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      CONNOR

      The meteorite felt like a frozen star in my pocket.

      I'd carried it for three weeks, since the night after our record-breaking flight when Magnus pulled me aside in the Sacred Grounds and pressed the raw chunk of space metal into my palm. "For when you're ready," he'd said, aurora light reflecting in his knowing gaze. "Nix helped me enchant it. The metal remembers crossing between worlds. Seemed fitting."

      Now, standing outside Crystal Dining Hall with graduation chaos swirling around us and Kayla's hand warm in mine, the ring I'd forged from that meteorite burned against my thigh like a promise I was finally brave enough to make.

      "Connor?" Kayla squeezed my fingers, her green eyes searching my face. "You've been quiet since the ceremony ended. Are you okay?"

      Around us, graduates streamed past in clusters, sprites launching into aerial acrobatics, elves conjuring champagne fountains, reindeer shifters racing toward the Sacred Grounds for the traditional post-graduation bonding run. The whole campus hummed with celebration and bittersweet goodbyes, but all I could focus on was the woman beside me and the question lodged in my throat.

      "I'm perfect," I managed. "Just thinking."

      "Dangerous habit." She bumped her shoulder against mine, teasing, but I caught the flicker of concern in her expression. We'd been through too much this year, my family's shattered reputation, her brutal Oath Keeper trials, the Council's scrutiny, proving that human-shifter bonds could work, for her not to recognize when I was holding something back.

      I needed to do this right. Needed the moment to match what she meant to me.

      "Walk with me?" I tugged her away from the dining hall's entrance, toward the path that wound through the Frosted Gardens. "There's something I want to show you."

      "Show me, or tell me?" She fell into step beside me, her graduation gown whispering against the snow-packed ground. "Because you're doing that thing where you get all intense and brooding, and honestly, Prancer, after the year we've had..."

      "Trust me." I brought her hand to my lips, kissed her knuckles. "Please?"

      Her expression softened. "Always."

      The Frosted Gardens were quieter, most students having migrated toward the louder celebrations near the dorms or the Sacred Grounds. Ice sculptures lined the pathways, conjured by this year's advanced Cryomancy class, depicting scenes from North Pole University's history. We passed a rendering of the first sleigh team, another of Santa signing the Creature Accords, a third showing the founding of the Oath Keeper program.

      I led Kayla to the heart of the gardens, where an ancient evergreen stretched toward the perpetual twilight sky, its branches heavy with enchanted icicles that chimed softly in the arctic breeze. The aurora borealis danced overhead, ribbons of green and gold weaving patterns that seemed to pulse in time with my racing heart.

      "This tree," I said, stopping beneath its canopy, "was planted the year the university opened. Five hundred years ago."

      Kayla tilted her head back, studying the glittering branches. "It's beautiful."

      "Every Headmaster has added one enchantment to it. Protection spells, mostly. Preservation magic." I turned to face her fully, capturing both her hands in mine. "But also blessings. For students who gather here. For promises made in its shadow."

      Understanding flickered across her face. Her breath caught. "Connor..."

      "Let me say this." My voice came out rougher than intended. "Before I lose my nerve."

      She nodded, squeezing my hands so tightly I felt her pulse hammering against my palms.

      "Four years ago," I began, "I walked onto this campus convinced I knew exactly who I was supposed to be. Prancer's heir. Future lead reindeer. Legacy defender." I huffed a laugh. "Turns out I didn't know anything."

      "You knew how to be insufferable," Kayla offered, her lips quirking despite the tears gathering in her eyes. "You had that down perfectly."

      "I did." I brushed my thumb across her cheekbone, catching a stray tear before it could fall. "And you knew how to call me on it. From that first day in Intro to Sleigh Dynamics when you corrected my form and I wanted to be furious but mostly just wanted to know everything about the human girl who wasn't afraid of a shifter twice her size."

      "You weren't that intimidating." Her voice wavered. "Your antlers were still a little crooked from summer molt."

