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A note on language: 

It’s recommended that you discover the meaning of the foreign language (Mayaros) phrases as Shaya does, as the disconnect adds to the understanding of Shaya’s experience. But if you really must, must, must know the meaning of every phrase, you can get the full translations on my blog (link at the end of the book :)

~ Zoey

Own To Obey

 

He owns her - and now she must obey

 

When Shaya suddenly ends up in the possession of a fierce, tribal, Alpha warrior, she begins to understand that life can be savage...

 

And painful.

 

And heart-breakingly beautiful.

 

What readers are saying:

 

★★★★★ "This Alpha and Omega book is an out of the park grand slam! The Alpha who is drawn to the Omega Shaya. The push and pull. The domination and submission , the character development was amazing."

 

★★★★★ "I have devoured this book in a matter of hours. I COULD NOT put this book down!"

 

★★★★★ "Worth every dark, dramatic second of reading!"

 

★★★★★ "Anyone can write steamy scenes, but some just have the right way of putting a universe together that pulls you in to where you never want the stories to end. THAT is what this series has been to me."

 

OWN TO OBEY is a full-length fantasy romance novel that begins a dark and carnal, enemies-to-lovers epic tale. For fans of faithful Alpha anti-heroes and captive romances. Cliffhanger included however this trilogy is complete.
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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

 

KARDOS

 

 

From the moment shinno Kardos entered the room, he knew he wasn’t leaving without the prettiest woman in it.

He had seen her before and been stunned by her beauty, but thought she belonged to King Malloron, his host in this foreign land. He was rapidly becoming aware that this wasn’t the case. 

She was dressed less richly than the others in the room and seemed to be overlooked in conversation, as though she wasn’t as important as the rest of them. 

He quickly decided to figure out how to take her. It wasn’t as though the king could deny him—Kardos had done much for Malloron already, and even though Kardos had negotiated with him for an Omega, he was about to leave this land and no Omega had yet been given.

However, upon entering the room, the king did indeed offer him an Omega; a different woman in the room. She stood with her betrothed, who obviously reacted negatively to the idea, but while she was good-looking, Kardos didn’t care for the argument that ensued afterward. He was not interested in taking another man’s woman. Such action had the potential to cause long-lasting problems that conflicted with the natural law in any matter of unforeseen ways. He actually chuckled to himself that the king was so bold to offer the woman to him in front of her betrothed. He would miss Malloron’s antics when he returned to the Southern Isles.

But in a surprising and fortunate turn of events, that could only have been guided by Az Eshra themselves, the young, pretty woman Kardos desired was revealed to be not only the younger sister of the Omega offered, but also an Omega herself. Even better, she asked to leave with Kardos to prevent him from taking her sister.

“This pleases me,” shinno Kardos announced, cutting through all the talk, turmoil, and tears. He didn’t give a fuck about any of it—he only cared about securing this Omega before anyone changed their minds.

“Take her to the ship,” he ordered his men, pointing at the young woman they called Shaya.

“No!” her sister screamed, as the men neared. Her betrothed held onto her to stop her from interfering.

The queen, Malloron’s Omega, stepped forward. “You don’t need to drag her there,” she said to the Kardos. “She is willing to go. Let her walk.”

That was true. For now. The shinno inclined his head and spoke again to his tribesmen as they approached her, this time in his own tongue, “Let her walk out of the room and then escort her directly to the ship. If she resists, drag her.”

The girl nodded her thanks to the queen and spoke to her sister, who burst into tears, and then walked to the door, passing Kardos as she left with his men.

Kardos watched every move and sound she made, realizing with each moment that she was indeed something special. Her mild manner, her soft voice, her obvious love for her sister, not to mention her small, shapely body… even the way she walked was sexy and she wasn’t even trying. She would be perfect.

There was only one thing that bothered him. “She has no Omega scent,” he said to her sister, after the Omega had gone. “Why?”

Her sister was in no real condition to answer. She sobbed fiercely, but Kardos had no patience. He had been in this land much longer than necessary—it was time to leave.

“Why does she have no scent?” he repeated.

She stuttered and heaved, blubbering something that made no sense. 

Fortunately, the queen translated for him. “Magic has been used to suppress her Omega scent and urges,” she explained. “But it will wear off.”

Good. This idea of blocking someone’s natural urges went against every law he was aware of. It was utterly heinous. “After how long?”

“Three months,” the sister answered. She turned to the queen, her eyes tortured. “In three months she will be completely vulnerable, Amara. She isn’t like us. She…” Her words faltered.

So in three months, the Omega would be completely as she was born to be. The idea filled Kardos with extreme satisfaction… and excitement.

He turned to Malloron. “I am very, very pleased you have held up your end of our arrangement.”

Malloron nodded. “I’m glad. I will come to the port to see you off.”

“Please, wait,” the queen said, stepping forward. “I promised Malloron I wouldn’t interfere, but please, I have to know. What do you intend to do with her?”

Kardos raised his head as he looked down on her, silent for a moment. It was not usual for anyone from his Lands to reveal too much about their culture to foreigners.

Since he arrived, these people of the Western Lands proved themselves to be deviants of the highest order: multiple lies and deception, blocking dynamic urges, wiping the minds of their slaves, stealing Omegas, declaring war on unsuspecting enemies… the list went on. He saw no reason to tell them more than he needed to, especially if it would cause them to renege on their promise. But he would not lie. So he told them one truth. “She will be a gift.”

 

***

The Omega was indeed perfect.

Shinno Kardos found his gaze returning to her every few moments. He watched her in the flurry of activity as his tribe prepared for travel. He watched her as she was boarded onto his ship, and he continued to watch her when the ship lurched away from Eiros port.

She also looked at him frequently, as she should, but when she did, her eyes darted away again immediately, as though she wasn’t willing to hold his gaze. He found that undesirable. She should look at him. It was natural for an Omega to look upon an Alpha, and he found himself strangely thrilled when she did.

Although she had been unexpectedly removed from her family and former life, she didn't look as though she would try to escape. Her hands remained clasped in front of her, and her movement was minimal. There had been no tears. No cries to see her family again or any last requests before they boarded the ship that would take her far from her home and to his Lands. Perfect. The behavior suggested a resilience, but it wouldn’t last—he’d acquired her only a couple of hours ago. He suspected the shock of her new circumstance hadn't sunk in yet. But it would. When she realized the weight of what was about to be placed on her, she would crumble.

“The new bondmaids have been settled in the lower cabins,” one of his most trusted tribesmen, Zolt murmured as he came to a stop beside him. “That just leaves the new passenger you obtained. Treska will allocate her a cabin and—”

“No,” Kardos rumbled, his eyes still on her. “I will do that. Get Treska to supply suitable wear.” The Omega’s clothes weren’t appropriate for where they were going. She was dressed strangely, like all the other people that lived in the foreign land they had visited. She wore what looked like a long, shapeless, bland-colored dress that reached her lower calves and a similarly bland material covered her head. The material didn’t look warm at all, but itchy and flimsy—he couldn't understand how anybody could even be comfortable in it. She needed something much more substantial for where they were going.

Zolt nodded. “Then we are settled for travel, my shinno.”

Kardos turned in a half-circle, planting his feet wide as he viewed the large hall around him. Located on the upper middle deck, where most of the tribe’s gatherings took place while they were sailing, all of his tribe had assembled, as they usually did before they traveled, to celebrate the start of the journey.

The Omega stood a few feet from Kardos, surrounded by three of his tribesmen, who escorted her anywhere he needed her taken, even though he’d kept her within his view from the moment he acquired her.

“Brothers and sisters,” he bellowed out, “we are finally going home!”

A deafening roar erupted from his tribe, and the Omega jumped at the raucous noise, her sloped brown eyes wide in alarm.

“This journey has been long and troublesome,” Kardos continued as the cheers began to fade. “We have experienced more than we planned; some things unpleasant, others incredibly… satisfying.” Low chuckles rumbled around the room and Kardos grinned. “We have gone to war, we have had to deal with strange people and cultures, but we leave the Western Lands with a new ally. We have said goodbye to some of our warriors, and we have gained new bondmaids to assist the needs of our own Lands.” He paused, looking around the hall at his tribesmen who stared back at him fiercely. “I am pleased with each of you. We have carried the name of Nyek with honor during our time on foreign soil.” He raised a fist. “And we return stronger than when we left. May Az Eshra guide our travels!”

The tribe raised their fists, calling and bellowing out their agreement with echoes of “May Az Eshra guide our travels” rebounding across the room.

The Omega’s head jerked sharply at the various roars that ripped from his men, her small body tense and closed and her hands clasped tightly in front of her. For the first time since he had taken her, she looked terrified, but the sight sent something snaking down Kardos’ spine. Even in her fear, she was still perfect.

Kardos stalked toward her as his tribe filtered out of the hall, nodding at the three who surrounded the Omega, giving them permission to leave her side.

The Omega watched them leave, her body shrinking even further as Kardos approached. She looked even smaller now that she stood on her own, but after a moment, she took a breath and straightened her back, looking up at him as he towered over her.

The rumors about Omega beauty had not been false.

In that room with her sister and the king’s Omega, this one rose above them both. She was young, clearly a maiden, although he could not guess her age, and her looks had caught his attention before he knew she was an Omega—when she was still pretending to be some kind of servant. How no one noticed she was much too stunning to be a Beta was beyond him. Of all of her exquisite features, her mouth was the most enticing. Shapely, with a slightly plumper bottom lip than top, it was ripe to be sucked and bitten. Perfect.

“Follow me,” he ordered.

Turning on his heel, he led her out of the hall and along a narrow corridor. He strode at a normal pace, but her footsteps clambered to keep up behind him. As they passed through a group of tribesmen and women, he turned and grabbed her arm, pulling her so she pressed firmly against him as he continued on. Her body was soft against his, and he found himself weaving his arm around her as he walked to keep her close to him. The feel of her shapely waist caused his cock to twitch but he ignored it, for now.

As they navigated along the corridors and across the deck, his tribe was getting to work. During travel, each tribe member followed a routine to ensure the successful running of the ship. As a multi-deck, advanced ocean vessel, his ship had the capability to travel swiftly across the waters. It was more powerful than any other ship known in his homeland, and he suspected no other in the known Lands could claim the speeds that his ship easily climbed to. But its functions needed to be constantly maintained. Since they had left fifteen hundred men behind, swapped for the bondmaids, it was even more important now that everyone tended to the needs of the ship so that the journey home was a pleasant and quick one.

As he arrived at a set of stairs, Zolt intercepted him, holding a bundle of clothes. Kardos released the Omega, ensuring she stayed close to him while he spoke with Zolt for a short moment about areas of the ship that were low on manpower. Kardos gave him instructions, took the bundle, and descended to the lower middle deck, beckoning the Omega to follow. Weaving his way through the corridors, he entered a quiet section of the ship filled only with empty cabins. He headed to the middle of the central corridor and turned into one of the cabins, striding to the center of the room.

It was a decent size, completely self-contained, and more importantly, no other person occupied any cabin in this section of the ship, keeping her, and the knowledge he had an Omega, somewhat secluded from the rest of the tribe.

He turned to face the Omega as she entered tentatively, her eyes fleetingly darting around the cabin before locking onto him.

“This will be your cabin,” he told her. “You will remain in here at all times.”

The Omega stilled and then turned to look at the room more closely.

“You are not permitted to leave this room unless you are escorted,” Kardos said firmly. “You will be punished severely if you do not abide by this rule. Do you understand?”

Her eyes returned to him and she nodded.

“During our journey back to the Southern Isles, this ship is maintained by the actions of its tribe. You are required to fulfill duties on the ship to the standard expected of every other tribe member,” he began firmly. “You will begin with tasks that will improve your body by toning your muscles and increasing your strength.” As he spoke, Kardos’ cock jerked in protest at the idea. Her soft body felt incredible as it was, but no one in the Southern Isles would survive if they didn’t hold at least some muscle, and she didn’t feel like she had much. “Punishment will be swift and thorough if you do not complete your tasks as expected. It is the Nyek way, and you must learn our ways quickly.”

The Omega stared at him, but said nothing.

“When you are not completing your tasks, you will learn about Southern Isles culture and undertake tasks and duties that may be expected of you.” Kardos fell silent, waiting to see if she would respond to anything he said.

“Am I…” She hesitated for a moment, her eyes on him as she took a deep breath. “Am I a slave?” Her quiet and smooth voice sparked something in Kardos’ chest.

“We do not have slaves in the Southern Isles.”

She thought for a moment again. “You have tribes…?”

“Yes.”

“And am I part of your tribe now?”

“No. But you belong to me.”

Her frown caused a deep line in between her brows.

“I own you,” he clarified.

“That sounds like slavery to me,” she murmured on a breath, her brown eyes drifting from him.

“It is not,” Kardos barked. “We are not like the Western Lands. We have a rich, honorable, and developed culture that you are expected to adopt. And you will adopt it by the time we arrive.” He lowered his voice. “And do not forget that you volunteered to be here in place of your sister. You have no right to complain about anything. You will obey all instructions without hesitation. Is that clear?”

Her eyes lowered and she nodded.

“What is your age?”

“Nineteen,” she responded.

He suspected as much. “And your name is Shaya.”

Her eyes darted up. “It is Katashaya.”

Kardos frowned. “That is not what your sister called you.”

A fleeting expression contorted her face for a moment, but then her head dipped back down before Kardos had the chance to decipher what it was.

“My name is Katashaya,” she said, her voice firm.

“I will call you what your sister called you,” Kardos decided.

The Omega’s mouth tightened slightly. “I will not answer,” she whispered.

Shock bolted through Kardos. “What?”

The Omega said nothing. Her eyes were stuck to a point on the floor.

Kardos lunged forward and grabbed her jaw. “Speak! What did you say?”

The fear in her eyes was mitigated by the tension in her lips. “Only my sister and my friends call me that.”

Kardos battled the anger that grew at her audacity to challenge his decision. This disobedience would have to be trained out of her. “Did King Malloron call you that?”

She blinked. “Yes.”

“Then so will I,” he roared, suddenly furious. He gripped her jaw harder, a rush of something ugly and dark whipping through his body. As far as he was aware, King Malloron hadn't even known she was an Omega. How is it that he called her a name she considered intimate?

As he examined her face, he remembered he’d seen her treating King Malloron when he was wounded. Maybe she had done more for him than that. He gritted his teeth as the ugliness within him expanded and revolved, almost taking over his whole body. “Was King Malloron a friend to you?” he asked, his voice deadly and low. “Did you fuck him?”

The Omega’s eyes widened and she tried to shake her head, but he held her too tightly. “No,” she mumbled through her closed jaw. “He was my King. I served under him.”

Kardos drew her face to his, until her perfect mouth was almost against his lips. “You serve me now,” he growled.

The Omega tried to nod but he held her too tight. She winced and her eyes filled with water as she blinked rapidly. He released her and she stumbled back, gasping. She rubbed her jaw, watching him carefully as though he could attack any moment.

Kardos breathed heavy, a shock descending on him as the ugliness drifted out of his system, but he pushed his thoughts aside. Whatever the fuck that was, it felt… oddly natural. He would not question or restrict himself from his natural impulses. “Strip.”

The Omega’s face dropped. “What?”

“Take off your clothes,” he ordered.

She stared at him for a long moment, horror beginning to form on her face.

Kardos stepped forward, his annoyance building, and she immediately squeaked, jumping back a little to keep her distance. “You will do as you are told,” he barked. “There is no place for disobedience here. Take off your clothes. Now!”

Her eyes wide, she slowly began pulling at her clothes, her eyes on him the whole time. It turned out she had layers on underneath the odd dress. By the time she reached the last layer, her hands were trembling, and she breathed heavy, her head low.

Kardos drank in the sight of her body as it was revealed to him. Desire tempered down his annoyance until a deeper feeling stirred—one he didn’t recognize. She was slimmer than he had originally thought, though everything was in perfect proportion. Her breasts jutted out invitingly, and the slope of her midriff gave her an incredible shape. But her skin was what amazed him. It wasn’t just brown; it had the most beautiful creamy hazel hue… and it was flawless. The stir deep within him became wilder the longer his eyes lingered on her. He wanted to touch every part of her, suck those nipples into his mouth, and pry her knees open. He wanted his name on her hitched breath, every one of her cries and moans in his ears. He wanted those breasts jolting from the force of him taking her over and over, her exhausted body covered in sweat and his seed and—

Consumed by his thoughts, he stepped toward her, barely noticing the way she shrank back from him. A fierce craving bounded through him as he slowly circled her. From every angle, her body enticed him. The curve of her lower back made her round ass perfect for grabbing, and her legs were also shapely, with slender calves. This was a body meant to be dominated and owned. A body meant to take cock and experience pleasure that only an Alpha could give—and the craving that clawed within him told him, not just any Alpha, but him.

He suddenly noticed, as he stood behind her, that the material around her head was still on. Lifting a hand, he pulled it off.

An enormous puff of hair burst from underneath it; rich, raven black, shiny, dense hair consisting of minute tightly coiled curls that fell past her shoulders.

The Omega squealed and jerked forward, her hands coming up to her head, but Kardos was faster. Whipping an arm around her, he yanked her backward, forcing her arms down to her sides and trapping them underneath his thick forearm as he settled it across her torso and pressed her against him.

She immediately stilled, although her chest heaved as her breaths became heavy. Kardos kept her still for a moment and then couldn't help but lower his nose to her neck.

Her soft, thick hair covered his face as he nudged it aside, seeking the slope of her neck, but its texture and feel deepened his arousal. She squirmed again, but he jerked his arm roughly to quieten her and ran his nose up her neck. With great displeasure, he realized he couldn't truly scent her. Her sister and her fucking blocks had prevented it. An itch of frustration agitated him and he squeezed her against him harder, allowing his thick arousal to press into her. He held her against him, enjoying the soft feel of her, and very slowly, her small body relaxed back into him. He growled into her neck as a pulse of pleasure shot through his cock at her submission and the craving for her deepened until it consumed him. With his nose pressed against her neck, trying to breathe in her scent in vain, his arm lifted higher against her torso until his hand found a pert, soft breast and a hardened nipple.

All thought deserted him. He lifted her up against his body and carried her to the bed on one side of the room. She stiffened, but did not fight him as he lay her down, her hair framing her face as she looked up at him. 

She tried to curl in on herself but Kardos grabbed her hips and yanked her toward him. He slipped his fingers between her legs and was pleased to find her slick gathering. A rumble released from his chest at the feel of her delicate entrance, and although she grabbed his forearm in alarm, her body was preparing for him.

The Omega lifted her upper body slightly as she tried to pull his hand from between her legs, but her efforts were pointless. He sought out her clit, hidden within her folds, and played with it, his other hand pushing her down onto the bed by her shoulder as he propped his knee up next to her and watched her carefully.

Her eyes caught his, almost pleading for him to stop, even though she said nothing. Her fingers clawed at his forearm, little nips of her fingernails sparking the kind of tiny pain that fed into his need to dominate. He was already rock hard, and his cock was straining against his pants for freedom.

The Omega then began to writhe before him, her body contorting and twisting as it shuddered. Her eyes closed and her breathing grew breathy and uneven. Kardos lowered and took a nipple in his mouth, sucking hard before gently circling and flicking it with his tongue. Her husky moan shot straight to his cock and the wildness in him heightened.

Kardos kept the pressure on her clit, but lifted from her breast to undo his pants and stroke himself as he watched the beautiful Omega before him rising to the peak of her pleasure. It was mesmerizing. A beauty such as this could only look even more gorgeous in the throes of ecstasy underneath him. Her moans set every part of him alight and her legs opened as she gyrated her hips, seeking more of his ministrations. Kardos found himself between them. Her slick coated his fingers indicating how ready she was for him, and as that registered, he succumbed to the desperate need to have her.

Lining himself up, he pressed inside her in one hard thrust, a harsh growl ripping from him at the intense pleasure of her squeeze around him. He barely heard her cry out and every hit of her hand against his chest roused him even more. He pulled back and slammed in again, waves of intoxicating bliss coursing through him as he watched her body jolting the way it was supposed to.

“My shinno.”

The voice that came from the door, knocked Kardos out of his reverie and a hot annoyance blazed through him. “Get out!” he roared, gathering the Omega into his arms and laying on top of her, tucking her into his body to try to limit her exposure. Unfortunately, the top of her head was still visible, and so was all that incredible hair. A deep growl rumbled from his chest, as he realized that Zolt still hadn’t left. He wanted no inch of her seen by anyone. “Why are you still here?” he barked, without even looking up at the door.

“I have some concerns over our journey home… I was hoping to discuss them with you.” The slight hesitation in his speech was a bad sign. Zolt always spoke firm and strong.

“Wait for me at the meeting room,” Kardos ordered.

He waited for Zolt to leave before turning his attention back to the Omega, and realized she was crying. He stilled for a moment, his mind suddenly clearer at the displeasure of her tears. “Quiet!” he demanded. This was unacceptable. No woman cried underneath him! When she didn’t stop, he grabbed her jaw, turning her face to his. “Be quiet now!”

But as her watery eyes met his and then squeezed shut, a couple of realizations hit him. Firstly, he had spoken in his own language, which she didn’t yet understand. Secondly, he had caused this. This isn’t how it should have happened between them. He had a responsibility of the utmost importance—he could not fuck it up, and that was exactly what he was doing.

Holding onto the sliver of common sense that penetrated his foggy desire, Kardos used every ounce of willpower to do something he had never done before. Slowly, he withdrew from her wet, tight pussy. As soon as he stood up, a single web of slick dripping from his cock, she curled into a ball, her sobbing muffled as she pressed her face into the bed and underneath where she had lain on her back, was a smear of blood.

The sight of it settled him. Virginity was not cherished in the Southern Isles but something within him was pleased that she had had no other man.

He headed back over to where he had dropped the bundle of clothes and brought it over to the bed. “Put these on,” he said, throwing the bundle next to her on the bed. “I will be back shortly.”

 

***

“Never enter her cabin again, Zoltan,” Kardos bit out as he entered the meeting room.

Zolt held himself still, a frown on his face as he watched Kardos. “Understood, my shinno.”

“How did you find it in the first place?”

“I assumed that you would take her to the part of the ship that most wouldn’t visit,” Zolt said. “And I followed the… sounds.”

Kardos came to a stop on the opposite side of the table. “And why the fuck did you think it was appropriate to enter and speak to me when you came in?” he growled.

Zolt’s brows raised. “It has never been a problem before, my shinno.” His gaze remained firm. “I am unsure why it is now.”

Kardos almost roared at the man’s idiocy, but held a tight leash on his anger. He had already lost control once today and it wasn’t as though Zolt didn’t speak the truth. Sex in the Southern Isles tended to be indulged in openly before a pairing was made, and much of the time with multiple partners. Kardos had never cared before about anyone approaching him to talk while fucking before, but this situation was different. “She is an Omega,” he said, through gritted teeth. “And she is yet to adopt the Southern ways.”

“Understood, but…” Zolt straightened, his face smoothing. “I wasn’t expecting you to take her so quickly.”

Kardos bristled. He slammed his fists on the table between them, his eyes burning into Zolt’s. “That is not your fucking concern!”

“I have no real concern about it as such, my shinno,” Zolt said carefully. “But she is an Omega. I assumed you would share your plans due to her status and what she means for our culture. The rest of our brothers and sisters would want to know that you hold such a treasure.”

Kardos shook his head. “They will be informed of her presence soon.”

Zolt stared at him, his gruff voice embracing a tone of surprise. “It is unlike you to withhold information from the tribe.”

“It is,” Kardos said grittily. Zolt only knew about her because of the disrespect Zolt had suffered in the Western Lands—Kardos had negotiated for the Omega as payment for that disrespect. His people needed to know that Kardos would defend and protect the honor of his tribe. “But this is not just random information. This is about an Omega. An Omega who must learn her place before she is exposed to the rest of the tribe. It is likely she will not behave as she is supposed to. She has no knowledge of our culture, our language, people, nothing… There is much she must learn, and I don’t want anyone interfering before that happens.” He leaned forward on the table. “And listen well,” he said, his voice lowering, “I am the tribe leader and shinno. I make the decisions that are best for this tribe. I have been keen to share all information in the past, but there are times when that cannot happen.”

“It is one of the things the rest of the tribe value most about your leadership,” Zolt pointed out, lifting his brows and tilting his head so his shaggy hair swung. “The tribe has always had its traditions, my shinno, but you uphold them more so than any of the past tribe leaders. You have shown that you value us. It would be a… disappointment to them if you were to withhold this information from them for too long.”

Kardos gripped the table, the hard wood digging into his hand. “I have to think about what's best for each situation,” he said roughly. “We are on a boat. We are already too far from land to turn back for any reason. Our ship is enormous and barely capable of running at the speed we wish to travel. And among our tribe of Alphas and Betas, mostly Alphas,” he added as a reminder, “we have one Omega.”

Zolt frowned. “You think Alphas will not be able to resist her?”

“It is possible.”

“I thought you said she was blocked?”

Kardos straightened so that he stood with his weight evenly between his two feet. The Omega being blocked didn't seem to impact his urge to touch her, his urge to scent her, or his urge to get inside her. She seemed to affect him even though she was blocked, and he wasn't sure how that was possible. Perhaps his attraction to her was simply because of her obvious beauty—he hadn’t been as interested in the other two Omegas he had seen in the Western Lands, just her. Regardless, he didn’t want any other Alpha taking such liberties with her. She was his responsibility. He would not be allowing any one of his men access to her so he didn't see the point in announcing her presence at all. “The knowledge of what she is may have more an impact than whether she is blocked and unable to affect them,” he muttered.

Zolt nodded. “Are you planning to tell the tribeswomen about her?”

“There is no need. She is simply a new tribeswoman to be trained. There is no need to say anything more. In fact, only Treska needs to know. She will tend to her.”

“I understand, my shinno.” Zolt straightened himself and picked up the schedule on the table. “I wanted to talk to you about workload. If we do not find a way to improve it, we will be on the ocean a lot longer than anticipated.”

Kardos leaned over the table between them, staring at the workload schedule Zolt had put together. “We are at full capacity? Do we have enough men to guard the Omega’s section of the ship?”

Zolt inclined his head, letting a gruff exhale. “We will travel slower, but yes.

“Good.”

“If they do not know what they are guarding or where exactly it is, they may let people through. “

Kardos nodded. “If everyone else is working, not many will be going to that part of the ship.”

Zolt nodded. “Yes, everyone has been given work. That is my concern.”

Kardos turned from him to think.

Tribe Nyek were known for their stellar ships that navigated both ocean and sea with ease. They owned superior vessels and Kardos was immensely proud of that fact. None of the tribe’s ships had ever encountered any problem on the ocean due to poor design or crewmen. However, this ship required constant attention in order to run fast and strong across the White Ocean. A minimum crew was required if the ship was intended to be used past the normal expectations, and even though they left fifteen hundred men behind, there still should have been enough men to get them home. Unfortunately they had lost brothers in a war that had plagued the Western Lands and now there were not enough to power the ship.

He turned back to the table and looked at the map. Usually the journey between the Western Lands and the Southern Isles took four months. However, his ship could get them there in one month if they had the crew to maintain the required work. As it stood, he was eager to get back to the Southern Isles as quickly as possible. Although he was comfortable on the sea, he wanted to get the Omega on his land.

“Triple shifts,” he said.

Zolt frowned and looked at the schedule again, then nodded. “That could work,” he said slowly. “But it would mean barely any time to sleep. I don’t know if they could maintain that for a month.”

“They have to try,” Kardos said bluntly. “The quicker we get home, the quicker they can rest.”

Zolt nodded. “You also?”

“Yes. I will take my position shortly.”

With that, Kardos left the room. He headed back to the Omega’s cabin, his thoughts whirling as he tried to get control of the lingering urges caused by the Omega. He had been driven by a craving he hadn’t experienced before, but he couldn’t deny he had reveled in the rawness of it. What he didn’t enjoy was how things ended with the Omega. It was unusual for any real Isle man to not ensure a woman felt pleasure; in fact, it was something Kardos prided himself on ensuring, and it burned him to realize that she had been crying. If Zolt hadn’t interrupted, she would have ended up enjoying it. He had never had to stop himself in the middle of sex before. It was unheard of for any Isle man not to finish, especially not when the woman was that incredible. 

He’d also never felt the need to cover up a woman’s body before to prevent her from being seen by another man. Sex was considered a normal and healthy part of life for both men and women in his culture, but he hadn’t wanted even an inch of her viewed… he’d never felt that way before. 

He breathed heavily as a realization came to him. He had to get her ready for his culture so things had to happen in the right order. His craving for her would be sated—there was no doubt about that—but now he had to prioritize adjusting her to a new life. After all, he was now the owner of an Omega. The one dynamic that no longer existed in his Lands. The one dynamic whose return to his Lands would change everything, for both him and everyone in his society. So he had to be careful with every step he took. She was too important.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

SHAYA

 

Shaya lay on the bed, curled up and tense, her eyes still watering at the pain between her legs. As soon as the Alpha left the room, she released the sobs she been trying to hold in the whole time he was inside her. She knew it may have come to this, but she had no idea it would be so immediate. As soon as he'd gotten her alone and naked, he had used her the way her sister had warned Alphas used Omegas.

Her sister, Kyus, was the only reason she hadn't fought him wildly or tried to get away. When it came down to it, she had signed up for this. She had actually volunteered to come in place of her sister because she knew how much it would uproot and hurt her. Kyus had always protected her, looked out for her, and taught her everything she knew about life even though Shaya knew she was a burden. Her sister was a spy, traveling from one place to another and completing tasks and missions that put her in constant danger, but were immensely important to her. Luckily, for the last ten years, she had been able to secure property in a wealthy country in the Western Lands and infiltrate the higher society. That was how they lived the majority of Shaya’s life. Kyus then set up home with her soon-to-be husband, and Shaya was brought along as her servant, but Shaya knew Kyus was always taking a big risk by having her in her life. She had said plenty of times that spies should have no vulnerabilities, but she knew she was Kyus’. Shaya had never known how she was going to repay her sister, until now.

Her sister had been found out and discovered. She didn’t know how, but when King Malloron ordered the shinno to take her sister, it seemed like a punishment—worse than a prison sentence—and she knew she couldn't allow it to happen. She had seen Kyus with her future husband and knew she loved him. She couldn't let her be taken. So she had volunteered. 

And the moment she had been led from the room, she decided that she wasn't going to be weak. She wouldn't let the situation break her. She wasn’t as strong as Kyus; she had none of her training or skill or intelligence, but she would be strong for her. She would make her proud. And that meant not allowing herself to be broken by anything that happened.

Slowly, she got up, wincing at the searing pain still clutching hard between her legs. Her body felt strange. She could feel the lingering remnants of the pleasure that had overtaken her before the brutal pain. The shock had been just as startling as the pain itself, but that was her own fault. She should have expected it. He had made her feel pleasure so that she wouldn’t fight him when he used her as he wished.

Carefully, she pulled apart the bundle of clothing to find a strange-looking fitted tunic dress made with coarse material, a fur overthrow, thick boots, and undergarments. She hobbled over to the washroom in the corner of the room and quickly washed before putting on the clothing. But once dressed, she couldn't shake the strange feeling that had descended on her. She was no longer herself. With these clothes, she abandoned everything that she had known from her life growing up—her life with her sister. With these clothes, she had no connection to anything or anyone she understood.

She sat on the bed, waiting for the Alpha to return and carefully wrapped her head back in the material he had pulled off. Her hair was the one thing that she wanted to maintain in honor of her sister. It had been the one thing Kyus had enjoyed spending time doing—caring for her hair. It became time they used to catch up on each others’ day. Kyus would tell her about her frustrations with the people of the Land and Shaya would talk about what she’d done in the gardens.

After her head was wrapped, she carefully examined the room. It was larger than she thought rooms on ships would be, and it had a tiny round window from which she could see the ocean. She stared out of the window at it for a long while, partly in amazement, and partly because she could still see what looked like the Western Lands far in the distance, getting farther and farther away. Never to be seen again.

