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            SCARS OF HIS WRATH

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Bound by fate to the man she's sworn to defy.

      

        

      
        Revered for her magical ability, Naya is the most treasured omega in her parent’s empire. Her birth heralded an era of peace, and her people eagerly anticipate the day she will ascend to the throne.

      

        

      
        But finding her true mate is key to her successful rule. And no matter how hard she searches, Naya can’t find the one who ignites the profound attraction her alpha is destined to arouse.

      

        

      
        Then one night, she is stolen.

      

        

      
        Akoro, an alpha motivated by vengeance and violence, takes her to a distant land where her powers are useless.

      

        

      
        A cold-hearted king, he reveals the full extent of his cruelty, but despite his overbearing nature and growing fixation with her, he demands she help him conquer her empire.

      

        

      
        Naya refuses, and vows to safeguard her people from this savage beast.

      

        

      
        But then Akoro awakens the primal craving she’s been desperate to find. The one confirming he is her true mate.

      

        

      
        BEWARE: This story is only for those who love a cruel, overbearing, jealous hero who wasn’t expecting to find a woman so perfect who is his mate. Please see author website for full warnings.
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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

          

        

      

    

    
      Someone else was in her forest.

      A thick, muscular arm was visible from several feet away, partially obscured by a twisted, black tree trunk and the early morning mist that still lingered, desperate not to dissipate under the brightening sun.

      Naya leaned forward, peering into the clinging mist to make sure she wasn’t mistaken. The tree obscured most of his body, but based on the bulging shoulder alone, the rest of him had to be enormous. An Alpha.

      Naya leaned her weight onto her palms and jumped from sitting cross-legged to a tip-toe crouch. Swift, quiet.

      No one should be in her dark, gnarled refuge.

      How did he even get here? The forest wrapped around almost half of the palace and was only accessible from the Omega village in the lower west grounds. Far on its other side stretched a patch of desolate, grass land—Naya’s favorite spot—and beyond that, a steep, rocky decline led to the rushing Ashens River, so wild that even the empire’s strongest boats couldn’t cross. The forest was closed off from wanderers and strangers, and if anyone attempted to enter it, its trees tangled and wound their branches so tightly it was impossible to traverse farther than a few feet.

      Naya could only travel through it because of her ability with magic. At fourteen she started sneaking into the forest, and she’d never seen another person this far in, which was how she preferred it.

      Quietly crouched down, she observed the stranger for a few long moments. He didn’t move. She scanned the surrounding area to see if he was waiting for someone, but the forest was silent and motionless like always. On this side of it, the trees were less compact and easier to see between.

      Veins scattered along the stranger’s arm. She could see him from behind, his back leaning against the tree. From his relaxed stance, he must think he’s alone. The Omega village sat between the forest and the palace housed families, and it was illegal to enter the village unless you were a resident. Something about the way he held himself made her doubt he was, but the forest wasn’t suitable for hunting, so why was he here?

      The strangest thing was that she hadn’t heard or felt him arrive—no footsteps, rustling leaves, or voices. If he’d used magic, she would have detected it. The magic that existed in the forest was vastly different from the magic across the rest of the Lox Empire. Ancient and largely undisturbed, its brooding weight had personality.

      But she’d felt no sign of it being disturbed, and if she hadn’t happened to glance over, she wouldn’t have known he was there. Maybe Papa was testing her? It wasn’t difficult to figure out where she might be in the vast forest.

      From her favorite spot, she could look down over Ashens, the capital city, which sprawled in every direction in its chaotic growth to become the powerful pulse of the Lox Empire. She loved watching its moods but she no longer visited the city. For six years, only the forest had seen her with any frequency. She’d returned to it multiple times a day, battling relentless thoughts, whispering dreams, and a shame so potent, she needed to be alone in order to breathe.

      Except now she wasn’t.

      A hollow clang startled her out of her thoughts, sending a jolting shock racing to her heart. She snapped a look at the city. The palace tower was nearly visible from here; its noon chime rang out loud and clear. Naya straightened to her full height. The dewy early hours always quietened her thoughts, suspending her in a timeless peace, but it never really was timeless. And now she was late.

      Exhaling a harsh hiss through her teeth, Naya pushed her feet in her shoes and straightened her tunic. Before reporting this man to her parents, she needed to ask him exactly what he was doing here. If it was a mistake, maybe she didn’t need to report it at all—it wasn’t as though she were in any danger. But her parents would be concerned to know a someone was in the palace forest, especially with the Omega village so close. It was protected for a reason.

