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Chapter One: The First Snow
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The first snow of winter arrived in Millbrook like a whispered secret, drifting down from the gray velvet sky in lazy spirals that caught the morning light and turned the world into something from a dream. Lila Ashwood stood at the window of Frostwood Café, her breath fogging the glass as she watched the village transform beneath a blanket of pristine white.

The cobblestone streets that had been bustling with autumn's last harvest festival now lay quiet and peaceful, each stone wearing a cap of snow like tiny white hats. The familiar shops along Millbrook's main thoroughfare—the apothecary with its green shutters, the bookshop with its inviting window display, the blacksmith's forge where smoke still curled lazily into the cold air—all wore their winter finery with quiet dignity.

Lila pressed her palm against the cool glass and smiled.

One year. It had been nearly one year since she had arrived in this charming mountain village, fleeing a life in the city that had felt too small for her dreams. One year since she had taken a chance on a rundown little café with a leaky roof and a dream of creating something beautiful. One year since she had discovered that magic was real, that dragons existed, and that love could find you in the most unexpected places.

Behind her, the café hummed with the gentle sounds of morning preparation. The fire in the great stone hearth crackled warmly, casting dancing shadows across the wooden floorboards. The scent of freshly brewed coffee mingled with the buttery aroma of croissants baking in the oven, and somewhere in the kitchen, the first batch of her famous honey cakes was cooling on the counter.

Lila turned from the window and surveyed her domain with a sense of profound contentment. The Frostwood Café had become everything she had ever hoped it would be—a warm, welcoming haven where the villagers gathered to share stories, laughter, and good food. The walls were lined with shelves filled with mismatched teacups and small potted herbs that thrived despite the cold outside. The tables, each one unique and lovingly restored, were arranged to encourage conversation and community.

But the true heart of the café was the large, cushioned window seat near the fireplace, where a golden dragon the size of a large cat was currently sprawled in an undignified heap, his small belly rising and falling with each peaceful breath.

Spark.

Lila's heart swelled with love as she watched the little dragon sleep. His golden scales gleamed like polished sunlight in the firelight, catching the flames and refracting them into tiny rainbows that danced across the ceiling. His wings, still too small for proper flight, were draped over his face like a blanket, and his tail twitched occasionally as he chased something in his dreams.

In the months since he had hatched from his golden egg, Spark had grown from a tiny, helpless creature into a mischievous, clever, and utterly irresistible presence in their lives. He had become the mascot of Millbrook, beloved by everyone who visited the café. Children would beg their parents to bring them just to see him, and adults would find themselves lingering over their tea just to watch him play.

"Wake up, sleepyhead," Lila called softly, moving toward the window seat. "We have a busy day ahead."

Spark's ear frills twitched, but he made no move to wake. Instead, he burrowed deeper into the cushion, letting out a tiny puff of smoke that smelled faintly of cinnamon.

Lila laughed, the sound bright and warm in the quiet café. "I suppose you can sleep a little longer. But when those croissants come out of the oven, I'm not saving you any."

One golden eye cracked open, gleaming with intelligence and more than a little suspicion. Spark let out a questioning chirp.

"I mean it," Lila said, though her smile betrayed her. "You had four yesterday. The baker's apprentice is starting to think I'm feeding an entire army."

Spark sat up abruptly, his scales ruffling in indignation. He let out a series of chirps and trills that Lila had come to recognize as his most persuasive argument—the one that usually ended with him getting exactly what he wanted.

"No," Lila said firmly, though she could feel her resolve weakening. "You know what the healer said. Too many sweets are bad for your digestion."

Spark drooped dramatically, his golden eyes going wide and mournful. He pressed his tiny claw to his chest and let out a pitiful little whimper.

"You're impossible," Lila sighed, reaching down to scratch behind his ear frills. "Fine. One croissant. But only because you're so cute."

Spark perked up immediately, his earlier sorrow forgotten as he bounded across the window seat and launched himself at Lila's shoulder. She caught him easily, years of practice making the motion automatic, and he settled against her neck with a contented purr that vibrated through her entire body.

"Good morning, you two."

