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CHAPTER ONE


          

          
            NEW TERM, OLD EXPECTATIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      FIONA

      The sleigh bells still echoed in my ears as the enchanted transport touched down on North Pole University's snow-kissed landing platform. I pressed my mittened hands against the frosted window, watching other students disembark with the easy confidence of those who belonged. My breath fogged the glass as I exhaled slowly, trying to calm the arctic butterflies performing aerial maneuvers in my stomach.

      You're a Prancer, I reminded myself, gripping the leather portfolio that contained my acceptance letter. You belong here.

      All that stood between me and proving I deserved this spot: orientation, a new roommate... and surviving the infamous Frost Trials that had made legends out of students.

      But belonging and proving it were two entirely different things.

      The sleigh door opened with a crystalline chime, and winter air rushed in, carrying the scents of pine, peppermint, and something indefinably magical that made my reindeer instincts prick with awareness. I gathered my courage along with my luggage, a trunk that levitated obediently behind me, spelled with the finest magic Dad's contacts could provide.

      "First time at NPU?" asked the sleigh attendant, a cheerful snow sprite whose silver hair sparkled with actual snowflakes. Her knowing smile suggested she'd seen plenty of nervous freshmen. She glanced at the passenger manifest in her hands, then back at me with obvious recognition.

      "That obvious?" I managed a laugh that sounded steadier than I felt.

      "Honey, you've got that deer-in-headlights look. No pun intended." She winked, her ice-blue eyes twinkling. "You'll do fine.”

      I forced a smile and nodded, shouldering my enchanted messenger bag as I stepped onto the platform.

      North Pole University spread before me like a winter wonderland brought to life by the most imaginative artist possible. Crystalline spires twisted toward the aurora-painted sky, their surfaces reflecting rainbows that danced across the snow. Buildings carved from what looked like pearl and ice gleamed in the perpetual twilight, connected by covered walkways that sparkled with embedded starlight. In the distance, the famous Frost Tower rose above everything else, its peak disappearing into a swirl of enchanted clouds.

      Students moved across the campus in groups, their laughter creating puffs of glittering vapor in the crisp air. I spotted reindeer shifters easily enough, they moved with a particular grace, their eyes bright with inner light. But there were others too: elves with their elegant pointed ears and otherworldly beauty, sprites dancing through the air on gossamer wings, and beings whose species I couldn't immediately identify.

      My gaze caught on something that made my chest tighten with familiar pressure. There, carved into the side of the Crystal Dining Hall in gleaming ice that never melted, was a mural depicting last year's legendary sleigh team. Nine reindeer in perfect formation soared across the frozen tableau, led by one whose antlers seemed to catch and hold starlight even in carved form.

      Connor Prancer. My cousin. He'd just had his breakthrough Christmas Eve flight eight months ago, finally proving the Prancer name still meant something. Now we were both at NPU, both first-years, despite his legendary status, both trying to live up to what that name was supposed to represent. His record-breaking flight had earned him fame across campus, but he was still navigating the same academic challenges as any new student.

      Even rendered in ice, he seemed to be watching me with those confident Prancer eyes, silently asking: Are you worthy of the name?

      "Fiona Prancer?"

      I jerked my attention away from the mural to find a student approaching with a clipboard that seemed to be writing on itself. She was clearly a snow leopard shifter, her silver-spotted hair catching the light and her pale eyes holding that predatory focus unique to the big cats.

      "That's me." I straightened my shoulders, channeling every ounce of confidence I'd inherited from generations of Prancer pride.

      "I'm Sera, your student guide. Welcome to NPU." She glanced at her self-updating clipboard, then at the mural behind me. "Ah, admiring Connor's handiwork? That's quite the legacy to live up to. Planning to follow in those hoofprints?"

      And there it was. "I'm hoping to make my own path, actually."

      Sera's eyebrows rose slightly, but her smile remained diplomatic. "Of course. Well, let's get you settled in Shifter Lodge first, then I'll show you to orientation. Fair warning, Professor Blitzen is giving the welcome address this year, and she's... intense. She was Connor's mentor, actually. I'm sure she'll be watching your progress with interest."

