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            SINS OF HIS WRATH

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Bound to an enemy who refuses to let her go.

      

        

      
        Naya’s escape from the ruthless Alpha King, Akoro came at a devastating cost. Her people are on the brink of war, her kingdom stands vulnerable, and no matter how far she runs, the primal hunger between them refuses to fade.

      

        

      
        It haunts her. Consumes her.

      

        

      
        And when Akoro finally comes for her, his ultimatum is as cruel as the man himself: surrender or watch him tear her world apart.

      

        

      
        Desperate to stop the bloodshed, Naya makes a daring offer—one that should satisfy any ruler with a shred of reason. But Akoro is no reasonable king.

      

        

      
        He is as vengeful as he is possessive.

      

        

      
        And nothing will distract him from his need to claim her.

      

        

      
        With each clash of wills, their desire turns sharper, darker—an intoxicating struggle neither can escape.

      

        

      
        Naya refuses to yield. Akoro refuses to let go.

      

        

      
        Can she save her people—and herself—or will she break under the brutal will of the mate she can never outrun?
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        Scars of His Wrath is a dark romance set in a fantasy world and contains potentially triggering situations including dub-con, torture, and violence. Please visit my website for the full list of warnings/triggers.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Darkness smothered Naya in waves.

      In the moments it receded, a burning pain seared through her, blinding and numbing almost every sense. She couldn’t tell where she was or who she was with, only that every part of her ached. Fragmented, distant voices bled through, but she couldn’t make sense of them. Each time the pain faded, she was relieved to drown back into the darkness.

      But after a time of this repeated cycle, the voices didn’t fade.

      “Naya.” It was Mama’s voice, urgent and fearful. But that couldn’t be right… Mama was never afraid.

      Naya tried to respond, but she couldn’t feel anything, not her body nor her mouth. Confusion jumbled her thoughts.

      “Naya,” Mama said. “You have to heal yourself.”

      Naya’s mind lurched in different directions, unable to make sense of what Mama was talking about.

      “Heal, Naya. You’re the only one who can do it.”

      Naya tried to reply, to explain that she didn’t understand, but she didn’t have a mouth to speak with. She didn’t have a body to direct, yet she felt so much pain. How could that be?

      Mama’s voice faded again for a moment, and then a sudden blast of cool surged through her, soothing the pain that crowded her. Naya sighed in relief, her mind clearing.

      “Naya,” Mama said again, her voice firm. “You have to heal yourself. The wasteland’s magic has seized your body. Only you can stop it.”

      Naya sent out her will, searching for the magic Mama was talking about, and… it was everywhere. Thick and strong, abundant and powerful, it clung to every inch of her being so securely, she couldn’t separate herself from it. And it burned. It was eating away at her, causing a pain she couldn’t bear. Pulling her mind into focus, Naya carefully reached for it.

      Just like the magic in her forest, it was slow to respond, slowly becoming aware of her imposing will, but unlike her forest magic, it resisted. Wild and unpredictable, it fought her, lurching in directions she didn’t expect, or burrowing deeper into her as she tried to control it. She wrestled with it in a timeless void of darkness, and eventually with great reluctance, it finally submitted to her will.

      Naya held the magic as still as she could so she could examine it. Even though she was feeling it through her magical awareness, it was so potent and destructive it had a blinding quality to it, like looking directly at the sun—and it felt as powerful. It was intent on destroying every bit of energy it came across and was tearing her apart. If she tried to pry it away, she wasn’t sure she’d survive.

      Summoning a healing energy, she focused on healing the parts of her it was destroying, rebuilding not only her physical tissue, but the energy associated with mental and emotional clarity.

      As her healing magic began to repair, she kept a firm grip on the wild magic. It tried latching itself onto the healing magic to absorb that energy too, but she forced it into submission until she’d healed herself.

      When she began prying it away from her being, agonizing pain raged through her, like she was tearing her body apart. She grit her teeth, forcing her screams to stay in her throat as she focused on extracting the magic out of her, but it writhed and jerked, intent on staying locked onto her in any way it could. Naya clamped her mind into total focus and worked carefully, pulling every strand away.

      Finally, the potent, vibrant energy released itself and her senses returned—she could wriggle her toes, move her legs, and taste blood in her mouth. Sweat trickled down her face, and air rushed through her lungs as though she’d run the length of the palace fifty times.

      Opening her eyes, shock caught her breath in her throat. A tiny sliver of white fire crackled and revolved in the air before her, thin tendrils snapping out like a tiny, angry contained storm.

      “You did it.” Mama sounded both relief and astonished. She stroked Naya’s hair and leaned in and placed her forehead against the side of her face. “Thank the skies you’re alive.”

      Keeping a careful hold on the white fire, Naya glanced around the room. She was strapped to one of the beds in a healing room in the palace, but it had been positioned upright. Mama stood on her right and on each side stood her father’s Talent-crafters, the female Alpha twins. Strangely, their eyes were closed, as though they were concentrating hard on something.

      Exhaling a long breath and looking over her shoulder, Mama threw out, “What now?”

      Naya peered behind her to see an older woman wearing a hooded cloak, wisps of gray hair curled around the edge of her hood.

