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      Summer clung to the bright skies and green fields, but Herja felt a chill in the morning that showed autumn was sneaking up on them. She rubbed her arms as she watched the dawn peek over the mountains to the east of the Institute.

      "Herja," a voice called behind her. "What are you doing out here so early?"

      Headmasters Twila and Valiant strode up beside her, arm-in-arm as usual. Both were grey-haired, though Valiant's still held the silver sheen of a witch. Twila's silver eyes glowed softly in the grey morning light, marking her as a dragon.

      "I wanted to get an early start on my chores," Herja replied. "I'm helping with the harvest today, and couldn't sleep, anyway. Too excited for everyone to arrive."

      It had been just over a year since Herja had moved to the Institute, right after she drank from the Silver Springs and was revealed to be a dragon. Typically, children waited until fourteen to join the Institute, but Herja had taken a place here early. As an orphan, she didn't have a family to go home to. So, getting a head start on her studies seemed like a good idea.

      Twila smiled warmly at her. "It's a good thing, too. It will give the pigeons a chance to rest,” she said with a wink.

      Herja took a moment to fight the sense that she had done something wrong. Twila liked to tease about these things, even though it confused Herja. She wished people would just say what they meant to say.

      "If I shouldn't be writing to my friends so much—" Herja started, but Valiant waved his hand.

      "Twila is in an impish mood this morning and is causing trouble," he said, grinning at his mate. "I caught her putting itching powder in Master Farrow's shoes."

      Herja hid her smile beneath her hand. She failed to stifle her giggle at thinking of stoic Farrow jumping around with itchy feet.

      Valiant laughed, too. "Don't encourage her!"

      "I'm trying not to," Herja said.

      Twila smirked. "I don't need any encouragement at all, dear. I was just teasing when I said that about the pigeons. You're welcome to write four or five times a day if you want. Your caretakers at the orphanage aren't coming to the Institute, after all."

      Herja nodded once. She had been surprised at how many letters she had received since being here. Letter from Mr. Bryce, the librarian from the village, the other children at the orphanage, and of course, Kaia, Wickham, and Penelope.

      "I should get back to work," she said, shifting from foot to foot. "I just have to fix the crates, and then I'll be off for the day."

      Twila and Valiant nodded. As they continued, Twila glanced at the crates Herja had already inspected. "Just don't work too hard. Play is important, too."

      "Understood," Herja replied seriously.

      For some reason, that only made the headmasters giggle as they walked. Herja watched them go, wrapping her arms around her middle.

      Despite her excitement for her friends' arrival, Herja wasn't so sure that it was a good thing. Kaia's letters kept describing all the fun they would have. But would it really end up being that way? What if the three other children she had bonded with on the journey to the Silver Springs didn't like her once they spent more time together?

      Herja had tried to work on her social skills over this past year, but there wasn't a book she could read and follow. So much of the advice she received boiled down to 'be yourself.'

      But what if she wasn't the sort of self that other people liked? Herja had never tried to make friends before. Over this last year, she'd decided she was pretty bad at it.

      "And that doesn't help me get my work done," she told herself as she started her chores.

      She was just finishing up when the older students who stayed over the summer came out, laughing among themselves. A light rain was drizzling down, making the work cold and miserable. Herja was glad she didn't have to harvest today.

      "It's our littlest dragon," one student, a dragon named Gerald, said as the older students drew closer.

      Herja scowled. She hated being called 'little.' She might be smaller than them, but she wasn't small for her age. If anything, she was already the same height as the first-years from the last semester. That made her tall.

      "What do you want?" she snapped at Gerald, putting her hands on her hips.

      "Just being friendly." Gerald's toothy grin set her teeth on edge.

      There was just something about him she didn't like.

      Gerald looked over the neat stacks of crates she had put together. "Figures they'd give you the easiest job, seeing as you're still a baby," he continued. "I saw you on the obstacle course the other day… even after being here a year, you're still sticking with the baby course."

      Herja's hands clenched into fists. "Professor Farrow told me I wasn't allowed on the advanced course yet."