      Perfect. More eyes on me, more expectations to either meet or spectacularly fail to reach.

      As we walked through the campus, Sera pointed out landmarks with the practiced ease of someone who'd given this tour many times before. The Enchanted Library, where books occasionally flew off shelves to find their intended readers. The Crystal Dining Hall, where hot chocolate flowed from actual chocolate fountains, and the ceiling showed a live view of the aurora borealis. The Sleigh Engineering Workshop, where the sounds of hammering and the glow of magical forges could be seen through frost-covered windows.

      "And over there," Sera gestured toward a collection of elegant buildings that seemed to be made entirely of compressed snow and silver, "is Frost Tower. That's where the ice magic students live. Elves, mostly, though we have a few frost giants and the occasional winter witch."

      The buildings were beautiful in a way that made my chest tight, not just architecturally, but magically. Even from this distance, I could feel the pull of old power, ancient and precise. The crystal pendant my grandmother had given me, a Prancer family heirloom, grew warm against my throat.

      "Do they interact much with the shifters?" I asked, curious despite myself.

      "Not really. They tend to keep to themselves. Very formal, very... proper." Sera's tone suggested she found their formality amusing. "Though we do have mixed classes sometimes. Advanced Weather Magic, Seasonal Balance Theory, that sort of thing. And of course, everyone participates in the Frost Trials together."

      Shifter Lodge turned out to be everything I'd dreamed of and more. The main building was constructed from living wood, its branches intertwining to form walls and creating small alcoves filled with ever-blooming winter roses. Inside, the common room was warm and inviting, with a massive fireplace that crackled with flames that shifted from gold to green to blue. Comfortable furniture clustered around low tables, and tall windows offered stunning views of the northern lights.

      "Your room's on the third floor," Sera said, leading me up a staircase where the banister was carved to look like a frozen stream. "You're sharing with Brynn Foxworth, she's a red fox shifter from Alaska. Super sweet, but fair warning, she's already decorated half the room in what she calls 'arctic chic.'"

      My room was indeed half-decorated in white fur throws and crystal accents that caught and reflected light in mesmerizing patterns. A note on the bed written in looping script read: Welcome, roomie! Gone to find the good hot chocolate. There's mint tea in the kettle if you need caffeine. , B

      I set my luggage down and moved to the window, which offered a perfect view of the main campus courtyard. Students were gathering there now, their colorful winter clothing bright against the snow as they headed toward what I assumed was orientation.

      That's when I saw him.

      He moved through the crowd like winter itself, silent, graceful, and somehow separate from everyone around him. Tall and lean, with the kind of aristocratic bearing that suggested centuries of good breeding, even though he couldn't be much older than twenty. His hair was the color of moonlight on fresh snow, and even from this distance, I could see the pointed ears that marked him as an elf.

      But it wasn't his obvious beauty that made me stare. It was the way the other students unconsciously moved out of his path, the way conversations seemed to quiet slightly when he passed. There was power there, the kind that didn't need to announce itself because everyone could feel it.

      He paused in the courtyard, and for a moment, his head tilted up toward my window. Even three floors up and half a campus away, when his eyes met mine, I felt it like a shock of cold lightning straight through my chest.

      Ice-pale blue eyes, ancient and knowing, held mine for exactly three heartbeats. My grandmother's pendant flared with sudden heat against my skin, and for just an instant, I could have sworn I saw frost patterns spreading across my window, patterns that matched the rhythm of my suddenly racing heartbeat.

      Then he looked away and continued walking, leaving me gripping the windowsill and wondering why I suddenly felt like I'd forgotten how to breathe properly.

      "You okay?" Sera asked from behind me. "You look like you've seen a ghost."

      "Who was that?" I managed, one hand unconsciously touching the now-cool pendant at my throat.

      Sera followed my gaze to the courtyard, though the mysterious elf had already disappeared into the crowd. "Which one?"