      “She needs to send it to the Wastelands.” The woman’s voice was croaky with a strong timbre, like an old bark—dry and fiercely brittle. “That is the only place it can go where it won’t hurt anyone.”

      Mama shook her head. “That’s too far. How is she supposed to send it across that far a distance? It’s basically on the other side of the empire.”

      “She is strong enough,” the woman said. She stepped closer, staring at Naya while everyone else kept their eyes on the wild white magic hanging in the air. “In fact, she’s the only one who can do it.”

      Something about her was familiar, but Naya couldn’t place it. She hadn’t seen her around the palace or even out in the empire, yet she had definitely seen her before.

      “All right.” Mama seemed to steel herself beside her. “Naya, see if you can move it. You need to get it to the Wastelands.”

      Turning her attention back to the white fire, Naya sent her will out to their surroundings. If she could push the magic out of the room, then beyond the castle, that would be a start to getting it to where it belonged. While she could always sense and control magic at a greater distance than everyone else, she’d never pushed her senses to reach across such a vast distance. It seemed impossible, but she had to try.

      Feeling the air beyond the wall, she began to move the white fire away from her. It sparked, writhing even wilder, pushing against her hold, fighting to come back to her. Its tendrils crackled across the room in a series of bright flashes and it lurched toward Mama.

      Fear clutched Naya’s chest. She opened her mouth to tell the old woman that it was too strong, and Mama might get hurt, but blood dripped over her bottom lip and down her chin. She closed her mouth and shook her head firmly instead. She couldn’t do it.

      The woman’s dark brown eyes stayed locked on hers as she moved closer to stand next to Mama. “You need to stop thinking about your magic like everyone else. You are connected to everything in this empire. Everything.” Her eyes burned into Naya’s with an emotion she couldn’t place. “Your power and reach is much larger than you think.”

      Naya grit her teeth and forced her voice out as blood poured over her bottom lip. “It’s too strong.”

      “It is not too strong for you,” the woman said firmly. “You need to change your perspective. Controlling this magic has nothing to do with strength, not for you. Use your awareness—if you are aware, you can touch. Broaden your senses, take everything in. Make everything else small and then look at the magic again.”

      Naya’s brows furrowed. If you are aware, you can touch? She didn’t understand half of what the old woman was saying.

      Mama squeezed Naya’s hand. “You can do it, Naya,” she said, her voice almost a whisper. “Just clear your mind and try. Start from the beginning, like when you were first learning.”

      Naya nodded, swallowing the blood slowly filling her mouth. Since she’d learned magic from before the age of five, it was so instinctive that she never thought about how she did it anymore. But Mama was telling her to go back to basics.

      Taking a long moment, Naya examined the tiny sliver of magic; it was jittery and unsteady, powerful but erratic. Keeping the magic in place, she sent her awareness out, spreading in all directions, ballooning to include everything in her vicinity and beyond.

      Awareness had been the first thing Mama had taught her. It was impossible to control magic without first honing one’s ability to sense it. Using her awareness was like seeing everything around her through her mind’s eye, but it wasn’t a visual sense, it was a way of feeling what existed around her. Magic existed in and around everything and had a vibration to it, like the way she could feel wind or rain or sunshine, but magic also had different moods, qualities, sounds, and textures. Depending on where it was and what it was embedded or attached to, and only Omegas could sense it like this, through their awareness.

      Like most Omegas, Naya had always focused on and used the magic that immediately surrounded her, but the Wastelands weren’t near.

      She inhaled sharply as her awareness stretched even farther, taking her mind beyond the castle and out into Ashens. She could feel the city—its pulse and mood—in the same way she’d always felt it from her favorite spot in the forest. Pushing higher, she went beyond the city and out into rural Ashens, over the mountains, past the villages, and across the border into Fengar.

      To the west, the White Ocean was a cool, slow vibration.

      “Keep going,” the old woman murmured. “Narrow your view to the landmass, don’t go over the ocean.”

      Naya drew her awareness back from the White Ocean and the countries surrounding Ashens, and instead pushed it farther to the east, across the Fengish Sea and into the southeast of the empire, across Cillford and Saderthorne, until finally, she reached the border of the Wastelands.

      Naya stilled her awareness, steadying herself. This was incredible. She could sense everything, and the world was alive and thrillingly vibrant, with multiple contrasting vibrations existing across the empire.

      Naya took a moment to acclimate to the overwhelming sensation. It was a strange feeling, being simultaneously aware of the entire empire at once. She could sense the busyness of the castle, even Papa pacing down the corridor outside her room, agitated and tense, while her forest was as slow and calm as always. The Fengish Sea was lively and swaying, while the whole country of Cillford hummed in a steady pulse.

      Naya kept her breath smooth and calm in order to apply her will. While her awareness allowed her to sense magic, her will gave her the ability to affect it. But first, magic had to submit to her will before she could control it. Simple magic was instantaneously easy for her to control, but dense, more complex magic took time. Having practiced with varied magical energies during her childhood training, sometimes alongside other Omegas, Naya had always known she had a powerful will, but she’d never done anything like this before.

