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  Author's Note


	While this book is appropriate for young adult audiences there are some themes and topics that might be difficult for some, such as: anxiety, trauma, abuse, and alcoholism.
For a more in-depth look at the content warnings visit my website.

	Again, this book and subsequent books are are and will be appropriate for young adult audiences but there will be significant time skips in future books. Neoma and friends will be adults in their 20s with relationships, marriages, kids. It won’t suddenly become explicit but it also won’t have teens as the main characters. I hope that doesn’t dissuade you from partaking in this adventure with me.
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  Book of Moon

1 Origin of Life 1-21


[1] In the beginning, there was a void, dark and endless, full of infinite possibilities. [2] As if a child not yet learned, the void sat, quiet, waiting. She did not understand that she was the only thing that could harness the infinite, as there was nothing but the void. [3] She waited for a long time until eventually she created, fed up with the strange, empty feeling welling up inside. 
[4] She pulled and tugged and gathered bits of darkness, squashing it together until it took on a form other than the void. It was nothing of consequence, a small round rock, but she loved it. [5] Inspired, the void made more things, filling the infinite space with a slow, measured pace. She molded vast fields of gasses of every shade and color, glowing with a soft ethereal light. [6] The warm light filled the void and made the darkness less all-consuming. [7] Satisfied, she went back to her rock and watched the glowing fields, content for now with what she had made.
[8] Then something happened, something terrifying. A brilliant ball of searing light rose from the fields with a slow, leisured grace. It burned fiercely and waves of heat roiled off it in torrents. [9] What horror had she inadvertently created? The void leapt into her first creation to hide. [10] Trembling, she waited for the thing to attack. When it didn’t, she peeked out and saw it slowly rising and drifting away.
[11] Other balls of ferocious light grew and drift away and the void realized they meant no harm. [12] The Celestial Fields she had created and unknowingly sown with love had grown stars to spread light even further throughout the infinite dark. [13] She emerged from her simple rock and watched the miracle unfolding in front of her. If she had a face, she would have wept tears of joy. [14] Soon, tiny pinpricks of light filled the sky as the stars drifted further and further away. [15] For a while, she reveled in her creation, once again content with herself.
[16] It didn’t take long for that restless, empty feeling to creep back and she looked at her first creation. [17] It was simple, almost ugly compared to the majesty of the Celestial Fields and the twinkling distant stars, but she loved it deeply. [18] She wanted to create something to make the ball of rock less alone. She made fourteen more balls of varying sizes, all bigger than her original creation. [19] She put them in a pleasing line and marveled at the simple beauty of it all. [20] As she looked at them, they started to move, to revolve around the largest of the spheres. And her first one, the smallest, began to revolve around the one closest to it, as if dancing with it. [21] Elated by this turn of events, the void rushed back into her original work and whirled and danced about with her newest creations.
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One

Homecoming


Salty sea air blows my spun copper curls into my face, obscuring my view of the open ocean. I close my eyes with a sigh and clutch my pendant of Lievan, the Moon Mother’s Guardian of loved ones. Once upon a time, it belonged to my ma but it’s been mine for as long as I can remember. 
I’ve been praying for Lievan to watch over Da wherever he might be. It’s something I’ve done every Fifthday since that night all those years ago when he didn’t come home. I don’t know why I do it. He was a terrible da. I guess some part of me yearns for what could have been.
The wind shifts and blows my hair back. I kick my feet over the waves. The spray feels nice and cool as the blistering sun beats down on me. The dock I’m sitting on is one of the lesser used ones from before the harbor expansion and the wood is rotting in places. I don’t mind. The disrepair makes it peaceful and quiet.
“Neoma?”
At the sound of my name, I open my eyes, but I don’t turn to the speaker. Vivia never comes to find me before class on Fifthdays. She must have something to tell me. I send up one last prayer to Lievan and to the Moon Mother to keep Da safe if he’s still alive.
“Neoma? Any news?” When Vivia first called my name she sounded excited, but now she sounds cautious, as if my lack of response is because of some horrible news about my da.
I gaze out across the waves. Cliffs loom high to the east and a long strip of land juts out to the west. These are the two land formations that gave the city its name: Cape Eastcliff. So original. I shake my head, sighing. “I haven’t asked Deniz yet, but I’m guessing it’s the same as always.”
“Oh, what were you thinking about then? You seem sad.”
I shrug my shoulders. I was thinking about the last time I saw Da. It was certainly eventful. It was the day I finally stood up to Vivia. We weren’t always friends. In fact, Vivia hated me more than anyone ever has. That day she completely lost it, tried to burn me. Head Sister Abbia had overheard the commotion and came to intervene.
The Head Sister had been sick. The Sisters never told us, but many thought it was forest fever. When she came to my defense, she looked sun-shriveled and frail. She collapsed to the ground, slow and quiet, in the middle of her sentence. When she didn’t get back up, I understood it was time for the Sister to float down the River of Stars where the Moon Mother would be waiting with open arms to take her to the Celestial Fields.
I’d been thinking about what happened later that night. Da came home stone-cold sober, a rare night indeed. He was upset to learn what Vivia had done to me, what she’d been doing to me for years. He demanded that I explain why I’d never told him. I’d shrugged, feeling helpless. “You’re never here. Not really.” He’d looked sorrowful at that, but it wasn’t my fault. The next day, he’d left for his fishing boat to do his job for once, and he never came back home.