      "Because you're just a baby," Gerald said.

      Gerald's witch-mate, Charlotte, slapped Gerald's arm. "Leave her alone. You're just jealous that she's already got better marks on the course than you had in your third year."

      "I'm done with my work," Herja said loudly. She wasn't sure whether she liked Charlotte defending her or not… it was probably just more teasing.

      Herja walked away, keeping her head up and her shoulders stiff as she did. Being social was so much easier in the letters with Kaia, Wickham, and Penelope she wrote, rather than face-to-face like this.

      This thought made her stomach hurt. What if, once they were here, they realized they wanted nothing to do with her? It was much easier to know what to say when she could write it down and rewrite it if it didn't feel right.

      She turned her face to the sky. Was Gerald right? Should she have started the more advanced obstacle courses by now? Wouldn't Professor Farrow have told her to advance if she was ready?

      Or was the professor holding her back for some reason?

      Though she planned to return to the dormitory and change her clothes, Herja changed direction. Why shouldn't she test her strength on the advanced course? She had run the beginner's course so often that she could do it with her eyes closed. So why not try? If she could prove she was ready for it, Professor Farrow might change his mind…

      She rounded the large stone building and found the training grounds. Various obstacle courses filled the grounds, except for a large center in the middle where the sparring occurred.

      Her heart pounded under her ribs. The beginner's course was a series of hurdles, balance beams, swinging ropes, and walls that the students had to transverse under the eye of the professors. The advanced course wasn't so different. Perhaps a few more swinging ropes, the balance beams might be a little higher.

      And all ten feet off the ground.

      She placed herself on the starting line and brushed her short, black hair from her face. It was getting damp from the rain, but students were expected to complete the course in all weathers.

      "Three, two," Herja crouched into a starting pose. "One!"

      She exploded forward, leaping over the first hurdle effortlessly. She skidded around a pole to grab a hanging rope and scaled it, hand over hand. Her teeth gritted together with determination as she bolted up the rope.

      If she was going to prove herself to her new friends, she had to be perfect. More than perfect… she had to prove herself to be capable, ready for anything. Her abilities had to overcome the flaws in her personality.

      Herja reached the top of the advanced course and scurried along the thin rope bridge, placing her feet carefully. Though she tried to do it without holding onto the railings, she clung to the support ropes to keep her balance. The bridge wobbled and jerked beneath her as though it had a mind of its own.

      Lightning flashed overhead as she reached the other side. Herja winced, ducking low to the wooden platform as she counted the seconds by before the crack of thunder followed.

      Get back inside, she told herself, then straightened. No! No, she couldn't give up because of a bit of thunder.

      Thunder would not hurt her, anyway. It was the lightning that was dangerous. And everything she saw was still far away in the sky. She had three or four hours before the storm's peak hit the Institute.

      Rain pelted her, growing colder with each passing moment.

      Her lungs heaved for air. It wasn't exertion but fear that made her tremble. Ever since she was young, lightning and thunder terrified Herja. She remembered the gentle smile of a woman sitting by her bedside, telling her everything was all right…

      A balance beam was next. It looked narrower up here than it had from the ground. Herja wasn't sure her feet would find purchase with the rain, so she got to her hands and knees, crawling along its length. Lightning flashed. She paused until the thunder rolled and then continued.

      What song did Mr. Bryce always sing to the children in the orphanage when they had to deal with thunderstorms?

      "Five little speckled frogs sat on a speckled log," she sang as she reached the next platform. Swinging bars were next. She'd have to hold onto them, dangling as she crossed. "Eating the most delicious bugs, yum⁠—"

      Lightning.

      She held her breath, and her fingers clutched at the wooden platform.

      Thunder.

      All clear.

      "—yum," she finished, trying to ignore the shaking of her voice. "One jumped into the pool, where it was nice and cool."

      She grabbed the first of the bars and swung forward, extending her arm to reach the second. The metal was slick and cold, but if she kept moving forward, she wouldn't fall.

      "Then there were four green speckled frogs. Glug, glug," she sang, moving her body in beat with the song.

