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      Five hundred years ago, the aurora didn't just dance across the Arctic sky, it listened.

      Elder Frostbane stood at the center of the Sacred Grounds, watching his four companions take their positions around him. The newly established North Pole Academy rose behind them, its crystalline towers gleaming against the perpetual twilight. They'd built something unprecedented here, a school where young shifters could learn to harness their magic, and tonight they would anchor it to the land itself with a ritual of their own making.

      "Are we ready?" Frostbane called, his voice carrying across the frozen expanse. Snow crunched beneath his boots as he shifted his weight, anticipation thrumming through his veins.

      "Ready!" Silverhoof called from the North position, her breath misting in the frigid air. Even in human form, she radiated power, a legacy of the ancient bloodlines that had held dominance over winter storms for generations.

      "Ready!" Brightantler confirmed from the South, his stance confident. The youngest of them at barely twenty, he'd already proven himself the fastest flyer in their generation.

      "Ready!" The twins, Dawnleap and Starbound, answered in unison from East and West. Their matching grins suggested they found the whole affair thrilling rather than intimidating, which was typical of the Dancer line.

      Frostbane allowed himself a moment of pride. They were the best. Pure bloodlines, exceptional power, flawless technique. If anyone could forge a magical bond strong enough to sustain an academy for centuries, it was them.

      "Then let us begin," he declared, and shifted.

      The transformation rippled through him like a wave of pure joy. One moment human, the next standing on four powerful legs, his magnificent antlers crowned with frost that never melted. Around him, his companions shifted as well, five reindeer in their prime, identical in their excellence.

      As one, they launched into the sky.

      Flying was freedom. Flying was purpose. Flying was what they'd been born to do.

      Frostbane led them through the pattern they'd designed over months of careful study. North to South, East to West, weaving between positions in movements that mimicked the aurora's natural flow. Each flight path traced ancient ley lines beneath the surface, awakening magic that had slumbered in this land since before memory.

      The aurora responded immediately.

      Ribbons of green and blue light began to swirl overhead, following their movements with uncanny precision. Where Frostbane flew, the aurora blazed emerald. Silverhoof's path sparked silver-white. The twins left trails of gold and rose, while Brightantler's wake shimmered with starlight.

      Five colors. Five flyers. Five magical signatures perfectly synchronized.

      They completed the first rotation, then the second. On the third, Frostbane felt it, the exact moment when the magic shifted from following to partnering. The ley lines beneath the academy pulsed in rhythm with their flight. The aurora above them arranged itself into a perfect five-pointed star, each beam extending toward one of the flyers.

      Yes, Frostbane thought with fierce satisfaction. Accept our bond. Recognize our strength.

      He poured his magic into the connection, feeling his companions do the same. Five streams of power flowed downward through the air, through the aurora, into the frozen ground itself. The land drank it in with what felt like gratitude.

      The aurora exploded into brilliance.

      Light cascaded across the sky in waves that could be seen for hundreds of miles. The five shifters hung suspended in the air, their reindeer forms glowing with magical fire, antlers crowned with living light. Around them, the aurora formed perfect geometric patterns, symmetrical, beautiful, eternal.

      Below, witnessing shifters gasped and cheered. The academy's newly constructed wards flared to life, visible for the first time as shimmering barriers that followed the buildings' elegant lines. Even the snow beneath their hooves began to glow, illuminating ancient magical currents that would sustain this place through centuries of use.

      Slowly, carefully, they descended. The moment their hooves touched ground, the pattern locked into place.

      Frostbane shifted back to human form, his body still humming with residual magic. His companions did the same, their faces flushed with triumph and wonder. Around them, the aurora continued its display, proof that the bond had taken, that the ritual had succeeded beyond even their most optimistic projections.

      Elder Snowmantle approached from the crowd of witnesses, his ancient face creased with approval. "Extraordinary," he declared, his voice carrying to everyone assembled. "You have achieved what many thought impossible. This academy now stands on a foundation of magic that will endure through the ages."

      Frostbane stepped forward, still catching his breath. This moment demanded words that would be remembered, that would establish the significance of what they'd just accomplished. He felt the weight of history pressing down, felt the eyes of future generations watching through the lens of time.

