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The wind howled like a wounded beast through the icy cliffs of Mount Elira, carrying with it flurries of snow that stung like needles against the skin. Somewhere between the trees, hidden in the white silence of winter, a girl named Liora pushed forward, her cloak heavy with frost, her cheeks flushed from the biting cold.

She wasn’t supposed to be this far from the village. But something had called her—something ancient, something silent. Maybe it was the way the mountain gleamed under moonlight, or maybe it was the dream she’d had for the past three nights: the sound of a voice she had never heard before, whispering her name from the summit.

As she reached a narrow ridge, her foot slipped, and for a heartbeat, she thought she was falling. But strong arms caught her.

She looked up, and time froze.

Before her stood a boy—no, a young man—tall and broad-shouldered, with raven-black hair dusted with snow and eyes like molten amber. His breath steamed in the cold, and across his back was strapped a great iron axe. He wore no cloak, only a fur-lined tunic, but he didn’t shiver.

“You’re not from here,” he said, his voice deep, quiet, and full of something Liora couldn’t quite name. Pain? Curiosity? Power?

“I… I live in the village,” she said, her voice trembling more from his gaze than the cold. “Who are you?”

“They call me Kael,” he replied. “The mountain is mine.”

She wanted to laugh, but didn’t. He said it not with pride, but with burden.

And somehow, Liora knew in that moment: her life had just changed forever.
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