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      Kaia bolted upright in bed. She screamed as she lifted her hands to ward off the invisible attacker. She could almost feel the sharp edge of the sword slice through her skin, tearing muscle from bone.

      Then the glow of the light stone on her nightstand flared brighter, illuminating her bedroom. No attacker. No shadowy figure of the Odentian captain who had hunted her and her fellow student-witches through the Silent Marshes last year. She was home. She was safe and sound, and nobody wanted to harm her.

      Sweat drenched her nightgown as her pounding heart slowly went back to normal. She took deep breaths, calming herself as her hands continued to shake.

      "It was just a nightmare," Kaia told herself. "Just a nightmare."

      It had felt so vivid, though. She shuddered as the images came back to her. Finnegan, his plumed helmet outlined by a blazing fire, as he lifted his sword above his head. It had been almost a full year since the attack, yet Kaia's nightmares hadn't ceased.

      She was almost afraid to lower her feet off the side of her bed, as though Finnegan might be lurking in the shadows beneath her bed, like a monster from her childhood fears.

      Footsteps sounded outside her door. Images of the Odentia captain flooded her mind; he crept up to her door and tried the handle.

      Kaia screamed again, a blood-curdling tear against her throat as the handle turned—only for it to be cut short when the door flew open, and her father rushed in. His silver eyes swept over the room as he made his way to the bedside.

      "It's all right," he said as he sat on the edge of her bed. "It was just a dream."

      Tears burned Kaia's eyes. She threw her arms around her father and buried her face into his shoulder. She had thought that the best part of him being home all summer would be the fun adventures they could get up to… she never expected that she would end up clinging to him like a child at least once a month.

      What am I going to do when I get back to the Institute? I'll end up waking up the others every night!

      Papa stroked her silvery curls, murmuring comforting words. Despite his reassurances, Kaia could still hear the lingering worry in his voice. It was all too stark a reminder of the conversations she’d overheard between him and Mama, wondering if it was wise to even send her back to the Institute.

      As comforting as his presence was, Kaia couldn't help but feel frustrated with herself at the same time. She kept a journal of her fears, talked to a therapist, did her breathing exercises, and filled her mind with positives before going to sleep.

      So why wouldn't these nightmares stop?

      It was embarrassing to be reduced to tears over dreams that she knew weren't real at fifteen years old. By this point in her life, she had thought she'd already learned how to handle her fears on her own.

      Finnegan had been sent back to Odentia. He wasn't even in Eldavon anymore, and there was no reason for him to sneak into the schloss just to find her, anyway. It was ridiculous; she knew she was safe… but she didn't feel safe. She hadn't for quite a while now.

      Kaia wiped her eyes and pulled away from Papa, forcing herself to smile. "I'm sorry for waking you up."

      "I was already awake," Papa replied, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "Would you like me to sit with you for a while?"

      She did, but that was beside the point. The darkness outside and the bags under his eyes told her he was exhausted, and she didn't want him to think she needed to be babied any more than he already had. Even though he never made her feel childish, she knew it was.

      "I think I'll just read for a while," she said, forcing herself to remain bright. "Go on to bed, Papa. I'll be fine."

      "If you're sure?"

      Kaia nodded her head firmly. She would make herself be sure. Papa kissed her forehead and left the room again, closing the door softly behind him. As soon as he was gone, Kaia pulled her knees into her chest and searched the room again, looking for anything that might be out of place.

      All was in order, as she knew it would be.

      "I want to go back to school," she told herself aloud. But even to her own ears, it sounded as though she was lying.

      It wasn't entirely a lie. Kaia did want to return to the Institute and see her friends and learn more magic. But at the same time, she didn't want to leave the safety of the schloss, her parents, and her tutors. What if more bad things happened this year, like they had the last two?

      Whenever she visited the Institute for her cousins' graduation ceremonies, she always felt safe there. But she had always felt safe, regardless of where she was. Now it seemed like the world was far more unpredictable than she ever realized, and Kaia was uncertain how to face it.

      Dread was her constant companion these days. Perhaps, once she was at the Institute and her mind was full of magic and learning, it would get better. That was the best she could hope for, at least.