      "This bond shall hold eternal," he pronounced, his voice ringing across the Sacred Grounds, "forged by the purity of our bloodlines and the strength of our traditions. So long as we honor what we are, the magic shall endure."

      He gestured to his companions, gathering them into the proclamation. "Five voices speaking as one. Five powers unified in purpose. Five hearts beating in perfect synchronization. This is the foundation upon which our academy stands."

      The crowd erupted in applause.

      "Let this ritual be performed annually," he continued, "at winter solstice, when the aurora is strongest, and the boundary between magic and earth grows thin. Let five students be chosen each year, the best of us, the most excellent, to renew this bond and remind the land of our commitment. Through this tradition, we ensure our legacy."

      Elder Snowmantle nodded solemnly. "Then let it be so recorded. The Winter Flight Trials shall become a sacred tradition, performed each year at solstice. May those who follow prove themselves worthy of this honor."

      As the celebration began, Frostbane remained on the Sacred Grounds, watching the aurora complete its final flourishes overhead. The magical bond they'd created thrummed beneath his feet, steady as a heartbeat, powerful as a storm. It felt permanent in the way mountains felt permanent, in the way stars felt eternal.

      He'd built something that would last forever.

      Or so he believed.

      The aurora settled into its perfect five-pointed star formation, each beam precisely aligned, each color perfectly balanced. It was flawless. Magnificent. A testament to what could be achieved when the right individuals came together with a singular purpose and an unblemished heritage.

      What Frostbane didn't understand, what none of them could understand in that moment of triumph, was that perfection contained within it the seeds of fragility. A ritual designed for absolute uniformity would inevitably shatter when confronted with variation. Magic built on sameness would eventually rebel when fed diversity.

      The land had accepted their bond not because it required purity, but because five powerful shifters had offered their magic with joyful hearts. The aurora had responded not to their bloodlines, but to their authentic connection. The ritual had succeeded because they believed in it, because they'd poured themselves into creating something larger than any individual.

      But over the centuries, as their words were repeated and their ritual was replicated, the meaning would shift. Future generations would hear "purity of bloodlines" and forget "joyful hearts." They would see "perfect synchronization" and miss "authentic connection." They would perform the ritual as an obligation rather than an offering, would choose participants by heritage rather than compatibility, would demand sameness and call it unity.

      And the magic, patient as winter itself, would wait.

      It would wait through centuries of successful performances, each one technically flawless but spiritually emptier than the last. It would wait through generations of chosen students who flew the pattern correctly but felt no joy in the flying. It would wait through decades of academy leaders who preserved tradition but forgot its purpose.

      Until finally, the magic would have an opportunity to speak.

      Until five students arrived who were nothing like those first legendary flyers, students who represented everything the tradition claimed to reject, who embodied diversity instead of purity, who brought chaos instead of perfect synchronization.

      The aurora continued its perfect display above the Sacred Grounds, beautiful in its symmetry, magnificent in its precision. Five hundred years of flawless tradition stretched ahead, a monument to what excellence could achieve when properly cultivated and carefully controlled.

      And for five hundred years, it endured, until the winter when the magic demanded something different.
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            THE WEIGHT OF LEGACY

          

        

      

    

    
      HOLLY

      The aurora never looked the same twice, but tonight it seemed to be showing off.

      I pressed my forehead against the frost-etched window of my dorm room, watching ribbons of emerald and sapphire twist across the Arctic sky. Somewhere beneath those dancing lights, ley lines pulsed with ancient magic, the same magic that would soon choose five students for the Winter Flight Trials.

      Five students. Just like every year for the past five hundred years.

      And this year, for the first time, I was old enough to be one of them.

      "You're going to freeze your face to the glass," Eli observed from behind me, his voice carrying the gentle amusement that made him the best friend I'd ever had. "Then you'll have to spend the first day of Year 3 with a window permanently attached to your forehead. Very dignified for the Headmaster's daughter."

      I pulled back, laughing despite the nervous energy thrumming through my chest. "That would definitely make an impression."

      "Just not the one you're hoping for." Eli sat cross-legged on his bed, somehow making the process of unpacking look graceful. His silver-white hair caught the aurora's glow through the window, and for a moment, he looked more Fae than shifter, which was exactly the kind of thing people whispered about him when they thought he couldn't hear.

