
  
    [image: Storms of His Wrath]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Note

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Also by Zoey Ellis

      

      
        About Zoey Ellis

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Storms of His Wrath

        Copyright © 2025 by Zoey Ellis. All rights reserved.

      

      

      

      
        
        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

      

      

      
        
        The right of Zoey Ellis to be identified as the author of this book has been asserted by the author in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patent’s Act, 1988. All rights reserved. Except for use in review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part, by any means, is forbidden without written permission from the author.

      

      

      

      
        
        This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by any way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the author’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

      

      

      

      
        
        First Edition: June 2025

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            STORMS OF HIS WRATH

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Bound to the storm of his obsession.

      

        

      
        Torn from Akoro's palace, Naya awakens in a hidden world that shatters everything she thought she knew about her brutal Alpha King.

      

        

      
        Their bond hanging by a thread, Akoro will stop at nothing to bring her back. Not ancient secrets, not the Omegas who shelter her, not even Naya's own devastating rejection—will keep him from what belongs to him.

      

        

      
        As a deadly magical storm barrels toward his kingdom, their passion burns hotter than ever.

      

        

      
        Each time he claims her, Naya faces an impossible choice: surrender to the Alpha who ruins her with obsession, or walk away forever to protect the empire that depends on her.

      

        

      
        Time is running out. The storm is coming. And Naya must decide—will she surrender to the Alpha who refuses to let her go, or claim the crown she was born to wear?
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      Akoro stood rooted to the spot, the world slowing to a terrible crawl.

      Naya stood at the center of the maelstrom, her sapphire ceremonial gown billowing as though caught in a windstorm, her copper hair whipping around her face. Her eyes were wide open, her hand extended, the stone clutched in her fingers, its blue glow now a blinding beacon that seemed to distort the air itself.

      Then the light imploded, snapping inward with such force that it knocked the breath from Akoro’s lungs. A vacuum of sound deafened him in a terrifying moment of suspended time… and then nothing.

      Where Naya had stood, there was only empty space. His Omega gone.

      Shock stunned him for a heartbeat. Then rage exploded through his veins.

      “Naya!” The bellow tore from his throat, a sound of such primal fury that his soldiers recoiled, dropping their gazes. He surged forward, crossing the roof in powerful strides, reaching the spot where she disappeared. His hands grasped at nothing, sweeping through the air as if he could tear through whatever veil had swallowed her.

      But there was just emptiness. Nothing remained, not even the faintest trace of her scent. No residual heat on the floor.

      Akoro whirled, his eyes wild, heart hammering against his ribs. This wasn’t possible. She couldn’t just vanish, yet the magic that surrounded her was unlike any he’d ever seen—not like the portals they used in the sand drifts nor like the wild magic.

      Rage battled with a clawing dread in his chest. But beneath the fury churned something colder, more insidious—dread. If it was a portal, she could be anywhere, and if it wasn’t, she could be… dead. Fuck. Fuck! Everything in him erupted and he roared, a harsh burn flaring in his chest as his deafening bellow shook the roof. He should never have fucking allowed this! He should have trusted his instincts to keep her from tampering with something so dangerous. She had no idea what she was dealing with, and he’d let his guard down because she’d looked at him with such hope in her beautiful eyes. But this had always been dangerous and he was her Alpha. He was supposed to protect her!

      He turned to his council, the group of them standing frozen at the edges of the roof, their faces masks of shock and disbelief.

      “What was that?” he demanded, striding toward them, each footfall a thunderous impact on the stone.

      No one spoke. Their silence fed his rage.

      “I said, what the fuck was that?” He loomed over them, his shadow falling across their faces. “Where is she? Where did it take her?”

      Tshel was the first to recover, stepping forward with her hands raised as if to calm a wild beast. “My king, we’ve never seen anything like this before. Never. I don’t know⁠—”

      “Then what use are you all?” he snarled.

      Ranin cleared his throat, his usual diplomatic demeanor strained. “Magic shouldn’t be able to enter the city at all, my king,” he said, his voice tight with disbelief. “That’s what the nnin-boulders are for. They’ve protected us for generations. This shouldn’t be possible.”

      “And yet it happened,” Akoro thundered, his patience fraying. “Right here on my palace grounds.” He paced, his ceremonial robes swirling around him like a storm cloud. “We aren’t even able to use portals within the city, we have to travel to the sand drifts to use one. So tell me how someone else has that ability within my fucking palace?”

      The council exchanged glances, worry etched deep on their faces. Nanaek stepped forward, her brows drawn “Could our security be compromised?” she asked the others. “If someone can bypass the boulders...”.

      “Impossible,” Nrommo snapped, but there was a flicker of uncertainty in his eyes.

      Oppo turned to him, his voice quiet but sharp. “Not impossible, since we just witnessed magic the boulders didn’t prevent.”

      Nrommo’s mouth tightened but he didn’t respond.

      “Whoever controls this magic must be incredibly powerful,” Oppo continued, turning back to Akoro, who noticed his brother’s panicked look. He looked alarmed, more than Akoro had ever seen before. “Which means they’re a significant threat…,” he spoke forcefully. “They’ve clearly targeted the princess, and they’ve bypassed our entire security to do it.”

      “Her parents,” Ranin said slowly. “Her empire. Could they have found a way to take her back?”

      Akoro stilled, the possibility taking shape in his mind. They were the only ones who wanted her back badly enough. They had most likely been searching for her since she left with him. Had they found a way to breach the city? He knew they were desperate to get her back, but did they have that level of power?

      His hands clenched into fists at the idea they thought they could simply take her back, that they could steal what was his. But a sliver of doubt wedged into his thoughts, becoming so wide he had to address it. “They would need intimate knowledge of our city’s defenses and how the Sy Dynasty uses magical tools to steal her,” he said, his voice low. “They couldn’t have developed that in such little time, and we know no one has disturbed the portals since we’ve come back.”

      “Right,” Nrommo nodded in agreement. “During our reconnaissance of their empire, we found no evidence they have any understanding of our magic.”

      Akoro found little comfort in eliminating them as the culprit. If it wasn’t her family, then who? And what did they want with his Omega? His gaze swept over his council, noting each reaction, each shift in posture. And then he realized—Prillu hadn’t spoken. She stood slightly apart from the others, her face gaunt, her eyes still fixed on the spot where Naya had vanished.

      “Prillu.” His voice cut through the tense silence, her name a command.

      She didn’t respond immediately and when she did, her voice was hollow, distant. “The magic was too sophisticated to be anything other than ssukkǔrian, my king,” she said.

