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Chapter 1: Found in the Forest
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The forest was ancient, breathing, alive in a way that whispered secrets between the trees. Shadows wove themselves between the trunks, deep and velvet-thick, muffling sound and swallowing light. Fog clung low to the moss-covered ground, and beneath the boughs of old pines, the world seemed to hold its breath.

I ran.

Branches snapped at my arms, my legs, snagging the threadbare dress that hung loosely over my frame. The cold had long since numbed my toes, and I couldn’t tell if the wet warmth sliding down my thigh was blood, or something else. My breath came in ragged gasps, every inhale tasting of pine resin and fear.

I didn’t know what was happening to me. My skin felt too tight, my bones too hot. I was burning from the inside out, and there was no one, no one, to tell me why.

The heat—this unbearable, trembling, gut-deep hunger—had started hours ago. One moment I’d been walking toward the mountain trail like I always did to collect herbs for the old apothecary. The next, I was collapsing to my knees as pain lanced through my body, twisting me into something feral, something desperate.

Something... wrong.

The moon was full overhead now, casting silver over the canopy, and I could feel it pulling at me. No, not the moon—the world. The heat. Something primal in me was waking up, clawing its way to the surface, and it had teeth.

My hands braced against a tree as I doubled over again, a choked cry ripping from my throat. The bark bit into my palms. My legs buckled. I fell, dirt grinding into my skin. A shudder rolled through me.

Something inside me screamed for relief.

That’s when I heard it—wings.

Massive. Beating. The air shifted around me, hot and heavy. The smell of smoke and char filled the forest. A growl split the night, low and echoing like it came from the belly of the earth. I forced my head up. My vision was blurred, hazy with tears and heat.

He landed between the trees like a storm.

Black scales shimmered in the moonlight, shifting and retracting until a man stood there, tall and terrible, smoke still curling from his lips. His eyes—icy blue, rimmed in gold—locked on mine. He didn’t speak. He didn’t have to.

Alpha.

His scent hit me like a freight train, all fire and smoke and dominance. It curled into my lungs, into my blood. My body reacted before my mind could catch up, and I hated it. My back arched, a moan slipping out before I could stop it. Shame burned hot on my cheeks. I clutched at the dirt, trying to crawl away.

“Don’t,” he said, voice a rough command that felt like it split the trees around us.

I froze.

He was on me in seconds, crouched low, fingers catching my chin. I tried to pull back, but his grip was firm—not cruel, just... absolute.

“You’re in heat.”

I whimpered at the word. My throat was dry. My lips trembled.

“I don’t— I don’t know what’s happening.”

“You’re Omega,” he said, like it explained everything. Maybe it did to him.

I shook my head. “That’s not— I’m not—”

But the word sat in my bones like it belonged there. Omega. I didn’t even know dragons had them. I thought that was just a story told by drunk hunters and old women with too many cats.

He was still staring at me, unreadable. His jaw was sharp, mouth set in a tight line. His fingers moved from my chin to brush a stray strand of hair from my temple. Gentle. Almost careful.

“You should have been claimed by now,” he muttered. “Someone should’ve prepared you.”

I flinched. “No one knew. I didn’t know.”

The Alpha—Aeron, though I didn’t know his name yet—made a sound like a growl wrapped in regret. His eyes darkened.

“You’re not safe here.”

The heat surged in me again, and I bit my lip to keep from crying out. My body was betraying me, calling to him, reacting to him with no permission from my mind. It was too much. I started sobbing, curling in on myself, trying to smother the sound with my arm.

Then, warmth.

His coat—black leather and lined with something impossibly soft—was draped over me, his arms lifting me up against his chest like I weighed nothing. I should have struggled. I should have screamed. But gods, I was tired.

I passed out before we even left the trees.



When I woke, the scent of smoke and aged stone filled my nose. I was in a bed—huge, cold, and covered in rough furs. My body ached with a raw kind of exhaustion, and the heat still lingered like embers beneath my skin.