      I turned away from the window and surveyed the chaos of my side of the room. Trunk still half-packed, books scattered across my desk, winter flying gear tangled in a heap that would make my mother sigh. Organization had never been my strength.

      "How was your summer?" I asked, grabbing an armful of sweaters and shoving them into a drawer. Subtle, Holly. Very subtle.

      "You mean aside from my mother assigning me supplementary magical theory texts and my father insisting I practice formation flying every morning?" Eli's violet-blue eyes sparkled with humor. "Wonderful. Relaxing. Exactly what summer break should be."

      "At least they care about your education."

      "They care about ensuring I'm 'twice as prepared as pure-blood students' because I'll be 'judged twice as harshly.'" He made air quotes with his fingers, his voice a perfect imitation of his mother's formal Fae cadence. "As if I didn't already know that."

      I abandoned my unpacking and flopped onto my bed, staring up at the ceiling where someone had enchanted tiny stars to twinkle in constellation patterns. "Do you ever wish you were just... one thing? Not half-this and half-that?"

      "All the time." Eli's honesty always surprised me, even after three years of friendship. Most people hid their vulnerabilities behind jokes or bravado. "But then I remember that being two things means I get two perspectives. Two kinds of magic. Two ways of seeing the world."

      "That's very philosophical."

      "My Fae heritage makes me wise beyond my years," he said solemnly, then grinned. "Or so my mother tells anyone who'll listen."

      I threw a pillow at him, which he caught with reflexes too quick to be entirely reindeer shifter. "Show off."

      "You love it."

      I did. Eli had been my constant since we were both small enough to trip over our own hooves during First Shift training. While other students had made friends based on family status or bloodline purity, we'd bonded over being the odd ones out, me with my human mother, him with his Fae heritage. We'd learned together that different didn't have to mean less.

      Except sometimes it felt like less. Especially when I watched pure-blood students fly with the kind of power and grace that seemed to come effortlessly to them, while I had to work twice as hard for half the result.

      "You're thinking about the Trials." Eli didn't phrase it as a question.

      "Was I that obvious?"

      "You get a specific look. Like you're trying to solve a really complicated equation in your head." He finished unpacking his last box and came to sit on the edge of my bed. "Holly, you're an excellent flyer."

      "I'm adequate."

      "You're better than adequate, and you know it. You just hold yourself to impossible standards because your dad is a literal legend and your mom made history by existing." He bumped his shoulder against mine. "No pressure or anything."

      I laughed, but it came out shakier than I'd intended. "Selection is next week. Professor Stormhoof said they're looking for students who embody the five qualities: Strength, Grace, Balance, Heart, Unity. I don't embody any of those things. I'm just... here."

      "That's not true."

      "Name one thing I'm exceptional at."

      My antlers prickled beneath my skin, that restless ache I got when my magic didn’t know where it wanted to settle. Not enough to shift. Not enough to fly. Just enough to remind me I was always slightly out of sync.

      Eli was quiet for a moment, and I felt shame creep up my neck. I shouldn't put that on him. Shouldn't make him responsible for building me up when I couldn't even,

      "You make people feel seen," he said quietly. "When Cole was struggling with his First Shift last year, you spent hours with him in the practice arena. You didn't make him feel stupid for being late to develop. You just helped him figure it out at his own pace. That's unity, Holly. Real unity, not just flying in formation."

      My throat felt tight. "That's not a Trial quality."

      "Maybe it should be."

      Before I could respond, my communication crystal chimed with my mother's signature, three melodic notes that somehow conveyed both warmth and expectation.

      Family dinner at six. Your father wants to discuss the semester. Don't be late. Love you. -Mom

      I groaned and flopped backward dramatically. "Family dinner on the first night back. This should be fun."

      "Define fun."

      "Sitting at a table with my legendary father, who rebuilt the Prancer legacy, my brilliant mother who rewrote the rules for human-magical integration, my perfect older sister who's already been accepted to North Pole University with honors, and my adorable little brother who thinks everything is an adventure." I counted them off on my fingers. "All while trying to explain why I'm just average at everything."

      Eli stood and offered me his hand, pulling me up with surprising strength. "You're going to that dinner, you're going to be yourself, and you're going to remember that your family loves you regardless of whether you fly in the Trials."

      "But I want to fly in the Trials."

