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      Wickham frowned as he checked his bag for the fourth time. Mother and Father repeatedly told him that the Crown would provide everything needed for the trip to Silver Springs, but one couldn't be too careful.

      However, half of what he had packed now mysteriously disappeared.

      The thirteen-year-old lifted his bag, thinking maybe some of it had fallen out. When he heard whimpering from under his bed, though, he knew what had happened. With a sigh, he sat on the edge of his bed, taking in the cluttered room he shared with his ten-year-old twin brothers.

      "I really hope my belongings come back," he said aloud. "If they don't, then I'll have to go without them."

      The small voice of Wickham's youngest sibling, two-year-old Tara, answered, "Wick, stay."

      "Did I hear something?" Wickham wrinkled his nose as though confused before he knelt beside his bed. A peek below revealed Tara and the missing items. Tara's big brown eyes stared at him. But Wickham pretended not to see her; it was her favorite game, after all. "Oh, look at that! How did everything get here?"

      Tara tried to pout but giggled as Wickham pulled his things out and pretended he didn't see her. Soon enough, she crawled out and climbed onto his bed.

      "Wick stay," she insisted.

      Wickham tied his long brown hair into a ponytail. "You know I must go, Tara. I've graduated from basics, and now that I'm thirteen, I need to see if I'm a witch, a dragon, or a human."

      Even though he maintained a smile for his sister's sake, his heart tugged. Yes, he had the basics of reading, writing, math, and other necessities all children in Eldavon received. But he didn't feel ready to leave his family for this quest.

      He had the skills to complete the journey. But his family had just moved into town. His mother had started a new job with the seamstress, and his father was working long hours to buy a larger house…

      Wickham's shoulders hunched forward. Maybe he could put it off one more year. There were forms they could fill out for that, weren't there? Accommodations made for children who were sick or otherwise unable to make the journey?

      Mother came in after a knock. Tara jumped off the bed and ran to her, burying her face in Mother's apron.

      "Mama, Wick stay home," she pleaded.

      "Now, Tara," Mother said, crouching to her daughter. "This is an important journey for Wick. It's his right to go to Silver Springs. You'll be able to go when you're thirteen, too."

      "Me two!" Tara protested. She held up two fingers with her face scrunched up, looking terribly offended.

      Mother laughed and kissed Tara's forehead. "Supper is ready. Go on and wash your hands."

      Tara seemed to forget about Wickham's impending departure as she clapped her chubby hands and skipped off.

      Wickham fidgeted. "Maybe I should wait another year."

      "Wick, come here." Mother held her arms out to him. Wickham stepped into her embrace. "You think you must be here to look after your younger siblings because you worry about them. But we have everything well in hand."

      "But with you and Father working so much⁠—"

      Mother shook her head. "No, no. Don't start thinking about that, dearest. We have the village, and we have support from the Crown. We will take care of everything."

      "Traveling to the castle and back takes an entire month. Then the journey—" Wickham was cut off as Mother tapped his nose.

      "The journey will only take another month. Everything will be fine, Wickham. You might be the oldest of your siblings, but their care is not your responsibility."

      Wickham heaved a sigh. Mother and Father always said that. But he couldn't help worrying… would they really be all right without him?
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        * * *

      

      Sweat dripped down Penelope's back as she completed the last pushup of her morning routine. Her muscles burned with the pleasant, post-exercise exertion. Her long red hair was braided into a bun at the back of her head.

      On either side of her, her mother and father also finished their exercises. Momma's short silver hair stuck up at all angles. It had been as red as Penelope's before she drank from the stream and was revealed to be a witch.

      Her dad’s hair was a lot like Penelope’s. His glowing silver eyes, which marked him as a dragon, pinched at the corners in a smile.

      "Can't we start the journey a day early?" she asked her parents as they headed for the lake they were camped next to.

      Her parents were part of the Fire Watch this year. They had been traveling through the forests, clearing out underbrush with the other watch members, and dealing with any forest fires that needed to be put out. It was a delicate balance between letting nature run its course and protecting the land where people lived.

      Da chuckled as he waded into the lake. "Pen, we've talked about this. Your mother and I must finish our shifts here before we can leave."

      "It will only take a week to get to the castle," Momma reminded her. "And we must wait for Julie and Benton to get here."

      Penelope dove into the clear waters, letting the lake muffle the sounds of life around her. Her older siblings would come with them for the journey. They would wait at the barracks where others of the Fire Watch would be while the children climbed to the mountain's peak.

      Her brother and sister were both revealed to be dragons when they drank from the stream. Penelope already knew she would be as well. Her parents did, too, even though they kept reminding Penelope that the magic didn't work that way. The magic decided if you were human, witch, or dragon. Not you.

      It didn't matter if her father and siblings were dragons or if her mother was a witch. There was very little evidence to suggest it mattered who your family was. King Lantos, for instance, though he was dragon, had only humans in his family. Most children born to witches and dragons were human. It was odd that both her older siblings were dragons. It would be even odder if she were as well.

      All of them expected it, though. Even if it would be an oddity, the family often slipped into referring to 'when' Penelope would be a dragon, not 'if.' Perhaps because she wanted it so badly.

      Penelope's gut clenched as she cut through the cold water, pushing her burning muscles harder.

      What if she wasn't a dragon? What purpose would she serve if she didn't follow in her father's and siblings' footsteps? They were a family who all worked in the Fire Watch. If she were a witch, she could still work with the family…

      But humans weren't part of the Watch. If she was a human, what would become of her? Yes, humans trained for trades necessary for the Kingdom's survival. There were farmers, carpenters, diplomats, teachers, and record keepers. It wasn't as though humans were less than dragons or witches; all jobs were vital.