I don’t want to tell Vivia that, because of her guilt. I know she still thinks she killed Head Sister Abbia because she couldn’t handle her jealousy. She was so guilt-ridden the day of the Sister’s funeral that she vowed to be my very best friend for forever. She’s been very true to her word, which means she’ll pester me until I tell her what was on my mind.
I groan and turn to look at her. She’s wearing a beautiful wrap dress that’s the palest red at the top and darkens to a nice maroon as it reaches the bottom, just above the ankle. It hugs her curvy frame in a way that makes the sailors blush and looks beautiful against her midnight dark skin. As always, she’s chosen a color that accentuates the red nebula of her unbound, softly glowing hair.
I quirk a smile in amusement because my dress is almost exactly the same except in blue hues instead, to match my Kalnasaran copper hair. I’m only a quarter Maneni, so it barely glows. Could I pull off that red? I’m nowhere near as dark as Vivia, whose family hails from Manena as far back as it can go. Both my ma and my grandma on my da’s side were from the Marble Family of Kalnasar and, like the stone, their skin was white with streaks of black. I’m dark enough not to get sunburnt, but light enough that the black marbled striations make it hard for me to keep my head down.
Vivia’s looking at me expectantly. I let out a puff of air, trying to figure out where to start. There are things about that incident I never told her. “I was thinking about that day Sister Abbia died,” I say, giving in.
Vivia’s face drops in an instant.
“No, no, not like that.” I try to wave away her guilt. “It was the last day I saw my da, and he was sober for once.”
“Oh.” She’s looking at me quizzically now.
“Yeah, I keep replaying in my head what happened. What was it about that day that made him leave his tankard empty? What was it about that day that made him get on his boat and never come back? Was it something I said? Did?” I flop backwards, arms stretched out to my sides, and glance up at her. “Am I the reason he left?”
“Oh Neoma, you know that’s not true. He loved—loves you in his own sad, broken way.” She reaches down a hand to help pull me up and I take it. With a grunt, she pulls me up and I yelp a little in surprise. Thanks to the training we do in our mage classes, she’s stronger than she looks, and I always forget. “Okay, let’s stop by the Harbormaster’s office and then I have exciting news! But we have to hurry or we’ll miss it and be late for class. Come on!”
Vivia pulls me towards the small building that sits a little above the rest of the harbor. I see Deniz sitting on a stool, whittling, with a very old and tired looking dog named Parrot sleeping next to him. He once had the most beautiful shaggy black coat, but now it’s gray and matted. Parrot snuffles and opens two bleary eyes at me as we come up. He stretches and gets up with the slow laboriousness of a dog long past his prime. I kneel and scratch behind his ears. “Who’s a good boy? You are, yes you are.”
Deniz grunts. “Damn dog is getting too old. He’s supposed to be a guard dog, but between you two and Luca, and him getting so old, he isn’t much of a sentry.”
I give him a cheeky grin. “You’ve been saying that for years now, Deniz. You need to give up and accept he was never a guard dog.”
Deniz scowls at that and looks down at the piece of wood he’s whittling. He digs his knife into it and shakes his head. “I suppose you’re right, but don’t go telling him that. He’ll get the wrong idea.”
I laugh, scratching the dog behind the ears. “Parrot, you’re a good guard dog, the very best.” With a sigh, I stand up and turn to Deniz. “Any news?”
A curl of wood goes flying. “Same as always. Nothing new.”
I nod. “Thanks, anyway.”
“Of course.”
Vivia and I say our goodbyes and she hurries me to the large main street, paved in wide, flat stones. It’s still weird to see the road like this. With the population boom, city officials have been doing many projects to keep up. This is the most recently finished one.
Vivia’s eyes are bright as she launches right into it. “You know how they finally finished expanding the Order Keep?”
A few years ago the city finally grew enough to warrant adding a Brothers’ Barracks and military school. It’s been one of the biggest projects and has brought even more people to our sleepy seaside city. There’s already a couple of Brothers stationed with the platoon of regular army men in their wing of the capitol building that lines one whole side of Moonlight Square. I rarely see them as they mostly stay there to protect Vivia’s da. He’s the Morning Star of Eastlyn Province, a position the people have elected him to every six years since before I was born. The citizens of our province love him and the policies he makes.
Vivia’s looking at me, impatience showing in the way she crosses her arms, and I realize I haven’t answered her. I nod, grinning sheepishly, and wait for her to continue.
“Well, I may have been snooping around in Papa’s office—”
“Vivia!” Last time her parents had caught her doing that, her ma grounded her for a month and I didn’t get to see her outside of school. It was rough.
“What? It’s not against the rules if they don’t find out.”
I roll my eyes. Typical Vivia.
Before she can respond, a woman steps out from a shop along the street. She glances at me, gasping. “Child of Prophecy. I’d heard you lived in Cape Eastcliff, but I didn’t believe the rumors. Bless you, child, bless you. May the Moon Mother shine brightest on you, especially in these darkening days with the Aurinkun Empire pushing ever closer.”
It’s my eyes. I wish I had inherited either the emeralds of my ma or Da’s dark amber. No, my eyes are purple, blessed by the Moon Mother. That isn’t what stops people, though. It’s that they shine with an almost pure silver moonlight, a sure sign of the Child of Prophecy according to some.
“Excuse me, ma’am, but we’re in a hurry.” Vivia brushes past the woman as if she didn’t proclaim me the chosen one. She knows how much I hate it when people stop and stare at me, asking for blessings or giving them. I’ll always love her for getting me out of these situations.
