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      Penelope looked at herself in the mirror, making sure her red hair was all pulled back out of the way. She wasn't looking forward to this ceremony, though she knew it was necessary. The thing was, she would have rather skipped it and received her uniform in private.

      It was the start of the second semester for her third year at the Institute. While the year had been going well so far, some things were still… sensitive.

      "You are so beautiful!" Kaia gushed, clasping her hands together.

      Penelope had elected to wear a simple gingham dress, the sort that you could work in. Kaia was wearing a full-out ballgown with her silver curls framing her round face perfectly.

      "Thanks," Penelope murmured, blushing to match her hair. Being beautiful was never really high on her list of priorities, but Kaia was always so genuine about the compliment it made her feel beautiful. "You're gorgeous as usual. Did you get that dress for the royal ball you and Nolen went to over the Winter break?"

      Kaia's fated mate, Nolen, was twin brother to Odele, who in turn was the fated mate of Adina. Adina was the youngest daughter of King Sydney and Queen Abigail, the two human monarchs of Eldavon. Given Kaia's mother worked in the government, it was easy for her to be invited to royal balls.

      Kaia swished back and forth. "It is. You don't think that it's too flashy, do you?"

      Their other friend, Herja, stepped between them to view herself in the mirror. Her inky black hair was slicked back, and as usual she wore a simple all-black suit. Today, though, she had a pop of color in the form of a bright orange tie.

      "It's not flashy," Herja said, straightening her tie. "You look like you, Kaia. All bright and shiny and wonderful."

      It was Kaia's turn to blush.

      Penelope stepped back, away from the other two. She was happy enough for her appearance, and this unwelcome stab of jealousy was making its opinion known.

      The first semester had been good. Penelope was thriving in her studies this year and had even overtaken both Herja and Odele to be at the top of the class. Both Herja and Odele were pleased at having more competition, which was amusing to Penelope.

      But Penelope still felt the absence of her fated mate.

      She slipped from the dorm room where the three of them had been getting ready. The common room was filled with other students, ranging from year one to year five. None of them paid any attention to Penelope as she grabbed a random book off the bookshelf and headed out.

      Right now, she just wanted to be alone.

      Penelope was the first student in decades not to have a fated mate. Last year during the matching ceremony, she stood in front of everyone alone. And while she was still angry at times, sad at others, she had more or less figured out how to distract herself when these thoughts came up.

      She had been talking with the school counselor twice a month since returning to the Institute after summer break, and that was helping—she was determined not to fall into the spirals of grief she had been trapped in when she first discovered she had no fated mate.

      Footsteps sounded behind her, and when she turned, she found Kaia and Herja hurrying after her.

      "I thought we were going together," Kaia said, frowning at her.

      Penelope held up the book. "I just needed a little time alone."

      Herja took the book. "Since when are you interested in geology?"

      "I'm allowed to distract myself with anything I want," Penelope replied curtly, pulling the book away.

      Herja opened her mouth, but Kaia elbowed her in the ribs.

      "The ceremony's going to start soon, though, don't you think we should go to the dining hall?" Kaia asked. "I could put a muffling spell on your ears until it's time for it to start so you don't have to deal with the noise."

      Penelope nodded once. "That'll be fine."

      "I could use a muffling spell, too," Herja said as the three girls changed direction and started heading to the dining hall. "I've been overstimulated all day. I wish we didn't have to have this silly ceremony. Why does everyone have to watch while we're handed a bunch of clothes? Nobody enjoys watching it. It's so boring!"

      Kaia drew her wand from the pouch she kept it in at her waist and pointed it at Penelope. "Block out the noises that will cause distress until the ceremony begins."

      A warm feeling fluttered over Penelope's ears. It was like her head was wrapped up in cotton, only without the weight of it. She sighed as the sharpness to the surrounding sounds were relieved.

      "Can you still hear us?" Herja asked.

      Penelope nodded. "You don't cause me distress."

      Herja stared stoically at her for a moment, then smiled. Kaia gave Herja the same spell and tension visibly melted off Herja's shoulders. She closed her eyes and sighed in relief.

      "Where's Wickham?" Penelope asked, suddenly realizing that the fourth member of their little troupe was missing.

      "He was helping Xena and Icarus." Kaia hummed. "Hey, have you ever thought about how similar the names of us third-years are? Herja, Vera, Xena, Lena, Jalene, Adina, Odele, Nolen, Kaia, Penelope, Wickham, Icarus. Not all of our names but quite a few. I'm always getting it confused."