      She turned and strode toward him, but then abruptly stopped.

      He was gone.
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        * * *

      

      “Highness!”

      The loud whisper hissed down the corridor, harsh and sharp, but Naya ignored it. Quickening her steps, she nodded in greeting at the staff she passed.

      The footsteps behind her quickened to match. “Princess Naya!”

      Naya kept her pace. She’d never run from anyone or anything before, least of all her aide, and she wasn’t going to start now. She just had to stay far enough ahead of Gilly so she couldn’t slow her down and make her later than she already was.

      Weaving through corridors to the lower wing of the palace, Naya finally slowed when she reached the quiet, empty corridor tucked out of the view of the rest of the busier spaces. Along one wall was a row of small rooms; each held a table with two chairs. Called ‘pairing rooms,’ they were designed for potential Alpha and Omega couples to meet.

      Naya smoothed her tunic and took a deep breath, forcing down her jittery nerves. Closing her eyes for a moment, she focused on willing away her anxiety.

      “Your Highness.” Gilly finally arrived, her chest heaving and the graying bun atop her head wobbling. She stared at Naya, her face pinched in disbelief. “Why are you avoiding me? Your parents need you in the Great Hall. I informed you of this yesterday.”

      Naya tilted her head toward the closed door. “This was arranged before that, Gilly.”

      Gilly looked at the door then glanced around the corridor, realization spouting in her eyes before returning Naya. “But this can be rearranged at any time, Your Highness. The meeting in the Great Hall is the seasonal audience, and it’s already started. It’s extremely import⁠—”

      “So is this,” Naya insisted. “And it was arranged before that. I’m not going to stand here arguing, Gilly. You can either give me a few moments to do this or you can tell my parents where I am and that you don’t know when I’m coming.”

      Gilly exhaled, pressing her fingers into her palms, her face a mix of worry and fear. The emperor and empress were not a couple anyone wanted to disappoint. Naya would never normally put Gilly in this position, but she wouldn’t allow her appointment to be canceled. It was too important.

      Before Gilly could answer, marching footsteps rounded the corner.

      Gilly retreated behind Naya as three people approached, their steps in sync.

      "I tried to tell you this was serious," Gilly whispered. "Please go with them, Your Highness. Your parents insist."

      Uncle Torin, her father's commander, led the small group. He was a lean pillar of stone; gray and stern and immovable. An effective commander for her father, but boring and restricting to Naya—especially when she was growing up. Her father’s Talent-crafters flanked him on each side. While some leaders in the history of the Known Lands had groups of Talent-crafters to wield magic for them, her father needed only two. The powerful twin Alpha sisters wore identical clothing in the Lox Empire colors; one always in red, the other always in black. They were even more devoid of personality than Uncle Torin, but no one could question their skills.

      They stopped in front of Naya.

      "Your parents request your presence in the Great Hall." Uncle Torin’s concrete expression indicated he didn’t approve of having to collect her. “I’m sure your aide has explained.”

      Gilly almost broke her neck nodding.

      "I have a short meeting that was already scheduled,” Naya said, calm and professional. “I’ll follow on after."

      "We’ve been sent to escort you," one of the twins said.

      Her voice was measured, but Naya noticed the twins’ stance, the way they tensed when she refused to go. Had her parents really sent them to drag her to the Great Hall? Uncle Torin was one of the most impressive warriors in the Lox army. His exceptional skill had taken Naya years to best, but she’d finally beaten him. And it was the same with the twins. Her father had insisted she improve her control of magic by sparring with them magically, but she’d bested them too. Granted, if her parents wanted to drag her anywhere, Commander Torin together with the twins would be the most effective option, but she could still resist them if she wanted. It would be an extreme action, but so was sending trained warriors to collect their daughter.

      She refused to allow it to stop her.

      The twins were there under instruction, but Torin was their commander and the person she needed to convince.

      She stepped forward and lowered her voice so only Uncle Torin could hear her. "I have no problem with you escorting me, Uncle. But it will be in a few moments. They can wait a few moments.” She pointed at the door to her left. “I’ll just be in there for a little while. You can stand right here, I have nowhere else to escape to."

