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CHAPTER ONE


          

          
            PRANKS AND PRESSURE

          

        

      

    

    
      DYLAN

      The thing about being a fox shifter at North Pole University is that everyone expects you to be clever. The problem with being a Vixen fox shifter is that everyone expects you to be clever and charming and naturally gifted at getting out of trouble.

      I was currently batting zero for three.

      "Mr. Vixen," Professor Blitzen's voice cut through the morning air like a sleigh blade through fresh powder…” would you care to explain why the Frost Hall's gargoyles are currently singing show tunes?"

      I glanced up at the carved ice creatures perched along the building's Gothic arches. Sure enough, they were belting out what sounded suspiciously like "Defying Gravity" in perfect four-part harmony. Their stone voices echoed across the courtyard, drawing amused glances from passing students and making the nearby snow sprites giggle.

      Definitely my handiwork. Though I couldn't remember the spell lasting this long. More unsettling was the way my fox senses were picking up something off about the magic itself, like the scent of ozone before a storm, sharp and electric in a way that made the hair on the back of my neck prickle. Illusion magic wasn't supposed to smell like that.

      "Well, Professor," I said, flashing my most disarming grin, the one that had gotten me out of detention approximately seventeen times last year…” I think they're just expressing their artistic freedom. Who are we to stifle their creative voices?"

      A few students snickered. Professor Blitzen was not amused.

      Her antlers, perfectly maintained and decorated with tiny silver bells that chimed when she was particularly irritated, were practically vibrating. As head of the Reindeer Games preparation committee, she took campus disruptions about as well as Santa took coal requests.

      "Detention, Mr. Vixen. After classes. You'll be polishing sleigh runners until those gargoyles return to their appropriately stoic silence."

      "But Professor, I have…”

      "Two detentions if you finish that sentence."

      I wisely snapped my mouth shut, though I caught Finn MacTiernan, a fellow fox shifter from my year, shaking his head at me from across the courtyard. His expression clearly said when will you learn?

      The answer, apparently, was not today.

      As Professor Blitzen clip-clopped away, her hooves striking the enchanted cobblestones with sharp disapproval, I slumped against the fountain at the courtyard's center. The carved ice dolphins swimming through the frozen water seemed to be smirking at me.

      "Smooth, Vixen. Really smooth."

      I looked up to find Kieran Frost, no relation to the newly-revealed Prince Elian, just unfortunate naming, lounging against a nearby lamp post. As a winter wolf shifter, he had that effortlessly cool demeanor that I'd been trying to perfect for years. His pale hair caught the morning light, and his silver eyes held just enough amusement to be insulting.

      "Says the guy who got caught putting itching powder in the polar bear shifters' practice gear last month," I shot back.

      "Yeah, but I didn't get caught. There's an art to it, Dylan. You're supposed to be the trickster here."

      That stung more than it should have. Kieran was right, fox shifters were legendary for our cleverness, our ability to slip out of consequences with wit and charm. My older brothers had perfected it to an art form. Hell, my father was still telling stories about his university pranks forty years later.

      So why did I feel like I was constantly swimming upstream?

      "Besides," Kieran continued, checking his reflection in the fountain's surface...” aren't you supposed to be focusing on academics this year? You said your parents gave you the whole 'shape up or else' speech over summer break."

      My stomach clenched. He wasn't wrong. The conversation with my parents had been... uncomfortable. Three generations of Vixen fox shifters had graduated with honors from NPU. They'd all gone on to prestigious positions in the North Pole's magical government, diplomatic corps, or elite courier services. They were clever, successful, and absolutely baffled by their youngest son's academic mediocrity.

      "Dylan, darling," my mother had said in that perfectly controlled voice she used when she was disappointed...” your first-year grades were... concerning. Perhaps it's time you applied yourself with more... focus."

      My father had been more direct: "Son, the Reindeer Games are in the spring. If you want to participate, if you want to prove you belong with the elite shifter houses, you need to show you're worthy of the Vixen name."

      No pressure or anything.

      The thing was, I wanted to make the team. Not just for them, but for me. If I made the Reindeer Games roster, I'd get more than bragging rights, I'd finally prove I was more than just the screw-up Vixen kid. The one who couldn't live up to the family legacy of cunning brilliance. Maybe then this constant feeling of being one step behind, one trick short, would finally go away.