      Uh-oh, she was babbling. Penelope knew what that meant—Kaia had picked up on the reason for Penelope's melancholy. And now she was saying whatever popped into her head to distract from the fact that Penelope didn't have a mate.

      "There are similarities, yeah," Herja said, her black brows arched over her silver eyes. She met Penelope's gaze and understanding dawned over her face. She winced.

      Which only made Penelope feel worse.

      "I don't need to be distracted by idle chatter," she said, but she smiled at Kaia. "Thanks for the effort, though."

      Kaia gave her a weak smile in return. "Is there anything I can do to help?"

      "I'm fine," Penelope said. "It's not like they're going to come to me and refuse to give me a uniform. Although I agree with Herja. I don't understand why there has to be so much pomp and circumstance around it all."

      "I'm looking forward to the ceremony," Kaia said, then looked down at herself and laughed. "Or maybe I just like the excuse to dress up! We should do this more often."

      Herja stuck her tongue out at Kaia. "Just put on your ballgowns for dinner, then."

      "Maybe I will!"

      Soon, they were in the dining hall. The vaulted ceilings glowed with chandeliers of light stones, lighting it all up bright as noon even though dusk had fallen long ago. The round tables had been pulled away from the front of the room, where a low stage was set up.

      The three girls found an empty table to claim for themselves and their mates and settled down.

      "I wish I knew how to make the spells that they use on our uniforms," Kaia said as she tucked her hands into her lap. "I would love to have all my clothes just be able to clean themselves and fix themselves and change as I change."

      Penelope couldn't help but laugh at her. "But then you'd end up with far too many clothes and you wouldn't have an excuse to buy new dresses!"

      "Hey, I love my dresses. I could wear a new one every day of the year, or change multiple times in the day," Kaia said, but she was smirking when she said she was joking about it.

      "If I had clothes that had the spell, I'd only need one or two outfits," Herja said musingly, resting her chin in her hand. "That would be nice."

      Penelope smiled. Her two friends were extremes with fashion. Kaia loved beautiful, fancy clothes. Anything that was hyper feminine was in her wheelhouse, and she was so unabashedly gleeful about her clothes it made Penelope feel more okay in exploring her own sense of style.

      Herja, on the other hand, wore black. It made her look regal, that was certain. Penelope couldn't help but admire the poise she had in her simple clothing. Even the occasional pop of color seemed deliberate and gave her even more of a sense of confidence.

      These uniforms would be helpful. Penelope didn't really enjoy spending too much time thinking about her clothes. They were all the same, so she would look like she fit in, even if she didn't entirely feel like it.

      They were also magically spelled to stay intact when a dragon shifted between forms—which certainly prevented embarrassment as they learned how to make the change.

      Wickham and Nolen joined them soon and the other third-year students gathered at nearby tables. They were all here… except Lena.

      She had spent last summer at the Institute getting ahead on her schooling; her fated mate, a human named Victor, had spent the first semester here, and for this second semester they would spend time with his unit in the military.

      Her absence was a stark reminder. If Lena hadn't ended up with a human, chances were that she and Penelope would have been matched… either that, or they both wouldn't have ended up with a mate. Penelope still wasn't entirely certain how all of this worked. The Stars decided which dragon-witch pair was perfectly matched.

      Penelope shook her head quickly. No, she would not start into that spiral again. She was going to be present here and enjoy the ceremony.

      Soon, the two headmasters took the stage. Headmaster Valiant, a witch, smiled out at them as he leaned against the podium. "Welcome back to the winter-spring semester. I hope you have all had a restful winter's break."

      "Yeah!" one of the first-year students shouted.

      Titters broke through the crowd, and Headmaster Valiant smiled at the student, who ducked their head.

      "As most of you know by now, we will give our third-year students their uniforms tonight. Our professors have worked hard on preparing these uniforms; so without delay." He searched the crowd and smiled at the third-year students. "Please come up here and line up on the stage in a single line."

      Penelope pushed her chair back, smoothing her hands on her dress.

      This was the part that she was dreading most. First, the witches would be given uniforms to give to their dragon mates and then the dragons would get the witches' uniforms to hand them over. What had the teachers decided to do with her?

      Adina and Odele were the first ones on the stage, holding hands and beaming at each other. Next came Nolen and Kaia, then Vera and Icarus, then Xena and Jalene, and finally Wickham and Herja.