      Silence pressed down like a weight over the council, unease shifting their bodies.

      “It had to be the stone,” Prillu said, almost to herself. “It must have transported her.”

      Akoro went perfectly still, a deadly calm descending over him. He took a step toward her, then another, until he towered over her. “The stone you gave her,” he said, the words landing heavily. “Why would you give my Omega an active stone to experiment with?”

      Fear flickered across Prillu’s face, but there was something else there too—not guilt, but something close to shock. Her bewilderment gave him pause; he’d never seen such an expression on Prillu’s face.

      “I checked it myself.” She swallowed, her voice breaking slightly. “There was no activity in it.” Her large eyes were haunted, filled with genuine alarm. “It was dormant, my king. I wouldn’t have risked something happening to the princess⁠—”

      “Even though she is to blame for your sons’ injuries?” Akoro asked, his voice deep and biting. “Even though your anger with her about that never faded?” As he spoke, disappointment twisted in his stomach. He had believed her when she said she’d uphold her vow, but maybe he’d been too trusting.

      “No! No, my king. I didn’t plot against her. I was hoping for her success.” Prillu’s large eyes were bright and piercing, her throat drawing in a swallow. “Of course I was angry about what happened to my sons, but the princess’s control of magic and her ability to end our struggle with it is the only way they will have a safe life here in Tsashokra. I would never plot against that possibility.”

      Akoro studied Prillu with predatory intensity, his eyes tracking every minute shift in her wild expression. Something in her desperation cut through his doubt—the slight tremble of her hands, the uncharacteristic widening of her eyes, the raw edge to her voice. His rage still burned hot and savage in his chest, but his instincts, honed from years of detecting deceit, told him she wasn’t lying. The realization lifted a small weight of relief from his chest while deepening the dread that Naya was in real danger. “Where did you get the stone?”

      “It was from a new batch,” she explained. “That’s why I picked it. There were unlikely to be any mistaken active stones from there.”

      “Where did this batch from?” Oppo asked.

      “Ntorkkan.” As she spoke, Prillu’s expression changed to one of realization. “From Soge Otenyo’s district.”

      Otenyo. The same soge who had demanded Naya’s punishment for the city’s devastation; who had lost a vote challenging Akoro’s authority; who had been furious enough to attempt an ambush on their journey to the Omega forest.

      Silence fell over the rooftop, heavy and charged.

      If the districts were plotting against the Sy Dynasty using tools that could not be detected, then they were already more powerful than anyone realized.

      “But how could they deliberately target the princess that way,” Tshel asked, doubt in her tone. “How could they know the princess would have ended up with that stone?”

      “Yes, it’s unlikely,” Ranin said.

      “Or it’s very sophisticated,” Akoro growled. “What we have seen goes against everything we know about magic and our city. We cannot underestimate whoever did this.” He looked over them all and his eyes landed on Nrommo. “Gather a small troop,” he ordered. Turning sharply on his heels, his ceremonial robes billowed as his voice cut across the roof, sharp and tense. “We’re traveling to Otenyo’s district.”
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      The pain struck first, raw and merciless across Naya’s face, then came the blood, hot and fast, spilling down. A circle of Omegas tightened around her, their expressions shifting from suspicion to alarm at the blood spurting through the fingers she pressed against the wound.

      One of the Omegas to her right spoke, her tight voice carrying through the canyon. “It’s a nnol ttaehh mael.”

      Naya didn’t recognize the words, but gasps shot out into the air from around the circle, horror transforming all the Omegas’ faces. She tried to organize her thoughts, the pain worsening with each second. “I-I need to….” She automatically reached for her awareness to access magic to stanch the wound.

      As soon as she accessed it, it jumped outward in every direction, and shock hit her. Powerful magic was embedded in the entire canyon—from the river that flowed through it, to the high walls—all of it pulsed with a slow, heavy thrum. She hadn’t originally noticed the magic surrounding them, which reminded her of the magic in her forest.

      The crystal at the top of the tall Omega’s staff began to gleam, as though it had been hit by sunlight. All of the Omegas stopped moving at the sight of it.

      “Stop that,” the tall Omega said sharply to Naya. “Are you trying to kill us all?”

      Was that crystal gleaming because of her?

      “Stop accessing magic,” the tall Omega said again. “You don’t need it to heal, we will do that for you.”

      Naya hesitated for a moment and then reined in her awareness, pulling it back like she would a physical limb. The crystal’s light dimmed instantly, and the Omegas visibly relaxed, though wariness remained in their stances. Naya kept her eyes on the crystal. She’d never seen anything like it. In her land, it took application of will or language to move or affect magic. How could this crystal merely sense an awareness? And why had they all tensed?

      The tall Omega, who appeared to be the leader, barked orders to the others, and suddenly hands were on Naya’s arms, steadying her. The lead Omega strode forward until she was directly in front of Naya, her dark eyes scrutinizing Naya’s face. “How did you get this wound?” she demanded. “You are not an Omega of the ssukkǔrian. Who did this to you?”

      Naya stared at her. They were speaking the Common Tongue. She leaned back slightly, her thoughts whirling, realization creeping over her. She didn’t know anything about these Omegas. From everything Akoro said, she’d thought they’d been abandoned and discarded, left to fend for themselves against dangerous magic that was destined to kill them. Yet here they were armed with weapons in a beautiful, magic-laden canyon that no one in Akoro’s council had listed on any of the maps. They spoke the Common Tongue, and their use of magic was sophisticated, especially if they were ones who’d brought her here. And if they had, they were no different from Akoro when he kidnapped her. She had to be careful. Just because they were Omegas, who she’d assumed were destitute and in need of her compassion and help, didn’t mean they were friendly.

      She opened her mouth to ask a question, but a wave of dizziness lurched through her—a floaty disorientation that made the world tilt and sway.

      “She’s losing blood,” the tall Omega said. “Bring her to the healing caves. Quickly!”

      The group of Omegas half-carried, half-guided Naya into the winding canyon, their movements swift and efficient. Naya tried to take in her surroundings, to gauge where she was being taken, but the pain in her face was too distracting. It didn’t seem as bad as when she’d been back home, but blood already poured down her arm and dripped off her elbow. Huge stone walls on the right gave way to a hidden entrance—a narrow fissure in the rock face, barely visible unless one knew exactly where to look.

      Inside, the air was cool and the sound of running water echoed off stone walls. The Omegas led her deeper, their steps confident in the dim light that filtered through cracks in the ceiling. The cave opened into a larger chamber, where pools of clear water gleamed in natural stone basins, steam rising from some in gentle, billowing clouds.