      Kaia laid back down and reached for her book. She didn't open it, though, unable to even think about reading. Right now, she knew reading wouldn't be enough to banish her nightmare. But what would? She didn't want to write about it in her journal, either.

      She turned over, staring at the far wall as she tried to think instead about what the year at the Institute would be like. Normally, she had no trouble thinking about everything she was looking forward to. But the dim light muted her thoughts. Kaia sank back into an uneasy sleep.
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      Baby Reuel was only one month old and still had what Penelope's sister, Julie, called the 'newborn scrunch.'

      Penelope smiled at the sleeping baby in her arms as she rocked in the chair Julie's mate had made for her. She couldn't help but feel a sense of peace and calmness in these moments. The house was quiet, and she had her precious little nephew in her arms. He was heavy for how tiny he looked, his wrinkled little hands tucked up close to his face.

      He was also like a tiny furnace. But Penelope found she didn't mind so much. It was a cool, rainy day outside, and she was fine with the extra warmth that Reuel provided.

      Normally, Penelope wasn't left looking after the baby, even though she enjoyed helping to take care of him. Today, though, everyone else was busy with the Fire Watch, and Julie needed some time to herself. As a dragon, her body was healing nicely after giving birth, though Julie was still recovering. She didn't have much time to just go out for a walk or nap.

      Penelope was only too happy to give her older sister the opportunity to rebalance herself. Julie's emotions were all over the place these days, making Penelope feel bad for her.

      "And you're easy to look after when you're sleeping," Penelope whispered to Reuel. He scrunched his nose as though he was about to wake up, but Penelope rocked him, and he settled down again. It was amazing to her how relaxed a baby could be.

      He was just about the only person who was relaxed here at home.

      The tension was becoming unbearable. Ever since Penelope had told her family that she intended to join the military instead of the Fire Watch as all of them had, there had been an undeniable current of anxiety in all her interactions. It didn't help that she had told them all on the same day that Julie had planned to announce her pregnancy. Though Penelope had had no way of knowing that, Julie had yelled at her about it.

      Since then, they didn't really talk about it much. But every time Penelope brought up training or the Institute, there was a clear sparking tension in the air, the sort that made her terrified another fight would break out. It was like catching the first sniff of smoke on the wind.

      Penelope sighed, adjusting her hold on Reuel to hold him a little closer. Her determination to join the military had only increased since he had been born, though Julie had point-blank asked her how she could think about military service when she clearly loved her nephew so much.

      "I don't know how to tell them it's because I love you so much that I know I have to join," Penelope whispered, her brow puckering.

      She knew that as the youngest child of her parents, she had a different perspective than they did. She had also gone through more than they had… first, being kidnapped by Odentian warriors in the heart of Eldavon near the sacred Silver Springs. Then, the first-year witches being attacked and hunted last year in the Silent Marshes…

      Why couldn't they understand she felt the need to protect the Kingdom?

      "Can't they understand how much it hurts when I overhear them talking at night, listing all the things they can do to change my mind?" Penelope grumbled.

      The comforting warmth of the baby wasn't so comforting anymore. She was worried her increased tension would interfere with Reuel's sleep, so Penelope carefully stood and tiptoed to his cradle, where she laid him down. He looked so cute in his little sleeping sack.

      Penelope crept from the room. Julie and her mate, being new parents, had been given a cabin that the Fire Watch used rather than the tents. The rain pattered on the wooden roof as Penelope carefully ensured the door was open an inch so she could hear if Reuel fussed.

      Then she started to pace down the hallway and back up, wanting to release some of this restless energy that had crept into her.

      The thing was, she had always had a very clear expectation of her future. From when Penelope was young, she had copied Julie and Benton in talking about how she would join the Fire Watch. She had never expected, never wanted, a different path… even now, she didn't want to join the military so much as she felt it would be her best choice.

      She only wished her family could understand how difficult it was and support her rather than argue with her about it… it made her feel extremely alone in carving out this path.