      Herja pressed a little closer to Jalene instead of Wickham and Penelope frowned. Things had seemed a little strained between the two of them in the first semester, but Penelope had assumed that was because Herja's studying habits had spilled out on all of them, and Wickham wanted more time to have his extracurricular studies in medicine.

      Now she wondered if there was something else.

      "When I call your name," Headmaster Valiant said, looking at the line of students, "you will come forward and accept your uniform from Headmaster Twila, then return to your seats."

      Shock rippled through Penelope. This wasn't how it was supposed to be! For the past two years, it had been mates presenting their uniforms to each other. So why⁠—

      Oh.

      So that was how the professors dealt with her being mateless. Her cheeks flushed. If this was supposed to stop Penelope's lack of a mate from being highlighted, it failed. Her shoulders slumped forward, and she wished the ground would open up and swallow her whole.

      Not only didn't she have a mate, but now the others were losing out on tradition because of it. That wasn't fair.

      She breathed in deep and waited for her name to be called. This would be over soon. She just had to hang on until it was.
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      Wickham knotted his long silver hair around the hair tie he was using to keep it out of his face during the rest of the break.

      They were departing from the normal curriculum and including the witch's self-defense training this year. While the tensions between Eldavon and the neighboring kingdom of Odentia weren't as intense as they had been, it was decided that the witches needed to know more physical means of defending themselves instead of relying on magic.

      Professor Delphine, the dragon professor for the third-year students, clapped her hands lightly. "Line up with your mates now, students," she called. "We will practice our thought-to-though communication."

      "You'll practice with me," the witch professor, Gable, told Penelope. "It is important for all witches and all dragons to communicate with one another, not just with their mates."

      Wickham noted Penelope's half-hidden flinch, but her expression didn't change as she nodded.

      He raised his hand. "Can we have another few minutes? The physical exertion took a lot out of me."

      He had gotten sick over the Winter break. Mother and Father both said it was because he was working too hard, although he didn't think it was. He'd ended up in bed with a nasty cough for two weeks and while he was mostly better now, he still found himself wiped out a bit too easily.

      "Mind-to-mind speak isn't physically difficult," Professor Gable said. "Find a comfortable place to sit with your mate."

      The students broke off into pairs. Wickham eyed Penelope one last time before he turned, too. There wasn't anything he could do to help her and Professor Gable was practicing with her. He needed to concentrate on his own issues here.

      Namely, that things were still awkward with Herja.

      When they had found out they were fated mates, he had been thrilled… but quickly found out that Herja didn't share his joy. Since then, he had been determined not to let his hopes of having a romantic relationship with his mate not ruin his friendship with her.

      After all, Herja was his best friend, and she was too important for him to make mistakes with.

      It was difficult because every time he made her laugh, butterflies erupted in his stomach. But he was determined, and he would not let himself mess this up.

      Herja wanted nothing like that. And who said that mates had to be romantic anyway? There were plenty of dragon-witch pairs who didn't fall in love.

      The two of them sat down in a corner, facing each other. Herja's lips were pinched together tightly, like she was upset. Wickham sighed. What was she upset about? Was it him or something else.

      "To begin, look into your mate's eyes," Professor Delphine instructed.

      Wickham did so and Herja twitched in discomfort.

      "Now, I want you both to concentrate on the image of an apple. Picture it in your minds."

      Wickham tried—but almost immediately, his mind turned to the apple trees that grew outside the new house that his family had just moved into. It was a bigger home this time, so that the twins could each have their own room.

      And thinking of the twins made him think they had just celebrated their thirteenth birthday. Which meant that this summer, they would make the trip to the Silver Springs. They would be revealed as either dragon, witch, or human. Both of them were talking about being witches like him. But that wasn't how it worked, and he didn't want them to be disappointed.

      Worse, if one of them was a witch and the other wasn't, it might make them jealous. He didn't want his brothers to develop a rift between them.

      "That's not an apple, I can see it on your face," Herja said, her eyes narrowed.

      Wickham rubbed his forehead. Everyone else was still staring into each other's eyes in the quiet classroom. "Sorry," he whispered. "I'm just out of it today."

      Supposedly, Odentia was going to make another attempt to kidnap the children this year. If they did, his brothers would be in danger.

      Wickham knew he shouldn't listen to rumors. It had been the same rumor every year since Odentia tried to kidnap the third-year students on their trip, three years ago. Those years, though, his brothers weren't in the group who would go up.

      Not that he thought Odentia would target his family directly… just that the rumors hit closer to home right now.