      In the center of the cave stood a flat stone platform and surrounding it were shelves carved directly into the rock walls. The shelves were laden with clay jars of varying sizes, bundles of dried herbs, and rows of instruments crafted from what appeared to be bone, clay, stone, and other materials she couldn’t identify.

      “Place her there.” The leader pointed to the platform.

      They guided Naya onto the cool stone surface, the sensation grounding her momentarily through her dizziness. Above her there were crystals embedded in the cave ceiling refracting what little light filtered in, casting a kaleidoscope of colors across the shadowy stone walls.

      The Omegas moved with practiced precision around her. One pressed a cloth to her face to stem the bleeding while another gathered items from the shelves. A third kindled a small fire in a stone basin nearby, the flames casting dancing shadows across their solemn faces.

      “How are you going to heal me?” Naya asked, her voice sounding weaker than she realized.

      The leader approached, her expression grave as she leaned over her. “Who gave you the nnol ttaehh mael?” she asked again, ignoring Naya’s question.

      Naya held her gaze without flinching. She was a striking woman with features that commanded attention. High cheekbones stood prominent beneath fierce amber eyes that held both wisdom and ferocity. Her skin, a dark sand color similar to Akoro’s, bore intricate markings along her temples and jawline, not scars, but deliberate patterns that enhanced rather than marred her beauty. Her hair, pulled back in dozens of tight braids interwoven with small beads of bone and stone, framed her face like a warrior’s crown.

      “Was it King Sy?” she added.

      Naya’s expression grew weary. “Tell me why—” She stopped abruptly, alarmed to feel blood filling her mouth. just like it had when she escaped back home. Was she as far away in this canyon?

      Another Omega in flowing cream-colored robes stepped forward, her hands cradling a wooden bowl filled with a paste that smelled of herbs and mineral-rich earth. “I have the paste,” she said, looking closely at the wound. “And I’ve brought the knife.”

      The leader nodded. “Good. Prepare her.”

      Two Omegas moved to hold Naya’s shoulders, pressing their weight down on her chest. Another positioned herself at Naya’s head, forearms gently but firmly framing her head to keep it still, while hands secured the base of her skull.

      “What are you doing?” Panic surged through Naya, and she struggled against their hold.

      “Be still,” the leader commanded, her voice calm but authoritative. “The nnol ttaehh mael is no ordinary wound. It is bound to the one who gave it to you. The farther you are from them, the worse it becomes.” Her eyes were piercing as she leaned in. “If we don’t sever the connection, you will bleed to death.”

      Naya’s heart pounded against her ribs. The memory of Akoro’s blade against her skin flashed through her mind—the strange coolness that followed the pain, and the way the wound had healed completely in his presence. “How do you do that?”

      No one answered. Another one of the Omegas approached, holding a dagger that sent chills through Naya’s core. Its curved blade was similar to the one Akoro had used.

      The robed Omega with the bowl scooped out some of the paste and applied it carefully to Naya’s face. A tingling sensation accompanied the searing pain.

      “Hold her steady,” the leader instructed, bringing the dagger close. She looked at Naya. “This will be painful, but it’s necessary. We’re not trying to harm you.”

      Before Naya could protest further, the tip of the blade pressed against her cheek, exactly where Akoro’s cut began. White-hot agony exploded across her face as the Omega dug the blade in and drew it along the path of her wound. Unlike Akoro’s cut, which had been followed by cool relief, this was excruciating—as if the knife tore through not just her face but through her entire body.

      Naya screamed, the sound echoing off the cave walls. The Omegas held her firmly as she writhed against their grip. The leader made a second cut, a little higher than the first, again following the path Akoro’s blade had taken. The pain intensified, tears streaming from Naya’s eyes, mingling with the blood on her cheeks. Her vision darkened at the edges, consciousness threatening to slip away.

      “One more,” the leader said, her voice sounding distant through the haze of pain. “Stay with us.”

      The third cut was the worst—a line of fire that seemed to burn through Naya’s very being. Her scream burned her throat, tearing out of her and echoing against the stone walls around them.

      And then, abruptly, the pain stopped.

      Her screams faded to a whimper as her strength ebbed, her body going limp beneath their hands. A strange, pulsing tightness throbbed at her cheek. Through tear-blurred eyes, Naya saw the leader wiping the blade clean. Someone also gently wiped her face, the herby scent and metallic smell of her blood mingling in the air.

      “Give her the draught,” the leader said quietly.

      An Omega approached with a small cup, the liquid inside giving off a sweet, floral aroma. The hands that cradled her head, lifted the cup slightly as the rim pressed against her lips.

      “Drink,” the leader said. “It will help with the pain and help your body heal.” The liquid was cool and surprisingly sweet, with undertones of herbs and honey. It slid down Naya’s throat, spreading a soothing warmth through her chest and limbs.

      “Now rest,” the leader said, her tone gentler. “The nnol ttaehh mael has been broken, but your body needs time to recover.”

      As the draught took effect, Naya’s mood lifted. An urgent brightness washed over her, soothing her mind and relaxing her body. The pain was gone and with nothing serious to worry about, why not be happy and in good spirits? She smiled at the leader, who watched her cautiously.

      It wasn’t unusual for Omegas to be considered beautiful, like this one, but this leader had a different kind of beauty. She seemed strong and practical, like Mama. Tough and forceful like Mother Freya. “Why are you so tall?” Naya asked, her voice sounding strange to her own ears.

      The woman leaned forward, her eyes searching Naya’s face. “What is your name?” she asked slowly.

      “Naya.” Naya blinked then frowned. “No… I-I am Princess… Princess Nayara Andaus, first daughter of Drocco and Cailyn Andaus.” She took a breath, her voice becoming weaker, words coming slower. “Heir to the Lox Empire, Guardian of Omegas, Keeper of Peace.”

      “That is a big title,” the leader said. She scrutinized Naya for a long moment. “What are you doing here?”

      “To help. To… to help my people. To find something to stop the magic….” Her voice petered out but the leader continued to stare at her.

      Naya gazed back her and noticed a very thin horizontal line across the leader’s neck, faded but a little darker than her skin. The Omega in the light-colored robes moved to the leader’s side and spoke to her quietly. She also had a thin mark across her neck. Naya turned her gaze to the rest of the Omegas moving around the chamber and speaking in low voices. From what she could tell, they all had a similar scar.

      For some alarming reason, that made her giggle. Why did they have identical marks across their necks? Did all these Omegas swap heads at some point? Is that why the leader was tall? Had she stolen the body of a Beta?