      Penelope ended up feeling like it would be a breath of relief to be away from her family, which was an unsettling sensation. Yes, she looked forward to being with her friends and learning at the Institute, but she hated that one reason she was looking forward to the school year starting was so she wouldn't be around her family for a while.

      It just didn't seem right.

      The front door opened, and Penelope turned to see Julie step in, shaking out her long hair. Julie's eyes had dark smudges underneath, but her cheeks were rosy, unlike the pallor that had been in them when she left.

      "Was the baby good for you?" Julie asked, her tone stiff as she took off her coat.

      "He slept the whole time," Penelope replied. "He's still sleeping, actually. I can stick around if you want to nap. I know you haven't been sleeping well."

      Julie gave her a wan smile. "Thanks. He should wake up in about half an hour to eat… if he doesn't, you can let him sleep. The doctors say he's at a healthy weight and advised me to sleep when I can."

      Penelope nodded. "Go nap, then. I'll get some supper started for you."

      "Thank you, Pen." Julie stumbled toward her bedroom. She paused at the door and looked back like she was about to add something.

      Penelope tensed. Would Julie say something about the military again? But her sister only shook her head and stepped into her room. Penelope let out a heavy breath as she took a moment to release her tight muscles.

      Soon, she thought. I'll be back at the Institute, and I won't have to worry about this anymore.
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      Even though the medical wing at the Institute had received no patients today, Wickham still went through the same cleaning procedures to end his shift. First, boil water and add in the antiseptics. Then put on a fresh pair of leather gloves, which also had been boiled in antiseptics but were now dry, and start scrubbing down the work surfaces.

      He hummed as he worked, enjoying the routine. Even the smell had become pleasant since he had learned that he could add eucalyptus without damaging the cleanser's effectiveness.

      He'd been here at the Institute for two weeks now, even though classes wouldn't start for just under a month. Every day, students were trickling in. Wickham would have been one of the last people to arrive; only he had gotten a part-time job here and needed to start before the semester got going so he'd have time to adjust.

      It was certainly a novel experience to voluntarily be away from his family. Over the last couple of years, he'd argued and fought for a way to study from home. But he knew it was the right choice to be here now, and he was proud of himself.

      While he never thought of himself as 'dependent' since his focus was always on helping his family, Wickham certainly felt like it was growth to look beyond his individual circumstances. The village herbalist, Kassandra, had little more she could teach him as she wasn't a true doctor, and Wickham was determined to enter the medical field. Though he often thought of his time in her little shop. She had been a valuable mentor.

      It was the best way he knew of how to serve the Kingdom… and he'd be able to take care of his family better that way, too.

      The door to the medical wing opened, and his friend, Herja, sauntered in. Her short black hair was slicked back and shone in the light from the light stones arranged in the ceiling. She wore a black tunic and trousers with her usual bookbag slung over her shoulder. Today, she was wearing an obsidian fox pendant on a leather chord.

      "You going to be much longer?" she asked as she settled into one of the waiting chairs.

      "Not long," Wickham replied.

      His heart thudded as he appreciated the look of Herja's black ensemble. She had confessed to him she chose all dark colors like this to avoid having to figure out what colors went well together, but it looked good on her. It reminded Wickham of the powerful aura of the dragon king, Lantos, when he addressed the students.

      He would never dare say it out loud, though. Herja didn't like it when he complimented her.

      Wickham shook his head and went back to work, ignoring the heat in his cheeks as he dipped his cloth back into the hot water. The fluttering in his stomach he'd got when he thought of Herja over the summer was only getting worse now that they were in close contact with one another again. She was so smart, so brave… and beautiful.

      Trying to put that from his mind, he overly scrubbed one counter. Cleanliness was paramount for the well-being of the patients, after all.

      It was a difficult adjustment, but he'd settled into his role here and was determined to fulfill his responsibilities seriously. It was a rare opportunity for a second-year student like him to get a job in the medical bay, and he was determined to prove himself capable and deserving of the position.

      The rustle of the pages of a book caught his attention, and he turned, finding Herja reading.