      "Wick," Herja hissed.

      He shook his head and looked back at her. They gazed into each other's eyes and Herja twitched again.

      Wickham looked away. It was too uncomfortable to maintain eye contact like that when she clearly didn't want it. He covered his eyes with his hands, letting everything go black. The sound of breathing surrounded him.

      "Okay, let's try this again," Wickham said, hoping that their talking wasn't distracting the other students too much.

      He lowered his hands again and met her gaze. Normally Herja didn't have this much trouble maintaining eye contact; at least, he'd never noticed her handling difficulties before. Maybe there was something different about the intensity of this moment?

      Wickham knew that was the case for himself. Even though they were surrounded by others, something about being told to stare into each other's eyes made it all the more intimate.

      Apple, he thought.

      He imagined the fruit, plump and green-gold. Those were his favorites. He imagined the contradictory sweet and tart flavor of its juice, then thought of the apple pies Mother made. Apple pie, applesauce, apple crumble. They tasted like love.

      He turned his brain back to the actual fruit, imaging it. The image seemed to grow sharper in his mind, the gold-green skin taking on a reddish hue. His heart leapt—they were doing it! They were sharing the mental image of their apples!

      But even as he thought this, the image fizzled out entirely.

      Herja threw her hands into the air. "Wickham!"

      He jumped, blinking rapidly. "What?"

      "We almost had it. You need to concentrate on what's going on here instead of thinking about other things." Herja got to her feet and stomped them.

      At first, Wickham thought she was even angrier than he realized. Then he felt the prickling in his own feet and quickly got to his feet, too, stomping them to get rid of the pins and needles sensation of his feet falling asleep.

      "How long was that?" he grumbled. It only felt like a few seconds.

      Herja rubbed her temples. "I don't know. But we were almost there. Then you started to think about apple pies and I lost you."

      "That's not what happened," Wickham protested. "I thought about the apple pie first, before we connected."

      "You did not!"

      Professor Delphine came over to them. "Lower your voices. This is not a time to fight; if I understand correctly, you could briefly share the image?"

      Herja scowled. "Then Wickham thought about apple pies."

      "I thought about them first," Wickham insisted.

      "You did not⁠—"

      "Herja." Professor Delphine frowned at her. "Don't start arguing. I'm surprised that you haven't read up on this. It's a good sign that you two could connect at all, and clearly you got an after-shock thought. That's a good sign, too."

      Herja pushed her short black hair out of her face. "But we were supposed to be⁠—"

      "Herja. Please stay after class so we can talk," Professor Delphine said, her tone strict.

      Wickham rubbed his hands on his trousers, then folded his arms. It felt like only a few seconds that he and Herja had been concentrating on each other, but the rest of the class was up and moving again. Nolen and Kaia were laughing together and Wickham had a surge of jealousy.

      Clearly, they were already speaking mind-to-mind.

      Why did he have such a hard time connecting with Herja when they had already been friends before they became mates? Meanwhile, the others seemed to be just so perfectly connected. Kaia and Nolen especially were just so perfect with each other.

      That was what he wanted. He wanted this to be easy… was this his fault? Was he putting too much pressure on Herja, even though he had promised himself he wouldn't?

      Or maybe he was really just distracted.

      He moved to the side of the classroom, where their drinks and snacks were. Herja continued to move through various stretches while Wickham nibbled at a few snacks.

      Herja really could have approached it a little nicer, though. She didn't immediately have to accuse him of messing it up. And she outright said he was lying about thinking about apple pie first! He thought she knew him better than that—why would he lie about something so stupid?

      "Hey." Penelope grabbed a handful of crackers. "Herja giving you a hard time, huh?"

      Wickham shrugged, not really wanting to get into it. "I think we're both tired and stressed is all."

      He couldn't compare his relationship with Herja to Nolen and Kaia's. For one thing, he wasn't like either of them and neither was Herja. They just had to learn how to go at their own pace… and besides that, it wasn't as though Herja really opened up even without adding the telepathic link to it.

      "We have to be patient," he said aloud. "And I have to remember that Herja doesn't think the same way I do, and so I need to be more understanding."

      Penelope munched on the crackers, her expression blank. "Like Kaia said, communication. She and Nolen only are as in tune with each other as they are because they learned how to talk to each other better over the summer."

      Wickham winced. "Is it obvious I was being jealous of them?"

      "Everyone's jealous of them. Well, maybe not Odele and Adina." Penelope glanced at those two, who were currently mimicking each other's movements.