      "I know." His expression softened with understanding. "But maybe think about why. Is it because you genuinely want to, or because you think you have to prove something?"

      I didn't have an answer for that.
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        * * *

      

      The Headmaster's residence sat on the eastern edge of campus, close enough to be convenient but far enough to provide privacy. My parents had designed it themselves, a cozy stone building that managed to feel both magical and homey, with a kitchen that always smelled like cinnamon and a fireplace that crackled with enchanted flames year-round.

      I arrived exactly on time, which meant I was late by Noelle's standards.

      "Holly!" Cole launched himself at me the moment I stepped through the door, his thirteen-year-old enthusiasm undimmed by the fact that we'd seen each other just two months ago at home. "Did you see the aurora tonight? I think it was showing the pattern from the First Binding! Well, probably not exactly, but it looked really cool and..."

      "Breathe, Cole." I hugged him back, grateful for his uncomplicated joy. "Yes, I saw it. It was beautiful."

      “Cole,” my mother called from the kitchen, "let your sister get through the door before you tackle her."

      I hung my coat on the rack carved with reindeer and snowflakes. “It’s okay. I’m braced for impact."

      My father emerged from his study, and even after fifteen years of having Connor Prancer as a dad, I still felt a small jolt of recognition when I saw him. This was the shifter who'd broken flight records. Who'd led Santa's sleigh team on the most successful Christmas Eve in history. Who'd then walked away from all that glory to build a school where students like me might belong.

      "There's my Year 3 student," he said, pulling me into a hug that smelled like pine and winter mornings. "How does it feel?"

      "Terrifying," I admitted, then immediately regretted the honesty.

      But Dad just laughed. "That's the right answer. If you're not a little terrified, you're not paying attention." He guided me toward the dining room, where the table was already set with mismatched plates that somehow worked together. "Your mother made her famous stew."

      "The one with actual magic in it, or the one she just calls magic?"

      "Both," Mom said, appearing with a steaming pot that radiated warmth and the faint shimmer of enhancement charms. Her dark hair was pulled back in a practical bun, and she wore the casual robes she preferred when not in her official Director capacity. "I figured the first night back deserved the special recipe."

      Noelle was already seated, of course, her posture perfect and her Year 5 uniform immaculate despite a full day of classes. She looked up from the book she was reading, something advanced and theoretical, naturally, and gave me a smile that managed to be both genuine and slightly superior.

      "Holly. Good summer?"

      "Fine. You?"

      "Productive. I completed my University entrance thesis early and received preliminary acceptance to three different programs." She said it casually, like it was no big deal that she'd basically secured her entire future before even graduating.

      "That's amazing, Noelle," Mom said warmly, ladling stew into bowls. "We're very proud."

      "All of you," Dad added. "All our children are exactly where they're supposed to be."

      I focused very intently on my stew.

      Dinner conversation flowed around me: Cole's excited chatter about his first day of Year 1, Noelle's measured descriptions of her advanced courses, and Mom's updates on integration initiatives she planned for the semester. Dad asked thoughtful questions, made everyone laugh, and somehow made it seem like we were just a normal family having a normal meal.

      Except we weren't normal. We were the First Family of North Pole Academy, living in a house on campus, under constant observation from students and faculty who all had opinions about how the Headmaster's children should behave.

      "Selection for the Winter Flight Trials is next Friday," Dad mentioned casually, as if he hadn't just dropped the topic I'd been obsessively thinking about all day. "Professor Stormhoof will be making recommendations to the faculty committee this week."

      My spoon froze halfway to my mouth.

      "Holly's eligible this year," Mom said, her tone carefully neutral. "Year 3 and up."

      "I know the rules," I said, more sharply than I'd intended.

      Dad's expression didn't change. "I'm not allowed to influence the selection process. You know that, right? Even if I wanted to, which I don't, because that would undermine the entire system, I've recused myself from any decisions involving my children."

      "I know."

      "So whatever happens, it's based purely on merit and suitability for the roles."

      "I know, Dad."

      "Good." He took a bite of stew, and I could feel him choosing his next words carefully. "I also want you to know that flying in the Trials isn't the only way to prove yourself. It's an honor, certainly, but it's not a judgment of your worth as a student or a shifter."