The voice came from the doorway that led to the small apartment above the café, and Lila turned to find Adrian Vale leaning against the frame, his dark hair still slightly disheveled from sleep and a soft smile playing at his lips. He wore a simple wool sweater and trousers, and the sight of him—so utterly at home in her space, so completely hers—made Lila's breath catch.

"Good morning," she said, her voice coming out softer than she'd intended.

Adrian crossed the room in a few easy strides, his movements graceful and sure. He pressed a kiss to her forehead, then reached up to stroke Spark's head. The little dragon leaned into the touch, his purring growing louder.

"Did you sleep well?" Lila asked, tilting her face up to meet his eyes.

"Better than I have in months," Adrian admitted. "I think the cold weather agrees with me."

"Or maybe it's the company," Lila teased.

"Definitely the company." He kissed her again, this time on the lips, a sweet and lingering kiss that made Spark squirm between them with an indignant chirp.

"Someone's jealous," Adrian laughed, pulling back.

Spark puffed out his chest and fixed Adrian with what he clearly believed was a stern look. It was ruined, however, by the way his tail was wagging like an excited puppy's.

Adrian reached out and gently booped Spark on the nose. "Don't worry, little one. You're still my favorite dragon."

Spark preened at the compliment, his scales flashing brighter for a moment before settling back to their usual golden warmth.

Lila watched the two of them together and felt her heart expand with love. When she had first met Adrian, he had been a stranger—brooding, mysterious, and carrying secrets that had nearly cost them everything. But beneath that guarded exterior had been a man of profound loyalty and gentleness, a man who had risked everything to protect her and Spark.

Now, months later, he was her partner in every sense of the word. They ran the café together, shared the apartment above it, and spent their evenings curled up by the fire, talking about everything and nothing. He had become as much a part of Frostwood Café as the mismatched teacups and the warm hearth.

"I should get started on the bread," Lila said reluctantly, gently prying Spark from her shoulder and setting him on the window seat. "The morning rush will be here before we know it."

"I'll help," Adrian offered. "I can start on the coffee."

"You're a lifesaver." She squeezed his hand before heading toward the kitchen. "Oh, and could you check the fire? I think it's getting low."

"Already on it," he called after her.

In the kitchen, Lila lost herself in the familiar rhythms of baking. She measured flour and sugar, kneaded dough until it was smooth and elastic, and arranged pastries on baking sheets with the precision of a master artist. The kitchen was warm from the ovens, and the scent of yeast and honey and cinnamon wrapped around her like a hug.

This was what she had dreamed of, she realized. Not just running a café, but creating a place where people felt welcome and cherished. A place where magic could exist alongside everyday life. A place where a golden dragon could sleep in the window seat and no one would think twice about it.

The bell above the café door jingled, and Lila glanced at the clock. Still an hour before opening.

"That's odd," she murmured, wiping her hands on her apron and peering through the kitchen doorway.

A young woman stood in the center of the café, shaking snow from her cloak and stamping her boots on the welcome mat. She was bundled in a thick wool coat and scarf, and her cheeks were flushed from the cold.

"Lila?" the woman called. "Are you here?"

"Rose!" Lila emerged from the kitchen with a warm smile. "You're early. Is everything all right?"

Rose Thompson was the daughter of the village baker, and she had become one of Lila's closest friends since the café had opened. She was cheerful, hardworking, and had a talent for gossip that rivaled the village's most seasoned rumor-mongers.

"Everything's fine," Rose assured her, unwinding her scarf. "Better than fine, actually. I came to tell you the news before anyone else does."

Lila raised an eyebrow. "News?"

"The council has agreed to hold the Winter Festival early this year," Rose said, her eyes shining with excitement. "With the weather turning so soon, they decided to move it up. It's going to be next weekend!"

Lila felt a thrill of anticipation. The Winter Festival was one of Millbrook's oldest traditions—a celebration of the first snowfall that featured food, music, dancing, and a grand lighting of the village tree. She had heard stories about it from the locals but had never experienced it herself.

"That's wonderful news," she said. "We'll have to prepare something special for the café."

"That's what I was hoping you'd say." Rose beamed. "Everyone's been talking about your honey cakes. They were the hit of the harvest festival."