Tears filled her eyes as she realized the true nature of her situation, but she blinked them away, sighing as the view of the Western Lands turned into a foggy mirage. She had no idea where they were going or what would await her when they arrived. All she could do was try her hardest to remain strong until they got tired of her. In a way, she was glad that the Alpha saw fit to use her straightaway. The worst of it was out of the way now, she knew what to expect in the future, and she would try her hardest not to break.

The door to the cabin suddenly opened and she spun round to see the Alpha entering. Every time he was in a room, the space felt charged, and she was sure it was because he was enormous. Muscles bulged from every part of him and were visible even through his clothes. Every heavy step he took seemed like it would make the world shake, and she had the urge to shrink away every time she was in his presence. He was the epitome of every giant and mean monster in the stories Kyus told her when she was a child, except he was extremely good-looking. That contrast confused her greatly, because in the stories all the good-looking people were kindhearted, but that was not the case here. The strip of sunlight blonde hair that ran along the top of his head beautifully matched his unique eyes. In the daylight, they looked turquoise but in the shade of her cabin, they looked almost teal. Either way, it wasn’t that she hadn't seen anybody with that kind of eye coloring before, it was the fact that his gaze was always fierce, and when his eyes were on her, it made her feel strange.

He closed the door behind him and walked into the room a few steps to stand before her. All the nervousness that usually filled her when she saw him came rushing back in a jittery, trembly cloud, but this time it was accompanied by shame. He had seen and touched a part of her that no one else had seen, that no one else should have seen yet.

He looked her over, nodding appreciatively at her new clothing. “Your tasks will begin immediately,” he said, his voice a rough rumble. “This will be the last time I will be speaking to you in your tongue. The Southern Isles will be your new home and you will speak the language. The best way for you to learn is to hear it regularly.”

Shaya stilled. That would definitely make things harder for her.

He stared at her for a long moment, his eyes lingering on the material on her head, but he didn’t make a move to remove it again, much to her relief. “Follow me,” he ordered finally. “And stay close.” He hesitated, then said, “Yamves ash,” as he beckoned her to follow.

Shaya nodded but he had already turned and exited the room. She hurried after him, keeping close behind him as he navigated them back through the quiet corridors. As they traveled farther away from her cabin, she saw other members of the tribe. They looked very focused, walking with purpose, their expressions serious and barely acknowledging one another other than a slight nod. This was different from how she had seen them before they boarded the ship. They had been laughing and jesting with each other, some of them even sparring with weapons as they stood on the port waiting for all the shinno's cargo to be loaded. Now they seemed like completely different people.

She watched the shinno's muscular back as he walked before her, wondering what awaited her when they reached the destination. She suspected she would be raped sooner or later but had no idea what else to expect. Although there wasn't that much information about the Southern Lands people, it was rumored that they were simple but extremely brutal and raw. They had none of the social expectations found in the Western Lands, choosing to live off the land and abiding their own unique rules of their culture. And yet no one knew exactly what that was. Although trading existed between the Eastern and Western Lands, the Southern Lands were very much set apart. Not much trading happened between them and the outside world, which led many to believe that they were less civilized. She hadn't given it much thought—there had never been any need to. Growing up she had thought that she would always be with her sister, and anything that she encountered Kyus would explain. But the exchange happened so quickly. She had no chance to ask questions, and she certainly couldn't ask any now.

Her best guess was that the Alpha who led the tribe, the shinno, would want to use her any way he saw fit and possibly pass her on to his men, which would be horrific. That seemed to fit the kind of behavior Kyus had told her about, however, it struck her as unusual that he had specifically wanted an Omega. Maybe there was something more that he needed her for, but that did not fill her with any kind of comfort. In the Western Lands, King Malloron, had wanted strange things for his Omega, such as a potion to affect their bond, which she found to be extremely strange. Her sister, Kyus, had been furious at the idea, saying that the bond between an Alpha and Omega should remain pure, and that if the king wanted to interfere with it, it meant he wanted to treat her badly. Shaya didn't have much to say because she had no idea about what was supposed to happen between an Alpha and Omega or their bond; only that claiming bites were initiated by the Omega.

The Alpha descended down a number of flights of stairs to a deck that was busy with activity and radiated an intense heat. She followed the Alpha as he led her to a stern-looking woman standing in the center of the deck. Just by her stance, the woman seemed as though she had more status than the others. She was most certainly older; her face was hard, with tough-looking skin and thin gray hair tied back into a braid. As he spoke to her, Shaya turned to look over the deck.

Four columns spread out evenly, holding up the deck above but along one length of the side a high balcony gave a restricted view of the ocean. The whole area was filled with people, all busy and moving about in a confusing jumble. Strangely, all of them shone with sweat and hardly any sound was made apart from low murmuring. The only still area was where a group of men stood around several huge gray boulders. 

Shaya peered at them, wondering what they were doing but it seemed they simply watched the boulders—barely moving as they stared. She craned her neck to see why the stones were capturing their attention so intensely, but other than having slightly different color tints, the stones seemed normal.

She glanced around the deck, but nobody else seemed to notice them acting strangely. Even though the men stood still, they shone with sweat, and as she watched them, a wave of nausea rippled through her. 

 A hand gripping her arm brought her attention back to her immediate surroundings. The woman was leading her by the arm toward the side of the deck where the boulder men stood. 

Shaya looked around for the shinno, but he was walking ahead of them, veering in a different direction and she was somewhat relieved. She hated being around him. He made her feel… out of sorts; nervous, fearful, and something else she couldn’t figure out. There was a strange jittery feeling when she was in his presence, and when he touched her, it transmuted to a feeling she hadn’t been able to resist. When he had first wrapped his arm around her in the cabin, she’d been terrified, but after a moment it felt so pleasurable; his thick body against hers, his face tucked into her neck, his hand running up her stomach as he breathed her in. She couldn’t help succumbing to that feeling, but now she knew what it led to, she would try to avoid doing it again at all cost.

The woman came to a stop by a bucket with soapy water and a cloth and pointed at it, speaking in that strange language of the tribe. Relief filtered into Shaya. Was that all she’d be doing? She could certainly clean. The woman then pointed at the floor next to the bucket where black pipes wound between the floor and wall, and every few inches along was the open end of a pipe. They were caked in grime and soot.

Shaya nodded enthusiastically and set to work.

As her sister’s servant, cleaning was a normal and natural chore she did everyday, so this wouldn’t be a hardship. Shaya set to work scrubbing the pipes, hoping that this would be all she would be doing. However, the pipes took a lot more effort than she would have thought. By the time she managed to get a small area of a pipe shining, she was almost panting with exertion and sweating from the heat of the deck. As she rinsed out the cloth in the bucket, she glanced around the deck again and noticed that a few feet behind her was the men and boulder area… and also the shinno. He stood with the strangely motionless men who still stared at the boulders. Except the shinno wasn’t looking at the boulders. His fierce gaze was on her.

A jolt shot through her and she quickly looked away, fear and nerves spiking, but out of the corner of her eye, all the men began to move simultaneously, and her curiosity brought her gaze back to them.

In pairs the men moved each boulder, tackling one at a time as they lifted and rotated the rock before placing it down carefully then stepping away to again remain motionless; however, this time, it only lasted a few moments before they hoisted a different rock and rotated that one. They continued this behavior like some kind of organized dance that they all knew the moves to. 

Shaya stared at them, confused. What were they doing? Why would they have boulders on a ship? And what was the point of moving them in that way? But the more she watched, the more she realized that the rocks actually changed color at the point of rotation. Their tints ranged from blue to purple to orange and then red, but it seemed as though the different tints required a different number of rotations, because the orange and red tinted rocks were rotated and held longer than the other colors. Finally, the men all placed their boulders down, and stepped back, sweat streaming from them as they stood still, staring once again at the boulders.

Shaya watched them entranced by the behavior, her eyes drawn to the shinno. He was bigger than the rest of the men and his chest didn’t heave as rapidly as the others. His muscles contracted and bulged through his strangely shaped tunic, and somehow Shaya couldn’t pull her eyes away. But then his eyes lifted and met hers, and another jolt shot to her core, as well as horror that she was caught watching him. She quickly turned her eyes away and back to her bucket and continued her efforts to get the pipes clean.

Within an hour she was exhausted and nauseated. The heat on the deck seemed to pull all energy from her muscles and her stomach rolled constantly, but the stern woman wouldn’t allow her to stop working. Any time she did, she was slapped on the arms and head with a flat wooden paddle until she continued cleaning again. Eventually a girl with brown eyes and curly bronze hair, who looked about Shaya’s age, came to change her bucket water and that was the only time she was permitted to rest. When the girl returned, she lowered and pushed a cup of liquid into Shaya's hands and then mimicked her drinking, smiling and nodding to encourage her. Shaya took a sip and sighed as the cool water slipped down her throat. She gulped some more down, but the girl stopped her from drinking too fast. She mimicked sips, small little sips from the cup, and Shaya nodded that she understood, then sipped down the water while the girl fiddled needlessly with the bucket, blocking her from view of the woman.

Shaya glanced at the shinno and he was already looking back at them, the frown on his face deep, and she quickly gave the girl back the cup and continued working.

Hours passed before the stern woman indicated she could stop, and she breathed a sigh of relief as she staggered to her feet, rubbing her aching knees, only to find the shinno looming at her side, that gaze piercing her.

“Yamves ash,” he instructed and began walking. Follow me.

Shaya cautiously followed him back up the stairs and along the decks, struggling to keep up with him. Thankfully when they passed through another crowd of his tribe, the shinno grabbed her again and held her against his side, taking most of her weight, and she couldn’t help but lean on his hard, bulky body in relief.

He escorted her to her cabin but when he entered, he didn’t release her. Pulling her around to his front, he held her still and looked down at her, examining her face.

Shaya battled the nervous fear inside her once more, hoping he would leave soon. Her insides jittered wildly and it was beginning to feel pleasurable being against his body, which she didn’t want. There was also a slight peppery but warm scent coming from him, faint but enticing enough for her to breathe in deeply for more of it.

“Dess effet choyett, Shaya,” he murmured, his eyes roaming over her face.

A blast of annoyance swept through her and she turned her head sharply to the side.

The shinno grabbed round the back of her neck, and turned her head back to him. He spoke again, different words this time, a warning tone in his voice, but when he repeated “Shaya,” she turned her head again sharply.

Using every ounce of courage, she said firmly. “My name is Katashaya.”

The shinno’s arms tensed and a rumbling growl vibrated between their bodies as he grabbed the material that covered her head and forced her head back to him, gripping her tight as he roughly rumbled his strange words.

Shaya pressed her mouth together firmly, aware she couldn’t move her head, determination blazing through her as she glared at him, but she couldn’t help but notice that close up, the shinno was even more handsome than she thought. No, he was beautiful. His features were strong and tiny curls of blonde hair sprinkled over his square jaw. His unique eye color was so pretty in this light, but his menacing glare seemed to puncture right into the core of her, peeling back her layers to reveal how weak she really was.

When he said her name incorrectly again, she shifted her gaze to the wall behind him, tears filling her eyes as she fixed them on a spot beyond him.

The shinno bellowed, and she flinched at the vibration of it pulsing through her like she was nothing but air. He released her, and she stumbled backward on her weak knees, but not far enough. He grabbed her by the shoulder and ripped away the entire front of her tunic with his other hand.

Shaya gasped, trying to cover herself up. No. This couldn’t happen again—not while he was angry. He would tear her apart. But even as the panicked thought registered, her sister floated to the top of her mind and she took a breath. There were some things she had to be strong about, some things that were worth defending. That’s what Kyus always believed—that’s why she did the work she did as a spy. It didn’t matter what this Alpha did to her, he would never truly break her or her love for her sister.

So Shaya dropped her hands and straightened.

The shinno had stopped speaking at the sight of her body, though he still breathed hard and his fists were clenched, one of them still holding the strip of fabric from her torn tunic.

He pushed her backward until she reached the bed and dropped down onto it, trapping her legs between his as he stood.

She swallowed as she looked up at his enormous frame hulked over her, the nerves in her swirling and expanding wondering what he was going to do next. When he started to undo his pants, she tried to control her fear. She expected this; it wasn’t a surprise, but she refused to break. She repeated it like a mantra in her mind as his cock was released from its constraints.

It was just as thick and as long as she suspected from the way it felt invading her earlier that day, but when the shinno took her hand and placed it on his shaft, she wasn’t expecting it to be smooth. He rubbed her hand along it, and she watched as the skin slid back and forth, the tip oozing with fluid the longer she stared, a warm pungent scent filling the space between them.

Releasing her hand, he slipped his fingers around the back of her neck and brought her lips to his tip. She glanced up at him, hoping he wouldn’t want more, but there was a fierceness in his eyes that told her he would not let her stop.

Opening her mouth wide, she took him in slowly and held him there for a moment, running her tongue over his skin. It felt… strange but not unpleasant. His taste and smell had an odd effect on her body as it had earlier, but the tingling quiver in between her legs surprised her. The shinno thrust his cock into the back of her throat, and she choked, gagging and retching. Just as she thought she might vomit, he pulled his cock almost all the way out, so her lips were on the tip, and waited for her to recover. 

Shaya composed herself, tears gathering as she swallowed, and the shinno began again. He moved her head so his cock slipped in farther, then out and then in again, sometimes so roughly she choked, other times slow enough for her to savor him on her tongue. She became accustomed to the feeling of her mouth wide, his scent in her nose, and his taste on her tongue, but not to having his cock at the back of her throat.

He sped up, building a rhythm in her mouth, controlling the speed and depth as her saliva coated him and began to drip. Once, her teeth grazed the top of his shaft and he pulled out completely and growled at her, tapping her cheek hard with two fingers, the warning clear. When he put it back in, she made all efforts to avoid it happening again.

Her jaw ached by the time he was thrusting wilder, and suddenly, releasing a gruff, throaty exhale, he spurted a creamy liquid into her mouth. She tried to hold it, but so much came out, it was impossible. His seed erupted from the sides of her mouth and dripped down her chin until she swallowed some. Finally, he pulled her head away and watched, his hand still gripping her head as she swallowed the rest and gasped for breath.

After observing her until her breathing calmed, his seed drying on her face, he leaned forward. “Choya detta mthnoy,” he said, a smug snarl as he added with emphasis, “Shaya.” 

Releasing her, he turned and left, buckling himself up as he went.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

SHAYA

 

The next morning, Shaya was gently shaken awake.

She groaned as she rolled over, her limbs aching, wondering if Kyus would let her have a late morning, but something registered that her bed smelled wrong.

Opening her eyes, the memories of the last day came rushing back and the curly-haired girl who had brought her water the day before was leaning over her bed.

Shaya sat up, pulling the bedsheets around her as the girl pointed to the clothes laid out on the bed. It was a new set of undergarments and another tunic.

The girl stayed while Shaya used the washroom and helped her dress in her new clothes. Shaya didn’t need help, but the girl insisted, and Shaya had to admit the clothes fit better when she adjusted them correctly. The girl then leaned over to take off the material on Shaya’s head, but she stopped her, jerking away. “No,” she said firmly. She didn't want anybody touching her hair. It was bad enough the Alpha had had his hands on it.

Kyus was forced to change her hair a lot so she had taken great pride in Shaya's hair, caring for it and treating it so that it was healthy and abundant. It was the one thing she had left that reminded her of her sister—the Alpha hadn't even allowed her to collect any belongings, he simply took her directly to his ship. Of everything that she had, her hair was the only real thing that reminded her of her sister. She didn't want anyone doing anything to it. She didn’t even know if she could treat it on the ship or in the Southern Lands, she had no idea if they had the various items her sister had used to keep her hair healthy.

The girl stared at her, seeming shocked at her outburst, but Shaya again repeated, although this time of the softer. “No.”

The girl spoke softly in her language, smiling, with hope in her eyes as her hand continued on. Shaya held herself stiff, considering how far she would let her go before she would have to fight her off. And could she even fight her? The girl was smaller than the other tribeswomen she’d seen, but she was still taller than Shaya and definitely more muscular. She remained still as the girl pulled off the material around her head.

Her thick hair released, dropping onto her shoulders and tickling her neck, and she watched the girl, carefully monitoring the next step she intended to take.

She stared at Shaya’s hair for a short time and then lowered her hand and left the room.

Shaya breathed out a sigh of relief. So far this girl had been the only one who had been kind to her and helped her, even giving her water when she felt ill. Shaya really did not want to argue or fight with her, but she felt too protective over her hair, and she doubted that would change.

She sat on the bed, thinking what would happen today. The pain between her legs was gone now, although she still felt strange in that area. She wondered how long it would be before the Alpha wanted her that way again.

The girl entered the room again, but this time she balanced numerous jars, bottles, and combs in her arms. Dropping them on the bed beside Shaya, she opened one, offering it to Shaya and tapping her nose. 

Shaya frowned as she inched forward to sniff the jar, and was surprised to find that it was similar to a cream Kyus used on her hair. She opened the rest of the jars and bottles to find creams and oils of varying thickness, consistency, smell, and color. Some of them were extremely familiar, and others seemed promising. The combs were a mixture of all different shapes and sizes. At least three of them were similar to what she’d had at home. She glanced up at the girl who grinned and nodded and pointed to her own curly hair, and Shaya smiled back, tears filling her eyes with relief. “Thank you.”

 

***

For the next few days, Shaya moved from deck to deck cleaning pipes. Almost all the decks seemed the same—a hectic deck but with an area of men staring at boulders, a stern woman in charge, and grubby pipes to clean. As she set to work, the shinno was always working with the boulders, and she never seemed to escape his attention. It was almost as though he was trying to catch her doing something wrong, so she committed to doing everything she was told so he couldn’t punish her. Yet whenever he escorted her back to her room, he continued pushing her mouth down onto his cock until he came in her mouth.

She still refused to look at him or respond when he called her Shaya, but now it was as though he was excited by it. When he escorted her to and from each deck, he whispered words in her ear and said her name in such low, lewd tones that her face heated and she couldn’t look at him, even though she didn’t understand exactly what he was saying.

One afternoon, the shinno escorted her to her room as usual, but this time, when she had her mouth on him, he slipped his hand down the front of her tunic. Shaya was already beginning to tingle between the legs at the smell and taste of him, but when his fingers grazed her already hardened nipple, she couldn’t help but squirm. He played with it roughly, flicking and scratching it, causing jolts of intensity to skid across her body and straight to that spot between her legs. She began to breathe heavy around his cock, and when she moaned, sucking on him as she did, he groaned along with her.

When she looked up at him, he was still looking down at her with that fierceness as always, but she suddenly realized with a twisting flutter in her stomach, that it wasn’t anger in his gaze. It was hunger.

His eyes remained firmly on her when he came, jerking his hips slightly as his liquid filled her mouth and pinched her nipple hard sending a piercing pleasurable pain through her.

Shaya was lost to the experience, wanting anything he could give. The tang in her mouth was welcome, his heavy aroma she breathed in deeply, and she hoped his hands found other places to explore… deeper places that would give her some kind of relief from the delicious coiling tension in her stomach.

But as soon as it was over, he pulled her head back and watched her again as she swallowed, blinking lazily at him, and then he left.

The next morning, she was shaken awake. She automatically tried to stretch and then winced at the pain that laced through her aching body. Although she used her afternoons to bathe, treat her hair, and rest, the cleaning in the mornings worked her muscles hard. Today, the pressure in her limbs seemed worse. 

She slowly rose to her feet and made her way to the washroom. The girl helped her as much as she could, but Shaya drew the line at getting completely naked in front of her. The girl seemed nice, but she would not allow herself to be washed by someone else.

When she came out the washroom, she saw that one of the chairs by the wall had been placed about a foot from the side of the bed. The girl led her to the bed and sat her down, insisting that she sit in a very specific spot. Next to her on the bed lay piles of folded clothes and a blanket with a number of interesting looking items on it. Some of the things Shaya recognized, but some of them were completely foreign to her.

She slowly reached out to touch one of the items, but the girl grabbed her arm and shook her head fiercely.

Shaya returned her hand to her lap, and as she did her cabin door opened. The shinno strode in, as though he belonged there, bringing with him that air of dominance, and Shaya couldn’t help but gasp. He was only dressed in half-pants, revealing his naked torso, thick arms, and lower legs. The muscles she’d seen under his clothes bunched over every part of him and intricate black patterns spread all over his chest, arms, and back, contrasting heavily with his pale-cream skin. Instantly a heat encased her, and she didn’t know where to put her eyes or hands or… anything. She’d never seen even the naked chest of a man before, let alone one in this state of undress. Her eyes darted all over the room before peeking back at him, and becoming entranced again with the dips and curves of his chest, all the way down his stomach to the area where he regularly released his thick cock for her.

The shinno’s mouth quirked as he caught Shaya’s expression and his eyes remained on her as he sat down on the chair the girl had set out, his back straight, his hands on his knees.

The girl gave Shaya a pointed look, and then picked up a comb from the blanket. She carefully pulled it through the light blonde hair on the top of the shinno’s head, her movements quick and practiced as though she had done it many times. When his hair was combed through and much neater, she picked up one of the wide jars on the blanket and dipped her hand inside it, scooping up a jelly substance and rubbing it between in her hands. She then began brushing it over the shinno’s thick upper body with her palms. 

Shaya watched carefully, unable to see any real difference to his skin from the application. She used to use something similar on her own skin regularly when it was dry--in fact, she’d actually been using one of the creams the girl gave her for her hair to moisturize her skin too, but then the girl picked up a very small brush and began to stroke along the shinno’s complex markings. As she did, they darkened and became more vibrant against his pale skin. Shaya blinked, wondering if it was a trick of her eyes, but when she glanced over the other markings on his chest, they were certainly not as prominent as the ones the girl had brushed on his arms.

The brushing took a long time. The markings were clearly a sign of importance to their culture for so much time to be spent on it. She hadn’t seen any of the other Alphas’ bodies, but she guessed that they had similar markings too. Soon, the novelty wore off and her eyes drifted to the window.

A harsh rumble came from the Alpha, and immediately she was alert, snapping her attention back to him. He continued to stare at her, his strange teal eyes narrowed slightly, but he said nothing.

Shaya watched as the girl finished brushing him and then hoped that was the end of whatever it was they were showing her. It wasn’t.

Next, the girl picked up a long silver utensil, that looked like a long, wide, flat knife and a jar filled with white foam. After carefully applying the foam around the shinno's cheeks, mouth and chin, she carefully scraped it off him with the flat blade.

Shaya watched the process carefully. She had seen Kyus' future husband doing something similar when his beard became too wild and rugged. Kyus had said it was to shorten the hair, and that some men scrape all the hair off their faces, and that was why they didn't have a beard. She looked over the shinno wondering what he would look like with a beard, but then noticed that he was staring directly at her, and the nervousness rose yet again. She tore her eyes away from him, cursing the feeling. Would she ever stop feeling like this around him?

The rumble came from the shinno as he muttered something she didn't understand. The girl paused what she was doing, placed the knife down and then ushered Shaya up on her feet and toward the shinno.

Shaya stood next to him, watching him as carefully as he was watching her, and when the girl returned back to the other side of him with the long knife, she continued scraping the little stubble of hair that the shinno had.

He continued to watch her, but she tried not to let it affect her as the foam was scraped off his face completely. At the end, the girl wiped his lower face with a cloth and then rubbed in a pale, creamy substance all over his face that made his face shine.

Afterward, the girl gestured to Shaya that she could sit down again, and the shinno rose to his feet. The girl began to dress him in the clothes that had been folded on the bed and Shaya watched as she then adorned the shinno's forearms, calves, and neck with decorative items.

Shaya suppressed a sigh, wondering why she was being forced to watch this. She turned again to the window and the restricted view of the waves lapping lazily against the body of the ocean as the gray and white clouds revolved in the sky.

The Alpha omitted another growl, bringing her attention back to him, and he glared at her, this time the growl remaining low and steady. She swallowed, straightening slightly, realizing he wanted her to pay attention—to constantly watch what the girl was doing. Pressing her lips together, she forced herself to continue watching, not allowing her attention to be drawn to the window again.

Once the shinno was ready, fully dressed, the girl turned to Shaya and spoke softly. “Soss lec yuss,” she said pointing to her own eyes and then to the blanket.

Shaya stayed alert, watching closely to see what she was going to do next. Strangely, the Alpha began to undress and the girl fixed all the tools and jars in a blanket in a triangle fashion. Tapping Shaya’s arm, she drew her attention to the layout, pointing first at the comb at the top of the triangle, followed by the cream and brush, then the long knife and foam, and then some other utensils she hadn't actually used. She pointed to each one of them in turn, starting with the comb and then making her way down pointing at the next utensil in line. Shaya nodded, indicating that she understood that there was an order in which she had used them.

The girl then turned to the shinno, pointed at the comb and then pointed at him.

Shaya looked between the girl in the shinno, both looking at her expectantly but she wasn't sure what she was supposed to be doing.

After a moment the shinno let out an exasperated growl in his language.

The girl picked up the comb and pressed it into Shaya's hand, and then pushed her gently toward the shinno pointing at his hair. Shaya suddenly understood what was happening and froze as she neared him. They wanted her to groom him. This was supposed to be one of her chores. The girl was only here to show her what to do.

She stepped next to him, hating that his eyes were always locked onto her so securely. It was as though she couldn’t escape him, and the pressure felt more intense now that he was almost naked. She quickly scooted around behind him so that he could not maintain his gaze. Slowly, and trying not to touch him more than necessary, she pressed the comb through his hair.

It was thicker than it looked and with each stroke the hair became uniform along the top of his head. It was almost long enough to pull back into one bunch, but she wasn’t sure if that was normal. It seemed the different tribesmen had different approaches to their hair—some were neat and braided, other extremely shaggy and messy.

Once that was done, she looked at the girl for the next clue about what to do, and the girl looked pointedly at the pyramid she had created. Of course. Shaya slipped back over to the bed and picked up the cream. The girl pointed to the shinno's left arm and Shaya now realized that she had missed his arm from the original treatment. Rubbing the gel in her hands she brushed it along his arm tentatively, unable to stop admiring the muscle beneath his tight and toned skin. She pressed her fingers into his bicep—marveling at how thick it was, sure his arm was thicker than her whole body. She traced a finger over a prominent vein that ran almost out of sight into the dip of his elbow. The muscle flexed suddenly and she pulled her hand away, glancing at the shinno. His lips quirked again and amusement entered his gaze. Shaya quickly looked away, heading back to the blanket to collect the brush. 

She returned back to the shinno’s left side with the brush in her hand, but wasn't sure how to brush him. She glanced at the girl, who looked to the shinno. When he nodded, she headed over to Shaya and gestured to her to kneel down by his side and showed her how to hold the brush. She then demonstrated quick, flicking movements with the brush tip and pointed to his markings.

When Shaya tried this technique, she was delighted to see the markings blooming into the darker color that she had seen when the girl did it. Taking her time, she made her way over all the markings and then leaned back to look at his whole arm.

The girl smiled at her, nodding, and then beckoned her back to the blanket.

The rest of his grooming preparation proceeded with ease. The girl showed her how to fasten his decorations, and also how to hold his clothes so that he could slip into them. As she stood before him, buttoning up the strange tunic she helped him to put on, the nervousness with his eyes on her turned into something else. Something stronger—an echo or maybe a preparation of what was to come in the afternoons... but she rejected it, pushing it away in favor of thinking of her sister.

 

***

The schedule of her days for the next week was to wake, groom the shinno, clean pipes on the decks, swallow the shinno’s seed while he made her squirm, and treat her hair. Sometimes he would have her suck him after she groomed him, after he had sent the girl out of the room, but each time the need for him to do more, to do something, increased. Her body needed attention that she knew he could give her, and yet she didn’t want anything like what he did to her the first day.

During the times when she felt so distracted by desire after he left her, she calmed herself by thinking of her sister and the gardens she had left behind. The creams and oils the girl had provided moistened and softened her hair beautifully, maintained her natural curls, and made it manageable. She suspected that some of the unfamiliar ones were even better than anything her sister used, but she was glad that her hair could thrive in these conditions. She still kept it wrapped up, but the heat on the decks alone was a constant problem.

One morning, after grooming him, the shinno pulled a table that always sat in the corner into the center of the room and fixed the chair behind it, while the girl removed the blanket with his grooming equipment. Shaya watched him warily as he sat at the table, holding a rectangular, smooth stone, wondering what he was planning next. They had never eaten together. The girl was the one who brought all Shaya’s meals and she ate them in her room on her own. It was the only time that she felt truly alone on the ship. She was used to her own company, but she always ate with Kyus whenever possible.

The girl returned with cups and dishes and pots and spread them out on the table. Once again, she spoke softly pointing to her eyes and then the table. “Soss lec yuss.”

Shaya nodded. She needed to watch to learn, just like the grooming.

The girl carefully assembled the dishes, spoons, and pots in to a spread, with a strangely shaped pot filled with water in the center, surrounded by smaller dishes holding colored powders and granules. In front of the shinno she placed a cup on a little plate. 

Shooting Shaya a meaningful look, she used the different spoons to add the different substances into both the cup and pot. Once she finished, she added a small flower to the cup and stirred the pot. Finally, she lifted the pot, and poured the hot, fragrant water into the cup. Shaya peered closer to see where the water was coming from and noticed a tiny spout at the very top, just by the lid.

The girl placed the pot back in the center, and then watched as the flower rose to the top of the cup and floated. “Fevvoli,” she said, pointing to the cup.

Shaya nodded, taking a deep breath. This was going to be difficult. Shaya had never seen such a complicated way to simply make tea.

The shinno only allowed the girl to show Shaya three times, and then he sent her away. Unfortunately, she was punished when she got it wrong, which she wasn’t expecting. 

The first time she reached out for the wrong item, the shinno grabbed her wrist and scraped the stone he held along her knuckles.

A sharp, shooting pain jolted into her hand and she tried to yank it away but the shinno held it firm. Saying something in a warning tone, he released her wrist and she jumped back shaking her hand furiously. The pain wasn’t from the stone against her skin, it was as though something from the stone had jumped inside her hand and was wriggling around. She peered at the stone, wondering what the hell it was, but the shinno was ordering her to start again with the tea.

Things became worse from that moment.

Shaya realized everything had to be done in the correct order, using the correct items, the correct amount of each spice and powder, and all within the correct brewing time. The first time she tried pouring from the teapot, the water spewed everywhere—the spout was so awkward, she couldn’t get the angle right. And each time she got something wrong, he spoke to her sternly and scraped the stone along her knuckles.

Within half an hour, she was crying out every time the stone touched her and could barely move her hand. She pleaded for the girl to come back and show her once more, but the shinno remained stern and forceful, not allowing her any leeway when her hand became too stiff and painful to move—he simply directed his attentions to the other hand.

By the time the girl returned to bring her lunch and collect the items, she could finally make the damn tea correctly, but both of her hands were useless. She waited until they had both left and then dropped down onto the bed and allowed the tears to come. The girl had brought her soup, probably to make it easier for her to eat, but Shaya didn’t even feel like eating anything. This was the worse pain she had ever been in.

Curled up on the bed, she squeezed her eyes shut and sent her mind to her garden, remembering how she used to wander and explore, peek on the wild animals that would visit, pick fruit and herbs for her potions and meals. It had been a blissful life, and she was so caught in the memory, she almost didn’t hear the door when it opened.

When she opened her eyes, the shinno was entering the room again. He walked slowly to the bed and looked down on her for a long moment. She watched him steadily back, repeating her mantra in her mind. When he reached for her, yanking her to the edge of the bed by her hips, and pulling her upright, she realized, with horror, what he was there for.