      Uncle Torin glanced at the door, and a flash of something resembling warmth broke through his stoic exterior. His chest heaved and the tension went out of his body. “This isn’t a good use of your time,” he said, lowering his voice to his scolding tone. “You know that. Your parents need you to be focused on the right things.”

      “This is the right thing, Uncle.” She tried to keep the exasperation out of her voice. “And I am an adult, I can decide what things I need to focus on. You shouldn’t be sent to collect me like I’m an unruly rebel about to destroy the empire. You and the twins have more important things to deal with. They shouldn’t be using you for this.”

      Torin’s mouth crooked in the flicker of a smile, but it was quickly smothered. “They are worried, Naya. Parents never stop being worried.”

      Naya’s eyes slid to the door. “They can worry for a few moments more.”

      Torin sighed. He moved to stand outside the door and the twins flanked him. "If I have to come in there to drag you out, it will not go well," he warned.

      Naya smiled sweetly. "You won't need to."

      Gilly watched them, jittering with indecision for a long moment, before she finally sighed and stood next to the commander.

      Naya walked to the door and took a breath to refocus. Pulling on her innate senses, she called on magic and carefully, she unraveled the magical blocks surrounding her body. They faded slowly, like body armor reducing into fine dust and drifting away. As soon as she no longer felt any trace of them, she placed a hand on the door handle and allowed a fragile hope to bloom. If this worked.…

      Opening the door, she stepped inside.

      An Alpha sat on the opposite side of a table in the middle of the small room, elbows leaning on the table, his head jerking up at the sound of the closing door.

      Lonn.

      With a sharp gaze, low-cut hair, and a down-turned mouth that rarely smiled, Lonn was one of the most talked about warriors in Naya’s father’s army. Having developed a fierce, brutal combat style, Lonn had won almost all his sparring sessions and impressed even the most fastidious of Lox generals. He had been given more responsibilities, and it was rumored he would soon become the youngest general on record if he kept impressing his superiors.

      But that wasn’t how Naya first knew him.

      As the firstborn child of Emperor Drocco, the most celebrated warrior and leader in the Known Lands, Naya had grown up training harder than any other warrior in his army. He’d bought her first sword at age five and spent years teaching her how to put it to good use. By the time she was nine, she was sparring with the likes of Lonn—young teenage Alphas just starting their training for the Lox army. But Lonn had been different from the rest. He never went easy on her once. His blows landed as heavily as when he fought everyone else, and Naya never won a match unless she’d earned it. At first she hated sparring with him, but her improvement had been swift. Soon she looked forward to finding ways to best him, and did so repeatedly. But they’d never had a single conversation.

      When she started training more exclusively with her father, she hadn’t seen him much, but his career trajectory—and the undercurrent gossip that speculated about his romantic affairs—was part of the frequent rumors that whirled through not only the palace but the rest of Ashens.

      “Naya.” He rose from his chair, his height and bulk making the room shrink.

      Naya hadn’t paid much attention to his looks before. At the age of nine, he was just another sweaty young man she had to beat. But that was before she’d officially come into her dynamic as an Omega. Even though everyone knew she was an Omega before she was born, her hormones had developed at age eleven, just like everyone else.

      Lonn had certainly developed too. His eyes swept over her, curious and thoughtful.

      “Lonn,” she responded. Breathing deeply, she took a step and held the back of the chair in front of her. Without her blocks and in a room this small, they’d be able to scent each other properly. But after a few moments, the bud of hope withered. His scent was earthy and rich, somewhat comforting and warm—it was all wrong.

      She lifted her eyes to meet his and frowned at his expression. He didn’t look surprised to see her. “Were you expecting me specifically?”

      The selections for pairing meetings were anonymous unless one of the pair had made a request. Due to who she was, she’d wanted all of her pairings to be anonymous.

      He gestured to the chair opposite him. “I was invited to attend a pairing with you specifically, yes.”

      “By whom?”

      “Your parents.”

      Confusion flooded her for a moment. When did her parents start interfering with her pairing attempts?

      “Are you going to sit?”

      Naya stared at him, wondering if she should bother to stay. She decided to be honest. “Is there any point?”

      The Alpha froze, then lowered back down to his chair, his eyes locked on hers. “That sounds like you don’t think we’d be a good match.”

      Naya shrugged. “We’d know by now, wouldn’t we?”

      At that, Lonn broke eye contact, leaning forward to shift back in his chair.

