
  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  
Copyright © 2023 by Audrey Simmons

All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.
No part of this book was created using AI generation including the writing, the art, and the cover art. No part of this book including the writing, the art and the cover art may used to help train an AI generation LLM.

First Edition 2023

Cover art by Mulan Jiang
Maps, partition art, and chapter art by Audasaurus Rex Creates
Editing by Geetha Krishnan @ Fair Editions

Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Names, characters and places are products of the author's imagination.








  
  For Rari who reads all my stuff more than anyone else and idk how she does it without getting bored every time. I mean, I get bored after so many times. 






  
  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, alcoholism, harassment/bullying, assault, and sexual assault (implied, never shown). For a more in-depth look at the content warnings visit my website.

	Again, this book and subsequent books 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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A Brief History of the Child of Prophecy

While there is much to be analyzed about the childhood of Brother Neoma Fisker—such as the death of her mother in childbirth, the disappearance of her father, and the years spent training to be a Sister with no magical aptitude—the real place to start is her eighteenth birthday on Edgarus the 15th, 1052. Though she continued to show no signs of being a mage, the Head Sister of Cape Eastcliff and the Mother of the Order of the Moon both thought it important that she go through the Anointing of the Sisters.
The anointing ceremony didn’t go as anyone foresaw. Manen, Moon Mother of us all, blessed Neoma as a Brother. There was some opposition to this, but in the end she joined the newest branch of the Brotherhood at the Cape Eastcliff Order Keep. Now, there is some debate as to whether the opposition was because she was green at a time when war was a very real possibility or because she was a woman. The actual answer is both. 
Brother Adeon, who was a colonel at the time and the one in charge of the Brothers at that Order Keep, thought it imprudent to have her join at such a late stage. However, Brother Neoma won him over with her determination, discipline, respect, and perseverance. She began hybrid training—some classes with the younger boys and one-on-one sessions with selected Brothers to help bring her up to where she should be at that stage.
The other opposition came from Sister Cameria, who was part of a secret organization that had been working in the shadows for decades, rooting out mage boys and warrior girls. At the time, it was unknown if this was a fanatical faction with horrific ideals on purity or a plot to weaken the Republic of Manena devised by Aurinko, the Angry Sun God Himself.
How this faction stayed hidden for so long is anyone’s guess, but it was brought to light by Brother Neoma and Sister Vivia Archaki. When a young mage boy went mysteriously missing after awakening to his magic, they took it upon themselves to start an investigation. They spoke to the then Head Sister Emese who, with the help of Mother Tyra, started an official investigation which unearthed decades of missing children all throughout the country.
On Ardanary 6th, a mysterious attacker stabbed Brother Neoma with the paralytic poison helvatus. Despite now being an adult, it was clear she was next on their list for kidnapping. Unfortunately, the attacker nicked one of the major arteries and it turned out that Brother Neoma was one of the few who suffer severe adverse effects from this particular poison. It took everything Sisters Aleice, Qiara, and Shori had to heal her. 
The attacker seemed to go dormant after that until Ardanary 27th, when they tried to kidnap her from her own bedroom using bracelets made from a metal that cuts off all connections to the Moon Mother and therefore all access to magic. This time, the plot was thwarted by Brother Luca Quillium. The attacker was apprehended and thrown in the Order Keep dungeon.
An interesting thing to note here is that Brothers Neoma and Luca weren’t together at this point. Some accounts say that they had already shared their first kiss the year prior, but considering one of the many prophecies surrounding the two of them, there is some reason to believe this is false. Regardless of which is true, there is no denying that they already cared deeply for each other, for all accounts mention that Brother Luca fought hard to keep Brother Neoma from being kidnapped that night.
Once the attacker was securely behind bars, Brother Adeon devised a plan to lure out more members of the organization by sending Brother Neoma off with Brother Luca, Brother Hemi Che’bil and Sister Vivia on their Tour and Pilgrimage of all the Order Keeps in the country. Though it was an incredibly dangerous plan, Brother Neoma agreed to be the bait. With how widespread the organization was, she knew that even with her three friends to help her, they alone would not be able to find the missing children…
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  Book of Moon