I give the woman a strained smile, passing her without a word, head down, hurrying to catch back up to Vivia.
“Anyway,” Vivia says, ignoring what happened. “You’ll be very interested in what I found out.”
Pausing, Vivia gives me a sly smile. I roll my eyes. She’s always been all about the theatrics. I’m grateful she no longer pushes them onto me with the anger of a jealous child. “Oh?” I say, giving her what she wants.
“Oh yes! You remember how they were going to send Brothers to the Order Keep once they finished the Barracks?”
“Just tell me,” I say, rolling my eyes.
“Well,” Vivia says, drawing the word out, eyes sparkling. “Today is the day that a platoon of Brothers is showing up.”
I can feel my heart beat faster. Luca’s a Brother now. Is she trying to tell me he’s coming home? When he turned eleven, he left for the military school in Crater Port. He’d only come home every few months for a few weeks. Since he turned eighteen and became a fully fledged Brother, he hasn’t been home. It’s been over a year since I saw him and that last time was...
My face heats at my next thought. We’ve always been close friends. He’s been around during the worst of it—Vivia’s bullying, Da’s angry drunkenness, the loneliness of being someone society wants me to be and failing to live up to it. I lean on him for support, or at least I did when he was here. It was only natural that one or both of us would develop feelings. Turns out it was both, and he kissed me in the Moonlight at our special place on top of the cliffs.
That was the last time I saw him. He left for Crater Port the next day even though he had a month until his Anointing Ceremony, which was two weeks after his eighteenth birthday. Luca had planned to stay so we could celebrate it together, but he left without a word.
I haven’t heard from him since then. Not a single letter, despite the ones I’ve sent him. Not a single visit. Did he regret that kiss? Did he not actually like me? Why couldn’t he have sent even one letter? A year with no word! I’m fuming now and Vivia hasn’t even confirmed that Luca is coming home. I will my heart to stop racing to no avail. For all I know, I’m wrong about Luca coming home and Vivia’s excited about something new and shiny.
“And there’s one particular Brother that will be in the crowd.” Vivia does a little dance and waits for me to react.
Fantastic. I wish it had been something shiny and new instead. My thoughts race and I’m still trying to get my heart to slow. I try not to react, to show nothing.
And yet, something in my expression is exactly what Vivia wants. She grins, wide and bright. “Luca is coming home! Aren’t you excited? It’s been so long and I bet you’re dying to see him.”
I focus on the road ahead of us instead of replying. The stones of the sidewalk are uneven despite their newness, and they’ve tripped unsuspecting people. This is an excuse, of course. A sharp elbow pokes my ribs and I scowl at Vivia. “Yes. So excited. So excited that it’s been over a year and he hasn’t replied to any of my letters.”
Vivia stops, mouth agape. “Seriously? That little sunspot. He sent me a few letters telling me all about being an anointed Brother. What’s his deal? Did you guys have an argument?”
My face, still warm, gets even hotter. I turn away. “No.” I can’t see her face, but I’m sure Vivia is looking at me with narrowed eyes, hands on her hips. It’s what she usually does when she knows I am lying or withholding the truth.
“What happened between you two?”
I look toward where we’re going and there’s a crowd forming. “There’s a swarm of people already. We better hurry or we won’t see anything when the boys come marching through. If that happens, then we’ll be late for class for nothing.” That’s a deflection, clear as day. I know it and I know Vivia knows I know it. She frowns and starts heading in that direction again.
People flock towards the edges of the road, but we find a spot near the front with an excellent view. I bounce on my toes in anticipation. Despite my anger, I can’t help it. It’s been over a year, but will he look older? Has he grown taller? He was already much taller than me the last time I saw him. I haven’t grown in years. Will he look like a grown man instead of a gangly boy? Does he have a beard? Do the Brothers let their soldiers keep locs or braids? I try to picture Luca without his trademark shoulder length locs and I find I can’t. He’s had them for as long as I can remember. I can picture our nursemaid, Irenia, singing soft and gentle as she formed them for the first time.
The crowd swells with excitement. It’s not every day that Brothers come marching through. In a few weeks, the excitement will die down. They’ll become as familiar a fixture as the Sisters. Still, the excitement is off the planet. It’s a long moment before the sound of trumpets announcing their arrival to town reaches us, and even longer for the rhythmic clopping of hooves and stomping of marching feet. Cheers from the people move towards us like a building wave, drowning out all other sounds.
Vivia grips my hand and grins at me in exhilaration. She loves these kinds of things, again with the drama and theatrics. There is also the romance of it. Nothing like strong, handsome men marching through town. Not that she’s interested in men; again, the dramatics of it all. Even if she was, I’m not sure she’d act on any sort of romance. Brothers and Sisters can marry whomever they choose. In this area of Manena, only a few do so. The rest devote their whole life to the Order of the Moon. Vivia’s always dedicated everything to becoming the best Sister she can be. I could be wrong, of course. She often surprises me.
It’s funny how jealous she was of me back before we were friends, when she’s become so powerful and I still haven’t awakened to the magic I’m supposed to have. Mother Tyra was wrong to call me the Child of Prophecy almost eighteen years ago. I’m sure of it. I try to shove the bitterness back into the dark corners of my mind.
“They’re almost here!” Vivia shouts in my ear.
I turn my head and see she’s right. Four horses trot down the stone road with men sitting straight and tall, star insignias shining in the sun. On their foreheads, the waning crescent moon tattoos of the Brotherhood are bright against their dark skin.