      Her nose scrunched up the way it did when she was really concentrating on something. From where he was, Wickham couldn't tell what she was reading. But he admired the way her lips moved silently as she read, the way her eyes darted across the page with intensity. It made him want to watch her forever⁠—

      She looked up suddenly, and Wickham jumped, his face growing hot as their eyes met. Herja frowned at him.

      "What is it?" she demanded.

      No way was he going to admit that he was staring because he found he enjoyed looking at her. That was a recipe for disaster. If Herja didn't like him complimenting her, she certainly wouldn't enjoy hearing that confession.

      "Is there something on my face?" Herja asked, wiping at her mouth.

      "Uh… yeah," Wickham said quickly, latching onto the suggestion. And a good thing, too.

      Herja wasn't interested in him that way, and he valued her friendship too much to mess it up because he couldn't stop staring. No, he would not think that way at all. Besides, at the end of the school year, they would go through the mating ceremony that would show them who their perfect matches were.

      Wickham wasn't going to let himself build up false expectations only to be disappointed. His mate deserved better than that.

      What if I'm matched with Herja?

      He pushed that thought aside as he turned back to his work. "Actually, I just remembered that I have extra chores I have to get done. I'm going to be another hour at least."

      Herja groaned. "But I'm so bored! I was hoping we could play a game."

      "Sorry," he said over his shoulder, focusing intently on his scrubbing, though he had already cleaned the spot thoroughly.

      Herja huffed as she put her book back into her bag. "Fine. I guess I'll see you when you're done."

      She left again, and Wickham leaned against the counter, letting himself heave out a deep breath. As much as he thought he would make a good match with Herja, it wasn't up to them to decide who they were matched with. He could make a good match with the other dragons, too.

      The stars would decide who his fated mate was. And until he knew who that was, he would not let himself feel any of these emotions. It wouldn't be long now, and then they'd know. He'd know… and then he could figure out what happens next once he knew.
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      It had been well over an hour, and Wickham hadn't shown up to the dorm. When she swung back to the medical wing, she found he wasn't there, either.

      Herja was put out with her friend, but Wickham kept busy. He'd probably show up later with a good reason for his disappearance. In the meantime, she went out to one of the picnic tables, making sure she was alone before she pulled out her secret notebook from her book bag.

      Normally, this wasn't something Herja would hide from anyone… but over the summer, she had devoured several novels that, while they had adventure in them, were primarily romances, she had to admit.

      Now she was trying to write her own. She already had the characters. The heroine was a plucky orphan, much like herself, who was chosen by the ancient gods to save the Kingdom from the evil king, who would end up being her father. And then there was the hero, a pirate with a heart of gold who stole from the hordes of the rich to give to the starving poor…

      Herja groaned as she rested her head in her arms. The heat of the sun beat on the back of her neck. She fell asleep each night thinking of the dramatic scenes between her two characters. But every time she opened her notebook, her thoughts simply stopped.

      And what little she had written, she desperately wanted to share… but was far too embarrassed to actually let anyone else read it.

      Lifting her head, Herja picked up her pencil. What she really wanted to do was skip to the scene where her heroine and hero kissed for the first time, but that wasn't until the end of the book, and she was barely at the beginning. She couldn't just skip all the in-between stuff, could she?

      "Ugh," she growled at herself. "As though I have time to waste on all this sloppy romance nonsense, anyway!"

      She snapped the book shut and tossed it back into her book bag. Herja pulled out one of her textbooks, along with the notebook she was using for this class. This was a much better idea, she decided. Writing would not help her proceed in life…

      And besides, she was only interested in writing romances because she was so deathly terrified of the mating ceremony at the end of the year.

      After only half an hour, she reread the same page what seemed like a hundred times; Herja reluctantly closed her textbook. It appeared she would not be able to distract herself at all.

      "Shucks, geeze, golly-whiz!" she said aloud, thumping her fist on the table.

      A stern voice spoke behind her. "Excuse me? What are you using that language for?"

      Herja turned to find Professor Farrow, the first-year dragon teacher, approaching. Their eyes were narrowed seriously, but Herja had gotten to know Row well enough to see the teasing lines at the corners of their mouth.