      She laughed heartily at the absurdity of her thoughts, the sound of her laughter echoed through the cave, her face feeling crinkly and tender. The Omegas ignored her.

      Within moments, her hilarity fled as though it hadn’t ever existed. Naya blinked, trying to organize her thoughts. The draught they gave her was affecting her mood and her mind. Her limbs grew heavy, her thoughts sluggish. Through half-lidded eyes, she watched the Omegas. The leader and the robed Omega finished speaking and both moved out of Naya’s line of sight. Two Omegas positioned themselves near the entrance, weapons at the ready—guards, she realized, distantly. Was she their prisoner?

      Nothing made sense. These women—these Omegas—treated her wound, yet were they now keeping her captive? They spoke of Akoro with contempt when she’d arrived, accusing him of harming them, yet Akoro had told her the Omegas had been banished and that he had nothing to do with them. Who was telling the truth?

      Her mood sobered into a strangely somber discontentment. She glanced down at herself, and dismay washed over her at the sight of her beautiful ceremonial gown. The sapphire blue fabric was stained dark with blood, the intricate gold embroidery ruined.

      She touched her cheek gingerly. The skin felt tight and raw, and in the middle of her cheek, running the length of the wound, she felt a raised edge; the beginning of a fresh scar. Somehow they had not only stopped the bleeding but closed the wound completely, removing Akoro’s attempt to keep her close.

      A strange feeling kindled in her. She should be happy about that, and yet she would have preferred if he had removed it himself.

      Her mind drifted to the ceremony this morning. The reverence she felt from everyone in the Throne Court. The enthusiastic faces of Akoro’s people. His commanding presence on the throne. He seemed so different there, surrounded by his subjects—not the cruel captor who had taken her from her forest, but a ruler beloved by his people.

      And now she was here, among the very Omegas his society had banished. Women who seemed both fierce and competent, yet looked at her with a mixture of suspicion and curiosity.

      Had he lied about them? Or were they deceiving her?

      Dread settled in her stomach, cold and heavy. Just when she’d thought she was beginning to understand Akoro, to see beyond the harsh exterior to the man beneath, everything was now thrown into question once more.

      The sweet draught finally pulled her deeper toward unconsciousness, her thoughts growing more disjointed. As darkness claimed her, one thing seemed certain—nothing in this land was as it seemed, and no one’s truth could be trusted completely.
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      The weight of Akoro's battle armor pressed against his skin with brutal familiarity. Black metal plates encased his broad chest and shoulders, the steel cold despite the heat beginning to build outside. Dark leather strips reinforced with metal guarded his thighs and forearms, the material supple yet unyielding—much like the fury pulsing through his veins.

      This wasn't ceremonial attire meant to inspire or impress. This was the armor of conquest, of blood and vengeance. Of hunting what belonged to him.

      He strode from his chambers toward the stables, his boots echoing against the stone corridors. Every step carried the weight of barely contained violence. His Omega had vanished in a blaze of magic, torn from him by forces he didn't understand.

      His nnirae waited in the stables, already prepared. The massive creature turned its head at his approach, nostrils flaring as it caught his scent. Restless energy rippled beneath its beige hide—the beast sensed his mood, responding to the tension radiating from him.

      He heard footsteps behind him and knew without turning whose they were. Nrommo's boots struck the ground with military precision, which mirrored the battle chief's rigid posture. "I've already ordered preparations for the troop, my king. We should discuss strategy before⁠—"

      “No.” The word cut through the air as he adjusted his riding gloves with sharp, aggressive movements. Recognizing the finality in Akoro’s tone, Nrommo nodded and left.

      Heavy footsteps announced another arrival. Oppo led his own nnirae into the grounds, positioning the beast beside Akoro's. Minimal armor covered his broad frame, but determination etched every line of his features. "I'm coming with you."

      Akoro studied his brother's face—the squared shoulders, the set jaw, the unwavering gaze. He'd rarely seen Oppo so resolute, and a familiar spark of jealousy ignited in his chest. His brother's connection with Naya always stirred something primal within him.

      Oppo seemed to sense it. "When you told me you were taking an Omega from the Lox Empire, I vowed I would ensure her health and safety," he said, his voice carrying an intensity Akoro rarely heard from him. "Even though she was your prisoner, I was always trying to make sure she was looked after."

      "This isn't your responsibility, Oppo⁠—"

      "It's all of our responsibility." Oppo's tone sharpened. "She is an Omega. We should all be ensuring her well-being. If she needs healing when you find her, what do you plan to do?"

      The question gave him pause. As much as he hated admitting it, Oppo understood Omegas in ways he never would. Right now, Naya's safety mattered more than his possessive instincts.

      “Fine,” he uttered, turning back to his nnirae.

      By the time Prillu arrived, a small troop of his army stood assembled and ready. The diplomat's movements carried rigid unease as she approached, her professional mask barely concealing apprehension.

      "My king. Before we depart, we should discuss how to approach⁠—"

      "No. We leave now." Akoro swung himself onto his nnirae with fluid grace. "I won't delay our departure with needless planning."

      "Charging into Otenyo's district with armed warriors will be seen as direct provocation," Prillu warned. "The alliance between districts is already fragile after the presence of nnin-eellithi in the city. Otenyo’s district won’t survive your force, and the storm it will cause will spread beyond Ntorkkan.”

      “Then let it,” Akoro said, the words a blade.

      Prillu’s posture shifted, shoulders drawing tight. “That’s not a king speaking, that’s an Alpha with a wound.”

      Fury surged, hot and immediate, but Akoro held it. He glared at her—tense and silent. The old Prillu would have said something like this. He used to welcome it, because she never lied to him.

      And she wasn’t lying now.

      Yes, he wanted blood. That part was simple. But there was another part of him that was quieter, colder. A part of him that had learned patience, the same part that had patiently planned the Lox invasion over years.

      His jaw clenched, but the fury didn’t leave him. It just changed shape—folded inward, sharp and waiting “We’ll strategize as we ride.” Prillu nodded, and they moved to their mounts and prepared to leave.

      He led the procession from the palace grounds, the thunderous rhythm of nnirae feet matching the furious beating of his heart. Oppo rode beside him, keeping pace effortlessly despite the punishing speed Akoro set.

      "Starting a war with Otenyo is worth it if they've taken Naya," Oppo said, his voice low, “but you must be sure before you act."

      Akoro didn’t answer. If she had been taken by Otenyo, he’d make sure there was nothing left of Ntorkkan to remember.