      "I'm handling it," I told Kieran, which wasn't entirely a lie. I was handling it. Just... not very well.

      "Right. Well, good luck with that detention." Kieran pushed off from the lamp post with fluid grace. "Try not to enchant anything else today, yeah? Some of us actually need to study."

      As he walked away, I caught sight of my reflection in the fountain and grimaced. My rust-colored hair was doing that thing where it stuck up at odd angles, and there were bags under my green eyes that spoke to too many late nights spent cramming for exams I'd inevitably bomb anyway.

      I looked tired. More than that, I looked... ordinary.

      The thought made something uncomfortable twist in my chest. It wasn't that I wasn't trying. I'd read half a textbook last night, okay, skimmed, but that had to count for something, right? Maybe I was just pushing too hard, trying to force cleverness instead of letting it flow naturally.

      I pushed the doubt down and checked my class schedule, scrawled on a piece of enchanted parchment that updated itself throughout the day. Next up: Advanced Illusion Theory with Professor Mistral.

      Perfect. Maybe I could redeem myself with some actual academic participation.

      I was halfway across the courtyard when I felt it, that weird flutter in my chest that usually preceded a shift. But I wasn't trying to shift. Hell, I wasn't even thinking about my fox form.

      Odd.

      I paused by the Frost Hall steps, pressing a hand to my sternum. The feeling intensified for a moment, like something was trying to claw its way out from the inside, then faded completely. When I pulled my hand away, I could swear I saw the faintest shimmer of russet fur across my knuckles before it disappeared.

      My fox form had never tried to surface on its own before.

      Definitely odd.

      "Dylan!"

      I turned to see Tobias Reindeer jogging toward me, his breath creating small clouds in the crisp morning air. As one of the legacy reindeer shifters, Toby had been selected for advanced Reindeer Games training since our first week of freshman year. He was good-natured about it, but there was no ignoring the gulf between students like him and students like... well, me.

      "Hey, Toby. What's up?"

      "Did you hear? They're posting the preliminary Games roster today." His brown eyes sparkled with excitement. "Coach Prancer wants to see you after lunch."

      My heart did a complicated dance somewhere between hope and terror. "Me? Are you sure?"

      "Positive. She specifically asked for Dylan Vixen." Toby grinned. "Looks like someone's making good on those summer promises."

      After he bounded away, literally bounded, with the easy grace of someone whose animal form was built for leaping, I stood alone on the steps, processing this information.

      Coach Prancer wanted to see me. About the Reindeer Games.

      The Reindeer Games weren't just NPU's most prestigious competition, they were a direct pipeline to the magical elite. Winning teams got fast-tracked into the best internships, the most exclusive magical societies, the kinds of positions that came with corner offices and invitations to solstice galas.

      More importantly, they were a chance to prove I belonged here. A chance to show everyone, including myself, that Dylan Vixen was more than just a pretty face and a clever tongue.

      The weird feeling in my chest stirred again, fainter this time, like an echo of something not quite right. Along with it came that strange ozone scent, stronger now, mixed with something that reminded me of burnt copper.

      I shook my head, trying to clear it. Probably just nerves about the Games meeting.

      Right. Because nothing says 'team material' like a fox shifter whose magic smells like electrical fire.

      Time to show everyone what I could really do.

      I just hoped I actually knew what that was.
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        * * *

      

      By the time I slid into my seat in Professor Mistral's Advanced Illusion Theory classroom, the gargoyles had moved on to what sounded like a medley from Les Misérables. Their stone voices carried through the tall windows, providing an oddly dramatic soundtrack to the morning's lesson on "Sustainable Illusion Magic: Theory and Practice."

      Professor Mistral, an elegant snow elf with silver hair that seemed to move in a perpetual, gentle breeze, was already writing complex magical equations on the blackboard. The chalk moved of its own accord, guided by subtle gestures from her long fingers.

      "Ah, Mr. Vixen," she said without turning around. "How good of you to join us. I trust the Frost Hall gargoyles' newfound vocal talents aren't too distracting?"

      A few students chuckled. I felt heat creep up my neck.

      "Not at all, Professor. I find music helps with concentration."

      "Wonderful. Then perhaps you can concentrate long enough to explain the fundamental difference between temporary illusion magic and sustained enchantment."

      I opened my mouth, then closed it. Around me, other students were pulling out notebooks and quills, settling in for what was clearly going to be an interrogation session. At the desk next to mine, a water sprite named Coral was already scribbling notes, her blue-tinted fingers moving with practiced efficiency.

