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The eclipse had come and gone, but the mark it left on the world had never faded.

Even now, years later, the crimson haze that had bled across the skies that night was etched into Seren Vireya’s memory as vividly as the scar beneath her ribs. She had been born as the world held its breath, wrapped in a silence so vast it had choked the stars. The midwives had whispered of omens. Her mother had refused to look upon her face. And her father—if such a man could be called that—had taken one glance before vanishing into the smoke of prophecy and war.

Now, twenty-three winters later, Seren stood beneath the fractured archways of the dead citadel, her bare feet pressed into the frost-cracked stone. The wind howled like mourning spirits through the broken pillars, a dirge for the long-fallen kings and queens who had once ruled here. She pulled her cloak tighter, but it did little to shield her from the bite of the cold or the weight of the eyes that had found her at last.

“They’re coming,” whispered Mara, her only friend and the closest thing she had to kin. The girl’s eyes were wide and fever-bright, her breath visible in frantic puffs. “The wards are broken. They breached the outer ring. Seren—”

“I know.”

Seren’s voice was calm, but her hands trembled as she adjusted the silver cuffs around her wrists. She had worn them since childhood—symbols of obedience, of silence, of the bargain that had spared her life. But they were cracked now. Faint red veins spread from them like creeping ivy, as though the blood magic within was waking, responding to something ancient and buried. Her birthright, maybe. Or the end.

“We can still run,” Mara insisted. “There’s a tunnel beneath the southern chapel. It goes beyond the perimeter. You can vanish again. You’re good at that.”

No. She had spent her entire life hiding—beneath false names, behind shadowed veils, within orphan cloisters and mountain temples. She had knelt when commanded, bowed her head when strangers passed, swallowed her words like glass. But prophecy was not a thing you could run from. Not forever.

“I won’t survive the Rite if I run,” Seren said quietly. “They’ll find me when I’m unprepared. And then they’ll take what they want anyway.”

Mara was crying now. “They’ll kill you.”

“Maybe,” Seren admitted. “But maybe I kill them first.”

A distant roar split the sky. The stones beneath her feet shuddered. And from beyond the ruin’s jagged crown, a firestorm unfurled—great torrents of gold and crimson that lit the horizon with impossible light. The Scourgebound had arrived.

The last three Alphas. The cursed. The vowed.

Seren did not remember falling to her knees. She barely felt Mara’s fingers digging into her arm or the way her cloak whipped free and vanished into the fire’s heat. What she remembered was the sound that came next—not a shout or a scream but a growl, low and guttural, that seemed to rise from the marrow of the earth itself.

They were here.

Ashar Vek was the first to emerge from the smoke—tall, draped in black, his obsidian eyes catching the glow of the burning sky. He moved like shadow given form, silent and inhumanly graceful, a blade sheathed in darkness. Seren had seen portraits of him in stolen books, heard rumors whispered by acolytes and drunken traders. But none had done justice to the feral beauty of his presence.

Behind him came Thorne Aurelian, bare-chested and blood-slick, his pale golden hair matted with soot. A crown of bone circled his brow, and his arms bore the remnants of shackles long since shattered. He was fury embodied, a prince who had traded his throne for war and cursed every kingdom in his path.

And last, at the center of the flame, stood Kael Morwyn.

The High Warden.

Silver-haired, rune-scarred, eyes glowing like coals beneath a cold moon. His expression was carved from stone, but his presence smothered the world. Seren’s breath caught as his gaze swept over her—impassive, calculating, ancient. When his eyes met hers, something inside her cracked.

“This is the Omega?” Thorne asked, his voice rough, disbelieving.

“She doesn’t smell like one,” Ashar murmured.

“She’s not yet Awakened,” Kael said. “But she is the one.”

He stepped forward. The fire curled away from him like a living thing. His runes pulsed with a slow, hungry rhythm, and the air thickened as though the world itself held its breath.

