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      After an eventful year, the students had gone home for the summer; the professors had arranged how they would take their vacations, and all was peaceful at the Institute of Eldavon once again. A handful of students would stay for the summer, and the responsibility to keep them busy fell to the two headmasters, Twila and Valiant.

      "We need to give them something besides responsibilities and work," Twila said, her arm linked through Valiant's as they took their nightly 'date walk' around the Institute campus.

      Valiant nodded, considering the conundrum. With the current political tension between Eldavon and Odentia, it would do the students some good to have something to take their minds off their troubles.

      They'd walked this path so many times over the last few decades since they were named headmasters that Twila could describe every step of the way with her eyes closed—a feat she had proved half a dozen times or so over the years.

      "We could always have another play or communal art project," Valiant replied. His back was giving him some trouble lately, meaning they walked a little slower than they once had, but the night was so warm and lovely that he didn't want to miss it.

      "We could," Twila agreed. "I'm afraid it won't offer as much mental stimulation as we could want… oh, look."

      She nodded up the hill to the bench swing between two trees. Light stones dangled through the branches, illuminating the young woman who sat on the bench. Herja, her inky-black hair having grown just long enough to pull back, swung as she read. A giggle reached the two headmasters, and Twila arched a brow.

      "I don't think I've heard Herja giggle before," she whispered.

      "We should give her some space," Valiant started, but his wife, and dragon-match, had already started up the hill.

      He rolled his black eyes but smiled as he followed her. Herja didn't notice them until they were at the bench, and then she gave a big jerk and snapped her book shut. She slid it beneath the book bag she had with her. Her cheeks turned brilliantly red as she jumped to her feet.

      "Headmasters. I didn't expect to see you here," she squeaked.

      Valiant lifted an eyebrow. It wasn't like Herja to get flustered. What was she reading that she would be so embarrassed? "We were just out walking… what are you reading?"

      "Nothing," Herja said quickly.

      Twila laughed. "Oh, you're just making yourself look guilty, Herja. Now let's see. Is it something wildly inappropriate?"

      "Twila," Valiant chided, though he was just as curious. The library was full of books for all ages, and Herja was just the type of child to read things that weren't written for her age group.

      "I'm only reading a book," Herja protested. "It was in the second-year section."

      Twila poked at the book bag. "Pleeeease?"

      Herja rolled her eyes. "Oh, fine! If you're going to be weird about it."

      "Twila is always weird," Valiant replied mildly. "It's her most treasured personality trait."

      Twila laughed in response, as Valiant knew she would. She took the book offered by Herja and hummed. "Oh, I see. You're getting into romances now—no, no," she quickly added as Herja's blush deepened. "That's not a bad thing, Herja. Studying is all well and good, but relaxation is just as important. And this one was my favorite when I was your age… still is, in fact. There's something about fake dating that's just top shelf."

      Herja took the book back, smiling a little now.

      "Ah, romance." Valiant put his arm around Twila's waist. "Are you enjoying it?"

      "Umm… yes, more than I thought I would," Herja admitted. She fidgeted on the spot before she settled on the bench. "I'm only reading a romance novel because I wanted to know what it was like… since we're getting our fated mates next year. I'm just… I'm worried I won't do it right, and my mate will hate me."

      Valiant sat on the other end of the bench, rubbing his lower back. Twila took a seat between them, and they shared a glance; at fifteen years old, the idea of fated mates was both thrilling and terrifying.

      "It's normal for you to be worried about it," Twila told Herja comfortingly. "It's a difficult thing, especially when whom you end up matched with is beyond your control. But the bond is strong enough to overcome all obstacles."

      Herja kicked her feet into the ground. "But that's just what I'm afraid of. What if they hate me so much that there is no bond? I know I'm not the easiest person to like…."

      "It's not a one-way street, you know. If they are upset with being matched with you, learn how to be patient and let them work through their feelings," Valiant said. "You know, Twila and I didn't like each other when we were matched together."

      "Really?" Herja asked, the doubt clear on her face.

      "Indeed."

      "But you're both so… perfect for each other," Herja protested.

      Twila nodded once. "And we have put in a lot of effort to get our relationship to this point. You see, we didn't like each other. Both of us wanted to be mated to someone else. I was in love—or at least, infatuated—with a witch named Howard."

      "And I was in love with a human named Giselle."

      "But dragons and witches are always mated to each other," Herja said. "Why would you think a human could be your match?"

      Valiant shook his head. "If you had a thousand dragons, nine hundred and ninety-nine would be matched with a witch. But there are those rare cases where a dragon matches with another dragon or a witch matches with another witch, or either one could match with a human."

      "But fated mates are chosen mates for a reason," Twila continued. "And even though we both had someone else we wanted to be with, the stars had another idea for us."
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      Twila paused as she glanced over at Valiant. As memories of that first summer came flooding back, Valiant couldn't help but grin back. Oh, they must have caused so much worry for their own headmasters… "It was a summer to remember, that last one we spent here at the Institute before we graduated."