      She hurried, her forward momentum taking her from one bar to the next. They swung with her, allowing her to go from one at a time to two.

      "Four green and speckled frogs sat on a speckled log, eating the most delicious bugs," she sang louder as lightning flashed. Her words came out as a bellow, drowning out the thunder. "YUM, YUM! ONE JUMPED INTO THE POOL⁠—"

      Her friends would appreciate her hard work. They'd be able to see that she did what she was determined to do, and they would help her in her quest for the future.

      "—WHERE IT WAS NICE AND COOL⁠—"

      Thunder boomed, making her falter.

      No! Don't stop. Your friends will be here soon, and then you will have help.

      That's what she needed most. Help. Support. Friends who wouldn't tell her she couldn't do this or that, only that she needed to work harder before she got there.

      But she had to prove she could help them, as well. She had to be strong and brave, and smart. Anybody could learn anything…. And she was going to learn it all, including how to defy the elements and stand in a lightning storm without flinching.

      "—THEN THERE WERE THREE GREEN SPECKLED⁠—"

      "Herja!"

      Her song cut off abruptly as her grip faltered. She looked down, distracted from her forward momentum. Someone was racing toward the obstacle course, but she couldn't see who it was through the sheets of rain.

      She reached for the next bar, kicking wildly as her fingers slipped. Her hand closed on nothing, and she plummeted toward the earth as another bolt of lightning cracked the sky open.
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      Penelope's fire-red hair streamed out behind her as she leaned back in the saddle, enjoying the cool air flow around her face. Down in the southern part of Eldavon, where she and her family had been living for the summer, the weather was still hot and sticky. The further north she and Benton traveled, the fresher the air felt.

      Her brother tilted slightly to the left in his dragon form as he flew. Penelope grabbed the horn of the saddle and leaned forward again. Benton peered backward with one eye, then tilted his wings downward.

      As soon as he landed, Penelope undid the harness that kept her in place and hopped off. She stretched her back, then undid the buckles holding the dragon saddle onto her brother's bulky body.

      He shifted smoothly into his human form, shaking out his long sleeves and coat. This he stripped off as he rolled his shoulders.

      "That tailwind really helped us along, didn't it?" Benton asked.

      Penelope moved through a few stretches as she answered. "Yeah. I wish it hadn't brought that mist with it, though. But I suppose it's a welcome relief after that heat."

      She was glad that Benton was sticking with simple conversations. The last few weeks had been filled to the brim with everyone giving her advice and what areas to focus on while training to become part of the Fire Watch upon graduation.

      "It's okay to be nervous, you know," Benton said. He was likewise stretching. From experience, Penelope knew he would have to nap before they continued. After all, he was doing all the hard work.

      It should have been Benton, her sister Julie, and Da all flying her and Momma to the Institute. Unfortunately, a major fire had broken out, and they were needed to put it out. Benton had been caught in a smoke zone and wasn't back on duty yet, though he was cleared for flying.

      Unfortunate for the creatures and people whose homes were in danger, Penelope reflected.

      Guilt settled into her stomach. It was almost a relief when Da and Momma told her they wouldn't be able to take her to her first year at the Institute.

      It was hard to bite her tongue about her future career choices. She wanted to talk about it, but at the same time, she wasn't ready to. She still had five years at the Institute before picking a job, and even then, if it didn't suit her, she could always change it… right?

      "Hey." Benton put his hand on her shoulder, making her jump.

      "Don't do that," she snapped.

      Benton lifted an eyebrow at her. "Don't do what?"

      "Don't scare me."

      "I didn't mean to scare you. You're being awfully jumpy, Penelope." Benton's glowing silver eyes, the same as Da's and Julie's and now Penelope's as well narrowed. "Is there something you want to tell me? You were so excited to go to the Silver Springs. What's wrong now? You don't seem to want to go to school."

      Penelope bit her lip. It wasn't entirely true. She wanted to go to school, learn and develop these dragon-gifts.

      Unfortunately, while she was at school, she would have to focus on the areas of learning that would take her into the military. And she wasn't sure how she would tell her parents that. They'd receive her reports at the end of the year; they'd see that her achievements weren't in line with going into the Fire Watch.