      "The elf. Tall, white hair, moves like…”

      "Oh." Her voice went carefully neutral. "That would be Elian Frost. Transfer student who just arrived this term, I think, but nobody's quite sure where he transferred from. Very formal, very... reserved. Keeps his distance."

      "Frost?" The name sent an odd shiver down my spine that had nothing to do with the temperature.

      "Yeah, I know, right? Perfect name for a frost elf. Some of the girls think he might be from one of the old royal families, his manners are certainly formal enough, but he never talks about his background." Sera shrugged. "Honestly, most people find him a bit intimidating. Beautiful, but cold. You know the type."

      I didn't, actually. But something about the way he'd looked at me, the way my family pendant had reacted to his presence, suggested that maybe I was about to learn.

      "Come on," Sera said, checking her watch. "Orientation starts in ten minutes, and trust me, you don't want to be late for Professor Blitzen's welcome speech. She once made a student run laps around the entire campus for showing up thirty seconds late."

      I gathered my things, but as we left the room, I couldn't resist one more glance out the window. The courtyard was empty now except for a few scattered snowflakes that danced in the wind like tiny dancers.

      But I could still feel those ice-blue eyes on me, like frost tracing the surface of something long frozen in my heart, something that had just begun to thaw.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          
            A CHILL INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      ELIAN

      The ancient tapestries lining the halls of Frost Tower whispered secrets in languages older than the university itself, but none of them held answers to the question that had been haunting me since I'd arrived at North Pole University three weeks ago: Why here? Why now?

      I moved through the corridors with the measured pace that had been drilled into me since childhood, my footsteps silent on floors carved from a single sheet of enchanted ice that never melted. Other students, mostly elves like myself, with a scattering of frost giants and winter witches, nodded respectfully as I passed. They maintained the proper distance, as they had been taught. As was expected.

      As was safe.

      My chambers occupied the highest floor of the tower, a privilege afforded to students of... certain bloodlines. The rooms were exactly what one might expect for someone of my station: elegant, austere, and utterly impersonal. Furniture crafted from crystallized breath of winter itself, walls that showed glimpses of the aurora borealis on command, windows that could display any view of the North Pole I desired.

      I chose to keep them clear. Reality was complicated enough without adding illusions.

      The letter that had brought me here sat on my desk, its royal blue seal broken, but the magic within still pulsing faintly. I didn't need to read it again, every word was burned into my memory, but I found myself reaching for it anyway.

      Prince Elian,

      Your presence is required at North Pole University for reasons that will become clear in time. Do not question this directive. Do not contact the court. Complete your studies and await further instruction.

      Your devoted servant, Chancellor Arcturus

      P.S. The Frost Court's continued... stability may depend upon your cooperation.

      The threat was subtle but unmistakable. My father might be the Frost King, but there were powers within the court that had grown restless in recent years. Powers that saw my tendency toward independence as a liability rather than a strength.

      So here I was, exiled in all but name to a university filled with hopeful young supernaturals who dreamed of careers in holiday magic, seasonal weather management, and gift distribution logistics. Playing at being a normal student while trying to determine what game the court was truly playing.

      A soft chime indicated someone at my door. I waved my hand, and the ice parted like curtains to reveal Professor Glacier, the ancient frost giant who served as Frost Tower's advisor.

      "Your Highness," she said, inclining her massive head just enough to show respect without bowing. Technically, I outranked her, but Professor Glacier was older than most mountains and had earned the right to certain informalities.

      "Professor," I replied, gesturing for her to enter. "To what do I owe the pleasure?"

      Her smile revealed teeth like crystalline daggers. "Orientation begins in twenty minutes. I thought you might benefit from a reminder that punctuality is considered a virtue here, even among those accustomed to having time bend to their will."

      A gentle rebuke, elegantly delivered. I had, perhaps, been somewhat cavalier about university schedules since my arrival. Time moved differently in the Frost Court, seasons shifted at our whim, moments could be stretched or compressed as needed. The rigid adherence to mortal concepts of scheduling felt... limiting.