We learned about the military insignias in mage school. It’s difficult at this distance, but I can make them out. The five-pointed star insignias show what rank a Brother is. The colors are based on stellar classifications from brown for private to blue for major general. Most are easy to tell apart since one glimpse of the color shows their class, but there are four classes of red insignias. Each one is bigger than the last to help differentiate. Once they’re up close, it’s easy to see the small black letter for their rank in the center.
I see the Brother at the head; his large white star insignia shows he’s a colonel. He’ll have the last say, but I imagine he isn’t in charge of the platoon, as his station is too high. I assume he’s here to make sure the Barracks and school run as it should. A Brother with what looks like a pale yellow star insignia glinting in the morning sun follows close behind. That makes him a lieutenant colonel. Either he’s helping the Colonel run the school, or he’s the one in charge of the Brothers tasked with guarding and protecting the Keep. Two more Brothers, majors with their bright yellow star insignias, ride abreast behind him. Each has a line of men marching behind them with yellow, orange, red and brown stars marking them as captains down to privates.
They march past, their lines regimented and perfect, not a button missing or a step out of place. A few of the younger Brothers smile and wave at the townspeople. There’s a large group of boys that look younger than me. It surprises me how many there are. I suppose there needs to be a lot to fill classes. They struggle to stay in time with their marching steps. Even if their march wasn’t so awkward, it would still be easy to tell them apart from the Brothers with their smooth, blank foreheads. Finally, I see Luca with one other younger Brother bringing up the rear. He looks almost the same as before. Almost. The waning crescent moon on his forehead makes him look older, more refined. My heart twists. He’s no longer the boy I knew but a man and, I fear, a stranger.
Vivia hollers and cheers and I know Luca can hear. Vivia can be very, very loud. I see him shoot a quick look in our direction, his eyes locking onto mine. Is that a slight nod he gives me before looking forward once more, or am I just wishing for some acknowledgment from him?
I’d been smiling before, despite my anger, caught up in the town’s excitement, but after that, it falls. I don’t know what I was expecting, but I know I wanted more than a simple nod. He didn’t smile at me or even at Vivia. I must’ve done something wrong to make him regret that kiss. It was stupid of me anyway to want a relationship with him. With my unfortunate status as Child of Prophecy, Mother Tyra will probably force me into the Sisterhood, whether or not my magic awakens. Who would want to be with me with such a heavy destiny?
“Stars and comets!” I hear Vivia curse. I glance over and she’s grimacing at the pocket watch her da gave her after she awakened to her magic. We must be very late. She grabs my hand and drags us through the crowd, running towards the Order Keep once we’re free.
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Two

Little Stars Day


It’s a mad dash to the Order Keep, and the adrenaline makes us laugh. We aren’t too far, so it’s not long before we’re bursting through the unguarded gatehouse. The large central courtyard is quiet and empty, except for a few Sisters making their way from the library to the school. They shake their heads, amused, as we run past. 
At six stories, the school is the tallest building in Cape Eastcliff. Since we’re seventeen and almost graduated, our classroom is on the fifth floor, the sixth being reserved for practice rooms. We are breathless as we finally race into the classroom. Sister Cameria sits at her desk shuffling papers. The deep red nebula of her hair is pulled back into a severe bun and it makes the glow seem less intense somehow, though the waxing crescent Moon tattoo of the Sisterhood on her forehead is bright as ever. Her star studded Sister robes are prim and proper as always. Somehow, she isn’t that mad at us, despite the fact that she takes every mistake by me as something earth shattering. It seems today that most of the class is late.
Sister Cameria lets us chatter for a few minutes before she stands at the head of the class. “Girls, girls, settle down. Thank you.” She clears her throat. “Today is our quarterly Little Stars visit with the six to eight-year-olds. We are going to visit Sister Braily’s class this time and show off our various magic proficiencies, except you, Neoma. You can sit and watch from the back. After that we will break into groups so the kids can ask you questions, again, except for you, Neoma. You have nothing to offer them.”
Though my face burns, I roll my eyes. I’ve long grown used to the Sister’s biting words, but I still hate when she does this. She takes every moment she can to point out that I am the worst potential Sister. It’s childish. Like clockwork, I hear a few of the other girls laugh at my expense. Vivia glares at them until they stop and turn away.
“Now, let’s head downstairs and go show those children how impressive Sisters can be.” Sister Cameria tries to give a warm smile, but it looks more like a grimace. I don’t think that woman has ever had fun.
We file out of the room and head downstairs. Our destination is Sister Braily’s classroom. It’s the same room where I had my first lessons, back when we were all still in primary classes. I had Head Sister Emese for my teacher back then before she took over running the Order Keep after Head Sister Abbia’s death. It’s been a couple years since we’ve gone to Sister Braily’s class for Little Stars Day, and it feels a little weird to be back in this room.
We line up along the front, and I hang back at the end. Without magic, there’s no reason for me to even be here. Unfortunately, Sister Cameria has made me come to every Little Stars Day since we moved up to her class three years ago. I glance around the room and there’s so many more students than in past years. It’s not only our town that’s been growing. Everywhere has seen population growth.
Since the Prophecy was spoken, the Order has trained Sisters and Brothers to stand alongside the Child of Prophecy. We’ve also always had a standing army, just in case. Mother Tyra’s proclamation at my birth changed everything, made it all the more real for people. The army has grown even larger and people are having more children. I don’t know if that’s a nervous escapist thing or if it’s some subconscious decision to bolster troops even more.