Lila laughed. "I think that was mostly Spark's doing. He was very charming that day."

"Speaking of which—" Rose craned her neck, looking around the café. "Where is the little troublemaker?"

"In the window seat, having his morning nap," Lila said. "He's been especially sleepy this past week. I think he's going through another growth spurt."

Rose made a cooing sound and headed for the window seat, where Spark was indeed still sprawled in his usual undignified position. But as Rose approached, the little dragon's head shot up, his golden eyes suddenly alert.

"Good morning, sweetheart," Rose cooed, reaching out to pet him.

But instead of leaning into the touch as he normally would, Spark scrambled to his feet and let out a sharp, questioning chirp. His scales rippled, and a faint golden glow emanated from his body.

"Spark?" Lila moved toward him, concern replacing her earlier lightheartedness. "What's wrong?"

The little dragon ignored her, his head swiveling toward the front window as if he had heard something. His nostrils flared, and he let out a sound that was almost like a growl—a sound Lila had never heard him make before.

"Adrian!" Lila called, her voice sharp. "Something's wrong with Spark."

Adrian appeared from the back room instantly, his face creased with concern. He crossed to Spark's side in three quick strides and crouched down, his hands gentle but firm as he examined the little dragon.

"What is it, little one?" he murmured. "What do you sense?"

Spark chirped urgently, his tail lashing back and forth. He pawed at the window glass, then looked back at Adrian with eyes that seemed to plead for understanding.

Adrian's expression shifted, something flickering behind his eyes. "He's sensing something," he said slowly. "Something magical. I can feel it too, just faintly."

Lila felt her stomach tighten. The last time Spark had acted like this, they had been under attack—a shadowy figure from Adrian's past, a man who had wanted to steal Spark and use him for his own dark purposes. They had barely escaped with their lives.

"What kind of magical?" she asked, trying to keep her voice steady.

"Something ancient," Adrian said, his brow furrowed. "And... familiar. But I can't quite place it."

Spark let out another chirp, more insistent this time. He bounded off the window seat and landed on the floor with a soft thump, then trotted toward the door, looking back at them expectantly.

"I think he wants to go outside," Rose observed, her earlier excitement replaced by confusion.

"Outside?" Lila shook her head. "It's freezing out there, and it's snowing. Whatever it is, it can wait until the storm passes."

Spark made a sound of pure frustration, his scales flashing bright gold. He ran back to Lila and tugged at the hem of her apron with his tiny claws, his eyes pleading.

"Maybe we should see what he's trying to tell us," Adrian said quietly. "He's never been wrong before."

Lila hesitated. The rational part of her brain was screaming that it was a bad idea to go charging out into the snow based on nothing more than a dragon's instincts. But Spark was insistent, and Spark was special. He was a Sunscale dragon, a creature of ancient magic and deep wisdom. He didn't act without reason.

"All right," she said finally. "But we're going to bundle up first, and we're taking the path behind the café. I don't want anyone seeing us."

Rose looked between them, her eyes wide with curiosity. "Can I come?"

Lila was about to refuse, but Adrian shook his head. "She'll be safe with us, Lila. And there's safety in numbers. I don't think he's leading us into danger—I think he's leading us to something important."

Spark chirped in agreement, his tail wagging with excitement.

"Fine," Lila sighed. "But you need to promise me you'll stay close and do exactly what we say."

Rose nodded enthusiastically. "I promise."

Twenty minutes later, the four of them were trudging through the snow-covered forest that bordered Millbrook. Spark led the way, his small body surprisingly agile as he bounded through the drifts, leaving a trail of tiny paw prints in the pristine white.

The snow was still falling, thick and silent, muffling the world around them. The trees were coated in a layer of frost that sparkled like diamonds, and the only sounds were the crunch of their boots and Spark's occasional chirps of encouragement.

"Where exactly is he taking us?" Rose asked, her voice slightly breathless from the exertion. "I've never been this deep into the woods before."

"There's a mountain pass about half a mile ahead," Adrian said, his eyes fixed on Spark's golden form. "The old trails lead up into the peaks. But there's nothing up there that I know of. No villages, no settlements. Just caves and rock."

Spark chirped again, more urgently this time. He picked
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