      "Of course," I said, rising from my chair. "I wouldn't want to disappoint Professor Blitzen."

      "No," Professor Glacier agreed, her tone dry as arctic wind. "You most certainly would not. She has a particular interest in promising students from notable families." Her pale eyes fixed on me with knowing intensity. "I trust you remember our conversation about maintaining appropriate... discretion regarding your background?"

      How could I forget? The professor had made it clear that my presence at NPU was meant to be unremarkable. A transfer student from an obscure frost elf academy, nothing more. No mention of courts or crowns or the political machinations that had landed me here.

      "I remember," I assured her.

      "Excellent. Oh, and Elian?" She paused at the door. "Try to interact with your fellow students occasionally. Isolation breeds suspicion, and suspicion breeds questions we'd prefer not to answer."

      After she left, I moved to my window and looked out over the campus courtyard. Students were beginning to gather, their excited chatter rising like steam in the cold air. Reindeer shifters bounded through the snow with natural grace, their eyes bright with anticipation. Sprites darted between groups, their gossamer wings leaving trails of glittering ice crystals. Even from this distance, I could feel their hopes and dreams pressing against my consciousness like eager flames.

      It had been so long since I'd been around anyone who felt... young. Hopeful. Unguarded.

      In the Frost Court, every emotion was calculated, every expression weighed for political advantage. Here, these students wore their hearts as openly as their winter coats, and something deep in my chest ached at the sight.

      Movement in one of the Shifter Lodge windows caught my attention. A girl with auburn hair that caught the light like burnished copper was standing at the glass, and even from this distance, I could sense the restless energy radiating from her. A reindeer shifter, clearly, though there was something different about her magical signature. Something that made my own power stir in response.

      Our eyes met across the courtyard, and the world tilted.

      I felt it like a physical blow, not painful, but shocking in its intensity. Her magic called to mine with a resonance I'd never experienced, like two notes struck in perfect harmony. For just a moment, the careful walls I'd built around my power wavered, and frost spread across the courtyard stones in patterns that matched the sudden racing of my pulse.

      The last time my magic had responded like this was during my coronation ceremony, when the ancient crown of winter had recognized my claim to the throne. But this was different, not the cold acknowledgment of birthright, but something warm and alive and utterly unexpected.

      She was beautiful, but that wasn't what left me struggling to breathe. Beauty was common enough among the magical species. No, it was the way she looked at me, direct, unafraid, curious rather than calculating. As if she saw not a prince to be handled carefully, but simply... me.

      I forced myself to look away and continue walking, but I could still feel her gaze on me like warm sunlight against ice. My magic continued to respond to her presence even as I moved away, reaching toward her across the distance like a plant seeking light.

      Dangerous, I thought. She's dangerous.

      Not to my person, I could defend myself against any physical threat. But to the careful control I'd spent years perfecting, to the emotional distance that kept me safe from court intrigue and political manipulation. She threatened all of that simply by existing, simply by looking at me like I mattered beyond my title and bloodline.

      I needed to stay away from her.

      The Crystal Auditorium was already filling when I arrived, students claiming seats in groups that reflected the university's social hierarchies. I chose a seat near the side wall, close enough to show respect for the proceedings but far enough from the main groups to avoid unwanted social interaction.

      Professor Blitzen took the stage with the kind of entrance that reminded everyone exactly why she was considered one of the most formidable educators in the supernatural world. Lightning, actual lightning, crackled between her fingers as she moved, and her silver hair seemed to move in a wind that touched nothing else.

      "Welcome," she said, her voice carrying easily through the auditorium without magical amplification, "to North Pole University, the premier institution for supernatural education and the training ground for tomorrow's leaders in holiday magic."

      Her pale eyes swept the crowd, lingering for just a moment on faces that clearly meant something to her. When her gaze found mine, I felt the weight of assessment behind it. She knew who I was, of course, she did. The question was what she intended to do with that knowledge.

      "You are here," she continued, "because you have demonstrated exceptional ability, unwavering dedication, or remarkable potential. Some of you come from families with long traditions of service to the seasonal courts. Others are the first of your lines to pursue magical education."