“Seren Vireya,” he said, her name more invocation than greeting. “You were foretold. You were hidden. And now you are bound.”

“I am no one’s,” Seren said, rising to her feet though her legs barely held her.

Kael studied her. “You are many things. Liar. Survivor. But not no one.”

Ashar moved behind her. She hadn’t seen him, hadn’t heard him, but she felt the shadow of him wrap around her spine. Mara gasped and tried to reach her, but Thorne caught the girl’s arm and shoved her backward.

“Do not touch her,” Seren snapped.

“She’s a witness,” Thorne said. “She’ll be silenced.”

“She’s my friend.”

“Then she’s a liability.”

Kael raised a hand. “No. Let her go.”

Thorne frowned. “She’s seen—”

“She’s seen nothing that matters. The moment Seren steps across the threshold, the Rite will bind her. Everything else will fall away.”

Ashar leaned in. “Unless she dies before the Rite completes. That’s happened before.”

“It won’t,” Kael said, his eyes locked on Seren’s. “Not with her.”

Mara struggled against Thorne’s grip. “Seren—don’t let them take you. Fight.”

“I will,” Seren said, voice low. “But not like this.”

She turned, stepping away from Mara and toward Kael. The wind ripped through the ruins, howling like wolves denied their prey. Seren lifted her chin. “Do it.”

Kael’s brow arched. “You consent?”

“No. But I accept.”

The Rite was performed beneath the shattered altar of the old gods, where blood still stained the stone from ancient sacrifices. The Scourgebound formed a circle, their bodies marked with fresh cuts where runes had been drawn in crimson. Seren stood at the center, stripped of cloak and cuff, her skin bare but for the sigils they had painted across her chest and thighs.

The first cut was made by Ashar—quick and precise, just above her heart. The second, by Thorne, lower, at the curve of her hip. And the third by Kael, a perfect circle over her sternum.

The blood dripped, pooled, mingled.

Chanted words echoed through the chamber, low and guttural, in a tongue Seren didn’t recognize but felt in her bones. The runes glowed. The stone beneath her feet cracked. And her blood... shifted. Burned.

Her scream rose like a storm.

Something inside her opened, and everything changed.

She saw visions—flashes of a world before time, of a woman with eyes like hers crowned in silver flame, of three Alphas kneeling in ash, their hands stained with her blood. She saw a blade plunged into her chest. A vow broken. A kingdom sundered.

And she saw herself standing at the center of it all, mouth open in a cry that could shake gods.

Then darkness took her.

When she woke, it was not to silence, but breath.

Three heartbeats surrounded her. Not her own.

Kael sat at her side, his hand on her chest, where the sigil still glowed. Ashar knelt near her legs, his fingertips smeared with her blood, his eyes closed. And Thorne—furious, confused—paced like a caged predator, every muscle in his body straining with unsaid need.

“She’s still alive,” Ashar murmured, almost to himself.

“She shouldn’t be,” Thorne growled. “No Omega has ever survived the Rite unclaimed.”

“She’s not claimed,” Kael said. “She is bound.”

Seren’s eyes fluttered. Her mouth tasted of ash and iron. She tried to speak, but only a breath escaped.

Kael leaned closer. “You are ours now, Seren Vireya. Not by choice. Not by vow. But by fate.”

Her voice was hoarse. “I don’t believe in fate.”

Kael smiled. It was not kind.

“You will.”

They did not chain her.

That was the most surprising part.

Instead, they gave her a room—high in the tower where the wind never stopped howling and the walls seemed to breathe with the pulse of ancient magic. They brought her food. Left her clothes. Waited.

She did not eat.

Did not dress.

Did not sleep.

For three days, she sat with her back against the stone and listened to the heartbeat that was not hers. It pulsed faintly in her chest, always there, always echoing—three distinct rhythms, overlapping but never aligned.

Kael. Ashar. Thorne.

They were in her. Or she was in them.

On the fourth day, Kael came.

He stood in the doorway, a silhouette of silver and firelight. “You need to eat.”

