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Chapter 1: Taken by Royal Decree

[image: ]


The summons arrived as the moon hung blood-red over Highridge Glen.

A hawk, cloaked in dusk-shadow feathers and glowing eyes, descended from the night with a rolled scroll bound in gold thread clenched between its talons. It landed on the outer sill of the stone keep I called home, its claws scoring the ledge as if to ensure its message left a mark both physical and symbolic.

Corwin, my guardian and the only family I had left, was already at the door before I opened it. He said nothing, just stared at the parchment that pulsed faintly with magic, as though it carried not only the words of a king—but his very will.

I stepped forward, my fingers cold and trembling as I untied the golden thread. The scroll unfurled in a smooth hiss, and the seal—a dragon crowned in flame—broke with a whisper of heat against my skin. The script was sharp, precise, and somehow heavier than ink should be.

By Royal Decree of His Flame-Blooded Majesty, Draven of the Ember Throne, First of His Name, Sovereign of the Scaled Line, and King of the Ashen Realms,
Let it be known that the Omega Caelan, bearer of the Last Royal Blood, is hereby summoned to the Citadel of Ember to present himself before the Throne by the next moonrise.
He shall come unbound and without resistance.
He shall be escorted.
He shall submit.
It was signed with a flourish, the final stroke curling into a serpent swallowing its own tail.

I didn’t speak. Couldn’t. My heart had stilled, my breath frozen somewhere between past and future. Corwin moved beside me, his weathered hand gripping my shoulder as if to anchor me.

“You don’t have to go,” he said hoarsely. “There are still places to run. We’ve hidden you once. We can do it again.”

But we both knew the truth. There was no hiding from a king. Not this king.

I had grown up hearing tales whispered in the night—of Draven, the dragon monarch who had ruled since before memory, whose fury once turned entire cities to glass. He was no ordinary Alpha. He was something else. Something older. Something bound to fire and fate and magic that ran through the veins of the world itself.

And he had called me.

The Sentinels arrived before the sun rose.

Six of them, clad in armor that shimmered like starlight over obsidian, each bearing a flaming insignia on their chest and a blade carved from drake bone. They did not knock. They stepped through the door as if the threshold recognized them, the air around them warping from the heat of their presence.

One of them, taller than the rest, spoke in a voice that didn’t allow defiance.

“Caelan of Highridge. The King calls. You will answer.”

Corwin moved between us, old sword raised, eyes wild. “He’s not ready. He’s not—”

“He was born ready,” the Sentinel interrupted. “The bond has begun. The King feels it. We feel it. Delay will only bring heat and suffering.”

I looked at Corwin. I saw the fight in him, the desperate urge to protect. But I also saw the resignation behind his eyes. The war was already lost. The summons could not be denied.

“I’ll go,” I said quietly.

Corwin’s hand dropped. The sword clattered to the floor.

They didn’t bind me, though the tension in the room said they were prepared to. Instead, they escorted me to a carriage shaped like a molten egg—its exterior black and red, scales embedded in the surface like armor. Inside, the air was thick with the scent of ember-oil and something sharper beneath it: Alpha dominance.

I sat alone, but not unguarded. The magic in the carriage pressed against me like a palm on my chest, hot and alive, making my skin prickle. Outside, the world blurred past—valleys and rivers swallowed by night as the carriage soared above them, drawn by invisible flame-borne beasts.

The Citadel came into view before dawn.

It rose from the heart of a lake of lava, each tower coiled with smoke, its bridges suspended by spines of dragon bone. The entire palace seemed to breathe. To pulse. Fire moved along its seams like blood through veins. It was not built—it was conjured, summoned into being by ancient rites.

As I stepped out onto the obsidian landing platform, the air wrapped around me with heavy, fragrant heat. I stumbled, disoriented, the scent of the Citadel thick with heat and power. My skin felt too tight, my body too aware. Something inside me stirred.

The Sentinel behind me murmured, “He’s close.”

I didn’t know who he meant—Draven, or the heat.

They led me through a series of winding halls, the walls lit with veins of glowing stone, the floor warm beneath my feet. I was barefoot now—some ritual, they’d said. No Omega entered the Citadel’s heart with shoes. It was symbolic. Or maybe it was just another way to make me feel exposed.

We stopped before a door carved with ancient symbols. A dragon coiled around an Omega’s silhouette. I heard a breath on the other side.

The Sentinel opened it without knocking.