      "The difference is..." I started, then paused. I knew this. We'd covered it last semester. "Temporary illusions rely on the caster's active magical focus, while sustained enchantments are anchored to objects or locations using stored magical energy?"

      "Correct. And can you tell me why this matters for practical application?"

      "Because..." Another pause. The weird flutter in my chest was back, stronger now. It felt almost like my fox form was trying to surface, but wrong somehow. Disconnected. "Because if you want an illusion to last longer than your concentration span, you need to anchor it properly or it'll... fade unpredictably?"

      "Precisely. Which brings us to today's lesson on magical sustainability and the importance of understanding your own limitations." Her pale eyes fixed on me with laser focus. "Mr. Vixen, given your... extracurricular activities this morning, you'll be our demonstration volunteer."

      Oh, fantastic.

      Professor Mistral gestured, and a small golden orb appeared floating above her palm. "I want you to create a simple illusion, nothing elaborate, just alter the orb's color, and maintain it for sixty seconds."

      Simple enough. I'd been doing basic illusions since I was twelve.

      I closed my eyes, reaching for that familiar sensation of magical energy pooling in my core. Fox shifter magic was all about misdirection and transformation, making things appear different than they actually were. It should have felt as natural as breathing.

      Instead, it felt like trying to grab smoke.

      I furrowed my brow, concentrating harder. The magic was there, I could sense it, but every time I tried to direct it toward the floating orb, it slipped away from me like water through cupped hands.

      "Mr. Vixen?" Professor Mistral's voice sounded concerned now rather than challenging.

      "I'm... just give me a second." Sweat beaded on my forehead despite the classroom's cool temperature. Come on, Dylan. Basic illusion magic. You've done this a thousand times.

      Finally, finally, I managed to grasp a thread of magical energy and direct it toward the orb. It flickered from gold to deep green, my signature color, for about three seconds before snapping back to its original state.

      The snap back hurt. Not physically, but like something had been yanked away from me mid-reach. The taste of copper flooded my mouth, and for a moment, the edges of my vision went fuzzy.

      The classroom was very quiet.

      "Interesting," Professor Mistral murmured, reaching toward the space where the orb had been floating. She paused for a fraction of a second, her pale fingers hovering in the air as if she could feel something lingering there, some trace of the magical wrongness that had just occurred. Then she seemed to shake herself and dismissed the remaining traces of the spell with a wave of her hand. "Class, please read chapter twelve for tomorrow. We'll discuss magical fatigue and its effects on spellcasting."

      As students began filing out, chattering quietly among themselves, I remained frozen in my seat. Magical fatigue? I wasn't tired. I'd gotten plenty of sleep last night.

      So why had that simple spell felt like trying to lift a boulder with my bare hands?

      "Ugh, I can't believe Professor Ember assigned another essay already," Coral muttered as she packed up her things. "I was hoping to get some tutoring help this week, but I heard the Lumina girl's schedule is completely full. Again."

      The water sprite's complaint barely registered as I tried to process what had just happened to my magic.

      "Mr. Vixen, a word?"

      I approached Professor Mistral's desk on unsteady legs. She was organizing her notes with the same fluid grace she brought to everything else, but her expression was thoughtful.

      "Dylan, have you been experiencing any... irregularities with your magic lately?"

      "Define irregularities."

      "Spells not working as expected. Magical energy feeling different. Perhaps issues with your shifting abilities?"

      The question hit too close to home. I thought about the weird flutter in my chest, the way my shift had felt off during this morning's prank, the ozone scent that had been following me around like a bad omen.

      "Maybe," I admitted reluctantly. "But it's probably just stress, right? About the Games and grades, and everything?"

      Professor Mistral nodded slowly. "Possibly. Stress can certainly affect magical performance. However..." She paused, studying me with those pale, perceptive eyes. "I think it would be wise for you to schedule an appointment with the Magical Health Center. Just as a precautionary measure."

      "Is that really necessary? I mean, it's probably nothing...”

      “Dylan." Her voice was gentle but firm. "You're a talented young man with considerable potential. But magic is not something to take chances with. Promise me you'll make that appointment."

      I nodded, even though every instinct was screaming at me to downplay this, to brush it off as a temporary glitch that would resolve itself.