      "Just wait," she said, scowling fiercely. "I'm about ready to say things like crappy."

      Row snickered as they slid onto the bench across from Herja. "I take it you're feeling rather frustrated with something?"

      Herja sighed. Sometimes it felt childish to use these terms, but she didn't like swearing… even if sometimes she felt like it would express herself better. Doesn't really matter, does it? I don't enjoy using that language.

      Row tilted their head to one side. "Are you mentally avoiding the topic?"

      "Yes."

      "I see…. So does that mean you don't want to talk about it?"

      Herja shook her head, but it wasn't because she didn't want to talk about it. Rather, it was because she didn't want to want to talk about it… and she was confusing herself with all her thoughts.

      "I'm afraid of the mating ceremony," she finally blurted. "I don't want to do it. I don't want any of it… I'm better off on my own; I always have been."

      Row folded their hands on the picnic table. "Are you, though? I thought you enjoyed having your friends."

      "I got to choose who my friends are, though," she muttered.

      Row nodded with a gentle smile. "I understand. It's been a long time since I went through the mating ceremony, but I was a nervous wreck that whole year. I looked at all the witches in my year and tried to imagine what my world would be like if they were my perfect match. Everyone offered something different."

      "I talked to Headmasters Twila and Valiant," Herja said slowly. "They told me about their final year here at the Institute and how they ended up getting along… they told me that regardless of who I'm matched with, I need to let the relationship develop naturally and not put too much emphasis on the potential romance."

      Row nodded again. "That's good advice. My mate and I didn't start dating until a few years after we graduated. In fact, I almost married someone else."

      Herja frowned. "No, you didn't."

      "I did!" Row laughed. "Fifteen is a little young to fully understand how complicated love can be. Not that you should fight it. But letting your relationships develop naturally is the best course of action."

      "You know that doesn't actually help me, right?" Herja asked, tracing a pattern on the tabletop. "I don't know how to do that, and all the books I read are useless. It's always either at first sight, they're instantly in love, or suddenly after they nearly die, they realize they're in love."

      "That's because books aren't real life, Herja."

      Herja scowled at them. Of course she knew that!

      Row gave her another gentle smile. "I know it's not helpful; unfortunately, all I have to say is that the stars already know who your perfect match is. You can't force it; all you can do is prepare by improving yourself."

      Herja sighed. Row was right. It was hard for them to be helpful when Herja wasn't entirely certain where her fears originated. Best not to think about it at all… she had a lot of work to do this semester, after all.
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      Kaia hid a yawn behind her hand, hoping that nobody would notice how obvious her tiredness was. She had arrived at the Institute late last night and had been so worried about waking up her roommates that she barely slept.

      "Are you okay?" Wickham asked next to her.

      Kaia gave him a smile. "I'm fine, Wick. I was just so excited to start the school year," she lied. No use in burdening him with her problems. She straightened her shoulders as their professor strode into the room.

      Kaia was a little disappointed that they had a different professor every year. She had gotten along well with Professor Lee last year. But each year, they had to learn new skills, so it was better for a new teacher who specialized in those skills.

      "Greetings, second-year witches!" the professor boomed as he came to the front of the room. "Let's see… I believe we have all met."

      He adjusted his glasses and pointed to Kaia. "Kaia, Wickham, Icarus, Adina, Lena, and Jalene. Only six students this year. It was an off year for babies, it seems. This last summer, we have over a hundred children make the trip to the Silver Springs; we have nearly twenty dragons and witches each."

      Kaia's brow furrowed. She knew their year was unusually small but didn't expect it to be the topic of conversation on their first day.

      Professor Avery adjusted his glasses again, the lenses flashing with light. "Well then. We all know that we'll be going to the Golden Forest this semester, yes? I'll be teaching you how to harvest raw wood with magic so as not to harm the tree. Then, you will each find a Pheonix Gingko to harvest from; you will make your own pages for your spell books to go with the Emerald Rattleback skins you harvested last year."

      Last year. Kaia couldn't help but flinch. It was a fluke that she and Wickham had come across a Rattleback shedding its skin and could collect it for the entire class.