      Finally, she pushed her awareness out to the Wastelands. The magic there roamed wild and free, swirling through the barren region with tremendous force. In her nightmares it was an inescapable rocky trap she could never be rid of—a torturous malevolent enemy that insisted on harming her innocent little sister and yet now… now its energy felt no different from the wildness of the ocean or mountains. No angrier than a whipping wind or the fiery heat of an enthusiastic sun. Strangely, there was something fascinating about it—powerful, deadly and majestic, not unlike her forest.

      The erratic crackling nature of the magic in the wasteland matched the sliver she’d ripped from her own body, but the magnitude of the Wastelands made it feel small; in fact, it felt tiny and insignificant. Without hesitation, Naya grabbed ahold of the sliver and pushed it toward the Wastelands.

      The white energy blasted away from her, through the wall and swept into the sky, twisting and twirling in the air. Mama and the twin Talent-Crafters gasped, but their voices felt far away. Naya focused on pushing the wild magic to the Wastelands, keeping it high above the empire, where it could cause no harm to citizens.

      As soon as it approached the Saderthorn/Wastelands border, it lurched away from her, drawn by an innate impulse to join the rest of the magic, but she held onto it, waiting until it was within the region before she released it. Watching the sliver get swallowed up, she relaxed, relief overcoming her.

      The vibrations of the empire became more pronounced, drawing her attention in different directions.

      “All right, Naya, pull yourself back.” Mama’s voice seemed far away. “Take it slowly.”

      Naya pulled her awareness back into herself, slowly retreating from the varied sensations of the empire. As it retreated, the lessening vibrations tingled just outside of her awareness, like an echo that she couldn’t hear, but she kept going until her awareness was once again limited to the room.

      She exhaled heavily, her body going limp from the effort, but then the echo surged, seeming to come from all directions.

      “Take time to calm your mind,” the unfamiliar voice said. “You need to detach yourself from the sensation. It might take some time, but breathe deep and slow.”

      Naya sucked in a breath and exhaled again.

      “Too quick,” the voice said. “Slow and steady… deep and slow. Forget everything else. Look inward.”

      Naya tried to follow, but it took a long while before she could steady her breath. Breathing deeply and slowly, the strange silent echoes softened until they were no stronger than the thud of her heartbeat.

      Finally, she opened her eyes and was shocked to see that the wall in front of her had changed. It looked old and crumbly, as though it could collapse at any moment. In a flash, she remembered the building, the brand-new building in Akoro’s land that had looked so old and been about to collapse. And then she remembered everything.

      Akoro.

      Horror gripped her, and she abruptly shifted forward, but a sharp, excruciating pain exploded on her face. Crying out, she pressing her hand to the side of her face, but that made it worse. Blood spurted through her fingers and she pulled her hand away. It was slick with blood.

      “Naya,” Mama said sharply, grabbing her shoulder and pushing her back down. “You have to stay still. The twins are stanching the bleeding and relieving the pain, but we haven’t found a way to heal it. You have to stay completely still.”

      Naya looked at the twins. Their eyes were open now and they watched her. As she shifted back into place, she could feel their magic directed at her face.

      “We need to get out of this room,” she mumbled. “That wall could collapse at any minute.”

      Mama whipped her head back and shouted, “Get Drocco.”

      Naya couldn’t turn to look, but she heard someone leave the room.

      “What happened, Naya?” Mama asked firmly. “Where have you been? Who is coming?”

      Her mind jumped to Akoro, to everything that happened; how she’d been taken, the torture, the threat to the empire, the realization Akoro was her mate, her heat, the way she’d escaped… Akoro was most definitely coming after her. “How long has it been?”

      “Just over an hour,” Mama said. “You appeared in your father’s office through a powerful portal. The whole wing of the palace looks like this now.” She gestured to the crumbling wall in front of them. “You warned him that someone was coming and then you fell unconscious. That’s when we realized that the white fire had attached itself to you and was slowly ripping you apart. We don’t know how it happened or how you got such an extensive face injury. You need to explain to us so we can try to heal you.”

      “Nothing can heal that.” The old woman’s voice came from behind Mama, but this time she was farther back in the corner of the room and Naya couldn’t see her. “It is a complicated spell I haven’t seen before.”

      Naya nodded, but then froze as pain surged and a gush of blood spurted onto her upper arm. “It’s true. It’s a magical wound.” She had to speak slowly, and even then tinges of pain clawed up her face. “He used a magical knife and carved my face, but the way they use magic is different… It’s part of their culture and based on proximity. I don’t fully understand it.”

      “Who did it?” Mama asked.

      Before Naya could answer, the door burst open and Papa’s heavy footsteps crossed the room.

      The Talent-Crafter twin on Naya’s left side moved down to make way for him at her bedside, his face contorted in rage and his body tense. It struck Naya again how much older he looked. More gray had spouted along the hair at his temples and his beard had grown bigger than she’d ever seen. He must have been more worried than she’d imagined.

      “Tell me everything.” His deep voice was tight and controlled, and there was a fire in his eyes that suddenly reassured her. “Who is coming? Where is he from and how the fuck did he take you?”

      “He took me from my forest,” Naya muttered, the shame and annoyance still stinging her at the memory. “His land is very far from us—not part of the Known Lands. It’s a completely different place. Dry. Lots of desert land. The days there are nights here.”

      “The Northern Lands,” Mama breathed.