      "They were rugged," I protested. "Character-building."

      She laughed, the sound breaking through her tears. "Sure. We'll call it that."

      "Kayla. Love." I squeezed her hands, grounding us both. "Let me finish before we both fall apart."

      She bit her lip, nodded again.

      "You taught me that legacy isn't about blood or reputation. It's about choice." I released one of her hands to reach into my pocket, my fingers closing around the ring. "You showed me that strength means building bridges, not walls. That loving you, being loved by you, doesn't make me less of a shifter. It makes me more of who I'm meant to be."

      The aurora flared above us, as if the North Pole itself was holding its breath.

      "We've proven everyone wrong," I continued. "Every doubt, every whisper that humans and shifters couldn't really bond, that the magic wouldn't hold, that we were too different, we shattered all of it. Together."

      "Together," Kayla echoed, her free hand moving to rest over her heart, where I knew she could feel the phantom warmth of our connection even without a formal bond seal.

      I dropped to one knee.

      Her sharp inhale cut through the night air. Behind us, I heard footsteps pause on the garden path, other students noticing, stopping to watch, but I kept my focus locked on Kayla's face.

      I wished Dad could see this. But maybe, somehow, he did.

      "I don't have speeches," I said, pulling the ring free and holding it up between us. Starlight caught in the meteorite metal, making it gleam like captured aurora. "Just this truth: You are my home, Kayla Matthews. My partner. The person I want beside me for every flight, every challenge, every impossible dream we decide to chase. You make me braver. Better. You make me believe in magic I can't see but feel every time you look at me like I hung the moon."

      A laugh bubbled out of her, half-sob, half-joy. "You didn't hang it. That's not scientifically..."

      "Kayla." I smiled up at her. "Will you marry me? Will you let me spend the rest of my life proving that choosing you was the easiest and best decision I ever made?"

      For a heartbeat, the world held its breath.

      Then she was pulling me to my feet, her hands framing my face, her yes tumbling out between kisses pressed to my lips, my cheeks, the corner of my jaw.

      "Yes," she gasped. "Yes, you impossible reindeer. Yes, always yes."

      My hands shook as I slid the ring onto her finger. The meteorite band fit perfectly, of course it did, I'd measured her finger while she slept, sneaking the string away before she woke, and the moment the metal touched her skin, it pulsed with soft golden light, then softened, the light dimming until it shimmered faintly beneath her skin, like a promise etched in gold.

      "It's warm," Kayla breathed, staring at the glowing ring.

      "Magnus and Nix enchanted it. The metal crossed between worlds before it reached Earth, just like we're bridging two worlds." I threaded my fingers through hers, watching the faint shimmer play beneath the surface. "It'll always lead you home. To me."

      "I'm already home," she whispered, and kissed me again.

      Applause erupted around us.

      I'd forgotten about the gathering crowd, graduates who'd followed us into the gardens, drawn by whatever magic hung thick in the air. But when I looked up, my throat tightened.

      Magnus and Nix stood at the front, Magnus's arm around Nix’s shoulder, both of them grinning. Rowan and Ivy were there too, Ivy actually crying happy tears while Rowan tried and failed to look composed. Elian had Fiona tucked against his side, both of them radiating approval.

      But it was Oliver, standing slightly apart with his arms crossed and a rare, genuine smile softening his usually stern features, who nodded at me with something that looked like pride.

      "About damn time, Prancer," Sally called from somewhere in the crowd. "We were starting to think you'd lost your nerve."

      "Never," I called back, pulling Kayla closer. "Just waiting for the perfect moment."

      "Under the Blessing Tree at graduation?" Nix's voice carried clearly despite the growing noise. "I'd say you nailed it."

      The aurora overhead suddenly blazed brilliant green-gold, brighter than I'd ever seen it, bright enough that several students gasped and pointed. Threads of light spiraled down from the sky, weaving around the ancient evergreen's branches, around Kayla and me, until we stood in a column of pure northern magic, ancient, sentient, approving.