      Her attention shifted toward the shifter section, and I found myself following her gaze until I spotted the copper-haired girl from the window. She sat with perfect posture, hands folded in her lap, but I could see the tension in her shoulders. The weight of expectation settled around her like a visible cloak.

      "Excellence," Professor Blitzen said, her voice sharp as winter wind, "is not inherited. It is earned. Every day, through every choice, in every challenge you face. The name you carry into these halls means nothing if you cannot prove yourself worthy of it."

      The girl's hands tightened almost imperceptibly. Ah. So she carried a name that meant something here. Interesting.

      "This year's freshman class will face the Frost Trials in three months' time," the professor continued, and I felt the energy in the room shift to keen attention. "These trials have tested students for over two centuries, measuring not just magical ability, but character, resilience, and the capacity to work as part of a team."

      She gestured, and the air above the stage shimmered into an image of students working together to navigate what looked like a magical blizzard. Ice and snow swirled around them as they supported each other, their combined magic creating pathways through the storm.

      "You will be assigned partners," she said, and several students exchanged nervous glances. "These partnerships are not suggestions, they are requirements. Your success will depend entirely on your ability to trust, communicate, and synchronize your magical abilities with someone who may be completely unlike yourself."

      The image shifted to show a reindeer shifter and a frost elf working together, their different magical signatures blending into something stronger than either could achieve alone. My power stirred again, responding to possibilities I didn't want to consider.

      "Partner assignments will be posted tomorrow morning," Professor Blitzen announced. "I suggest you spend this evening getting to know your fellow students. The trials begin in October, and failure means expulsion from the program."

      The weight of that statement settled over the room like a thick blanket. Expulsion wasn't just academic failure, it meant disgrace, the end of magical career prospects, return to families who had invested everything in their children's success.

      For someone like me, it would mean a return to the court and whatever fate Chancellor Arcturus had planned.

      The rest of the orientation passed in a blur of administrative details and faculty introductions. I maintained appropriate attention while my mind raced through possibilities and implications. The Frost Trials would require a partner, someone I would need to trust with not just my academic success, but potentially my freedom.

      Someone who might discover exactly who and what I really was.

      As students began filing out of the auditorium, I caught another glimpse of copper hair in the crowd. The girl was surrounded by other shifters now, their conversation animated and warm in a way that tugged at something lonely in my chest.

      I had spent my entire life surrounded by people who knew my every move carried political implications. Here was someone who might look at me and see only Elian, not Prince Elian, not a chess piece in court games, not a symbol of power or alliance.

      Dangerous, I reminded myself again. But as I watched her laugh at something one of her new friends said, I couldn't quite bring myself to care.

      Tomorrow, the partner assignments would be posted. Tonight, I would return to my crystalline chambers and plan for every possible scenario.

      I told myself it didn't matter. That I could handle anyone's fate assigned to me. But I already knew the truth, there was only one name I dreaded and hoped to see in equal measure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          
            CLASHING PATHS

          

        

      

    

    
      FIONA

      The morning air bit sharp and clean as I hurried across campus toward the Central Plaza, where the partner assignments were supposed to be posted. My boots crunched through fresh snow that sparkled like crushed diamonds in the early light, each step sending small puffs of powder into the air.

      I'd barely slept, my mind churning through every possible scenario. What if I was paired with someone who couldn't keep up? What if they expected me to carry the team on the strength of the Prancer name alone? What if they were one of those students who whispered about Connor behind my back, comparing every move I made to his legendary performances?

      What if you're paired with him?

      The thought hit me like a snowball to the face, stopping me mid-stride. The mysterious Elian Frost, with his ice-pale eyes, and the way my pendant had reacted to his presence. I shook my head firmly. The odds were astronomical. There had to be at least sixty students in the freshman class, and plenty of other ice magic users who would make more logical partners for a frost elf.

      "Fiona! Wait up!"