She tried lifting her hands, but the pain seemed to echo down her arms—there was no way she could rub his cock. So she used her mouth as much as she could, inching her fingers up to brush and stroke his balls hoping he wouldn’t notice. But in her efforts to ensure he didn’t force her to use her hands, she became caught in the enthusiasm and delight of the feel of him in her mouth. She sucked his tip hard, flicking her tongue along his ridge, and then moved her face sideways to suck on the side of his shaft, rubbing her mouth back and forth and savoring the feel of his fluid and her own saliva smearing her face. 

He came rougher than he had before, groaning loud and long, jerking harder into her mouth as he caressed her breasts.

When he was finally spent, she was even more turned on by him than ever before, and if she could have found the words she would have begged him to touch her everywhere. The fact that she wanted him, even after everything, disgusted her and she couldn’t bear to keep her head up. His seed dribbled from her mouth and into her lap with the tears that fell from her eyes.

In a sudden swift move, the shinno lifted her into his arms. He fixed her arms around his neck and rested her head in the crook of his neck. He spoke, somewhat gently, in his own tongue while she cried silently, strangely comforted by his warm scent, and his odd words, and the feel of being against his body.

Kyus would never know, she told herself. She’d never know anything that has happened so it didn’t matter. He hadn’t broken her yet. Not really. If she enjoyed the things he did to her, the things he made her do, took comfort in the arms of the monster, wasn’t that better than hating it?

After a long stretch of him holding her, the shinno, who had fallen silent, said, “Lanatton arook.” For the first time, his voice was softer than she'd heard before and something in his tone caused her to look up at him. 

His strange eyes swept her face, but she could not identify the expression in them. Everything about him was hard, his body, his face, his voice, but in his eyes, at least this time, there was something different there.

“Lanatton arook.” He paused, his eyes searching hers as he conceded, adding, “Katashaya.”

 

***

The next day, on the deck, Shaya tried to plead with the woman she was left with after the shinno walked away.

“My arms,” she said slowly. “My arms are aching from yesterday. Can I do something else?”

The woman didn't even blink at Shaya's attempt to speak to her. This woman had thick black hair and was thin and angular, but just as stern as the other women Shaya had met who ran the decks. She urged and hurried Shaya toward the pipes as though she hadn’t spoken at all.

“I cannot clean today,” Shaya insisted, trying to be firmer. “My hands and arms hurt too much. I'll do something else. What else can I do?”

The woman pointed to the bucket, her face firm and resolute. Either she didn't understand what Shaya was saying or she didn't care.

Shaya lowered to the floor slowly, wondering what the hell she was going to do. Even straightening her fingers was a struggle and the pain ricocheted down her arms, there was no way she could clean as briskly as needed, but there was no other way to get out of it.

When she began to clean, her hands burned as though there was a fire inside them trying to make its way to the surface. Her muscles seem to be tearing themselves apart in agony all the way up her arms, and tears came to her eyes as she tried to push through it and continue cleaning, but she could not do it.

Things became worse when the woman who oversaw the area, noticed she wasn’t cleaning and slapped her arms

Shaya cried out, pulling her arms and hands in to protect them, but the woman didn't stop, spitting out hard words at Shaya as she continued to attack. Shaya inched backward trying to get away from her, but finally the woman grabbed her wrist and yanked her up. She muttered something in her tongue, her voice low and her eyes almost glinting.

Turning, the woman pulled Shaya behind her as she walked, and Shaya's eyes widened with horror as she realized where she was going.

The shinno saw them coming and stepped away from the boulders, a frown on his face as he watched them approach.

The woman spoke to him, somewhat harshly, gesturing to Shaya and pointing back at the pipes. Shaya watched as his expression changed to one of annoyance and she shrunk back from him as his gaze turned to her.

He said a few words to the woman and she turned and walked away, leaving Shaya with him. He grabbed her arm, and she winced at the pain, stumbling after him as he took her to a side of the deck near the stairs.

Grabbing a coil of rope, he twisted it around her wrists until they were secured together, and then lifted them above her head.

She gasped as the pain ricocheted down her arm. “My hands and arms hurt,” she said hurriedly, as the shinno began to attach the rope to one of the hooks above where they were standing. “My arms hurt from yesterday, please, just let me rest them and I will be able to continue tomorrow.”

The shinno didn't pay any attention to her as he secured the rope above her head, fastening her arms in place. But once she was secure he looked down at her, his fierce eyes boring into hers. “Lanatton arook, Shaya.” He turned and walked back to the men with the boulders, leaving her with her arms above her head.

Shaya took a breath as she watched him walking away. She could do this. As long as she didn't move too much, as long as she didn't think about the pain, she could stay here. She ran her eyes along the rest of the deck, watching materials passing from one section to another, watching pots being stirred and liquid being poured—care taken at each stage and suddenly, the entire structure of what they were doing became clearer. The red tinted boulders were being broken up and melted down. Ultimately, they were turning the boulders into a liquid that was being taken somewhere into the ship, and along the ground of the whole deck, there were men and women cleaning the pipes. 

She returned her eyes to the boulders. She knew there was something strange about them from the first time she saw them. Having worked in the expansive gardens of her sister’s future husband, who was actually a prince, she had never seen boulders that looked the way these did. Shaya watched the men, and the shinno, for a few rounds as they turned the rock over and over, pausing in between as they stared at it. Maybe they had to keep rotating it until it turned red, but it seemed like the most boring job in the world. They didn't even speak to each other; they simply concentrated on the rocks in front of them in silence.

Although she had tended to her gardens in silence, usually by herself, she was never really alone. The expansive land stretched quite far out around the house, far enough that it felt as though she was somewhere else, lost in a friendly, bright, and comfortable environment. The greenery of the gardens and the bursts of color was always a delight, no matter the season, as was the trilling call and cooing of the tiny unseen animals that lived among the plants.

Tears sprang to Shaya's eyes, but she tried her hardest to blink them away. She had chosen to give that up, she couldn't be upset about it. She knew that Kyus would make sure her gardens were looked after, no matter what.

The day wore on, and although Shaya tried to stay as still as possible, gripping onto the rope that held her arms up, the pain increased. She gritted her teeth, blinking away more tears as her arms exploded in pain. She lowered her head, breathing heavily, trying to tell herself that the pain was not real, but it was. Tears ran down her cheeks and soon the pain was so strong, she welcomed the edging darkness as it closed over her.

An icy wetness slammed into her face and Shaya gasped as she jumped awake.

“Ni ashlettet odd dess eshak rezem dess besh okkeartheffet,” the shinno growled before her. He lowered the bucket he was holding, clearly annoyed.

Shaya gulped in mouthfuls of air, the drops of water dripping from her lashes and rolling down her cheeks. The shinno slowly put the bucket down, shot her a warning look and walked away toward the boulders.

Shaya shook her head to try to fling the water from her face, hoping that none had splashed into her hair, but was suddenly reminded her painful arms remained fixed above her head.

She pressed her lips together. He wanted her to suffer. He wanted her to endure the pain. She scrunched her lips together as a determination overcame her. She would not give him the satisfaction of seeing her destroyed. She had already vowed that she would not break. He could do whatever he wanted to her body—she would not allow him to crush her spirit. Picking a point on the deck, she stared directly at it and thought only of her home. Focusing her mind, she recalled memories of her childhood; reading her first book, hearing the flute for the first time, her first bite of spiced chicken from Cathley’s market stall...

The light on the deck changed as the day wore on, as the skies darkened, Shaya suddenly noticed that someone was blocking the viewpoint she picked.

She blinked, lifting her head to meet the gaze of a man, an Alpha, staring at her. He was large and thick, but not quite as big as the shinno, with creamy tan skin and dark hair covering his head, his jaw, and around his mouth. Interestingly, his eyes were a similar color to the shinno's, except they were lighter.

He stepped toward her, his head cocked to one side. “Yenchin mal osshrek,” mumbled out of him.

She watched for what he might do. His tone didn't seem to be aggressive, but she couldn't tell when she had hardly interacted with anyone from this tribe, apart from the girl who helped her, everyone had been extremely aggressive.

He took a step closer, cocking his head to one side as he looked at her. Then his eyes lowered to her chest and flicked back up to her face, the corner of his mouth darting up slightly.

Shaya glanced down at herself and saw that the tunic she wore was wet through and through, and stuck to her, outlining the mounds of her breasts. Unfortunately her nipples also hardened from the cold and somehow she hadn’t felt it—not that she could do much if she had.

The Alpha stepped forward again, repeating what he said before, but this time a little softer. Shaya's eyes widened as he came closer. What exactly was he going to do? She glanced behind him and no one else in the deck seemed to notice that he was approaching her. Was this part of the punishment?

The Alpha stopped just in front of her, and lifted a hand, but before he touched her face, a harsh bellow came from the other side of the deck.

“Bakra!” The shinno was storming toward them, and she shrunk back, fear gripping her at the pure anger in his face. He grabbed the other Alpha by the shoulder, yanking him around to face him.

The words between them were fast and harsh—the shinno clearly angry, while the other Alpha appeared relaxed.

Shaya's eyes flicked between them, slightly worried, but it was clear who was in charge. The other Alpha held up his hand and stepped back slightly, as though trying to be non-confrontational, but the shinno was ready to attack, stepping toward the Alpha as though preparing to rip his head off.

The nervousness that plagued Shaya whenever the shinno was around, rose in her full force at the sight of his anger, but at the same time, a strange tingle trembled between her legs. She dropped her face, ignoring the searing pain to her arms as she did. What the hell was happening to her? The shinno's mere presence was doing things to her body that she didn't understand. Kyus had never mentioned anything like this and she couldn't tell why he had that effect on her.

Finally, everything was quiet. Shaya peeked up to see that the new Alpha had left, and only the shinno remained, staring at her with such anger in his eyes, as though something was her fault.

She stared back at him, an anger of her own growing that he had left her hanging from this rope all day. She hadn’t been given water, she hadn't been given food, and now he dared to act as though she didn't have the right to be seen or helped by anyone.

Her anger warmed her, running through her whole body until she felt bold enough to speak. But just as she opened her mouth, the shinno turned and stalked away.

She considered shouting after him, but before she could decide what to say, he was returning with a knife.

Carefully, he cut the rope holding her hands together, and she groaned as her arms dropped down. Her knees gave way as her whole body relaxed from the pressure of having to stay upright, but the Alpha caught her before she hit the ground and lifted her into his arms.

Shaya kept her arms as still as she could in her lap, her teeth gritted as the tears in her eyes formed. She would not cry. She would not.

She held herself stiff as he carried her, mentally urging him to move faster so that she could relax in her cabin alone and without him.

It felt as though he was walking for ages, but finally he entered her cabin. As he lay her on the bed, she rolled to turn away from him, swallowing the hiss in her throat at the pain tearing at her arms. She desperately hoped he wouldn’t want to use her mouth again. She wouldn’t be able to hold back her tears if he did.

She waited to hear something, anything behind her, and when the door finally closed, she began to sob, each one deeper and harder than the last. When she cried all she could cry, she drifted to sleep, only to hear a quiet “Lanatton arook, Shaya,” behind her as the darkness took her.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

SHAYA

 

The next morning, Shaya could barely move. The girl urged her awake again, speaking softly but persistently, but this time her whole arms were stiff. By the time she was laying out the blanket for the shinno's tools, Shaya had only just managed to climb out of bed.

“My arms really hurt,” she muttered to the girl, who seemed very on edge. “Is there anything you can give me? Do you have anything for the pain?” At home, she would simply mix together the secretions of two plants with honey and a drop of cydill oil, and that would get rid of the most persistent pains in the body. They must have something similar.

But the girl didn't respond, in fact, she avoided Shaya's eyes as she prepared the blanket.

When Shaya notice the blanket on the bed, she groaned. The shinno was going to be here soon.

“Please don't make me do anything today,” she said to the girl, almost pleading. “I can't move my arms. He will be angry with me. Please?”

The girl turned slowly to face her and took her gently by the hands, causing Shaya to wince, and spoke gently to her in her tongue.

Even though Shaya couldn’t understand her, her tone was apologetic, and her eyes expressed the sorrow that she could not help. Shaya nodded, her entire body turning numb. She had no idea what the shinno would do if she didn't groom him properly. Yesterday he had strung her up like fabric and hung her out to dry when she’d been unable to do her chores.

Before she could think of it any further, the door opened and the shinno strode in.

As usual, his imposing presence pressed in all the air in the room, but Shaya took no notice of the feeling within her. She was too concerned about what was going to happen next. Her hands simply would not work without excruciating pain.

He sat down in the chair, waiting for her to begin and when the wait stretched too long, the girl blinked and nodded furiously at Shaya, pointing to the comb at the top of the triangle.

Slowly, Shaya rose to her feet and reached out for the comb, breathing heavily at the pain ricocheting through her. Walking to stand behind the shinno, she combed his hair extremely slowly, working through the pain until she became used to it. However the comb trembled in her hand, as her muscles spasmed and jerked. Finally, the shinno's hair was neat along the top of his head, and Shaya sighed inwardly in relief.

When she turned to place the comb back on the blanket, the girl was standing right next to her, holding the long knife and the jar of foam.

Shaya widened her eyes and shook her head, but the girl widened her eyes and nodded. She took the comb from Shaya and pressed the long knife into her hands, fixing her fingers around it.

She then moved Shaya around to the front of the shinno and quickly applied the foam to his face. The shinno frowned as she did, his eyes sliding between the two of them as though he did not expect them both to be working on him at the same time. The girl was helping her, Shaya realized. She was supposed to be doing this on her own. She took a deep breath and released it slowly. If the girl was willing to help her when she wasn’t supposed to, she would try her hardest not to mess this up.

Shaya positioned herself at the shinno’s side and lifted her arm. Shaya let the girl guide her on how to scrape the foam from his face as though she hadn’t done it before—the pressure needed, the angle required, and the method of working across his face, but really, the girl was holding the blade.

The girl tried to lead her as quickly as possible, but the shinno muttered something when they were only halfway through, and she froze.

Her eyes met Shaya's and there was an apology within them. Slowly, she stepped back, releasing Shaya's trembling arm and aching hand stepping away from them both.

Shaya returned her eyes to the shinno's face, trying to ignore his eyes boring into hers, and slowly continued to shave him. But she wasn't able to get the pressure right, and when she pressed, the spasming her arm jerked the knife the wrong way.

The shinno grabbed her arm and growled, causing both the pain in her arm and the nervousness within her to shoot up. He rose from his chair, a line of blood blooming on his face as it contorted.

He bellowed out something harsh and grabbed the long knife from her hand, throwing it on the bed. Gripping her by the arms, causing her to cry out, he dragged her from the room.

Shaya tried to explain, she tried to plead with him, but the pain in her hands was the only thing that took her attention. “Please, please it was an accident. I'm sorry, my arms… my hands and arms hurt,” she stuttered, gasping at the pain ricocheting through her.

But the shinno did not pay her any attention. He took her one or two decks below and maneuvered her through a dark corridor.

They stopped outside a small door and he growled something in his tongue.

Opening it, he pushed her inside and slammed it behind her.

Inside it was completely dark, Shaya couldn't see anything. She blinked repeatedly, but her surroundings remained black. She stood still for a moment, trying to determine where she was, but something about her environment felt strange. Lifting her aching arms, she tried to feel her way forward, but quickly reached a wall. Turning to the side she ran her fingers on the wall as she stepped forward, but quickly reached another wall. Horror erupted in her as she turned the other way and realized that she was enclosed by walls that were only about a foot away. She was in a tiny closet!

She stilled as her heart began to pound, trying to remember where she came in but it was impossible to figure out how many times she had turned, especially when she couldn't see. She wrapped her arms around herself, trying to stay as still as possible, but it suddenly became difficult to breathe. It was as though the walls of the tiny closet room were closing in on her, suffocating her, punishing her for her accident with the shinno. An intense fear twisted into her stomach and rose up through her chest, bringing with it the nausea she experienced the first week on the ship. She tried to take deep breaths, tried to calm her breathing because she couldn't possibly vomit in such a tiny space. The thought of that raised her fear and she began to tremble. She didn't know how long the shinno planned to keep her locked up but she wouldn't be able to last long.

Within a few moments, sweat was pouring from her brow and her heart was beating so hard she thought it would pound out of her chest. Turning wildly in the space, she picked her best guess of where the door was and began to smash her fist on it. “Please open the door!” she called. “Please! I can't stay in here.” Even as she spoke, her breath was becoming short. What if there wasn't enough air in here for her? What if she was slowly suffocating? Her panic and fear jumped to new heights as she considered that maybe the shinno was actually trying to kill her. What if he decided she was useless? That he couldn't use her as he planned? What if he decided that this was the way she would die?

Thoughts revolved in her mind becoming wilder and more extreme with every moment that passed and soon she was pounding on the door screaming. An intensity gripped her entire body, urging her to get out of there, pushing her to find any way out. She pounded on every wall and threw herself against them, hoping that one would be the door and it would open. The blackness that surrounded her pressed in, adding to the feeling of suffocation. It was as though it was climbing inside her mouth and down her throat, pushing into her eyes, exploring up her nose, blocking every possible sense that allowed her to experience life. Every sense that allowed her to enjoy the vastness of the earth; the beautiful greens of her gardens, the fresh scent of the flowerbeds just after it rained, the snarl of feral tomcats that snuck through the roots of the bushes after its prey, and the taste of home-grown herbs and spices that she added to the meals she made for her family.

At the thought of Kyus, she burst into tears. It never once crossed her mind that she might be killed. It seemed to be important for the shinno to have an Omega, so she never thought that he would get to the stage where he would kill her. Obviously she’d been completely naive about that. She was expendable if she didn’t do what he wanted, and Kyus would now never know what had happened to her.

She wailed and screamed, clawing at the walls as her whole body shook. As the desperate need rose to escape, she reared back and threw herself at one of the walls as hard as she could. And then again and again. Her entire body was shutting down and if she could just somehow get the door open, she would survive.

She wasn't sure how long she threw herself repeatedly at the wall, screaming and crying and wailing, pleading for anyone who could hear her to let her out, but the darkness began to choke her. This was it.

As she threw herself one last time at the wall, it suddenly opened.

She landed against the thick, hard body beyond the door, clawing it in her urge to escape.

She sobbed, gripping on to the man before her, pleading for him to help her, as her entire body became a tingling sensation of dizziness.

Suddenly she was whipped up and being carried along the corridor. She curled herself in as tight as she could and sobbed, the horror of the experience deep within her bones. She couldn't concentrate on anything—even when she closed her eyes, it returned her to… the darkness. Her body trembled, shaking as it rejected the idea that the darkness was only ever a blink away, and the sobs that wracked her body echoed the despair that had smothered her in the room.

Slowly, she became aware of a breeze on her face. It was cool and soft, and the mellowness of it calmed her a little. Her sobs quietened as she realized she could breathe in sharp, fresh, cool air.

Lifting her head, she saw that the shinno held her and curled back in on herself immediately, unwilling to look at him, but the breeze around her beckoned. Turning her head, she was presented with the most wonderful sight. 

The ocean lay before her, stretching far into the distance, wide and expansive. It rippled and flicked, just like how she had seen it from afar when she was on the decks, but this time there was no oppressive heat or balcony obstructing the feel, sight or scent of it. It was the most beautiful thing she witnessed in a long time; something that could not be replicated, something that could not be forced or faked. Just like her gardens, it was real and honest and pure—an utter beauty. The waves rolled, dipped, peaked, and crashed. The breeze embraced her, chasing away the suffocating darkness. She took a breath and drew the salty, briny scent of the ocean deep into her lungs. It instantly calmed her further. She relaxed her body, her eyes lazy as she watched the ocean play. Above, the skies were a mixture of stone gray and smoky white, but it did not stop the birds from soaring high, circling in their eagerness to eat up as much of the skies as possible. She envied them for being so free. 

She sighed, and as she did, she felt the shinno's arms tense underneath her. Stiffening, she remembered that he was still holding her. Glanced around, she couldn't tell where on the ship she was. It seemed as though he stood on the very edge of the deck, and with him holding her she couldn't see any part of the ship. It was as though they stood above the ocean, just the two of them watching over the mischievous waves.

Her eyes remained on the ocean as her mouth trembled. She hated him. She hated everything that he had made her do, everything he put her through. He wouldn't let her explain anything, he wouldn't speak to her in her own language, and he made her suffer just because she didn't understand. Regardless of what he wanted an Omega for, he was cruel. She suspected that putting her in that box was a warning. She had said she would do anything to ensure that she did not break, and yet that had almost broken her. Never had she been in such a tiny space before and she wasn't sure she could manage it again. 

She thought of Kyus, back at home in her gardens with her betrothed. As long as she was able to live the life she was meant to, with the man she loved, any sacrifice Shaya gave was worth it. Shaya had long suspected that she was an accident for her parents. Kyus had never given her much details about who her mother or father were and why they were not with them. Based on what she said, it seemed as though her father had been an Alpha who had potentially forced their mother, but that was just Shaya guessing based on things Kyus said—she didn't know for sure, and she wasn't sure how she would ever find out. When she turned twelve and realized she was an Omega, she decided she didn't want to know. If Alphas were cruel and mean, she didn’t want to think that her mother had suffered, or that she hated her child because of the father. Kyus said that her mother was aware of them both, and that she wished she could be with them, but it wasn’t possible. That always made Shaya sad and resentful of the way in which Omegas were treated, and the things they had to go through in order to protect themselves, but she never once felt as though she was at a disadvantage because she always had Kyus. Now she had nothing.

The shinno began to move slowly, and Kyus kept herself limp. She didn't care what he did to her. She would hate him forever for putting her in that box-room.

The jostling of her body caused intense pain to ricochet all over her, but she embraced it this time, as he slowly lowered them until he was sitting with her in his lap. It reminded her that her life was not her own; it was his to do with as he pleased. And every inch of pain was a reminder of that.

He settled her into his lap turning her toward him and away from the ocean. She was unwilling to look at his face. Knowing that he would be watching her with those strange eyes, she kept her head pressed to his chest, face to the side.

He began to stroke her leg, smoothing down the outside of her tunic and then slipping his hand underneath it to stroke her bare skin. The caress was so surprising that she sighed, relaxing into the feel of his touch.

His hand slipped underneath her leg, reaching there to caress the tender skin just under her ass, and then his whole hand slipped between her legs, stroking her inner thighs. Shaya sighed again, embracing the feeling of pleasure that rose from his hands on her. She couldn't think past it, although something sparked in the back of her mind that this might be a trap. But with the ocean breeze in her nose, and the smoky white and gray sky above her, all her worries were somehow suppressed. Nothing mattered as long as she could see the sky, and breathe in fresh air. Even the man she hated, the man who was now slipping his fingers into her underwear, would be tolerated if she could just have that, always.

As he found that sensitive spot between her legs that had given her so much pleasure before, she remembered that what had followed last time had not been pleasant. But she was unable to stiffen, or push away, or reject him. She just didn't have the energy or the will.

Threads of pleasure writhed all over her body as he stroked her, spiraling up her core and pushing away any last remnants of the unpleasantness that she just experienced. Her breathing deepened, but this time it was because something was coming, something she couldn't quite identify, but something she so dearly wanted.

The shinno's fingers stroked with a rhythm that was unrelenting, and she knew the slickness between her legs had come from her, aiding him in his quest, whatever that may be. As the feeling intensified, she felt his arm behind her back shift a little, and his other hand reaching around to grab her breast. She gasped as he pinched her nipples through the tunic, sending intense pleasure shooting all over her body, and causing her to clench. She arched her back as the intensity increased, gyrated her hips, needing more. The shinno stayed with her, never missing a stroke, never slowing down his rhythm as she climbed and climbed. A low rumble came from the chest next to her cheek, and the gritty intensity of it pushed her over the edge.

Suddenly she was soaring, free and wild and powerful. She pulled her knees up and widened her legs, rolling her hips at the intensity of the feeling, gasping at how good it felt and welcoming the magnificent pleasure that rippled through her in a crash of wild waves. And as she slowly came down, panting, all energy left her body.

The shinno's fingers slowed as she jerked and spasmed, the lingering ecstasy still swimming through her. Her knees dropped and laziness came over her.

“Tes ni choya detta mthnoy, kysm eshar,” came the low rumble from the shinno.

She blinked up at him and his gaze was one she could not decipher, nor did she care to. She turned to look at the ocean, but a low growl came from his throat and he leaned her back into him.

She cried out as her shoulder squeezed against him, pain exploding through the whole joint and down her chest, chasing away the euphoria she had been enjoying.

The shinno froze, a frown entering his face. He gently prodded her shoulder, but she cried out again and hissed at him with annoyance. He ignored her, slowly looking over her whole body and then back to her shoulder.

Then he got up, holding her carefully, and turned away from the beautiful ocean. As he led her away, she wondered if it was the final time that she would ever see it.

 

***

By the time he arrived at her cabin, Shaya was once again drowsy. The shinno ensured he had not jolted her body as he walked, and so she could almost forget how much pain she was in. But as he placed her down on the bed, her limbs all cried out in protest and her shoulder practically screamed. He left the room and she gingerly lifted her arms, wriggled her toes and tried to roll her shoulders back to see where the pain was emanating from. The soreness in her legs was more like an ache now, as though she had been tending to her garden the day before. Her hands and arms were still extremely painful from hanging on the deck and the tea-making punishment, but her shoulder felt as though it could have been bruised deep within.

Before she could consider it further, the shinno returned with jars, bottles, and a number of different types of materials. He set them on the bed next to her and then lowered to kneel before her.

Shaya was taken aback that he was on his knees in front of her, and how close he leaned into her, but she didn’t have time to think about it for long. The shinno began to lift off her tunic.

Immediately, she thought to resist, but even if she tried, the pain in her body was too much, she couldn’t do it. And then she wondered why she was bothering. She had already known that he would do whatever he wanted to her, and she would have to take it. If he was going to try to use her while she was suffering, it was simply another thing that she had to try to survive. She kept herself limp, trying to send her mind somewhere else as he pulled off her tunic and underclothes, revealing her torso to him.

Surprisingly, he did not touch her breasts, but instead started examining her shoulder—the one that hurt. Using her elbow, he lifted her arm and rotated it as she cried out in pain.

Once he was satisfied with whatever he had seen, he grabbed some of the jars and bottles and opened them. The potent smell of the substances within the jars drew her attention. They seemed familiar, like the herbs and plants from her garden she had used to create potions, tinctures, and balms over the years. She had spent significant time mixing different types of natural substances she had found in the garden, from dews, fresh and dried herbs, fruit and leaves, to rainwater that had dripped through the leaves of certain plants. There were countless days experimenting, creating different creams and oils, some with Kyus’ guidance and experience, and some experimenting with what she had available to her. Kyus always joked she should be careful in case she mixed any of the potions into their food, but it wasn’t that different from creating a recipe, experimenting, tweaking, and then trying again. Along with Kyus’ ability to use magic, she had created some pretty powerful potions that Kyus had used on some of her missions.

Shaya peered into the jars that the shinno had opened, sniffing as she recognized rosemary, bitter bark oil, lemonseed root and—

She cried out as the shinno applied a cold substance into her shoulder, stiffening at the shock and pain of it. “That hurts,” she snapped at him, before she realized what she was saying and who she was saying it to.

The shinno studied her face and the corner of his mouth tilted up as he continued to apply pressure to rub in the cream.

She turned her head away and gritted her teeth as he continued. Obviously he was trying to treat her, and there was no way to do that without applying some pressure, but it hurt so much. She wondered if it was broken, and how she would know whether it was or simply badly bruised. She had been throwing the same shoulder at the walls in the box-room. It wasn’t unreasonable to think that she may have broken it.

Once the shinno finished with the cream, he applied oil, which was just as painful. She gripped the sheets of the bed, tears stinging, wondering when it would be over, but trying to stay as still as possible so that it wouldn’t hurt more.

Finally, he finished and began to spray something on her. She narrowed her eyes at the tiny bottle he used. Every time he pressed the top, a mist was ejected that coated her shoulder with yet another substance that she’d probably be able to identify if allowed time to examine it, but was simply glad that he wasn’t touching her anymore.

Once that was over, she hoped that he would leave, ignoring the fact that her nipples were hard and she was still wet between her legs, but he picked up a soft, white padded square of material and fastened it over her shoulder, then began to slowly wrap another piece of material around her upper arm over her shoulder and around her neck until the whole area was securely covered.

Instantly, the pressure made her shoulder feel much better. She breathed a sigh of relief, thankful that the pain had lessened, but the shinno wasn’t finished.

Opening a new jar, he rubbed a thinner cream between his hands and massaged it into the sore muscles of both her arms and each hand, his thick fingers pressing into them deeply. It didn’t ache as much as her shoulder but she still winced and stiffened at the treatment. 

As he massaged her, the shinno watched, his eyes trained on her face as though trying to detect her thoughts through her expression. Shaya could barely stand it—his attention felt oppressive, as it always did. She didn’t want to be seen, and he always wanted to ensure that she was, even if only by him.

Finally he rose to his feet, gathered the bottles and potions and placed them on the desk. He then poured water into one of the glasses on the desk, tipped a drop of something into it from one of the smaller bottles, and gave it to her. 

Shaya gulped down the cool water and handed it back to him without hesitation. She suspected he had given her something for the pain, but even if it was something else, so what? There was little he could give her that could make things worse than they were now.

The shinno stood and watched her for a long moment, an unreadable expression on his face and then gathered up all the bottles and left the room.

 

***

No one entered her room again for the rest of the day, and a drowsiness came over her quickly after the shinno left. Her shoulder made it extremely difficult to lie down without pain, and even when she lay on her left side, twinges of pain still shot through her right, but eventually it dulled.

She slept somewhat comfortably until she woke naturally the next morning, and was surprised no one had come to wake her. Pushing herself upright, she slowly made her way to the washroom. Afterward, she found she had nothing to do. She tried fixing her bedsheets, but it was difficult with her shoulder. With nothing for her to read or to do, she ended up pacing the room, humming a tune that Kyus sang to her in her childhood when she needed comforting and wondering what day it was back in DarFara. If it was market day she would be planning a trip to see her favorite market traders, perhaps get some fresh fish, and collect new jars and bottles for her potions, as she did every week. It was the one day she spoke to multiple people, usually her conversations were with her sister and the very few servants that visited the house.

The door to her cabin opened and the girl who always helped her came hurrying in, her arms full with sheets of parchment, books, scrolls, jars, and bottles. She headed for the desk and Shaya rushed to help her, but could only do so much with one arm.

Once everything was placed down, the girl gestured for Shaya to sit on the bed and she knelt on the floor before her, like the shinno had done, and looked over Shaya’s shoulder carefully. Then her eyes rose to meet Shaya's.

“Are. You well,” she mumbled, haltingly.

Surprise slammed into Shaya and her brows shot up. Her mouth dropped open, and instantly tears stung her eyes at the sound of the language she had not heard from anyone else in so long. “You speak the Common Tongue?” she said, her voice lowered to a whisper, so much hope pouring into her. “You speak my language?”

The girl shook her head. “Not well. I learn when we leave for your land.”

Shaya exhaled in relief and then released a nervous laugh that expelled the tension that had twisted her stomach. It didn't matter how broken the girl’s Common Tongue was, the fact was, she spoke it and could understand Shaya! She resisted throwing her arms around the girl, mainly because her shoulder still hurt, but also she didn't want to scare her off. “Why didn't you tell me before,” she said, in a hushed tone, almost frightened that the girl would not speak again.

The girl shook her head. “The shinno says no words unless Mayaros.”

Shaya exhaled, nodding. Of course he would have told her that rule. “Then why are you speaking to me now?”

“You—” the girl paused, searching for the correct words. “—you suffer in the black.”

The black. The black room. Shaya’s face dropped, and she nodded, her eyes lowering as a tingle of shame embraced her, but the girl’s hands found hers and she glanced back up at her.

“I too,” the girl said, her eyes wide with sympathy.

She smiled at her, the tears that had gathered in her eyes overflowing with a small bit of joy that she had found a connection with someone in this terrible situation that she was in. “What's your name?”

“Treska.”

“I'm Katashaya.”

