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      Far from home for the first time in his sixteen years of life, Kalen slumped over the crowded bar counter at Blue’s, the legendary and most popular hangout on campus.

      Sculpted of smooth carved ice and forever hardened by magic—like all the ancient structures at the Arctic Academy of Elfery—the cave-like space boasted scallops of peaked arches on all sides constructed of roughened ice blocks, which framed out at least a dozen cozier gathering areas, all brightened by expansive single-pane crystal-clear windows.

      Yeah. Bright? Not remotely close to his current mood.

      Instead, he’d camped on a stool in the glacial-blue shadows of a long ice wall that housed the pub’s sundry concoction bottles and flavored syrups. Hidden from hopeful expectations. Because disappointment didn’t favor company.

      The male blue-skinned barista eyed him again. Drifted over. Stared down at him.

      What? Did the almighty being want to chat some more?

      Kalen wanted to hide under a rock, under the barstool. A lowly elf like him should never take for granted innocent-appearing larger strangers offering a sympathetic ear behind bar counters.

      Humiliated, and definitely not feeling conversational any longer, Kalen hung his head and shoulders another inch lower. Curved his hands around a wide pewter mug of cocoa that could no longer be called hot. Examined the swirling dark chocolate liquid. A whirlpool. Sucking itself down.

      Idiot that he’d been, Kalen had already grumped to the guy about his unfortunate last few days, after having stormed in hot-headed and frustrated with… well… everything.

      Before realizing—to his utter mortification—that he’d been blathering on about his lack of social skills to the infamous Frost Wizard. Unfairly handsome, besides the unusual shock of thick inky black hair and odd bright-blue cast to his skin, the guy looked not a day over twenty. But rumor had it, the immortal sorcerer had been alive for millennia. And he’d not only built the entire Academy campus, but the surrounding town of Crystalline, and the whole of North Pole proper.

      A snorted laugh sounded, but then the wizard granted him sweet mercy and left him alone.

      Tinkling laughter echoed off the walls. Groups of friends smiled, leaned close in confidence, nudged shoulders with knowing looks.

      Electric excitement buzzed through the air. Warm. Inviting. Hopeful. For them.

      All their buzzy energy did was zap him. Short-circuited his heart. Frazzled his mind.

      So unfair. So many First Years, in their symbolic light-green tunic uniforms (set apart from the Second Years’ glacial blues.)

      Yet… he’d never felt more alone.

      Three days and counting. And he’d tried. Really, he had. He’d forced himself to reach out to neighbors seated at a handful of orientation events.

      But every time he’d engaged in conversation, both sides leaning in and smiling, events would begin. And then activities separated them. Before long, others dragged them away. Entire jovial crowds swept the lucky newcomers into their fold.

      Whatever.

      What more could he do? Not much.

      Better to not care than be miserable.

      He gusted out a sigh, resigning himself to his fate. Two long years of academy life. Destined to be the one loner.

      With zero magic. He hadn’t noticed even a tiny spark. Unlike so many of the others. What they found in common, had been chattering on about.

      Preparing to screw on a tougher attitude—loner or not, magic or not—he shoved his lukewarm cocoa forward, raised a finger with a glance at the Frost Wizard who still stared his way, then pointed down for a replacement.

      The next instant, the glass entry doors burst open with a bang. Followed by a whirlwind of snow that cleared around a petite female elf.

      A beautiful female elf.

      In light green.

      And she appeared lost. Or upset. Or frustrated. Brows raised, eyes wide, mouth pinched.

      Long white hair curved around her shoulders and face. Books and bags bulged from both arms.

      He jumped up to help, but she burst forward. Straight toward him.

      No eye contact, though.

      She beelined for the stool to his right. Dropped everything onto the scuffed-ice floor with whacking thumps. Then planted herself on the stool.

      He sat down again. Staring at her.

      What to say? “You look frustrated?” … “Need assistance?”

      No. Enough. He was done putting himself out there. More humiliation lay that way.

      Besides, she hadn’t even noticed him. Maybe he’d actually gone invisible. Magic had done stranger spontaneous things to newbie First Years.