      Noelle had never flown in the Trials. She'd been too focused on academics, too busy building her University applications. And no one questioned her worth.

      But Noelle was pure reindeer shifter, brilliant and accomplished in ways that had nothing to do with our father's legacy. She didn't need to prove she belonged here.

      "Can I be excused?" The words came out before I could stop them. "I have unpacking to finish."

      Mom and Dad exchanged one of those parent looks that conveyed an entire conversation in a glance.

      "Of course," Mom said gently. "We love you. Trials or no Trials. Remember that."

      I nodded, not trusting my voice, and escaped before anyone could say anything else that was kind and understanding and made me want to cry.
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        * * *

      

      I found Eli in our usual spot, the small courtyard behind the residence halls where a single tree grew despite the Arctic climate. My parents had planted it together twelve years ago when they first founded the academy, and somehow it thrived, its branches always covered in frost-flowers that glowed softly in the darkness.

      Eli was leaning against the trunk, his face tilted up to watch the aurora.

      "That bad?" he asked without looking at me.

      "I don't want to talk about it."

      "Okay." He shifted to make room, and I slumped down beside him, letting the tree's strange warmth seep into my back. "Want to talk about something else?"

      "Like what?"

      "Like how Professor Nightshade assigned us a ten-page essay on elemental magic interactions for next week, and I'm pretty sure she's trying to kill us."

      I laughed despite myself. "Ten pages? On the first week?"

      "She said it's to 'assess our current understanding and identify gaps in our knowledge.'" Eli's impression of the stern professor was spot-on. "I think it's because she enjoys watching us suffer."

      "Probably both."

      We sat in comfortable silence, watching frost-flowers bloom and fade in accelerated cycles, their petals catching aurora light. This tree was a living reminder that impossible things could grow if you gave them the right foundation. If you believed in them enough to plant them even when everyone said they wouldn't survive.

      My parents had believed in this academy. Had fought for it, built it from nothing, defended it against critics who said integration was dangerous or foolish. They'd created something that hadn't existed before, a place where half-human shifters and Fae-touched students and anyone else who didn't fit traditional molds might find belonging.

      And I was terrified of letting them down.

      "I want to fly in the Trials," I said quietly. "Not because I think I have to. Because I actually want to. I want to feel like I'm part of the academy's story, not just watching from the sidelines because my last name is Prancer."

      "Then try for it." Eli's response was simple, matter-of-fact. "Give it everything you have. And if you're not chosen, you'll know you tried."

      "What if trying isn't enough?"

      "Then you'll try again next year. Or you'll find another way to be part of the story." He bumped his shoulder against mine. "That's what we do, right? We find our own paths."

      Above us, the aurora shifted into new configurations, something more fluid and unpredictable. Colors bled into each other, creating shades without names. It was messy and chaotic and absolutely beautiful.

      "Hey Eli?"

      "Yeah?"

      "Thanks for being my friend."

      "Thanks for being someone worth being friends with."

      We stayed there until the aurora began to fade with approaching dawn, two misfit students sitting under an impossible tree, hoping that somehow we might prove we belonged in a story that seemed written for someone else.

      I didn't know it then, but in six days, everything would change. The Trials would shatter. The magic would rebel. And five students who had no business being chosen would become the academy's only hope.

      But that night, I was just Holly Prancer, half-human, half-something-else, entirely uncertain, watching the aurora and wondering if I'd ever be enough.

      The frost-flowers bloomed around us, oblivious to doubt.
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            THE NEW STUDENT

          

        

      

    

    
      MEG

      Perfect was a choice, not an accident.

      I woke at precisely 5:30 AM, the way I had every morning since First Shift training in Year 1. No alarm needed, my body knew the rhythm. Wake, stretch, meditate for exactly ten minutes while visualizing the day's flight patterns. Shower, dress in a uniform pressed the night before, hair braided in the traditional Dancer style that my mother had worn and her mother before her.

      By 6:15, I was in the dining hall before most students had even opened their eyes, eating the same breakfast I ate every morning: oatmeal with precisely measured honey, a glass of juice enhanced with energy charms, and one cup of tea steeped for exactly four minutes.

      Control was everything. Routine was safety. If I maintained perfect discipline, nothing could go wrong.