      Penelope was doing well with being the only one without a mate. She was always so confident and in control… Wickham wished he could mimic that confidence better.

      "I'm gonna get back at it," she said abruptly, heading over to where Professor Gable was quietly instructing Vera and Icarus.

      Wickham washed down his last bites of food with a glass of water, then stretched out his back. He headed back to Herja, who now had her fingertips pressed to her temples. Pain was etched on her face and Wickham hurried over.

      "Are you okay?"

      Herja straightened. "I'll be fine. It's nothing unusual. I'm tired, though. I asked Professor Delphine for the rest of class off—you can practice with Pen."

      Wickham still followed Herja as she gathered her things. "Are you sure? Did I do something wrong?"

      Herja shook her head. "No. I'm just not in the right frame of mind for this today. I'm sorry for yelling at you—this is me, not you. I just need some time alone, okay?"

      Wickham handed her bag to her. "Is there anything I can do?"

      "No. I need time alone."

      Wickham wanted to ask again but bit his tongue. He wanted to help her, and his instinct was to find the thing he could fix and then fix it. However, as the herbalist back home, Kassandra, liked to say, sometimes the best thing for a patient was patience.

      He nodded once. "I hope you feel better soon."

      "Thanks," Herja muttered as she left the classroom.

      He watched her go, wishing he really could read her mind. Was she really upset with him or was it something else like she claimed now? Had she caught something else in his thoughts when they were trying to connect?

      Oh no… did she realize he was fighting this crush he had on her?

      Fighting the urge to run after her, Wickham turned back into the classroom. Herja said she needed space. He needed to give her space. They'd talk when Herja was ready, not before.
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      Normally, you couldn't pay Herja to miss class. Even now, it scraped painfully at the back of her mind that she really ought to be in class.

      She wasn't getting anything out of it, though, not when she was so distracted by all this… stuff. And even worse, she blew up at Wickham for no reason! Just another thing for her to feel bad about. Even though she had apologized, it didn't feel like enough. She was going to have to do more.

      Right now, though, she was lying in bed with a hot water bottle tucked up against her back. Of course she'd be dealing with cramps on top of everything else.

      "Unclear," she read, going over the first paper and then the second one again. "What's the point of all those doctor's appointments if I'm not going to get a clear answer?"

      She tucked the papers together and set them on her nightstand, then lay on her stomach and adjusted the hot water bottle onto her back again. The cramps were bad now only because it was a combined pain; all the dragons were getting ready to change their forms and until they were able to completely change, they'd remain having muscle cramps.

      They'd be better soon enough. Just a couple more days and it'd go back to normal.

      The door opened and Herja groaned, realizing she had forgotten to close the curtains that would dampen the sounds between her bed and the others.

      "Herja?" Kaia's voice came in. "You awake?"

      She groaned again, but Kaia had a knack of making her feel better. "Come on in. Did you bring chocolate?"

      Kaia laughed as she brushed aside the curtain and sat on the edge of the bed. "Wick was worried about you. You want to talk?"

      Herja sighed. "If you don't mind me rambling."

      Her heart constricted. She should have talked to Wickham about this… that was why they were mates, wasn't it? So they could talk about these things?

      "I don't mind," Kaia said.

      Herja rolled back to her side, holding the hot water bottle in place. "I got the results from my last test back. It's unclear if I have autism. More testing is required. I'm so tired of having to talk with all these professionals and it takes forever! When I decided I wanted to get a proper diagnosis, I thought it would be easy. Either I'm neurotypical or neurodivergent. Not this weird middle-ground limbo."

      Kaia nodded sympathetically. "We don't really have the resources we need for it, do we? But I guess it really is that our understanding of the mind keeps evolving, especially as society changes. So… with any luck, your difficulties will make it easier for the next generation?"

      "Hopefully."

      She hadn't thought about it like that before, though. It made Herja feel better to think that she could be part of the learning process for the entire kingdom. Eldavon paid more attention to their social structure than other kingdoms—although several other kingdoms were following suit—but that didn't mean it was perfect.

      Perfection didn't exist. Something that annoyed Herja to no end. She just wished that perfection could be real.

      Herja rolled to a sitting position and pulled the hot water bottle to her stomach. "I guess I can't complain too much. Professor Farrow is putting in a lot of effort to help me. I will not give up; I'll figure it out, eventually."

      Kaia tilted her head, her warm eyes shrewd. "Have you told Wickham about it yet?"

