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        Burning with disbelief, Kardos’ fury sets the entire known Lands alight.

      

        

      
        He vows to recapture what belongs to him, the one he desperately craves above all else, but discovers the true cost of trying to cage the beauty he loves to see fly.

      

        

      
        Shaya reclaims the quiet freedom of her former life, but she is no longer the omega she used to be.

      

        

      
        Battling her heartache, she is soon forced to face that she is still trapped. And the beast that belongs to her will not stop until he owns her completely.

      

        

      
        In a battle of wills and primal instincts, Shaya and Kardos risk everything to have what they truly desire. The explosive and gripping end to this trilogy will leave you questioning the limits of carnal, true-mate, obsession.

      

        

      
        BEWARE: Do not start this story if you don’t love a Game of Thrones-esque tribal romance featuring a dark warrior who becomes obsessed with his sweet captive! See author website for full warnings.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        KARDOS

      

      

      

      “You cannot leave the Southern Lands to collect your Omega. I forbid it.”

      A low growl rumbled in Kardos’ throat at his father’s audacity, but he ignored him, turning to grab the arrows on the wall and drop them into his quiver.

      “I am not jesting, Kardos,” the high chief said sharply. “You cannot go. The blizzards will arrive shortly. You’re needed here. The announcement of your ascension to high chief must be made and you have to prepare the people.”

      “I will not have Shaya roaming the Lands for however long it takes until these blizzards subside!” Kardos’ anger flared even further at the very idea. “She belongs here, with her people and with me. When the blizzards hit, the people need her here.”

      The high chief stood in the doorway of Kardos’ armory, his face like thunder, but Kardos barely registered it. This was the second time within a number of months the high chief had visited Nyek Island. Kardos would have been surprised had his entire focus and energy not been so deeply targeted on the task he was about to embark on.

      “They need you here more,” the high chief snapped. “This is your opportunity to show you are truly worthy, Kardos.”

      “I have repeatedly shown that!” A snarl formed on Kardos’ face as he spun around to his father. “If they cannot accept that by now then they never will.” He lifted his sword and slid it into its scabbard. “This isn’t about their opinions anymore, my chief,” he said, his voice low. “This is about me and Shaya. I may be needed here, but I need her.”

      “This isn’t only about opinions, your decision will have consequences for our people.”

      “And what of the consequences for Shaya?” he threw back. “My concern for her isn’t an exaggeration. The people of the other Lands are dangerous. She is too mild-mannered, too friendly, too… fucking gorgeous to roam the Lands unattended. It’s an unacceptable risk.”

      “But she grew up in one of them,” he pointed out. “And she’s not on her own, I assume?”

      Kardos gritted his teeth as a flare of rage erupted in his chest. His father would never understand. He’d never been bonded to an Omega. Kardos stalked across the armory to the small blade section, grabbing a potion bottle as he laid out the throwing daggers.

      “Why did she feel it necessary to leave at this delicate time?” the high chief continued, his question almost a demand. “And if you need her so much, how could you let her?”

      Kardos could barely hold onto his temper as he applied droplets of a paralyzing potion along the blades of the tiny daggers, but he forced himself to focus—he had to be careful with the powerful liquid. The memory of Shaya stepping through that portal before he had a chance to get to her sliced hot blades of rage through every nerve in his body. He may not have managed to get to her in time, but there was no fucking way he would not bring her back.

      When the high chief finally realized Kardos was not intending to answer, he swept into the room to stand beside him. “You don’t know, do you? You have no idea why she left.”

      Kardos glanced at him. “It doesn’t matter why. She will be returning with me.”

      The high chief was quiet for a moment as Kardos slid the daggers into their sheaths and hooked them onto his armor. “And what if there is nothing to come back to? By the time you get to one of the other Lands, even with the ship at full speed, the blizzards will have been raging here for at least a month.”

      Kardos slowed. “How long until the blizzards arrive?”

      “At the very minimum, based on the most recent casts, a week and a half. If we are lucky, two and a half. But not much longer than that.”

      Kardos resumed his preparations. “Then I will be back before then.”

      The high chief opened his mouth to speak but closed it again, his eyes narrowing. “You intend to use the portals.”

      “What are they there for if not to use in these circumstances? They will ensure I can get her back before the blizzards hit. Are you intending to forbid me using them too?”