7 Sigar and the Child 1-21


[1] Sigar, God of the trees and forests, was content with keeping to his woods. They were slow and peaceful. It made sense to him. [2] He didn’t understand his siblings, who wanted to integrate themselves into human lives. [3] Humans were loud and brash. They took what they wanted without considering the consequences. 
[4] Look at his forests. They’d been cutting down sections for centuries to build up their cities, to make room for their farms. [5] Some gave prayers, thanking him for the wood, but most just took and took and took. [6] He was nothing to them and therefore he wanted nothing to do with them.
[7] Time passed, and it was so long since he last interacted with a human that when a child wandered into his most ancient woods, he was confused. [8] What was this small being toddling about with wonder in her eyes? It was only when her mother went chasing after the child did he realize. [9] Something in his heart swelled while he watched the child reach out for the trees as her mother whisked her back to civilization. 
[10] It was some time before he saw her again. She was older, no longer toddling, and she was determined. [11] He followed her like a whisper on the wind, trying to figure out what she was doing. [12] Eventually she found a large, flat rock and attempted to climb it. [13] It took a couple of tries and admittedly, Sigar may have given her a boost after the fifth failed try, curious to see what she was going to do. 
[14] She sat cross-legged, little hands on her knees, and closed her eyes. “Dear Sigar, God of the trees, Mama keeps saying that your forest is dangerous and I don’t believe her.” [15] Her voice was high and childish, but she didn’t stumble over her words. [16] “I wanted you to know because it seems mean to tell lies like that. I think you are a nice God and others should think so too. That’s all.”
[17] Sigar was shocked. This small child had done what no other human had: she had thought of him first. [18] Perhaps some humans could be good. He swirled about her in joy. [19] The girl opened her eyes, feeling the tickle of wind. “Oh,” she said, wide-eyed. “Is that you, Sigar?”
[20] How was it his siblings talked to their charges? Sigar wasn’t sure. He wanted to answer her. [21] “Yes, yes, yes,” he tried. It was like a faint whisper, but he knew she heard it when her smile spread across her face.
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One