      "You know it's only the second day of term, right?" Madison Clearbrook slid into the seat across from me, her tray loaded with enough food to feed three people. The snow leopard shifter never seemed to worry about anything, which I found both admirable and completely baffling. "Most people are still recovering from summer. You look like you're preparing for battle."

      "Preparation prevents poor performance," I said automatically, the phrase my mother had drilled into me since childhood.

      "That's a lot of P's." Madison grinned and bit into a pastry that left sugar crystals on her chin. "Come on, Meg. Relax a little. Year 3 is supposed to be fun."

      Fun. The word felt foreign in my mouth. Year 3 was when students became eligible for the Winter Flight Trials. When the faculty started seriously evaluating who might have the potential for elite training. When every flight practice, every magical theory test, every single performance mattered for your future.

      Fun was a luxury I couldn't afford.

      "Have you heard about the transfer student?" Madison continued, apparently undeterred by my lack of enthusiasm for relaxation. "Silas something. Frostborn? Apparently he got expelled from his last school for some kind of magical incident."

      My spoon paused halfway to my mouth. "Expelled?"

      "That's what I heard. Destroyed half a training arena or something." Madison lowered her voice conspiratorially, even though the dining hall was mostly empty. "They say he has ice magic but can't control it. That he's dangerous."

      I set down my spoon with deliberate care, suddenly not hungry. "Why would the academy accept someone who was expelled for being dangerous?"

      "Your guess is as good as mine. Maybe your mom knows? She's on the faculty committee, right?"

      She was. Sally Dancer, lead reindeer of Santa's sleigh team for twenty years, now semi-retired to teach advanced flight techniques at the academy her old teammate had founded. My mother knew everything that happened at this school, and she'd definitely mentioned something about a "challenging new student" who would require "patience and understanding."

      I should have paid more attention.

      "If the faculty accepted him, they must think he deserves a chance," I said carefully, echoing what my mother would say. What she'd want me to say.

      "I guess." Madison shrugged. "Just seems weird, right? Accepting someone with a record of magical violence while we're all trying to prove we're good enough for the Trials."

      Magical violence. The words sent ice through my veins.

      The Winter Flight Trials required perfect synchronization, absolute control, flawless execution. One person losing control could break the entire ritual. Could damage the magical bond between academy and land that had sustained this place for five hundred years.

      Could ruin everything.

      "I'm sure it'll be fine," I heard myself say, though I didn't believe it. "The faculty knows what they're doing."

      Madison looked like she wanted to say more, but movement near the entrance caught both our attention. A student I'd never seen before stood in the doorway, clearly uncertain whether to enter or flee.

      He was tall, taller than most Year 3 students, with the kind of build that suggested power barely contained. Dark hair fell across eyes that flickered with something that might have been fear or might have been ice magic sparking at the edges. He held himself stiffly, like someone expecting an attack.

      "That's him," Madison whispered. "Silas Frostborn."

      As if sensing the attention, Silas's gaze swept the dining hall. When it landed on us, on me specifically, I saw him go even more rigid. Then he turned abruptly and left without taking a single step inside.

      "Okay, that was weird," Madison said.

      Weird didn't cover it. That was the look of someone who expected to be rejected before anyone even spoke to him. Someone who'd learned that entering a room meant inviting judgment.

      I recognized it because I'd felt it myself, every time I walked into flight practice, knowing that everyone was comparing me to my legendary mother.

      The difference was that I'd learned to hide it behind perfect posture and flawless performance. This Silas apparently hadn't.

      "I should get to the arena," I said, gathering my dishes with automatic precision. "Flight practice starts at seven."

      "It's 6:45."

      "I like to arrive early."

      Madison laughed, but fondly rather than mockingly. "Of course you do. Hey, save me a spot at lunch? I want to hear how the new Professor Stormhoof formations go."

      "Will do."

      I deposited my dishes in the cleaning station, nodded to the kitchen staff, and headed outside into the perpetual Arctic twilight. The aurora had faded with dawn's approach, leaving the sky painted in shades of deep blue and purple. Snow crunched beneath my boots as I walked the familiar path to the practice arena, my breath misting in air cold enough to freeze ordinary humans.

      But I wasn't an ordinary human. I was Sally Dancer's daughter, and the cold was my birthright.