      As I gathered my books and headed for the door, Professor Mistral called after me.

      "And Dylan? Perhaps... limit the pranks for a while. Until we know what's going on."

      I forced a smile. "Where's the fun in that, Professor?"

      But as I walked through the halls of Frost Hall, the gargoyles still singing their hearts out above, I couldn't shake the feeling that something fundamental had shifted.

      And not in a good way.

      The gargoyles hit a particularly high note that seemed to vibrate through the stone itself. As their voices soared, I heard something crack, sharp and clean, like ice splitting. Through the tall windows, I could see the courtyard fountain, and sure enough, a thin fracture had appeared right down the center of the carved ice dolphins.

      Coincidence, I told myself. Had to be.

      But as I watched, the crack spread wider, and I couldn't help but think it looked a little too much like the jagged feeling currently taking up residence in my chest.

      The question was: what was I going to do about it?

      More importantly, what if there was nothing I could do about it?

      And most terrifying of all: what if whatever was wrong with me was just getting started?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          
            LYRA'S LIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      LYRA

      The Light Observatory at dawn was the closest thing to perfection I'd found at North Pole University.

      Perched atop the Lumina Wing like a crystalline crown, the circular chamber was designed to capture and amplify natural magical illumination. Aurora light streamed through the transparent dome overhead, painting everything in shifting hues of green and gold. The constellation maps embedded in the walls pulsed gently, tracking celestial movements with mathematical precision that made my heart sing.

      Here, surrounded by the organized beauty of light magic theory, I could almost forget that most of my fellow students found me as cold and untouchable as the ice sculptures in the courtyard below.

      I adjusted the focus on my luminescence spectrometer, watching the readout stabilize at exactly the parameters I'd calculated the night before. Perfect. The aurora patterns this semester were ideal for my advanced thesis on "Sustained Light Magic in Seasonal Environments", a project that would hopefully secure my position as Professor Lumina's research assistant next year.

      Assuming I could maintain my current academic standing. Assuming no distractions interfered with my carefully structured schedule. Assuming,

      A soft chime from my enchanted planner interrupted my spiraling thoughts. New appointment request. I sighed, already knowing what I'd find when I checked it.

      Another tutoring request.

      The holographic display showed a list that had grown depressingly long since the semester began: "Struggling with Elemental Theory basics," "Need help with Light Magic fundamentals," "Desperate, failing Advanced Magical Mathematics." Each request represented another student who saw me as a solution to their academic problems rather than, well, a person.

      Not that I was particularly good at the person part anyway.

      Sometimes I wondered if people avoided me because I made them uncomfortable... or because I preferred it that way. I wasn't sure which answer bothered me more.

      I scrolled through the messages with practiced efficiency, mentally calculating how many hours each request would require and whether I could fit them into my schedule without compromising my own research. The math was becoming impossible. There weren't enough hours in the day, even with my perfectly optimized study routine.

      My finger paused over the newest entry, submitted just this morning: "Dylan Vixen - Illusion Magic assistance needed. Urgent."

      Dylan Vixen. The name stirred a vague memory. Fox shifter, wasn't he? One of the popular crowd who moved through NPU's social circles with the easy confidence I'd never managed to master. I was fairly certain I'd seen him around campus, rust-colored hair, green eyes, usually laughing about something with his friends.

      Why would someone like him need someone like me?

      I pulled up his academic record with a few quick gestures. The holographic display painted a picture that made me frown: middling grades across the board, several disciplinary notices for "creative magical applications" (a diplomatic way of saying pranks), and concerning notes from multiple professors about inconsistent magical performance.

      Interesting. Not the typical profile of someone who sought out advanced tutoring. Most of my usual clients were overachievers pushing for perfect marks or struggling students desperate to avoid failing. Dylan Vixen appeared to be something else entirely, someone coasting in the middle, suddenly needing help.

      The fact that his request was marked "urgent" suggested something had changed recently.

      I was still contemplating this puzzle when the Observatory's main door chimed, admitting my guardian in a swirl of silver robes and barely contained academic intensity.

      "Good morning, Lyra." Professor Lumina's voice carried the same precise articulation that had shaped my own speaking patterns since childhood. Her pale blonde hair was pulled back in its customary elegant twist, and her ice-blue eyes immediately took in the experiment setup with approving efficiency. "I see you're making excellent progress with the seasonal light variance study."