“I need to wake up.”

“You are awake.”

“Then I need to kill you.”

Kael stepped inside, shutting the door behind him. “Try.”

Seren stood. Her body ached in strange ways. Her skin burned at the sigils. Her blood itched. But her spine was straight, her eyes clear. She crossed the room in three strides and drove her fist toward his throat.

He caught her hand.

Held it.

Waited.

She snarled and twisted, trying to slam her knee into his gut. He blocked that too.

They stood, breathless, bodies nearly touching.

“You are not weak,” Kael said softly. “You are not broken. But you are changed.”

She tore her hand away. “You did this to me.”

“We revealed it.”

Seren shoved past him, moving to the window. Below, the citadel lay in ruins—smoke, rubble, firelight. And beyond that, the forest. The mountains. Freedom.

“They will come for you now,” Kael said behind her. “Others. The Order. The Forsworn. Even the kings of the western wastes.”

“Let them.”

“You’re not ready.”

“I wasn’t ready for you either.”

Kael was silent a long moment. Then he said, “You will have to choose.”

“Between what?”

“Who to kill. Who to save. Who to love.”

Seren turned. Her eyes burned. “I choose me.”

Kael inclined his head, almost a bow. “Then we begin.”

And in the shadows beyond the door, two figures waited.

Ashar. Thorne.

And the hunger in them had only just begun to rise.
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The hunger came in waves.

It wasn’t just physical—though that was there, curling low in Seren’s belly, gnawing at her insides as if her own body rebelled against the idea of solitude. No, it was deeper than that. This was a hunger written into her blood, into the very magic etched across her skin. She had tried to deny it, to ignore the ache that bloomed when Kael entered the room or the shiver that trailed her spine whenever Ashar passed too close in the hall. But something fundamental had shifted during the Rite, and now she could feel them always—like invisible threads binding her to the three Scourgebound Alphas who had tethered her to this place and to themselves.

She stood alone in the training arena—an open courtyard rimmed by high walls, the stone scorched in places where old spells had once detonated. There were no guards here, no weapons, no boundaries save the high sky above. But she was not free.

Freedom required choices. And choice, right now, was an illusion.

She swung the practice staff hard, striking the post in front of her with enough force that the wood cracked down the center. Her palms burned. She gritted her teeth and spun again, striking with precision that came from years of hiding sharpness beneath silence. She hadn’t forgotten what it was to survive. She wouldn’t forget now.

The post shattered on her next strike. The fragments scattered across the stone floor, echoing through the open space like bones snapping beneath pressure.

“Impressive,” a voice said behind her, smooth as smoke.

She didn’t turn. “I don’t train for compliments.”

Ashar stepped into view, his shadow long in the dying light. He wore black again—always black—and the folds of his tunic clung to his form like ink to parchment. His eyes glittered like glass under pressure, and his smile, when it came, was more suggestion than expression.

“Then train for something else,” he said. “You’ll need it.”

She faced him fully, letting the staff fall. “Am I to be tested again? Another rite? More cuts to see if I bleed prophecy?”

Ashar tilted his head. “You still don’t understand what you are.”

“I’m an Omega. Bound. Owned.”

He moved fast. One moment he was ten feet away. The next, the staff was gone from her hands and his fingers were wrapped around her wrist.

“No,” he said, voice soft but seething. “You are not owned. Not by me. Not by Kael. Not even by fate. You are what we were promised. And you are what they fear.”

She glared at him. “Let go.”

His fingers tightened. “Make me.”

Something in her blood surged. The marks across her skin pulsed once—then flared. Ashar hissed, recoiling as though burned. She hadn’t moved. Hadn’t spoken. But something inside her had pushed outward, rejecting his grip.

“You’re awakening faster than we expected,” he said, more intrigued than alarmed.

“Then maybe I’ll burn this whole place to the ground before you expect it.”

Ashar’s smile returned. “Do it. I would love to see Kael’s face.”

