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Chapter One: Frostfire Festival
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The plaza of Glaciera lay beneath a bruised twilight sky, its cobblestones glazed with a thin sheet of ice that glittered under the glow of a thousand torchlights. Ribbons of snow spiraled through the lantern-lit air, drifting in lazy eddies around the great bonfire at the plaza’s center. Kaelin’s breath came in soft, misty bursts as she wound her way through the thronging crowd, each exhale mingling with the scent of spiced cider and roasted boar. Her dark hair was braided close to her scalp, threaded with ember-red ribbons that brushed the nape of her neck with each step, and her leather jerkin was trimmed with faint, glowing runes that warded her Flameblood magic—a gift and a legacy she guarded fiercely.

Tonight, the Frostfire Festival was more than mere celebration: it was an annual test of strength and skill, and Kaelin intended to prove herself among the finest spear-throwers Glaciera had ever seen. Around the bonfire, hopeful contestants took turns hurling the legendary Icebound Spear, a long shaft tipped with enchanted crystal that could shatter boulders or freeze a river’s current with a single throw. Whispers followed her: “Flameblood,” they called her. “The one who bleeds fire.” She felt their envy prickle along her spine—and she savored it.

As Kaelin stepped into the tossing circle of contestants, the roar of the crowd dulling to a hum, she allowed herself a moment to center her thoughts. Her fingers brushed the haft of her spear, the carved phoenix emblem warming under her touch. A distant horn signaled the next round, and the festival master—a portly man in fur-trimmed robes—raised his gauntleted hand to silence the spectators. Flames danced in his eyes as he announced, “The next thrower: Kaelin Emberheart!”

A cheer rippled through the plaza, met almost immediately by jeers of protest. Some resented the idea of Flameblood magic tainting a test of pure skill. Others, old friends of Kaelin’s, roared their support. She lifted her chin, met the festival master’s nod, then advanced to the marked line. The bonfire’s heat licked at her cheeks, making the ribbons in her hair glow like coals.

Drawing a slow breath, Kaelin felt the familiar hum of power at her core. She closed her eyes, envisioning the target’s center: four wooden rings hung in concentric circles, suspended by iron chains. When she opened her eyes again, they were clear, focused. With a practiced motion, she drew back her arm, the speartip glinting in torchlight. Time seemed to stretch: she could hear the hiss of flame against ice, the crackle of frost on the wind, her pulse beating like a drum.

Then she let it fly.

The spear spun true, cutting through the chilled air. It struck the outer ring with a sharp tink, then rebounded—yet the crystal head, enchanted to shatter under impact, exploded in a flurry of glittering shards. A thunderous cheer erupted, and Kaelin exhaled in relief, her legs unsteady for a breathless moment. She bowed her head in quiet thanks to the spark of flame magic that had guided her throw.

But as she straightened, a sudden, jagged crack split the sky—a sound like breaking glaciers—and the plaza froze. Torches guttered. The crowd’s murmur died in collective shock. Kaelin’s gaze snapped upward.

High above the city’s spired rooftops, where the stars should have glittered like diamonds, a vast shape tore through the swirling snow. Feathers—silver-blue, enormous as sails—unfurled in slow-motion grace. Beneath them, a figure plunged earthward, trailing frost in its wake.

A chorus of terrified shrieks rose as the stranger landed with bone-rattling force at the plaza’s edge. Ice exploded around him in spider-web cracks. Kaelin’s stomach dropped into her boots. She bolted across the stones, heart pounding, as panicked villagers scattered like skittish deer. Torches clattered to the ground; a mother swept her crying baby into her arms, fleeing. But Kaelin pressed on, heedless of the cold bite that lanced her skin.

The fallen figure lay sprawled near a shattered lantern. His wings, those glorious wings, were pinned awkwardly—one splayed wide, feathers crushed under a fallen wooden beam, the other half-folded with frost-encrusted tips. His clothing was of fine silk and fur, too ornate for a common traveler: a tunic of midnight blue trimmed in silver, trousers of charcoal velvet, boots of supple leather embossed with winged motifs. Despite the mess of ice and blood at the wing’s base, his features were arresting: high cheekbones dusted with frost, a strong jaw shadowed by dark stubble, and eyes the color of glacial pools—brilliant, chilling, and fierce.

