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The cold bit through the iron bars of Lyra’s confinement like a living thing, gnawing at her bones even beneath layers of frost-stiffened cloth. The cell had no windows—just a slit above her head that allowed moonlight to pierce the darkness like a blade. Even that pale glow was a cruelty. It illuminated her breath, puffing in frantic rhythm, fogging the air with heat her body couldn’t afford to lose. Every night was like this—frozen, silent, endless.

But tonight, something was different.

She could feel it humming in her blood.

It had started as a tremor deep in her chest, a pulse of warmth that made her spine straighten despite the cold. The familiar fog of suppression drugs—forced down her throat daily by silent masked guards—had thinned, as if something inside her was burning through it. Her skin prickled with electric tension, her veins lit with a barely-contained fire. For the first time in years, she could feel herself. Not the hollow shell they had molded, but the wild, raw thing they had tried to drown.

She was waking up.

Lyra pressed her palm against the wall, stone slick with condensation. Her fingers were trembling, but not from cold. The stone sizzled faintly beneath her skin.

Heat.

Real heat.

She stumbled back, heart pounding as if it would crack her ribs open. This couldn’t be real. Not here. Not in this cell buried deep beneath the Ardent Order’s citadel, where Omegas like her were kept out of sight, out of mind, dosed into oblivion.

The faint sound of footsteps reached her ears, rhythmic, deliberate. A key turned in the lock. She curled into the shadows instinctively, trained by years of punishment to silence every breath. The door opened with a groan. A hooded figure stepped inside, carrying the same silver tray as always.

But his gait was wrong. Too steady. Not the usual slouch of the orderlies. And when he set down the tray, he didn’t look at her like a thing.

“Lyra Vale,” he said softly.

Her body went taut. No one had called her by name in years.

She raised her eyes slowly, meeting the stranger’s gaze. His hood was low, but she could see the gleam of molten orange in his irises. Not human. Not anymore.

“You don’t belong here,” he said.

She should have asked who he was. She should have demanded answers. But her voice had been buried under too many years of silence. She only managed a whisper.

“Why now?”

“Because they can’t contain you anymore,” he said. “The heat’s coming.”

He stepped forward, and the moment he crossed the threshold, the air shimmered. Her skin flushed, reacting not just to him—but to the bond. Ancient. Feral. Elemental. He froze, jaw clenching.

“You’re burning through the suppressants,” he murmured. “Faster than they expected.”

She backed away instinctively. “Who are you?”

Before he could answer, the ground shuddered violently. Dust fell from the ceiling. Somewhere above, a bell began to toll—loud, urgent, wrong. The stranger’s eyes flashed.

“No more time,” he said. “You have to run.”

“I don’t even know who—”

He grabbed her wrist and thrust a small vial into her hand. “Drink this. Now.”

She hesitated, but her instincts surged—old, deep, and suddenly awake. She swallowed the vial without thinking. Fire bloomed in her throat, burning down her chest. Her knees buckled. Her scream was soundless as molten power poured into her bones.

The man—whoever he was—caught her before she hit the ground.

“Your bond will call them,” he whispered. “They’re coming. Find the Ashborn.”

She tried to ask what that meant, but the world blurred. Her body twisted in agony. The cell walls were glowing, cracks running like veins across the stone. Flames licked out from her skin, dancing over her arms. She was heat. She was ash.

And then the world exploded.



Three leagues east, the Ashborn Alphas stood on the edge of the Valean volcanic shelf, watching the smoke rise. A fissure had opened near the mountains, sending tremors rippling toward the capital. It wasn’t natural. Nothing in this land erupted without cause.

Kain Emberfall knelt in the ash, running his gloved fingers through the soot. The grains sparkled red-hot before fading. “Omega ignition,” he said calmly. “Recent. Less than an hour.”

Riven Solas, war mage and general arsonist, snarled. “She broke containment?”

“She’s off the Order’s grid,” Kain said. “Which means we’ve been activated.”

Theren Dusk said nothing. He stared into the smoke, his sharp eyes scanning the mountains. Among the three of them, he was the only one who didn’t speak unless necessary. But when he did, they listened.

“This isn’t a coincidence,” Riven muttered, cracking his knuckles. “A rogue Omega sets off a volcanic breach on the eve of the Council’s assembly? Please.”

Kain rose to his full height, brushing ash from his coat. “It doesn’t matter if it was planned. She’s in heat now. And if she bonds out here...”

“No leash. No control,” Riven finished grimly.

“The Order wants her brought back alive,” Kain said. “But they’re not expecting us to be gentle.”

Theren finally spoke, voice low and resonant. “She won’t come quietly.”

“No,” Kain said. “She won’t.”



Lyra awoke in snow.