The girl nodded, and her eyes drifted back to see a shoulder. She pointed to it. “Shinno say I treat.” She looked up at Shaya, her eyes inquiring and her brows raised. And she realized she was actually asking a question. Shaya nodded. “It is painful. I was trying to get out… of the black.”

The girl nodded. She raised her own arms, and Shaya saw scars all over her forearms. She lifted a finger to touch them, and then paused, but the girl nodded.

“How did this happen?” she asked as she traced the scars. Some of them long, others short nips, but it was clear that her arms had been attacked by something.

“Three days in black,” the girl said to her solemnly.

Three days! So maybe she inflicted the scars herself—scratched at her own body in order to try and escape the strain of it. The horror on Shaya's face must have been extreme, because the girl’s shoulder’s lowered. Shaya rubbed her arm and squeezed. “You survived longer than I,” she said, trying to be reassuring. “I was only in there for a few moments and…” Her breath quickened at the thought of it and she shuddered.

The girl nodded. “Yes.” She rose to her feet. “I will treat,” she repeated again gesturing to Shaya’s shoulder before heading over the desk.

Picking up a number of materials and jars, she headed back to the bed and made Shaya remove her tunic. She undid the bandage that the shinno had wrapped. As the bandage loosened, the pain increased in her shoulder, but she gritted her teeth and bore it, recognizing that it was at least better today than it was the day before.

After gingerly rubbing the various creams and oils over her shoulder, just as potent as the ones the shinno used, the girl rewrapped her shoulder tightly and then gave her a glass of cool liquid to drink. It was the same as what the shinno gave her, so it must be for the pain.

Then, the girl returned and sat on the bed next to her and gathered up the parchment she had placed on the bed. She set a piece of parchment between her and Shaya. “Map of the Isles,” she said haltingly. “You must learn if you are joining Nyek.”

Shaya shook her head. “I am not joining Tribe Nyek.”

The girl stilled. “The shinno says I teach you.”

Shaya shook her head, determination filtering through her. “I will not learn. I will not be a part of this culture.” She turned her eyes on the girl. “He is cruel. He is mean and he has hurt me.”

The girl's eyes widened. “He is not mean, he treat you. Himself.”

“I would not have needed treatment if he hadn’t put me in the box-room.” But even as she said it, she recalled the girl’s own injuries. Maybe she thought that was normal, the price of not listening, or learning, or paying attention. But for Shaya it was an unbelievably cruel punishment that no one should have to endure.

“I must teach,” the girl insisted. “You must learn.”

Shaya shook her head firmly. She was not doing anything else the shinno wanted. She had tried her best and it mattered not whether she struggled or whether she found things easy, he found a way to make her suffer anytime he could, whether it was with his cock down her throat, hanging her from the deck like she was some kind of slab of meat to be dried, or torturing her by locking her up in a box that was small even by the standards of an Omega. Anything else he wanted her to do, she would not do it willingly. She would still ensure that she did not break, but she would not be happily running into any situation that she did not want to be in again. It was one thing to offer to come in place of her sister, and try her best to ensure that she did everything he wanted, but it was quite another for him to torture and degrade her the way he had.

Treska looked perplexed and a little lost at Shaya’s refusal. But Shaya’s mind was firm. She got up and walked to the other side of the bed. “Tell him I refused,” she said to the girl as she climbed in. “Tell him I said no.”

When she woke again, the girl was gone but she had left the parchment and scrolls and all the other things she had brought with her on the desk. Shaya used the washroom and then continued strolling in her room, her thoughts solely focused on planning her day as if she were at home. 

She realized that she didn’t like being in her room for long periods either. It didn’t feel as bad as the box-room, but a certain anxiety came over her at the idea she had to remain in it for hours, so she thought of her home.

She was so caught up in her thoughts, she didn't notice that the door had opened and the shinno had entered. She turned, as she hummed her bland tune, then stopped dead as she came across him.

She watched him evenly, wondering if he would be unbuckling his pants or bellowing at her for not accepting the training that he had clearly told her she must take, but he did neither. Striding toward her, he lifted her again into his arms and carried her out of the room.

Shaya curled herself into him wondering why he insisted on carrying her this way. Did he carry every woman or just her? And why? She was completely capable of walking.

The coolness of the ocean breeze caressed her skin, tempering down her annoyance, and her mood lifted at the sight of the ocean before her. The shinno strode across the deck, toward a wide chair that sat on a platform higher than the rest of the deck. When he climbed up and stood before the chair, she recognized the position—it was where they had stood in when she first saw the ocean.

And it was still as captivating as it had been the first time and everything faded away as she stared at it. Today it looked more blue than green, and the sky above had less clouds, allowing wide stretches of beautiful blue to peek through.

Shaya took a deep breath and as she exhaled, she relaxed.

She wasn't sure how long they stood watching the ocean, but when she glanced at the shinno, his eyes were also on the horizon. The expression on his face seemed to match what she felt, an indescribable feeling of watching something so raw and uncontrolled, something beyond anything anyone else could do or be, and in that moment, a warmth flooded her for him. She had always felt a closer kinship with anyone who appreciated the natural marvels of nature, but just as the thought ran through her, his eyes slid down to her, and the feeling transmuted into something else, something hot and wild… something that she did not want to feel.

She tore her eyes from his and return to looking at the ocean, feeling him lower to sit in the chair, but keeping her eyes focused on the chaotic waves.

She wasn't surprised when his hands began to stroke her ass as soon as he sat; she wasn't surprised as he rubbed her legs; she wasn't surprised when he slipped his hands between her legs and sought out that nub that made her lose control in his arms. Because she was already wet, her nipples were already aching for him from the moment he picked her up. She couldn't understand the reaction, but she had come to expect it. He had an ability to control and do things to her that couldn't be explained by any conversation she recalled having with Kyus.

This time, he balanced her body on both of his thick legs and used his other hand to pull up her tunic to her neck, exposing her bare torso to him. Wrapping his arm back around her, he lifted her upper body up to him so he could close his warm mouth over her breast.

It was incredible.

The suction of his wet mouth, the twirling of his tongue on her nipple coupled with his expert strokes between her legs brought the pleasure rushing into her quicker than she could have ever imagined. Her head rolled as her body writhed, and when that familiar rumble came from his throat, she looked up at him. He held her eyes as he released her and said, “Tes ni choya detta mthnoy, kysm eshar,” before returning his mouth to her breast. 

The hunger in his eyes was what she had always seen when he looked at her. She had thought it was because his own desires were being met that made him look at her that way, but there was no obvious gratification he was getting, other than having her completely at his mercy to pleasure however he pleased. And as the orgasm ripped through her, tearing a scream from her throat, and jostling her body with such ferocity that her shoulder ached, the thought of that gratifying him satisfied her more deeply than she wanted it to.

 

***

The next few days seem to repeat themselves over and over. 

Shaya woke naturally, without anyone interrupting her sleep, washed and then paced the room thinking of the life that she had left behind. Treska arrived around midday, with her lunch and always tried to encourage her to learn about Southern culture. She started off by asking about words in the Common Tongue to write in her own little book, and then quickly transpired to pointing to items and saying the name in her language, Mayaros, or correcting Shaya when she said thank you to yettsyrm, which meant the same thing in Mayaros. But Shaya continued to firmly reject all attempted teaching.

The shinno continued to arrive at her cabin at some point in the afternoon, lift her into his arms and carry her to the empty deck where they both watched the ocean. Eventually, the shinno would lower into his chair and stroke and suck her until pleasure overcame her and she was limp in his arms. After the next couple of afternoons in his lap, he tilted her on his legs so that she hung over one of his legs further than necessary as he stroked her. She didn't even really pay attention until she felt his breath on her. She squealed in surprise, but he held her tight around her hips as he licked her there slowly, his rough tongue stroking her sensitive nub. He was slow and tender at first but soon was sucking her wildly, grazing his teeth against her lower lips and twirling that large tongue around her entrance. Shaya gripped onto him, trying to control the sensations rocketing through her, but it was impossible. She had never felt anything like it, and what was worse were the sounds coming from him. The growls and the rumble and the groans coming from the Alpha with his head between her legs turned her on so much. Soon she stopped trying to control anything and just hung over his legs, enjoying everything he was doing to her, even pushing her hips into his face. And when one of his hands crept up her tunic to grip her nipple, she lost all control.

He always said the same phrase whenever he was with her during those times “Tes ni choya detta mthnoy, kysm eshar.” She began to wonder what it meant. But she didn’t allow her curiosity to encourage her to start learning about their culture. He was still a terrible man as far as she was concerned.

And yet those moments that they spent looking at the ocean became something she looked forward to. Soon, the blue-green of the sea couldn't capture her as intensely as the blue-green of the shinno's eyes, especially when they watched her.

One afternoon, as she stared at the ocean, enjoying the breeze on her face, she turned to peek at the shinno while he watched the ocean, and was surprised to find that he was already looking at her. She quickly returned her gaze back to the sea, but the urge to look at him again was too strong, and soon her eyes were back on his. He seemed to find this amusing. “Dess rennon vec lesha ackken ash ren lesha dess, kysm eshar. Fegakke ni laegoy,” he murmured, a smile on his lips as he tilted his head to watch her.

Shaya simply blinked. She had no idea what he said, but she did enjoy the way he said it and tried to memorize the words. His husky, low, and sultry tones had been the same since the moment she first met him, but this time she was not experiencing him through the filter of fear. On the contrary, she no longer felt fear around him at all when he was holding her in this way, when they were on this deck. It was a marked change.

She glanced around the deck, wondering why it was always empty. Although the ship was large, it seemed unusual that they would not be at least one person who would interrupt them.

She saw a glimpse of the chair behind him that he usually sat in, a small shelving unit and a little table, all on the platform. Maybe this was a space only for the shinno.

She returned her eyes to his, meeting his gaze. She didn't even know what shinno meant or if that was even his real name.

Their eyes remained locked for a long moment and the shinno glanced at her mouth, moving her closer to him, and a tension began to build that she had to escape.

“What is your name?” she blurted out.

The shinno stilled, a look of surprise gracing his expression. Since she had stopped grooming him, the hair around the lower half of his face had begun to grow, but she couldn't deny that it suited him. In fact, it made him look even more handsome. She also noticed that the hair on his head had grown a little, but that it was still neat, as though somebody had been tending to it. And she found that the idea of that… did not please her.

“Shinno Kardos,” he said, his voice deep and proud.

“Is shinno your name or is it your title?” she asked, aware that most people refer to him as the shinno rather than as just shinno.

Shinno Kardos' expression deepened into a frown and then to a scowl. Turning, he whipped them around and headed back in the direction he came.

Shaya almost cried out for him to stop. They hadn't even… done anything yet, and she couldn't deny that she was looking forward to it. But she said nothing. Something in the way he was walking, with purpose and directed force, suggested that his mood had changed, and she had no idea what that meant. She trusted nothing when it came to the shinno.

They entered her cabin again, and he placed her down on the bed, and then picked up one of the parchments on the desk.

“Tell me,” he said in the Common Tongue, pointing to the map in his hand.

Shaya swallowed, cursing herself inwardly that she had asked a question that she should have known the answer to if she’d been doing the learning that Treska had wanted her to. She stared at the map, trying to figure out if she could try to guess, but it was impossible. 

The shinno didn't even wait longer than a moment for her to answer, and that fiery look entered his eyes. If she had been learning this for two weeks, she would have no problem reciting what she knew. The shinno threw down the map and left immediately. But she didn't have to wait long to find out where he'd gone.

He returned, gripping Treska by the arm and dragging her into the cabin, raging at her.

Shaya gasped, but the shinno ignored her, bellowing at Treska, clearly questioning her about why Shaya didn't know anything.

Treska's eyes were wide as she stuttered an answer, glancing at Shaya but trying to keep her focus on the shinno.

“If you can understand me,” Shaya said carefully, trying not to alert the shinno that she knew Treska could understand and speak the Common Tongue, “tell him the truth. Tell him that I have refused to learn.”

Treska's eyes widened even further and the shinno growled at Shaya’s words, sparking a fear in her that she thought had disappeared. But she would not leave Treska to get in trouble. She had made the determined decision not to learn anything. It was not Treska's fault, and she would not let her take the blame, regardless of what it may mean for her.

“I have been treated badly since I have been here, shinno Kardos,” she said firmly, straightening her back as she spoke. “I've tried to do everything you asked, but in return I have been kept like a prisoner in here, and when I haven't been a prisoner, I have been a slave. That is what we call people who are used for unfair labor, or for sex acts,” she added tightly. “That is what I have been. And I have been so willing, until you showed that you punish without explaining why, and not even allow me the basic courtesy of resting from my injuries. So I will not learn anything about your culture. It is not one I admire, I do not find anything worthy about it, and I don't want to be a part of it. Every day since Treska arrived, I have refused to learn. She tries her hardest, she tries to trick me into learning, she tries to force me into learning, but I have still refused. So if you are going to blame anybody, blame me and leave her alone!”

The shinno's face contorted with each word she said, until he was almost vibrating with fury. Keeping hold of Treska, he grabbed Shaya by her non-damaged arm and led them both out of the cabin and down a deck.

It was only when they reach the door of the black box-room, that she realized what he intended to do, and the fear that gripped her made her mouth dry and her knees shake.

“No!” she cried, trying to yank herself out of his grip. “No, I’m not going in there! Please don’t put me in there.”

The shinno opened the door, ignoring her.

“I can't go in there,” she said, grabbing his arm. “I won't survive it, please!” Her words faltered as she realized that he had let her go in order to open the door. It wasn't her he was putting in there. With a hard push, Treska entered the room, and the door closed behind her and locked.

“No!” Shaya yelled. “You can't do this kind of punishment. This is exactly what I'm talking about!”

The shinno turned to her, his eyes fierce. “Eslleth atta dez rallhen lezen oara!”

Even though she couldn't understand him, she knew that he was basically telling her that he didn't give a damn. As he began to walk away, she closed her mouth and tried to think about what Kyus would do. Clearly pleading with him did not work, it wasn’t something he responded to, even though it was her default way of communicating with him. She had to try something else.

“Wait,” she said as she hurried after him. He didn't even turn, or slow down, so when she reached him she grabbed his arm. “If you take her out of there,” she said, “I'll do anything you want, I will learn everything, I will practice on my own time, I will make an effort to learn as much as I can before we reach your lands. I promise I will be able to speak some Mayaros by the time we arrive, but please let her out.”

The shinno slowed, turning to look at her as she spoke. She looked up at him, hoping that he would recognize the benefit of her eagerness to learn if Treska was let out. Studying a culture and a language was not easy, especially under duress, but if she made an active effort, she could be well on her way to becoming knowledgeable and fluent by the time they reached his lands.

“I already know two other languages,” she added. “I used to learn them in my spare time at home. I’m not very good,” she admitted. “But I did learn the basics. Please let her out. I will learn the language and everything I can about the Southern Isles. I promise it.”

The shinno's eyes narrowed on her, but he did not say anything, and that anger in his expression did not harden any further. Turning, he headed back to the black box-room and opened the door. Reaching in, he dragged out Treska, who was already sitting on the floor with her arms around her knees, then threw her toward Shaya. 

Shaya put her arm around Treska, comforting her as she realized she was out of the box, and then followed the shinno, watching his back as they climbed back up to her cabin. 

Once they were back inside, he stilled at the door, gazing at Shaya as she hugged Treska, his eyes locked on hers as an understanding passed between them about what they had agreed.

 

***

After that, things changed again. As her shoulder healed, she wasn't taken back to work on the decks, but she spent her afternoons making a concerted effort to learn everything she could about the Southern Lands.

She learned that there were eight main tribes who dominated the Lands and an indeterminate number of smaller clans that were much less important, but were made up of families who banded together for support. However, it was the eight main tribes that mattered. Apparently, the most dominant Alphas in each tribe, who were the sons of the tribe leaders and able to prove their worth of being potential leaders, were given the title shinno. The shinnos weren’t always the tribe leader, in fact, it was rare, and Kardos was one of the few who led his tribe and was also shinno. The title shinno was awarded through impressive feats the Alpha’s achieved during their entry into manhood and as they continue their journey as tribe member. However, it seemed to be extremely important that each shinno be capable. Shaya couldn't figure out why. There was much she couldn't understand, much that left gaps in her understanding about the land, mostly because Treska did not have sufficient understanding of the Common Tongue to explain some of the concepts to her. Shaya had an understanding, but some of it she couldn't make sense of.

The language was much harder to learn than she thought, made complicated by the use of the sh sounds among harsher sounds, and yet when Treska spoke, it didn't sound quite as harsh as when any other did. So Shaya tried her best to emulate her exactly. She learned how to greet, hallyzan, how to ask if someone was well, lesh vi garyn, how to say please, neshra, and thank you, yettsyrm, and she learned all the names of the tribes in order of importance. Of course, Tribe Nyek came first.

Her learning would have developed quicker if she had practiced with shinno Kardos, but she refused to speak to him. He still came every afternoon to take her to the empty deck and she did not fight him for two reasons. Firstly, she needed to see, hear, and smell the ocean; it had become a vital part of her being able to cope with being on the ship. It was the only time that she left her cabin, which had become necessary otherwise the walls closed in and an uncomfortable feeling would rise. The black box-room was the extreme, but she realized she did not like being in any enclosed space for too long—not after a lifetime of running in open gardens among nature. The ocean was the closest thing to that for her. Even her sickness and nausea had lessened since she had been able to see it on a regular basis. 

Secondly, there was no point in trying to annoy the shinno when he could simply punish Treska. He made it very clear that he had no remorse about punishing others for her actions. And she couldn’t bear the idea of that. Even if she hated what happened to her, even if he tore her apart and made her suffer, the brunt of the pain should be for her, not anyone else. More than ever she felt she was truly saving her sister. The thought she had protected Kyus from having to go through any of this, renewed her strength and kept her from outwardly rebelling.

But she did rebel in her own way.

She refused to speak to him and she refused to look at him, no matter how much he wanted it or tried to engage her the way he had before. He touched her, he brought her to orgasm with his mouth and fingers, he caressed her and murmured soft words to her, but she did not speak to him.

There was once where he yanked her face in his direction, growling in annoyance that she kept her face away from him, so she kept her face toward his, but purposely stared at his beard, his ears, the groomed hair on his head, anything but the eyes that were the perfect ocean to her.

She could feel his frustration turning to anger, but what could he do? He couldn't exactly rotate her eyeballs to fall on him.

He pulled on her tunic harshly, and handled her roughly, bringing her to an even more delicious peak in his roughness, and Shaya rejoiced in the win.

One afternoon, closer to the second week of her learning, she sat with Treska in her cabin, reciting the names of each island when the cabin door opened and a tribeswoman stepped through.

She wasn't someone that Shaya had seen before, and she smiled, looking upon her with interest—maybe she was someone new to train her who could be another friend. But Treska shot to her feet, immediately on edge.

Shaya observed the woman. She was dressed in the clothing that she had seen most tribeswomen wearing when she was working on the deck. Glittering ornaments adorned her hair, her hands and wrists, and some strapped to her calves; she appeared to be more richly dressed than most of the tribe in general. Maybe she was important. She was certainly very pretty. She was a similar coloring to Kyus' future husband, a light sand tan with black hair and deep brown eyes. However, it did not bode well that her face was set in a scowl as she looked upon Shaya.

Treska and the woman exchanged words, and they became more heated as the conversation went on. The woman continuously turned her attention to Shaya, but Treska kept drawing her attention back to her.

Shaya suddenly felt uncomfortable, it was clear that they were discussing her. She rose slowly from the bed and walked to stand behind Treska, who shot her a warning look as though to tell her to stay back, but her movement alone seemed to anger the new woman. She rose her voice, gesturing to Shaya, her face contorted, her eyes running down her body as though she disgusted her, and the way in which she spat out her words indicated the level of venom she had toward her.

Shaya was shocked. She had no idea what she had done to infuriate this woman, but she didn't know how to try to reassure her. She suddenly realized she hadn’t learned any word in Mayaros that meant sorry.

As the woman became more enraged by her own words, she stepped toward Shaya, and Shaya shuffled back a little, uncomfortable with the woman's behavior. She had never been in any kind of confrontation like this before and she was unsure how to act or behave. She certainly had never been in any fights before and she didn’t even know who this woman was. She could be someone important and then what would Shaya do?

Treska suddenly jutted her arm out, and hit the woman on her shoulder, pushing her back a few steps. Her voice rose, engaging a threatening tone making the woman freeze and draw her attention back to her. Treska spoke again, and Shaya recognized the shinno's name, but she couldn’t piece together what she said.

The woman calmed, but remained a few moments longer until Treska told her to leave. Hallan. 

The woman turned, throwing one last disgusted look at Shaya and then left.

Treska took a deep breath, and turn toward Shaya. “Are you well?”

Shaya nodded, strangely she didn't actually feel afraid, just startled. “Why was she angry? What did she want?”

Treska gestured for her to sit down on the bed. “She was…” Treska paused as she tried to figure out the words. Shaya had been trying to teach her more of the Common Tongue so that they could communicate easier, but she wouldn’t be able to help guess the words for this. Shaya had no idea what the woman had come in for.

“She was searching,” Treska said finally.

“For me?”

Treska nodded.

Shaya pursed her lips, shocked. “Why would she be searching for me?”

“She searches for the answer for the shinno's change.”

“His change in what?” she asked, her heart sinking a little as she guessed Treska was going to say next.

“The shinno has changed for her and she is searching for the answer.”

The shinno's change. Shaya exhaled in frustration. Did that mean that she was involved with the shinno?

Treska watched her face carefully, and then spoke again. “She and the shinno are…”

Shaya suddenly found it difficult to breathe in the moment that hung in the air as Treska tried to find the next word to explain herself.

“She and the shinno are one sometimes.”

Shaya nodded, releasing a breath she didn't even realize she was holding. Sometimes. That meant that they were not together all the time, which likely meant that she was not someone permanent for him. She suddenly caught her thoughts and stopped herself. She shouldn't be relieved. If the shinno was intimate with her when he had someone else, that did not make her look good, although she wasn't sure what the general behavior was like with these kinds of things in their particular culture. It didn't seem like the shinno had a wife based on the amount of time she had seen him before she became injured, but who knew? He could have had a wife that he went to see after their time with the ocean. Maybe he was going to see this woman? Either way, his actions were not her fault.

Before her direction of thought could run away with her again, Treska spoke.

“They are one sometimes,” she said again. “More than some others. But since this journey, he has changed. She was searching for the answer.”

“She thinks I'm the answer?” she asked, somewhat sharply. It was one thing for her to guess what was happening between Shaya and the shinno, but if she was convinced that something was indeed happening, she could make things difficult for her. 

Shaya had heard plenty of stories from Kyus regarding bitter women who became cruel when they didn't get what they wanted, women who felt they deserved more than they were due and then try to destroy something they felt made them look less desirable. If she became the target of this woman, her life on the ship could become hell. It was better she did not know anything about the shinno's attention to her or his actions with her.

Unfortunately, Treska nodded. “She does not know you. She knows everyone else. She knows you are the answer.”

Shaya exhaled. “And now she knows my cabin as well,” she pointed out.

Treska nodded, although a frown was on her face. “The shinno will not be happy.”

Shaya's brows rose. “He won't?”

Treska shook her head, but she was distracted. “No one should know.”

Hmm. So he was keeping her location a secret. Strangely, that comforted her a little. She would prefer nobody on the ship know where she was, but now this woman did.

“Are you going to tell him?” she asked.

“I have to tell him everything,” Treska said, lowering her eyes. “He said everything from now on, or I get the black.”

Shaya pressed her lips together tight, annoyed that he had still threatened her, but at least she knew that Treska would be telling him everything, and it wouldn't necessarily be her fault. “I think it's best that you do, in this instance anyway,” she said. “I do not want this woman knowing where I am if she is angry about me. I can’t even try to reason with her.”

Treska nodded. “Yes, it is smarter.”

Shaya thought for a long moment. “There are some things the shinno says I don’t understand…” she began.

Treska sat up straight. “I will help. Tell me.”

Shaya thought back to when he strung her up. “Land-ton-rook, Shaya?”

“Lanatton arook.” Treska said, nodding. “Find strength, Shaya.”

Shaya almost snorted. Find strength? He expected her to strengthen when he tortured her? “What about…” She thought back to the moment on the ocean when he was amused with her urges to look at him. It was a long one, though. She sounded out as much as she could remember.

Treska frowned, and then made suggestions until she came upon the correct phrase. “Dess rennon vec lesha ackken ash ren lesha dess, kysm eshar. Fegakke ni laegoy.” Treska checked her own little dictionary and then smiled as she translated. “You may look upon me as I look upon you, little bird. I am not shy.”

Shaya couldn’t help but smile at that one. The man was the complete opposite of shy. “What about…” She paused, wondering if she should ask her the next one, but if she didn’t, how would she ever know? She sounded out the words, already having them memorized—he still said it to her every day.

Treska’s eyes widened as she repeated her words. “Tes ni choya detta mthnoy, kysm eshar. He said that to you? The shinno?”

Shaya nodded, curious. “Sometimes it varies a little, but yes.”

Treska giggled and then smiled widely at Shaya, her eyes shining. “He said, there is nothing more beautiful than you, little bird.”

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

KARDOS

 

Kardos stood staring at the izak-rock, his mind revolving over how he could get Shaya to behave with him how she had before.

Putting her in the box-cabin had been a mistake. He hadn't realized she suffered from room fever so badly that she would severely damage herself trying to get out. He had been shocked and surprised at her outburst and instantly knew she needed the ocean—it was the only thing that had ever calmed him and allowed him to think. He was thoroughly annoyed with himself that she had been hurt, but he couldn’t deny that her injuries allowed him to get closer to her in a way that he didn't expect. And now that he fucking needed her that way, she was withholding herself from him.

The tint in the izak-rock began to turn orange and he stepped forward in unison with the tribesman opposite him to lift and rotate it onto its side, then stepped back into position to watch and wait for the next color change.

Shaya was more determined than he thought she would be. Watching her when they first boarded the boat, and in that first time in her cabin, he had thought she would be meek, eager to please, and easy to understand. She wasn't. Although she was quiet and watchful, there were moments she had the same firmness and determination he saw when she volunteered herself to save her sister. He wondered if maybe her lack of understanding Mayaros was the reason for her quietness. What if she was indeed a difficult Omega? That would not do. Other Alphas might find that a delight to deal with, but he did not. Shaya would have to behave.

In truth, she started well. She had learned how to be pleasing to a man who wanted to use her mouth. She didn’t have the experience like other women, but she took to it very well and even had shown great enthusiasm, much to his surprise. The main thing was, it wasn't a new experience for her now and that would likely serve her well once they got to the Isles; although, he refused to think on that point too often. 

All time with her had been perfect for him, because every single expression that graced her face entranced him, especially when she came undone in his lap, crying out and shuddering so beautifully, then curled into his chest, unable to help looking at him as though she was entranced too. Those moments had been the highlight of the entire journey to the Western Lands so far. The highlight of the whole season, in fact. And now it had fucking stopped.

“Shinno Kardos.”

Kardos turned to see Zolt standing nearby waiting to speak to him. He frowned and glanced back at the rock. He couldn't leave his shift, it was important for the izak to be turned at the right time, but when he glanced back at Zolt, he realized he’d bought another tribesman to replace him. They switched places, and Kardos and Zolt moved to speak privately away from the others.

“The Isles are in long-sight,” Zolt informed him. “At this current capacity, we will get there in a week.”

Kardos nodded. A week was too soon. He had expected Shaya to be fully briefed on Isle culture by now and even possibly speaking some Mayaros, but weeks had gone by without her learning anything, and the danger was that she wouldn't know enough, and could embarrass him. He needed more time.

“However,” Zolt continued. “I would like to recommend that we take two days off.”

Kardos frowned, surprised, but Zolt held his hands up and hurriedly continued, assuming Kardos would be angry by his suggestion.

“I know it doesn't seem like a long time,” he said. “But we have been working triple shifts for five weeks. The entire tribe is exhausted. I think if we arrive in this state, it will make us look as though the journey tired us.”

Kardos nodded. That was true. Although they had indeed worked hard on the journey back to ensure that the ship had the fuel it needed from the izak-rock, he could tell that the tribe were tired. There was less chatter on the ship, less laughter. Men and women walked with miserable faces. It would do them well to have two days off to rest so that when they return to the Isle they still looked strong, as though the trip had strengthened rather than exhausted them. Appearances were important.

“How much longer will the journey be if we take two days?”

“Based on my calculations, almost an extra two weeks,” Zolt responded.

Kardos nodded. “That is not ideal,” he said slowly, “but I agree it’s necessary. We will go another three days before the two-day break. Inform the tribe.”

Zolt nodded. “And what do you think about announcing the Omega during that time?”

Kardos bristled. “She is not ready for it. She has been more difficult than anticipated, but she is learning.”

Zolt hesitated, and then spoke. “She has taken more of your time than I expected, my shinno. It has affected your shifts. Should I continue to schedule you?”

“Yes,” Kardos said. “At least until the two-day break. After that, do not schedule me onto any shifts.”

“Understood.”

Kardos watched Zolt as he walked away, then began to head back to the izak-rock, but on impulse he turned in a different direction. He made his way up the stairs and across the upper deck, and then down a flight of stairs on the other side of the ship, heading into the lower decks.

When he arrived, an elderly woman greeted him as she exited one of the cabins. She had a woolen blanket wrapped around her chubby frame and a usual strand of herbs dangled from her coarse brown hair.

“So you finally come to see me,” she said, a big grin on her face. “I thought you had forgotten all about me up on the important decks and left me to rot down here.”

Kardos let out a gruff snort. “Leave you to rot? I thought you were already rotten, Rozalia.”

The woman laughed, swatting him on the arm with a bundle of dried leaves she held in one hand. “I'll have you know that I'm younger at heart than almost all of the other potionists combined,” she said proudly. “If anything is rotten around here, it's your treatment of the most important member of your tribe.”

Kardos leaned against the wall. “I don't need to worry about you, you are completely capable of dealing with anything that is thrown at you.”

Rozalia nodded, her brow raising in mock seriousness. “Like three hundred new bondmaids who do not have minds of their own?”

“How are they doing?”

She shrugged. “They seem fine physically, but I have no way of knowing what their mental state is like. They have no free will, they only follow instructions and don't seem to have any desire to do anything of their own choosing.” She paused, a frown on her face. “It is not normal. It is not the Nyek way or even the way of any tribe of the Isles. They have no natural urges or desires.”

Kardos nodded. “I know. The Alpha who gave them to me dealt heavily in perverse magic. He removed their free will so they could be used as slaves.”

Rozalia shot him a disapproving look as she turned away to walk down the corridor. “They are savages, these people of the other Lands. They behave against the natural laws.”

“I do not disagree,” Kardos said, following her. “But I felt that they would be good for us as bondmaids.”

Rozalia sighed, turning back to him. “They would indeed be good bondmaids,” she admitted. “They are very well versed sexually and have no problem taking any of the potions that I give them.”

“None of them have had any adverse reactions or rejections to any potion at all?”

“No. In fact, their lack of will makes them perfect for the Haze recreators. The urges that usually come upon Betas who take them are met with no resistance at all. I think they will be a success.”

“Good,” Kardos said. He walked along the cabins behind the woman, remembering what Malloron had said. The Haze recreators were potions that were supposed to put a Beta woman into a Haze that was usually only experienced by Omegas. When an Omega was in this state, it was known to be highly arousing and attractive for Alphas. Her eyes turned golden, her scent became irresistible, and she was taken by the need to mate continuously so that she may be impregnated. Unfortunately, since Omegas had not been seen in the Southern Isles for over a hundred years, Haze recreators had become more important. It forced a Beta woman to simulate an Omega’s Haze, which tended to make her more appealing to Alphas and more likely to breed abundantly. 

