus on writing it while external craziness ensued, but that’s life. The one thing I am grateful for is the ability to still create and get lost writing a story and world I adore. At the end of it all, that’s the only promise I make about my work—that I write the unique and original stories that call to me as a storyteller, romance addict, and Alpha-hole lover. And that’s exactly what I’ve done here. So regardless, I’m really happy with this installment of Shaya and Kardos’ story and am thankful that these stories keep nudging to be written no matter what.

I’ve been waiting so long to reveal the Southern Lands and its traditions and protocols and cultures, and finally, FINALLY, the time arrived! It’s been so great settling into Kardos’ world and his people. For me, he has a different feel to the other heroes in the series, and I’ve loved writing his vulnerable moments as well as the couple’s sweet times together. 

The big surprise for me in this book (I’m quickly learning that there is a surprise with every book!) was the High Chief. I kinda knew what he was going to be like, but it was so much fun writing that blessing ritual section. I loved it!

Shaya, once again, has been such a pleasure to write. She goes through so much to fit into this new world and continues to sacrifice herself as she makes the effort to find her place. I’m going to be sad to leave her when this trilogy ends.

In fact, I’m so sad that we’re almost at the end of this series, but I’m gearing up to make the last book the best I can. I hope you enjoyed this installment, thanks for sticking with me, especially if you’ve been reading along since Crave To Conquer. The next book will conclude Kardos and Shaya’s story and provide that HEA they so desperately need. :)
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