Goddess, I pray the Prophecy is wrong, that the encroaching Aurinkun army isn’t the growing malice. It likely is, since they’ve conquered half the world. With Efitras in tatters after their civil war, they will be that much closer to launching their army our way. The people of Manena have placed all their bets on me, and I have nothing to show for it. My fists curl into tight balls as the ever-present terror that lingers just below the surface threatens to boil over.
“Children, it’s Little Stars Day once again!” Sister Braily says with a smile, breaking me from my existential dread. The soft pink nebula of hair floats around her head, framing her waxing crescent moon with perfect curls, making her look like the gentle Sister she is. With a gesture at my class she continues, “Sister Cameria has brought her students to show you all what they can do, but first, can anyone tell me about proficiencies?”
A round-faced kid, whose yellow nebula hair is twisted into short locs, raises his hand. He looks older than most of the kids and will probably age up to the next class soon. Sister Braily points at him and nods. Grinning as wide as he can, he says, “Sisters can use most kinds of Moon magics, though they might not be good at it. A profishisy is a special power that the Moon Mother grants a Sister. Usual ones are Moonlight healing, and the elements: water, fire, wind and lightning. Earth is left for Kalnasa’s people and ice was left for Eira’s people before Aurinko took control.”
“Yes, very good, Welim. Now these young women are going to show you what they can do. Then you can ask all the questions you want.” She gives them all a warm smile. She’s no Head Sister Emese, but she’s so wonderful with the little ones.
Vivia waits in the back of the line with me and squeezes my hand. She knows how much I hate these days. It feels like it takes forever to get to Vivia. Each girl before her says their name, what they are good at, and shows a bit of their power. I know Vivia. I know she’s going to take this as a challenge for the dramatic as she does every Little Stars Day. What will she do this time?
Letting go of my hand, Vivia smiles at the kids. “Hi, I’m Vivia, some of you may know my papa, Morning Star Archaki. It’s a great honor that the Moon Mother has bestowed on me elemental magic. My particular specialty is fire.” Her eyes gleam with mischievous glee and I take a preemptive step back. There’s a whoosh of wind as flames completely engulf her. She definitely has mastered her magic. I can’t feel a lick of heat. The kids all scream and I roll my eyes. Vivia gives a theatrical bow and the flames vanish.
“Thank you Vivia for that... dramatic finish.” Sister Cameria gives Vivia a slight disapproving frown but says nothing. Vivia is a star pupil and everyone’s afraid of making the Morning Star angry, not that Vivia uses her clout to get ahead. She’s more than earned her top spot. “Since Neoma has no magic, that’s all the demonstrations for today. Now let’s break up into groups. One prospective Sister per five little stars. Excluding Neoma, of course.” More jabs from Sister Cameria. I roll my eyes and ignore it.
I hear a snort of laughter and I know it’s Rena. Once upon a time she and Vivia were inseparable and she followed Vivia’s example, bullying me without end. Rena mellowed out a little after Vivia became my best friend, but she still takes every opportunity to laugh at my expense. I guess she’s never forgiven me for taking her friend away.
I cross my arms and turn away. With any luck, after I turn eighteen and am scorned by the Moon Mother, Head Sister Emese will stop insisting I try harder to be what I am clearly not. In the meantime, I take the abuse as best I can.
“You can come sit with my group, of course.” Vivia, dear sweet Vivia. What would I do if she hadn’t vowed to be my eternal best friend?
We pull up tiny chairs to one of the tables and sit with our knees almost shoved into our chests. Thanks to Vivia’s vast wealth and extreme guilt, I’ve never wanted for dresses of proper length. For which, in this case, I’m grateful. I’m all but sitting on the floor in this little chair. How was I ever this small?
One little boy bounces in his seat, so excited to ask us questions. He looks young, six, possibly seven, and he has shocking violet eyes. Eyes with any hint of purple usually signify favor from the Moon Mother and a sure bet that the person will end up in the Order. He’ll probably be a very talented Brother.
The boy doesn’t raise his hand or wait for Vivia to call on him. He blurts out, “Oh my stars, that was amazing! I want to be like you. How do you do it? The fire? It looked so cool. Can you do it again? Wow!”
I can see Vivia trying to work out how to tell the boy he’ll never have this magic. The Moon Mother has reserved it for women only. She never gets the chance to say anything. Sister Cameria overhears the boy and in the rudest way possible, says, “Child, you will never have magic. It’s unnatural for boys. Didn’t you know that already?”
The boy with the violet eyes clenches his tiny fists and blooms of fire burst around them. We all stare down in shock. The fire goes against everything I understand about the world. Sister Cameria immediately snuffs it out with her own magic. Grabbing him by the arm, she whisks him out the door. He doesn’t argue. He continues to look at his hands, curling them into fists and stretching his fingers back out, like he’s trying to make them do the fire thing again.
We all sit in stunned silence. Sister Braily stands at the front, looking at the door, her hands worrying together. Her mouth moves as if she wants to say something but can’t figure out the right words. After a long moment, she clears her throat and looks at the class. “Please, continue with Little Stars Day. Ask your questions, get your answers.” She bites her lip and looks at the door again, waiting.
It’s slow, but chatter starts back up again. The little girl who had been sitting next to the violet-eyed boy tentatively raises her hand. She looks about six and has enormous amber eyes that shine bright against her deep black skin. “What will happen to Darius?”
Vivia rubs her arms and shakes her head. “I-I don’t know. I’ve never seen a boy do magic before.”