      His father was quiet for a moment. “You cannot take an army through—they are not powerful enough.”

      “Then I will take a select group of warriors.”

      “You also cannot take any of the Talent-crafters while we have to prepare for a blizzard, Kardos. We don’t have many, but they do help.

      “I won’t be gone that long.” He stalked to the other side of the armory but his father followed.

      “You don’t know where she is. And you don’t know why she left. What if she doesn’t want to return? What if you cannot find her for days or weeks? What if⁠—”

      “I will find her!” Kardos turned to the high chief, battling with his annoyance. “And I will bring her back! All you need to do is prepare the Isles for the blizzards. Let me worry about Shaya.”

      “If you had been truly worried about her, she may not have left in the first place.” The high chief’s expression hardened. “I told you you had been careless by putting her in the⁠—”

      “You have no idea why she left!” Kardos bellowed. “She could have been coerced by her sister or suffering aftereffects from the discovery journey.”

      The high chief maintained his hard stance. “Any aftereffects she is suffering is because you put her in there.”

      “I did what I had to.” Kardos forced himself to hold still as his anger twisted into a rage he could barely control. “When I brought her to you to bless us and our bond, you instead chose to put us at the mercy of the people. Your decision inspired a discontent toward her that she didn’t deserve. You could have helped then, but you chose not to. I think I understand that decision now, but you cannot blame me for rectifying the situation.”

      “You didn’t need to rectify it in that way! You are the first Southern Lands’ Alpha and Omega couple in over a century. The people would have seen how special you were eventually—they were already beginning to.”

      “There was no time to wait for that revelation,” Kardos argued. “The Discovery Mountains helped to prove it swiftly without any doubt.”

      “No. That was about the seat, Kardos, not you as a couple. Don’t deny it.”

      “I don’t. But it also enabled Shaya to show everyone just how special she is.”

      “They already loved her by then, Kardos! Many Islanders love you both. Do you know how many letters I received asking me to reconsider my decision? An enormous amount. Especially after you took her to meet the tribe.”

      “And yet some dared to attack her,” Kardos said through gritted teeth. “That kind of action does not occur without some dissonance somewhere in the Isles, you know that.”

      “I assume you have silenced that.”

      “Not completely. Anata, from my own tribe, was working with someone from another.”

      The high chief’s brow twitched. “Which one?”

      “I don’t know. Zoltan interrogated her thoroughly but she herself was never made aware of which tribe she was working for or even the names of the men who carried out the attack with her.”

      The high chief growled. “Then why didn’t you keep her alive so she could identify them?”

      “Because I wanted her dead immediately,” Kardos said, his tone fierce. “Every breath she took after assaulting my Shaya was an insult to us both. I will find her accomplices; they won’t escape either. I promised Shaya I would kill whoever did this, and I will.”

      The high chief exhaled heavily. “This kind of organized attack cannot be made to stand, Kardos. It’s not just an inter-tribe dispute. An attack on the only Omega in the Southern Lands is an attack on everything—on our way of life and our future.”

      “Agreed. But this can be discussed when I return,” he said briskly. “My presence is not necessary to make the announcement. I will bring Shaya back here and address the people, and destroy these traitors upon my return. Then everything will be as it should.”

      The high chief was silent for a long moment. “If she is unhappy, she’ll never survive here,” he said quietly as his dark eyes bore into Kardos. “She will never accept her place, and she will never give herself fully to the people.”

      Kardos didn’t respond. He already knew that and he didn’t need to discuss it. Shaya would do as expected—it was her calling. This Land was hers as much as it was his; he knew it. He saw it in her eyes when she met her tribe and in her delight whenever she traveled across Nyek. She was a Southern Islander at heart. And she was his chieftess.

      The high chief sighed, all tension draining from his body. “I know you will go after her no matter what I say,” he said, his voice quiet but firm, “but you are confirmed to be the next high chief now. You cannot pick and choose when you focus on the seat, Kardos. You forced this change upon the Lands. You have forced the announcement of your ascension and it entails an immediate requirement that must be met. You have no right to ignore that now.”

      Kardos growled viciously at his father’s words but he couldn’t deny they were true. If he had won the Year of Selection, he wouldn’t have been required to take over from his father as high chief until the right time arose—a time they both agreed was suitable. However, Shaya’s successful discovery journey meant that the current high chief had to immediately rescind the seat for the Alpha and Omega couple so they could promptly work to restore the Isles to what it previously was. Nothing of that importance could be delayed until after the blizzards or until after he collected Shaya. All the formal procedures had to be done now, and with the blizzards looming, it was understandable why his father was being adamant.