      Naya glanced up at her, confused. She’d never heard of such lands. “What? Do you know it?”

      “We need to talk to Kardos,” Mama said to Papa.

      “We need to gather all the rulers of the Known Lands,” Papa corrected. “We all have a vested interest in this, but not before we prepare for their arrival.”

      “So you know about them?” Naya asked in disbelief, rotating her eyes between Mama and Papa. “You knew they would try to conquer our empire, and you didn’t tell me?”

      Her words snapped both of their attention back to her. “What did you say?” Mama whispered.

      Impossibly, Papa’s whole body hardened even more. “Is that what they are intending to do?” he asked quietly. “Conquer our empire?”

      Naya nodded and then froze again at the pain from the slightest of movements.

      Papa growled. “What the fuck makes them think they can do that?”

      A raspy, croaking laugh came from the corner of the room.

      “What the fuck is she doing in here?” Papa thundered, turning toward the old woman.

      “I had to bring her,” Mama said, though she sounded unamused. “I needed someone who understands the magic of the Wastelands to help Naya.”

      “And yet her face is still carved up and heavily bleeding,” Papa said tightly. “How exactly did she help?”

      “I helped her direct her power in ways she should have been learning since she was a child,” the woman retorted. Her scratchy voice was filled with the same amount of malice as Papa’s.

      She moved closer, keeping a wide berth between herself and Mama as she moved into Naya’s view. Based on the snarl on both of their faces, Papa hated this woman, and the feeling was mutual.

      “I never would have had to help her at all if you’d been more accepting of what she is and allowed her to develop her power to the full extent of her abilities,” the woman added.

      “She is the most powerful Omega in the Known Lands,” Papa shot back. “She needs no direction from kidnappers and breeders, especially after everything you did⁠—”

      “Everything I did?” The woman’s face contorted in disgust. “I fed her magic when she needed it most! I kept her, and every other Omega in my care, strong and independent. I made them realize the true strength they had, with no need for Alphas like you. I and the other Mothers kept them alive and protected for decades.”

      Suddenly, things fell into place. This woman was one of the notorious Mothers—the elderly women who were behind the disappearance of Omegas all those years ago. From what Naya remembered from history, they had hidden in the Wastelands, the one place in the land that no one would go, which was obviously why this Mother knew so much about the magic there. They’d learned how to live in such a dangerous place, even if they couldn’t control the magic.

      The woman pointed at Naya. “All you have done is make her weak. She could have been doing much more for your empire and the Known Lands, instead of being a token representative of Omegas like your wife. There is still so much she doesn’t know⁠—”

      “Anything she needs to know will not be learned from you.”

      “That is a mistake,” the woman spat. “Your hatred of us has left your child—the whole Eastern Lands—at a disadvantage for all these years, and now comes a new Land that embraces it, and uses it in a much more sophisticated way,” she said, gesturing to Naya’s face. “How are you going to fight that?” Her eyes were bright, glaring at Papa. “Since when was the sword ever a suitable challenge against magic?” She snorted, her face contorting, turning ugly. “When they come with their magic to take everything you have taken from others, you will learn the true⁠—”

      “Mother Freya,” Mama snapped, “that’s enough.” She turned toward the door again and said to the guard, “Take the Mother back to her room.”

      Papa glared at the Mother as she left, but as soon as the door closed, the palpable tension swept out of the room with her. When he turned back to Naya, his hard eyes roamed her blood-smeared face but softened when they reached her eyes.

      “I missed you, Papa,” she said softly, relief chasing the receding tension she’d felt since she’d returned.

      “I missed you, too, my fierce warrior,” he said, leaning forward to press his forehead against hers. “Now, tell me who I need to kill.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      It took an hour to tell her parents the most important parts of what happened.

      They’d moved to another healing room in a more secure wing of the palace, then she told her parents of her capture in the forest, the fierce determination driving Akoro to take their empire for his own, the size of his army, the way he used his council, his infiltration of the Lox Empire for years, and all that he threatened to do to her and their people.

      Papa wanted every single detail, down to the smells and sounds she could remember. He couldn’t help but pace as he listened, fury tense in his body, his fist gripping the handle of his sword at his belt. Mama stood still and stiff, her mouth set in a firm line and her eyes burning.

      The twins were motionless, standing on either side of the chair she sat on, focused on her wound as she talked.

      “What did you give them?” Papa asked when she’d finished.

      Naya sucked in a breath, both relieved and ashamed. He knew she’d have to have given them something to still be alive, but it didn’t make it any easier when she recounted all the questions they’d asked and how she’d answered.

      Papa nodded as she reeled off the information they had. “How long has he been studying us?”

      “It’s hard to tell,” Naya admitted.

      Papa growled. “Do you think they’ve been inside the palace or its grounds?”

      “I doubt it,” Naya said, thinking back to all their questions. “I don’t think they managed to get near the palace.”

      Papa made a low rumbling sound. “Good. What does he look like?”

      He’s beautiful.

      The words sprang to her lips with barely any thought, but she bit them back, both annoyed and stunned at herself. Now wasn’t the time for her stupid Omega instincts to emerge. She opened her mouth to answer the question, but the word beautiful wouldn’t leave her mind. How else could someone like him be described?