The contrast was jarring. She’d burned her way out of the Order’s prison—she remembered the fire, the scream, the way the stone cracked like glass—and now she was lying in a field of white. The heat inside her hadn’t faded. If anything, it raged stronger, coiling beneath her skin like a second heart.

She sat up, coughing. Her clothes were singed, the suppression collar around her neck blackened and split. Her skin glowed faintly in the moonlight. Every nerve in her body hummed with overstimulation.

She wasn’t human anymore.

The land stretched silent around her, the northern cliffs silhouetted against the stars. She could feel the elements calling to her—the snow a pressure against her fire, the wind testing her strength. The forest below the ridge beckoned.

She ran.

Her legs moved like they remembered freedom better than her mind did. She tore down the slope, bare feet stinging against ice, heart racing. Every breath was agony and exhilaration at once. Trees blurred past, shadows flickering with movement.

Then she stopped.

Because they were already there.

Three figures in black stood in a clearing ahead, too still to be animals, too real to be ghosts. The moment she stepped into view, they turned toward her as one.

The man in the center stepped forward.

Kain.

She didn’t know how she knew his name. But the bond screamed it. The sight of him stole her breath. Tall, lean, coiled like a panther in command. His eyes burned gold, and when he spoke, it felt like embers under her skin.

“Lyra Vale,” he said. “You’re coming with us.”

Her body locked.

Everything inside her said to run. To fight. To burn. But the primal part of her—the Omega in heat—quivered in response to his presence. Behind him, Riven stalked forward, aura crackling with wildfire magic. His gaze raked over her like a weapon.

“You feel that?” he said, voice low and rough. “That’s the bond. You’re ours.”

Theren stood in the shadows, silent as always, but even at a distance, his focus on her was searing.

Lyra bared her teeth. “I’m not yours.”

Riven’s grin was sharp. “Not yet.”

She raised her hand, power sparking from her fingertips. The flames leapt toward them—

And stopped inches from their bodies.

Kain lifted his hand and the fire parted around them, bending to his will like it had always belonged to him.

“We’re not here to hurt you,” he said.

“Funny,” she snapped. “That’s what they said before they locked me up for a decade.”

Theren stepped closer, slow and deliberate. “We’re not the Order.”

“You’re worse,” she whispered.

“No,” Kain said. “We’re bonded. And you’re burning.”

Lyra’s legs gave out. She fell to her knees, heat pulsing in waves from her skin. Her head dropped forward, sweat dripping onto the snow. The pain was too much now. The bond—now awakened—was driving her body into overdrive.

They were too close.

The heat cycle had begun, and it was unrelenting.

Kain moved first, shedding his cloak, wrapping it around her. His hands were steady. Firm. But not cruel.

“I won’t let them take you,” he murmured.

She wanted to believe him. But she couldn’t think anymore.

Only feel.

The fire inside her raged—and three bonded Alphas stood before her, her instincts clawing toward them.

Everything had changed.

And the world would burn for it.
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The wind shifted at dawn.

Lyra felt it before she saw the change—a ripple across the bond that tugged at her senses like an unseen thread. The heat still hummed in her body, a low burn beneath her skin, but the intensity had eased. Her thoughts had cleared, sharpening with the morning chill that bit her cheeks and nose as she emerged from the ruin.

The Alphas stirred behind her, silent as always. Kain moved first, unfolding from where he’d been seated near the door. His cloak fell around him like smoke, his expression unreadable as he took in the changing light across the sky. Riven rolled from his bedroll with a curse and a grin, stretching like a cat. Theren didn’t move, but Lyra could feel his attention as sharply as if his eyes were on her.

They were always watching.

Always waiting.

For her to run. To break. To yield.

She walked into the trees, careful to keep her steps soft and her posture loose. Not submissive—never that—but not openly hostile either. She was learning. Calculating. There was a rhythm to these men, a way they existed beside each other that said they’d done this dance before. More than that—survived it. Not just missions and battles, but each other.

The bond tugged again, and this time she didn’t resist it.

She wasn’t sure if she could anymore.

Kain caught up to her before she reached the stream.

“You shouldn’t go far,” he said. “The Order won’t stay behind forever.”

“I’m not going far,” she replied. “I just needed space.”

“You’ve had ten years of space.”

She turned, slowly, fixing him with a look. “You think a cell counts as space?”

Kain didn’t flinch. “I think you know the difference now.”

She wanted to argue. To pull away. But she didn’t. Because deep down, she knew he was right. Even with the fire clawing through her, even with the bond growing stronger by the hour, she had never felt more awake than she did here, now, hunted but alive.

“You said I’m burning too fast,” she said. “What does that mean?”

He folded his arms. “Your heat was chemically suppressed for too long. Now that it’s active, your body’s cycling faster than normal. Your bond receptors are overstimulated.”