      His jaw locked as they rode through the city. Streets blurred past, citizens pressing against walls, ducking into doorways, eyes wide with alarm. Their faces reflected the same expressions he'd witnessed during his father's reign—the terror of their ruler's unpredictable wrath. He'd sworn never to make them look that way under his rule. And yet here he rode, armor gleaming, dragging a troop across the desert. He would tear down the fragile peace between districts, risk civil war, all because one Omega had vanished.

      No.

      Not one Omega. Her.

      Copper hair. Defiant eyes. A body that yielded beneath his hands. The silence she'd left behind was vast, gnawing, and unbearable. The only woman who had ever made him hesitate.

      He'd promised his people stability. Security. A future free from the tyranny that had marked the Sy Dynasty for generations. He'd killed his own father to give them that promise.

      Now he would break it without hesitation.

      A thread of unease wound through his certainty as they journeyed across the Sands, heat shimmering around them in waves. For the first time, doubt about his suitability to rule twisted in his gut like a blade. He gritted his teeth, pushing the thought aside. He would find her, then he would figure out what kind of king he had become.

      The scorching sun beat down as they travelled the golden dunes, leaving Onn Kkulma behind. Akoro rode ahead, needing distance, silence. Behind him, voices murmured—Oppo, Prillu, and Nrommo discussing the coming confrontation in low, urgent tones.

      Let them plan. Let them worry about diplomacy and consequences. His mind fixed on one thing only: finding Naya.

      They were halfway to Otenyo's district when scorching heat suddenly blazed at his hip. The sensation grew rapidly, from warmth to searing pain radiating through the leather where his ceremonial dagger rested in its sheath.

      Confusion creasing his brow, Akoro slowed his nnirae. He reached down, unsheathed the blade—the same weapon he'd used to mark Naya's face, to bind her to him—and shock stole his breath. His dagger glowed red-hot, steam rising from the metal as it met the desert air. Heat waves distorted the space around it, the blade pulsing with unnatural fire.

      Akoro pulled his mount to a complete stop, staring at the weapon in disbelief. His heart hammered against his ribs. This heat wasn't random. It meant one thing. The nnol ttaehh mael had been removed, and not by him. Someone had taken what he’d marked—what was his—and undone it.

      A dark, unfamiliar chill rolled through his chest accompanied by relief. Someone out there knew the Dynasty’s deepest magic. But they had healed his Omega. He watched the glow fade from his knife, the metal cooling until it appeared normal once again.

      "Akoro?" Oppo's voice broke through his stupor. "Why have you stopped?"

      For a moment, words failed him. Akoro held up the now-cool blade. "The nnol ttaehh. It burned. Her wound has been removed."

      Oppo stared at the dagger, his eyes wide. He dragged a hand across his face. "That would mean⁠—"

      “Who the fuck would know how to do that?” Akoro asked, his voice low and sharp. "No one outside our family knows how to remove it."

      Prillu and Nrommo had caught up but held their mounts back, sensing the tension in the air.

      Oppo's gaze remained fixed on the blade. "Could Otenyo have found a way?"

      Akoro shook his head sharply. "The knowledge is guarded more closely than any other secret of the Sy Dynasty. It's impossible."

      "And yet, someone knows how." Oppo gestured toward the dagger.

      Akoro didn’t answer. A cold certainty settled in his bones. This was no longer just about Naya disappearing. This was about power shifting in ways he hadn’t foreseen.

      "At least she won't bleed to death," Oppo said finally, relief flooding his tone.

      It was a thought Akoro should’ve found comforting but the idea someone else could remove her connection to him, no matter how dangerous, alarmed him.

      "This does complicate things though." Oppo's tone dropped to low murmur. "Whoever removed the nnol ttaehh mael possesses knowledge from the height of our dynasty's power. They're potentially hostile to our rule."

      “Yes,” Akoro said slowly, a different thought dawning. "This could have nothing to do with the districts at all."

      Oppo made a noise in the back of his throat. “Your instincts to retrieve your mate are strong, Akoro. And that’s normal. But we have to be careful. We don’t know what or who we’re dealing with.”

      Heat surged through Akoro’s veins, rage threatening to overwhelm rational thought. Then, with visible effort, he reined in his fury, forcing clarity into his mind. Oppo spoke the truth.

      "Something isn't right," he agreed, sheathing the dagger with care. "We need to approach with more caution. Draw them out. Follow solid information—anything that might lead us to her."

      Oppo nodded. “We need intelligence.”

      Akoro twisted in his saddle. "Nrommo."

      The battle chief directed his nnirae alongside Akoro's mount. "Change of plan. I'll continue with a smaller contingent of our men. Take the rest of the troop back to the nearest outpost and await my orders."

      Nrommo nodded without hesitation. “As you command, my king.”

      “Oppo, Prillu, come with me. We’ll approach Otenyo’s district with caution.”

      As Nrommo departed with the bulk of their forces, Akoro turned his nnirae back toward their destination. His mind had cleared, though determination burned no less fiercely. He needed results more than he needed destruction.

      At least for now.

      Within hours, the gates of Ntorkkan district came into view. The massive stone archway bore the district's insignia: a hawk with outstretched wings, clutching wheat in its talons. A symbol of prosperity and vigilance. They guided their mounts to a stop, the small contingent of soldiers moving to a protective formation at their rear.

      The central town sprawled before them—a cluster of red and brown buildings jutting out like jagged cliffs against the pale sky. Unlike Onn Kkulma’s orderly streets and towering architecture, Ntorkkan had grown organically, structures pressed against each other in haphazard clusters, narrow alleys snaking between them. Still, there was wealth here, evident in the polished stone facades of the larger buildings and the gleaming metal adornments that caught the harsh sunlight.

      Of course, this wasn’t a normal day in the district. Colorful banners hung from windows and doorways, their rich fabrics stirring in the breeze. The scent of spiced food drifted from open doorways, and soft melodies floated on the air, voices raised in reverent songs. People moved through the streets with purpose, but their steps carried the unhurried grace of sacred observance. Many wore their finest garments, the deep jewel tones and metallic threads catching the light as they passed.

      The Day of Voices. Even here, in a district he suspected of treachery, Otenyo's people honored the sacred observance.

      As they approached, guards rushed forward, weapons half-drawn, but their movements seemed reluctant, torn between duty and the solemnity of the day. At their center strode Soge Otenyo, his tall frame moving with fluid power. Otenyo's sharp features remained impassive—heavy brows set in their natural scowl, jaw locked in perpetual sternness. Dark eyes assessed Akoro with calculation, revealing nothing. Unlike most soges who carried the soft roundness of comfortable living, Otenyo maintained a warrior's hardened physique. Scars marked his arms—old blade wounds that spoke of genuine combat experience.