      The pairing rooms were specifically designed small so the couple could scent each other immediately. True mates would instantly recognize each other’s scent. It would cause an instinctive reaction of arousal that couldn’t be faked. Those couples were in each other’s arms within moments of scenting each other. If Lonn was her true mate, they’d both know.

      “Being a good match doesn’t rely on being a true match,” he said finally, returning his gaze to her.

      “I’m sure that’s what my parents believe too.” She sat down. “But even if I agreed, I think our union should be more about our connection with each other and less about what we represent, don’t you?”

      He considered her, his face a carefully controlled mask. “What do you mean?”

      “We hardly know each other,” Naya pointed out. “But you’re in this room because you’re an impressive warrior rumored to become the youngest new general. And I’m here because I’m the imperial couple’s daughter. It seems more like a match that would please my parents and the empire than us. It’s not exactly encouraging, is it?”

      To his credit, the Alpha’s blank expression didn’t flicker. “Unions have been made on less, Princess. One of my fellow warriors bonded with an Omega he had a pairing with last year. They weren’t true mates but he thought she was pretty and pleasant. They are incredibly happy now and having their second child.” He watched her closely. “Isn’t it better to have that than to have nothing?”

      Naya almost recoiled at the suggestion. She opened her mouth to challenge him and stopped. What was the point? There really wasn’t much more to say. He was happy to settle with a choice that would please the emperor and elevate him to a status he would never otherwise reach, while she only cared about finding her true mate. Lives depended on it.

      “Besides,” Lonn added, “it’s not as though we have nothing in common. You are now famously unbeatable on the battlefield.” A proud gleam entered his eyes. “And so am I.”

      A knock fell on the door, then it creaked open.

      “Your Highness.” Gilly’s strained voice came through the crack, quiet but pleading. “I beg of you.… The Commander is⁠—”

      Naya stood. “I’m coming now,” she called over her shoulder. She looked back at Lonn, offering a small, apologetic smile. “It was nice to see you again.”

      The Alpha leaned forward, elbows back on the table, his eyes following her, but he said nothing as she hurried out of the room.
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      The Great Hall was the single biggest space in the palace, which made it suitable for gatherings, meetings, and grand events. It was also the perfect venue for Papa to show off. The walls were decorated with his favorite old weapons, artwork of his favorite weapons, and sculptures of his favorite weapons.

      It was an overbearing space that displayed his pride in his training and the battles he’d won. Naya had loved feeling like she was entering a battle gallery, where each blade told a story of a past so different to her life experience, but as she got older, she realized how much death this room represented. She’d asked Papa why he had decorated the space that way. He told her to watch the rulers and lords and citizens who entered and to monitor their reactions. Naya learned quickly that the decoration was a form of intimidation which turned the average person amenable and honest.

      Uncle Torin escorted her to the door at the back of the hall, behind the platform that held the imperial thrones. Inside the hall was quiet with muffled murmurs, and the air was thick with a sour, sweaty kind of tension.

      She climbed the steps to the platform.

      Papa sat on his towering throne, the power of the empire contained within him. Wide and tall even while seated, his dominance hung heavy in the air. He’d told Naya plenty of times that he took these seasonal audiences very seriously and saw them as a reflection of the state of his empire. Mama sat on a matching throne. Warmer than her husband, she tended to help citizens relax under the pressure of the weaponry surrounding them, but during negotiations, she was sharp and equally as formidable as her husband.

      Naya settled in the throne between them and lifted her gaze to look over the hall. Her heart dropped.

      Despite how quiet it was, the enormous hall was almost full. Usually during these seasonal meetings, citizens from across the Lox Empire came to discuss problems and issues, but it was still unusual for the Great Hall to be so full. Unease crept into her. Something must have happened. Maybe that’s why she’d been summoned? As if she hadn’t already fucked things up enough.

      Auntie Vic stood to the right of the thrones holding a long scroll. As High Steward, she oversaw all administration, accounts, and events related to the palace and the imperial couple. She was the smiley light to Uncle Torin’s stoic gray. It was almost impossible to believe they were a fated couple. Next to her, a scribe leaned over a piece of parchment, writing down the outcomes of each issue discussed.

      Auntie Vic saw Naya and cleared her throat. “Princess Nayara Andaus, daughter of Drocco and Cailyn Andaus⁠—"

      Naya shook her head, and Auntie Vic cleared her throat again. “Welcome,” she said simply. “The citizens in the region of Saderthorne have requested your assistance.”