      “If you don’t prepare them,” the high chief continued, “many of our people will not have the will to survive it. Not only is it expected from the high chief, but you know the difference in mortality rates is greater when spirits are low. We are expecting multiple blizzards, Kardos, not just one. They will need your encouragement, especially now that the Omega they were all praying for to survive the Discovery Mountains is missing.”

      Kardos exhaled his frustration. His father was right and yet he could not bear the thought of spending even one moment not pursuing Shaya and returning her to his arms.

      “You know you will find her,” his father said, somewhat encouragingly. “You will certainly have the support of King Malloron, and he is allied with Emperor Drocco. There isn't going to be anywhere she will go in the known Lands where you will not be able to find her, Kardos.” He stepped forward, his eyes searching Kardos' face. “I know you are tired of having to prove yourself to the Isles, and I don't blame you. But this time, they do truly need you. Your Omega will live. They may not.”

      Kardos growled long and hard. For the first time, the responsibilities he had dreamed of attaining for so long weighed so heavily on him he could not bear it. Nothing his father had said was wrong or unreasonable. A few words of encouragement to the Southern Islanders would indeed help them during the oncoming blizzards, and there was a time when he would have taken so much pride and pleasure in empowering them in such a way, but he was desperate for his Omega. As an Alpha, he couldn't see anything more important than having her back with him immediately, but as high chief, he had to minimize the deaths of his people. And his father was right; there wasn't anywhere Shaya would go that he could not find her. His growl lowered to a reluctant rumble in his chest. “How long will this take?” he asked, even though he already knew the answer.

      “It will take three days to travel to all the Isles,” his father said. “And depending on what precautions you want to put in place, that may take another one or two.”

      Kardos growled again in annoyance.

      “You can leave immediately after.”

      “It makes no sense for me to do this beforehand,” Kardos argued. “I can go and bring her back within the four or five days it will take for me to do this.”

      “The blizzards could arrive any time after that, before you’ve prepared the people,” his father pointed out. “The casts are only a prediction. They could even come early.”

      “Even so⁠—”

      “Kardos.” The high chief’s firm gaze didn’t soften as he spoke again. “You have been very forceful about getting this seat and now it’s in your lap, you are behaving as though everything you have been arguing that you are capable of can wait. It cannot. You will be announced as the next high chief over the next three days and the least you can do is provide inspiration and guidance for your people before the blizzards arrive. If you must go after Shaya after that time, then you can, and I know you will both return safely. If you are the Alpha you’ve always said you are, prove it now.”
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        * * *

      

      “Rozalia!”

      Kardos stormed into his study, thoughts swirling around his mind. His father was right, he couldn’t let his people down, but that didn’t mean he still couldn’t be working on finding ways to track and find Shaya. If there was limited time to collect her, he needed to ensure he was prepared so that it went as smoothly as possible. After all, he would have to deal with King Malloron, who was a cunning man of magic, and possibly Emperor Drocco, who Kardos had heard was a warrior at heart. His skill and ability, Kardos had no knowledge of, but it was doubtful he was as skilled as a Nyek warrior.

      “Rozalia!” he called again as he pulled down the parchments he needed from the bookshelf.

      “Yes, my shinno,” Rozalia's voice was weak behind him.

      “I need you to make a potion to subdue Shaya,” he instructed briskly. “I need it in different formats and strengths so I can administer it without having to put it into her mouth. How quickly can you have it ready?”

      There was a slight pause. “I cannot do that, Kardos.”

      Kardos turned to her and suddenly noticed that she looked ashen. Her eyes were red and her mouth trembled in a tight straight line. “What did you say?” he growled.

      Rozalia shook her head, tears filling her eyes. “You would drug her again to bring her back here? Even now? Even after she has clearly chosen to leave us.”

      Kardos threw down the parchment, his face contorted. “She has not left us! And it would only be as a last resort. I need her back here before the blizzards strike, and I cannot risk anything happening that would prevent me from⁠—”

      “You have learned nothing of her leaving.” Rozalia accused.

      Kardos stilled. “What you mean by that?”