      And she faced away from him, toward the Frost Wizard as he approached with Kalen’s new hot cocoa.

      Cocoa deposited, the Frost Wizard cast his attention to the newcomer.

      “Bad day?” A bar towel materialized, as he polished the icy surface that bore a darker blue in the shadows.

      “The worst.” She huffed out a sigh.

      Compassionate blue eyes beheld her. “Tell me about it.”

      Don’t fall for it! Been there. Mortified by that.

      “Well, the travel sled from my back-country village got stuck day before yesterday. Which made me late for the last Sky Rail. I had to stay the night in some back shed at the rail station, on top of sacks of flour, infested by Tundra Mice. Missed all the orientations. Haven’t met one person.”

      Ol’ Trickster Blue Eyes arched a brow, swung a loaded glance Kalen’s way, then softened his expression and leaned down toward her, meeting her gaze as she looked up. “That’s awful.”

      “But that isn’t all of it,” she huffed.

      “Of course not”—he patted her delicate hand—“it never is.”

      Fire flared in Kalen’s chest. Jealousy. Of the ease of their conversation. Of that blue hand.

      “What can I get you? On the house.” Another glance toward Kalen, then slid toward the newcomer. “And lay it all on me. I can handle it.”

      “Dark, dark, cocoa,” she replied. “Steaming hot. Shot with a double peppermint.”

      “Hot and spicy.” Yet another blue-eyed glance toward Kalen, brows arched.

      Kalen rolled his eyes at the immortal meddler. Then glared with fury at him, till the busybody eventually broke away to fill her order.

      A faint crackle sounded. Then a sharp sizzle. Like magic sparked. Then snuffed out.

      Kalen blinked, listening closer. But nothing else happened. He’d felt no electric current. Not even a subtle warming. He shook his head, certain he’d imagined it.

      “Anyway…” she continued, oblivious to the males’ nonverbal jousting. And unaffected by any actual wayward magic, if it had even happened at all.

      She ran those delicate fingers through her hair, doing her best to straighten the windblown locks.

      Kalen just stared, distracted. Captivated.

      “…by the time I’d found my dorm room, claimed my transported bags, completed all the paperwork and unpacked my essentials, I’d missed my first official class. Had to cut across campus snow, skate down icy paths and hallways, slide around three blind corners hoping to the ice gods that I didn’t collide with anyone, before catching the professor while he locked the door.”

      “Which class?” Ol’ Blue slid the drink toward his unsuspecting victim.

      “Alchemy.” She tugged the steaming drink toward her, then cupped her hands around the pewter mug. “I’m supposed to be paired up for a lab today with a guy named Kalen. First class. First assignment. First person I’m not supposed to let down. And I’m a no-show. No idea where he is.”

      “Imagine that.” Another loaded gaze arrowed toward Kalen. “Didn’t you have a no-show lab partner?”

      Daggers. Kalen shot daggers at the guy.

      But instead of being mad, or embarrassed, or any of the awful things that Kalen felt, she seemed elated. Her whole expression lifted. Perfect white arched brows lifted with revelation. Dark-lashed ice-green eyes widened in surprise. Pink bow lips parted in the beginnings of a smile.

      “Are you Kalen?”

      He tipped a slight nod toward her. “At your service.”

      “I’m Lenore.” She gave him a warm smile.

      “Nice to meet you, Lenore.” And really it was. But he refused to get his hopes up. They were lab partners, nothing more. Didn’t mean there would be friendship. Or more. Only meant they were required to be together, for a brief assignment.

      Fate still could have—heck, with her rare and pure beauty would have—the popular crowd snatch her up and sweep her into their fold, away from him.

      But… maybe not?

      Because, maybe… magic had blown someone special his way after all.
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      Oh my gosh. Oh my gosh, oh my gosh, oh my gosh!

      First, Lenore had been drawn to the famous campus pub. Needing a way to escape, wanting a stiff drink, something to numb her freakout from the endless calamities.

      Then she’d been fascinated by the handsome barista. Twice as big as any elf she’d ever met. Serious muscles under his black T-shirt. Dark hair. Square jaw. Pouty lips.

      But then, Kalen.

      And… Oh
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