      I turned to see Brynn jogging toward me, her red hair flying like a banner behind her. My roommate had boundless energy even at seven in the morning, which should have been illegal. Her fox shifter heritage showed in the graceful way she moved across the uneven ground, never once losing her footing despite the slippery conditions.

      "Please tell me you didn't actually get up at five to practice shifting forms again," she panted as she caught up to me.

      "Six," I corrected, falling into step beside her. "And it's called preparation, not obsession."

      "Honey, when you're practicing the same aerial maneuver seventeen times before breakfast, it's an obsession." She bumped my shoulder affectionately, her breath creating small clouds in the frigid air. "You know you're already one of the strongest shifters in our year, right? Professor Hoof practically glowed when she watched your form yesterday."

      Professor Hoof's approval meant a lot, she was notoriously difficult to impress, having trained three Olympic-level reindeer shifters in her career. But her praise didn't quiet the voice in my head that whispered not good enough, not like Connor.

      As we approached the Central Plaza, I could see we weren't the only ones who'd arrived early. Small clusters of students had already gathered around the massive crystal bulletin board, their voices carrying across the snow-muffled courtyard in excited whispers and nervous laughter.

      "There's Marcus," Brynn pointed toward a tall figure with pale blond hair who was pacing near the fountain. "He looks about as nervous as you do."

      Marcus Winterberry was a snow owl shifter from Alaska who seemed as focused on academics as athletics. We'd met briefly during orientation activities, and I'd noticed he looked as nervous about the academic challenges ahead as I felt.

      "And there's trouble," I muttered, spotting a familiar group near the board.

      Lysander Winters stood with three other ice magic students, their pale heads bent together in what looked like serious conversation. Even from this distance, I could see the way other students gave them a wide berth, not out of fear, exactly, but out of recognition that they operated on a different level than the rest of us.

      "Ice magic royalty," Brynn said, following my gaze. "I heard Lysander's family has connections to multiple seasonal courts, Frost, Summer, Spring, and Autumn. That kind of political influence across the court system opens doors the rest of us will never see."

      "Lucky him," I replied, though I couldn't keep the bitterness entirely out of my voice. Court connections meant advantages I'd never have, no matter how hard I worked.

      "Hey." Brynn stopped walking and grabbed my arm, forcing me to face her. "You're spiraling. I can see it in your eyes."

      "I'm not spiraling. I'm being realistic about…”

      "You're scared." Her fox-sharp hearing had caught the tremor in my voice that I'd tried to hide. "Fiona, you're here because you earned it. Whatever partner you get, they're going to be lucky to work with you."

      Before I could argue, a commotion near the bulletin board caught our attention. Students were pressing forward, voices rising in excitement as the crystal surface began to shimmer and glow.

      "It's starting," someone called out.

      "Everyone, back up! Give it room to display properly!"

      "I can't see anything from here!"

      The crowd surged forward despite the calls for order, and I felt my heart begin to race. This was it. In the next few minutes, I'd know who would share my fate for the remainder of the semester.

      Professor Blitzen materialized at the edge of the plaza with a sharp crack of displaced air, her silver hair crackling with electrical energy. Lightning danced between her fingers as she surveyed the crowd with the expression of someone who'd dealt with anxious students for far too many years.

      "Form orderly lines," she commanded, her voice carrying easily across the plaza despite not being magically amplified. "Everyone will have the opportunity to view their assignments. Pushing and shoving will result in detention, which I guarantee is less pleasant than whatever partnership anxiety you're currently experiencing."

      The crowd reluctantly sorted itself into more manageable groups, though the excited chatter continued unabated. I found myself swept along in the general movement toward the board, Brynn's hand warm and steadying on my elbow.

      "Breathe," she murmured. "Whatever happens, we'll figure it out."

      The crystal board was a work of art in itself, a massive sheet of what looked like compressed starlight that responded to magical commands. As we watched, elegant script began to appear across its surface, names pairing themselves in neat columns that would determine the next several months of our academic lives.

