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      Kaia's hands shook as she smoothed down her frilly frock. Was this too childish? She loves ribbons and ruffles, but maybe she should start wearing dresses that are sleeker.

      The nerves that made her belly squish told her she needed a new dress. She was looking forward to this summer so badly! After the frankly exhausting school year she'd been through, she was eager to share a blissful summer with her fated mate.

      Her fated mate.

      The butterflies erupted again. Kaia still had the silvery threads that had bonded her and Nolen together tucked away safely in her nightstand. She and Nolen still had to decide what to do with them. Maybe they would bead them into two bracelets, the way her parents had. Or perhaps weave them into a blanket.

      In any case, this summer was going to be fantastic. First, Nolen would come out to the schloss and get to know her family. Second, Kaia would go with Nolen to the Silent Marshes and join the Watch there, learning about Nolen's lifestyle and getting to know his family.

      She and Nolen were already good friends. Kaia knew everything was going to work out easily. Her family would love him, and she'd love his family; how could it not work out? The Stars themselves chose them to be a perfect match.

      Kaia pulled on a fresh dress and checked herself in the mirror. This one was more form-fitting, showing off her womanly figure. She thought that her body had finished its changes by this time; from the neck down, she looked almost exactly like Mama.

      "I'm not ready to be a full-grown woman yet, though," she muttered as she pulled off the dress.

      Outside her door, she could hear the shouts and playing of her massive extended family. All her aunts and uncles, and cousins had come to the schloss for the first bit of summer. They wanted to welcome Nolen into the family as well.

      A knock came on her door. "Are you ready yet?"

      That was Teresa, one of the little cousins. Technically, she was Kaia's second cousin twice removed, but who had the mental space to remember all that?

      "I'm almost ready," Kaia called back.

      Teresa whined. "I want to catch frogs!"

      "We'll catch frogs tomorrow."

      Kaia looked over the dresses she had pre-selected. No, none of them would do. Maybe she needed something less formal? She strode to the wardrobe and threw it open. It was bursting with the dresses Kaia had made over the last four months. She'd found that making clothing was quite a stress relief after a full day of studying and quickly spent all her money on the material to sew to her heart's content.

      Now she wondered if she had gone a little overboard.

      "Ah!" Kaia seized a blue checkered dress and pulled it out. Nolen had complimented this dress the first time she wore it. It was perfect!

      "He's here!" a small voice shrilled from outside.

      Thunderous cries echoed, and a stampede of feet sounded outside Kaia's door. She rushed to the window to see the carriage pull up. Her heart jumped to her throat. She wasn't ready yet!

      She threw the dress on and quickly dampened her hair with water from the basin on her dresser. No time to style it, and brushing would just cause her curls to turn frilly. If only she hadn't wasted so much time on choosing the right dress! She didn't even have time to put on any makeup.

      Shaking her head, she rushed from her room. By the time she got to the front door, the carriage was already clattering away, and Nolen was caught in a tight knot of her relatives, all introducing themselves at once.

      Teresa seized Nolen's hand. "I wanna catch frogs!"

      Kaia waded through her relatives to Nolen's side. He was standing tall and stiff, his expression grim. The sight shocked her, but she quickly dismissed the look. He was tired, that was all. She smiled warmly at him, and his lips twitched, but otherwise, he remained stoic as he pulled his hand away from Teresa.

      "Give him space to breathe," Papa laughed as he shooed the relatives backward. "How was your trip, Nolen?"

      "Fine."

      Kaia glanced at his things. "Is this all?"

      "Yes."

      He had two canvas bags, one slightly larger than the other. How could this be enough for him to last two months?

      "I'll show you to your room," Kaia grinned, reaching for the first bag.

      Nolen shook his head. "I'll tent down by the lake."

      Kaia straightened, frowning. "But we have a beautiful room for you all ready."

      Nolen pulled his canvas bags over his shoulders. "I'd rather tent."

      Kaia bit her lips together, fighting back her disappointment. If he were way out by the lake, they wouldn't be able to have spontaneous nighttime walks to look at the stars together like she hoped.

      Aunt Greta leaned forward. "Oh, but if you're way out by the lake, how do you think you will join us for breakfast? We can't have someone running off after you every morning."

      "I'm an early riser," Nolen said, his expression still stoic. "I doubt you will have breakfast early enough for me. I'll take care of my own food, thank you."

      Several of Kaia's cousins glanced at each other. They had all been looking forward to another set of hands on the rotation roster. But if Nolen wasn't going to eat with them, he certainly wasn't going to be expected to cook or clean up with them.

      Kaia had to fight back another wave of disappointment. Mealtimes were an important part of family get-togethers. She hated that Nolen was already giving her family a negative impression of him.

      And why did he look so serious? Why wasn't he smiling?

      She shook herself. "The lake is breathtaking," she said loudly as she gestured toward the path. "Let me show you the way—everyone else was just going to set up a game of pall mall, anyway."

      As she started down the path, wondering if Nolen would comment on her dress when they were alone, Teresa bolted ahead of her.

      "Yay!" the five-year-old cried. "Time for frogs!"

      No!

      "Frogs have delicate skin," Nolen said. "You shouldn't touch them. It's excruciatingly painful for them. The salt and sweat on our hands is like acid on their skin."