      "The North Pole approves," Oliver said dryly, though his eyes gleamed with emotion. "Apparently enthusiastically."

      Kayla laughed against my chest, her arms wrapped tight around my waist. "Does it always do that?"

      "Only for bonds the land recognizes as true," Magnus answered. He and Nix moved closer, Nix reaching out to admire Kayla's ring. "Congratulations, both of you. Though I have to say, Connor, I was hoping you'd manage to surprise her. Kayla, did you suspect?"

      "Not even a little," Kayla admitted, holding up her hand so the meteorite could catch the aurora light. "I thought he was just being weird about the graduation ending."

      "I was being romantic," I protested.

      "You were being weird," she countered, but the joy in her voice made it clear she didn't care.

      More friends pressed in, congratulations and hugs, and excited chatter about wedding plans we hadn't even begun to consider. Someone conjured champagne glasses, though Sally apparently conjured too many because suddenly Elian was juggling three flutes while trying not to spill on Fiona's dress. Ivy immediately started talking venues, and Crystal, who'd appeared from somewhere in the crowd, was already suggesting they hold one ceremony in London and one here.

      "Two weddings?" Kayla's eyes went wide.

      "One for your family," Crystal said practically. "One for ours. Makes sense, doesn't it?"

      Kayla looked at me, and I could see the wheels turning in her mind, already planning, already building bridges between her two worlds.

      "We'll figure it out," I promised her quietly.

      Through it all, I kept Kayla anchored to my side, her hand in mine, her ring glinting like a promise made solid.

      Eventually, the crowd began to disperse, other celebrations calling, the night still young despite the late hour. Magnus pulled me aside for a brief moment while Nix distracted Kayla with talk of dress shopping.

      "You did good, kid," Magnus said quietly. "Your father would be proud."

      The mention of Dad sent warmth through my chest instead of the old, familiar ache. He'd been gone for five years now, hadn't lived to see me restore the Prancer name or find the love of my life. But somehow, standing here with Magnus, who'd been more mentor and father figure than I'd deserved, the grief felt gentler. Like maybe Dad really had seen this moment, somehow.

      "Thanks," I managed. "For everything. The ring, the enchantment, the support..."

      "That's what pack does." Magnus squeezed my shoulder. "Now comes the real work, though. The proposal was the easy part."

      I glanced at Kayla, watching her laugh at something Ivy said, her whole face lit with happiness. The aurora still danced overhead, softer now but steady, like the land itself was keeping vigil.

      "Building a life together," I murmured, echoing the thought that had been circling my mind since I first decided to propose. "Yeah. That's the real magic."

      Magnus smiled. "Smart man. You're learning."

      As the night deepened and the celebrations finally began to wind down, I found myself alone with Kayla again, the two of us walking slowly back toward the residential halls. Her head rested on my shoulder, my arm wrapped around her waist, and the comfortable silence between us felt like its own kind of promise.

      "So," she said eventually, her voice drowsy but content. "How long have you been planning this?"

      "Since the flight trials," I admitted. "Maybe before. Hard to pinpoint exactly when I knew."

      "Knew what?"

      "That I wanted forever with you." I pressed a kiss to her temple. "That anything less wouldn't be enough."

      She stopped walking, turning to face me fully. In the aurora's gentle glow, she looked ethereal, my human girl who'd conquered an impossible university, who'd earned the respect of creatures ten times her age, who'd loved me despite every reason not to.

      "Forever sounds perfect," she whispered, reaching up to cup my cheek. "Let's start building it tomorrow."

      "Tomorrow," I agreed.

      But first, I kissed my fiancée under the North Pole sky, tasting her smile and her tears and her laughter, feeling the weight of the ring on her finger and the rightness of this moment settling into my bones.

      The proposal was the easy part.

      Now came the real magic: building a life.
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