      Mama frowned, stepping forward to peer closer at Naya.

      “He’s… er… he doesn’t look like anyone from any of the countries in the Known Lands,” she said finally. “They wear different clothes, have different weapons, and even wear their hair differently. We haven’t encountered a culture like theirs before, and their army is enormous.”

      Mama and Papa’s eyes meet and silence filled the room for a long moment. Naya looked between them, and although neither looked particularly worried, it was clear that the reality of what was coming was sinking in.

      “He did this when you tried to escape?” Papa asked, gesturing to her face.

      Naya hesitated. “Yes.”

      “What is it?” Mama asked at her hesitation. Since Naya started recounting what happened, Mama had been watchful and quiet, as though she’d known Naya hadn’t told them everything yet. And she hadn’t.

      Naya took a breath. “He is my mate.”

      Mama and Papa both froze and then crowded closer to her. Mama took her hand, and taking care, Papa crouched beside her and slowly lifted her chin, examining her neck.

      Horrified, Naya realized he was searching for a bite mark. “We didn’t bond, Papa. You know the Omega is the one who has to initiate that. I would never do it with him.”

      “That doesn’t mean that he wouldn’t force you to,” Papa bit out. His eyes lingered on her face, and the look in them sent an uncomfortable prickle up her neck. He knew. Papa knew she had bed Akoro.

      They both knew because Mama asked, “Did he force you?” Her entire body was rigid.

      Naya hesitated, unsure how to answer. Since she’d liked it, craved it even, was it forced? Was it forced if she was in her heat? Or if she’d wanted the comfort of it even when she’d been so distraught by it? “I.. I was in my Haze so….”

      Mama turned away, exhaling heavily, while Papa growled out curses under his breath, low and threatening. She didn’t need to continue.

      “Why did he cut you?” Papa thundered, disgust heavy in his voice. “What kind of Alpha is he? Why would he cut his mate like this?”

      “He….” Naya swallowed, organizing her thoughts under the brutal weight of her embarrassment. “The cut is attached to his proximity somehow. It heals when he is near. If he were standing in this room, there would be no wound. You wouldn’t even see a scar.”

      Papa was silent, and for the first time since Naya had been conscious, the Talent-crafter twins glanced at each other. That kind of magic was unheard of in the Known Lands.

      “So he wants you with him, then?” Mama asked slowly. “He wants to keep you as his mate, even as he plans to invade us.”

      Naya starting nodding and then stopped when the pain sharpened. “Yes.”

      Papa exhaled and walked away. “The Mother is right. He is coming with sophisticated magic. We need to prepare.” He glanced back at Naya knowingly. “Have you formulated a plan already?”

      Naya lifted her eyes, her own gaze hardening to match the fury in his. “Of course I have. I am your daughter, Papa.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Before Naya could do anything, something had to be done about her face.  Papa left to find Uncle Torin while they tried to figure out a solution.

      The twins explained that while she’d been unconscious, they attempted healing the wound, but no matter what they tried, the skin wouldn’t knit back together. They couldn’t even stop the bleeding completely, only slow it to a trickle. It would take more research to figure out how to heal her. For now, all they could do was slow the bleeding down and numb the area so that Naya didn’t feel pain.

      But Naya wasn’t happy about that. She needed to be able to move around freely—couldn’t remain lying down so magic could be streamed into her face—to plan for the invasion. The twins would be needed too. As the only Talent-Crafters for the Lox Empire, their input would be essential to prepare a magical defense. They couldn’t spend their time solely focused on Naya’s injury. Yet, it was obvious that she would bleed to death if her wound was left unattended.

      “Can I apply the magic myself?” she asked.

      The twin, who always dressed in red, Rada, nodded. “Yes, but it will take much of your concentration and you’ll have to keep it bandaged if you want to move around.”

      “I can do that.”

      “Your father will need your full input if he is to successfully defend against this attack,” the other twin Kuan, who always wore black, added. “You won’t be able to help him effectively if you’re having to focus on⁠—”

      Naya waved her hand dismissively. “I will manage it. Show me.”

      The twins explained how they drew on healing magic to surround and stanch the wound, keeping it as close as possible to the cut. They were directing an incredible amount of magic into her face, just to slow the bleeding, and Naya realized just how powerful Akoro’s magic was.

      “Are you sure you can do this?” Mama murmured beside her.

      “It will take some concentration, but I can do it.”

      “Naya.” Mama’s voice was laced with warning. “You need to be looked after properly. This wound is deep. If you lose too much blood--”

      “I need to be involved in the preparations, Mama,” Naya said. “If I can’t do that, then Akoro will win.”

      Mama was silent for a moment, her mouth tight, and then nodded.

      Naya steadied her mind and instead of pulling on the magic she knew was available in the room, she sent out her awareness to feel the surrounding magic. Healing magic came from the open air; it was always softer and more malleable than the magic interwoven with physical things, but it felt incredibly weak compared to the powerful vibrations and knots of magic she’d sensed across the empire.

      Focusing, Naya gathered her own stream of healing magic, combining stronger threads she detected from the surrounding area, and then nodded to the twins. As they drew back, she willed her own stream to her wound, weaving it back and forth across the gash like magical stitches and then encasing it completely with magic, like a seal.