      Teresa stopped, her eyes wide—then she burst into tears and raced back to her mother.

      Why did he have to say it like that?

      Kaia bit her tongue until they were at the lake. Finally, it was just the two of them. She turned to him, but he didn't look at her as he opened his bag and took out a tent.

      "You're being rude," she blurted.

      Nolen's head jerked up. "What?"

      "We took a lot of time to clean out a room for you. And we like to have meals together; it's like you don't want to spend time with my family."

      Nolen scowled as he put together the structure of the tent. "You can't expect me to spend every minute with your family, Kaia. I don't care about feather beds or giant breakfasts. If your family can't give me some space, they're the rude ones."

      Kaia rocked back on her heels. That was the last thing she expected to hear, especially from Nolen! What was wrong that he was acting like this? He'd been here less than half an hour and already wanted nothing to do with her family.

      Maybe this summer wasn't going to be magical after all.

      Kaia folded her arms. "I get it. You're tired from your long journey and want to be alone."

      "That's not what I said. I could use a little help to set up the tent, and then I'd like to go swimming."

      Relief washed over her. Right! Nolen just didn't like to stand around talking. He liked to keep busy. "Excellent," she enthused. "I'll go get them to come help. Then we can play water tag!"

      Nolen opened his mouth, but Kaia had already turned away. She skipped back up the path toward the schloss. This was going to be a perfect summer. She would make sure of it.
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      How did Kaia have so many relatives? This was more like a hotel than a house. As if the sheer size of the mansion wasn't intimidating enough, there seemed like hundreds of people were there, all asking him the same questions over and over and over and over and over and over —

      And over.

      Nolen inhaled deeply as he approached the mansion—schloss—for the supper Kaia promised would be amazing. Normally in the Watch, everyone just ate when they were hungry. Feasts only happened on special days.

      But maybe this special supper would finally just be him and Kaia alone together. He could understand if her family was concerned about leaving two sixteen-year-olds who had only recently learned they were fated mates alone together, but it was Kaia who kept bringing in other people. He didn't understand it. Didn't she want time to just sit and talk?

      The conversation had been so easy between them over the last few years. Was Kaia secretly disappointed in him as her mate? Had he done something wrong so that she was ashamed of him?

      As Nolen entered the schloss, the immediate noise set his teeth on edge. His shoulders tensed even as he fought back the reaction. Kaia's family was clearly important to her, and maybe there was still a chance that he'd be able to get to know them more naturally.

      Rather than children throwing themselves at him and demanding he take them frog-catching or adults grilling him about his future plans.

      To his shock and dismay, as Nolen made his way to the dining hall, he found it packed with no sign of Kaia… he could pick out her silver curls in this ocean of witches and dragons. Seriously, he had never heard of a single family being so prolific with non-humans before.

      Tables lined the walls, laden with foods of every type. But why were they pushed up against the wall? The floor was open, with banners of silver and gold dripping from the ceiling⁠—

      Nolen's heart seized.

      Oh, no.

      Please no!

      It was a dance.

      He would have turned around and walked out right then, but Kaia had been so excited. He had to find her. If only her relatives wouldn't⁠—

      "Why, hello Nolen," at least five voices called in unison.

      "How are you doing?"

      "How's your day been?"

      "Looking forward to the party?"

      "Hope you have your dancing feet warmed up!"

      Nolen picked his way through the sea of color and sound, trying desperately to figure out what questions were ones that needed answering and which weren't. So many people were talking to him all at once! And Kaia said he was rude?

      There had to be more people in her family than the entire Watch, even when the various camps came together for training. His head pounded with the noise.

      A man stepped in front of him. "Nolen, just the man I wanted to see."

      Was this Kaia's father? No, Kaia's father had glowing silver eyes—this man was a witch with silver hair. Must be an uncle. "Yes, sir?"

      The uncle laughed and slapped his back. "Your family is with the Swamp Watch, right?"

      "Yes."

      "How does that work for you? You got an excellent education, or were you always too busy moving around to learn properly?"

      Nolen's lips pressed tightly together. What did it matter how he was taught? For that matter, his mother was trained to be a teacher. But how did this man he didn't even know have any right to demand such information?

      "We were taught perfectly well," Nolen said, trying not to snap. "Frankly, it's insulting that you would think any differently."

      "Whoa, there. I didn't mean⁠—"

      "You still said it," Nolen said. He narrowed his eyes at the uncle. "Unless you think a child has to have a multitude of tutors in order to be properly educated?"

      An arm linked around his, and he nearly jerked it away, but it was Kaia. She tugged him away as she laughed at her uncle.

      "You need to learn how to think before you talk," she called to him.

      Her uncle laughed and waved a hand.

      Nolen scowled. He was done with this. But Kaia was here now… maybe it would be better.

      He took a moment to look at her. As usual, she was breathtaking. The sunshine yellow gown she wore matched her personality perfectly. She grinned at him, and some of the tension left his body.

      Kaia always made him feel better. He smiled back.

      "Want to dance?" she asked.

      Nolen nodded once and pulled her into the dance floor. Most of it was occupied by kids running around and screaming, so he could hardly hear the music, but he focused on Kaia. She grinned at him, her eyes alight.

      And if it was just the screaming kids, he might have been able to enjoy himself.
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