However, when Kardos had visited the Western Lands to speak to King Malloron about doing an exchange for the new bondmaids, the king revealed that nothing could replicate an Omega in her Haze; that it was incomparable to any Beta on Haze recreators. Kardos was inclined to believe that was true. Shaya was blocked, and still he was taken with her more than any other, even though he knew he shouldn't be.

They turned into Rozalia’s cabin at the end of the row, and she poured him an ale before gesturing for him to sit. 

He declined. “I'll not be here for long.”

Rozalia nodded. “What can I help you with?”

“I have an Omega.”

The woman gasped, almost dropping her own glass. “You have what?”

“I negotiated for her in the Western Lands.”

She stared at him, her mouth dropped open. “Then why are we doing all of this?” she said gesturing to the rows of cabins that held the bondmaids. “We don't need any of these if we have an Omega!”

“It doesn't hurt to have extra bondmaids, Roza,” Kardos said firmly. “She is only one. She cannot be paired with multiple Alphas.” A jagged irritation cut through him as he said the last line, and Rozalia straightened, watching him carefully.

“I assume she is on the ship,” she asked slowly. When Kardos nodded she said, “And what has she been doing all this time?”

“I've been trying to teach her what to expect when she gets to the Southern Isles.”

“You do not know what she would expect, my shinno,” Rozalia said evenly. “You have no idea what the high chief may do.”

Kardos scoffed. “It is very likely what he will do. And I need her to be aware, and comfortable about the culture before he makes any decisions.”

Rozalia nodded, sinking down into a chair as she thought. “I understand.” She glanced up. “How is she taking it?”

“Her body is not as strong as most of the women of the tribe. She damages easily and struggles with physical work.”

The woman nodded. “That is to be expected. And probably a good thing.”

Kardos frowned at her words. “A good thing?”

“Yes,” she said simply. “An Omega is not supposed to have the body of a Beta. She is supposed to be more delicate.”

“But what about the conditions of our land? If she is too delicate she cannot survive it.”

Rozalia inclined her head. “There is some truth to that,” she said. “But from what I remember, Omegas were always with their Alphas in the Southern Lands. There is usually never any need for them to be battling the conditions on their own.”

Kardos was quiet for a moment as he digested that. Of course, that made sense. He had completely overlooked that part of it.

“What about her training of our culture?” Rozalia asked, interrupting his thoughts. “Is she accepting it? I cannot believe that she would willingly want to come to our Lands to be the only Omega.”

“She refused to learn about our lands for a long time, but has made some headway. Treska said she has memorized the names of the isles and the tribes, and learned small phrases in Mayaros.”

“Treska.” The woman shot him a disapproving look. “So that is why I have not seen my daughter for practically the whole time that we have been on this journey back home. I assumed she was working on the fuel deck.”

“You know she is not suitable for the fuel deck, but I was assuming she was coming to see you at least.”

Rozalia brushed his words away with a swipe of her hand. “I’m working hard on the potions for the new bondmaids. Whenever I have a break, she is working. But it is of no importance. I know whatever she is doing, she is doing it well.”

Kardos couldn't help the growl that came out of him. “She has formed an attachment to the Omega. I had to threaten her with the box-cabin for withholding information from me.”

Rozalia stilled. “Did she end up inside it?”

“Only for a few moments. The Omega pleaded for her to be released. She promised to learn if Treska was freed.”

The woman nodded, but Kardos could see her body relaxing in relief. “I like this Omega already.”

“I need you to start working on a potion for her.”

The woman glanced up at him. “Like what?”

Kardos took a breath, trying to order his thoughts. “During my research on Omegas, I heard a rumor that they had returned to the Eastern Lands.”

“Yes, it is a rumor that has made its rounds across all the Isles. Everybody laughed it off.”

Indeed they would. Everyone assumed that if Omegas were to return, it would be to the Southern Isles first. “It is not a rumor,” Kardos said, grimly. “Apparently Omegas exist in abundance, but they hide themselves using magic.”

“Why,” Rozalia asked bewildered. “What is the purpose of that?”

“I am not sure yet,” Kardos admitted. “I have been unable to find a reason for this, but I am sure that there are none hidden in the Southern Isles. As you say, an Omega would not be able to survive our Lands without being with an Alpha. Any Omega that tried, would likely not survive.”

Rozalia nodded thoughtfully.

“The way they hide themselves is to place blocks on their Omega signals, such as their scent and their Haze, and disguise as Betas.”

Rozalia looked bewildered. “Block… How?”

Kardos shrugged. “It is a magical thing. Through use of spells and magical energy, I assume.”

Rozalia scowled. “I am glad that magic is not something we use extensively in our lands. It's a dangerous power that has too much potential to pervert the natural law.”

“I agree. The problem I have is that the Omega onboard this ship is blocked by magic. It is supposed to wear off after three months from when we left the Western Lands. But I need it to be interrupted.”

“Interrupted?”

“I need for her blocks removed for a period of time and then returned.”

“May I ask why?” The woman frowned. “Wouldn't it be better to just wait until the magic wears off?”

Kardos began to pace, agitation working through his limbs. “No. I need to know all possible eventualities of what may happen when she arrives at the Southern Lands. She has been difficult to understand even with the blocks in place.”

“How so?”

“She seems to feel she shouldn’t be punished when she doesn’t do what she is told.”

“But you said she has yet to learn our language. Maybe she doesn’t understand.”

“She understands well enough,” Kardos growled. “She simply has no stamina. She cannot push through and find strength when necessary. Even as an Omega, with the things she may go through when she gets to our home, she must be disciplined enough to do that.”

Rozalia hummed in agreement as she thought for a moment. “But without the blocks, she will be the same as she is now except she will have her scent and may, of course, enter her Haze, which has its own typical behaviors. There is no guesswork there.”

“If she enters her Haze that is good. I want her to know what it is like. I suspect she has never had one before. She was protected by her family.”

“Ah,” Rozalia said, nodding in understanding. “You want her to go through all experiences now so that it's not a surprise when she gets to the Southern Isles and the high chief assigns her a mate.”

Kardos growled, turning to her fiercely. “You do not need to make guesses on what will or will not happen when we get to the Southern Isles,” he said harshly.

The woman stilled again, looking at him closely. “You must come to terms with that, my shinno,” she said slowly. “She is not your Omega to keep.”

“Did I say that I wanted to keep her?” Kardos bellowed, an anger rising quickly within him. 

Rozalia pursed her lips and gave him a look that said he didn’t need to say it.

Kardos turned from her gaze. “I am trying to prepare her so that our entire Lands can benefit from her arrival and perhaps return, once more, to what it was.”

“Is that really important?” Rozalia asked slowly. “Why not just let her experience it for the first time herself? Do you not think that maybe the high chief would be more enamored with her if he got to know her as she is now, instead of you trying to prepare her in a way that may give her an… opinion of us?”

“What do you mean,” Kardos asked guardedly.

Rozalia sighed. “Are you aware you are punishing someone who should be a guest?” She held her palm up to stop Kardos from interrupting. “I know punishment is normal for us, it is how we train our children and how we teach new tribesmen, but she is learning about everything for the first time, including our language. She probably doesn’t even understand why she has been punished. She is going to assume the worst of us if we do not treat her well. And you know this,” she said, glancing at him disapprovingly. “Before you even decided to go to the Western Lands, we discussed this when we talked about partnerships and trading in foreign lands. What if we arrive at the Southern Isles and she doesn't want anything to do with our culture?”

“That is more preferable to her behaving badly,” Kardos said firmly. “If she knows what's expected of her, she will eventually do it, and she may even do it well. But if she is thrown into a situation that surprises or shocks her, there is no telling how she may react.”

“But that is a short-term thing. She may still act badly, but it may happen a few seasons down the line when she realizes what her life is.”

“By then, it won't matter.”

Rozalia shifted in her chair, frowning at Kardos. “So it only matters to you now for our arrival? Why? Why is this important to you?”

“Do not act like you don't know,” he warned. “The fact I have an Omega, and I’m bringing her to Southern Isles… You know what that will mean.”

The woman nodded. “I do, but just her existence is enough for that. Why do you also want to control her behavior?”

“Because everything is at risk,” Kardos stressed. “Bringing an Omega back to the Southern Isles would be enough for one of the other shinnos—no one would blink, and they would praise him and declare that he is granted what he is owed. But not me. Her presence alone will not be enough for me, she needs to also behave correctly, and do everything that she’s supposed to do as an Omega. Everything depends on it, and I want no chances for mishaps or mistakes.”

Rozalia’s face tightened, and then she lowered her head. Kardos knew she could not deny what he said was true. Although he was superior to the other shinnos, he was also slightly different, and everything he did would be examined and inspected because of it. He couldn't expect the same treatment as if somebody else had bought an Omega home. With him, everything had to be perfect and the Omega was perfect. He just needed to ensure that she remained so in the eyes of his people.

“I hate that this is the situation,” Rozalia said, her voice low. “I cannot deny that you are correct. Her behavior will fall upon you.”

Kardos nodded. The idea did not give him comfort, but at least he knew he could do something about it. “So you will create a potion that will interfere with her blocks.”

“I will try. I do not have the full host of my ingredients to make a potion for an Omega. I never expected to have to do that. It will take some experimentation.”

“Do what you must,” Kardos said. “Treska knows where her cabin is. She can take you. Just make sure that whatever you do, she is not harmed in any way.” He shot her a look of warning, so she would know that he was entirely serious, but he needn't have bothered. Rozalia was looking back at him as though he was an idiot for even saying it. “We will have a break from all shifts in two days, which will put us on course to arrive in the Southern Lands roughly two to three weeks later. I will need it within the next week.”

“I will try to have something for you in the next four days, my shinno.”

Kardos inclined his head in thanks and took his leave.

Once the tribe became aware that they were due a break, the mood in the ship completely changed. It returned to something similar to what it had been when they first set off on their journey, but for Kardos it was an inappropriate time to feel joyful. The more he took Shaya to his private deck, and the more she pulled away from him, the more desperate he became to have her submit. At times, he was furious that she did not recognize what he was doing for her. He was ensuring that she got to see the ocean, he was making her feel the way an Alpha was supposed to make an Omega feel, and he wasn't taking anything for himself. His cock had been begging for release for weeks, but he had no enthusiasm to seek out any of the other women on the ship. He wasn't sure if it was because he had already tasted what it was like inside an Omega, or because none of them captured his attention the way that she did, but he was stuck in a limbo that he couldn't get out of until Rozalia completed the potion.

If he tried to fuck Shaya again, there was no doubt it would go badly. Her first experience had not been met with any pleasure. He knew when he withdrew that he may have spoiled that part of her experience, but he had done it in favor of trying to repair it later. It would be a disaster if she was given to the high chief only for it to be discovered that she did not like sex. It was unheard of in the Southern Isles. Such things could only happen in the other Lands, where the amoral and devious lived. There was no way he could bring an Omega to the high chief with that affliction.

Playing with her and sucking on her slippery, tasty clit until she came had helped a little—it had at least made her less conscious of her beautiful body—but there was no guarantee that full sex would be met with enthusiasm. In fact, it was likely that it wouldn't after what happened, and that's why he needed her blocks removed. Without her blocks, or her Haze, there would be no resistance to him, and she could truly understand the pleasures of being an Omega and the joy of being with an Alpha.

The next time that he summoned Treska to report back on Shaya's progress, it seemed as though Shaya was indeed a quick learner, which made him a little more secure that they still had over two weeks left for her to continue her learning. Unfortunately, that was not the only thing Treska reported on.

“What do you mean Anata came to her cabin?” he thundered. “No one is supposed to know where she is, or that she even exists on the ship!”

Treska shrugged back a little. “I don't know how she found out,” she said. “She kept saying that somebody was taking your attention and there is no one else on the ship who is doing it that she knows of. I think she has been investigating, my shinno. She is familiar with your movements and your patterns of behavior. She has guessed that you have been spending time with someone else.”

Kardos clenched his fists. Anata shouldn't even be guessing what he was doing with his time. It was none of her fucking business. “What did she do, and what did she say?” he asked through gritted teeth. Anata was known for her temper, but most of the tribe knew how to deal with her. Shaya would not.

“Katashaya couldn't understand anything that she said,” Treska said, quickly. “But she could tell that Anata was threatening her.”

“And what did she say?” Kardos said sharply.

“She said that she had guessed all along that there was somebody else on the ship taking your attention, and she had been correct in her assumptions, but she wasn't aware that the woman was going to be so small and insignificant, with no real curves, and no character. She said the only thing Shaya had going for her was her pretty face, and that that could be destroyed easily enough.”

The fury that burned Kardos at the idea that anyone would dare even threaten to touch Shaya's face could barely be contained. The rumble of displeasure that began in his throat turned into a burning roar from his chest at the audacity of this jakhra to threaten his Omega, and Treska shrunk back until she was flattened against the wall by the time the roar ended. 

“And you say Shaya could not understand it?” he growled.

“N-n-no,” Treska stuttered. “And I couldn't explain to her why she was even in the room because of the lack of communication—”

“I will reallocate her now,” Kardos decided, striding to the door. He slowed to a stop as a thought occurred to him, and he looked over his shoulder at Treska. “Is she frightened to be in the room now?”

“She doesn't seem to be,” Treska said. “But it is difficult to know what she really thinks when I cannot communicate with her properly.”

“She seems to be learning quickly,” Kardos said turning back the door. “Hopefully you will be able to communicate with her soon enough.”

 

***

When he entered Shaya’s room, she was surprised to see him. Usually he would come later to carry her to his private deck. He looked around the room to see what would need packing up to take to her new cabin, but noticed that there was nothing. She only had two sets of clothes, which she seemed to be washing herself, items for her hair and injuries, as well as the materials for her learning. Rozalia’s words sprung to his mind. She is going to assume the worst of us if we do not treat her well.

He strode to her and lifted her into his arms, as he always did, and she settled against his chest, as she always did and the familiar satisfaction rose that she was in his arms. This time he took her to a cabin that was on the same corridor as his own. It was guarded more heavily, even though there were more people around the deck. He preferred having her closer to him, and if anything was going to happen, at least he would be nearby.

The cabin he gave her was a few doors down from his own, bigger than the one she had been in, and much more lavishly decorated.

He put her down slowly, keeping her close to his body as he tilted her head up to him. “This is your new cabin now, Shaya,” he said in Mayaros. “The same rules apply.” Unfortunately, she hadn't yet learned any of those words because her gaze was blank. She didn't understand.

He lowered, hunched over her, and brushed his lips with her own. “I'll be back shortly for our ocean time so you can fly with me.” When he pulled back, she looked surprised that he had kissed her and he couldn’t help but smile. “You are still very beautiful, little bird.”

To his amazement, a gorgeous shy smile grew and her eyes darted down, her face a picture of embarrassment. She understood him! He leaned in and kissed her properly, sucking on her perfect lips and pressing his tongue into her mouth. She whimpered and accepted him in, sucking on him and kissing him back as she went limp in his arms. When his pants became tight, he forced himself to pull away. He would have his tongue in that fragrant place between her legs shortly, but there were things he needed to do first.

Turning, he left and sought out Treska, immediately sending her to Shaya to try and explain that she has now moved cabins. Additionally, he sought out a few of the tribeswomen who were good crafters to make some jewelry for her and some gifts so that her new cabin would not be so impersonal and bare.

Next, he sought out Anata working on fuel deck four.

“That jakhra told you I was in the cabin, didn't she?” She laughed nervously and humorlessly. “I knew that she would run to you. I was simply protecting you that's all.”

Kardos’ jaw hardened. “How so? It seemed to me that you are only thinking of yourself and your pussy. I thought it was extremely clear to anyone I fuck that I do not want ownership of them.”

“I do not expect you to want ownership of me,” Anata said, unfolding her legs and standing, her hip dropped onto one leg. “I'm talking of your situation back home. When you were taking your pleasures with me and the other women, that was normal behavior for a shinno in your position. What you are doing with this small little thing, is not.”

Kardos growled, his fury spiked at her audacity. “How dare you speak to me as though you are concerned about my leadership,” he bellowed. “It is not your place to interfere with anything like that. You do your job as required for the tribe and that is it.”

“It is my cousin who is in Tribe Obari—”

“Tribe Obari?” Kardos spat with disgust. “Where exactly do your loyalties lie? Because if it is not with Tribe Nyek, you do not belong here.”

Anata's face dropped as she suddenly realized what he was saying. Her concern about anything other than her own tribe was considered treason as far as many tribe members across all tribes were concerned. It would have been better for her to say that she was jealous, rather than bring up an inter-tribe matter that had absolutely nothing to do with her.

When she said nothing more, Kardos stepped forward, his face contorted. “You will not be fucked by anyone for the next season for this interference and if you approach that woman again, you will be expelled from this tribe. Do you understand?”

Anata nodded, all bravado dropped away from her stance, her face and her voice. For someone like Anata, four months of no sex was like torture.

“Get back to your chores,” Kardos ordered. But as he turned to go, she spoke again, this time her voice weary and defeatist.

“Who is she?” Her voice shook, as though she was afraid of asking the question. And although it was reasonable for any tribe member to ask, she should have better judgment than to ask it now. “No one has been told of a new tribe member.”

“That is none of your fucking business,” Kardos said menacingly. “I will announce information to the tribe when I'm ready. It is not for you to seek knowledge and interfere with my affairs and work against my will.”

“Of course,” Anata mumbled. “I apologize, my shinno. Please send her my apologies.”

“You are not important enough for her to hear your apologies,” Kardos snapped. “Do not think of her again.”

Upon leaving her, a thought occurred to Kardos, and he headed to see Zolt, who would be in the meeting room drawing up schedules for each area of the ship.

As he entered, Zolt placed down the schedule he was working on and nodded in greeting. “I was about to come and find you. What are your thoughts on having a celebration during the two-day break? Some of the members have been asking about it. It's been a while since you've had any kind of celebration gathering… Would you approve it?”

Kardos closed the door behind him. “What did you tell Anata?”

Zolt frowned. “Anata? Nothing. Why?”

“She discovered Shaya, and entered her cabin and threatened her.”

Zolt's face smoothed in understanding. “Ah. She came and asked if we picked up any new guests when we left the Western Lands. I told her about the bondmaids, which most of the tribe know about. She then asked if there was anyone else, and I said that you would announce anything further when you are ready.”

Kardos exhaled in annoyance. “That tells her that there is someone.”

Zolt blinked. “You wanted me to lie?”

“Yes,” Kardos shot at him, hardly believing he had to fucking spell it out. “I do not want anyone to know of her existence, Zoltan. Even implying that there could be someone else other than the bondmaids on the ship is dangerous for her. What if Anata had attacked?”

Zolt frowned and shook his shaggy head, confused. “But Anata wouldn't have any reason to attack her, unless your behavior changed…” A new understanding jolted into Zolt’s eyes and he slowly rose to his feet. “You stopped fucking her,” he said plainly. “And you have probably stopped fucking all the other women, that is why she became so concerned.”

“Who I fuck is not her burden,” Kardos said, sharply. “It is not cause for her to seek out information that I have not announced, and threaten somebody who is supposed to be special to our Lands.”

“That is true,” Zolt agreed. “But you must know that many tribe members make it their business to know the movements of the shinnos and tribe leaders, and not just tribeswomen. It is important, what you do, because your actions have consequences for us all. What she did was actually not that unusual.”

“If that was the case, they would all be doing it,” Kardos shot back. “And none of them are, only her. Everyone is working triple shifts—who I fuck shouldn’t be a priority for anyone right now.”

Zolt thought for a moment. “True,” he admitted. “Did she explain why?”

“She mentioned Tribe Obari.”

“Hmm.” Zolt's face was grim. “That is not good at all.”

“No. I dealt with it, Zolt,” Kardos said, warning tone embracing his words. “But you must lie next time. Roza told me it is important that the Omega does not have a negative opinion of our culture. And I'm beginning to believe that that is what has already happened.”

“Why? Because of Anata? It was only one incident.”

“It doesn't matter how,” Kardos scowled. “I just need her existence to remain completely hidden.” He locked eyes with Zolt. “Can you do that or not?”

Zolt inclined his head. “Of course I can, but I must remind you of what you already know, my shinno; nothing stays secret in a tribe for long.”

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

SHAYA

 

Shaya didn’t like the new cabin. It felt too… grand for her. It was almost as though she was supposed to be somebody who belonged in that kind of environment, somebody who needed polished door handles and intricately decorated furniture. On top of that, items kept appearing in her room—from jewelry to decorate her head and hair, to adornments for her forearms and neck like what the shinno had, to items that could be used in the room to store things, such as little boxes and ornaments. She didn't want any of it.

The fact that the room was bigger and had two windows were the only things she did like about it. She didn't need to pace as long, or as often, to satisfy the pressure that rose from her from being inside all the time, and of course the shinno was still taking her to see the ocean, accompanied with his attentions that left her sweaty, drowsy, and in an utterly peaceful bliss.

She found that she actually enjoyed being tested on what she knew about the Southern Isles, but she suspected it was because she liked getting information and facts right.

Treska would grin and clap whenever she remembered the right words to use and pronounced them correctly. Mayaros was unlike any other language she had learned before. Some of the words did not match up to the way in which she spoke the Common Tongue, they were switched around and seem to also turn back to front, but she didn't know why. All languages she learned had rules, but because Treska couldn't explain things to her fully, she didn't understand the rules of this language, and that was frustrating at times.

A couple of days after moving into the new cabin, Treska was packing up after their lesson and Shaya stared at a page of her notes, realizing there was something she didn’t understand. “What is Az Eshra?”

Treska slowed her actions as she thought for a moment, but shook her head when she came up blank. Checking her little notebook, she still couldn’t find anything.

Shaya watched her become more frustrated. This Az Eshra was mentioned a lot when it came to Southern culture, how could she not be able to explain them?

Finally, Treska seemed to have an idea. She held up one palm looked pointedly at Shaya. “Man.”

Shaya nodded her understanding.

She held up the other palm. “Woman.”

Shaya nodded.

Treska wriggled the first hand. “Alpha.” Then wriggled the second. “Omega.” She clasped her hands together. “Az Eshra.”

Shaya pursed her lips. “They live in the Southern Isles?”

“They live everywhere.”

Shaya thought on it for a moment and then nodded. Kyus had told her that some cultures believed in spirits or worshiped nature in some form; she used to always tease Shaya about worshiping her “garden spirits.” Perhaps Az Eshra was an Alpha/Omega spirit that was important to the Southern Lands.

As she prepared to leave, Treska said, “No learning tomorrow. Rest.”

Shaya placed down the parchment she was making notes on. “You're not coming tomorrow?”

Treska shook her head. “Everyone has break tomorrow. You must too.”

“Oh.” Shaya wasn’t sure what to say about that. She was enjoying having Treska for company, even if it was to learn about Southern Lands culture. “How long is the break for?”

Treska held up two fingers. Two days.

“You're not coming for two days?” Shaya was unable to help the note of panic that entered her tone. She would have no real company for two days. Even though she spent a lot of time on her own back home, it was never in an environment like this, a closed cabin with windows.

Treska made her way back to her and took her hands. “You work hard, Shaya,” she said softly, smiling at her. “You deserve rest.”

Shaya smiled back at her, but she said nothing, afraid that Treska would feel obliged to spend her own time to rest with Shaya. Because it wasn't Shaya that truly needed the break, it was Treska. She had worked damn hard since the moment Shaya met her, and tried her hardest to make things easier for her. If she wanted a break, Shaya was not going to get in the way of that.

“Thank you,” she said. “So I will see you in three days?”

Treska nodded. “My ma will visit.”

Shaya frowned. “Your mother?”

Treska nodded. “She is…”

Shaya waited for her to find a word, but she shook her head. “I don't know the word. She must meet you so she will come. I will be…”

Once again she could not find the words, and although the look of frustration on her face was almost comical, Shaya felt sorry for her. “I look forward to meeting her,” she said, sincerely. “Thank you.”

Treska shot her a stern look.

“Yettsyrm,” Shaya corrected herself, repeating thank you in Mayaros.

Treska grinned and headed to the door, chuckling as she did.

The next day, Shaya found herself restless. She normally was in the morning, which was when she paced, but now that she knew that Treska was not coming, the day ahead seemed as though it would be an extraordinarily long one, an utterly boring one too. Looking at the information about the Southern Isles was not as interesting as when she studied it with Treska, who would tell her all the little bits of knowledge that she knew that were not on the parchment. Studying on her own meant that she had no idea if she got something right or if she was doing it completely wrong.

Within an hour of picking up the parchment to try to study, she realized it was pointless. So she simply waited for the shinno to arrive, hoping that her restlessness would fade once she had some time with the ocean, and time with him. With each visit, she found herself more inclined to soften her distance from him. He still treated her the same, he still touched her gently and bought her to orgasm and spoke to her. “There is nothing more as beautiful as you, little bird.” The tingles in her stomach when he said that made her weak, and not just physically. She wanted to tell him he was beautiful too, that she could see he loved the ocean like she did, that she liked his hands on her, his kisses on every part of her. She shouldn’t want to tell him all that. She was supposed to remain firm, and not easily swayed, even by his attentions. But each time he looked at her with his ocean eyes, when his lips curled like he was seeing something amazing that no one else could see, when he told her she was beautiful… she could feel a piece of her resolve breaking.

What she found unusual about his attention, was that he did not try to have sex with her again. It was almost as though the first time he did it was too unsatisfactory for him to try again, but that couldn't be true because she always felt his arousal underneath her bottom or against her hip, his thickness pressed against her when she cuddled into him. The first time she felt it, she was fearful, wondering if he was going to take her again, but it was as though it didn't exist for him. She eventually realized that he was probably seeing the other angry woman whenever he got that aroused. Strangely, the idea saddened her, but she was glad that she wasn't having to experience what she had the first time. That kind of sex just wasn’t for her.

She paced, tried to read, greeted Treska when she popped by with her lunch though did not stay, and tried to keep her mind busy. But before she knew it, the sky was already darkening. She straightened abruptly—the shinno had not arrived. Maybe he wasn't coming today at all.

A slow panic descended on her as she realized what that may mean. She wouldn't be leaving this room at all for the whole day. She shot off the bed and went to look out of one of the small round windows, hoping that it would calm her, but there was no breeze, no salty scent, no expansive view. It did nothing but remind her that she was still in a box. It wasn't as dark or as small and horrible as the one that caused her to panic, but it was still a box nonetheless.

As her breathing began to quicken, she looked around the room for something that might help, but there was nothing. Even the treatment for her shoulder and the potion she took that made her drowsy, and dull the pain, wasn't in the room anymore because her shoulder didn’t need it—it had largely healed.

As she wandered around the room, becoming more frantic, her eyes landed on the door.

What if she just stood outside for a moment? What if, just being out of the room would help? After hesitating for only a moment, she headed toward the door.

Thankfully it wasn't locked. Shaya wasn't sure what she would have done if it had been. She peeked her head out and saw that the corridors were empty. Good. She slipped out and stood outside the door, breathing deeply, hoping that her pounding heart would calm. But the corridor was more oppressive than the room. It was small, narrow, and there weren’t any windows to let in any natural light. She looked down both ends of the corridor wondering if there was a way to get to any of the decks that had a balcony.

Slowly, she picked a direction and walked down the corridor, keeping as close to the wall as she could and memorizing every part of where she was going so that she could make her way back, hopefully before anyone realized that she was gone. Treska wasn't coming before the next day, and she now doubted the shinno would either.

As she reached the end of the corridor, she felt a slight breeze coming from one flight of stairs that would take her up a deck. She followed it, eager for fresh air, but when she reached the top of the stairs, she heard music coming from somewhere along the other end of the deck.

She paused, wondering what to do. It must be very late into the evening by now, why would anybody be playing music?

Before she had time to think about it, two women turned the corner, giggling and chatting, causing Shaya to jump. They talked animatedly between them until they saw her, and then they both grinned, and greeted her, and luckily, she was able to greet them back. They then said something she didn't understand and beckoned her to follow along.

Shaya stared after them shocked. So people could be friendly here. If that was the case, why was the shinno keeping her locked away? She could understand if she came across as a threat to some of the tribeswomen, but the two that passed hadn’t known her at all, and they seem to be inviting her to follow them.

Shaya looked around the deck, it was mostly empty, with a couple of tribespeople heading in one way or another, but most were heading toward the sound of the music. She wondered if she should ask someone where the nearest balcony was, but she didn't know the words in Mayaros. It wouldn't be a smart thing to do to draw attention to herself.

As she stood there, three more groups of people walked past her, greeting her, and gesturing for her to come along toward the music. She found herself stepping in that direction, wondering where they were all going, and why they all seem so excited to go there. She had to admit, even just being out of the room and on the deck had lessened her panic somewhat, maybe she should just stay out of the room for a little longer before heading back. What would be the harm?

Fortunately, she was dressed in one of the new outfits that Treska had brought for her, so she didn't look out of place among the other tribespeople, who were all dressed neatly, with ornaments in their hair, around their waists, their wrists, and neck. In fact, some of them looked utterly beautiful.

She turned to face the stairs again, and thought through how she managed to get to where she was. If she could find her way back when she needed to, then she could pretty much go wherever she wanted.

Making a decision, she headed toward the music, the thumping of a deep instrument pounding through her chest the closer she got. She followed with the others heading in that direction, through a couple of corridors and then under an archway, and she found their excitement almost rubbing off on her about what she would find.

Suddenly, she realized she was back in the hall where the shinno had first spoken to the tribe when they set sail so many weeks ago. It was an enormous hall, with a decorated arched ceiling, but although the hall had been full the last time she had been in it, now it was almost bursting to the brim.

The entire ship looked to be in attendance.

Bodies jumped, writhed, and gyrated around her and she bumped into many as they sang along with the music and cheered. The deep heavy thud she had heard from down the deck was coming from the other side of the room, and entwined within it, rhythmic, strange sounds and melodies floated into the air, some deep and heavy that vibrated in her chest, others light and sharp.

Shaya found herself jostled and bumped halfway across the space, and every time she tried to get out of someone's way, another person swept past her, spinning her around into another direction. There were even women who grabbed her and danced with her, laughing and grinning, before moving on. And suddenly, she found herself completely disorientated. Where had she come in from? She headed to the nearest wall, and stood against it, watching everybody dancing and laughing. 

She moved along the wall and came across a group of women dancing provocatively. Shaya had never seen anything like it and couldn't help but stare at them. They moved so uniquely, some of them so amazing. She would never be able to dance like that. Some of the women who were dressed in fewer clothes than the rest, swayed their hips, twirled, and put themselves on display. A heat rushed to her face as she saw the movements mirrored those that she did when Shinno Kardos was building her to an orgasm.

She glanced away, her face hot, only to be drawn back again. She pushed off the wall, watching the women dance, becoming almost entranced by their movements. Had Kyus ever danced this way? She had seen her dance in some of the balls they had been to when she was younger, but nothing like this. The women here seemed so passionate, so bold, so honest. There was no embarrassment, no shyness, no trying to hide. They were proudly displaying their skills, and both men and women around them clearly appreciated it and encouraged them on.

And as she stepped closer to the dancers, watching them all, she suddenly saw the shinno, recognizing his stature. 

He sat at one end of the hall leaning back in a thick, wide chair that looked similar to the one he sat on with her on the empty deck. In other, less impressive chairs around him, sat tribesmen, but directly in front of the shinno, a woman was contorting and spinning and twisting. She moved almost as though the music was playing for her, as though she was the expert at this dance, far outshining the others. Shaya could barely take her eyes off her. The dancer had an elegance about her the other women didn’t and she wondered if it was something she could learn, but even if she did, she could never dance that way and certainly not in front of anyone. The woman became bolder, touching parts of her body and brushing her arms and legs. Suddenly she was bent over, looking at the shinno through her legs as she displayed herself to him. Surely he must be able to see between her legs at that angle—she was barely wearing any clothes.

Shaya's eyes flicked up to the shinno and was shocked to find that he was looking directly at her!