      Tears swelled in Rozalia's eyes she shook her head. “Your mother used to say that your stubbornness and determination were your greatest strengths. She said they would help you to persevere regardless of the adversity you would obviously face. She said it would help you to become high chief.”

      Kardos frowned in surprise. His mother had thought he would be high chief?

      Rozalia nodded as though she could hear his thoughts. “She knew you were destined for greatness, even at that young age, and I agreed with her. But I didn't expect her to be absent during your most formative years. The years when you would learn about give and take, and sacrifice, and how to treat those you care about.” She shook her head as the tears trickled down her cheeks. “I know it was difficult to lose both parents by the time you were six years old, Kardos,” she said, her words gentle. “I know you had no one, and that I wasn't much of a mother to you—I tried to be, but I couldn't. Not when we had no real tribe leader for so long.”

      “I did not need a mother,” Kardos said. “You were a friend when I needed it, and I appreciate that.”

      Rozalia shook her head again, an expression of regret on her face. “I'm not a true friend to you, Kardos. Friends listen to each other, friends are on equal footing. We are not. You are my shinno and tribe leader—and now my chief—I do what you say and argue for you and defend you, even when you behave badly. You do not want to hear my opinions or my advice when you choose not to. And as a chief, this is acceptable, but it works both ways.”

      Kardos clenched his fists. “What are you saying?”

      “I'm saying,” Rozalia began slowly, “that you are no longer the only one I must argue for and defend. You have a mate now, so we have a chieftess, and I must take her interests into account as I take yours. And I will not provide any potions to force her back here when she clearly does not want to be.”

      Kardos growled, taking a step toward Rozalia. She had shown herself to be difficult before but she had never so calmly refused to follow his orders. “So you won’t help return her to her home—where she is supposed to be?”

      “Returning her here is not my job,” Rosalia said bluntly. “It’s yours. I will not work against her. You should learn from the decision she made to leave.”

      “You cannot be suggesting that even if she refuses to return, I must let her go?” Kardos said, incredulous at her argument. “Because that will never fucking happen! I will drag her back here if I have to!”

      “I'm saying that my loyalty is to both of you, as it should have been the moment she bonded with you,” Rozalia said, her voice breaking. “And I know she would never forgive me if I helped you force her back here through the use of potions. She would much rather I use those ingredients to help our people survive the oncoming storms.”

      Kardos glared at her, ignoring the onset of her tears as a sharp realization descended. “How do you know she left willingly?”

      Rozalia’s eyes lowered and Kardos’ stomach dropped. “She asked me to help her leave when she woke up. I thought I had convinced her to stay but…”

      The fierce anger returned to his chest, revolving and spreading, uncontrolled. “So you should have been watching her closely, paying attention in case this happ⁠—”

      Rozalia lifted her hand and the sight of an empty potion bottle forced him to cut off his words. “She did something to your bond, didn’t she?” The older woman seemed to age before his eyes, her face becoming almost slack. “That’s why you’re so desperate.”

      For the first time, Kardos didn’t know how to respond. He hadn’t told anyone about the fact that there was a large gnawing emptiness in his chest where the sunshine of Shaya had been. He didn’t want to face what it meant because the feeling it inspired in him was one he had rarely felt. It was worse than anger, worse than embarrassment or feelings of inadequacy. It inspired fear. “Can you reverse it?”

      “I don’t have time to examine these remains to figure out how to,” Rozalia said, tilting the bottle. “But even if I did, I cannot use it to help you force her back here or correct whatever she did with the bond she doesn’t want.”

      Kardos clenched his fists and glared at her, unable to believe what he was hearing. “You are within your rights to disagree and refuse my orders on those grounds, Rozalia—she is indeed your chieftess too. But by refusing my instruction and being unwilling to help in any way, you are choosing to keep us apart. And that I cannot abide. Shaya cannot decide she doesn’t want the bond—it was her decision to create it in the first place and regardless of what has happened, she has no right to interfere with it.”

      “She was desperate,” Rozalia said evenly. “She left because you showed her no care. I tried to explain to her that it wasn't true, but she almost died, Kardos.”

      “She would never have died!”

      “I know that you truly believe that, but she⁠—”

      “Enough, Rozalia!” Kardos bellowed. “If you will not help, then after these blizzards pass you will be expelled from this tribe. I will not justify my actions to a potionist who will not do as instructed.”