Welim, who’s sitting on the other side of the table, pipes up, “A few months ago, my friend Meno flew through the air outside. Your teacher Sister saw and took him away too. I never saw him again.”
My brow furrows. That doesn’t sound good. “Does this happen often?”
He shrugs. “Not that often, but another friend from one of the other classes left in the middle of the night last year, and I never saw him again. Though when I asked, Sister Braily said he had a death in the family and went home to help on the farm. I don’t remember him ever doing magic.”
I try to remember if anything like this ever happened when I was in primary classes but nothing comes to mind. Kids leave for all kinds of reasons, usually to help back home. Between living at home instead of the dorms and trying to keep Vivia from noticing me, I didn’t pay attention to any of my classmates, aside from Luca.
A brusque Sister Cameria enters the room once again. She looks... agitated, her left eye twitching and her mouth a grim line. “Girls, class is dismissed for the day. Little Stars Day is being cut short.” She nods at Sister Braily. “Forgive me, Sister, I have other things I need to attend to.” She turns and strides from the room.
Sister Braily clasps her hands in front of her, looking a little lost for words. “Well, I guess you girls can leave then. Thank you for showing us what kinds of magic are out there and for answering my students’ questions.”
We file out as a group and stand out in the hallway, frantic whispers whirling about. We’re all surprised by what happened. No one knows exactly what to do about it. Sister Cameria gave no explanation whatsoever.
“Where did she take him?”
A round of shrugs. None of us knows anything more than the other. We were all in the room and none of us had left to follow.
“A boy doing magic? Has anyone ever seen that before?”
No one has.
“One of the little boys in my group said his friend flew a couple months ago and Sister Cameria took him away.” Vivia gets some gasps at that.
Rena rolls her eyes. “I bet he was pulling your leg or making something up to feel special.”
I shake my head. “I don’t think so. One of the other girls nodded along with his story and no one said he was lying.”
“Yeah, what do you know, magic-less Savior?”
I narrow my eyes, fists clenching at my side, but it won’t help anything to rise to her bait. Taking a deep breath, another, I turn on my heel and leave. I don’t have to deal with her if I don’t want to, so I won’t. I don’t wait for Vivia because I know she follows me. She hates it almost as much as I do when Rena gets like that.
Once I get out into the sunshine, I stop so Vivia can catch up. There’s no one in the courtyard at this hour. It’s not quite early enough for the Sisters to start setting up lunch and everyone else is in class or doing other odd jobs throughout the Keep. It’s peaceful. The courtyard is beautiful with its shady trees and wonderfully laid out wildflowers, the meandering pathways between and the open grassy areas perfect for sitting and relaxing.
I can hear a strange cacophony of clangs coming from the newly built Brothers’ Barracks. That side is set up much the same as this, with an administrative building, dorms, and a school. The walls that connect the original Order Keep’s four buildings were extended out to the four new ones to create a second larger courtyard with a gate between. I can just barely see some Brothers through the open arch. It looks like they’re already getting down to business.
“By the stars, I can’t believe Rena,” Vivia says as she catches up to me.
“I can.” Angry Vivia created Rena and has never been able to make her nice again. I shrug. Perhaps someday Rena will grow out of it, but that day isn’t today. Clearly. I decide to change the subject before Vivia latches onto it. “I wonder what will happen to that boy.”
“I hope he’s okay. Sister Cameria can be extreme sometimes.”
I’m about to respond when Vivia gets this sparkle in her eyes that means she’s bounced planets and I save my thought for later. A slow, mischievous smile spreads across her face and she clasps her hands in front of her. She bounces a couple times on her toes before the words finally stumble out. “Blazing comets, Neoma! I just realized we have so much free time today. Do you know what that means?”
I shake my head. I can see where this is going, but sometimes it’s better to let her do her thing.
“We can go talk to Luca! Maybe see why that boy didn’t write you a single letter?” She raises an eyebrow at that last part and I have to say I agree with the sentiment. “But first, let’s go break the news to Tobias. I’m assuming if you didn’t know, then he didn’t. And if he did know, then we can yell at him for the audacity of keeping such an enormous secret from you.”
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We head to the library, and I spot Tobias the instant we walk through the doors. He has a desk on the second floor by the balcony railing next to a beautiful stained glass window of the Moon Mother with arms stretched out. He’s bent over something, his spectacles slipping down his nose. I smile as I watch him shove them back up. It’s a distracted gesture, his eyes moving fast across whatever he’s studying. 
I see some Sisters bustling about grabbing books or bent over at their own desks deep in concentration. Tobias is the only man here. He used to be a scholar and minor adviser to the Lodestar, leader of our great republic, before his wife died and grief drove him from Crater Port. Head Sister Abbia took pity on him way back when he and Luca first showed up in town and offered him a job helping the Sisters with their research. What else is a soft handed scholar going to do in a bustling fishing and trade port?
Vivia rushes to the spiral staircase leading to the second floor, earning her a glare from a couple Sisters. I grimace apologetically and hurry after. I hope we can get away without a scolding, though it wouldn’t be the first time we got yelled at by the library Sisters.
“Tobi!” Vivia says as we weave through the towering oak bookcases to his desk. This earns more than a few shushes. I roll my eyes. Vivia never learns.
Tobias looks up, a smile on his face, as always. He never gets angry or embarrassed by us kids. “Why hello there, Vivia, Neoma. Aren’t you supposed to be in class?”