      "The preliminary data is promising," I replied, pulling up my charts with a gesture. "The aurora patterns this year show 23% more consistency than last semester's readings, which should provide a cleaner baseline for the sustainability calculations."

      Professor Lumina nodded, moving to examine my work with the keen attention that had made her one of NPU's most respected researchers. She wasn't technically my mother, I'd been placed in her care as an infant through circumstances I'd never fully understood, but she'd raised me with the same dedication she brought to her magical studies.

      Which was to say: with high expectations and very little patience for anything less than excellence.

      "Excellent work, as always." She paused, and I caught the subtle shift in her expression that meant she had something else on her mind. "I understand you've received quite a few tutoring requests this semester."

      It wasn't really a question. Professor Lumina made it her business to know everything that might affect my academic performance.

      "Yes, ma'am. Perhaps more than I can reasonably accommodate without compromising my research schedule."

      "Hmm." She moved to the eastern window, gazing out at the campus below, where early morning students were beginning to emerge from the dormitories. "You know, Lyra, there's something to be said for... broadening one's horizons. Engaging with different types of students can provide a valuable perspective on magical theory applications."

      I blinked, surprised. Professor Lumina rarely encouraged activities that might distract from my studies. "Are you suggesting I should accept more tutoring appointments?"

      "I'm suggesting," she said carefully…” that perhaps you might consider working with students who present... unique challenges. Sometimes the most interesting discoveries come from examining problems we haven't encountered before."

      Her tone had that particular quality that meant she had someone specific in mind.

      "Is there a particular student you think I should work with?"

      Professor Lumina's smile was enigmatic. "I believe a Mr. Dylan Vixen submitted a request this morning. His situation might prove... educationally illuminating."

      Dylan Vixen. So this wasn't a coincidence.

      "Professor, may I ask why you're specifically interested in this student?"

      "Let's just say that his recent magical difficulties have come to the attention of several faculty members. Professor Mistral mentioned some concerning inconsistencies in his spellwork." She turned from the window, fixing me with that steady gaze that missed nothing. "I thought perhaps a tutor with your particular expertise in magical theory might be able to help identify the underlying issues."

      Translation: they suspected there was more to Dylan Vixen's academic troubles than simple laziness, and they wanted me to figure out what.

      Part of me bristled at being volunteered as an unofficial magical diagnostician. I had my own research to focus on, my own academic goals to pursue. I didn't have time to solve mysterious magical problems for popular fox shifters who'd probably never spoken to me in two years of shared classes.

      But another part of me, the part that had been raised on the intellectual challenge of solving complex magical puzzles, was undeniably intrigued.

      "I suppose I could fit him into my schedule," I said carefully. "If it's truly important for his academic progress."

      "Excellent." Professor Lumina's smile widened slightly. "I'll let the administration know you've accepted the appointment. Oh, and Lyra?"

      "Yes, ma'am?"

      "Remember that sometimes the most valuable lessons come from the students we don't expect to learn from."

      After she left, I stood alone in the Observatory, watching the aurora light shift across my carefully organized research stations. Professor Lumina's words echoed in my mind, mixing with my curiosity about Dylan Vixen's "urgent" need for tutoring help.

      What could have changed so suddenly for him?

      I pulled up his request again, reading between the lines of the brief message. Most tutoring requests came with detailed explanations of specific topics or upcoming exams. His was strangely vague, almost as if he wasn't entirely sure what he needed help with.

      Or as if he was too proud to admit the full extent of the problem.

      Typical fox shifter, I thought with a slight shake of my head. Too charming for their own good, too proud to ask for help until it's almost too late.

      Still, Professor Lumina was rarely wrong about these things. If she thought Dylan Vixen's situation was worth my attention, there had to be more to it than simple academic struggling.

      I made a note in my planner to send him a meeting time, then turned back to my aurora variance calculations. But I found my attention drifting, part of my mind already analyzing the puzzle he represented.

      Dylan Vixen. Popular, confident, magically gifted enough to pull off elaborate pranks but apparently struggling with basic illusion theory. Recent onset of problems, urgent need for help, faculty concern about magical inconsistencies.

      It sounded less like academic trouble and more like something was going wrong with his magic itself.

      And despite my better judgment, despite my carefully planned schedule and my important research deadlines, I had to admit I was curious to find out what.