She gasped, held her breath in and took a few steps back, causing her to bump into a hard wall… a moving hard wall, in the middle of the space. When she turned, an Alpha was peering down at her.

“I'm sorry,” she began, but then pressed her mouth shut. She couldn't speak the Common Tongue in here, and there was no word for sorry from what she’d come to understand.

The Alpha suddenly broke out into a grin, and she recognized him. He was the one who tried to speak to her when she was tied up on the deck with the boulders.

“Hallyzan,” he said. “Assh leyatte hevfra eshek.” Hello. I (something) look for you.

Shaya smiled back at him politely, about to excuse herself, but suddenly he lunged forward and picked her up. He spoke again, but this time she was too distracted to figure out what he was saying, and he was speaking too quickly anyway. As she tried to tell him to put her down, a roar came from further down the hall, and with horror, she turned her head to see the shinno thundering toward them, the crowd parting as he made his way over.

The fear that twisted in her was too intense for her to do anything except stare, and only when he was almost upon them did she realize that she was still being held by this Alpha. She wouldn't be able to get away!

“Put me down,” she urged. “Put me down, please.”

But the Alpha ignored her, watching the shinno. There was a wary look in his eyes as though he was both annoyed and confused by the shinno's anger, but Shaya did not want to be around when the shinno reached them. She hit the Alpha’s arm, trying to get him to release her, but he simply pulled her against him as he waited for the shinno's approach, as though to quieten her. She didn’t like it—it wasn’t the same as being against the shinno—and it annoyed her that he wasn't listening to her.

As she was pressed against the Alpha’s body, the shinno released another angry bellow.

All those who were not really paying attention to him, cheered with each of his roars as though he was celebrating, like how they did when they were first in the hall. But those that saw his face, stopped and turned to look at the object of his anger.

Shaya's fear reached new heights as the shinno approach them, and she tried to twist as hard as she could to get out of the Alpha’s grip, but it was impossible.

Shinno Kardos didn't even stop when he arrived. He grabbed the Alpha by the throat, growling, and pushed him back, at which point he finally released Shaya from his grip. She dropped to the floor gasping and scooted away from them as they both hit a wall. The shinno punching the Alpha, and the Alpha attempted to fight back, but with each blow the entire area shuddered, and the snarls and harsh words between them was too much for her to take.

Turning, Shaya ran through the hall and took the first door she could find. Thankfully, the corridor was pretty empty and she leaned against the wall trying to catch her breath—her heart was pounding in her throat. That was exactly what Kyus had warned her about, that anger, that ferocity. She shook her head disbelievingly. If any of that was ever directed at Omegas, no wonder they tried so hard to block themselves and to hide. She wasn't even unblocked and that was the kind of fury that was unleashed simply because she had left her room. Looking around wildly, she tried to figure out where she was so she could get back to it. Of course the shinno now knew she had left, but it would be better for her if she found her way back there, so at least if he wanted to punish her, it would be private, and she wouldn't be humiliated in front of everyone else like when he tied her up.

 Unfortunately, she had no idea where she was. She walked along the corridor swiftly and took one of the flights of stairs that took her back down a deck. But it didn't look like a deck that she was on before, where her new cabin was. It was, however, much quieter. Walking along the corridor, she wondered if maybe looking out one of the windows would be able to give her an idea.

She cautiously opened one of the doors and peaked in, but it was empty, and it had no windows. Shuddering, she shut the door back. Maybe she should be extra thankful for the windows that she had in her room.

Walking along the corridor again, she opened a couple of the other doors and found nothing.

Turning the next corner, she began to wonder if she would ever be able to find a way back, at least before having another panic. She could feel it rising and she wasn’t sure what was going to happen if she got to the stage that she had last time in the black box-room. This time she wouldn't be contained, and there were people around, but the ship was enormous. She had seen it when she was standing on the port, and she hadn't even been able to see the whole thing. At this stage, she would be immensely lucky to find her way back to her own cabin.

The next corridor was structured a little differently from the others. It was jagged in shape, and there weren't as many doors as some of the other corridors.

When she came across the first one, she peeked in and immediately saw that it had a window. And not just any window, but one long window with a wider view outside. It looked completely dark out there, but hopefully she would be able to see something. It was only when she stepped inside the room she realized that there were other people in there. She froze, as her eyes became accustomed to the semi-darkness, then saw a woman sitting in the chair further into the room. She simply smiled lazily at Shaya and beckoned her in.

When Shaya looked around in more detail, she gasped at the sight before her.

On the bed was a tangle of bodies, male and female writhing, jutting, and jerking, accompanied by soft moans and grunts. On a table in the center of the room, lay a man being ridden by a female, while another female straddled his face and was gyrating her hips down in a steady and smooth rhythm. The other female, who was also wriggling passionately, had the man's cock clearly buried inside her and her finger jammed inside the female’s… well, it looked like her ass, but it couldn't be.

The woman in the chair, who had smiled and beckoned Shaya forward, had her legs spread, with her hips tilted up, and a man was pressing his face between them and groaning. As she became aware of the actions taking place, the musky, raw smells in the room and the soft slapping sounds, both reached her at the same time. She took a few steps back, and then turned towards the door, but quickly realized that this was the only room that had the view she needed. None of the people in the room seemed like they noticed her, and the woman seemed friendly. Would it hurt to try to look out the window?

Her answer came when the man with his face in between the woman's legs, rose abruptly, and squatted, lowering his cock to her entrance. He glanced at the bed, and suddenly noticed Shaya standing by the door.

“Dess edvanayo ossla ishen. Zor dess veci,” he said, smiling at her. You may (something) join us if you wish. Or you may watch.

He then turned his attention to his lover and dropped his cock heavily inside her.

As they clawed at each other, jutting their hips together, sighing and exhaling, Shaya made a decision. She inched toward the window, as slowly as possible, and when she reached the wall, she pressed herself up against it. When no one even noticed her, she turned to look out of the window.

Most of the view was smothered in complete darkness, and Shaya's heart sank. But then she noticed that there was a light shining from below the deck she was on that shone out onto the sea, and if she looked straight down from where she was, she could still see some of the rippling waves as the ship carved its way across the ocean and hear the wind as it whipped past.

She focused on that, staring until the rhythmic waves was the only thing in her mind. It wasn't the best experience, but it was better than nothing. She wasn't sure how long she stood there for, but when the panic felt as though it was dissipating, she took a deep breath and turned back around to find the configuration of bodies had changed.

The chain of bodies on the bed was completely different to how it was before, and the woman and man in a chair seemed to have joined them, or possibly even left the room; Shaya couldn't tell.

The same man lay on the table, but the woman who was once on his face was now bouncing up and down on his cock, while another woman stood on one side of the table sucking on her nipples. Shaya turned her attention toward the door and walked slowly towards it, but this time she did not escape their attention.

“Hall,” called the man on the table. “Feryd ossor.”

Shaya pretended not to hear him, but then he called again, more urgently this time.

“Ryd.”

“What?” she muttered. “I don't understand.”

The man raised his brows. “Oh, Common Tongue. Come here for a moment.”

She froze, not sure what to do.

“Only for… a moment,” the man said, his face contorted in as he let out a groan.

She inched toward him. “I have to get back,” she said, her voice small. “I have to find my cabin.”

“I'll help you find your cabin,” the man murmured while his eyes were rolling back in his head.

“You will?”

The woman on top of him turn and smiled at her. “You should join us,” she said, and then leaned over and took Shaya’s arm and pulled her closer.

As Shaya neared, she noticed that the man's arm on the other side was between the second woman's legs, exploring her.

“Yes, I will help you,” the man said, a growl in his voice. “Just wait a moment.”

Shaya nodded. She didn't hope to get back to her cabin before the shinno, but at least she would get back there and not be lost on this enormous ship.

As she waited, she suddenly felt a touch on her leg. She jumped, but the hand hooked around the back of her knee, and she realized it was the man's hand on the table.

“Don't worry,” he said. “You might as well benefit while you wait, no?” His hand inched up the inside of her thigh.

Shaya stilled for a moment, wondering what to do. She did not want him to touch her the way he was touching the other woman, but part of her was curious. Would it feel the same way as when the shinno did it? If these people were so open about sex, how come he hadn’t brought her to one of these rooms? That seemed to make the most sense if he didn’t want to have sex with her. Maybe she would learn a lot in a room like this, and the people seemed much friendlier and less scary than the shinno. Although she wasn’t sure if he had brought her here, whether she would have gone through with it.

The man's hands began to slip up her tunic. Now was the time to tell him to stop or move away. And as his fingers trailed higher, she immediately decided that she did not want it to happen.

But just as she opened her mouth, the door banged opened and instantly she could feel that the shinno had entered the room.

The next few moments were a blur. His signature growl erupted around her, and she was whipped backward so fast, she had no idea what happened until she was being pressed into his torso, held by one arm. She tried to lift her head, but he kept it pushed down into his chest, and in the meantime, his body jolted harshly and frequently while he spat out hard words, yells, and grunts.

Once Shaya realized he was not going to let her see anything, she kept her eyes tightly shut and tried to cut off the sounds, but it was impossible. Hurried sentences in Mayaros, dull thuds, labored breath, and screams, accompanied by the shinno’s harsh words. She couldn't tell what was going on, but it was not pleasant. The same urge she had to flee in the hall gripped her again, but she couldn’t move.

Then all of a sudden, the shinno was walking, his breath as heavy as his footsteps as he traveled. Clearly they had left the room, but Shaya didn't take any chances annoying him by trying to look around again. She began to tremble at the thought of what he might do once he reached his destination, his body was tense and hard, and it was clear by the involuntary rumbles from his throat that he was still angry. 

They turned abruptly a few times and he began speaking again, harsh and sharp, but this time, a woman replied. She sounded older, possibly elderly, but she responded with clear surprise and shock.

They exchanged words, the woman becoming more heated as the shinno spoke at rapid speed. Then came banging, thumping, smashing, while the woman shouted.

“You are frightening her!” the woman suddenly said in the Common Tongue. “Let me keep her here until I have tested it and you can return for her when you calm down.”

The shinno replied in Mayaros in a clipped and annoyed tone.

There was silence and then some shuffling sounds.

After a long moment, the shinno’s body jerked slightly and he spun around and walked back the way he came.

Shaya remained as still as possible, listening to his breathing and hoping he would walk long enough to calm down by the time they got back to her cabin.

Unfortunately it wasn’t long enough.

A hard wall hit her back as he pulled her off him and held her against it by her shoulder and hip. Her eyes widened as she saw the rage in his eyes. He spoke harsh, his voice bellowing and loud, with a growl at the end of every sentence. Fury radiated off him so strongly that she cowered, succumbing to the fear that was already flooding her, and almost choking her from his clear anger. He held her tightly against the wall as he yelled at her, and to her horror, her nipples began to harden. This always seemed to happen at the wrong time, especially when he was annoyed with her. But she didn't have time to think about it right now.

Abruptly, he pulled her from the wall, flung her down on the bed, and climbed over her.

Grabbing her jaw, he lowered his face, his blue-green eyes wilder and more turbulent than any ocean. “Did he touch you?” he growled in the Common Tongue.

In her shock, Shaya didn’t know how to answer. What was he talking about?

“Did he fucking touch you, Shaya!” he bellowed.

“Who?” she breathed, her voice so small against his.

His eyes flashed. “The Alpha that had his hand up your tunic when I entered the room.”

Oh,” she said, confused. “He touched my leg. He hadn’t reached…”

“Your pussy.” The shinno’s jaw clenched.

“No, he didn’t touch… my… pussy.”

He released her face and yanked off the stopper on a small potion bottle he pulled from his pocket. Squeezing her cheeks together, he forced her mouth open and poured the liquid in.

Unprepared, Shaya choked and spluttered as the liquid slid down her throat, warming her chest as it entered.

The shinno tore her tunic down the middle and ripped it off her, exposing her aroused nipples to him, and began roaring again in Mayaros, hard and angry, his deep voice vibrating through her chest like the heavy, low instrument that had been playing in the hall.

For the first time, she saw him for what he truly was. A wild, untamed, animalistic Alpha—raw and natural, just like the ocean. Although she was terrified, she couldn’t help but admire him, and to her surprise, she desired him in this state. Strongly.

“Shinno Kardos,” she said, trying to speak calmly. “I'm sorry.”

He abruptly stopped speaking, his breath heavy as his strange eyes glared at her.

“I'm sorry for leaving my room,” she said, her voice almost breaking. “I know you told me that I wasn't allowed to leave. But I was in there all day. I… struggled with that. Treska did not come to see me. You… did not come to see me. I struggled. I'm sorry. I was looking for somewhere to see the ocean and I got lost.”

“That is no excuse, Shaya,” he said, in the Common Tongue, the grit in his voice causing a tingle between her legs. “You seem to think that the rules do not apply to you. You did not even try to stay in there for one day. You took the decision to leave the room, knowing that you had no idea where the fuck you were going!” The end of the sentence ended in a bellow, and Shaya cowered against it as though it would hurt her. But it wasn’t his volume—it was something else in his tone that she didn’t like. “I thought that we had established an understanding,” he said, his voice lowering again to a growl. “But when you saw me, you didn’t even wait in the hall, you ran! It is clear that you have no discipline on yourself. Regardless of what fever you suffer, discipline is necessary at all times. You must learn it. Do you have any idea of the potential danger you could have been in today? If they had discovered what you were…”

His voice faltered as his face contorted and he shot up on both knees, letting out a raging roar to the ceiling that rebounded off the room’s walls and shuddered and twisted deep into her core. 

She was unable to stop the tears falling. When he said it like that, it seemed to make so much sense. Maybe she could have waited if she tried harder. She hadn't thought about the danger; she simply wanted the ocean. She hadn't been able to be away from it even for one day, but what if where they were going she wasn't able to have any form of natural environment? What if she was locked away for days on end? She would have to find a way to deal with it. Since she had decided to come, and handle anything, she should have been able to try to handle that. 

Instead she had put herself in a situation that could have been dangerous for her and angered him in the process.

She suddenly noticed him removing his shirt as he glared down at her, and then he was unbuckling his pants. Before she could even find the words to beg him to stop what he was doing—clearly he wanted to punish her—his cock sprang out, thick, heavy, and swaying.

Along with it came the most gorgeous scent. She had experienced it before whenever she was close to his cock, but now it seemed magnified; strong, potent and layered. It almost made her mouth water, it was so good. She frowned, wondering why, and then all thought went out of her head as the shinno leaned over her on all fours, trapping her in.

She was surrounded by him, and for some reason his incredible scent dominated the air. And it wasn't just the scent of Alpha that intrigued her, it was also his fury, his dominance, the look in his eyes that told her he owned her, the scent of his cock, of the fluid smeared on the tip just for her. And suddenly the need for him to touch her rippled through her so strong, she began to push her hard nipples up and whine, wondering why it wasn't happening already.

When she looked up at the shinno, those beautiful eyes were locked on to hers, examining her face and her eyes. But nothing that he was seeing could be as beautiful as him. 

He glowed.

It was only a slight glow, but she had never seen anything like it before.

Raising her hand to his chest, she stroked him gently, amazed, wanting the glow on top of her. But he still hovered above her, watching her with a hunger in his eyes that made her slick flow freely and her stomach swirl with desire.

She slowly reached toward his cock, hoping it would stir him. He grabbed her hand, saying something she didn't recognize. 

But there was no need for words.

The Alpha lowered down and pressed his mouth to hers, hard and complete, locking their mouths together, as he pushed his tongue in to caress hers. She groaned at the taste of him, his breath in her mouth, his body pressing her into the bed, as his arms tucked underneath her, holding her tight as he grunted into her mouth.

By the time he pulled away, her thighs were sticky and her body practically hummed with delight. She was sure she couldn't feel any better than the pleasure coursing through her body in that moment.

The shinno took off the rest of his clothes and pulled her toward him, opening her legs wide.

Whatever he saw between them, he growled at the sight, causing a primal shudder to rip through her body. He stroked the most sensitive part of her and then brought his fingers to his lips and sucked, groaning as though he was in utter agony. He dropped between her legs, licking and sucking her with such urgency, she gasped in surprise. As his tongue worked her nub, the scent of him was still strong, and she wanted it. She wanted whatever he could give her. All thought of embarrassment did not exist as she humped his face and twisted her hips, watching him with his eyes closed as though he was in the most blissful state anyone could find. This time, her orgasm rose so intensely, it was as though all the others were only half-hearted. It tore through her until she screamed, claiming every inch of her, and before she even came down, the shinno was above her, his thickness pressing into her wet core.

As he held it there, he pushed her legs back until her hips tilted off the bed, and inched forward over her, fixing her heels on his shoulders so she was completely vulnerable and open.

She tensed as he pressed into her. It felt as though she was being split open, even though she was dripping wet. The prickling pressure had her hissing and arching her back, but the shinno did not stop. His cock dug into her deeper and deeper until it completely filled her. She panted at the feeling of being so full, it was almost as though he reached her stomach, and it was an unpleasant, tight feeling that stung her on the inside.

She gripped his arm, suddenly unsure if she wanted him to keep it inside her, even though every instinct told her she did. But when she looked up at him, his eyes told her, without any doubt, he was taking what he wanted. She wouldn’t be able to stop him even if she tried, and the thought of that, the thought of him being so wild and out of control, made her clench around him, causing her to suck in a breath at the biting pain.

Then he started moving. He slid his cock out and then thrust back in, causing her to cry out as a mixture of pleasure and pain coiled inside her. Then he did it again, and again—sliding out slightly and then thrusting back in, each time jolting her the way he did the first time his cock was inside her, but this time the feeling was so different. With her legs spread and her hips tilted, it felt so nasty and delicious; this enormous cock invading the deep muscles within, forcing her to take him, then withdrawing, and then forcing her open again. The depth he reached and the stretch he caused made her breathless—nothing had ever felt so good—and the potent scent of them both drifted around them, cocooning her and making her heady with need, desire, and pleasure.

She moaned as he increased his speed, the friction raw and brutal. He took her right foot and began to suck her toes as he increased his rhythm, the succulent sounds of her slick easing his rough claiming filled the room.

Shaya was in utter ecstasy. With every thrust, every pump, she gasped, shocked at how incredible it felt, at the feel of his cock deep within her, hungry and savage, invading her and causing a sensual, carnal madness that took her body hostage, lifting her to a blinding extreme she never thought possible. Now she knew why they called it fucking—it was the only word that applied to this feral fierceness, this violence, this rawness. When his hand grasped her breast, his thumbs rubbing on the nipple, she couldn't help but scream as her orgasm, rampant and glorious, seared through every part of her.

As the strength of her orgasm faded, he pushed both of her legs to one side, and fucked her roughly as he grunted, squeezing and pinching her ass as his hips brutally battered her. The sloshing wetness of her pussy was all she could hear under his gritty exhales, and each blunt slam reignited the fading sparks of her orgasm. 

Then he came, slamming hard and erratically until the last one stretched her wide, locking them together.

She blinked at him lazily as he stared down at her, his eyes still fierce. He was still glowing that strange but beautiful gold, and she clenched down on him, hoping his seed would not escape.

Kardos groaned at the feel of her, and lifted her leg back over to the other side of him so he could lower his body onto her.

His massive weight pressed her into the bed, but she welcomed the feeling, secure and content, with him on top of her and inside her in a way that felt right.

As she snuggled into him, sighing at how perfect this felt, even more so than when he held her in his arms, something niggled at her.

Something wasn’t normal… She couldn’t quite place what it was but didn’t have the energy to think about it in her drowsed and sated state.

When the Alpha began to purr, the deep rumble sending prickles of satisfaction over her skin, she gasped in delight, smiled and hummed, all thought flying out of her head.

An instinct more urgent was telling her that she just needed to be in this position with her Alpha. So she let herself be content.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

KARDOS

 

By the time Shaya's Haze faded, Kardos had taken her in every way he wanted; on her back, against the wall, with her head pressed into the bed and her ass high, on her side, underneath her, and even standing, with her facing away from him, and her arms reaching backward wrapped around his neck. 

He knotted her whenever he could; the large bulb at the base of his cock, his knot, felt so incredible enclosed around her tight pussy, locking them together so his seed didn’t escape. But he also had the insatiable need to mark her beautiful skin with his seed, especially around her neck. So he did.

By the end of the night, she was sweaty, slimy with his seed, and exhausted from the strength of her orgasms. Kardos had never been more satisfied with a mating. As usual, she had been perfect in every way and had no doubt made up for her transgressions the night before.

He sighed as the memories of the previous night came back to him. He had behaved badly, even for a tribe leader. He knew that many of his tribe would want an explanation, and he couldn't go too long without giving it to them. All tribes required a certain level of respect between its members, no matter their age, and no matter their role. Each person fulfilled the role that they were most suited for to the best of their ability, and each provided something unique in order for the tribe to thrive. Just because he was a shinno and tribe leader did not give him license to behave in the ways he did last night. He had to take responsibility for that. Otherwise the tribe would descend into something less than what it was, something similar to what the other tribes were. Tribe Nyek did not become the best by condoning and accepting the kind of behavior he exhibited last night.

Shaya mumbled in her sleep and he pressed her closer to him, securing her against his body. Her Haze had been incredible. Her scent had developed to a degree that made him mad with desire. It was almost all he could do to take it slow, remembering that he had to make sure she felt good on his cock. And that was the second indication that the potion had not completely disabled her block. The first indication was the fact that although her eyes had turned golden—the infamous golden sight an Omega developed in her Haze—they had not been fully gold. Hers had been more of a tinge to her beautiful brown than completely gold as it was supposed to be. He hoped that it meant she would not be pregnant from him knotting her so many times. He shouldn't have done it, but he had been unable to control the urge; it didn't even factor into his thoughts, and that was highly unusual. He would have to speak to Rozalia about it, no doubt after she berated him for his behavior last night.

Shaya stirred—the heat of his body seeming to disturb her sleep. She pushed against him, but he held her fast, nuzzling his face into the top of her head and into her soft hair. He didn't even want to think about the fact that they would be arriving on his Land soon and that everything would change. He still had nearly two weeks and he would use them to the best of his advantage.

When she finally awoke he took her three more times, spurting around her neck and on her breasts, and then knotting her yet again. Even though she was out of her Haze, she was still as responsive, and he found that he was as desperate for her the way he had been in his rut.

When he left the room, he told her in Mayaros that she must not leave, and although she may not have understood the words, she knew the meaning. She promised him vehemently that she would not be leaving the room until he returned.

The first stop he made was to Rozalia, who simply stood in the middle of her cabin and glared at him.

“It was out of my control,” he mumbled.

“That is the best you can do?” Rozalia said, her hands on her hips, her face contorted in both a scowl and a frown.

“I apologize,” Kardos said dipping his head.

She stood glaring at him for a long moment, and then dropped her hands. “I hope you realize what your actions last night meant.”

Kardos nodded. “I will speak to the tribe today.”

“And the Omega? How is she? Did she survive your anger last night?” Each word was spat out in annoyance.

Kardos sighed. Rozalia usually forgave his temper, for it was so rare for him to display it in such a raw and heightened way, but it was clear that this situation would not be easily forgotten. “She is well,” he said. “She is resting in my cabin.”

Rozalia nodded. “Did the potion work?”

“It did. Although her eyes did not turn fully golden, so I assume it didn't work all the way.”

Rozalia pursed her lips thoughtfully. “It could potentially be that the potion thinned the blocks, dulling their effects. What was she like this morning?”

“Much the same, although her scent isn’t as strong.”

Rozalia nodded. “And what did you hope to achieve by doing that?”

Kardos frowned. “What do you mean? I told you the reason why I wanted the potion.”

“And was it worth it?” she asked. “Was it worth mating an Omega that you will never have?”

Kardos bristled. “What is the purpose of that question?”

“You were wild last night, Kardos,” Rozalia said sharply. “Wild. It was almost as though you had already entered a rut, and she hadn't even taken any potion yet. You behaved as though she was your Omega, like she belongs to you and no one else was to touch or even look upon her. It is completely against all behaviors that you have displayed before. You share women as though you are sharing meals. And yet this one, the one you cannot have, you are ready to tear the whole ship down for,” she said, continuing to glare at him. “I ask you, was it worth it?”

Kardos clenched his teeth. He couldn't deny that every word she said was correct, but he hadn't been able to help it, surely she should realize that. And yes, Shaya was fucking worth it. “If I seemed like I was in a rut,” he began evenly, “then why do you believe I was able to help it? Do you think I was just putting it on for the sake of a little drama for the ship? Do you think I would risk losing the favor of my tribe? It could not be helped.”

“And that is the most worrisome part of it,” Rozalia said, lifting a finger. “How do you hope to give her up, if you cannot even control the idea that another may want her, that another may touch her?”

“I will abide by whatever the high chief decides,” Kardos returned, stiffly. “I will have to.”

Rozalia shook her head and turned away grumbling. He thought he heard the words “idiot Alpha” among her mumbling but decided to ignore it. Maybe she was right. Maybe he wasn't facing the fact that Shaya wouldn't be his; the needs of the Isles were more important than the needs of one sole Alpha. But even as the thought ran through his mind, an uncomfortable sharpness twisted in his chest. The idea of another man touching Shaya, pleasuring her, having her at his mercy, did not sit well with him at all. He felt sure that those feelings would fade once he was in front of the high chief, once he was blessed by Az Eshra for bringing such a rare beauty to the people of the Southern Isles. Once he was able to reach the heights that he was supposed to always reach, he would accept it was the right thing to do.

“When do you plan to tell the rest of the tribe?” Rozalia asked.

“I will ask Zolt to set it up for midday,” Kardos said. “I will address them in the hall.”

“And how will you justify not telling them before?”

“I do not have to justify it,” he snapped, tired of this line of questioning from both her and Zolt. “She is an Omega, not some common tribe daughter. I chose to do what I thought best, and that has kept her safe as far as I'm concerned.”

Rozalia’s nostrils flared, but he didn't wait to hear anything more she had to say.

“Will you be at the announcement?” he asked.

“No, the bondmaids will be taking the final sequences of their potions around midday,” she said. “But I know it will go well. The tribe loves you too much for you to lose favor simply for one misguided night. I believe that if anyone can explain their actions, and apologize without actually apologizing, it is you,” she added dryly.

“Are you saying that I did not apologize to you?” he demanded.

“I am saying you won’t apologize to the tribe,” she pointed out. “I know you won’t.”

“I will explain my actions,” he confirmed.

Rozalia sighed, turning to her potion-mixing desk. “Exactly. I'm sure the tribe won't even realize it, you do it so well.”

Kardos knew she was mocking him, but since she was still prickly about his behavior, he let it slide. Rozalia had been with his tribe since before he was born. She had seen many things and was knowledgeable about everything—she was the only person who truly understood him sometimes, and because of that she got away with a lot. And in this case, it was he who had made the mistake.

“If she did not go to her Haze fully,” he began, “does that mean she will not get pregnant from knotting?”

“You knotted!” Rozalia exclaimed, spinning round to him, her face full of surprise. “You knotted her?”

Kardos frowned, confused by her surprise. “Of course. She was in her Haze, no matter how mild, and I was in a rut. I knotted her. Multiple times.”

“Oh,” she said, her surprise fading quickly. When she noticed the strange look Kardos was giving her, she lifted her shoulders. “Knotting is so rare, I forgot that it would be something that was bound to happen between the two of you.”

Kardos nodded in agreement. He hadn't even factored it in until it happened. Usually, Alphas did not give their seed to a woman unless he intended to breed her, and knotting did not happen with a Beta unless she was on a Haze recreator. Even then, only some Alphas knotted. No one knew the reason for the difference between Alphas who knotted and the ones who didn’t. Some said it was because of the potions used, some said it was the purity of the Alpha’s blood, while others claimed it was the woman. Regardless, Kardos had never knotted anyone before, and to feel Shaya around him so tightly, so securely, it had been a thrill and satisfaction that had no comparison. Shaya squeezed around not just his knot, but her muscles clenched along his cock relentlessly, encouraging him to give her every last fucking drop and he thoroughly enjoyed being locked to her gorgeous body for as long as possible. It made his orgasm last longer and more than once he found himself passionately hoping his seed would be successful in her womb. But he wasn’t saying that to Rozalia. 

“You should have avoided it,” Rozalia was saying. “You know that we have strict rules around prevention of pregnancy.”

“I was in a rut, Roza,” Kardos pointed out. “It was almost impossible to stop myself from doing it. I never even realized it was coming.”

“But that is irresponsible, my shinno,” she shot back. “You knew that you wanted to interfere with her blocks, you should have prepared for the eventuality that you would be affected by that.”

“Maybe so,” Kardos said tightly. “But nothing can be done about that now.

Rozalia sighed. “True. It is lucky that I included contraception in the potion.”

Kardos blinked in surprise. “You did?”

“I am not just a pretty face,” she said solemnly. “Though it is a big part of my skills.”

Kardos exhaled, partly in relief and partly from disappointment. “Thank you,” he said sincerely. “These are the reasons why you are the best in the Southern Isles “

“No, it's not,” she retorted. “I just told you, it’s my pretty face.” She lifted a brow. “I used to have Alphas tearing down ships for me too, you know. They’d make you look as though you weren’t even trying.”

Kardos shot her a disapproving look and tried not to chuckle as he headed to the door, shaking his head as the cabin filled with her laughter.

 

***

“I know some of you are wondering about my behavior last night,” Kardos called out into the main hall. He stood in the center, his tribe standing all around him, filling out the hall to the brim with every member who was on board the ship. Although most looked at him with utter trust and devotion, some of the gazes were questioning, and he did not like that look.

“I ask you to bear with me while I explain,” he said, turning so his words could reach those in all sides of the hall. “When we were in the Western Lands, we accepted King Malloron into our tribe. We had a ceremony for him and accepted him as a brother.”

Many of the heads around him nodded in recollection

“I made a negotiation with him to give me an Omega.”

It seemed as though the entire hall took a collective breath in. The tribesmen and women glanced at each other, disbelief and excitement on their faces.

“How did you know he could give you an Omega?” a tribesman asked.

“Because he had one,” Kardos said. “It was one of the many reasons that he was unable to tend to us during our visit. Furthermore, the rumor of Omegas returning to the Eastern Lands seems to have some truth to it.”

“So did you get one?” a tribeswoman asked, her voice hushed.

The silence in the hall was so complete that the roaring whipping wind and rain outside the ship could be heard.

“Yes.”

The hall erupted into chatter and noise, smiles and laughter and a few cheers rising.

“Where is she? When can we meet her?” another tribeswoman asked, grinning so hard she looked almost giddy.

“Some of you already met her last night,” Kardos said ruefully.

Gasps and shouts of shock burst around him followed by laughter, and Kardos was glad to see the look of understanding in the eyes around him. But, as expected, some still had questions.

“My shinno, you did not tell us that you had obtained an Omega,” one tribesman countered from further back on the left. “You are not known for keeping information from us. It is cause for concern for me. Will this be something you will do from now on?”

“I understand,” Kardos said. “But this is an Omega we speak of. She must be cared for and protected, even from the majority of the tribe. It is my responsibility to get her back to our Isles in one piece, and if that means keeping that from you for a few weeks, my brother, then for the sake of our whole Lands, that is what I must do.”

The tribesmen and women around him nodded in agreement, and the tribesman who asked the question inclined his head in thanks.

“If she is supposed to be protected, why was she roaming the ship last night during our celebrations?” Another question came. “My shinno, I mean no disrespect to question your behavior, but you attacked some of us and we didn’t even know she was an Omega.”

Kardos couldn't see the face of the speaker, but he guessed it was Bakra, one of the Alphas who he had attacked last night for touching Shaya. He felt absolutely no remorse for the man, it was the second time he had approached her after being told to leave her alone. But his question was reasonable. “I am of the opinion that you all know who is in this tribe and who is not,” he said. “The Omega has had very limited interaction with the tribe since being on board. Many of you saw the Omega yesterday, and instead of alerting me or Zolt or any one of the generals, you engaged with her as if she were a member of the tribe. That is worrying. What if she had been a stowaway from the Western Lands, looking to come to our Lands to corrupt our way of life?”