      "I'm just nervous about the fire," she finally said, unable to bring herself to tell the truth. "We haven't had anything that big to deal with for a few years. I just hope Da and Julie will be safe."

      Benton patted her back. "Don't worry. They know what they're doing, and the Watch has plenty of healers with it right now. There hasn't been a loss of life in over fifty years."

      "It can always start up again," Penelope murmured.

      Benton didn't seem to hear her as he picked a sleeping bag out of the saddle.

      All of the things she was going to have with her at the Institute had been sent ahead, so Benton's load was as light as possible. The only equipment they brought was what they needed to eat and sleep with. Most nights they hadn't even needed to use those, as they landed close to a settlement.

      As soon as the locals realized Penelope was going to the Institute, they celebrated with her and gave her and Benton free food and lodging. Of course, she wasn't the only one at some of these places. They had met a few humans going to the Agricultural Trade Academy at their last stop who were receiving the same treatment.

      Penelope also grabbed her sleeping bag and rolled it on the ground next to Benton's. Though she wasn't especially tired, staying upright in the saddle was easier when she wasn't exhausted. Best to grab a catnap now.

      Unfortunately, she couldn't relax enough to rest. She kept tossing and turning until Benton sighed and pushed himself into a sitting position.

      "Sorry," Penelope mumbled, flushing. She hid her face in her arms.

      "Something else is bothering you. What's up?"

      "Well…" Penelope sighed.

      She wasn't sure how to say this. So far, she had told no one about her idea of joining the military instead of the Fire Watch.

      She couldn't remember when she hadn't eagerly joined in the discussions about her future in the Fire Watch. Ever since she could walk, she thought that was her destiny. Trying to figure out how to change that at this point.

      The fact was, she was now sure that her gifts would better serve the Kingdom by protecting everyone from outside threats.

      "I… I…" Penelope let out a heavy sigh.

      As conflicted as she was about this path set before her, as much as she was torn between following her family's dreams for her, her dreams for herself, or choosing what she felt she needed to do… Telling her family was even worse.

      Perhaps because part of her still thought she had a chance to change her mind again and get back to what she wanted.

      "How did your first year go?" she asked. "And I don't mean for you to be telling me advice or anything like that. I mean, how did it go? I've never been away from home for this long, especially without anyone in the family with me."

      Benton put an arm around her. "It was… hard. You had just been born, the unexpected redhead of the family."

      He mussed her hair and smirked when she protested, wriggling away from him.

      "Mom and Dad had been on parental leave for six months, and they'd have another year at home. I didn't want to go. I cried myself to sleep the first night I was away and had to sneak into Julie's room to sleep at the foot of her bed for a week." Benton shook his head, a nostalgic look on his face. "She must have been annoyed at me but never said a word."

      Penelope hugged her knees. She would not have anyone else with her in the Institute. "This isn't helping."

      "You're much more stubborn and independent than I was," Benton replied. "But if you end up too lonely, I'll take time off to visit. Promise."

      "I'll have my friends," she said slowly. "I'm not really that worried about being lonely. More like… I won't know what to do, or I'll fall behind in class and… all that."

      She waved her hand, hoping Benton would understand everything she didn't say. Or rather, everything in accordance with her studies at the Institute. Reports and how well she would perform were indeed stressful, though she was confident in her physical abilities.

      "Can you be more specific?" Benton pressed. "Maybe I can help."

      "Well… what if I can't change into a dragon?" she blurted the first thing that came to mind.

      "That's never happened before."

      Penelope folded her arms. "What if it happens to me?"

      Benton shook his head. "We all had that fear at one time or another. It won't be a few years before you shift, though… try not to worry about it."

      Why did adults all think that was the right thing to say? 'Try not to worry about it' as though her fears were something she tried hard to worry about. The harder she tried not to worry, the worse the worry seemed to get.

      "I know that. But… I don't know. Maybe it really is just about the fire." Penelope stood and rolled up her sleeping bag. "I'll go do some exercises and let you rest."