I shrug. “There was a boy who used fire magic. Sister Cameria took him away and then canceled class for the day.” I don’t like to mince words.
Brows furrow at that. “Really? But why? Will he be joining the magic class?”
I give a slow shake of my head, perplexed. “I doubt it?” How in the world is Tobias not surprised by a boy using magic? “Right before it happened, he had asked if he could also use fire and Sister Cameria hissed and spat like a forest rattler, saying it was unnatural for boys to use magic.”
“Really? How odd. Men using magic may be rare, but it’s not unheard of.”
That piques mine and Vivia’s interest. “Seriously?” we say in unison.
Tobias smiles at that and nods. “Yes, of course. There have been women in the Brotherhood as well, though that’s even rarer than men in the Sisterhood. Hold on, let me find a book on the subject.” He gets up from his desk and disappears behind a sea of bookcases.
This isn’t the first time he’s left to grab a book for us, so we know to stay at his desk and wait. Sure enough, a few minutes later, he comes back with a dusty tome. “Here, this is about some of the more famous rare Brothers and Sisters. It’s an interesting read.”
Vivia wrinkles her nose. She doesn’t read all that much unless she has to. I take the book from Tobias and start flipping through pages. There are some beautiful illuminations depicting various Brothers and Sisters. There’s one Brother in particular that catches my eye. She has plate armor and a large pike; her thick unbound blue curls float behind her like a cloud in the wind. The artist used flecked silver paint to make the blue shine like stars in a nebula. She looks fierce and deadly and in that instant I want to be like her. A girl can hope.
“Not to change the subject, but the real reason we came was to tell you that Luca is back in town. I’m sure you already knew he was coming home, but he came home today! Isn’t that so exciting?” Vivia grins wide. It’s funny, after she vowed eternal best friendship to me, she grumbled nonstop about how Luca also had to tag along and now he’s also one of her best friends.
Tobias smiles, but it’s confused. His brows knit together for a moment and his lips dip, but then bounce back. He’s truly happy to have his son is back. “I didn’t know he was coming home. His last letter mentioned nothing about it.”
“Perhaps it got lost?” I suggest at the same time Vivia says, “Wait, you’ve been getting letters but Neoma hasn’t?”
“I suppose that’s a possibility. Perhaps it was a last-minute change? I am glad to hear he’s home. I didn’t want him going off to military school in the first place, but he insisted.” Tobias frowns before shaking his head. He turns to me, saying, “But what’s this about you not getting letters from him?”
I suppose it’s only natural he doesn’t know about me not getting letters. I leave for home before he does most days and check the post on my way. After Da disappeared, Tobias and Luca moved into my home. They practically lived there before, since Tobi and my da were best friends and they lived in the cabin right next door. Does Luca consider my house home? He went off to military school a few months after Da went missing and only comes home every so often. Does the Crater Port Order Keep feel more like home to him now?
I shake my head to rid the distracting thoughts. “I haven’t heard from Luca since he was home last time.” My face burns and I cough, trying to ignore it.
Looking sheepish, Tobias runs a hand over his short, glowing locs, which swirl with colors of blue and orange. “Dear me, I’m afraid that might be my fault.”
“Oh?” Vivia leans in like this is juicy town gossip.
Tobias opens his mouth and must think better about what he was going to say because he shuts it, shaking his head. “Never you mind. Go run along and give Luca a hug for me.” He pushes his spectacles back up his nose and sits back down at his desk. Without another word, he leans over the book he’d been reading.
Vivia turns and grabs my hand, pulling me back through the books. “I wonder how he could have possibly been the reason Luca never wrote to you,” she whispers to me, fierce, her free hand clenched in a tight fist.
I shrug, not knowing what to do with that information. What if it’s all a misunderstanding? My anger drains away, leaving me sad and confused.
When we’re out the door and back out into the courtyard, I hear the clanging once again. Vivia, her hand still gripping mine, drags me through the gate into the other courtyard. I finally see the source of the sound. Brothers in everything from leather armor to plate mail train with all sorts of weapons along one side of the open space. Along the other, they’re marching and doing other exercises. Shirtless Brothers run the perimeter of the courtyard, sweat dripping down their faces. In the middle of it all, is a large fenced ring with a small crowd around it.
The ring steals my attention because one of those Brothers is a shirtless Luca, and he’s not the boy who left a year ago. I’m struck again by the waning crescent moon as it shines starkly against his black skin, glistening with sweat from the heat and exertion. It’s strange, but I’m grateful that his trademark locs are still there, glowing like an orange nebula. It’s a reminder of the boy I’ve always known. He’s grown a little more and while he’s still long and lean, he has defined muscles that make me feel weak in the knees. I must have stopped because Vivia tugs hard on my arm as she heads in that direction.
Luca is concentrating very hard on parrying and attacking. It makes me think of that first time he came home from military school. He went on and on about all the cool things he was learning. I begged him to teach me. I didn’t want to be left out. He was too excited to say no, so we went to our spot at the top of the cliffs. We found some particularly straight sticks, and he started teaching me sword fighting. Somewhere along the way, we got wooden training swords and then we traded up for metal ones. I never found out where he got them. They stay hidden in a leather wrap inside a tree. I take them out occasionally to go through the stances and to fight invisible foes, but it’s not the same without Luca. Will he continue to train me in sword fighting now that he’s back?