      FROST TRIALS PARTNERSHIPS - YEAR ONE

      The heading appeared first, followed by a subtitle that made my stomach clench: Assignments are final and non-negotiable. Appeal processes are limited to cases of documented magical incompatibility.

      Non-negotiable. So whatever fate awaited me on that board, I'd have to live with it.

      Names began appearing in alphabetical order, and I found myself holding my breath as each partnership was revealed. Some pairings made obvious sense, magical types that traditionally worked well together, students whose abilities would complement each other naturally. Others seemed designed to challenge preconceptions, pairing earth magic with air magic, or shifters with elemental users.

      "Brynn Foxworth and Marcus Winterberry," Brynn read aloud as her name appeared about halfway down the board. "Oh, excellent! He's that nice snow owl shifter from Advanced Flight Theory."

      I barely heard her response. My eyes were scanning frantically for my own name, my heart hammering against my ribs. Please let it be someone reasonable. Someone competent. Someone who wouldn't look at me and see only the shadow of my famous cousin.

      And then I found it, about three-quarters of the way down the board:

      Fiona Prancer & Elian Frost

      The world tilted sideways.

      "Oh," Brynn breathed beside me. "Oh my."

      I stared at the names, willing them to rearrange themselves into something that made sense. But there they were, linked together in Professor Blitzen's precise handwriting: my name and his, bound together for the next three months of trials that would either launch our magical careers or destroy them entirely.

      The conversations around us seemed to fade into background noise as the implications hit me. Elian Frost, the mysterious transfer student with his ice-pale eyes and aristocratic bearing. The one who'd made my pendant react like it was recognizing something ancient and powerful. The one who moved through crowds like winter itself, silent and separate and somehow fundamentally other.

      "This has to be a mistake," I said faintly, though even as the words left my mouth, I knew better. Every pairing was carefully calculated based on magical compatibility, personality assessments, and academic potential.

      "Honey, Professor Blitzen doesn't make mistakes. She makes strategic decisions." Brynn's voice carried a note of sympathy that made my situation sound even more daunting. "Maybe it won't be so bad? I mean, he's gorgeous, and…”

      "And completely wrong for this." I found my voice again, louder than I'd intended. Several students turned to look at us, their expressions ranging from curious to pitying. "Ice magic and reindeer shifting? We're fundamentally incompatible. Our magical signatures will clash constantly."

      But even as I said it, I remembered the way my pendant had warmed in his presence, the frost patterns that had appeared on my window. Maybe incompatible wasn't exactly the right word. Maybe the problem wasn't that our magic would clash, maybe it was that it would work too well together, in ways I didn't understand.

      And that terrified me more than failure ever could.

      Because what if working with Elian didn't just challenge my magical abilities? What if it changed them entirely? What if it changed me entirely? I'd spent my whole life trying to fit into the Prancer mold, trying to become the reindeer shifter my family expected. What if this partnership demanded I become someone completely different, someone I didn't even recognize?

      The thought made my chest tight with a fear that had nothing to do with academic performance and everything to do with losing myself in the process of becoming whatever this magic wanted me to be.

      "Well, look on the bright side," Brynn said, checking her own assignment again with obvious relief. "At least you won't be bored."

      Bored. That was definitely not going to be a problem.

      Around us, other students were having similar realizations about their partnerships. I caught snippets of conversation, excitement, disappointment, confusion, the occasional outright dismay. Near the front of the crowd, I heard someone arguing with Professor Blitzen about their assignment, their voice rising in what sounded like panic.

      "Professor, surely there's been some kind of error. I specifically requested...”

      “Mr. Ashworth," Professor Blitzen interrupted coolly, "your requests were noted and subsequently ignored. Partnership assignments are based on optimal magical development potential, not personal preference."

      "But the compatibility indices...”

      “Are calculated using factors far more complex than your first-year understanding of magical theory can encompass." Her tone suggested the conversation was over. "I suggest you focus your energy on making the partnership successful rather than arguing with the decision."

      Optimal magical development potential. The phrase echoed in my mind as I stared at my name linked with Elian's. What had Professor Blitzen seen in our magical signatures that made her think pairing us was optimal for anything other than mutual frustration?