The silence had returned to the hall, this time an uncomfortable one.

“I do not blame you that you wanted to enjoy yourself last night, you have all worked hard, but my actions were based on protecting the Omega that is going to change everything for us, and the realization that some of you danced with her, some of you propositioned her, and some of you touched her,” he said, trying to keep the annoyance out of his voice. “I trust you understand the relevance of that and that I have to report everything to the high chief.”

He was pleased to see his tribe nodding, thoughtful looks on their faces as they glanced around at each other, sheepish and bashful.

“We have just over two more weeks to go,” he called out. “And then we shall arrive back to our homelands with a treasure that no other tribe has been able to obtain. Enjoy this last day of rest and prepare to be praised for the return of an Omega to the Southern Isles, my brothers and sisters!”

The cheer was deafening, and Kardos grinned at the rest of his tribe at the energy and sheer delight that buzzed around the room.

As he left, Zolt nodded at him in approval, looking as though a weight had been lifted from his chest.

On his way back to his cabin, he stopped by to see Rozalia and to collect more of the potion that would dull Shaya’s blocks. If she couldn't get pregnant, there was no reason for him to stop indulging in her or letting her experience her Haze more often.

Rozalia, of course, was suspicious of the idea, and refused to give him any more potion, warning him that she did not know the long-term effects if he used it too frequently, then requested to see the Omega before he used any more.

He was annoyed at her logic, but consented, dragging her to see Shaya to ensure that she was well. After giving her a look over, Rozalia only gave him two more doses of the potion and told him to use them wisely, for what was the use of getting hooked on something that he would never be able to have again.

Kardos almost cursed her to her face when she said that, but in his heart he knew she was right. He had to enjoy Shaya now while he could, because once they landed, that was all he would ever have.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

SHAYA

 

For the first time, Shaya felt content on the ship. 

She was almost ashamed to admit to herself that it was because of Kardos. She became almost drunk on him whenever he took her to bed, wringing out the most savage, overwhelming, body-shattering peaks of pleasure from her that she would never have thought possible. But it wasn't just about sex, he looked at her with the same hunger in his eyes that he always had, and when he was pounding inside her, gutturally telling her how beautiful, and tight, and perfect she was, she instinctively knew that he had wanted to do this to her all along.

He fucked her in any and all ways he possibly could, moving her into position without care or questions. Shaya was shocked at how different his cock felt in different positions, and yet always amazing. And even when he was buried deep inside her, it was as though he couldn't keep his hands off any part of her body. He caressed and tweaked her nipples and grabbed her breasts, squeezed and slapped her ass, and ran his hand over her skin, muttering, “Zeelefdyrn.” Incredible. 

She wasn't sure why there were times when his scent was stronger than others, though it seemed to be only two distinct times. It was as though her body suddenly recognized that he was an Alpha, and couldn’t help to do all the things it was supposed to do for him, rejoicing when he touched her, wailing in satisfaction when he reached for her, and shuddering in contentment when he knotted her. It still happened when his scent wasn’t as strong, but it felt less intense.

Shaya began to wonder why Kyus had kept her hidden from this all along. It was understandable that Omegas be afraid of the Alphas who treated them badly, but is this what it meant to be treated badly? There was nothing that happened between them that did not feel as though it was supposed to happen. He still took her to the ocean daily, and they sat in silence and watched it, the shinno stroking her body, although not bringing her to orgasm this time. She was usually already too exhausted, so they just enjoyed the time together.

However, he wasn’t able to stay with her all the hours of the day. He had work to do, and fortunately that meant that she had time to recover. She wasn't sure what she would do if he was demanding that attention from her constantly. The first time they had sex, she had been sore, but that didn't stop him from taking her again and again, until the soreness was simply something that accompanied the pleasure. Each morning, before he left, she groomed him, the way she was taught, and dressed him before making the fevvoli tea. He kissed her thoroughly, squeezing her breast, and sometimes suckling her nipple before leaving, and she had to ensure she cooled down before Treska arrived to continue her teaching.

Treska had been amazed at the sight of Shaya when she had first entered the Alpha’s cabin. Her eyes had been as wide as a bellflower, and she stood stock-still for a few long moments before even being able to move. Then she grinned and giggled and hugged Shaya, even though she was still covered in the Alpha's dried seed. She’d helped her to get ready for her lessons, including washing his seed out of her hair, and drying it and treating it, which took ages. 

Although she and the shinno didn’t tend to talk much, she forced herself to ask the shinno to stop getting his seed in her hair. It took way too long to get it out and get her hair back to a suitable state, requiring her to wash it more often than necessary.

He simply looked at her blankly and told her in the Common Tongue that he was never aiming for her hair, only her neck.

“Oh, I thought you would have better aim,” she muttered, smiling as she lay down next to him.

His arm tightened around her, pulling her flush against his body. “What?” he asked, his voice tight.

“You get it in my hair every time,” she pointed out, poking him. “If you're aiming for my neck, I dread to think what you would do with a bow and arrow.”

That earned her a delighted deep bellowing laugh. “I assure you,” he said, the humor in his voice dripping with desire as he pressed his mouth against her ear. “I am skilled in almost everything I do, I just simply do not care where it ends up as long as it ends up on you or in you, kysm eshar. And besides, if my seed ends up in your hair, I cannot think of any place more beautiful and more deserving it should be. I would cover you head to toe.”

His words made her core tightened with desire, because secretly a part of her would be delighted with that. Another part of her was extremely aware that she could potentially get pregnant with the number of times he had knotted her. She was unsure if she wanted that. In fact, in the midst of her desire-filled days, she was sure she did want it, but when she had a clearer mind she felt too insecure about the idea. She had no idea who else he was having sex with, and this culture treated sex a lot more casually then she had ever known in the Western Lands, where everyone usually only had one partner and had sex privately or secretly. She hoped that he was satisfied with her, and deep down she hoped that he would want to impregnate her, but she just couldn't hold out such hope for an Alpha like him.

“It takes too long to wash it out and treat it afterward,” she complained. “It interrupts my learning from Treska. I have to spend time on my hair instead of learning.”

She felt him shrug as his hand brushed her stomach, and his fingers crept between her legs. “Then leave it be,” he said, huskily. “It is beautiful no matter what you do to it.”

She was unable to protest when his fingers reached their intended destination.

Her lessons continued to be interesting, and Shaya still asked Treska some of the words the shinno used, trying to be careful that she did not reveal anything too embarrassing, like when she asked about the word that meant “tight”. Treska avoided her eyes the rest of the day after she told her what that one meant.

After a week and a half, Treska informed her that they would be arriving at the Southern Isles soon. Shaya couldn't deny the curiosity that had built about the Land she’d been studying. From what she could tell, the various islands provided different things to the Southern Isle culture, and the biggest eight were owned by the eight established tribes. The central island was where the high chief lived, and he guided the entire Southern Lands, ensuring that Southern culture was maintained. The problem for her was that there was no written rules or guidelines regarding their culture; everyone seemed to inherently know. There were some things that Shaya asked Treska about that she explained in her broken Common Tongue, but Shaya never saw any of that written down. She asked Treska for the rules of the society, but she simply looked at her blankly, unable to determine what she meant by it. Most of what Shaya learned about the culture, she learned from asking Treska, and writing it down in her notes, but there was still something that didn't quite make sense. There were certain things referred to and methods of doing things, and it wasn't explained as to why they were set up that way. She felt as though she was missing something, but couldn't place what it was.

The one thing that fascinated her was that each tribe had a potionist—a man or woman who was highly valued and essential to each tribe. Potions were used in all manner of ways, and from what she learned were highly advanced, more advanced than her current understanding. She couldn't wait to find out more about it.

She suspected that the woman that came to see her after her first time with the shinno had been his potionist, but she did not ask the shinno directly about it. She tried to ask Treska, but her friend couldn't explain it properly.

When she was looking out of the window of the shinno's cabin one day, she saw land emerging in the distance. As each day passed, it became more pronounced and excitement churned in her stomach that she was finally going to be on solid land again. 

At the back of her mind, she remembered him saying that she was not going to be a part of his tribe. She was nervous about questioning him again about that. After the conversation about her hair, they didn't talk much. And when they did, he spoke in his language exclusively. Although she was becoming more familiar with the words and the sounds, there were times she had to simply write things down and then ask Treska what he said. Usually it wasn't anything important, just correcting her on the way she groomed him or reminding her to stay in the room, or telling her, with a wry smile, that there was some of his seed in her hair.

Finally, one morning, the shinno got up and dressed himself. He pulled out thick shirts and trousers with socks and boots and gloves. Shaya stared at all of the clothing, wondering why the need for them. He saw her look of surprise and smiled quickly at her, but said nothing. He simply dressed until he was a massive bulk of Alpha, kissed her, and then left.

Soon after, Treska came rushing in her arms filled with clothes for Shaya.

“What is the need?” Shaya asked, in her broken Mayaros, pointing at the clothes.

“We are arriving at the Southern Isles today,” Treska said slowly in Mayaros.

Shaya's eyes widened. “I didn't realize that was happening.” The sudden nervousness gripped her. The shinno didn't even tell her. She suddenly wondered how much she would see him today.

“You must be dressed and prepared, Shaya,” Treska said, this time in broken Common Tongue. “You meet Tribe Nyek today.”

Her words only served to heighten Shaya's nervousness. “Really?” She fiddled with the hem of the tunic she wore.

Treska nodded enthusiastically. “They want to meet you for a long time. They talk about you for the weeks. You are the shinno’s secret. They are glad to be home to meet you.” She hesitated, her face thoughtful as she thought of the words she wanted to say. “There is no Omega in Southern Isles for a long time.”

Shaya nodded. She thought as much, but for some reason the thought did not fill her with any kind of comfort. There was something strange about the fact that the shinno had not discussed this with her, and she also found it odd that he had not introduced her to his tribe. She had an inkling that he was hiding something but couldn't figure out what it was. Still, now was not the time to be questioning it. She would find out soon.

Finally, as midday approached the ship shuddered and swayed. She ran to look out the window, but was disappointed to see a white mist everywhere. It was difficult to tell where they were.

Treska fussed over Shaya’s clothing so much that by the time she was ready, she was almost sick with nervousness.

“Don't worry,” Treska said, trying to be reassuring. “They love you.”

Shaya smiled at her, and wrung her hands together, wondering how they could love someone they didn't know. She hadn't seen the shinno all day, and now it was late afternoon. 

Treska brought her dinner, but she didn't feel like eating it. She just paced the room, looking out the window, trying to determine what kind of land she was in and then headed toward the map to see where they would have docked. It was obvious that they would dock at Nyek Island, but nothing that she saw out the window seemed to signify that they were at the island. It was confusing.

When Treska returned she was dressed just as heavily as Shaya was, except she wore a fur overcoat that looked enormous on her.

“Are you ready?” Treska asked.

“No.” She shook her head. “But I will never be.” She smiled. “Let's go.”

Treska held up a thick furry overcoat. “This is for you. You will need it.”

Shaya nodded numbly, as Treska helped put it on her. An incredible heat enveloped her as Treska did all the buttons and ties so that it was secure around her frame. She then fixed a hat on her head and stepped back to look at her. Nodding her satisfaction, she said, “Let’s go.”

Shaya followed Treska through the corridors and along the empty decks, until they reached the loading hatch she had entered so long ago. Treska took the stairs first and then beckoned for Shaya to follow, but when she did she found herself on the stairs and outside of the boat, and for the first time she saw the Southern Isles.

Before her, the landscape was covered in snow. Shaya stared in shock. Snow whipped around in the air and all visible trees were bare, their branches covered in thick blankets of snow. She surveyed the horizon, searching for the other Isles that were supposed to be nearby, but she could see nothing but swirling snow in the wind.

“Sessah arren Omega-drek!” Meet your Omega!

Shaya’s head whipped around at the sound of Kardos' voice, and she saw him standing at the foot of the stairs on a platform, a hand gesturing up to her while he addressed an enormous amount of people. Her eyes widened as she saw that the crowd spread far into the distance. There couldn't have been that amount of people on the boat, could there? Where did they all come from? She hadn't even noticed them before because they were all dressed in white, only their faces visible from the bulky fur clothes and overcoats that they wore.

At the shinno's words, the crowd cheered, and Shaya gripped onto the side of the stairs, the sound startling her. She glanced down and saw Treska at the bottom of the stairs beckoning her to come down, but she couldn't move. All of these people were looking at her, and her nerves expanded, paralyzing her.

“I, Kardos Nyek, of tribe Nyek have returned an Omega to the Southern Isles after one hundred years!” Kardos bellowed to the crowd, who continued to cheer along, and Shaya swayed, translating what he had said as quickly as she could. But by the time she got the gist of it, he was speaking again and she couldn’t keep up.

Treska beckoned her furiously to step down the steps as the crowd cheered and bellowed again. But Shaya was watching Kardos. He was grinning at the crowd, gesturing to her, and when he glanced at her, it was with a face that was proud, but it shot a coldness straight to her heart. He wasn't proud of her. He was proud that he owned her.

Treska hurried back up the steps, and took Shaya’s hand, urging her down. Shaya let her lead, hoping that the sinking of her heart was just her own silly assumptions. After all, she did not understand everything he said. He was a shinno after all, he most likely had responsibilities that he had to meet, and of course bringing an Omega to the Southern Isles would be something to be proud of.

She told herself not to be silly. She was simply feeling insecure about the fact she hadn't seen him all day.

When they reached the bottom, Treska led Shaya to stand a few feet from Kardos and then jumped a few steps back so that she was on her own. The crowd waved and cheered her, and she managed a small smile and wave back, before glancing at Kardos. The proud smile on his face did not fill her with any comfort and soon he turned back to the crowd, speaking to them again. This time she didn’t even try to figure out what he was saying. Next to the platform stood the woman who had examined her after her first time with Kardos. She seemed to be watching her carefully. Shaya offered her a small smile, but she was distracted by another loud and raucous cheer by the crowd.

Finally, when the shinno finished speaking, Treska led her off the platform and down onto land, finally.

Her foot sunk deep into the snow, and she bent down to touch it, marveling at the strange texture and substance. She had only ever heard about snow in tales that Kyus told, and there was one area of the Western Lands where snow fell almost every year, but it never settled. In Kyus’ stories, the snow was so deep that it went calf deep, and this was almost the same. Now she knew why Treska had dressed her that way.

Treska led her away from the crowd, and they trudged through the snow toward a row of carriages that sat on top of the snow. Walking in the snow was difficult, it required her to lift her legs higher and take bigger steps. By the time she reached the carriage, her breath was coming quicker but the carriages caught her eye. They were more like sleds. The bottom of them had no wheels, only long, flat paddles, and they were each attached to a team of white and gray hounds, who were enormous. Shaya watched them nervously as Treska helped her into the carriage, but the animals sat calmly, barely moving at all.

“Are you well?” Treska asked as she sat down. 

Shaya nodded, though she was feeling a little strange about everything that was happening.

“You will be used to it,” Treska said in her halting Common Tongue.

Shaya sighed. She knew Treska was right, this was just a new environment for her that she would have to get used to. But as Treska began to climb out of the carriage, her nervousness returned. “Where are you going?” she asked, alarmed.

“I must travel in the other one,” Treska said pointing at one of the carriages further back. “This carriage is not for me,” she said, smiling wryly.

Shaya opened her mouth but didn't really know what to say. She didn't want Treska to go, she was the only familiar thing in this land apart from the shinno.

Treska grabbed her hand and squeezed. “You will be used to it, Shaya,” she said smiling, pressing her hand tight.

Shaya nodded and watched her climb out of the carriage. She leaned back against the carriage wall, taking deep breaths trying to calm her nerves. She was here in place of her sister, she had to continue to find the strength her sister would have had. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw men standing along the row of carriages at either side. It looked as though they were guarding it. Of course that made sense.

Her eyes drifted up into the horizon, and she had to admit that she was disappointed that there was no greenery in these lands that she could see so far. No abundant trees, no colorful flowers, no grass. Just rock, ice, and snow. Suddenly the stories and information she had read and heard during her time learning about Southern Lands’ culture began to make sense. Many of the things expected from the people in the culture, came from what they refer to as the “conditions of the land.” Did that mean that it snowed here all the time? She shook her head and sighed. If that was the case, she may indeed struggle here. There were a number of islands that made up the Southern Lands, and hopefully not all of them were as hostile as Nyek.

She suddenly noticed the noise of the crowd becoming louder. When she peeked out of the carriage window, she saw the shinno making his way toward her carriage.

He looked amazing. He wore a thick gray and white fur overcoat with a hood that was not up, allowing his strip of blonde hair to be seen against the white. His beard had grown, but Shaya had kept it neat and shaped it to match the shape of his face, and it made him look incredibly handsome. His blue-green eyes sparkled and every step was strong and swaying and dominant, showing his confidence in himself in this Land. As he headed toward her, she marveled at the breathtaking sight of him.

He climbed into the carriage, bringing with him a swirl of snow and sat opposite her, then pushed down the window from the top and leaned out, yelling to the men that stood outside; they instantly began to move. Shaya watched two of them move to stand on some kind of ledge on either side of the carriage, the third climbed to the front to drive.

A thick hand gripped her arm and gently pulled her from the window. The shinno pushed it back up and banged on the wall of his carriage.

The sound of the driver yelling out commands to the hounds punctured the air, and they jerked forward.

Shaya turned to look out of the other window, wondering what her life would now be. She glanced at the shinno, considering asking him, but his gaze remained outside the window and she decided against it. He seemed to be thinking about something, and she wasn't going to disturb him. It wasn't the right time.

She was pleasantly surprised to see how quickly they were moving across the snow. She had never moved this fast in a normal carriage, although that could be because in the Western Lands there were roads and people and buildings everywhere. There was something incredible about moving at such speed, and suddenly she was desperate to explore the whole island. What if there were wonders to be found in this white landscape. What if parts of the island were beautiful? She hadn't yet seen anything in nature, such a vast space like this, that didn't have at least some beauty. She decided that she would find out if she could.

Suddenly, the carriage jerked to one side, and she gasped, bringing her hands up to catch herself, only to slide to the end of the bench and bump into the wall. She laughed with delight, and looked out the window to see if she could see the hounds as they ran. This was much more fun than she thought it would be.

A hand gripped her arm again, but this time the shinno pulled her toward him and onto his lap. He was smiling, his eyes trained on her smile, and she grinned at him, happy to be close to him again.

Keeping his eyes on hers, he slowly unraveled the top of her overcoat, hunger creeping into his eyes as he undid the top.

“You are wrapped tightly, little bird,” he said, his voice sending shivers straight between her legs. He slipped his finger down her neckline and pulled her top away, peeking down it and then smiling at her again, his salacious tone and the look in his eyes making her squirm.

Suddenly, the carriage stopped abruptly and Kardos held onto her as she almost slid from his grip. He banged the wall, and yelled out to the driver, but when the driver yelled back, his face darkened.

Placing Shaya on the bench opposite, he climbed out of the carriage.

Shaya stayed where she was, knowing that's what he would want. However, angry voices rose from outside. Switching over to the other bench, she looked out of the window to see if she could see who the shinno was talking to; there was another carriage blocking their way. A man, an Alpha stood a few feet from his carriage, talking to Kardos, but the conversation did not look pleasant. The stranger’s face was contorted and he spoke roughly, though Kardos bellowed back at him, speaking just as rough.

Shaya wondered what they were arguing about. Did Kardos have enemies on his own island? It didn't seem likely. Nyek Island was the biggest apart from the Central Island where the high chief lived.

She listened carefully to see if she recognized any of the words being spoken, but they were speaking too quickly for her. 

Finally, the Alpha turned and stalked back to his carriage and shinno Kardos stood in the snow until his carriage had disappeared. Turning, he gestured to someone behind him pointing to the carriage, and when Shaya scooted over to look out the other window, she saw one of the carriages breaking off from their row to follow the one that had blocked them. She suddenly heard the crunching footsteps approaching the carriage and quickly jumped back over to her own bench.

The shinno entered the carriage and slammed the door, banging on the wall for the driver to continue their journey, but he looked furious. The rest of the journey he was quiet and distracted. He did not speak to her or look at her, keeping his eyes outside of the window the whole time. His fists were clenched as hard as his jaw, and his whole body was tense from the exchange. Shaya wondered what could have possibly have made him so furious.

 

***

When the carriage finally came to a stop, the shinno helped Shaya out and she found herself standing in front of a house. It didn't look like any other normal houses in the Western Lands. It was completely white and made from some kind of material she didn’t recognize. It had numerous round roofs and different sections to the main structure. It wasn't anything that she had seen before.

As soon as she was steady on her feet outside of the carriage, the shinno stalked toward the house, and Shaya tried to follow him, but couldn't walk quickly enough in the snow. However, Treska was soon by her side, helping her make her way into the house. By the time she entered, the shinno was not to be seen, and Shaya couldn’t help but be disappointed

As soon as they managed to get her boots off, she was taken to a beautiful room with uniquely designed furniture and bold tapestries. Treska helped her out of her enormous bundle of clothing and then led her to a large bathroom. It was decorated richly and the bath was almost like a little lake. When she came out of the bath, Treska had gone, but she hoped that she would see her again before the end of the night. She dried and dressed, and treated her hair and wrapped it before exploring the rest of the room. There were closets and chests filled with clothes, elaborate warm fur, some of them decorated with beaded gold or silver. She wondered whose room this was before becoming hers, for there were such gorgeous clothes in here, and then she realized that the shinno could have housed numerous other women in here and abandoned any more searching.

She gathered her notes about Southern Lands culture began to read through them again with a new understanding of what the Lands was like, and she began to realize just how integral the environment was to their lifestyle. It was almost unheard of to go out after dark, unless the person was significantly trained in something called “Tasa Kylesh.” Most meetings were held early, at the rise of the sun, as it was deemed the perfect time of the day. Furthermore, all new mothers and their children were to be kept on the Central Island until the child was old enough and their health secure. It seemed many babies had been lost because of the extreme conditions of the land.

Shaya searched for any mention of the change of season. Surely it could not snow here all the time? Finally she found something. It seemed that there were indeed different seasons, but most of them included the falling snow. There was only one season it didn't snow, and the temperatures rose slightly. During that time many of the plants that were able to thrive in this hostile environment would flower.

Shaya was so engrossed in the book that she didn't notice that there was knocking at the door until it became louder. Surprised, she opened it to find the woman who had examined her. “Hello,” she said in Mayaros. “Are you here to see the shinno?”

The woman gave her a strange look. “No, I came to see you,” she said in the Common Tongue

Shaya frowned, but gestured for her to come in. “Am I due another examination?”

“Of sorts,” the woman said, walking around the space and looking it over. She pulled one of the chairs next to the bed and sat. “I just wanted to make sure that you were well,” she said. “You have had quite a rough journey, and this must be a change for you.”

Without meaning to, Shaya sighed.

“That was a heavy sigh.” The woman smiled.

Shaya smiled at her, glad she was so warm. “I didn't mean it to be. It's just I only just began feeling comfortable on the ship and now I am somewhere new.”

“That is to be expected,” the woman said. “But it won’t be like this forever, you will get comfortable here too.”

Shaya nodded, but she wasn't sure if that would be the case. On the ship it was the shinno that made her feel comfortable, and now she had no idea what was going to happen between them. “Whose house is this?”

The woman gave her another strange look. “The shinno's. We call it a hut here.”

“A hut? It's way too big to be a hut,” Shaya said looking around.

“I know,” the woman laughed. “But that is what the word translates to in Mayaros.”

“So how come you can speak the Common Tongue so well?”

“I learned as a young child,” the woman explained. “I knew I was going to be a potionist and all the ones I saw who were the best were able to speak the Common Tongue in order to trade with some of the other lands. You might have realized, we can only grow certain things in this kind of environment and potionists need their ingredients.”

“But I’ve never heard of any trading happening between the Southern Lands and any of the others,” Shaya said slowly. “I thought you didn't trade much at all here.”

“We most definitely trade for ingredients,” the woman said. “But we never say we’re from the Southern Lands.”

“Why?”

“The Southern Lands are very private. We have always been, but anytime we’ve had any experience with outsiders, it has never ended well for us. So after the last incident, it was agreed by all of the tribe leaders and high chief that we would actively keep ourselves separated in order to preserve the purity of our ways. However, that did not apply to potionist. We are allowed to trade as long as we do not say that we are from the Southern Lands.”

“But does that mean you travel a lot?”

“Most of the potionists have assistants whom they send to different parts of the known Lands,” the woman said. “But when I was younger I used to go myself, you get the best agreements that way.”

Shaya smiled. “That does make sense.”

“I only wish I could send Treska so she could have the same experience.” The woman sighed. “But I fear she will be too timid for what it takes to survive the Eastern Lands. I wouldn't dare send her to the Western Lands, no offense,” she added, smiling at Shaya, “but the Eastern Lands, I think, she could do well if she wasn't so shy.”

Something clicked into place. “You are Treska's mother!”

The woman smiled. “Rozalia,” she said placing a palm on her chest. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Shaya.”

Shaya almost corrected her but stopped herself. What was the point?

“What is it?” the woman said, noticing.

“My name is actually Katashaya,” she explained. “But the shinno refuses to call me by it, in fact he has a nickname for me already.”

Rozalia nodded knowingly. “He is not one to be told what to do.”

“Yes, true,” Shaya responded, uncertainly. “I'm not sure what comes next,” she admitted. “On the ship I knew my place, what I was, what I was supposed to do. But here…”

Rozalia leaned forward and patted her hand. “You will find your way here too,” she said firmly. “It will just take a bit of time to get used to things.”

“We are on Nyek Island, aren't we?”

“Of course.”

“It's just that on the way here there seemed to be an angry Alpha who stopped us. He argued with Kardos.”

The woman’s smile faltered. “So that's what happened. I was wondering why we stopped.”

“Is that normal?”

“It is likely that Alpha was on Nyek Island because Kardos was away,” Rozalia said solemnly. “He probably hid from the guards and wanted to use his chance to approach Kardos when he returned.”

“Is Kardos a target?”

The woman inclined her head and shook at the same time, not really giving an answer. “Shinno Kardos is extremely accomplished. There were many who would wish him to fail in his quest, but you are in no danger and neither is he. He wouldn't let anything happen to you.”

Shaya nodded. “The man kept calling him something.” She frowned as she tried to remember it. “Some phrase I haven’t heard before but I can’t remember it.”

Rozalia was silent for a long time. “Are you aware that there are a number of shinnos?”

Shaya nodded. “Treska told me that they are like princes.”

“Exactly. They are all potentially in line to be the next high chief, and they come from different tribes.”

“Oh. I would have thought it would be the high chief's children who would be next in line, that is how it works in the Western Lands. The princes take over from their father.”

“But that is the interesting thing,” the woman said. “Kardos is the blood son to the current high chief. And to complicate things further, almost all of the high chiefs in recorded history have come from Tribe Nyek.”

Shaya thought for a long moment. “So he is a real threat to them?”

“In real terms, yes he is. The ones who are clever recognize that. They do not make things easy for him, but he returns the favor tenfold. Every time.”

“How?” Shaya breathed, in wonder. Part of her was insanely curious about Kardos’ life in these Lands. Although she had learned about the Southern Lands culture, she hadn’t learned specifically about him. 

Rozalia sighed. “I'm sure he will share that with you when he is ready.”

“You think he will…? He seems to be very distracted at the moment.”

Rozalia got up from her chair. “I can tell you no matter how distracted he seems, he is always thinking about you.”

Shaya smiled, warmth spreading around her at the idea that that could be true.

 

***

That night was difficult.

She was led to the shinno’s bedroom to sleep and due to the cold weather it was heated by smaller versions of the boulders she had seen on the ship, and she suddenly realized where the heat had come from on the decks she worked on.

She lay for a long time trying to sleep in the enormous bed and strange environment, wondering what the shinno was doing, wondering what Kyus was doing, wondering if Treska was sleeping in this house or whether she had gone to her own home.

She sighed and rolled onto her side.

By the time she was drifting to sleep, the bed dipped and a fiery heat enclosed around her, along with that scent she loved. “Shinno Kardos,” she breathed.

He simply grumbled in satisfaction as he pressed her close to him, pinning her against him as he ran his hands over her body.

He pulled the neckline of her nightgown down so her breasts popped out over the top and began to caress them gently as he lowered his nose to her neck and breathed her in.

Shaya sighed as the coarse pleasure he always drew from her tumbled through her body. He kissed and sucked and licked her neck as her nipples hardened by his touch, and the tingles between her legs caused her to wriggle and rotate her ass on the hardness behind her.

The shinno’s chest rumbled, and he pulled up her gown and slipped his thickness between her legs and rubbed it against her slit, grabbing her hips to move her back and forth.

The wet sounds of her slick as he thoroughly drenched his cock in it made her face heat, but she couldn’t think about it for long, because he was wrapping his hand around her neck and tilting her head back so her chest jutted out. Then his other hand tilted her hip so she was positioned for him.

“I finally have you in my bed, Shaya,” he said, his voice low. “Fly for me.”

He impaled her in one brutal thrust and Shaya yelled in shock, but she loved the feeling of being so full. And this position rubbed spots inside her that were simply divine. He didn’t hesitate, slamming her rough and hard, taking her to the immediate edge of that raw addictive pleasure that flooded her. Her slick gushed at his merciless treatment; she panted and moaned, trying to buck back on him, but he held her too tight.

“It doesn’t matter if you are pinned down, little bird,” he grunted. “You can still fly.” He groaned as she clenched in response to his gritty tone and pumped her harder.

“Those nipples of yours should be in my fucking mouth,” he growled. “That’s where they belong. Take your flight so I can claim them.”

Shaya squeezed down on him, and her body began to convulse as the stormy, blissful orgasm clawed her body. He held her tighter, plunging deeper and his growls and grunts deepening the intensity. And then she was soaring once again.

The night was long and sweaty, and the shinno took her as though it was that night on the ship of the celebration. Shaya remained in a state of bliss as Kardos wrecked incredible pleasure on her, plundering her and dominating her like he always had.

But when she woke in the morning, he was gone.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

KARDOS

 

 

The crowd hushed and parted as Kardos strode up the large steps that led to the temple of the high chief. 

It seemed as though the entire Southern Isles had gathered outside, members from all eight tribes and numerous smaller clans.

Kardos hadn’t seen a crowd that big since the current high chief was appointed. He was aware that his achievement of bringing an Omega to the Isles had already reached the other islands. Somehow the information had spread wildly as soon as his ship docked yesterday—naturally, the Nyek people were proud and keen to boast of his achievements, but he didn't expect his meet with the high chief to turn into an event.

Almost everyone wore their tribal colors, suggesting that they all thought whatever was discussed in the temple would be Southern Isles business and that there would be an announcement afterward. Tribe Nyek were, of course, the loudest in the crowd, calling out and declaring him superior to all, but Kardos kept his gaze on the building at the top of the steps, his mind focused on the task ahead.

The underhanded tactics of the other shinnos had already started since he arrived back. He was infuriated that he’d been ambushed on his own island while with his Omega. He should have been able to show her the beauty of his island. Instead the incident reminded him that she was vulnerable. He’d reiterated to his guards that no one other than members of his own tribe approached his property and no one was to go to the house unless it was the Omega’s handmaid.

He redressed his thoughts back. He had to stop thinking of her as his Omega. She was not his, no matter how much it felt that way. He understood now why Alphas fought over Omegas, why Omegas could end up being so dangerous if they were not partnered correctly. Shaya brought out instincts and urges he’d never experienced before; it was as though everything within him that made him an Alpha came to the surface and she took pleasure in it. She made him feel like he was everything to her. And she did it without words, without even trying; it was simply naturally within her to touch him the way she did, to look at him the way she did, to encourage his deepest, purest, roughest attentions on her and she reveled in it. He connected with her deeper than anything or anyone he’d experienced before. He wasn't even sure how he could even go back to sex with anyone else. And the thought of giving her up…

He clenched his fists as he pushed the thought from his mind. The fact was, he had obtained her for a reason, and that reason still remained highly important. He had to keep his mind focused on that, because now that the knowledge of her had spread beyond his control, he couldn't turn back, even if he wanted to.