I can feel the stares of Brothers as we make our way towards the ring. Some only have eyes for Vivia. She’s beautiful, tall and womanly, like the wealthy elite often are. Her dark midnight skin has never seen a blemish in her almost eighteen years of life, and her violet-blue eyes are striking. She drinks in their stares and winks at a few of the Brothers, which makes me laugh. It always amuses me how much she flirts with men when it’s women she’s interested in. It’s probably because men are so obvious in their attention to her.
There are the usual stares for me, the wide eyes, the hushed prayers, the sign of the Moon with a slight bow and a cupped fist at the forehead. I try to ignore it like I always do. Would the looks Vivia gets be better or worse? I know I’d rather no one stare at me, period.
The small group of Brothers around the ring watch the two in the middle, cheering when something exciting happens. Vivia squeezes us through the sweaty bodies to the wooden fence surrounding the area. The men part easily, eyeing us with amused faces. Watching the two Brothers fight gives me an itch to pick up a weapon. I bounce on the balls of my feet, excited, like I should hop into the ring myself and join them. Vivia joins in on the cheering and so do I. She raises an eyebrow at me. Vivia is the one who yells and cheers, not me. It’s the opposite of hiding in a corner, wishing people would stop staring.
Watching Luca in a sparring dance with the other Brother makes me realize how much I miss our own dances, the back and forth, the twirling, parrying, slashing swords. With Luca gone so long, I haven’t kept up my training as well as I could have. I groan to myself, because before he left, I was finally getting to a spot where he wasn’t sending me onto my back every single fight. Watching as Luca moves with fluid grace, I know there’s no way I’m even close to that level anymore.
Luca has been on the defense for most of this fight, but I can see it’s been cat and mouse, him being the cat. He doesn’t even seem worried about getting hit despite being shirtless. With a flurry of jabs, he lunges forward, taking his opponent off guard. In his haste to back away from Luca’s onslaught, the other Brother makes a wrong step, losing his balance. Luca uses this to his advantage and sweeps a leg at the other Brother’s knees. He goes down hard and I wince. Luca is on top of him in an instant, sword at his neck, a “killing” blow.
“Good, Luca, good. Hemi, your footwork needs more practice. Think of the sword as a sharper, shorter staff.” The man who says this is in a well-worn leather jerkin. He was one of the two majors on horseback. He’s older, 40s maybe. His nebula hair is close cropped and such a pale yellow it’s almost white, the light fading at the temples. He has the most vibrant emerald eyes I’ve ever seen. It’s rare for a Maneni.
Ma had green eyes. I only know because of a painting Da had kept hidden in his bedroom. He caught me peeking once and went into a rage, throwing the painting at the wall. Anything and everything about Ma made him angry like that. Even staring at me made him angry like that. I never understood until Sister Emese told me I look very much like her. After Da disappeared, I found the painting in his closet, the canvas torn and the frame broken. Tobi helped me get it repaired. Ma’s warm green eyes now stare down at me from the mantle whenever I sit by the fire.
They say those blessed by Kalnasa have bright gemstone eyes, but they also say all Kalnasarans have gemstone eyes. I’m not sure which is true. Do the other Deities bless their children with different colored eyes like the Moon Mother? Perhaps this Major has some Kalnasaran lineage somewhere, or maybe his eyes are a brighter green than most.
“Payte, Leoward, get in the ring. Hemi, go head over to archery and Luca, I think you have a couple of girls to see you.” He gives Luca a wink. How he knew we were there to see Luca, I’m not sure. Maybe we called out his name in all the excitement. Maybe Luca talks about us. My face burns at that last thought.
Luca looks over. His eyes go wide at the sight of us, but only for a moment. He ducks his head and looks away, handing off his sword to the Brother approaching him. As he heads our way, another Brother throws him a tunic, yelling, “You might want this. Don’t want to give those pretty girls the wrong idea.”
Luca catches the shirt with deft hands and looks at it a moment before wiping his brow and throwing it around his shoulders. I don’t think he got what his platoon-mate was implying. It’s hard to keep my eyes on his face as he approaches us. My eyes drift down, the thin line of a scar on his collarbone distracting me for a moment. It’s been there as long as I’ve known him. He doesn’t know where it came from and Tobias either won’t say or doesn’t know either. My hungry eyes move further down, making my face burn. I try to pretend it’s because it’s the middle of Bartelious, the hottest month of summer.
Vivia notices though because she leans in and whispers, “Those abs look rock hard, don’t they?”
I choke on nothing and Luca is finally close enough to say, “Neoma, are you okay?”
I nod, thumping a fist to my chest, trying to breathe. “Yeah,” I gasp out. “It’s dusty out here.” Thankfully, I’m not wrong. Construction on the Keep these past two years killed all the grass in this courtyard.
Luca, slipping through the fence, stands near us and looks around at everything but me, nodding. “Yeah, probably will stay that way with us training all the time.” His voice trails off and we stand there in awkward silence.
“So Luca,” Vivia says finally, “what’s this I hear about you not writing to our lovely Neoma for over a year?” She gives him a pointed stare, hands on her hips, waiting for an answer.
Luca shoots me a quick glance before looking down at his feet. He clears his throat, saying, “Sorry, Neoma. I’ve been busy. There’s a lot they don’t teach you about the Brotherhood before you’re a Brother. I’m sure it’s the same for the Sisterhood. You both will be busy soon, I would imagine.”
I turn away. It’s a terrible excuse and a deflection. I struggle to say something in response, but I can’t take this apology. It doesn’t matter if Tobias had something to do with it. I deserve better than this.
Vivia takes my silence and uses it. “Luca, you know I love you like a brother
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