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Chapter 1: Tribute from the Valley
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The day they came for me, the sky was clear—blue as polished stone and deceptively calm. In the valley, that kind of stillness was a warning. The elders whispered it was the dragons who quieted the winds when they hunted, the calm before the shadow of wings covered the sun.

I stood barefoot on the ritual stone, the cold biting into the soles of my feet as if to remind me that this moment was real. Around me, the village gathered, their eyes refusing to meet mine. Mothers clutched children tighter, as though afraid they might be next. Fathers stood still as statues. My own mother had not come. She had been taken in the last tribute, twenty years ago. She never returned.

“Stand tall, Elara,” the priestess whispered beside me. Her voice was meant to be comforting, but it cracked at the edges. “You are not a sacrifice. You are a gift.”

I didn’t reply. What did you say to that? A gift to what—monsters? The Winglord and his flight were legends, and like all legends, they were terrible in the truest sense of the word. Stories told of men who turned into dragons, beasts of sky and flame who ruled the peaks with claws and fire. They were not gods, but they were close. Too close.

I had been chosen for my bloodline, the priestess said. My mother had borne dragon-marked skin before her tribute, and now I carried the same. A birthmark like scales ran down my spine, pulsing faintly with heat ever since the announcement. The villagers saw it as a sign of honor. I saw it as a curse.

The ascent to the skyhold began at dawn. I was draped in ceremonial white, a thin gown that did nothing to protect against the sharp mountain wind. No weapons, no food—just me, my name, and the path ahead. The trail wound higher than I had ever climbed, past the line where trees dared not grow, past the clouds that shrouded the jagged teeth of stone.

By noon, the world below was a distant blur. My legs ached, my lungs burned with thin air, and the sky above was vast and open, oppressive in its immensity. I should have been terrified. I should have wept or screamed or cursed the gods.

Instead, I felt strangely hollow.

When I reached the skyhold gates—massive stone doors carved with ancient sigils—I expected to wait. To knock. To plead. But the moment my hand hovered near the stone, the doors groaned open. No guards. No voice. Just an invitation.

The interior of the skyhold was not a fortress. It was a cathedral of shadows and firelight. Pillars rose like petrified wings, and braziers burned with blue flame that gave off no smoke. The scent was overwhelming—sulfur and spice, and something deeper, almost intoxicating. I followed the heat to the center of the chamber, my every footstep echoing like a drumbeat of defiance.

And then I saw them.

Four of them stood in a half-circle, silent as statues, each one watching me with eyes that burned like embers. They were beautiful and terrible—impossibly tall, built like warriors, but exuding something... more. Their very presence warped the space around them. One had silver hair and eyes like moonlight, cold and unreadable. Another’s skin shimmered with a faint golden hue, his gaze sharp and appraising. A third leaned lazily against a pillar, his lips curved in a mocking smile, his eyes hooded but dangerous. And the fourth—he stood at the center.

He was not the tallest, nor the most obviously fierce, but he held the space like a storm about to break. His hair was black as obsidian, curling at the nape of his neck, and his eyes—those eyes—were a molten copper that seemed to see straight through flesh and bone to the soul beneath. He did not speak at first. None of them did.

Until he took one step forward, the sound of his boot echoing like thunder.

“You are Elara,” he said, his voice a low growl wrapped in silk. “The tribute.”

I swallowed, standing my ground. “Yes.”

He circled me once, his gaze not predatory, but searching—probing. “You carry the mark.”

I nodded. “My mother—”

“Was chosen before you. She bore it. She burned bright.” He stopped in front of me again. “And she never returned.”

His words hit like a slap. “Do you remember her?” I asked, my voice too soft.

His copper eyes narrowed. “I remember every flame that touched this skyhold. But she was not mine.”

“And I am?” I challenged, the words spilling from my lips before I could stop them.

The other three stirred at that, a flicker of surprise—amusement?—passing between them. The Winglord tilted his head, studying me like a puzzle. “You have spirit,” he murmured. “Good.”

He turned away, and the others followed. I thought they would disappear into the shadows, leave me standing there to question what came next. But then he spoke again.

“You are not a prisoner here, Elara,” he said without turning back. “You are a bond. A fire waiting to rise. And the sky has already begun to answer you.”

I didn’t understand what he meant.

But I felt it—the shift in the air, the way the ground trembled beneath my bare feet, the thrum in my blood that sang of something older than fear.

The skyhold had accepted me. Or claimed me. Or both.

And beneath its stone and flame, I felt the stirrings of something impossible.

Not death.

Not exile.

But a beginning.

And somewhere in the shadows of that ancient mountain palace, the dragons watched me—not with pity, or hunger, but with anticipation.

The tribute had arrived.

And I was not afraid.
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Chapter 2: The Winglord Chooses
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The skyhold never slept. Even in the hush of dusk, when the blue light dimmed and the clouds below cloaked the mountains in a sea of drifting silver, there was a pulse in the air—alive and ancient. I felt it in my skin, in the strange heat that had settled in my core since crossing the threshold of this place. Something inside me was waking.