      "No."

      "Why?"

      "I don't want to burden him."

      Kaia let out an exasperated sigh. "Herja, you know Wick better than that! If you had nothing wrong at all, you'd have to make something up so Wickham could help you with something. The boy cannot sit still, he always wants to be doing something. You're burdening him more by not sharing."

      Herja couldn't help but laugh about that. It kind of was true. Wickham certainly was the type who wanted to help others to a fault.

      Her brevity didn't last long, however. She scooted back and leaned against the headrest of her bed. "I guess maybe I don't want to tell him right now because he'll try to fix it, and there's nothing to be fixed. Like when I told him all this… stuff about not being adopted."

      She waved at her nightstand. She kept the records from her time at the orphanage there. Apparently, all these years of feeling worthless because nobody wanted to adopt her wasn't true… she was the one who didn't want to be adopted.

      Between running away from foster homes to throwing temper tantrums when meeting new people, she had made herself unadoptable.

      There had been families who wanted to adopt her. She rejected them so often that the caretakers at the orphanage had removed her from the adoptable listings. Every year, she had loudly proclaimed how much she didn't want to be adopted when in the truth; she did. So. That was something to get used to.

      "Do you know when the next specialist will show up?" Kaia asked.

      "No idea. But it'll happen when it happens."

      Kaia patted her shoulder. "If you have anything else that you need to talk about, just let me know, okay?"

      Herja nodded slowly. "I was just thinking about my records, and how I self-sabotaged myself so much growing up. I understand it now, but there isn't much I can do about the past, is there?"

      "No. But you can figure out how to change as you move forward," Kaia suggested.

      "Hmm." That was true, but it was still something Herja hadn't quite figured out just yet.

      She still wanted to be adopted. She wanted to have a family. Becoming close to her friends here at the Institute had shown her she wasn't better off alone, like she had convinced herself. Community was important. Connection was important.

      The thing was, though, she didn't know how to integrate herself into the community or make connections. When she tried to do it on purpose, she only ended up failing.

      "You won't tell Wick, right?" Herja said, twisting her sleeve up between her fingers.

      "Of course not. Not unless you want me to tell him."

      "Well… well, I want to be adopted. But I'm pretty sure I'm too old and I have too much of an attitude problem," Herja admitted quietly. It was the first time she had said it out loud. "Besides, I'm sixteen. In two more years, I'll be a legal adult. What's the point of being adopted for only two years?"

      "You can have a family after you're eighteen, too," Kaia said.

      Herja shrugged. Now that she had brought it up, she didn't actually want to continue the conversation. It was just… so personal. While she had started being more open with her friends, some walls still felt necessary.

      "It'd just be going through the motions," Herja said quickly, waving her hand. "I'm fine."

      "You could talk to Mr. Bryce about it, or Professor Farrow."

      Herja shook her head, abruptly done with this topic—more than done, in fact. She let out a huff of breath. "Maybe. But I don't want to talk about this anymore. How did you and Nolen end up telepathically talking so easily?"

      Kaia pulled back slightly, blinking a few times.

      "I saw the way you two were, you were already talking mind-to-mind. I read that it's the hardest part of the mate-bond and that normally a full conversation between mates can't happen until after a dragon changes so⁠—"

      "Stop." Kaia held up her hands. "Give me a minute to catch up."

      Herja bit her lips together.

      "Okay. So you don't want to talk about your adoption records. Instead, you want to talk about Nolen and me… is that because you want help figuring out how you and Wickham can work better together or because you're asking me how things are going with Nolen?"

      "Er…"

      Kaia arched a silver brow. "It's okay if you just want help for you and Wickham. I've been feeling the tension between you."

      Herja groaned and flopped over, burying her face into her pillows. "It's that obvious?"

      "Yeah."

      "You and Nolen are just so smooth together. Even when you fight, you don't really fight. And your summer together seems like it was so idyllic!"

      Kaia burst out laughing. "Herja! How can you hear I overwhelmed him with my family, and he didn't talk to me about what he was feeling and think it was idyllic? It wasn't. We just figured out how to talk to each other."

      "I don't know how to talk to Wickham."

      "Yes, you do. You've been talking to him for two years."

      Herja shrugged. "Maybe we're just not compatible as mates."

      "Why not?"

      "Because I can't talk to him!"

      Kaia held her hands into the air. "Okay, okay. I guess you're not really in the mood to talk about it."

      "We have made no progress in the
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