      Nayara glanced at Papa, trying to calm the trembling in her stomach that was turning nauseous.

      Auntie Vic lifted a hand and beckoned to the crowd. “Mr. Vargis, please come forward with your request.”

      A man pushed to the front of the crowd. Everything about him looked crumpled, from his shabby tunic to his expression. From his paler skin tone, she surmised he was a villager from the southern area of Saderthorne, a territory that bordered the wastelands.

      A cold dread clawed up her spine, a sinister whisper in the back of her mind that told her she shouldn’t have come, and it turned her veins to ice.

      “Greetings, Imperial Princess.” Even his voice was crinkly and uneven, as though it had been scrunched down and stretched wide. Held in the grip of her own horror, her breath slowly being pressed out of her, she couldn’t respond.

      He cleared his throat, his face crumpling even more, and he shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “As you know, Your Highness, our town was destroyed six years ago.” He gestured vaguely behind him and Naya’s dread clamped down on her lungs, her eyes flitting over the crowd.

      So many villagers from south Saderthorne stood with him—they were the ones filling the hall.

      “We were forced to relocate to the two other cities in Saderthorne and leave our village behind.” He paused and then stuttered out the next few words. “I-I’m sorry. I know you know this already.” He took a breath. “It has been… more than difficult. There wasn’t space for us, and we had nothing of worth to offer those we imposed on. It caused a lot of upset and anger for the city folk. Can’t blame them. And most of us were raw, still suffering from the heartache of losing our children, family, friends... our entire way of life.” The man’s voice faltered, and many heads bowed, grief connecting each person in the hall.

      The memories descended with ruthless precision. The cloying stench of burning flesh returned to her inhale, blinding white light blazed once again into her eyes. The desperate pleas and cries and wails from those ripped apart deafened her. She could see their bodies, strewn all over the dusty ground, multiple pieces twitching, smearing the dark red, congealed puddles underneath them, yet they still screamed, their brains not yet realizing they were already dead.

      And then there was Lili.

      The horror clawed at her, threatening to engulf her. Naya wanted to scream and relieve the hot shame scalding every nerve, but she still couldn’t move.

      After a moment, the man swallowed and continued, “We have finally settled into new homes, and are we coping. But the wasteland is still expanding, Your Highness. Dangerous magic spreads in the south and it is moving quickly.” The villager blinked, his eyes drifting to both the emperor and empress, before snapping back to Naya. “We fear for our new homes and the remainder of our families. The city folk are less fearful—they brush it off. They say if it was a problem, then you would already be there dealing with it. But with the greatest respect to you, my future queen, they haven’t experienced what we have. We are nervous.”

      He stepped forward visibly trembling. “We humbly request that you return with us to consider solutions for this problem.”

      Naya closed her eyes and focused inward, like her healer taught her to. Slowly she calmed her shaky and erratic breath until it was smooth and long. She opened her eyes. “I’ve already tried that.”

      Her mother’s head turned toward her.

      The villager shifted his weight, clearing his crinkled throat. “Uh. We know. But we have no other ideas to stop it, Your Highness. It is spreading faster now. From one of the cities, we can now see white bolts of wild magic on the horizon most nights. With your connection to magic we thought…. We would be grateful if you could try again.”

      Try again? Was he insane? Naya swept her gaze over the crowd and then picked a spot on the opposite wall, over the heads of all the people, and said nothing, her heart beating wildly in her chest.

      “Please,” the villager rasped, scratching through the silence.

      Naya swallowed, inhaling smoothly, and remained silent. This time, the silence extended longer than she thought it would, and both of her parents’ eyes turned to her.

      “Princess Naya,” Auntie Vic said, finally. “Do you have an answer for Mr. Vargis?”

      Naya didn’t remove her gaze from the back wall. “I don’t.”

      Auntie Vic’s voice was halting. “Will you visit Saderthorne?”

      “No.”

      The air seemed to drain from the room, leaving a dry, bitterness in its wake. None of the villagers dared speak, but their collective disappointment throbbed through the room. Naya could almost feel the harsh edge of Papa’s annoyance with her, but he said nothing, and neither did Mama.

      “Please,” Mr. Vargis whispered, fear further faltering his hoarse tone. “You need to help or more of us will die.”

      Naya kept her gaze on the back of the hall, her heart beating so rapidly, she could feel the thrum in her throat. She couldn’t answer him. He had to know what he was asking, he had been there last time.