They had not locked me away. I had expected a cell, chains, or a stone room somewhere dark and forgotten. Instead, I was given a high tower chamber with a view of the endless sky and a bed carved from obsidian, warm to the touch. The air smelled of dragonfire and stormwinds, and the silence buzzed with magic. I was alone, but I didn’t feel unseen. Their eyes were always on me.

I tried to rest. I tried to slow my racing heart. But the silence made the tension worse. The way the wind brushed against the tower walls sounded too much like breathing. I paced the room, restless. My fingertips tingled as though power swam beneath my skin, waiting for a command I didn’t understand.

It was nearly midnight when the door opened without warning.

He didn’t knock. Of course he didn’t.

The Winglord stood in the threshold, his broad shoulders framed by flickering torchlight. He didn’t wear armor now—only a deep black robe that hinted at the strength beneath. His copper eyes gleamed in the dimness, and he didn’t ask for permission before stepping inside.

“You should not pace when the mountain listens,” he said. His voice was low, but it filled the room like a storm rolling in from far off.

I didn’t respond at first. I watched him as warily as I would a wild predator, but I did not retreat.

“The mountain?” I asked finally.

He nodded once. “It is alive. It watches. It knows who walks its bones.” He stepped further in, his gaze never leaving mine. “And it knows you do not fear me.”

“Should I?” I asked, and though my voice was steady, my hands clenched at my sides.

For a moment, silence hung heavy between us. Then, he stepped close enough that I could see the subtle shimmer of scales along his jawline—barely there, like moonlight on water. His scent was maddening. Like smoke, salt, and spice, it dragged at something primal inside me.

“You were brought as a tribute,” he said, his voice like velvet over steel. “But the moment you stepped onto that stone, I felt it.”

“Felt what?”

“The bond.”

My breath caught.

He reached out—not to grab me, but to brush a single finger along the back of my hand. The touch burned, not with pain, but with heat that traveled up my arm like lightning.

“I chose you,” he said simply. “The others will challenge it, of course. But it does not matter. I am Winglord. And I have claimed you.”

The world tilted beneath me. Every part of my body was buzzing, trembling. “Claimed,” I echoed. “Like I’m... property?”

His head tilted, a flicker of amusement in his eyes. “No. Not property. Mate.”

“I didn’t agree to that.”

“You didn’t need to,” he said, calm as thunderclouds. “The bond has already begun. You feel it. I know you do.”

I hated that he was right. My skin was too warm. My breaths too shallow. There was a pressure building low in my belly that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with him. His scent. His power. The strange pull I had felt since entering the skyhold had a name now.

Heat.

I stumbled back, my spine hitting the cold stone wall. “You can’t just decide this.”

“And yet,” he said, stepping closer, “here we are.”

I turned my face away, desperate to gather myself. “What happens now?”

He paused, and when he spoke again, his voice was different. Softer. “Now, you learn who you are. What you are. You are more than a tribute, Elara. The bond does not lie. Your bloodline has fire in it. The kind we haven’t seen in generations.”

“You mean dragon blood.”

“I mean more than that.” His hand hovered near my cheek but didn’t touch. “You will need strength. The others will come. They will want you, too. Some to mate. Some to break.”

I shivered.

“You are omega,” he said, the word thick with meaning, “but not weak. There is power in your submission. Power in your choice.”

“I haven’t made one.”

He smiled then, a dark thing. “You will.”

With that, he turned and left, his footsteps soundless on the obsidian floor. The moment the door closed behind him, I sank to the edge of the bed, hands trembling.

Mate.

Bond.

Omega.

The words curled through my mind like smoke.

I didn’t sleep that night.

When dawn came, it wasn’t the rising sun that woke me—it was the arrival of another. A new scent on the air. Brighter. Sharper.

Another alpha.

And I knew, even before I opened the door, that the Winglord’s warning had been true.

The others were coming.

And not all of them would ask.
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Chapter 3: First Flames, First Flight
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The second alpha arrived with the wind screaming behind him. The tower trembled, dust fell from the ancient stones, and for a moment, I thought the mountain itself was crying out. I stood in the center of my chamber, frozen, heart pounding against my ribs like a trapped bird.

Then the door burst open.

He was light and fire, all at once—his hair the color of molten gold, his skin bronzed as though kissed perpetually by sun, and his eyes a dazzling, dangerous amber that sparked with unspoken mischief. He didn’t walk into the room so much as storm through it, bringing with him the scent of wildflowers burning under a summer blaze.

“Is it true?” he asked without preamble, his gaze locking onto mine with an intensity that made my skin tighten. “The Winglord chose you?”

I lifted my chin, refusing to be cowed. “He said he did.”

The alpha’s expression darkened, the corners of his mouth curling with something unreadable. “So he believes.”

“And you don’t?”

He took a step closer. “I believe the sky chooses, not just one alpha’s will. I felt the bond the moment your foot touched the stone.”

My breath hitched. The pull again—different from the Winglord, but just as potent. This one was warmer, more teasing, a spark instead of a flame, but no less dangerous.

“And you are?” I asked, voice steady.

He grinned then, a flash of perfect teeth and arrogant beauty. “Kael. First among
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