“I feel like I’m on fire.”

“You are. In a way.”

Her eyes narrowed. “And what happens if I don’t bond?”

Kain met her gaze without blinking. “You’ll destabilize.”

Lyra exhaled through her teeth. “That’s a clean word for it.”

“It’s the truth. Without grounding, your power will burn you from the inside out.”

“And grounding means what, exactly?” Her voice was sharp now, edged with panic. “Letting you three—what? Claim me?”

“It means connection,” he said. “Control. Balance.”

“I don’t want to belong to anyone.”

“You don’t,” he said calmly. “But we belong to you.”

The words hit harder than she expected. She looked away, fists clenched.

“Even if I believed you,” she whispered, “how does any of this help me stay free? The Order’s not going to stop looking.”

“No,” Kain said. “They won’t.”

He stepped closer, enough that she could feel the tension crackling between them, but he didn’t touch her.

“They’ve lost control of their most dangerous asset,” he said. “You. They’ll send more than hunters next time.”

“I’m not an asset.”

“No,” he agreed. “You’re a weapon. But only if you choose to be.”

She stared at him. At the lines of fire hidden under the cool steel of his gaze. At the calm wrapped around a storm. And slowly, she nodded.

Behind them, the forest rustled. Riven’s voice cut through the air.

“We’ve got movement.”

Kain turned instantly, all softness gone. “How many?”

“Four scouts. North ridge. Sloppy.”

Theren appeared beside them like a shadow, his blade already in hand. Lyra had never seen him draw it, but it glowed faintly with runes that pulsed with every heartbeat. His eyes met hers for a fraction of a second.

Stay behind us, they said.

But Lyra had never liked being behind.

“I can fight,” she said.

“No,” Kain said sharply. “Not like this. You’re still cycling.”

Lyra growled. “I’m not fragile.”

“You’re volatile,” Riven said, grinning. “Big difference.”

They moved together then, all three Alphas melting into the trees like smoke. Lyra followed, slower, every sense screaming. She could feel the approaching threat like pressure in her skull. These weren’t the masked handlers she remembered. These were elite trackers, trained to kill their quarry before it ever reached the cities.

The scouts came into view just beyond the ridge.

Four men, lightly armored, moving too confidently.

Kain dropped the first with a silent strike, his blade flashing once before disappearing again. Riven launched into the second like a storm, fire blasting from his fists, his laughter sharp and wild. Theren’s kill was quiet, efficient—a twist of the knife, a body collapsing into snow.

The fourth scout saw Lyra.

Their eyes met, and he hesitated.

That was his mistake.

Her hand raised instinctively, and fire roared from her palm. The scout screamed, armor melting as heat engulfed him. When it was over, the air stank of scorched metal and burned flesh.

Lyra stared at her hand, shaking.

She hadn’t even meant to cast.

Kain appeared beside her, eyes scanning the treeline.

“You’ve never been trained to control it.”

“I didn’t even think,” she said. “It just...happened.”

Riven clapped her on the back as he walked past. “Instinct’s a good start.”

Theren said nothing, but his gaze lingered a moment longer than usual.

They stripped the bodies for supplies and buried them under snow. Lyra helped, her hands steady now. She didn’t flinch from the blood or the broken bones. She’d seen worse. She’d survived worse.

But something inside her had changed.

Not because she’d killed.

But because it had felt good.

That night, they camped in a cave farther south, one Theren claimed had once been used by ash witches during the war. Lyra didn’t know if he was telling the truth, but she liked the idea of resting somewhere that had once held power like hers.

The heat returned slowly, pulsing in her veins with every hour that passed. She felt it when Kain leaned close to check the perimeter wards, when Riven brushed her arm passing by, when Theren handed her a flask of water without a word.

It wasn’t just physical. It was emotional. A pull. A need.

But it was also hers.

And that terrified her more than anything.

“Why didn’t you fight the bond?” she asked quietly, later that night.

Kain looked up from where he was sharpening his knife. “I did. For years.”

“And?”

“It won.”

She nodded slowly. “Is that why you’re so calm?”

“No,” he said. “That’s just how I am.”

Riven laughed from the other side of the fire. “Calm? He’s a fucking glacier until he cracks. Then he burns everything.”

Theren said nothing, as usual, but Lyra caught the corner of his mouth twitch.

They were so different. So dangerous. And yet they’d never tried to take her.

She didn’t know if that made her feel safe or even more wary.

Later, after the fire had died down and the others were sleeping, Lyra stepped outside.

The stars above were brilliant, unclouded. She breathed deeply, letting the cold clear her thoughts.

She didn’t hear Theren approach, but she knew it was him.

“You’re not sleeping,” he said.

“Neither are you.”

“I don’t sleep much.”

They stood in silence for a long time.