      "King Sy." Otenyo's voice carried no surprise or shock at their unexpected arrival. The words were measured, controlled. "I trust you're well. Though I confess surprise at your visit on this most holy of days."

      "Soge Otenyo." Akoro remained mounted, a subtle reminder of their difference in status.

      Otenyo inclined his head—not quite a bow, but acknowledgment enough to avoid open disrespect. “My district serves at your pleasure, zmola.” His words carried no warmth. "Though surely pressing business must have drawn you from your own observances?"

      Prillu nudged her nnirae forward, her diplomatic instincts sharp. "The zmola honors all districts equally on sacred days. His presence here shows the Voices guide him to serve every ssukkǔrian."

      "How... thoughtful." Otenyo's pause carried subtle challenge. "Though I suspect this visit serves purposes beyond spiritual observance. I wonder what concerns might drive such urgent attention to my humble district.”

      "Nothing is urgent." Akoro's voice cut through the diplomatic dance like an arrow. "Today is simply a day I visit Ntorkkan. Will you move aside or do you wish to continue wasting our time with your questions?"

      Otenyo's eyes narrowed, the first crack in his composure. Citizens had begun to gather at a respectful distance, drawn by the royal presence. "Surely you don't intend to roam the district unattended, my king? I must insist you're accompanied by someone from my guard." He gestured toward a weathered warrior. "Captain Brakor possesses intimate knowledge that may⁠—"

      "No." The word rang with absolute finality. "We need no escort." Without waiting for a response, he spurred his mount toward the gates, and his entourage followed. Otenyo guards were forced to pull back.

      The streets of Ntorkkan opened before them, transformed by sacred observance. Despite the apparent normalcy of commerce and daily life, an underlying reverence permeated everything. Conversations were quieter, movements more deliberate. Even the children who darted between adults did so with unusual quiet, as if aware of the day's significance.

      As they turned down a side street, Prillu suddenly straightened in her saddle. "That building."

      She pointed to a squat structure set back from the road, its walls stained with soot, small windows emitting a dull orange glow. Unlike the polished facades of administrative buildings, this place bore the marks of hard use.

      "It's the factory where I obtained the stone, my king."

      Heat surged through Akoro's veins as he smoothly dismounted. They entered through heavy wooden doors that groaned in protest on their iron hinges. Darkness broken only by the glow of multiple furnaces greeted them, each radiated waves of intense heat. The air hung thick with smoke and the acrid bite of molten metal, while hammers striking anvils created a chaotic yet orderly rhythm.

      The factory floor stretched into shadowy recesses, divided into workstations where laborers toiled. Some fed raw materials into glowing furnaces, bodies glistening in the firelight. Others shaped heated metal with practiced blows, muscles straining beneath soot-stained skin. In the far corner, more delicate work was underway: artisans assembling smaller components with meticulous precision, their fingers moving with grace.

      Prillu moved further into the space, her attention fixed on the workers. Her brow furrowed slightly. “The personnel has changed since my last visit.”

      She approached a burly man who appeared to be overseeing operations, his thick arms crossed over a barrel chest, a heavy leather apron hanging from his shoulders. "Master Forger, I see your factory is open on the Day of Voices.”

      The Master Forger started when he saw her, his face flustered as he rose to stand. “Er.. Yes, Kammara Ǒllehh… I offer extra pay on er… sacred days. The workers are grateful for the—” He stopped abruptly when he saw Akoro, his eyes widening. He lowered his head awkwardly. “My king.”

      “Have you've taken on new workers?" Prillu asked.

      The master forger swallowed. "Yes. Er.. We rotate our workforce seasonally. Different projects require different skills."

      "What do you produce here?" Akoro asked.

      "Various implements. Tools for agriculture, components for construction, decorative metalwork. Most go to Onn Kkulma in organized batches."

      Prillu suddenly straightened. "That woman there. I recognize her from my last visit."

      The woman in question was unlike most laborers—though clearly powerful, with shoulders sculpted by hard labor, there was graceful economy to her movements. Sweat had plastered her hair to her scalp, and soot streaked her face, but it did nothing to disguise her strong features.

      The master forger called to her, and she looked up, wariness immediately settled over her features. She set down her tools and approached, wiping her hands on her apron, and the master forger stepped back to keep an eye on the rest of the workers without leaving the conversation.

      “Kammara Ǒllehh,” she acknowledged with a nod. “Good to see you again.”

      “And you.” Prillu smiled. “Your work was impressive. There were two other women working here as well, as I recall. Unusual to see three women in a factory like this.”

      “Yes, I remember,” she said, nodding slowly. “They’ve moved on.”

      “So soon after my visit?” Prillu’s tone was casual, but Akoro caught the sharp focus in her gaze.

      The woman shrugged. "They shouldn't have been here to begin with. Too small for this work. They only joined a few weeks before your visit. Hadn't even gone through the full training for the more physical work."

      "Yet they were hired?" Akoro asked

      The woman pursed her lips. “The master forger has an eye for a pretty face,” she said bluntly. “Turning away two of them would’ve been impossible for him. But they were quiet. Did as they were told. Kept to themselves.”

      "And why did they leave?"

      "I assumed they found something better suited. Something that wouldn't burn their soft skin or break their slender fingers."

      "What exactly did they work on while they were here?"

      "Hard to say. Bit of everything. They moved between stations."

      Prillu turned back to the master forger, who had been watching their exchange with poorly concealed unease. "One of those women worked directly with a batch of stones I inspected and bought on behalf of the Sy Dynasty. Where can we find them?"

      Sweat beaded on the man's brow. "They came looking for work. Said they were from the eastern quarter. Shared lodgings near the water cistern."

      "Names?" Oppo asked.

      "Rikka and Sshenna. Said they were sisters."

      Akoro turned to Oppo and Prillu, signaling their departure with a curt nod. “I want to see these lodgings.”

      The eastern quarter proved to be one of the poorer sections—narrow streets lined with modest dwellings packed tightly together. Even here, signs of sacred observance were evident: small shrines in doorways, the soft murmur of prayers from within homes.

      But their inquiries proved fruitless. No one recalled tenants matching the descriptions. No one remembered seeing two young women working at the metal factory.