      "We hadn't just been fighting our bond," Twila said. "We'd been fighting over everything. It didn't matter what it was; it didn't even matter if we agreed. We found some way to end up arguing about it. I thought if we proved how incompatible we were, somehow, we could break the bond."

      Herja's silver eyes widened. "Can that happen?"

      "Yes, of course," Valiant told her. "If a pair really is miserable together, there are ways to break the match. It's not as easy as a divorce and will have lasting repercussions… but as we said, there is a choice in the relationship."

      Twila nodded. "It's not right to force two people together if they really, truly don't wish to be together. Especially if there is anything like abuse happening in the relationship, but those are rare, too, even more rare than a witch or dragon being matched with a human."

      Herja considered this for a moment, and Valiant took Twila's hand, squeezing lightly. It was best to let the girl process this, after all. It wasn't something that was often discussed. Still, such things did happen. Valiant considered whether they ought to put something in the curriculum… the bond between a mated pair was so strong that there were only a few cases where it would be better to be separate than together.

      All the same, they probably ought to have some discussion with the children about the signs of abuse and what resources there were available to both parties in such circumstances.

      "If you could have broken the fated bond between the two of you, and you were constantly fighting, why didn't you break it?" Herja asked, her brow furrowed.

      Valiant hummed and nodded at Twila to speak first.

      She sighed. "I thought about it, of course. I think some part of me hoped we could somehow make it work. I wanted my match. I'd wanted it so badly but had managed to blind myself."

      "I, for one, figured we could be just as happy if we remained mated but never spent time with each other," Valiant said. "It's not a marriage, after all. We didn't have to spend the rest of our lives together. And I suppose there was also a part of me that knew even then, the stars knew us better than we knew ourselves…."
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      "We were arguing again," Twila said with a small laugh. "We were always arguing over petty things. This time it was who had left a mess in the common room of our dorm."

      Twila grabbed the book that she'd been seeing Valiant reading all the time and threw it onto the table, then plopped into the overstuffed chair herself. "You need to learn how to pick up after yourself," she snapped, glaring at where the witch messed with the fire.

      Valiant turned. "Hey! That's my chair."

      "Your chair?"

      "I left my book on it to save my spot."

      Twila scoffed as she slung her legs over the armrest. "How was I supposed to know that? You're always leaving everything around all over the place. I'm always having to pick up your shoes and jackets and⁠—"

      "You're the one who never cleans up after yourself," Valiant interrupted. He stood and stomped to the table, where he grabbed his book. "Dirty dishes everywhere. I'm surprised we haven't been infested with rats!"

      "You know the Institute is spelled to repel vermin… at least of the four-legged kind," Twila replied nastily.

      She knew it was a childish argument. All their fights were. She also knew Valiant well enough to know he wasn't the sort of man who would back down from a fight just because it was childish… and she wasn't the sort of woman who'd stop fighting when her opponent was still fighting.

      He was smug enough; she didn't want him to think that he'd won the argument.

      The other fifth-year students in the common room glanced at each other as they started packing up their things. Twila ignored them. It was better than them trying to intervene like they normally did. She was sick and tired of Valiant and his smarter-than-you attitude.

      "Get out of my chair," Valiant said.

      "I don't see your name on it. You didn't buy it."

      "You are so immature. I don't know what the stars were thinking, forcing me to be mated to the likes of you," he snapped, his hands clenched at his sides.

      Twila's hackles rose. Oh, really? He was going to bring that up again. "I suppose you're still pining after your human girlfriend, even though she's engaged to someone else? I never told you to break up with her. So, you can't keep blaming me on that one, Valiant."

      "I never said it was your fault. But it is your fault that you're an arrogant⁠—"

      "I'm arrogant?" Twila jumped to her feet, furious. "Look in the mirror before you start accusing me of being arrogant, you conceited, egotistical⁠—"

      Valiant barked out a harsh laugh. "Those mean the same things!"

      "I didn't want you as my mate, either," she shouted, her nails digging into her palms. "But you don't see me throwing it in your face constantly! I never wanted you! I would have been better off with anyone else rather than having to deal with your smug face and attitude for the past three years!"

      Valiant threw his hands into the air. "No? You don't think I heard about you crying yourself to sleep every night that first year?"

      "I didn't cry myself to sleep ever in my life!" Twila's cheeks turned red with embarrassment.

      He was right… she had been so devastated that it took her a long time before she stopped sobbing every night. But how could he even know that? She'd kept herself together while she was in the common areas and only cried when she was in her room, alone.

      Which of her roommates had betrayed her?

      "Well, you don't have to deal with me much longer," Valiant said, his voice rising. "Once we've graduated, I'm never spending another minute with you. You can run off and do whatever dragon plans you have, and I⁠—"

      "And you'll go crawling to that human girlfriend of yours?"
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