      “Nayara,” Mama finally murmured under her breath. “Say something to him. Anything.”

      Naya swallowed again and dragged her eyes down to the man. “I tried,” she said, her voice soft. “I couldn’t⁠—”

      “The princess will visit you shortly,” Papa interrupted, his voice resounding over the hall.

      A flare of annoyance prickled at Naya, her body tightening at her father’s false promise.

      “She needs time to work on a solution.” He held up his palm as the villager began to speak again. “I know you feel you don’t have time to wait,” he said, speaking over him, “but this situation must be dealt with carefully, as you well know. The princess will do all she can.”

      The villager glanced between Naya and her father, his brows creased and his lips twitching like he still had more to say. But he bowed low, he took a last look at Naya and then shuffled backward into the crowd.

      The hall suddenly felt even quieter, like hope had been sucked out of their very bones. Naya couldn’t bear it.

      She rose from her chair.

      “Sit down, Nayara,” Mama half-whispered across to her. “They come here to see and hear from you more than us now. Just being present will help their disappointment.”

      “Nothing I do will help their disappointment or their losses,” Naya whispered back, her annoyance bright and jangling. “Why do you keep making me do this?”

      Mama frowned, leaning back to look at her in surprise.

      “I cannot help them, Mama.” She stumbled to the stairs at the back of the platform and escaped, her vision blurry with tears.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      "Naya.” Her father’s voice was at least controlled, even if not completely calm.

      Naya didn’t turn to look at him. She continued to pace, her arms wrapped around each other, palms clutching elbows. Her horror and shame ebbed away, leaving her trembling with smoldering anger and defensiveness.

      She had no idea when Papa entered her quarters, but she sensed him. His confusion, annoyance, and concern prickled along her back from where he stood in the door behind her. He’d found her in her office, but her private quarters were a series of connected rooms—from her bedroom to her personal library—and it felt like her father’s mood expanded to all of them.

      “You have responsibilities,” he said. “You cannot just get up and leave the Great Hall in the middle of a seasonal audience.”

      “Then you should have prepared me for it,” Naya bit out.

      “How were we to do that? You’ve been avoiding these meetings, Naya, avoiding us. Gilly only managed to see you yesterday by chance. At some point you just have to do as you’re told and sit through them like your mother and I do. How do you expect to learn how to deal with the various problems that arise in this empire if you don’t even attend when our people bring them to us?”

      Exhaling long and slow, Naya turned to her father.

      His thick and bulky Alpha warrior build had always towered over both her and her mother, but the strength of force it represented was evident in the success of the Lox Empire. Papa was a serious man whose fierce attitude and determination had established him as the most powerful Alpha, not just in the Lox Empire but in the collective continents referred to as the Known Lands. Even as the years had worn on, etching his features with lines, age couldn’t diminish the power that resonated around him.

      Only with his family did Naya ever see a softness to him—he loved them all deeply. But that didn’t weaken his opinion or position. The expectations and standards he held his children to were supportive and inspiring and crushing, and none could escape them.

      “Papa.” Naya wrestled with the turbulence within her, locking it down so she could try and sound reasonable. “I’m not the best choice to be the next heir if⁠—”

      “Nayara.” He used her full name to slice off her words, stern and sharp. “We both know that isn’t true. You’ve spent years preparing for this. The people know and trust you. You’ve given your time to meet with them, visit them in their homes. You’ve traveled all over the Known Lands, outside of the Lox Empire, and met with the other rulers. You’ve studied the various empires, specifically our own, in so much depth; trade, warfare, Alpha/Omega politics, merchant law, wealth management, local country laws⁠—“

      “Papa, that’s not⁠—“

      “And you are a trained Lox warrior!” The words burst from him and thundered down to Naya’s core. “No one else in the entire Known Lands possesses the kind of combat skill and magical ability you wield. It is unheard of. You know what you mean to this empire. You were born for this.”

      And yet she had still fucked up in the worse way. Somehow, it hurt more to hear the proud edge to his scolding.

      “You are the heir. No question. One difficult situation doesn’t mean you discard everything and hide. Now it is time to do what is expected of you.”

      “It wasn’t just a difficult situation, Papa.”

      “I know what it was!” Impossibly, everything about him hardened even more. “You think you were the only one who suffered that day, Naya?”