      As they expanded their search through the narrow streets, questioning merchants, food vendors, and anyone who might have observed the comings and goings of strangers, Akoro’s frustration mounted. Either the entire district was conspiring to hide information—unlikely, given the petty disputes and rivalries that usually existed in such communities—or the women had truly left no impression.

      Finally as the afternoon shadows lengthened, they found a single thread—an old man who sat daily at the eastern gate, watching the traffic with idle curiosity.

      “Two pretty women, you say?” he mused, his rheumy eyes narrowing in concentration. “About two months past? Yes, yes. I recall something strange.” He gestured toward the vast expanse of sand beyond the district walls. “They came from there. No nnirae, no caravan. Just walking, out of the Sands."

      "Walking?" Oppo echoed, disbelief in his voice. "Without mounts or supplies?"

      The old man nodded. "Thought it odd myself. No one survives the Sands on foot. Not unless they know something the rest of us don't." He cackled at his own wit, but the old man's words settled over them like dust from the desert wind. Akoro, Oppo, and Prillu shared a long look.

      As they mounted their nnirae to leave Ntorkkan, the afternoon sun cast harsh shadows that turned the dunes into a stark landscape of brilliant gold and deep shade. Akoro's mind churned with implications, each possibility darker than the last.

      "Women appearing out of the Sands," Prillu murmured. "No one remembers them. They insert themselves into a factory where magical artifacts are produced long enough to ensure I purchase some, then vanish."

      "After potentially tampering with the stone that transported Naya," Oppo added. "This feels orchestrated."

      Akoro nodded grimly. "The question is, by whom? And to what purpose?" He stared out at the endless expanse of Sands. "Otenyo is capable of malice, but this level of subtlety doesn't match his usual methods." His fingers tightened on the reins, the leather creaking beneath his grip. “We need to search the Sands in the direction they came from. Something is happening here beyond just Naya’s disappearance. I can feel it.”

      He stared into the distance where the golden dunes gave way to something far more ominous—a shifting, restless expanse that seemed to writhe under the blazing sun.

      Oppo followed his gaze, understanding dawning. "The Isshiran Sands," he said quietly. "That's where they came from."

      The shifting sands stretched across the horizon like a living thing, dunes that never held the same shape from one day to the next. Even from this distance, Akoro could see the subtle wrongness—the way the sand moved without wind, the shimmer that spoke of more than heat distortion. It was a place where caravans vanished without a trace, where even the most experienced desert travelers lost their way and were never seen again.

      Prillu's face dropped. "My king, we need to prepare if we are to enter the Isshiran Sands. It's a death trap. Even our most skilled navigators refuse to enter here."

      "I know, Prillu." Akoro's voice cut through her protests. His jaw tightened, remembering the journey back from the Lox Empire. Their route had bordered the Isshiran Sands and the nnin-eellithi had stalked Naya the whole journey, nearly claiming both of their lives. "That's why we need to search for them. If Naya is in there, she's in imminent danger. Every moment we delay could be her last." He turned to Prillu. "Something about those women—the way they appeared, worked, vanished—requires knowledge, patience, and planning that goes beyond petty district politics."

      Prillu straightened in her saddle. "What are your orders, my king?"

      "Ride to Nrommo and the troops. Tell them to meet us at the eastern edge of the Isshiran Sands with full provisions for extended desert travel." His hands tightened on the reins. "We need navigation tools, rope, extra water, medical supplies, protective sheets for the nnirae. Everything required to survive those sands and bring back survivors."

      The diplomat nodded, already turning her mount toward the direction they'd come. But she paused, looking back with worry etched into her features. "My king... even with proper equipment, the success rate for expeditions into the Isshiran Sands⁠—"

      "It’s irrelevant." The finality in his voice brooked no argument. "We cast as wide a net as possible. If she's in there, we will find her."

      As Prillu spurred her mount toward the horizon, Oppo shifted beside him. "Otenyo's dog has been following us since we came through the gate."

      Akoro grunted, catching sight of Captain Brakor maintaining careful distance. "Let him follow. Once we leave this district, Otenyo has no authority. If his captain interferes with royal business, he will die."

      He turned to his brother, studying the determined set of Oppo's shoulders. "You should return to the city, brother. The search will be dangerous—it would be safer if at least one Sy remained at the palace."

      Oppo's head snapped toward him, surprised. "What?"

      "Think strategically," Akoro pressed. "If something happens in there, both of us will be at risk.”

      Oppo was silent for a long moment, his eyes watching the Sands. His voice was soft when he spoke. “You think I have what it takes to lead? You flatter me, brother.”

      Akoro said nothing. Oppo had always supported Akoro’s intentions for their dynasty, but always without direct involvement.

      “If you die in those Sands while I sat idle and could have helped, it wouldn’t help to preserve all you’ve done for the people. The Sy Dynasty lives and dies with you.” He turned to Akoro. “I know that annoys you, Akoro, that I leave you to shoulder all the responsibility. But you have always been the only one who could do it.”

      Akoro said nothing for a long moment. “And what if I’m not anymore? What if things have changed?”

      Oppo stared at him. “What does that mean?”

      Akoro made a noise at the back of his throat, not meeting his brother’s gaze. Sighing, he spurred his mount forward. "If it gets too dangerous, you go back home, Oppo. No arguments."

      The sun blazed overhead, turning the sand into molten gold. Before them stretched the Isshiran Sands—shifting, treacherous, hungry for the foolish. Moving into the Sands, they left the relative safety of Ntorkkan behind. There was no hesitation as they approached the border between stable ground and the writhing dunes beyond. Akoro’s blood sang with purpose, with absolute certainty that he would survive whatever lay ahead, and would find Naya and bring her home.

      Somewhere in that shifting maze was his Omega. And he would tear apart the desert itself to reach her.
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      Naya woke to the soft, rhythmic dripping of water echoing down stone. Her head pounded with a dull ache, and her body felt weak and heavy, as though she’d been drained of all energy. For a moment, she couldn’t remember where she was or how she’d gotten there. The last thing she recalled was standing on the palace roof with an artifact in her hand, the sudden surge of magic, and then⁠—

      She bolted upright, instantly regretting the sudden movement. A wave of dizziness washed over her, and she closed her eyes for a long moment. She’d been moved farther into the cave and a bed of soft furs and woven blankets cushioned her from the hard ground.

      Beside her, sitting cross-legged on a cushion, was the tall Omega, her crystal staff leaning on the wall behind her. The woman studied her with unwavering intensity, her dark eyes reflecting the flickering lamplight. Though her posture was relaxed, there was nothing casual about her presence. Power emanated from her—not the brute strength of an Alpha, but something more refined, more deliberate. Her face, framed by dozens of intricate braids, remained impassive as she observed Naya’s awakening.