Inside, the room was vast and circular, the ceiling lost to shadows and smoke. There was no furniture save for a single low dais at the center, where a chair—no, a throne—stood carved from a single block of black flameglass. A figure sat upon it.

Draven.

He didn’t move as I entered. His eyes, gold-rimmed and endless, tracked me like a predator. His hair, dark as pitch, fell in loose waves around his shoulders. His body was powerful, coiled, built like a man used to war and fire and hunger. His wings shimmered behind him—translucent, spectral, not fully formed.

I dropped to one knee. I didn’t know why. Maybe instinct. Maybe fear. Maybe something deeper.

A long silence stretched.

Then his voice rumbled through the chamber.

“Rise.”

I obeyed, and the moment my eyes met his, something snapped.

Not pain. Not heat. Something else. A thread pulled tight. A recognition so ancient it had no words.

Draven stood. His steps were soundless, but the air shifted with each one. He moved toward me until we were close enough that I could feel his breath.

“You’re smaller than I expected,” he said. “But the bond is unmistakable.”

I tried to speak, but my voice failed. My body was betraying me—scent unraveling, heat beginning to pulse beneath my skin. It was too soon. I’d taken my suppressants. I’d trained to mask every signal. But none of it mattered here.

“You’ve hidden well,” Draven said, lifting a strand of my hair between his fingers. “But fate finds what it seeks.”

“I didn’t ask for this,” I managed.

“No,” he said. “But you were made for it. The prophecy was clear. An Omega born under a blood moon. The last of the line. You are mine, Caelan. Not as a possession, but as a part of the world that was promised.”

“I’m not a prophecy,” I said. “I’m a person.”

Draven smiled faintly. “So was I, once.”

He stepped back. The spell broke. I staggered slightly, my legs weak.

“You will stay in the Omega’s wing,” he said. “You will be guarded. Not as a prisoner—but as a treasure.”

I didn’t reply.

“I will not force you,” he added. “But know this—your heat is coming. And when it does, no Sentinel, no guardian, no spell will keep us apart.”

He turned and walked away, flames licking the edges of his cloak.

The Sentinels returned, guiding me through yet another hall, this one perfumed with smoke and flowers that bloomed only in heat. My chamber was waiting.

It was beautiful.

And it was a cage.

The moment the door closed, I saw it—laid neatly on a silk pillow at the foot of my bed.

A golden collar.

Simple. Unadorned. Eternal.

I stared at it long into the night, the whisper of Draven’s voice still echoing in my mind.

You are mine.

And for the first time, I wondered if the fire in my blood would be my salvation... or my end.
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Chapter 2: The Ember Citadel
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The scent of sulfur hung thick in the air as the obsidian gates of the Ember Citadel yawned open, and the full weight of the Dragon King’s domain unfurled before me like a lung filled with fire. The threshold radiated a heat unlike any I’d known—not the dry warmth of sun on stone or the aching burn of a hearth left untended too long. This was living, pulsing heat. Ancient and all-encompassing. It moved across my skin like a second breath.

Two Sentinels flanked me, silent and still, their armor etched with the mark of the Flamebound. Their shadows stretched long across the ember-lit stones as they ushered me forward through the great corridor. Every footstep rang hollow in the vaulted hallway, the floor veined with rivers of slow-moving lava beneath transparent obsidian. My boots scorched against the heat below, and yet I kept walking.

I tried not to stare, but it was impossible.

The Ember Citadel defied every rule of construction I’d ever known. The palace was built of obsidian glass and dragonbone, walls alive with flame, arches suspended over nothing but hot air. Its ceilings vanished into smoke-laced darkness, and yet the chamber seemed to watch me—walls murmuring with faint enchantments, the ghost of dragon roars layered beneath the stone. Columns pulsed with veins of fire that beat like a heart, and tapestries weaved from gold-thread silk depicted past kings locked in sky-duels with rival dragons, talons shredding clouds as their fires clashed.

It wasn’t a palace. It was a throne of heat, and I was walking deeper into its core.

A new scent coiled in the air—spice and molten iron, musk and ash. I knew it before I saw him.

King Draven.

He didn’t emerge like a man might. He entered like a force of nature, materializing from a swirl of flame and shadow at the far end of the hall. He stood on a dais, framed by coiled dragon skulls and burning torches. His eyes glowed molten gold, steady and unreadable, fixed on me. I had seen them before. In a dream, in a nightmare. In prophecy. In blood.