      Her fury unfurled, colliding with his. “I was the one who caused it!”

      They glared at each other, their eyes locked in raw determination. Their quick breaths were the only sound filling the room for a long moment.

      “You have three other children,” Naya said, finally. “I’m not the only one who could run this empire.”

      Papa’s response was blunt. “You are. You know the history about the birth of this empire more than anyone. Your existence represents that journey. You are my firstborn. It’s in your blood, your abilities, your talents.”

      “My talents?” Naya scoffed, her frustration twisting her anger into a hot, uncontrollable heat. “My talents don’t make me suitable if they destroy things.”

      Papa was silent for a moment, inhaling deeply as he took a few steps into the room. “You need to forgive yourself. Nothing is predictable in this life. Things like that happen.”

      “I haven’t seen it happen to you and Mama. Ever.”

      Papa’s voice calmed. “It has.”

      Naya made a face. “After you both started running the empire?”

      Papa was emperor before he found his mate, and Naya had heard and read the stories of how citizens had been fearful and rebellious back then. After her parents bonded and both ruled together, the empire thrived.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” he barked. “Are you talking about this true mate thing again?”

      Before Naya could respond, Mama rushed into the room, her usual bright, warm eyes clouded in concern. “Naya, what happened? Why did you leave the meeting like that?”

      Papa’s voice was terse. “She no longer wishes the run the empire.”

      “No, it’s not that.” Naya sat down on the chair behind her, sighing as the tension in her chest ebbed. “I want to rule properly, without getting things wrong or making decisions that hurt people.”

      “No one ruling such vast and diverse lands will get everything right for everyone all the time, Naya,” Papa said. “That isn’t the way it works. You make the best decision you can with the information you have available.”

      “I did, Papa.” She glared at him. “And it caused one of the biggest disasters in the history of this land.”

      Papa exhaled heavily. Pulling another chair from next to her desk, he sat down in front of her. Shades of silver spread from his hairline and dusted his beard, but he’d hardly changed from the man who handed her her first sword twenty years ago.

      Mama walked to Naya, who remained sitting in her chair, and enveloped her in a hug. It was the kind only she could give, warm and comforting, like she was trying to squeeze a bit of herself into Naya. The anger that had reared up wilted under its pressure.

      She stroked Naya’s hair and kissed her forehead. “I know that was traumatic for you, Naya,” she said. “But we’ve tried everything we can think of to help you cope with the nightmares and memories and depression. You isolate yourself in that forest and avoid us all… you don’t even talk to Kaari anymore.”

      “I’m still talking to the healer,” Naya mumbled into her chest, refusing to allow her guilt to build over not talking to her longtime friend.

      Mama stepped back, holding Naya at arm’s length. “Is it helpful?”

      Naya didn’t know how to answer. It had helped at first, when the grief was raw and the anxiety overwhelmed her, but now the progress was slow.

      Mama released Naya and moved to stand next to Papa. His arm automatically wound around her, drawing her close. She leaned into him, her expression soft. “Does making that mistake mean you’re never going to try again? Are you just going to avoid making decisions about the empire?”

      Naya caught her lip between her teeth and dragged it back and forth for a moment. “If that’s what my decisions cause, then maybe I’m not fit to rule. We cannot all be blind to that.”

      Papa growled his displeasure, but Mama placed a hand on his chest. “Then who is?”

      Naya opened her mouth, fully intending to say Drocan, her brother closest in age, but hesitated. None of her siblings had ever expressed an interest in running the empire, at least not to her. Everyone had been told it was Naya’s role. She didn’t want to put Drocan in a position he didn’t want, even though he was completely capable.

      “You are the only one who has such a deep connection to magic, Naya,” her mother said, when she failed to answer.

      “And it’s not just that,” Papa said. “You represent a lot to the empire. Every country celebrated for months when it was announced your mother was pregnant, and they celebrated again when you were born. They still celebrate every year on your birthday.”

      Naya stiffened, trying to shield her already jagged emotions from a fresh wave of remorse. “I know, Papa,” she said, her voice hoarse. “I know what I mean to them.”

      “And what you mean to us,” Papa thundered. “We fought for the right for Omegas to stay with their parents and grow up safely. You were the first to benefit from that, Naya. Other parents were encouraged, seeing you grow and mature. The Omega village you walk through every time you go into that forest you hide in was created specifically to give Omegas a safe upbringing with their families. It was unheard of before.”