      The practice arena was already occupied when I arrived. Professor Stormhoof stood in the center of the flight space, arms crossed over his barrel chest, watching three Year 5 students run formation drills overhead. His grizzled face showed approval as they executed a particularly difficult weave pattern without breaking synchronization.

      "Dancer," he called without looking at me. "You're early."

      "Good morning, Professor." I set my gear bag down in my usual spot and began my pre-flight stretches. "I wanted to review the new formations before class."

      "Your mother would be proud." He finally turned to look at me, his weather-worn eyes sharp despite his age. "Though I wonder sometimes if you push yourself because you want to, or because you think you have to."

      The observation hit too close to home. "Does it matter? Either way, I improve."

      "Improvement without joy is just labor, girl. Remember that."

      Before I could formulate a response, other students began arriving. I recognized most of them, the usual Year 3 and 4 students who took Advanced Flight seriously. Holly Prancer arrived with her friend Eli Winterbourne, both looking somewhat sleep-deprived but smiling. A cluster of Year 4 pure-bloods claimed the far side of the arena, their expensive gear gleaming.

      And then Silas Frostborn walked in.

      The temperature in the arena dropped five degrees.

      I saw it happen, saw frost literally form in the air around him before he noticed, and seemed to pull the magic back with visible effort. His jaw was clenched so tightly I could see the muscle jumping. He kept to the edges of the space, as far from other students as possible.

      Professor Stormhoof's expression didn't change. "Frostborn. Good. You're here. Let's see what you can do."

      "I..." Silas's voice was rough, like he hadn't used it much recently. "Maybe I should wait. Practice on my own first."

      "You'll practice with everyone else. We're a team here, not a collection of solo performers." Stormhoof gestured to the center of the arena. "Shift and show me basic vertical lift. Nothing fancy."

      Silas looked like he wanted to argue. His eyes swept the arena again, taking in the students who had stopped their stretching to watch. I saw his hands clench into fists.

      Then, with visible reluctance, he shifted.

      The transformation was wrong.

      Not wrong in the technical sense, he completed it smoothly enough. But the magic that accompanied it felt jagged, sharp-edged, like winter wind that cut instead of caressed. His reindeer form was massive, larger than any Year 3 student should be, with antlers that already bore the kind of impressive rack usually reserved for adults. Frost spread across the ground beneath his hooves.

      "Vertical lift," Stormhoof repeated, unmoved by the display.

      Silas launched skyward, and immediately ice exploded from his body. Cold slammed into my lungs, sharp and biting, and I forced my breathing into the steady cadence my mother had drilled into me, panic wastes energy.

      I watched, frozen in horror, as crystalline spikes shot through the air, beautiful and deadly. They didn't hit anyone, but only because Silas twisted mid-flight to redirect them upward, toward empty sky. The effort made him falter, lose altitude, and nearly crash.

      He landed hard, shifted back to human form, and stood there breathing heavily, ice crystals still forming in his hair.

      "I told you," he said hoarsely. "I can't control it."

      The arena had gone completely silent. Even the Year 5 students overhead had stopped to watch.

      Professor Stormhoof walked over to Silas with measured steps. "You redirected it."

      "What?"

      "The ice. You felt it surge, and you redirected it away from other students. That's not lack of control, boy. That's choosing where your power goes even in the moment of panic."

      Silas stared at him like he'd spoken a foreign language.

      "Your problem isn't power," Stormhoof continued. "It's fear. You're so afraid of losing control that you're strangling your own magic, which makes it worse. Suppressed magic finds cracks to escape through, and those cracks are always rougher than intentional channels."

      "So what am I supposed to do? Just let it flow and hope I don't kill someone?"

      "You're supposed to learn proper technique. Build channels instead of walls. Direct instead of suppress." Stormhoof's voice was gruff but not unkind. "That's why you're here, isn't it? To learn what your last school clearly failed to teach you."

      Silas said nothing, but something in his expression shifted slightly. Not hope, exactly. But maybe the faintest possibility of it.

      "Everyone pair up," Stormhoof called to the assembled students. "Today we're working on sympathetic flight, matching your partner's patterns, compensating for their strengths and weaknesses. Find someone approximately your skill level."

      Students immediately began gravitating toward their usual partners. Holly moved toward Eli. The pure-blood cluster paired off among themselves. I found myself scanning the arena for Madison, who wouldn't arrive until the official class start time in ten minutes.