      After all, I'd built my entire academic reputation on solving complex magical problems. How hard could one fox shifter be?
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        * * *

      

      By the time I made my way to the Dining Hall for lunch, my morning's research session had yielded excellent results. The aurora variance data was even more promising than I'd hoped, and I'd managed to draft the first section of my theoretical framework for the sustainability study.

      It had been a productive morning. So why did I feel so... restless?

      The Dining Hall hummed with its usual midday energy, hundreds of conversations creating a symphony of excitement, gossip, and caffeine-fueled stress. I collected my usual lunch (grilled aurora salmon, crystallized vegetables, and mint tea) and scanned the room for an empty table.

      Most students ate in groups, clustering around the round tables that accommodated different magical species' social structures. The reindeer shifters held court near the tall windows, their antlers catching the light as they discussed what sounded like Reindeer Games strategy. A table of winter sprites near the fireplace filled the air with tinkling laughter that sounded like wind chimes. The elves maintained their elegant composure at a table draped with silver cloth, their conversation too quiet to overhear but probably involving poetry or philosophy.

      And then there were the spaces between, the quiet corners and small tables where students like me ate alone.

      I was settling into my usual spot by the eastern wall when a burst of laughter from the shifter section caught my attention. The sound was warm and infectious, the kind of laugh that made other people smile even if they didn't know what was funny.

      Dylan Vixen.

      He sat at the center of a group of fox and wolf shifters, gesturing animatedly as he told some story that had his friends hanging on every word. His rust-colored hair caught the magical lighting, and even from across the room, I could see the way his green eyes sparkled with mischief.

      He looked completely at ease, surrounded by friends who clearly adored him. It was hard to imagine someone like that needing tutoring help, much less the "urgent" kind.

      But as I watched, I noticed something that made me pause. When he thought no one was looking, his expression shifted, just for a moment, from confident charm to something that looked almost like worry. It was gone so quickly I might have imagined it, replaced by another easy grin as one of his friends made a joke.

      Interesting.

      "Staring at the popular kids, Lumina?"

      I turned to find Marcus Evergreen sliding into the seat across from me, his silver hair catching the light in a way that marked him clearly as winter fae. We'd been study partners in Advanced Theoretical Magic since freshman year, drawn together by mutual academic intensity and a shared preference for quiet conversation over social dramatics.

      "Observing," I corrected primly. "There's a difference."

      "Uh-huh." Marcus followed my gaze to the shifter table, where Dylan was now balancing what appeared to be three spoons on his nose while his friends cheered. "Let me guess, new tutoring client?"

      "How did you know?"

      "Because you only get that particular expression when you're trying to solve a puzzle." He took a bite of his crystallized fruit salad. "And Dylan Vixen has been acting weird lately. Weirder than usual, I mean."

      That got my attention. "Weird how?"

      Marcus shrugged. "Little things. Magic not working quite right in shared classes. He tried some illusion spell during Elemental Theory last week, and it went completely sideways, turned Professor Ember's hair purple for three days."

      "That doesn't sound unusual for a prankster."

      "No, but the way he reacted did. Most fox shifters would laugh it off, you know? Make it part of the joke. But Dylan looked... scared. Just for a second, but still."

      I filed that information away, adding it to my growing assessment of the Dylan Vixen puzzle. Magical inconsistencies. Fear disguised as humor. Urgent need for help.

      "Have you heard any other rumors about his magic having problems?"

      "A few. Nothing concrete, but..." Marcus leaned forward, lowering his voice. "My roommate's in Advanced Shifting Theory with him. Said Dylan's been having trouble with basic transformations lately. Nothing dramatic, just... off. Like his fox form isn't quite settling right."

      He fiddled with his fork, not quite meeting my eyes. "Just... watch your back, okay? Guys like Dylan get away with a lot." His tone was casual. Too casual.

      Very interesting. Both the information about Dylan's shifting problems and Marcus's oddly protective reaction. I filed both away for future consideration.

      "Thanks, Marcus. That's... helpful context."

      "Planning to fix him?"

      There was something in his tone that made me look up sharply. Marcus was watching me with an expression I couldn't quite read, something hovering between concern and something else I couldn't identify.

      "I'm planning to tutor him," I said carefully. "That's what tutors do."

      "Right." He was quiet for a moment, then seemed to shake himself. "Just... be careful, okay? Fox shifters like Dylan Vixen are used to charming their way out of problems. Don't let him charm his way out of actually doing the work."