      “I know, Papa,” she shot back, rising from her chair. “Do you think I am ungrateful? Do you think I don’t want to continue the legacy you and Mama have created for Alphas and Omegas to thrive? Why do you think I’m so worried about this? I want to get it right! I don’t want to be a disappointment to everyone who is relying on me to run the empire successfully.”

      Papa’s eyes shone with a strange fury. “You could never be a disappointment.”

      “I already am!” Naya said, her words precise and punctuated. Why couldn’t he see it? “I caused multiple unnecessary deaths of our people, Papa. You are so blinded by your expectation that I will excel that you’re overlooking that I could be the biggest danger the Lox Empire has ever faced.”

      Papa’s disbelief and fury twisted his face, like her words had been a dagger so foul, it had snuck around his defenses and stabbed his very heart. “That is fucking impossible, Nayara.”

      “Drocco,” Mama murmured, her palm patting his chest. “Language.”

      “You just need time to hone your instincts,” Papa said. “It’s the same as being a warrior. No one can run an empire without experience and training. That’s what you’re building up with every decision you make. You need to focus on that and stop trying to be perfect.”

      “I’m not trying not be perfect,” Naya shot back. “I just think finding my true mate would solve⁠—”

      “It won’t.” Papa shot the words out, hard and blunt. “And it’s taking too long.”

      Naya drew her lips in, her eyes blazing at her father. In that moment, she remembered just how much they were alike. They both had horrendous tempers, and growing up, her father had always been in charge. But she was a fucking adult now, and this was her life. The last six years might have hollowed her somewhat, but she wouldn’t allow him to roll over her opinion.

      “I know we encouraged your search at the beginning,” he added, “but these pairings are starting to take up too much of your time. I was told you’ve had as many as eight pairing meetings in one day! You ignore your responsibilities but make time to meet Alphas.”

      “This isn’t a selfish quest, Papa. I’m not doing this for myself. It’s the only way I’ll be able to run the empire.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      Mama held up her hand to interrupt the back and forth between them. “What do you mean by that, Naya? Are you saying you can’t rule until you find your true mate?”

      “I’m saying my ability to rule properly will be impaired unless⁠—”

      “That’s an excuse,” Papa said.

      “It’s not!” Naya gestured to them. “You are the perfect example.”

      Silence fell between them and her parents stared at her. “What do you mean?” Mama asked.

      “You both run the empire fairly and with equal accountability, taking on different responsibilities for the specific needs of the various countries and their people. You make decisions together and support each other as well as the needs of the Lox Empire as a whole.”

      “You can do that alone, Naya,” Papa said.

      “But you didn’t,” Naya shot at him, her eyes blazing. “You ran the empire with an iron grip until Mama came along, and it was only then that our people began to respect and thrive under your rule. You benefited from her presence and so do our people. Now you both rule instinctively, harmoniously, with the same goals and drive and purpose. Why wouldn’t I want that with someone? Why wouldn’t you want that for me?”

      Her words had an impact this time.

      Mama’s shock left her open-mouthed and swaying, while Papa scowled up a storm—which meant he was thinking about what she said.

      Individually her mama and papa had their strengths and achievements. Papa was known to be a fierce and unforgiving emperor who created the first army of Alphas, who’d taken over the Eastern Lands, and returned Omegas to the population after Omega children had been disappearing from across all of the Known Lands for over 100 years.

      Mama was completely beloved by the people. Citizens respected her father’s order and regime, but it was her mother they adored. She was the first Omega who had officially reappeared, which made it safe for other Omegas to do so. She could do no wrong and was held up as the standard of what an Omega should be. It was an accurate assessment because she was indeed beautiful and kind and fair. Omegas flocked to her from all over the Known Lands for her support and protection and guidance. Her people were proud of her.

      But her parents couldn’t deny that they had achieved an enormous amount of respect and admiration for their actions as a couple. They balanced each other and that reflected on the health and prosperity of the empire. Their ruling decisions were fair, clever, and considerate. The empire had enjoyed a significant growth in wealth, trade, and education since their rule began. Life was peaceful, with less crime and more opportunities. The number of families and birth rates had increased exponentially, citizens were happier, and they united around a cultural identity with an Alpha and Omega ruling couple at its heart.

      It also helped that her parents were revered for their obvious love and adoration for each other. Sometimes it was just the way they looked at
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