      Penelope broke through the surface of the water and breathed in the sweet mountain air.

      All the same, if she weren't a dragon… she'd be disappointed. She knew her parents would be, too, even though they would never say it.

      This journey can't be over fast enough, she thought as she started a backstroke. I want to get back to normal.
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      The stairs seemed to go on forever. Kaia stared up in determination and despair. She was determined not to fall behind the other children when they started their journey up the mountain to the Silver Springs. But so far, it appeared her training had come too little, too late.

      She sat on the first step with a sigh, her skirt floating about her.

      "It's all right, take your time," her language tutor, Madame Adora, said.

      Like Kaia, Madame Adora had short legs and a squat waist. She had been the one to suggest that Kaia march up and down the stairs of the family palace every day to prepare for the journey. Kaia had diligently been training every day since the end of winter.

      Up the stairs, down the stairs. Up, reciting poetry; down, practicing her languages. Up, memorizing timetables; down, reminding herself of significant historical events. Climb to the second floor. Rest. Climb to the third floor. Rest. Climb to the fourth floor. Admire the view. Then down again. She'd counted the stairs so many times that she had them memorized. Twenty-five steps between the floors. Seventy-five in total. They built the palace to hold lots of visitors, after all.

      Up and down, up and down, until she made herself grow dizzy over time.

      Kaia's legs seemed stronger now than when she first started. These days, she could go from dungeon to attic and back four times before her muscles shook.

      It didn't feel like enough.

      She accepted the sandwich Madame Adora handed her and gratefully scarfed it down. "When will Mama and Papa be home again?"

      "They said they would be back for suppertime, my little button," Madame Adora replied.

      Summer was always hectic for her parents; they were a dragon-witch duo who had been assigned to the agricultural district. They had to check the various farmlands across the Kingdom for disease, drought, and other potential problems.

      Kaia hated travel. She was much happier staying in the palace, reading or strolling and shopping through town.

      "Perhaps we should go to the stores tomorrow and get you some traveling clothes," Madame Adora mused. "You will need some sturdy trousers to traverse the mountain paths."

      "Ugh. I hate trousers," Kaia complained. She flicked her short curls out of her eyes.

      She'd always hated the dull yellow color of her hair and had already determined to dye it as soon as the summer was over. She was thirteen and a graduate from school, after all. Many children her age were already entering trades or taking on summer jobs; why couldn't she change her hair color?

      Her parents were always telling her to love the body she was given. Kaia didn't see why she couldn't love her body while also wanting to change certain things.

      "Trousers are more practical than skirts," Madame Adora told her gently.

      "Maybe, but I still hate them. I hate the way they cling to my legs. They feel so suffocating," Kaia complained.

      She stood and rolled her shoulders. As she looked up the stairs, she imagined a muddy mountain path. Then, she looked down at her beautiful rose-pink skirt and frowned.

      "I need trousers," she decided. "I don't want to get any of my pretty clothes ruined in the forest. Besides, I can do anything I set my mind to. I can wear trousers just fine."

      She started up the stairs again, determined she would not let herself down. Kaia was an only child. Since all of her cousins were touched by magic… and if she were, too, she might end up taking on hard jobs. She had to prepare herself for that. She had to be ready to do things she didn't want to do.

      Wearing trousers, as awful as they were, was an excellent step in preparing herself for her future.
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        * * *

      

      The librarian looked over the stack of books Herja was checking out and clicked her tongue. "Do you really read these?"

      "Yes," Herja replied.

      Life at the orphanage afforded Herja plenty of time to read. Chores, schoolwork, and social events were the only things that got in her way. Luckily, there weren't many children who couldn't be placed in homes. Herja was one of the unlucky ones, or so the state believed.

      For herself, she preferred having the structure of the orphanage. Her caretakers weren't her parents, so she didn't feel obligated to make them proud. Not having the complication of family had undoubtedly given her a head start on planning her future.

      "I don't think I've ever seen a young person read more than you," the librarian said, chuckling. "You're turning thirteen this year, right?"

      "I already turned thirteen, just yesterday," Herja replied.

      The librarian smiled. Herja knew her name but preferred to think of her in vague terms; it prevented emotional connections.

      "Happy birthday! I would have gotten a present for you if I'd known."

      Herja rested her elbows on the checkout counter, watching as the librarian scanned each book. "Why? I'm nobody to you."

      The librarian frowned. "No child is nobody, Herja. Especially not one who has frequented the library every single day for at least four years."

      "It's only because there are books here."

      The librarian shook her head. "You are a prickly customer, aren't you?"

      Herja shrugged. "That's the way I like it. People just get in my way."

      "Do they?"

      "They do."

      Whether this summer saw her become a dragon, witch, or human, Herja knew precisely what she would do. She had planned it all out. After five years at the orphanage, she would leave. Technically, she should stay until she was either enrolled in a school that would enable her or support herself, but Herja wasn't spending another year here.

      She was thirteen years old, about to take the sacred journey to discover her fate, and she was ready to move on.

      She hadn't graduated from basics two years early for nothing. It wasn't until this year that she could get a job outside the orphanage, but she had been studying and teaching herself everything she needed to succeed.

      "What happens when you are matched with your fated mate, then?" the librarian asked. She put the books in Herja's pack. "They're going to be a person."
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