      “I have done everything you have ever asked,” Rozalia hissed, anger flaring in her eyes even as her chin trembled.

      “And yet now, when it is about returning Shaya to me for the betterment of our bond, you refuse! When she is the only thing that matters!”

      Rozalia glared at him, her breath heavy. “Even more than the seat?”

      Kardos’ jaw clenched. “The seat matters because of our people. It doesn’t compare to Shaya. I already told you we are true mates, so refusing to help me is a betrayal to us both.”

      The hardness in Rozalia’s eyes slowly faded as she exhaled. She looked again at the bottle. “I don’t have time to examine this properly to try to reverse it,” she muttered. “I don’t even think I could. No one I know would even attempt something like this, let alone do it successfully.” A small smile appeared on her face as she stared at the bottle. “She is an extremely powerful potionist.”

      “A potionist who would be happier here,” Kardos pressed.

      With an exhale, Rozalia uncorked the bottle and sniffed it, and then held up the bottle to the light to peer at the dregs. “I think I can use elements of existing potions I have to reconnect you in some way, maybe in short bursts. It won’t restore the bond, but it might help you find her.”

      “Reconnect us how?”

      “Your bond and the potion is unique to you both. I might be able to create a potion that acts as some kind of bridge between you, but with the blizzards coming⁠—”

      “Do it,” Kardos ordered, turning on his heel to leave the room. “I want it as soon as possible.”

      “Kardos.” The strangled sound in Rozalia’s voice made him stop. “There is only so much anyone can do. Shaya’s decision to return rests solely on you, just like her decision to leave. If she is really your true mate, you shouldn’t need potions at all. You should be able to return her with just you—nothing else.”

      Kardos shot her a dark look before heading out of the room, a strange feeling twisting in his chest as his anger fled. He tried to shake it off as he climbed the stairs to his bedroom, but as he approached his empty bed, the feeling expanded.

      Rozalia had been a member of Tribe Nyek since she was born and had the same ambitions he did… to be the best. It wasn’t as though he didn’t admire her for her skill and knowledge in almost all areas, though she probably didn’t realize he did. She may not consider him a friend, but she was the only person he had ever discussed certain things with, and was the one person who had given him guidance as he developed into the tribe leader and shinno he’d wanted to be. She had rarely been wrong, and yet he couldn’t believe what she said about Shaya wanting to leave him. It felt like a betrayal that she’d even thought it. There had to be something more to the reasons why Shaya had doe the things she’d done.

      Kardos came to stop by his bed, staring at it, his entire body tense. Shaya should be lying before him right now, the blankets tangled in her arms and legs as she turned to look at him with beautiful sleepy eyes. She should be sighing into his neck as he pulled her into his arms and melting under the force of his kiss as he held her.

      He shouldn’t be deprived of her, just like she shouldn’t be without him. When he was free to go after her, it would be with all the force he could manage.

      He grabbed the pillow she always favored and pressed it to his nose, breathing in the beautiful fading scent of his little bird.

      And everything within him ached.
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        SHAYA

      

      

      Everything inside Shaya was slowly turning grey.

      She didn’t notice it at first. It was just a spark of oddness within the multitude of emotions that bounded through her as Kyus led her through a busy market in the strange land the portal had taken them to, her arm around Shaya’s shoulders as though afraid she would disappear. The noise and color of their surroundings distracted and startled her, causing her to cling closer to her sister, but within the space of a few more moments, they were stepping through another portal and into the living room of their home in the Western Lands.

      The powerful relief that overwhelmed Shaya was so strong, she could barely stand, and prickly tears blurred her vision as she took in the familiar surroundings where she spent most of her life.

      Kyus hugged her tightly and looked over her carefully before releasing her. “We have so much to talk about, but we can’t stay here,” she said, briskly. “He will find us. You need to pack your things and be ready to leave within the hour. Meet me back here.”

      Shaya nodded and headed to her bedroom.

      It looked exactly the same as she left it—simple, neat, and organized—but it didn’t seem to fit her anymore. The bed was too narrow and the sheets too colorful, the pictures on the walls too simple and carefree. This was the room of a girl, and she wasn’t a girl anymore.

      Heading to her wardrobe, she paused at the window and all thought of Kyus’ instructions left her head as a delight shot through her body. Her gardens!

      Hurriedly, she made her way outside, eager to be within her own private sanctuary once again. Maybe it would make her feel better about everything that had happened, maybe even help battle the odd feeling within her.