      "If you need to talk about anything, let me know, okay?" Benton said as he laid back down.

      "Will do."

      Penelope wandered off to find a nice, level spot to exercise. But she wasn't in the mood for that, either. She wandered in ever-widening circles until she found a pond, where she crouched near the water and skipped stones across the surface.

      They got to the Institute just before dark. Penelope's stomach was so empty and growling that she had no space to be nervous anymore.

      "Smells like we're just in time for dinner," Benton said, hurrying Penelope along.

      She didn't even have a chance to look at the exterior of the building for the first few rooms they passed other than to note that it was all made of stone.

      They arrived in a vast room dotted with round tables throughout the space. While quite a few of the tables were empty, most were occupied by at least one person. She looked around eagerly, searching for familiar faces.

      "I don't believe it," a voice shouted from somewhere to the left. "Benton?"

      Penelope craned her neck to look around him. Three dragons approached, grinning.

      "Cora, Ethan, Jessie!" Benton's face lit up as he bounded over to them. "What are you three doing here?"

      "We escorted a handful of the first-years whose guardians couldn't make it," one of them answered. All three sets of glowing silver eyes focused on Penelope. "Is this the sister we heard so much about?"

      Penelope shrank back, her shoulders hunching inward.

      Benton put his arm around her, his beaming smile getting bigger. "This is Penelope. It's her first year. Penelope, this is Cora, Ethan, and Jessie," he said, gesturing to each.

      Penelope memorized the names and faces as she held out her hand. "Pleased to meet you all."

      "You are going for the Fire Watch like your brother?" Cora asked. Her hair was twisted up at the nape.

      "Um, yeah," Penelope squeaked, fighting her unusual shyness. "I'm looking forward to all the training. I hope that I'll score well."

      Benton suddenly steered her in a different direction. "Professor Farrow! I'd like you to meet my sister, Penelope." He bent near her ear. "Farrow is nonbinary. They prefer to be called 'professor' rather than Mx. though."

      Professor Farrow. Penelope nodded, though she would have liked to tell Benton that he—and the rest of the family—had told her this information already. She nodded to the professor in greeting. They'd be her teacher this year.

      "Welcome," Professor Farrow said to her. Their face was grim and solemn as they looked at her. "I hope you're not a troublemaker like your brother was. I expect you'll keep up with the family legacy for marks, though?"

      "I hope so," Penelope replied automatically.

      But her heart was sinking. How many people at the Institute would look at her and think of her parents and siblings? They would assume she wanted to be on the Fire Watch too… She had hoped she would see her way more clearly once she was here.

      Now, though, she wasn't so sure it would be that easy.
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      The wagon jostled back and forth as it bumped over the rutted road. Wickham clutched the carpet bag that held everything he needed to bring to the Institute.

      Clothing, bedding, and all other necessities were provided. All Wickham needed to bring were those belongings that would help him feel more comfortable for the three months until winter break.

      Donnelly and Rhett, his eleven-year-old brothers, raced to either side of the wagon, trying to 'beat' it to whatever finish line they had decided. Three-year-old Tara was, thankfully, fast asleep next to Wickham, her head on his shoulder. Normally, she'd be running around with them.

      Even though Wickham had been trying to do as Mother and Father suggested and not interfere with his brothers' play unless he thought they were putting themselves in danger, it was hard. He didn't like the idea of them running alongside these heavy wagons with their spinning wheels and the heavy hooves of the horses tramping and stamping along the hard-packed earth.

      If Tara were awake, she would want to run around, too. And she was still tiny enough that she didn't always understand what 'stay away from the wagons' meant. The twins at least kept a reasonable distance from them.

      Father jogged up to the end of the wagon and pulled himself in. His cheeks were flushed, eyes bright, with a beaming smile on his face.

      "Are you all right?" Wickham asked, noting how heavily his father was breathing.

      "Fine," Father said, waving his hand. The attempt to seem casual was marred by a coughing fit.

      Wickham found the family bag and dug into it, looking for the peppermint camphor they had brought along for Father's persistent cough. He had almost recovered from the disease he'd caught last year, but it would take some time for him to build up his strength again.