      "You should probably find him," Brynn said gently. "Get this first conversation over with before the anxiety kills you."

      She was right, of course. Standing here staring at the board wasn't going to change anything, and the longer I put off dealing with this partnership, the worse it was going to get.

      My eyes were already scanning the crowd, looking for a familiar head of moonlight-pale hair. I needed to find Elian and figure out how we were going to make this work. Or if we were going to make this work.

      That's when I felt it, a presence behind me that made the air suddenly cooler and charged with power. The same sensation I'd experienced when I'd first seen him in the courtyard, like winter itself had taken human form.

      "Fiona Prancer."

      The voice behind me was crisp, cultured, and unmistakably cold. I turned slowly, and there he was, tall, elegant, and looking about as thrilled with our partnership as I felt.

      Up close, he was even more striking than he'd been from my window. His features were sharp and aristocratic, carved from ice and starlight with the kind of precision that suggested centuries of selective breeding. His pale hair was perfectly arranged despite the wind that had been tousling everyone else's, and his winter-blue eyes held depths that seemed far older than his apparent age.

      But it was the way he moved that really caught my attention, with the unconscious confidence of someone who'd never doubted his place in the world, never questioned whether he belonged somewhere. It was the opposite of everything I felt about my own presence at NPU.

      "Elian Frost," I replied, grateful that my voice came out steady despite the butterflies performing aerial acrobatics in my stomach. "I suppose we need to talk."

      "Indeed." He glanced around at the crowd of chattering students, many of whom were openly staring at us now. The mysterious transfer student and the Prancer heir, we probably made quite a picture. "Perhaps somewhere more private would be appropriate."

      Private. The word sent an odd shiver down my spine that had nothing to do with the temperature. There was something in the way he said it, not suggestive exactly, but weighted with implications I couldn't quite parse.

      "The Enchanted Library has study rooms," I suggested, my mind already racing ahead to our conversation. What was I supposed to say to him? How did you negotiate a partnership with someone who clearly operated on a completely different level than you did?

      He nodded once, a sharp, economical movement that somehow managed to convey both agreement and dismissal. "Lead the way."

      As we began walking across campus, I was acutely aware of the space between us, close enough for conversation, far enough to maintain the invisible barrier he seemed to carry everywhere. Other students moved out of our path, whether because of the ice crystals that seemed to form in Elian's wake or the restless energy radiating from me, I couldn't tell.

      The silence stretched between us, neither comfortable nor entirely hostile. More like the quiet before a storm, when the air itself holds its breath waiting to see what will happen next.

      "You seem displeased," Elian said finally, his tone carefully neutral.

      "I'm... concerned about the practical implications," I replied, choosing my words carefully. "Our magical systems are fundamentally different."

      "An understatement." He paused in his walking, turning to look at me directly. "Tell me, Miss Prancer, what do you know about ice magic?"

      The formal address stung, but I pushed past it. "It requires precision, control, and emotional distance. Everything reindeer shifting isn't."

      Something that might have been approval flickered in his expression. "And what does that suggest to you about this partnership?"

      "That Professor Blitzen either sees something we don't, or she's conducting some kind of experiment in magical incompatibility."

      "Or," he said quietly, and for just a moment, his perfect composure seemed to slip, revealing something almost... uncertain beneath, "she's trying to teach us both something we can't learn on our own."

      His voice carried a weight that suggested he was speaking from experience, someone who'd spent a long time learning things alone, perhaps longer than he should have.

      The possibility hadn't occurred to me, but as we resumed walking toward the library, I found myself considering it. What could I possibly learn from someone whose entire magical philosophy seemed opposed to everything I believed about power and emotion and connection?

      What could he learn from me?

      And more unsettling still, what if the learning required becoming someone I'd never been before? What if the Fiona who emerged from this partnership bore no resemblance to the one who'd entered it?

      Maybe that's the point, a treacherous voice whispered in my mind. Maybe the person you've been trying so hard to be isn't who you're supposed to become.
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