      Thinking about that, Kaia couldn't help but nervously glance at her classmates. Icarus had been injured, nearly killed, protecting her from Finnegan. He didn't seem to still be suffering, but how could she tell how bad his scar was beneath his shirt?

      "We will study word-based spells while at the Golden Forest," Professor Avery continued. "After the winter break, we will spend the rest of the school year in the classroom honing those skills."

      "And then at the end of the year is our mating ceremony, right?" Adina burst out. She straightened in her seat, her intense gaze locked on Professor Avery.

      He chuckled in response. "Yes. But I would advise you not to think about that too much. Focus on your studies."

      But what if Finnegan came after them again? What if Odentia sent more warriors to attack them? Kaia pressed her palms together. Her fingers were freezing cold, but her clothes still grew damp with sweat.

      "How can we focus on our studies when your futures will be revealed, you may ask," Professor Avery said. He strode back and forth in front of them, his booming voice filling the room. It drove Kaia's thoughts from her head; when the professor spoke, she had no choice but to listen. "It's simple, dear students. I will not tolerate sloppy work. You had good old Lee last year, and he's a delightful chap, but I believe in rigorous work. If I feel you're behind where you should be, I will assign extra classes to you. If you value your free time, you will not slack off."

      Kaia raised her hand.

      Professor Avery turned to her. "Yes, Kaia?"

      "The second-year dragons—our future mates—are going with us to the Golden Forest, correct?"

      "Indeed, they are."

      Kaia frowned. "So, if we're living and studying in close quarters with the people who will, in less than a year, be revealed as our fated mates, how are we supposed to focus? My mother says that fifteen is the year that hormones really start kicking in… and that they can't be controlled through sheer force of will."

      Professor Avery looked a little surprised for a moment, or maybe he was just trying to school his expression. Kaia squinted. Was he fighting laughter?

      "Why do you think I'm so tough on my students?" Professor Avery asked with a wink. "Don't worry. You'll soon be too stressed out about your marks to worry about mates and all that. And I can assure you, the dragons will feel the same."

      Herja and Penelope, of course, would be there, just as they had been the previous year at the Silent Marshes. Then, there were Odele and Nolen, the twins. Finally, Xena and Vera.

      Who could be her perfect match? She was already friends with Penelope and Herja. They got along well, even if she sometimes got annoyed with Herja's tendency to talk over everyone else. She sort of knew Xena, or at least knew she had been named after a famous warrior-queen of days gone by, and was determined to live up to that name. Vera mostly kept to herself. Odele was very much like Herja; only she seemed a little more intuitive with other people's emotions. And Nolen… Nolen was nice, but Kaia couldn't remember anything specific about him.

      She brought her mind back to Professor Avery as he continued. "My mate, Professor Sabelle, will work them just as hard. And you will all need to be vigilant with the Chameleon Sprites."

      The Chameleon Sprites. Mama and Papa both liked to tell stories from their second year when they went to the Golden Forest and met the Chameleon Sprites. Apparently, they were rather mischievous but fun to be around.

      When Kaia glanced at her fellow students, though, she was surprised at the apprehension on Wickham, Adina, Icarus, and Lena's faces. Jalene looked eager, but of course, it made sense. Out of the six second-year students, only Kaia and Jalene came from dragon-witch families. The rest all had human parents.

      "You don't have to worry about the Chameleon Sprites," Jalene said, leaning so she could see Icarus and Adina as well. "We've been getting along with them for centuries. Actually, legend has it that Chameleon Sprites taught witches their first spells."

      "Indeed," Professor Avery said with a nod.

      Adina twisted her hands. "But I heard that Chameleon Sprites can steal our magic."

      "Not steal, exactly," Professor Avery said.

      "Then what, exactly?" Wickham demanded. His hands were clenched on his desk.

      Professor Avery took a moment, rubbing the back of his neck. "It's more like… draining. Imagine your magic is a constant stream inside of a sink. If you put in a plug, that sink will fill up. Take out the plug, and it will drain. The steam is always there, but it varies in how much you have access to at any given moment."