      A twinge of pain skittered across her face as she took over, but it settled within moments. When she shifted her attention to the twins, the magic faltered. A searing pain scored across her face and blood gushed from the wound, splattering over her tunic.

      “Naya,” Mama gasped, grabbing her arm.

      Taking a deep breath, Naya refocused and this time, she widened her awareness to the stronger vibrations from just beyond the castle. Taking it painstakingly slow, she applied the stronger streams of magic in tiny threads to her own body’s healing energy. This time, once attached, it remained secure. A tiny trickle of blood still dripped from it down her chin, and she suspected it would need to be reapplied periodically, but when she slowly moved her head side to side, the magic held.

      Naya lifted her head to see the twins’ surprised, questioning stares and Mama’s worried gaze.

      She nodded at them all, glad she could finally nod again without blood and pain. “Thank you,” she said to the twins. Unfortunately, she couldn’t speak that easily. “Please assist the emperor immediately.” The twins bowed low and left the room.

      Naya slowly stood up.

      “Naya,” Mama said. “You need to rest.”

      “I will, Mama,” Naya said. “I just want to prepare before he arrives.”

      Mama lifted a hand and pressed it to her non-damaged cheek, her eyes flitting over Naya’s face. Something somber in her eyes made Naya frown. “What is it, Mama?”

      Mama sighed, lowering her hand. “We will talk later. Go and help Papa.”

      Naya nodded and headed to the door. It was time to plan for the invasion.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “We need to build fortifications around the palace, and then once they’re tired of trying to get through, we attack them with everything we’ve got and push them into the white ocean.” Naya dragged her finger along the map spread across the table. “If we can direct them through this valley and onto the shore, archers can attack from the surrounding trees, the boats—everywhere. They’ll have nowhere to go but into the ocean.”

      Papa peered at the map. “No.” His voice was firm. “We drive them to the plains and surround them from all sides. I want their corpses feeding the soil of Ashens. They need to be spread out across the vast landscape and killed.”

      Naya exhaled and dropped her arm. Papa had been disagreeing with her strategies for the last half hour. He wanted to make an example of Akoro and his army by killing them in hand-to-hand combat, even though Akoro had the bigger army. Naya wanted to wait them out, defend their home and then, when they were tired, kill as many as possible from afar. She didn’t want to risk the Empire and the lives of Lox warriors.

      Mama, Uncle Torin, and the Talent-Crafter twins stood around the table with them, but discussion had devolved into Papa and Naya arguing about what strategy was best for Ashens. And it was a waste of time.

      “What is the point of training archers if we won’t use them when we need them?” Naya asked. “And what is the difference where they are killed? It’s all our soil. We cannot win this battle like you’ve won others, Papa. His army is determined and well trained.”

      “So is the Lox.” Papa’s glare was fierce. He leaned on the table, glaring at her. “Just because his enemy is bigger doesn’t mean they are smarter. We know the terrain, we have experience on this land. You have to trust that the Lox can defeat them on the battlefield.”

      “I know we can defeat him,” Naya shot back, “but only if we have the right strategy. He’s had years of preparation for just this battle, and he’s using a kind of magic that we don’t know how to defend against. We need to minimize risk. This isn’t about showing our strength, it is about winning.”

      "It's about both!" Papa thundered. "You're assuming this battle can be planned down to the last detail, Nayara,” he said, using her full name, and she knew then how frustrated he was getting. “We cannot rely on one strategy. It’s riskier, but⁠—"

      “I am strategizing like someone who has sparred with him, Papa!” Naya shot back. “Someone who has seen how he strategizes. Have you ever fought an army of his size before?”

      Papa pushed back from the table, his face like thunder, but he didn’t answer. Naya took that as a no.

      “Then you cannot know how much of a risk it is to fight them like it’s any other battle,” she insisted. “I know they will focus most of their efforts here in Ashens. They want to take the palace so they can convince the rest of the empire to give up. If we push them toward the water, we can trap them with arrows. I didn’t see evidence that they use archers—and they probably think we don’t because we’ve never made it known that Chief Kardos was training archers for the army. It will surprise them.”

      When Papa started to shake his head, a surge of anger gripped Naya. She spoke again before he even had a chance to open his mouth. “Papa. I am leading this defense. Me, the next ruler of the Lox Empire. I know this enemy. If we fail, it will be my empire at stake and the lives of people who expect me to rule. I will not stand aside.”

      Papa’s face contorted, and his voice rose to a roar, tearing through the room. “I don’t want you to stand aside, Naya. I have been waiting to stand beside you like this for years. But you cannot lead this if you are speaking out of trauma and fear.”

      Mama stepped forward and placed a hand on Papa’s arm. “Drocco⁠—”

      “It is not trauma or fear just because you disagree, Papa!” Naya thundered back, her voice equally as fierce. She’d almost forgotten how stubborn and proud Papa was. Now was not the time for it. “Do you think I sat trembling for my life the whole time I was there? I remembered everything you taught me. I listened, I watched, I memorized, I planned for this moment. I know you enjoy this part—figuring out how to defeat a new enemy—but I solved this puzzle before I escaped.”

      Papa straightened, his shoulders relaxing, his chest out, and the corner of his mouth quirking up. “Of course you did,” he said, pride thick in his voice. “You are Lox trained, and my daughter.”