      "Thank you," Father said, accepting the peppermint camphor.

      It was a waxy substance that usually would melt easily, but it was mixed in with a gelatin mixture that kept the properties to ease a person's lungs while making it easier to transport. This batch was one that Wickham had made himself just before they left.

      "You look pensive," Father noted, offering Wickham a hand. "You're about to twist that handle right off the bag."

      Wickham reluctantly handed it over. "I'm just worried that we'll be late, is all. We were supposed to be there by now."

      Father hummed and looked up at the sky. "And?"

      "And… I'm worried how hard this will be on you," Wickham admitted. "I'm happy everyone could get the time to come with me, but… are you sure that it will not set back your recovery?"

      "Wick, we've had this discussion before."

      Wickham frowned. "We have, but that was before; now it's now, and we have been traveling for so long."

      "And we're almost there. No point in turning around now before we can see you settled." Father kissed the top of his head and tugged lightly on the end of Wickham's silvery braid. "You worry too much about me, Wick. Much too much."

      Wickham huffed. "I do not. I worry just enough. You don't worry enough."

      "Wickham. It's a parent's job to make sure their child doesn't have that weight on their shoulders," Father shook his head.

      "That doesn't help me feel better."

      "What I mean is that your mother and I discussed this in great detail. We know what we'll do if I have a relapse. We also decided that I was well enough to take part. It's not as though riding in a wagon is any harder on me than going back to work."

      Wickham opened his mouth, then closed it again. He folded his arms, scowling. "You could have talked to me about it."

      "Wick—"

      "No, don't 'Wick' me in that tone." Wickham slumped backward. He kept his voice low so as not to wake Tara, but it was difficult. Wick sounded like he was sulking, which wasn't what he wanted to convey. He didn't want Father to think he was sulking about this. "What I mean is, you know that I'm worried. You could have told me why you think you're well enough for this."

      Father sighed. "We did talk about it."

      It was true… on the other hand, Wickham never felt like they took his concerns seriously. "I… I'm sorry for my tone."

      "I understand. You have a big heart, Wick. And you always want to help others… this last year was hard, especially on you and Mother."

      Wickham ducked his head. "It just seems like as soon as you got better enough to bring Tara back home, I have to leave. I will miss you all… and I still don't want to go. I don't understand why I can't just keep learning from the herbalist."

      Father brushed his hair from his face. "That's the real reason, then?"

      Wickham hesitated. It was essential to be at the Institute. All the reasons passed through his mind: to be around other witches, to meet his Dragon match—although that wouldn't be decided until the end of next year—to learn from the professors who had trained to teach young children and also had years of experience, to see his friends again…

      Father adjusted his seat on the wagon to get closer to Wickham. He put an arm around him. Wickham leaned into Father's side.

      "You just got better, and Tara just got home," Wickham repeated. "I don't want to leave, not now. If I could just defer for one year, I'd still work with Kassandra with the herbs, and then I'd just be a year older when I graduate."

      "You have already learned about every herb in Kassandra's garden, from how to grow them to what they do."

      Wickham ground his teeth. "That's not the point."

      He knew that the basis of herbs and plants he already knew would greatly help him. But he already knew he wanted to be a healer. Why shouldn't he stay home and learn how to specialize in healing rather than go to school so far away and learn about everything else?

      "I think," Father said, his tone gentle, "the point is that you have always thought you needed to take care of your younger siblings. And your parents, too."

      Wickham had to admit that was true. He was the oldest. It was his responsibility to make sure that the younger children behaved themselves and to take as much burden off his parents as possible. They both worked long and hard hours.

      Sure, they had Crown-appointed childcare in the town that Tara adored going to, and the twins were in basics school for another two years until they graduated. But…

      "If I didn't need to be there, I wouldn't feel so insistent," Wickham said, trying it at a different angle. "Maybe it's my magic telling me I need to stay home."

      He already knew it was a hopeless argument. His parents hadn't listened to him so far; why would they start now?