The room was dark, lit only by a small fire in a hearth built into the stone wall. Everything around me looked ancient—thick tapestries, dust-covered shelves, a broken chandelier above my head. There were no windows.

I wasn’t alone.

He sat in the corner, shirtless now, shadows playing over the runes inked into his arms. Dragon tattoos, maybe. Or something older.

“You’re awake,” he said, voice low.

“Where am I?” I rasped.

“My home,” he answered. “What’s left of it.”

“Why did you bring me here?”

“You needed an Alpha.”

“No. I needed answers.”

He stood and crossed the room in three slow steps. The firelight made his features sharper, dangerous. I flinched as he reached out, but he just rested a hand on the stone beside my head.

“You’re going to go into full heat soon,” he said. “And if no one helps you through it, you’ll die.”

I stared at him, heart hammering.

“That’s not real,” I whispered.

“It is. For our kind.”

“Our kind?”

“You’re dragonkin,” he said. “Omega. That heat isn’t a sickness. It’s your nature calling out for balance.”

I didn’t want it. Whatever this was, I hadn’t asked for it.

“Why you?” I asked. “Why did you come for me?”

His expression didn’t change. “Because I smelled you.”

He said it like it was the simplest truth in the world. And maybe for him, it was.

“And now what?” I asked.

He studied me. “Now, you survive it.”

“And if I don’t want you?”

His eyes darkened, and something in his face shuttered. “It’s not about want. It’s about instinct. Your body’s already chosen.”

“No,” I said. “That’s not fair.”

“I didn’t make the rules.”

Silence settled between us like ash.

Then he said something that made my blood run cold.

“You’re mine now.”

He walked away before I could argue.

I sat in that massive bed, wrapped in a stranger’s scent, in a castle that felt like a mausoleum. The heat hadn’t yet broken, and I could feel it rising again. My hands clenched in the furs.

I didn’t know what I was.

But something in me was waking.

Something not even he could control.
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Chapter 2: Aeron’s Cold Fire
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The castle was a relic of another age, and it groaned with the weight of centuries. As I paced the length of the vast stone room—what I could reach, anyway—I could feel it pressing in on me. The walls were too thick for sound to escape, the windows bricked shut, long ago sealed by someone who had feared the sky. Smoke coiled in the air from a fireplace that never stopped burning, casting long, flickering shadows across ancient furniture and the worn carpet beneath my bare feet.

I didn’t know how long I’d been here. Time melted and twisted inside these walls, tangled with the haze of my first heat, the fevered pain of my body surrendering to instincts I hadn’t even known I possessed. Every hour felt like a battle between what I thought I was and what I was becoming.

Aeron hadn’t spoken much since the night he’d brought me here.

He came and went without explanation, moving through the halls like a ghost with too much heat in his blood. When he was present, I felt it—felt him—like a pulse that echoed in the marrow of my bones. His presence ignited something in me I couldn’t name, and when he was gone, the silence felt like suffocation.

He was beautiful in a way that didn’t feel fair. Harsh, angular features that should have been carved from marble, and eyes the color of frost-glazed steel. His hair was dark and long, usually pulled back with a strip of leather, though strands always escaped to fall across his face. He moved like a predator, every gesture restrained, calculated. There was no softness in him, but there was purpose. And power.

I hated how my body responded to that power.

I’d wake in the middle of the night aching, panting, the scent of him lingering on the sheets he’d never touched. My mind whispered one word again and again: Alpha. I curled against it, trying to deny how deep the bond had already begun to sink into me. I hadn’t chosen this. I hadn’t chosen him.

I wasn’t sure if it mattered anymore.

The door creaked open behind me. I stiffened but didn’t turn.

“I can hear your thoughts when you’re this loud,” he said from the doorway, voice quiet but edged in iron.

“Then you know I want to leave,” I answered without facing him.