      At the entrance to the cave, two guards stood silently, their weapons gleaming in the dim light. The rest of the Omegas who had surrounded her in the canyon were nowhere to be seen.

      Naya’s fingers drifted to her face, to the wound Akoro had inflicted. The scar was still there, a ridge of raised flesh along her cheek, but the rawness had subsided. It felt tight but no longer painful.

      Questions tumbled through her mind, each more urgent than the last. How had she been transported here? What did they know of King Sy? And most importantly—why had they brought her here?

      But before she could decide which to ask first, the Omega leader spoke. “I am Oshrun Vos of the ssukkǔrian,” she said, her voice carrying the weight of authority without raising volume. “I am the Khesh, or in your language, Chief of the Omegas of the ssukkǔrian.” She studied Naya for another long moment. “You say you are a princess. You say you are a guardian of Omegas, a peacekeeper, but I don’t recognize your title. I understand that you being brought here so abruptly might be... hard for you. And I imagine you have many questions.” She paused, her eyes searching Naya’s. “And so do I. But the safety of my community is my foremost concern, so I would appreciate answers to my questions before I address yours.”

      Naya glanced pointedly at the guards by the entrance, their posture stiff and watchful.

      Oshrun followed her gaze. “Yes,” she acknowledged without apology. “You will not be hurt. But you’ll be held until I have the answers I need. After that you can go if you wish.” Her expression softened slightly. “Though you are welcome to stay, if that is your choice.”

      Frowning, Naya carefully shifted to a sitting position, her limbs still heavy. “Stay? Why would I...?” Her thoughts caught up and swallowed the end of question. Of course. She was an Omega and this was an Omega space. They were offering her refuge. She swallowed, then spoke firmly, “I’ll answer your questions as long as I get answers to my own.”

      “Agreed,” Oshrun said with a small nod. “Let us begin with what troubles me most: Why have you been imitating the Omegas of the ssukkǔrian in Onn Kkulma?”

      Though they’d accused her of this when she first arrived, Naya hadn’t known what they meant. She thought hard for a long moment before realizing what the leader was asking. “I haven’t,” Naya said, her brow furrowing. “It was King Sy who presented me that way to the people. I didn’t know what he’d done until afterward.”

      Oshrun watched her intently, her eyes narrowing slightly as if trying to detect a lie in Naya’s words. “And why would he do that?” she asked finally.

      Naya exhaled slowly, gathering her thoughts. “I drew a nnin-eellithi to me and it caused a lot of damage,” she said. “King Sy presented me as the culprit, but also as an Omega of the ssukkǔrian.”

      Confusion crossed Oshrun’s features. “That makes little sense,” she said, leaning forward slightly. “Why would King Sy do that?” She shook her head, her braid jewelry clicking softly with the movement. “Why would he present an Omega at all? No Omega has ever been identified among the people. Not for generations.”

      Naya hesitated, unsure how much information to give. Akoro’s concerns about the security of his reign wasn’t something she could tell anyone. “He told me he needed to give answers to the districts about the breach,” she said. She straightened, thinking about what Oshrun had said. “If no Omega has ever been identified, what about the bandits that target Omegas in the Sands?” she asked, remembering Akoro’s explanation about bandits.

      A soft, unexpected smile curved Oshrun’s lips. “There aren’t any—at least not any that target Omegas. That is a deception we orchestrated.”

      Naya stared at her. “Why?”

      “In case we were ever caught among the people.”

      Naya’s frown deepened. “So you go out among the people? You just said no Omega has been identified.”

      Oshrun’s expression sobered. “I still have more questions before I answer yours. When you drew the nnin-eellithi, where were you?”

      Naya exhaled, struggling to keep her annoyance down. “Onn Kkulma.”

      Oshrun stiffened, her manner returning to the guarded position she had when Naya first arrived. “You are the one who damaged the city and killed many people.”

      Naya nodded, observing her carefully. So she knew what had happened to the city but not why Akoro had presented her to the people. It seemed the Omegas were only getting fragments of information.

      Oshrun’s face deepened with distaste. “Why did you do that?”

      Naya hesitated, a strange reluctance tugging at her. Despite everything Akoro had done to her—the kidnapping, the imprisonment, the captivity—she found herself protective of him. She didn’t want to add to what was clearly already a negative opinion of him without understanding the full story between these Omegas and the Sy Dynasty. This unexpected loyalty confused her. When did that happen? Why should she care what these women thought of him?

      “I needed to get back to my land,” she said carefully, deciding to stick to the basics. “I was desperate, and it was the only way I could see to escape.”

      Anger flashed in Oshrun’s eyes. “You caused all that death just to get back to your land?” she demanded, her voice hard and rough. “Why couldn’t you have gone home the normal way?”

      Naya stared at her, the words echoing strangely in her mind. “The normal way?” she repeated slowly. “What do you mean by that?”

      Oshrun’s anger was visible in her stiff shoulders, the tightness in her mouth, and the harsh edge of the words she muttered. She leaned forward, her glare bright and penetrating. “Listen carefully, Princess Nayara. The only way I will answer your questions is if you are forthcoming and truthful with me. Do you understand? We have a complicated history with Onn Kkulma City but it is precious to us, and if you are the one who damaged it and killed citizens, you are a criminal. I want to know what happened. No more half-truths, no more evasions.”

      Something clicked in Naya’s mind. There was more here than she was aware of—a connection between these Omegas and her own land that neither Akoro nor anyone else in the Lox Empire had mentioned. It seemed there was another way home, one that wouldn’t require finding the Solution or surrendering her empire.

      The thought should have filled her with relief. Instead, a strange feeling settled in her chest.

      She took a deep breath, and let her body relax completely. She needed to behave like the leader she’d told herself she could be to represent her land. She couldn’t protect anyone if she didn’t know everything. “All right,” she said, moving to a comfortable cross-legged sitting position. “I’ll tell you.”

      Calmly, Naya recounted everything that had happened to her, the kidnapping from her forest, Akoro’s claims about the Lox Empire’s supposed attack on his people, and her escape home. She spoke of the negotiations, her offer to find the Solution, and her return to Akoro’s land. She explained the coming nnin-eellithi storm and her work with the council to find answers. However, she didn’t mention anything about Akoro being her true mate.

      As she spoke, Oshrun’s expression shifted subtly—surprise, disbelief, and something like recognition passing across her features. When Naya mentioned the coming nnin-eellithi storm, the Omega leader tensed visibly.
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Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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