      I almost smiled. "Marcus, I think you may be overestimating both his charm and my susceptibility to it."

      But as I glanced back at the shifter table, catching another glimpse of Dylan's easy smile and the way it didn't quite reach his eyes, I wondered if I was overestimating my own immunity to whatever magnetic quality drew people into his orbit.

      After all, I was already more curious about him than I'd been about any tutoring client in months.

      And curiosity, in my experience, could be a dangerous thing.

      Especially when it came wrapped in rust-colored hair and green eyes that held secrets behind their mischievous sparkle.

      I pulled out my planner and composed a brief message: Mr. Vixen, I can accommodate your tutoring request. Please meet me in the Library of Lights tomorrow at 4 PM. Come prepared to discuss your specific magical concerns in detail. - L. Lumina

      Professional. Direct. Appropriately formal.

      As I sent the message, I caught myself hoping his "specific magical concerns" would prove as intellectually interesting as Professor Lumina seemed to think they would be.

      Because, despite my better judgment, despite my carefully structured schedule and my important research deadlines, I was finding myself genuinely curious about what had shaken the confidence of NPU's most notorious fox shifter, and what kind of light he was hiding beneath all that charm.

      And that curiosity felt dangerously close to something I hadn't experienced in years: genuine interest in another student as more than just an academic challenge to solve.

      Focus, Lyra, I told myself firmly. He's a tutoring client, nothing more.

      But even as I turned back to my aurora variance calculations, I couldn't quite shake the feeling that Dylan Vixen was going to be far more complicated than any magical theory I'd ever attempted to master.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          
            THE FIRST SPARK

          

        

      

    

    
      DYLAN

      If there was one thing I'd learned in my nearly two years at North Pole University, it was that light magic exams were basically designed to expose every flaw in your magical foundation. Unlike illusion magic, which could be finessed with creativity and misdirection, light magic demanded precision, control, and mathematical understanding of luminous energy patterns.

      In other words, everything I was terrible at.

      I stared down at the exam paper in front of me, the questions seeming to blur together in a haze of technical terminology and complex magical equations. Calculate the optimal refraction angle for sustained aurora light channeling in a temperature differential of minus forty degrees Celsius.

      Right. Because that was obviously something every fox shifter needed to know.

      Around me, other students worked with varying degrees of confidence. The light magic specialists, mostly sprites and a few winter elves, moved through the problems with fluid ease, their quills scratching steadily across the parchment. Even the non-specialists seemed to be managing better than I was.

      I glanced toward the front of the classroom, where Professor Lumina presided over the exam with her characteristic serene authority. Her pale hair caught the magical lighting, and her ice-blue eyes swept the room with the kind of attention that missed nothing. This was Lyra's guardian, the woman who'd raised NPU's most brilliant student.

      Speaking of Lyra...

      I spotted her three rows ahead and to the left, her dark hair falling in a neat curtain as she bent over her exam. Even from behind, I could see the confidence in her posture, the way her hand moved across the page without hesitation. She was probably already on the bonus questions while I was still struggling with the basics.

      The appointment confirmation she'd sent yesterday had been perfectly professional: "Mr. Vixen, I can accommodate your tutoring request. Please meet me in the Library of Lights tomorrow at 4 PM. Come prepared to discuss your specific magical concerns in detail. - L. Lumina"

      Formal. Efficient. Intimidating as hell.

      I turned back to my exam, panic starting to claw at my chest. If I failed this test, it would tank my already precarious GPA. If my grades slipped any further, Coach Prancer would drop me from Reindeer Games consideration faster than I could say "academic probation."

      Think, Dylan. You're supposed to be clever, right?

      The solution hit me like a bolt of inspiration, or desperation, depending on how you looked at it, illusion magic. If I couldn't solve the light magic problems legitimately, maybe I could create the illusion that I had.

      It was risky. Professor Lumina had a reputation for detecting magical cheating with supernatural accuracy. But what choice did I have?

      I closed my eyes and reached for my magic, trying to craft a simple visual illusion that would make my blank answers appear to be filled with correct responses. Just long enough to hand in the exam and escape with my dignity intact.





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/chapter-break.jpg





OEBPS/images/sophmore-solstice.jpg
MARIE-HELENE LEBEAULT







OEBPS/images/beaches-and-trails-publishing.jpg
s

BEACHES AND TRAILS
PUBLISHING