He crossed the room slowly, footsteps a soft whisper on stone. “You’d die.”

“I’ll take my chances.”

“No, you won’t.”

I turned then, fury clawing up my throat. “You think because I’m in heat that I belong to you? That I don’t get a say?”

Aeron stopped only inches away, towering over me, his scent slamming into me like a wave. I sucked in a breath and tried to hold my ground, but my legs wobbled with treacherous heat.

“You do get a say,” he said. “But nature doesn’t. And neither does time.”

“What does that even mean?”

“It means your body already chose, and the more you fight it, the worse it’ll get. You don’t understand how close you came to burning yourself alive out there. Do you even know what a dragon heat can do to an unclaimed Omega?”

I looked away, trembling. “I didn’t ask for this.”

“Neither did I,” he said softly.

That made me look back up. His gaze was unreadable, but not cruel. Something else flickered there—something buried beneath years of frost.

“You’re not like them,” I said without thinking. “The dragons I’ve heard about... They’re flashy, arrogant, loud.”

“I’m not like them,” he agreed, stepping back. “I left that world long ago.”

“Why?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he turned away and began tending the fire, stirring the embers with a long iron poker. Sparks hissed and danced into the air.

“You shouldn’t be up,” he said over his shoulder. “Your heat will return soon. And this time, it’ll demand more than just restraint.”

“I’m not yours,” I whispered. “I won’t be someone you chain to a wall and use just because I’m burning.”

Aeron turned slowly, the poker still in his hand, firelight painting sharp shadows across his face. “If I wanted that, I would have taken it already.”

The room pulsed with tension. I could hear the wind howling through the broken rafters overhead, the old bones of the castle groaning in protest.

“Then what do you want?” I asked.

His eyes searched mine like he was trying to solve a riddle only he understood. Finally, he said, “To survive you.”

I blinked. “What?”

“I’ve lived alone for a long time. I made peace with solitude. With silence. But now you’re here. And every moment, you make me want something I swore I’d buried.”

I stepped closer before I could stop myself. “What did you bury?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he closed the distance between us in a breath, one hand reaching up to cup the back of my neck. He didn’t kiss me. He didn’t touch me with hunger. He just held me there, staring into my eyes with a kind of aching restraint that made my knees weak.

“You think you’re afraid of me,” he murmured. “But it’s not fear I smell on you.”

“Then what?” I asked, voice hoarse.

“Denial.”

I jerked back like he’d struck me, my skin prickling. “You’re wrong.”

He just watched me, silent again, the fire behind him flaring with every inhale he took. He radiated heat, but not the kind that warmed. His was the cold fire of dragons long exiled, of ruin and memory and restraint forged in pain. He wasn’t gentle. He was barely holding himself together.

And still, I ached for him.

“Why me?” I asked, quieter now.

“There’s something inside you,” he said, almost to himself. “Something I’ve only smelled once before.”

“What?”

His gaze locked with mine. “Power.”

I laughed—bitter, tired. “I’m just a girl. A nobody from a forgotten mountain village.”

“Then why did you survive your first heat without dying or bonding?”

My breath caught.

“Your body called to me,” he said. “But it also resisted me. That shouldn’t be possible.”

I sat down hard on the edge of the bed, the truth of it hitting me like a wave. I hadn’t died. I hadn’t been claimed. And yet here I was—burning, yes, but still me.

“Maybe I’m broken,” I said.

“Or maybe you’re more than you know.”

We sat in silence after that, the crackling of the fire the only sound between us. My thoughts twisted in circles, chasing themselves through the haze of heat and confusion and want.

Finally, I asked the question that had been gnawing at me since I’d woken in this place.

“What happens when it returns?”

Aeron looked at me, and for the first time, I saw fear in his eyes.

“Then we’ll see what you really are.”

And somewhere deep in my bones, I already knew.

It wouldn’t just be heat.

It would be fire.
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