He turned and vanished into the shadows without another word, leaving her heart hammering against her ribs.

That night, Seren dreamed in red.

She stood in a field of bones, the sky above her writhing with black stars. The air smelled of iron and ash, and the ground pulsed beneath her feet like a living thing. She wore no clothes, but she wasn’t cold. She wasn’t weak.

A throne rose in the distance—tall, jagged, alive with flame. Atop it sat Kael, unmoving, watching her with eyes that knew too much. On either side of him knelt Ashar and Thorne, their heads bowed, their mouths sealed with molten gold.

“Choose,” Kael said.

Seren walked forward, her feet cutting open with every step across the broken stone.

“Choose what?” she asked.

“Which of us dies.”

“I don’t want any of you.”

“That isn’t the question.”

She stopped, blood trailing behind her. “I won’t be your executioner.”

Kael stood. His skin was carved with runes now, deeper than before, burning brighter. “Then you’ll be your own.”

The dream broke.

She woke drenched in sweat, gasping, her body thrumming with the echo of a memory that hadn’t happened. Her skin ached as though the runes were seared anew. Her fingers twitched with leftover violence.

Kael was waiting in the corner of the room.

She didn’t scream. She didn’t flinch.

“You dream loud,” he said.

“You listen like a ghost.”

He stood and approached the edge of the bed. “Your Awakening is accelerating. It’s forcing the bond.”

“I didn’t ask for any of this.”

“No one ever does,” Kael said. “But once begun, the Rite can’t be undone. You’re changing, Seren. You feel it.”

She swung her legs off the bed. “What happens if I reject it?”

“You won’t.”

“What happens if I do?”

Kael’s face was unreadable. “Then you die.”

Her breath caught. “You’d kill me?”

“No. Your body would. You were bound by blood, by ancient oaths older than kingdoms. Your soul was called. If you walk away now, it will tear itself apart trying to return.”

“So I’m a prisoner.”

“You’re the key to a kingdom that doesn’t exist anymore.”

She stared at him. “Then let it stay buried.”

Kael stepped closer. “I’ve burned empires for less. But for this—for you—I would hold the fire back. For a time. If you ask me to.”

There was no sarcasm in his voice. No mockery. Just a terrifying calm that made her stomach twist.

She turned her head. “Why me?”

“Because the world needs a reckoning. And it chose you.”

The next day, Thorne returned.

He came in like a storm, dragging a broken table behind him, slamming it into the center of the hall where the three of them gathered for the first time since the Rite. His armor was dented, his skin bruised, his rage a physical thing.

“The Forsworn breached the perimeter. Seven dead. Two turned.”

Ashar raised an eyebrow. “Turned?”

“Bitten. Infected. Their blood twisted.”

Kael glanced toward Seren. “It begins.”

“I thought we had time,” Thorne growled.

“You thought wrong.”

“They’ll come for her next.”

“They already are.”

Seren watched the exchange with growing unease. “What are the Forsworn?”

Kael looked at her. “Our enemies. The fallen ones who broke the pact long ago. Alphas driven mad by the hunger they refused to temper. Omegas twisted into weapons. They’re what happens when power forgets purpose.”

“And they want me?”

Ashar nodded. “They want what you carry. The echo of the old blood. The promise of the new.”

“You keep speaking in riddles. Say it plainly.”

Kael studied her a long moment, then said, “You are the last living Omega born under the Eclipse. The only one. The prophecy marks you as the one who can break the cycle—or fulfill it.”

“And what does that mean?”

Ashar smirked. “Depends on who gets to you first.”

Thorne threw a broken blade onto the table. “I say we stop playing nursemaid. Let her choose. Take one of us. Complete the bond. The longer she delays, the worse this gets.”

Seren stood slowly. “Take one of you?”

“You need an anchor,” Thorne said. “Someone to tether the Rite before it unravels.”

“No.”

“You think you have time, girl? You don’t. Every breath you take now frays the magic. Every dream you have pulls something darker through. Soon, you’ll burn. And you’ll take us with you.”