Kaelin skidded to a halt, her breath stuttering in her chest. The wind picked up, carrying the musk of dragonfire and something else—something raw, like the ache of a heartbeat too close to the skin. She crouched beside him, instincts screaming that she had to act. A tipped pouch had spilled at her feet: charcoal-black stones faintly glowing with ember magic—her Flameblood talismans.

“Stay back,” warned a guard, blade lowered but poised. His voice was tight, the edge of fear in every word.

Kaelin didn’t glance at him. Instead, she snatched up a stone and crushed it between her palms. A wave of warmth rippled through her fingers, chasing back the chill. She pressed her palm against the wounded wing’s base, and frost and flame met in a hiss of steam. The stranger’s breath caught in his throat; his eyes fluttered shut, then snapped open.

“Help me,” he rasped, voice low and cracked with cold. His accent was foreign—distant mountains, or so Kaelin guessed. She nodded, ignoring the guard’s admonitory shout.

Steeling herself, she dismantled the fallen beam with a heave of her shoulder, freeing one end of the wing. It remained pinned near the base, but the shift was enough. Kaelin pressed two more ember-stones to the wound, her magic pulsing in gentle waves that melted ice and soothed torn sinew. Each time her palm brushed his skin, a flicker of heat flared across her senses, and she forced her focus back to healing.

Nearby, the festival master stomped forward, robes swirling. “Who are you?” he demanded of the stranger, voice echoing against stone walls. “Why do you bring this destruction upon us?”

The guards formed a tight semicircle, halberds at the ready. Kaelin glared at them, the surge of her magic making her pulse thunder. “He didn’t mean to harm anyone,” she said, her voice stronger than she felt. “He fell through the ice canopy above. He needs help.”

The stranger sat up, testing his wing. Steam rose where Kaelin’s fire had coaxed the frost away. He flexed, and the wing quivered alive, feathers shimmering. The crowd gasped. Murmurs rippled through them—dragonkin had not been seen in these lands for generations.

Kaelin met his gaze. “What is your name?” she asked softly.

“Lysandre,” he replied, voice steadier now. “Lysandre of the Skyreach Clans.”

A hush fell. Skyreach was a place of legend, whispered in northern tales as a realm of dragonborn people with wings like storms. If he truly was their prince... Kaelin’s heart hammered at the thought.

The festival master’s eyes narrowed. “Prince Lysandre,” he said, voice cool. “Your arrival—your magic—has endangered my people. Explain yourself, or I will have you bound and questioned.”

Lysandre rose fully, wings folding around him like a cloak of ice. Bloodstains flecked the tips, but the wing’s shape was proud, unbowed. He turned to Kaelin. “My people are dying,” he said, voice low but intense. “A frost demon named Aurix has stolen the Heart of the Skypeak—our clan’s source of magic—and sealed our lands in unending winter. Without the Heart, Skyreach will perish. I came seeking someone who could help: someone with Flameblood magic to reignite the Heart and restore balance.”

Murmurs rippled into gasps. The Heart of the Skypeak was myth: an ancient talisman said to hold a dragonkin clan’s lifeblood. If the demon had truly seized it... then the fate of an entire people dangled on Kaelin’s shoulders.

The festival master kicked at a stray ember. “And why involve us?”

Lysandre’s gaze swept the crowd, then settled back on Kaelin. “Because she is the last of the Flameblood line,” he said. “And only Flameblood fire can melt the demon’s frost.”

Silence swallowed the plaza. Kaelin felt every eye upon her, every breath held in the frosty air. Her fingers tightened around the pouch of ember-stones at her belt; the soft glow beneath her jerkin pulsed, eager for release.

She squared her shoulders, drawing in a steadying breath. “If what he says is true,” she called, voice carrying over the cold hush, “then I will help him.”

A collective intake of breath seemed to rise with her words; torches flickered brighter, as though in approval. Lysandre’s silver-blue eyes
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