As he reached the top of the stairs, one of the temple’s attendants welcomed him and led him through the dark passageways to the large temple hall.

As Kardos suspected, the other seven shinnos were in attendance, standing in a semi-circle around the hall facing the high chief’s throne which was situated on top of a square platform with a dozen steps leading to its peak. The high chief was dress in his red and gold ceremonial robes and a headdress, while the other shinnos were dressed in their representative tribal colors, just like the crowd outside. It seemed they were all waiting for Kardos to arrive, even though he hadn’t been told this was a shinnos’ summoning. He was glad he decided to wear his own official tribal clothing, complete with armor. 

Instead of walking to his place in the semi-circle, Kardos strode to the middle of the room. “Greetings, High Chief. I request a choosing.”

The other shinnos bristled, some even daring to mutter.

“Kardos.” The high chief’s deep voice filled the expansive hall. He leaned forward, a half-smile on his face. “You have returned.”

Kardos said nothing, keeping his eyes locked on to his father's. They didn't actually look much alike, apart from their general bone structure, and the shape of their bodies. The high chief had dark hair, dark eyes, and the tanned skin that most others in the Isles had. Kardos apparently looked like his mother, but he had never met her, and had only been told about her through stories from his father and Rozalia.

But since his father had become high chief, things had changed. A high chief had different responsibilities than a tribe leader, and there was only so much he could continue to be a true father to Kardos.

“When do you ask for this choosing to take place?” the high chief asked.

“Immediately.”

“And your reasoning?”

“I assume you know, since all the shinnos have been summoned without my knowledge.”

The other shinnos did indeed mutter after that but when the high chief leaned forward in his chair, they fell silent. “Your reasoning,” he repeated.

“I have an Omega.”

The hall fell silent.

The high chief braced his elbows on his knees, his hands clasped as he studied his son. “You never fail to surprise me, Kardos,” he said, a somewhat amused tone in his voice. He shook his head and smiled, leaning back in his chair. “Tell me how you managed to get her.”

“I negotiated for her,” Kardos said.

“From where?”

“The Western Lands”

The high chief inclined his head. “She is not bonded or betrothed?”

“No.”

“And she is aware of what will be expected of her?”

“No,” Kardos said. “I've tried to prepare her the best I can but she has grown up in a different land. She is intelligent but she will not be an Isle woman at heart until she has learned more about our culture and can appreciate it.”

“You argue hard for her,” the high chief commented dryly. “It is likely she will not become accustomed to Isle culture before she needs to do what is required.”

Kardos didn’t respond. He had always known that Shaya would probably have a hard time of it and tried to prepare her, but she had learned too little. Still, he couldn't deny that she was a perfect Omega to be the first one to return to the Southern Lands, regardless of how well she fared. She had been perfect from the beginning.

The urge to ask his father what he planned to do with her rose swiftly but it wasn’t his place to question the high chief’s intentions, especially while the other shinnos watched. “Why is there a shinnos summoning the day after I return, High Chief?” he asked instead.

“It was requested by all.”

Kardos swallowed the growl that threatened. The only way a shinno summoning could take place was if the high chief issued the summons or if all the shinnos requested it. Kardos had only requested to meet with the high chief on his return, which means the others coordinated their requests extremely quickly. They were worried. As they should fucking be.

“Since all the shinnos are in attendance, let us first deal with the question of the choosing,” the high chief said, raising his voice louder so it echoed throughout the hall. “As you are aware, we are currently in the Year of Selection. You have been named shinnos of your tribes because you are Alphas who have proved yourselves worthy in your contribution to the well-being, safety, and flourishing of the Southern Isles. During this year, you were tasked with completing a quest that will determine who will be most suited to become the future high chief. Many of you have been completing your quests successfully, and I've heard good things from the tribes and the clans; however, in order for shinno Kardos to request this choosing, the implication is that his achievements outshine all possible achievements that have been or could possibly be made by any other shinno, therefore declaring the choosing should take place now and will likely favor him.”

Kardos did not need to glance around the hall to know the other shinnos were tense, he could feel it radiating from them.

“I agree with him that the incredible accomplishment he has made in bringing an Omega to the Southern Isles is indeed difficult to surpass. So I open the floor to you all. If you dispute this request, you may do so now, however,” he said, his voice ringing with warning, “by the end of this discussion, a decision will be made immediately if the choosing is uncontested.”

Kardos stood tense, his demeanor guarding himself against the hostility around the room. Unless the other shinnos had a good argument, he would be leaving this room named as the next high chief, as he rightly deserved.

“I do not contest,” came the voice of the shinno of Tribe Jenzi. He turned his thick body to the rest of the shinnos. “An Omega in the Southern Isles is good for us all. It will allow us to thrive in ways we have been unable to since we had true dynamics born in every tribe and every clan. We all know we have been living in dishonor without that, even having to change how we pair mates and how we live because we no longer have tribe leaders who are true Alphas. With an Omega back in our Lands, we can finally honor Az Eshra the way we are supposed to, and any Alpha who achieved such a feat deserves the seat of high chief as far as I am concerned. It cannot be argued.”

Surprise and relief pierced Kardos' defensive attitude. He hadn't expected any of the shinnos to support the decision, simply based on the fact that he was the one who made the achievement, but anyone who truly cared about the well-being of the Southern Isles could not deny that every single word spoken was true.

“He says she is not aware of why she is here,” Gergo from Tribe Byedor responded. “He has not prepared her correctly.”

“She is on Southern Isles soil,” the shinno from Jenzi argued back. “It matters not if she is prepared. She will soon be.”

“It matters a great deal! The benefit of her presence here is dependent on her ability to do what we need her to do.” He turned to Kardos. “What kind of preparation did you do? Did she learn our tongue?”

“She is in the process of it,” Kardos responded.

“Does she call on Az Eshra?”

“Daily. She is drawn to the ocean.” Kardos saw his father smile out of the corner of his eye.

“Can she look after an Alpha? Groom him, make fevvoli, and mix potions?”

“Yes.”

“Have you bed her to ensure she’s not afflicted with undesirable traits unsuited to an Alpha’s bedroom?”

“Of course.”

Gergo huffed in displeasure that Kardos had answered all questions but did not continue to question him.

“She needs to be able to do more than that,” another shinno called from opposite Gergo.

“She is not from the Southern Lands,” Kardos shot at him. 

“No, she is from the Land of the deviants,” the shinno shot back. “She could have many undesirable behaviors you simply haven’t seen yet.”

“So?” Kardos said sharply. “For an Omega to return to our Lands, she would have had to come from somewhere. She spent weeks on my ship, and she was watched closely. She is smart and she can learn. She already has learned some Mayaros quickly. This is not a reason to deny me the seat.”

A murmuring grumble spread across the shinnos.

“My concern,” came the lazy voice of shinno Sethol of Tribe Azzan, “is that you did not bring her to the temple. How do we know she truly exists?”

“The entire island of Nyek saw her yesterday.”

Sethol shrugged. “They saw a woman. We have no idea if she is an Omega or not.”

Kardos' fists clenched. “Are you saying I'm a liar?” he bellowed.

“I am saying that you did not bring her to your meet with the high chief.” The man almost sneered. “You came to ask for a choosing and you did not even bring proof of what you say you have provided the Southern Lands.”

“I agree,” said the shinno next to him. “We are only six months into the Year of Selection, High Chief. If you are going to cut it short, I would like proof that Kardos has indeed done what he says he has done.”

“Have I ever lied?” Kardos boomed, the anger coursing through his body, rippling out from where he stood. “Have I ever lied about my achievements? When I discovered the extensive use of the izak-rock, was that untrue? When I determined it would be more beneficial to take the most blood-thirsty and criminal of our warriors to a better Land, a Land that they would thrive in, was it not for the best? When I promised to bring enough bondmaids for all your tribes so you can have women suited for bonding and breeding, no one argued or doubted me then! And yet now somehow my word is not good enough.”

“You are taking this too personally, Kardos,” shinno Sethol said, coldly. “This is too important for us to take your word. It doesn't mean that your word is not worthy, it just means that we need to see her and ensure that she is indeed an Omega before we make such a decision about a choosing. It is a reasonable request.”

Kardos drew his sword. “It is not reasonable,” he bit out. “If any of you had your word questioned in this way, it would be cause for a bout. Do not try to tell me that this isn't simply because you do not think I deserve it. Let us battle now and our swords decide whose word is true.”

“No cannich otto deserves to be high chief!” Shinno Gergo blurted at him. “We all know it except you.”

“Enough!” the high chief bellowed, rising to his feet. He shot shinno Gergo a furious glare. “I will not have that language in my temple,” he said fiercely. “And since you are clearly prejudiced, and you do not believe that Kardos should be high chief in any instance, your vote will not count toward a choosing.”

Kardos shot a look at his father, shocked that he would make such a decision. Shinno Gergo’s opinion was not unique, most of them thought the same thing, but he was the only one foolish enough to voice it so brazenly.

The rest of the shinnos stilled in shock, but did not remain silent for long.

“I urge you to consider the concerns we have raised, High Chief,” shinno Sethol said. “This Omega will mean a lot for our land. She will disrupt many of the things that have been in place since Omegas were lost to us. We have arranged pairings that will now need reconsideration, she will need to be blessed by Az Eshra, she will need to demonstrate a capability of strong motherhood and understand the needs of our tribeswomen. If you decide to take her yourself, High Chief,” the shinno said, inclining his head, “she would need to be suitable for your bed and to be at your side. There are many expectations placed on her that she probably will not understand, but we need to know that she at least has the capability to do what is expected of an Omega. Any uncertainty, any doubt, any reluctance or refusal on her part will upset the people of the Southern Isles. They have had faith Omegas will return for decades and improve our lives. She could destroy that faith, and that would be detrimental for us, especially while we deal with these conditions every day. It is not unreasonable to ensure that she is what Kardos says she is. All it will take is an examination.”

“What kind of examination?” Kardos asked abruptly. He had to remember that Shaya was blocked. He would need to give her the last dose of Rozalia’s potion if she was to be examined.

“To ensure that she is of good health and an Omega,” Sethol said simply. “A potionist could do it quite easily.”

“My potionist has already examined her,” Kardos said.

“An impartial potionist,” the man said sharply.

Kardos growled. “Once again you question my word,” he said, his voice low. “Once more and I shall formally request a bout, Sethol.”

“Kardos,” interrupted the high chief. “This is a sensitive subject. Some of these concerns are not without merit.”

“I was not aware that I had to bring her just to inform you of my arrival,” he snarled. “This summoning was arranged without my knowledge. It is an insult for my word to be questioned in this way, High Chief.”

“It is a relevant concern that the Omega is suitable for our lands,” the high chief admitted.

“And if she is not, what do you intend to do with her?” Kardos said sharply. “Must she go back?”

At that there was silence. 

Kardos let out a rumbled snort. “Exactly. You will not send her away regardless of what kind of Omega she is, because the fact remains, she is an Omega. So I don't see how this is relevant. All this talk is doing,” he continued, turning to the other shinnos, his voice becoming gritty and fierce the longer he spoke, “is revealing how desperately you wish for me not to become high chief. You want to blame other factors and ignore the obvious; I'm simply better and have reached heights higher that you will ever hope to achieve.”

“Kardos,” the high chief said, warningly.

“Even when the Omega is paired, do you think it will be to any of you?” Kardos shot at the other shinnos. “Most of you are not Alpha enough to keep an Omega satisfied. You sneak and slither like snakes, forcing this summoning and sending others to invade my island while I am traveling, instead of competing fairly.”

The faces of each of the shinnos who challenged him contorted as he spoke, and a number of them drew their own weapons.

“You put yourselves and your desires above what is needed for the Southern Isles instead of having the honor to accept and abide the codes that have been established since Az Eshra themselves ruled. Alpha of the Isles do not behave this way, and I question your bloodline in light of it. You are unworthy of any seat, even one at the foot of a sled-hound.” He spat on the ground. “You are embarrassments to your tribes. If you were in Tribe Nyek, you would be drowned like the jakhras that you are!”

“Kardos!” bellowed the high chief, as a couple of the other shinnos growled out an anger.

Kardos gripped the hilt of his sword, glancing at the shinnos who were clearly ready to attack him, before turning his gaze to his father. It would be better for things to be resolved in this way, but it wouldn’t be ideal. Bouts between shinnos during the Year of Selection was frowned upon, although sometimes they were unavoidable.

The high chief looked utterly furious. His face had deepened to a dark red and his eyes bulged as he glared at Kardos. “This is my temple!”

Kardos took a breath. That had not been appropriate behavior in front of the high chief. He sheathed his sword and stood facing him, waiting for his decision.

The high chief turned his gaze on the other shinnos, and Kardos heard them sheathing the weapons also.

“The Omega will be brought here in three hours to determine her dynamic,” the high chief said, his face serious as he looked over the shinnos. “If she is deemed an Omega, the selection process for her pairing will begin immediately… if I decide not to take her for myself.”

Kardos forced himself to remain still as an uncomfortable feeling twisted in his stomach.

“Additionally, if all is well with the Omega, Kardos’ request for a choosing will be granted, and he will hold favor of being selected high chief.”

Satisfaction spread through Kardos rapidly. He would be high chief!

“But I warn you all,” the high chief said, his voice lowering to a growl, “any violence, bouts, or underhandedness between any of you, and I will disband your tribes. Do you understand?”

Kardos made a noise in the back of his throat and nodded in agreement. It was rare for a tribe to be disbanded, but it was the only threat that would prevent the other shinnos from attacking him in the three hours it took to collect Shaya and bring her here. 

The other shinnos murmured their assent.

“You are dismissed.”

Kardos turned and stalked out of the temple, heading through the waiting crowd to his carriage sled. Within three hours he would have the seat he had been striving for since he was a boy, the seat he knew without a doubt was his. There was no way that anyone could get in the way of that now—the high chief had spoken. The seat was his. All that was left, was to bring him the Omega.

Kardos had forced himself not to think of her name, her gorgeous face or her soft voice while he was in the temple, but now that he was on his way back to his Island, he couldn’t help but picture his beautiful Shaya. The uncomfortable feeling within him expanded until he was growling low and steady in agitation. He could not keep her for himself, he always knew that. He took her as a gift for the Southern Lands, for his high chief, for Az Eshra. But when he was with her, there was no doubt in his mind that she was his. He could feel it. And he didn’t know how he was going to give her up. He thought that when he entered the temple, he would get answers about what to do, but with those jakhra shinnos in attendance it was no wonder Az Eshra did not speak to him.

One thing he knew that could not be argued, he was the only Alpha worthy of the high chief seat, not only because it was his birthright, but he had indeed done more for the Southern Lands than anyone else. Now was his final chance to prove he was worthy, that he wasn’t selfish like the other shinnos, and to do that, he had to give her up.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

SHAYA

 

Shaya had never felt so alone.

When she woke, she was in an enormous bed that made her feel so small. Kardos was not there with his arms around her, squeezing her tight to him, tucking her into his body so she could feel the strength of his purr. He wasn't kissing her or slipping his hands between her legs, his nose running along her neck, his mouth seeking her nipple and growling with pleasure when it reached its destination. She was shocked at how much she missed him, how much her body missed him. But even when she washed and dressed, she realized it wasn’t just about him. There was no Treska helping her to dress or giving her advice, and the vastness of the room she was in strangely made her feel even more alone than when she was in the cabin. A servant brought her breakfast, and encouraged her to explore the house in broken Common Tongue. At first she declined, and paced the room as she used to the cabin, but this was different. It was bigger and there were huge windows to look out of. After becoming bored with the room, she had the urge to see what was beyond it.

Kardos’ house was enormous and strangely structured. Almost all the rooms were shaped in a circle and most were very simply decorated. The great thing about it was that it had lots of windows. Outside it still snowed and she found herself stopping by each window she passed to watch as it swirled from the bright sky. From all angles it looked as though there was nothing surrounding Kardos' house. On one side, there were clusters of trees, silvery and thin with petals that look like sparkling crystals, but the rest of the landscape seemed to be plain.

She wished she could tell Kyus about this. It was likely that she would wrinkle her nose and declare Shaya insane for wanting to be anywhere near such cold, but the beauty was beyond anything Shaya could have imagined. And she had imagined it. When Kyus told her stories, she would build the picture in her mind, imagining what it was like. Nothing she could have ever imagined could come close to the vast beauty of white that lay before her.

As she passed one of the windows, she saw a woman trudging towards the house. Stopping to peer out, she stared for a long moment hoping it was Treska. The woman was wisely wrapped in multiple furs with long boots and a hat pulled down firmly over her head. As she neared, it became clear that the woman was taller than Treska, but Shaya still remained by the window until the woman walked out of her view.

As she stared back out into the landscape, wondering where the woman’s carriage or sled was, a servant approached her looking nervous. Strangely, the shinno did not have as many servants as Shaya thought he would. Even though she had been a live-in servant for her sister and her sister’s betrothed, they had had other servants come to the house to do specific chores. And when Shaya had visited Eiros Castle, where King Malloron lived, the number of servants shocked her. They were everywhere. For some reason she assumed that shinno Kardos would live like the king, but it seemed like he only had three or four servants in this huge house.

“Excuse me, Miss Katashaya. You have a visitor.”

“Me?” Shaya said in surprise. “Someone is here to see me?”

The servant nodded and beckoned.

Shaya bit her lip as she hesitated. Kardos hadn’t given her any instruction about being in this house, but she assumed he would have given his servants instructions about visitors. After a moment’s deliberation, she followed the servant.

But when she reached the door, horror gripped her.

The angry woman who had barged into her cabin was taking her hat off and shaking snow off her boots in the hallway.

Caution caused Shaya to freeze where she was. She considered running back the way she came but the woman looked up and saw her.

“There you are,” she said in the Common Tongue, smiling.

Shaya opened her mouth and then closed it again, disarmed by her friendliness.

The woman held up her palm. “I’m not here to attack you or insult you. I’m here to apologize.”

Shaya still didn’t know what to say. She watched the woman as she pulled off her gloves

“I had no idea that you were an Omega when I came to your cabin,” she explained. “And I had no idea that you spoke the Common Tongue. I thought you were playing dumb.” She half smiled, a sheepish look on her face. “I have a temper, I am well known for it,” she admitted. “But I did not understand... I was just really angry.”

Finally Shaya found her voice. “But why are you angry at me? I didn’t do anything to you.”

The woman took a deep breath. “I thought you were a real threat.” When Shaya frowned, she hurriedly continued. “And I don’t just mean to me, I mean to our tribe. I’ve seen it happen to other tribes—the tribe leader becomes besotted with one of his tribe members, and then he is unable to fulfill any of his duties successfully, and the tribe begins to fail. One of the first signs of that happening is when the tribe leader seems to stop his sexual activity. It is not usual for our culture.”

Shaya nodded slowly. “And you thought he was focusing too much on me?”

“He was,” the woman said. “But now I know that you are an Omega, it makes a difference.”

Shaya’s heart lifted at the idea that Kardos wasn’t sexual with anyone else on the ship, but she didn’t understand why the woman didn’t still see it as a problem. “How does it make a difference?”

“You cannot be paired together,” the woman explained. “As an Omega, your pairing will take priority. You will get the best male in the entire Southern Isles, possibly even the high chief himself. It makes sense to me now. The shinno was probably trying to make sure that you were prepared for whoever that may be.”

The shock that hit Shaya’s body knocked all feeling out of her. She blinked. Her mouth opened, but it wouldn’t work. Then a sinking feeling sensation trickled through her insides, as though she was made of hot wax.

“He was simply trying to do a good job,” the woman said, her sheepish look returning. “And I was interfering with that. I’m very sorry if I scared you. I truly regret it—many have told me my temper and nosiness would get me in trouble—I can get mean... but I didn’t mean to… It is an honor to have you here.”

The wax was now rising in Shaya’s throat, claiming her words and making her tongue thick and heavy like lead.

“My name is Anata by the way. Kardos told us all your name is Katashaya. That’s very pretty.”

“T-t-thanks,” Shaya finally managed. She swallowed as she glanced around, trying to form a question as quickly as she could with what she wanted to say. “Erm… do you know if Kardos has… umm prepared anyone before?”

“We’ve never had an Omega with the tribe before,” Anata said. “At least as far as I know.”

Shaya swallowed, a couple of questions suddenly coming to her. “What is a pairing? Kardos mentioned it err.. at the beginning of the journey but now…”

“Oh, it is when the tribe leaders arrange who will bond with who. They try to make sure each tribe is even with the number of Alpha and Betas, men and woman, warriors and non-warriors, that kind of thing. It’s really important here to have balanced tribes.”

Shaya thought for a moment about what she said about the pairing. “But isn’t Kardos the best male?”

Anata grinned and leaned forward conspiratorially. “Between us, yes he is, but there are some other good males out there.” She grinned. “I told my cousin she’s a lucky jakhra.”

“Your cousin?”

“Yes, she’s betrothed to the shinno.”

An icy cold breeze blew into Shaya’s chest. Kardos was betrothed! Her knees weakened and she suddenly felt sick.

“I’m not really supposed to talk about it with her, but I found it difficult to cut off all ties to fam—”

Shaya forced herself to smile as the woman kept talking, her mind racing. Kardos had been using her the whole time. She thought at the beginning he was just using her body for his own pleasure, but it was much worse than that. He had made her… feel for him, become completely enrapt with his wild nature, and all the time he was not only preparing her for some other man, but also had a woman he was supposed to marry!

“I understand,” she said when Anata finished speaking. “How come she didn’t come to the Western Lands?”

“Oh, she’s from a different tribe,” Anata said, her face implying that that was an important factor. “She hasn’t even met him yet. They have no ownership of each other until their ceremony.”

“They don’t meet until their ceremony?” Shaya asked, bewildered. Kyus and her betrothed had been living together for a long time.

“No, they can meet before their ceremony,” Anata said. “But they haven’t yet. Kardos has been too busy being the best tribe leader on the Isles.” She grinned but Shaya found it a struggle to return it. This culture was much more complicated than she thought and even though Kardos made her learn about it, it was as though she had learned nothing.

“Anyway, I should head back,” Anata said, her smile faltering. “Thank you for listening to me.”

Shaya wasn’t sure what to say, and an awkward silence grew as the woman put back on her gloves and hat. “Thank you,” she blurted out, finally.

Anata smiled at her before opening the door and trudging back out into the snow.

 

***

It was late afternoon when Kardos finally arrived.

Shaya sat on the bed in his room, rolling a potion bottle between her fingers. She had already spent the last few hours tearful at the revelations Anata had brought with her apology. She had always suspected she was going to be used but didn’t expect it would be like this. Nothing would have prepared her for this, not even Kyus’ warnings.

By the time she had cried herself out, she was numb inside, and the world had lost its color. Even the beauty of the landscape outside had become dull and gray.

She thought back to every moment on the ship and realized he was preparing her for someone else all along. He wasn’t trying to keep her safe, he was trying to keep her pure and get her ready for whichever Alpha she was going to be paired with. The thought made her nauseous and then angry.

She searched her belongings for her real clothes, the clothes she was in when she hugged her sister, the clothes that were her only true belongings, but instead of finding them, she found a potion bottle.

 It held a pale blue substance and smelled exactly like the liquid he had poured down her throat that night of the celebrations. She hadn’t given the liquid much thought, but when she sniffed the bottle, the memory rushed to the surface of her mind and she couldn’t get it out.

Potions were dangerous things and this one smelled too complex to be innocent. Now that she knew he was training her all along, who knows what he could have used the potion to do? That was the night he’d had sex with her, the potion could have been used to do anything. She shook it, held it up against the light, and watched the liquid settle. She couldn’t tell what it might be, but the fact he still had a dose meant he was planning to use it. Was he planning to give them to her Alpha mate? An annoyance came over her so strong she decided to ask him.

It was a bold thing to do but at that moment, how else would she get any answers? She was more important to him as a trading asset than as a lover. That made her cry again, but it was the brutal truth. She had to accept it. After all her intentions not to break, he had indeed broken her, just not in the way she expected. Kyus would never have been caught out like this, but then she was a trained spy. She could use magic, and foresee things that Shaya would never have dreamed of. Shaya thought she could be strong like her, but she had no protection, no power, and no control over her feelings for him—she was useless.

The shinno entered his room and froze when he saw her. He still looked so amazing—his wide frame strong, his blonde hair beautiful. And that nervousness rose within her yet again as a tingling between her legs even though she hated it now. She forced herself to think of how many women had been in this bedroom with him, if he’d ever had Anata in here, and that gave her strength.

“Shaya,” he said.

There was something strange in his voice, but she ignored it. “My name is Katashaya.”

An amused rumble came from his chest as he threw his fur overcoat down. “I told you, I will call you what your sister calls you.”

“And what will my mate call me? The one I will be paired with.”

Kardos stiffened, his eyes turning dark. “Who the fuck told you that?”

“It doesn’t matter if it’s true, does it?”

The shinno was silent.

And in that silence, Shaya’s heart broke, making her realize for the first time that she was clinging to the hope it wasn’t true. She was still being a fool. 

“It matters because no one should be speaking about it,” he said finally.

“Yes, you wanted to keep me in the dark for as long as possible,” Shaya said, unable to spit out her words as harshly as she wanted because everything inside her hurt. “You wanted me to wake up underneath some crazed Alpha and wonder what had happened and where you’d gone.”

“Don’t say that,” he growled.

“In the meantime, you’ll be fucking your betrothed and celebrating with whatever you’ve been promised in return for me,” she said bitterly. “What is it, money, gold, land—”

The shinno stormed over to her, his face like thunder as he grabbed her arm and pulled her to him. “You do not use that language!”

Shaya looked up into his eyes, the mini-oceans she had admired so much. They were lies. Everything about him was a lie. “You are much worse than I ever imagined you were.”

His eyes searched hers for a moment. “You are hurt,” he decided. He glanced around the room, his jaw clenching, and then back to her face, something raw in his eyes that she could not identify. “But you will come to realize that you are doing the Southern Lands a great service and you must do your duty, kysm eshar.”

“It is not my choice!”

“You chose to come with me,” he said, his voice booming into her. “You chose to put yourself at my mercy, and this is my choice. It has to be. I am the Alpha and the shinno and the tribe leader, Shaya. I decide what happens to you. You will serve the people of the Southern Lands and you will come to enjoy it, I assure you. It is in your nature.”

“So you were training me the whole time?” she said, fighting to keep her voice from breaking. “When you hurt me? When you had your cock in my mouth? When you took me that first day—”

“That was not planned,” he interrupted sharply.

“When you put me in the box-room to break my shoulder?”

Kardos’ eyes flashed and a vicious growl tore from him.

“When we watched the ocean—”

“No,” he barked. He picked her up, holding her tight to him, his eyes fierce. “That had nothing to do with this. That was our time, just for us.”

“There is no us!” she said sharply. “You took me from my sister to give me away.” She held up the potion bottle. “And drugged me into doing what you wanted.”

A look of surprise crossed the shinno’s face before he scowled and grabbed the bottle from her. “I was trying to make things easier for you, Shaya.”

“You mean easier for you! And my name is Katashaya!” she yelled, fighting against his grip.

Lowering her, he held her tighter, locking her arms down by her side and spinning her so that her back was pressed against him, his large hand over her stomach as he lowered his face to her neck. “Do you think the decision was fucking easy for me?” he asked, his voice gritty. “Because it wasn’t!” He bellowed the last word, making her jump and her heart raced as she tried to catch her breath.

“I stood here with you like this the first day I had you, and I knew you were something special. Do you think it’s going to be possible for me to allow any other man to touch you? I knew every time I looked at you that I would have to give you up and I am the only one that fucking deserves you in this Land.”

Shaya squeezed her eyes shut. He knew every time… the whole time. He stayed strong and she didn’t. But she didn’t just break, she shattered.

The shinno removed the wrap from her hair and ran his nose up her neck, just like he did that first day. But then she feared and dreaded what he would do to her, and now she wanted it—she needed it. Just like she always had… or like he had trained her to.

A coarse shiver ran through her. “Kardos…”

His hand slid up her torso and he pulled down the neckline of her tunic, releasing her breasts. “You are so beautiful when you fly, kysm eshar.” He caressed her nipples into hard peaks as tears began to stream down her face. “It is the most beautiful thing I have ever witnessed,” he muttered, pressing his arousal into her lower back. “I never expected you to be so… perfect.” His other hand ran over her ass, squeezing it hard.

Yet he could give her up so easily. “I hate you,” Shaya said stiffly, aware she sounded like a sulky child. “I hate everything you are.”

He growled as his hand left her breast. “But that is not true,” he muttered, his fingers stroking the outside of her panties that were soaked. “I can feel the truth right here.” He groaned into her ear and the sound burrowed so deep into her core, she gushed onto his fingers.

Her tunic was ripped from her body, followed quickly by her undergarments. Grabbing the back of her neck, he pushed her forward and down onto the bed, her knees hitting the floor as her face pressed into the blankets.

She blinked away her tears as he kissed the back of her neck and made his way to each shoulder. She mumbled as he kissed down her spine, nipping and licking as he went. By the time he was biting her ass cheeks, she was sighing a hitching breath and widening her knees for him.

He groaned, pressing his face into her wetness and she felt him take a deep breath in. Then his tongue brushed her slit, and she moaned as it sought out her nub, licking and sucking, setting her whole body alight.

He must have undressed because when she turned her head to lay her cheek on the bed, the room was filled with his scent. It made her twist even more, desperate for him.

He pressed open her thighs to reach more of her, the slurp of his mouth getting louder as her slick drenched him, but his grunts were like music to her. Her orgasm was fierce and uncontrolled, especially when his large finger stroked inside, twisting to rub the delicate spots that made her scream. 

As she lay limp recovering, her arms outstretched on the bed, his cock rammed inside her—no warning, no preparation, and it dug in at an angle as though he was standing. He pounded her hard and unrelenting, her nipples jerking wildly against the rough sheets until she thrashed in the tidal wave of ecstasy that consumed her. He didn’t stop, his balls slapping hard against her as he gripped her body, growling and muttering in Mayaros until her knees were sore and another roaring orgasm had claimed her breath, her mind, and her muscles.

He lifted her onto the bed, flipping her onto her back, and dropped on top of her immediately, impaling her again as he thrust his tongue in her mouth.

Shaya sucked on him, widened her legs for his battering hips. The twisting pain and pleasure of his thick cock buried deep inside her, overtook her, and she wound her arms around his neck clinging to the one thing she had learned; he had broken her and was now discarding her. Tears still trickled from her eyes as he plundered her pussy and her mouth, just like he had her heart. He growled into her ear that she was his and she felt it was true, but how could it be? He told her he was her Alpha and would protect her, and she believed him, even though she knew he lied.

When the magnificent crest of the approaching orgasm came, when he was clutching her sweaty body to him and telling her to fly and be free on his cock, she convulsed, and then soared. Higher than she’d ever gone before. 

The flight was incredible and a joy unlike anything she’d known flooded her body. And in that moment, clarity came to her. She was weak. She was on her own. She didn’t have magic or spy training or even the sense to not fall for an Alpha’s deceit or his claiming touch—even after he tortured, drugged, and manipulated her. But that didn’t mean she didn’t have power.

So as he came, wildly slamming into her with a low groan, her teeth found that fragrant spot on his neck—and she bit hard, sucking his blood into her mouth, causing an awareness to blossom inside her mind. She sucked twice more and the awareness revolved wildly, sweeping through her to burrow deep into her chest as she sobbed, claiming the only power she would ever have.

 

 

 

End of Book One
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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.
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