      As she entered the garden, she took a deep breath, inhaling in the rich, sharp, and familiar scents of the garden that she had missed so deeply. Although it seemed slightly overgrown, it looked very much the same. Her feet automatically took her deep into the thick and abundant greenery, and she noted the growth and flowering since the last time she’d been among it. She found herself at a small patch of earth where she’d spent the most time, between a bellflower bush, a fireroot shrub, and an oak tree. From this spot it was possible to see most of the gardens without easily being seen herself. She spent long hours in the early morning observing the wildlife, quiet and peaceful in her surroundings and thoughts. It was the one place she felt complete—where she was one with her gardens. And yet, as she settled down into her spot, the oddness inside her continued to expand.

      She quietened her thoughts and calmed her mind, watching her surroundings, but it wasn’t the same as it once was. The vibrancy, the energy, the excitement of being among her own patch of nature didn't give her any peace, didn't calm her emotions or settle her mind. In fact, everything felt dull.

      As she looked over her favorite place in the entire world, everything was changing to grey. The colors were still there, the animals, the insects; the environment was what it had always been. But it was greatly muted. The rich experience she once adored, the delight she used to automatically feel, was missing something, but she couldn't decipher what it was. Was it her? Had she changed that much?

      She leaned against the oak tree, as she studied the feeling inside her, resting her head on its rough bark. It wasn't like when her hair had been cut. At that time, she’d been distressed, and emotional, and distraught. It wasn't like the clarity she had when she woke from nearly dying in the Discovery Mountains. No, this was something else.

      The strange greyness inside her was expanding, but she didn't know how to stop it. Maybe it was the absence of Kardos’ bond in her chest. Maybe it was the potion she had taken, but how could she know?

      At the thought of Kardos, the greyness intensified. The last time she felt delight, and vibrancy, and excitement about anything was when she had been with him. When he was with her, giving her his attention and making her feel like she was the only person in the world for him—when she thought he cared about her beyond her dynamic, when she thought he didn't look upon her as a means to attain his ultimate goal. She had been a fool to believe anything else, and yet everything ached at the memory of his arms around her, his smile, his lips on hers, even his husky utterings of kysm eshar “little bird” when he was deep inside her. The emptiness of her chest ached with the echo of the potent force of everything he was. Her beast, her force of nature… gone.

      The sobs came upon her before she was even aware of them. And the greyness became thick and heavy inside her. She didn't know how long she sat in her garden mourning the loss of what she knew she'd never have again. In more ways than one, he had contaminated everything, even her gardens.

      Kyus found her and tried to talk to her, but Shaya had no idea what she said. Her sister kissed her cheeks and helped her up from the ground, guiding her back to the house and into bed.

      But even sleep was difficult. How had she done this before? How could she ever sleep comfortably or soundly without the purring chest of her Alpha on top of her? Without the firm grip of a large hand on her ass? Without the pure, heady scent that soothed her deep to her core? It seemed impossible now. Shaya turned and tossed, praying for sleep that never came. By the time her sister re-entered, she was almost hysterical with the idea that this would be her life. He had ruined her completely. How was she to survive if she couldn't be without him? If she needed him so desperately even to rest, how would she ever be free?

      “Shaya,” Kyus said, grabbing her arm as she sobbed, writhing and thrashing in the sheets. “Calm down!”

      “I need him so I can sleep,” Shaya shrieked, trying to explain. “I've always needed him and now he's not here. He made me like this! He made me⁠—”

      Kyus gripped the back of her head and pressed a cool cloth over her mouth and nose. Shaya breathed in a mellow, warming scent she recognized in the back of her mind—blended richwood and kerrel-dew. Immediately the scented oils calmed her, and she closed her eyes as she took another deep breath. Drowsiness came quickly and she eagerly settled down onto the pillow.

      She smiled at Kyus, barely able to register the worried expression on her face as she twisted the pillow lengthwise underneath her head and chest so she could press her cheek against it. “I like when it purrs,” she slurred to Kyus, who nodded, her eyes shining as she stroked Shaya's forehead.

      Finally, with a deep and heavy sigh, Shaya fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      The heavy greyness didn’t subside.

      Moments, hours, months, years… Shaya couldn't tell how much time passed while it weighed her down, permeating every inch of her
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