      Naya straightened to match his stance, looking him in the eyes. “You’ve been telling me to accept my rightful place as ruler for years. I am accepting it now.”

      “Now? After rejecting it for six years, you expect me to believe you’re suddenly ready after returning from being captured? I am not trying to take anything from you, Naya, but I’ve led this army for over three decades and we’ve never lost a battle yet.”

      “You did not see his battle room, Papa,” Naya said, her voice quietening. “You didn’t see the enormous range of weapons or the weight or design of them. You don’t know how he fights, how deeply he’s been watching us, the council he uses and their varying knowledge and experience. You did not see the meticulous nature of their preparation, or the strength of his vengeance. This won’t be a battle, it will be a war. If we don’t stop him as soon as we can, he will erase all signs of us from this land until it is just hills and plains of blood-soaked soil. Then he will do the same to our allies because they helped us.” She didn’t mention that Akoro would keep her alive and at his side to watch it all. “We do not need to beat our chests,” she said firmly. “We need to win.”

      The entire room stilled, but Naya only saw her papa. He was tense, his expression unreadable.

      “I am ready, Papa,” Naya insisted, breaking the silence that was building. “You will tell the generals I am leading, and we will follow my strategy. I won’t let you down.”

      Papa kept his eyes on Naya and slowly walked around the table separating them until he towered over her.

      Naya met his gaze. It was the first time she’d ever dared give him a direct order, but this was the best way forward and, for the sake of all their lives, she had to force him to see it. But as he looked down at her, a multitude of emotions flicked across his face; fury, pride, determination, but to her surprise, at the root of them was worry.

      “You crumbled when Lili died, Nayara.” His voice was almost too low for anyone else to hear. “You took your guilt to a dark place that not even your mother or I could reach. When you lead an army into battle, you are responsible for every life—every single Alpha who has pledged to fight to the death—and it is guaranteed that you will lose some of them. It’s the nature of battle. They are trusting that I, or you, or Torin, or Mama—any of us who lead—will carry them to a victory they can be proud of because they know it will come with the deaths of men they have trained with for years, if not their own. It is a heavy responsibility that must be honored.”

      Naya didn’t break eye contact. “I know, Papa. That’s why we don’t need to put them in situations they cannot win. What you’re suggesting will kill more Lox warriors than necessary. I can prevent needless death.”

      “But you cannot prevent death from occurring,” Papa stressed. “You cannot assume that one strategy will secure a win regardless of the information you have. You cannot guarantee they don’t use long-range weapons just because you saw none. There are different ways to fight this war.”

      Naya swallowed, but held his gaze. He was right.

      “Warriors will die,” Papa continued. “Citizens will die, palace staff will die, and possibly some of us in this room, too. Death is expected by our men, but their honor is nonnegotiable. It matters. Understanding that is part of leading the army and has to be factored in to how we strategize. If they are told to fight like cowards, it not only affects their morale, they’re also not being honored.”

      Naya’s mouth tightened in annoyance. Over the years since she’d started training, the Lox had become so worshipped, it was almost as though they were an extension of the throne. Clearly, this had gone to Papa’s head. “The entire empire is at stake here, Papa. The feelings of Lox warriors have to be put into perspective of the enormity we could lose.”

      Papa was quiet for a long moment. “Our honor would be devastating to lose too, Naya. We aren’t bandits on a field protecting our food by any means necessary. We are an established culture. Our honor at this moment will be reflected in our survivors and remembered by history. Are you prepared for that?”

      Naya took a breath. “I understand.” And she did. Holding the throne and the army held an intangible weight, one that wasn’t about the immediate moment. “And I am prepared.”

      His eyes searched her face and slowly, the worry on his face softened. “All right,” Papa said, his exhale heavy. “Then you will lead.”

      Naya sighed, relief filtering through her as Papa pulled her to him for a long hug.

      For the next hour, things moved smoothly. They poured over the map, identifying areas of potential weaknesses for Akoro’s army and analyzing regions that Akoro and his council seemed interested in. Uncle Torin, Mama, and Papa each had specific and up-to-date knowledge about the regions, the Lox army, and recent reports filed with the Records Keep, so when combined, their insight helped to create a formidable plan.

      Papa couldn’t help but pace as they talked, stopping once in a while to brace his thick arms on the table and exhale through gritted teeth. Beneath his obvious anger, jangled a charged agitation about the upcoming battle that Naya recognized as a blend of excitement, rage, and irritation. Mama’s mood was somber, serious, and deadly. She saw things in a different light than the men did, and her contributions usually firmed up a blind spot. Papa paced closed to her, as though needing her soothing energy, and every so often she reached out to brush his arm or he reached back to touch her. Uncle Torin was steady as always, but even more strict with Naya’s recounting of information than Papa, asking very precise questions while scribbling notes.

      “Is that everything?” Uncle Torin didn’t glance up from his parchment. “Everything you can think of?”

      Naya stared at the map spread across the table for a moment, then pointed to several places. “Are you sure we’ll have enough strong defenses in these places to protect them?”

      “The generals of those areas will have some good ideas on top of ours,” Papa said.