      This didn't seem to reassure Wickham at all, although Icarus leaned back, satisfied. Adina frowned.

      It wasn't the sprites that Kaia was afraid of. She'd gone to the Golden Forest twice before and had met a handful of sprites. They were mischievous, yes, and had stolen her favorite pair of shoes. But in the end, they gave her shoes back. They were just little pranksters was all.

      "After winter break, you will all learn some basic self-defense skills from Professor Sabelle as well," Professor Avery said.

      A chill went down Kaia's spine. Even though she had many cousins who had trained as witches here at the Institute, she'd never heard once of any of them learning self-defense. Were the professors expecting more trouble from Odentia?

      But if they were, why would they teach us in the second semester when we're back here? Why not train us at the Golden Forest or even before we left? It makes little sense.

      Her hand was back up in the air before she realized what she was doing. Professor Avery paused in his speaking and turned to her.

      "Yes, Kaia? Is it important?"

      Kaia lowered her hand, fighting not to snap back at him. If it wasn't important, did he really think she would ask now of all times? "What I want to know is how the Institute and Crown have planned to protect us this year."

      The professor's playfully stern expression turned somewhat grim. And despite knowing that no Odentian warriors were going to pop out from behind the drapery, Kaia couldn't help but look around, making sure they were alone in the room.

      "I understand that you're all no doubt nervous about leaving the Institute again, considering the events of the past two years," Professor Avery said slowly. He focused his gaze on Kaia but then turned to each and every one of the students. "However, I can assure you Odentia will not attack us again this year."

      Icarus nodded, sitting up straighter. "No, they won't! My parents have been working with the Odentian king as ambassadors, and the relationship between our kingdoms has much improved!"

      Professor Avery turned to him. "Thank you for sharing, Icarus, but in the future, don't interrupt me. Always raise your hand before you speak."

      Icarus' cheeks turned red as he bowed his head.

      "We didn't think that relations were bad enough for Odentia to send their warriors after us before, either," Kaia insisted, not bothering to raise her hand this time. She didn't care if Professor Avery would reprimand her. "So what is the Institute doing to ensure our safety?"

      "But things are better," Icarus insisted. "We don't have to be afraid, Kaia. The king of Odentia has promised⁠—"

      "And we all know that people lie, Icarus," Kaia snapped.

      Her tone was far harsher than she intended, but right now, she didn't want to apologize for it. Icarus had been wrong last year about Finnegan's intentions. He'd let himself be blinded by this optimism, and she would not put her safety in his hands again… even if he had nearly died protecting her from Finnegan.

      Instead, Kaia focused intently on Professor Avery, silently demanding that he answer her question.

      "We are taking precautions, yes," the professor continued. "Given the events of the past two years, we have decided it wouldn't be wise to assume that nothing of the like would happen again, and so we have asked various military personnel to accompany all witches on their quests this year."

      Kaia's heart beat faster. If they had military personnel attending for the students' protection, did that mean the Institute was worried that there would be further attacks?

      Professor Avery held up one finger. "But to be completely clear, this is a precaution only. As Icarus said, the relationship between Odentia and Eldavon has improved. The personnel that will join us will be composed of dragons, witches, and humans. This is in part because of King Sydney's new push to have all three branches understand each other better."

      Oh. Oh, that was good. Kaia dug her waterskin from her bag and drank, hoping to erase the sticky feeling in her mouth.

      "Professor?" Lena raised her hand.

      "Yes?"

      "Will we have tents again, or do we get cabins this year? I hate sleeping in tents," Lena added.

      Professor Avery shook his head. "We'll be going to an established camp where, yes, there are cabins. The weather at the Golden Forest is much cooler year-round than at the Silent Marshes, and we don't want to catch our death of cold, right?"

      He sat on the desk at the front of the classroom and explained what would be expected of the students in terms of behavior and decorum. Kaia could hardly listen. Even though she was grateful they would have additional protection this year, she couldn't help but still feel nervous.

      It will go away, she told herself, once things get back to normal. It will all go away.
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