“Why do you stay silent?” she asked. “You speak when it matters. But barely.”

Theren looked at her, the firelight from the cave catching in his eyes. “Words are easy. Meaning takes time.”

She nodded, understanding in a way she couldn’t explain.

“You’re afraid we’ll break you,” he said. “But you’re already broken.”

Her breath caught.

“And that’s not a weakness,” he continued. “It means you survived. It means you’re still here.”

She turned away, swallowing the tightness in her throat.

“I don’t want to need you.”

“You already do.”

He didn’t say it with pride. Or pity.

Just fact.

She closed her eyes. “And if I let myself want more?”

“We won’t let it consume you.”

The bond pulsed between them.

Not with fire, but with something deeper.

A promise.

And Lyra, for the first time, let herself believe it.

Even if only for a night.
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The river they crossed the next morning was shallow but swift, its icy current biting at Lyra’s ankles as she followed the Alphas to the other side. The cold did little to quench the heat pulsing through her veins, that ever-present fire that had become as much a part of her identity as her name. It dulled in the early morning frost, settling just beneath her skin, waiting for the next trigger.

Their path turned rugged beyond the river, sloping up into a pine-covered ridge where the air thinned and the trees whispered secrets only the wild could understand. Kain led the way in silence, his movements precise, eyes sweeping the terrain like every leaf might be hiding a threat. Riven followed with that signature restlessness of his, fingers twitching against the hilt of his blade, muttering half-formed spells under his breath. Theren brought up the rear, a sentinel in quiet, his presence both calming and ominous.

Lyra kept pace between them, the unspoken center of the unit now. It hadn’t been agreed upon, but the bond placed her at the heart of everything. She hated it. She craved it. She feared what it meant.

They stopped before noon to rest. Riven lit a small fire using only his fingers, and the scent of smoked pine drifted into the air. Lyra sat on a fallen tree and stared into the flame, watching it flicker with the same chaotic rhythm she felt in her body.

“How far to the next outpost?” she asked.

Kain didn’t look up from the map he was unfolding. “Three days if we avoid the main roads.”

“Two if we don’t care about being seen,” Riven said with a grin. “But that’d be boring.”

Theren sat nearby, sharpening his blade. The sound of metal on stone was oddly soothing. Lyra turned to Kain again.

“What happens when we get there?”

He glanced up. “Depends who gets there first.”

Her stomach tightened. “You think the Order will be waiting?”

“I think they’re everywhere now.”

Riven blew gently on the fire, sending sparks dancing. “They won’t risk sending the Lesser Wardens. They know you’d melt them. No, they’ll send their elite.”

“Like you?”

“We were their prototypes,” Kain said. “The Ashborn were meant to hunt fire with fire.”

“And instead, you’re helping me.”

Riven chuckled darkly. “Funny how that worked out.”

They ate in relative silence—dried meat, hard bread, water flavored with crushed berries. Lyra chewed without tasting, her mind elsewhere. Every step she took away from the prison of her past only seemed to deepen the unknown ahead.

As they resumed their journey, the terrain grew more treacherous. The forest thickened, the undergrowth clawing at their legs, the trees pressing in like sentries guarding secrets. By mid-afternoon, snow began to fall—soft, powdery flakes that muffled sound and blanketed everything in a deceptive calm.

They came upon the village just before sunset.

It wasn’t on any map, nestled deep in a bowl-shaped valley beneath a crumbling cliff. Smoke curled from the chimneys of a dozen homes, the scent of woodfire and animal musk wafting through the air. No children played in the snow. No elders sat outside their doors. It was too quiet.

“This isn’t good,” Kain said, crouching behind a cluster of boulders at the ridge overlooking the valley. “It’s too quiet.”

“Looks abandoned,” Theren said.

Riven scanned the horizon, nostrils flaring. “It’s not.”

Lyra shifted her weight, eyes narrowing. She could feel something wrong in the air—magic, faint but charged. Not the wild heat of her own power or Riven’s flaring fire. This was colder. More precise. Surgical.

“They’re here,” she said.

Kain nodded. “Wardens.”

“What do we do?” she asked.

“We draw them out.”

Before she could protest, Riven was already moving, a flick of his fingers igniting a string of flame along the treeline. It raced down the ridge like a whip, crackling and hissing. Seconds later, movement stirred in the village. Figures emerged—cloaked, armored, masked in the white-and-gold insignia of the Ardent Order.

Eight of them. More than scouts.

“They sent a Purge Unit,” Kain muttered.

Lyra’s heart hammered. “They think they can kill me.”

“They don’t plan to kill you,” Riven said. “They plan to take you. And anyone else is just collateral.”

Lyra felt it then—that spark inside her, a gathering storm. It rose unbidden, furious and hot. Her
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