      “And we’ll have the help of Kardos’ tribes, and Malloron’s Talent-crafter army,” Mama added. “They know they’ll be taking orders from our generals.”

      Naya nodded. “With them and our citizens’ help, his army will be more than distracted. It’ll be a hard fight for them.”

      Uncle Torin nodded and kept scribbling. He nodded at her answer, still not glancing up. “When do you think he’ll come?”

      Naya looked up at him, unease sliding around her chest. “I’m surprised he’s not here already.”

      Papa frowned. “Why do you say that?”

      “He was preparing to attack when I left. I thought he would be right behind me.”

      “What would have stopped him?”

      Naya thought for a moment. “I pulled white fire into his city so I could escape.” The screams she’d heard while creating the portal resonated in her mind, but she pushed the memory away. “I’m guessing that slowed him down.”

      “How much time do you think that gives us?” Uncle Torin asked.

      “I’m not sure. It could be a few more hours or another day or two. They have magic, but I don’t know how efficiently they deal with white fire.”

      “That’s more than enough time to prep every country, meet our allies, and put the empire on warning,” Papa said.

      “We still don’t know how he got here,” Uncle Torin pointed out.

      “Or how he took you there,” Kuan, the twin in black, said, annoyance flitting through her face. Tall and golden-featured, the twins were already striking women, but their serious demeanor made them even more imposing. As female Alphas—a rare dynamic—they were a constant source of curiosity throughout the empire. Yet they remained largely withdrawn, keeping company with only each other and seen only when summoned by Papa. However, in matters of magic, they never hesitated to speak up, their voices clear and assertive. “We scoured the forest for signs or residue of portals or magic, and we couldn’t find any.”

      “Lox warriors are combing the forest,” Papa said. “If they see anything, they’ll alert us.”

      “I’ll talk to the Omegas about creating a shield to protect their village,” Mama said. “If they all work together, it should be impenetrable.”

      “Tell us exactly how you saw this magic being used,” the other twin, Rada, said to Naya.

      Naya explained again how the dark red bands had worked—tightening around her hard enough to break bones when she moved away from her confinement. She talked about the way the camp had traveled with carts hovering over sand, and the way the city was protected from the white magic using boulders. She explained how magic felt closed off and unresponsive and yet extremely powerful with the ability to activate without direct input. Papa continued pacing as she talked while Torin stilled, his nib motionless above the parchment.

      When she’d finished, the Talent-crafter twins were silent for a long moment, thoughtful expressions on their faces. “This sounds like some kind of rule-based magic,” Rada said to Kuan.

      Her sister nodded. “It must be. What the princess describes is very difficult to achieve if not.”

      “What is rule-based magic?” Naya asked.

      “Magic that’s confined by certain rules and used to complete actions with no need for applied direction or interference by a Talent-crafter.”

      “It cannot be easily interfered with,” Rada said.

      “And even if someone somehow manages to, there are dire consequences,” Kuan finished.

      “That sounds like it,” Naya said, grimly. “How do you know of it? Who uses that kind of magic in the empire?”

      “No one,” Rada said.

      “Anymore,” Kuan added hesitantly.

      Both of them glanced at Papa. He slowed to a stop and scowled at them. “What does that mean?”

      “Who used to use it?” Uncle Torin demanded.

      The sisters spoke together. “The Mothers.”

      “They are the only ones who we’ve seen do anything like that,” Kuan added.

      “When?” Uncle Torin asked.

      “The shield they built to protect their compound in the Wastelands,” Kuan said. “It required no effort from the Mothers to maintain. That’s why it was so hard to create a portal from outside.”

      Papa’s face contorted. “Bring Mother Freya to me now.”

      “No, Papa,” Naya said. “I will speak to her.”

      “Naya—”

      “She only irritates you,” Naya said gently. “And you irritate her, too. We need useful information from her with as little resistance as possible. That counts out you, Uncle Torin, and even Mama. If you want to question her after me, you can. But let me get the information we need first.”

      Papa exhaled slowly, his eyes searching her face as if trying to determine whether she was up to it, but Naya kept her gaze firm. They couldn’t afford for Mother Freya to refuse to help them, and she certainly would if Papa demanded it. Both Uncle Torin and Mama nodded at Papa in agreement with Naya.

      “All right,” he said finally. “But first, we gather the generals.”
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      The Great Hall felt different.

      Naya couldn’t help but think of Akoro’s battle room and she didn’t like how the comparison felt. By all measures, her father’s display was still raw and powerful, as though the weapons on display had just been pulled out of someone, but Akoro’s intricately patterned weapons and armor, surrounded by gold and woven textures made his battle room feel more decorated and significant—as though he’d faced decades of wars that had been hard won.

      She shook the feeling off and kept her gaze on the faces of the generals in front of her as her father spoke. She took center stage on the platform, her parents on either side of her, and in the corners, Uncle Torin on one side and the twins on the other.

      The generals of the Lox Empire filled less than half of the hall, but they each commanded a unit. These were men who would—and had—defend the empire with their lives. Naya had told Akoro that the Lox army was twenty-five thousand strong, which was partially true. The active and visible foot soldiers did amount to that number, but in reality there were many factions and units that no one saw or associated directly with the Lox army; some worked in secret, some were spies in the other lands, some
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