And still they undid me.

His armor was blackened scale, molded to his body like a second skin. His dark hair spilled across his shoulders, thick and untamed, the tips burning faintly as if even his strands refused to obey natural law. He wore no crown. He didn’t need one. The power clinging to him was louder than any coronet.

I bowed low, not out of loyalty, but survival.

He let the silence stretch.

I could feel the heat rising in my veins—my body traitorous, sensitive, shifting with every breath of dragon-scorched air. The scent suppressant I’d worn for years was failing. The longer I stayed in this place, the harder it became to suppress my nature. And he knew it.

“Omega,” he said, his voice a low flame crackling over old kindling. “Look at me.”

I raised my head. His gaze seared into mine.

“You will not kneel in my court as if you're lesser. You were born royal, Caelan of Highridge. Your blood sings of it. Do not forget.”

A strange part of me flared at the sound of my name on his lips—primal, confused. I clenched my fists, forcing myself to focus.

“Why am I here?” I asked, my voice quiet but steady.

His expression didn’t change, but I saw a flicker of something. Amusement, perhaps. Or hunger.

“Because your presence was foretold. Because you are the last Omega of royal blood. Because our bond is fated. But more than that...” He stepped down from the dais, each stride effortless, unhurried, lethal. “Because this realm is fracturing. And you are the key to keeping it whole.”

I stepped back instinctively as he neared, and his eyes narrowed with some ancient dissatisfaction. Not anger, not yet. Just the recognition that his prize was wary. Unwilling.

He stopped a breath away, his heat slamming into me like a wall. His scent tangled with mine in ways I didn’t understand, drawing something out of me. I bit back the groan building in my throat.

“You feel it,” he said. “Don’t lie.”

I did. I hated that I did.

“It doesn’t matter what I feel,” I replied, jaw clenched. “I didn’t ask for any of this.”

“No one asks for fire,” he said, “but once it’s inside you, there’s no putting it out.”

He turned away before I could speak, his cloak flaring behind him like wings.

“Come. You’ll see the Citadel now. You will live in its heart.”

The Sentinels followed as he walked, and I was left with little choice but to trail behind.

We passed through hall after hall, each more dazzling and terrifying than the last. I saw training yards lit with floating torches where dragon-blood soldiers practiced aerial combat with flame-etched spears. I glimpsed an archive bound in silver chain, sealed with blood-runes and guarded by creatures that slithered between shadow and substance. I saw the royal aviary—no birds, only winged serpents and lesser dragons in silent, watchful rest.

We descended into the Ember Spine—where the oldest part of the Citadel lay buried deep in the rock. Draven paused before an arched doorway, the air around him tightening with tension.

“This is the Omega Wing,” he said. “It was sealed generations ago. No one has walked its halls since the last royal Omega died in battle. It has awaited your return.”

The doors opened, heat blooming outward like a sigh of old magic. The chambers beyond were exquisite: high-vaulted ceilings, walls inlaid with flameglass that danced with reflected light, floors that hummed beneath bare feet. Pillars were carved with ancient runes, and in the center of the main chamber sat a pool—not of water, but liquid gold, swirling slowly with soft steam.

I stared.

“It’s a sacred spring,” Draven said. “It eases transition. It soothes the heat.”

My throat tightened. My body pulsed with answering warmth. I stepped away from the pool.

“This place is a prison,” I said.

“No,” he said quietly. “It’s a temple. The world has forgotten what it means to revere Omegas. But I remember. This place remembers. And now, you will remember too.”

He moved to the edge of the pool and knelt, dipping his fingers into the gold. The liquid clung to his skin like honeyed flame.

“You do not know what you are yet,” he murmured, not looking at me. “But you will. And when the time comes, when your heat breaks through all your walls, I will be the only one who can hold you through it.”

I swallowed the rising panic, the terrifying truth behind his words.

Draven stood and turned, walking past me again without a glance. “You may rest. You’ll be attended to. No locks. No guards. You are free to leave this chamber. But you will never leave the Citadel.”

The door closed behind him, heavy and final.

And I was alone.

But not truly.

The Citadel watched. It breathed. It felt.

I stepped forward, barely realizing I was moving. I ran my hand over the etched runes on the wall, feeling heat pulse beneath them like a heartbeat. In the center of the room, the pool of gold glimmered, reflecting the red-orange glow from the enchanted chandeliers above.

My body was changing. My scent
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