      "It's because your mother nearly died with the twins," Father replied. "You were so young, and too much of our attention went to them because they were so tiny and frail… I'm sorry that I made you feel like all this is your responsibility, Wick. But you must learn how to live your own life and not dedicate everything to this family."

      "Why is looking after my family a bad thing?"

      "It's not. But what you want to do goes beyond looking after your family. Defer one year, and next year won't be easier." Father hugged him. "I love you. I love that you have such a big heart. But your entire existence can't be wrapped up in our little village with our family… the twins and Tara are growing up. They'll move away, eventually. Will you put off going to the Institute until they're gone?"

      "Is that so bad?"

      Father smiled at him, and Wickham couldn't help but smile back.

      "I see it!" Donnelly shouted suddenly.

      He came racing around the back of the wagon, too close to the wheel. He stumbled, and Wickham jumped to catch him, but Father was there first. He pulled Donnelly away from the wheel and helped to steady him.

      Tara lifted her head with a whining noise. Wickham was torn between staying with her and seeing how Donnelly was… but if he left, Tara might try to stumble after him, and she'd get hurt. Father, and now Mother and Rhett, were all with Donnelly.

      Maybe this is what Father means, Wickham thought doubtfully that I'm needed more at the Institute than at home.

      He sighed as Tara put her head back down, moving her thumb into her mouth. Usually, Wickham would attempt to move that thumb out of her mouth, but today it seemed like too much of a fight.

      He had accepted that he would be at the Institute this year. What brought on this sudden argument was how Father's coughing reminded him of the situation… when moments before, he had been thinking only of how excited he was to see his friends again.

      The wagon train rolled up to the Institute, but Wickham kept his eyes on the ground, not looking at the massive, castle-like building.

      "Everyone gather around," Mother called. She pulled something from the wagon, and everyone knelt in a circle on the grass as the wagon master was greeted by a handful of people wearing dark blue uniforms.

      Wickham chewed his bottom lip, head still bowed.

      "Wick, we know this is a hard time for you," Mother said, "so we decided to get you this gift."

      She pushed the package she had taken from the wagon toward him. Wickham looked up at last, confused. The twins looked on eagerly while Tara started whining about not getting a present herself. Wickham let Father deal with her as he slowly untied the ribbon, holding the package shut.

      The paper fell away, revealing a square box. It was divided into sections, and the top could detach from the bottom. As he looked closer at it, Wickham realized it was a combination of a growing and storage box. The top could be used separately to plant herbs in, while the bottom was stocked full of everything he could use.

      Small burlap sacks sat on top of the dried herbs. Mint. Chamomile. Garlic.  Many more. Everything he needed to grow his own small herb garden.

      "This is… perfect," he choked as his throat swelled with emotion.

      Mother and Father beamed at him. Wickham carefully put the herb box together and hugged it to his chest. He couldn't say more; the lump in his throat was too big. But it seemed like his parents understood. The twins looked slightly bored, but he didn't expect them to realize how important this was.

      The people in blue uniforms approached the family. Wickham got to his feet awkwardly to face them.

      "Welcome to the Institute," the leader said with a slight bow. "Would you like us to take your things to the dormitory?"

      Wickham glanced at his parents. This was it. They were already here. Why should he still feel like he needed to turn back?

      It was only for three months, after all… and he was looking forward to his friends.

      Wickham straightened his shoulders. "Yes, please. I would be very grateful for that."

      The uniformed people bowed again, and Wickham awkwardly bowed back. He wasn't used to this sort of treatment.

      "There will be a welcome speech in the dining hall in half an hour," the leader said. "In the meantime, feel free to look around."

      "Let's go see the pond!" Donnelly instantly said excitedly. "Maybe there are sharks!"

      Rhett rolled his eyes. "Sharks only live in lakes."

      Wickham had to laugh. "Sharks are in the ocean. Not ponds or lakes. But we have to go see the pond, anyway."

      As the family headed toward the small, blue pond, some tension eased from Wickham's shoulders. This was where he needed to be, even if he didn't want to admit it… and he was eager to see Kaia, Penelope, and Herja again.
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