Ashar shifted beside her. “He’s not wrong.”

Kael said nothing.

Seren walked toward the table and placed her hand on the broken blade. “I will not be forced.”

“No one’s forcing you,” Thorne said. “But the clock’s running out.”

She lifted the blade and pressed it against her palm. “Then let me choose how I bleed.”

Blood welled up, bright and sharp. Kael stepped forward instinctively, but she shook her head. The wound was shallow. Controlled.

“I decide what happens to me,” she said. “Not fate. Not prophecy. Not you.”

Kael met her gaze. “Then prove it.”

That night, she left her room.

She found Thorne on the western tower, his hands curled around the stone balustrade, his breath visible in the chill night air. He didn’t look at her as she approached.

“You hate me,” he said.

“No.”

“You should.”

“Why?”

“Because I would break the world to stop feeling this way.”

She stepped beside him. “What way?”

“Like I belong to you.”

She didn’t answer.

He turned, and for a moment the fire in his eyes softened. “I used to believe in things. Kingdoms. Oaths. Family. Then they made me a weapon. And I forgot how to hope.”

“And now?”

“Now I remember.”

She touched his arm. Just once.

And he exhaled like she’d struck him.

They didn’t kiss. Didn’t speak further. But when she left him there, her pulse was no longer her own.

The bond was growing.

And whether she wanted it or not, the Rite was awakening.
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Seren ran.

Not because she was fleeing—though some hidden part of her still itched with the instinct to vanish—but because her body demanded it. The sun had only just risen over the distant mountain ridge, the light fractured and weak as if the sky itself feared to look too closely at this place. Her bare feet struck the worn stone of the inner courtyard, dust lifting in small clouds beneath each stride. The courtyard was silent except for her breath and the faint pull of wind around the spires.

She wasn’t sure what she was running toward. The answers she sought were no longer simple, nor were the choices ahead of her. But she needed to move. To feel the rhythm of her limbs, to remember the sharpness of her own breath, to reclaim the illusion of control—even if it was fleeting.

Behind her, the citadel stirred.

She could feel them. All three of them. Ashar, somewhere in the western wing, his energy like silk soaked in blood—quiet, slick, waiting. Thorne above, high in the sentry towers, pacing like a caged storm. And Kael, of course, in the heart of the fortress where his will spread like frost, cold and precise.

The bonds were deepening.

Every day that passed without a full Claim meant more instability. More danger. But she could not choose until she understood what she was being asked to become. And no one would tell her the truth, not completely.

The eastern wing was the oldest part of the structure, mostly unused. Dust blanketed the floor like forgotten snow. Vines curled through the shattered windows. She slipped through the half-ajar door of an abandoned scriptorium and paused to catch her breath. The air smelled of ink and time. Scrolls lined the walls in narrow cubbies, most too brittle to touch. One of the high stained-glass windows had collapsed inward, flooding the space with pale gold light.

She wasn’t alone.

Seren stilled. The presence behind her wasn’t one of the three.

The voice came soft, almost melodic. Female. “You’re not supposed to be here.”

Seren turned, fists clenched.

A woman stepped out from behind a pillar, her robes gray and tattered, her face veiled beneath a hood woven with black threads. She moved like smoke—no footfall, no sound—yet the air rippled around her.

“Who are you?” Seren asked.

“A memory.”

“Not an answer.”

The woman tilted her head. “Answers have weight. Are you ready to carry them?”

“I’m done being led blind.”

The woman raised a hand and, with a flick of her fingers, summoned a flickering image into the air—a projection of another time. A younger Kael stood before a council of robed figures, his runes fresher, his face less hollowed. Behind him, Ashar lurked like a shadow. Thorne was there too, bloodied and silent.

“The Rite of Binding was never meant to survive,” the woman said. “It was designed as a failsafe. One last hope in a world poisoned by broken oaths and corrupted blood.”
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