      Which left Silas standing alone, frost still crackling faintly around his fingertips, clearly expecting to be excluded.

      My mother's voice echoed in my head: The Dancer family leads by example. We set the standard for others to follow.

      Leading meant being first. Being brave. Being willing to do the difficult thing because it was right.

      I walked over before I could talk myself out of it.

      "Pair up with me," I said, keeping my voice level and professional. Not friendly, I wasn't ready for friendly with someone who apparently couldn't control dangerous ice magic, but not hostile either.

      Silas looked at me like I'd just volunteered to jump off a cliff. "You don't want to do that."

      "Professor Stormhoof said to pair up. I don't have a partner. You don't have a partner. It's logical."

      "It's stupid. I could hurt you."

      "You redirected the ice surge away from students thirty seconds ago. You'll do it again if you need to." I crossed my arms, channeling my mother's no-nonsense authority. "Besides, I'm Sally Dancer's daughter. I can handle a little ice."

      Something flickered across his face, surprise, maybe, or reluctant respect. "You're really not afraid?"

      I was absolutely terrified.

      "I'm cautious," I said instead. "There's a difference. Now shift and let's see if we can get through one circuit without incident."

      For a long moment, Silas just stared at me. Then, slowly, he nodded.

      We shifted together.

      My reindeer form was textbook, proportionate, and powerful without being oversized, and my coat gleamed with the careful grooming I maintained religiously. Next to Silas's massive frame, I looked almost delicate. But Dancers didn't survive by being the biggest. We survived by being the best.

      "Follow my lead," I said through the magical connection that allowed shifted students to communicate. "Mirror my movements. Don't try to match my power, just match my pattern."

      "This is a bad idea."

      "Noted. Now fly."

      I launched upward, keeping my ascent smooth and controlled. Behind me, I felt Silas hesitate, then follow. His flight pattern was raw, unrefined, but there was undeniable power behind it. Like watching a storm try to fly in formation.

      We completed one circuit. Then another. Ice magic sparked around Silas constantly, but as long as he stayed focused on mirroring my movements, it didn't explode outward. He was channeling it into flight itself, using the power constructively instead of suppressing it.

      "Good," I said. "Again."

      "How are you doing that?"

      "Doing what?"

      "Flying like every movement is already planned. Like you know exactly where you'll be three seconds from now."

      "Because I do. Predictability is efficiency. Efficiency is excellence."

      "That sounds exhausting."

      It was. God, it was so exhausting. But exhaustion was just another thing to manage, another variable to control.

      We practiced until my muscles burned and my wings ached. Even then, I made us run through the pattern twice more, because good enough had never been the Dancer standard.

      When we finally landed and shifted back, Silas looked at me with something approaching wonder.

      "You're intense," he said.

      "Thank you."

      "That wasn't a compliment."

      "I'm choosing to take it as one." I grabbed my water bottle from my gear bag, my hands steady despite the fatigue singing through my bones. "Same time tomorrow?"

      "You seriously want to keep partnering with me?"

      "You need practice with control. I need practice with adaptation. You fly nothing like anyone I've trained with before. It's mutually beneficial."

      Silas was quiet for a moment. "The other students won't like it. You pairing with the dangerous transfer."

      He wasn't wrong. I could already feel eyes on us, hear the whispers starting. Meg Dancer, Sally's perfect daughter, partnering with the student everyone else avoided.

      But I'd made my choice when I walked over to him. Dancers led by example.

      "Let them think what they want," I said with more confidence than I felt. "I'm not here to win popularity contests. I'm here to be the best."

      "And you think partnering with me helps with that?"

      "I think," I said carefully, "that excellence means being willing to learn from unexpected places. Now excuse me, I have Magical Theory in twenty minutes, and I still need to review last night's reading."

      I walked away before he could respond, my posture perfect, my stride measured. Only when I was around the corner and out of sight did I let my shoulders slump slightly, let out the breath I'd been holding.

      I'd just partnered with a student expelled for magical violence.

      My mother was going to have opinions.

      The other students were definitely going to have opinions.

      And somewhere deep in my chest, beneath the perfect exterior and the carefully maintained control, a small voice whispered that maybe, just maybe, I'd done something right.
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