The Start of an Adventure


The road out of Cape Eastcliff is wide enough for two carts to ride abreast, but the trees here are ancient and come right up to it, making it seem small and cramped. High above, the canopy covers everything, casting the world into a darkness that the morning light can barely penetrate. I close my eyes and breathe in the earthy smell, feeling at home in the forest. 
The horse Luca and I are riding stumbles slightly, startling me from my brief moment of peace. I turn awkwardly to see around Luca, gripping the saddle. Through the trees, I can barely make out the houses leading into the city. My home, the only place I’ve ever known, grows smaller and smaller.
We’re on the road to Crater Port, our grand capital city. Luca and Vivia have been there before—and of course Hemi is from there—but I’ve never left my sleepy seaside city. Fear and excitement war inside me. I take another deep breath, turning back.
The reins secured in one hand, Luca wraps the other around my waist, giving me a squeeze. I think he means to comfort my obvious nerves, but it sends my heart galloping past the horses. “Don’t worry, Neoma; whatever happens, we’re all here with you,” he whispers in my ear, making me breathless.
Luca says nothing more and the only sounds are the clopping of three horses and birds twittering away in the trees. We’re all too nervous to talk aloud just yet. The city is still too close. The danger is still within sight. Of course, the said danger might be aware we snuck out and now tails us, watching, waiting.
I look into the trees and see only darkness. How long until Sister Cameria figures out I wasn’t kidnapped? How long until she alerts the rest of the shadowy organization that’s after me?
Stop it. That’s what the other team is for. They’re out there somewhere in the woods. It’s the only reason I’m even on Tour with my friends. I was supposed to stay in Cape Eastcliff and continue with my hybrid training. An attempted kidnapping sure changes things, doesn’t it?
An empty abyss, devoid of the Moon Mother’s love, swims to the surface of my mind, making me suck in a breath. The memory of the magic-dampening bracelets is still too fresh. Only a couple of days have passed since then. A shiver moves down my back and Luca’s arm tightens around me. Having him, Vivia, and Hemi with me is a comfort, at least. Especially now that I’m bait.
That’s really what the other team is for, to watch and wait and see what the kidnappers do. We aren’t supposed to know who’s on the other team or where they are. Maliko made himself pretty obvious by seeing us off. No one but those in the room the other night were supposed to know we were leaving. He’d certainly be a good choice for it—fiercely loyal, never misses with a bow, quieter than a mouse, and able to blend in like you wouldn’t believe. I could see Krowe being on the team, too. He’s quick and lithe and daggers are his proficiency. I have no idea who else would be there. I didn’t get much of a chance to make many friends in the Brotherhood.
The road curves and Hemi, who’s leading us, stretches and slows enough for Vivia to ride beside him. Luca clucks his tongue, and the horse moves up on the other side of Hemi.
“All right, friends, usually we would go down to Squall’s End, then take a ship to Crater Port, then head up to Nightwood, on to Westshore, and the rest. But we’re going to shake things up and hopefully confuse the enemy a bit by flipping everything every which way.” Hemi flips his hand to help emphasize his point. “If they don’t know where we’re going next, it’ll be harder for them to plan something like an ambush.”
“Won’t that make us more obvious?” I ask.
Hemi looks at me and shrugs. “You’re a female Brother with copper hair and marbled skin. We’re already obvious. Besides, just because there’s a traditional route doesn’t mean everyone takes it. Sometimes the weather or some natural disaster diverts people. Sometimes the group wants to forge their own route.”
“Don’t worry. We’ll keep you safe,” Luca says, squeezing me tight just a little.
“Yup! We’ve got your back, Neoma.” Hemi grins and grows serious again. “First, we’re going to Crater Port, then Westshore, up to Starkeep, then we’ll go back down to Nightwood, up to Moon Fort, then over to High Port. We’ll take a ship all the way down to Squall’s End and then come back home.”
“Wow,” Vivia says with exaggerated slowness, brows raised. “We’re really going to visit every major city in Manena. I mean, I knew that, obviously, but it didn’t hit me until right now, here, on this road, with you outlining our entire itinerary.” There’s a sarcastic tone in her voice I recognize. She gets like this when she’s stressed or she doesn’t get enough sleep. I’m sure it’s both right now.
“Vivia,” I say slowly, calmly.
“What?” she snaps, leaning forward so she can shoot me a glare. “Blazing comets, this route doesn’t sound like it makes any sense. It’s going to take us forever.”
“If you don’t like it, you can go back to Cape Eastcliff.” Hemi frowns at her, his brows knit with annoyance. He pinches the bridge of his nose with a sigh. “Since I’m the highest ranked here, Colonel Adeon put me in charge. You’re going to have to deal with how I do things.”
Vivia rolls her eyes. “Your ranks mean nothing to me.”
“Yeah? Well, I’m two and a half years older than you and Head Sister Emese agreed with Colonel Adeon about putting me in charge.”
“Sorry,” Vivia says, holding her hands up in surrender. “I’m not usually up this early. I’m cranky.” She glances at me again and I get a glimpse of worry before she looks down at her hands.
Hemi leans back, staring up at the trees and lets out a puff of air. “Yeah, I feel that.” He turns to Luca and me and then Vivia. “Look, Colonel Adeon told us to have fun, but that’s going to be hard under the circumstances. It’s early, and it was only a couple of nights ago that someone tried to kidnap Neoma.”
Luca’s arm tightens around me again, and I hear him suck in a nervous breath. I cover his hand with my own.
“We’re all stressed and on high alert. During the long months of travel between Order Keeps, we’re going to get on each other’s nerves.” Hemi looks around at us all again, sharing a knowing glance with Luca. “We’re going to fight and sulk and we won’t be able to get a moment of peace away from each other.”
“Hey Vivia, have you ever been camping before?” Luca asks.
Vivia turns up her nose. “Do I look like someone who would willingly go camping?”
“You’re going to have the hardest time, I think. We”—Luca gestures between himself and Hemi—”went camping during the summer months every year of military school and, well, we all know Neoma is a feral forest child.” Luca’s chuckle reverberates through me.
Horror washes over Vivia’s face as she realizes what’s in store for the next year and a half. “Is there really going to be that much camping?”
“From Crater Port to Westshore will be the longest stretch between cities, and I estimate…” Hemi trails off and looks up at the canopy for a moment. “A couple months’ travel? There are villages and cities along the way, but I’m not sure how many we’ll stay in since we want to keep Neoma out of sight. We’ll probably stay in a few to stock up on supplies or in case one of us gets injured or ill, but mostly we’ll be on the road.”
With a groan, Vivia nods. “Right. That makes sense. It’s fine. It’s an adventure. We can do this.” She plasters on a bright smile.
“That’s the spirit!” Hemi grins. “This is going to be rough at times, but we have two objectives: keep Neoma safe, and have fun. We’re going to have to keep it together when emotions start running hot, because they will. Luca, do you remember that one summer where it rained and rained?”
“Goddess, that was awful.” There’s a haunted hush to Luca’s voice. “Leoward—you know him, Neoma.”
I nod. I’ve trained with him a few times.
“He and Greget—he’s stationed in Crater Port. You’ll probably get to meet him, actually. He’s really nice.” Luca waves vaguely. “Anyway, those two got into this awful fight at the edge of the river we always camp near. Greget ended up falling in. The current was strong, and he got swept away.”
“It’s a miracle we even found him alive. It took two days of searching down river to find him. When we did, he was delirious from a fever caused by a broken leg.” Hemi falls silent, grim. “So Vivia, and the rest of you, when I give you an order please, don’t question it, okay? Camping is dangerous on the best of days and we have some nefarious, shadowy group after us.”
“Yeah, okay,” Vivia says, nodding solemnly. “You’re right, I’m the least experienced in that kind of thing. I’ll try to be on my best behavior.”
“Good. All right, we should probably pick up the pace a little. I want to be a fair distance from Cape Eastcliff before we make camp for the night. Keep the talking to a minimum.” Urging his horse forward again, Hemi sets a slightly faster pace. Not enough to tire the horses, but it’ll help put some distance between us and Sister Cameria, as well as whoever’s working with her.
When the sun is high in the sky, Hemi leads us off the road and into the woods. There’s a little clearing just out of sight. We tie the horses to some trees and gather on the soft moss that blankets the clearing. Hemi passes around some bread and hard cheese, and we sit and eat in companionable silence. 
I’ve always loved being in the woods and though I don’t know these trees, I can feel Sigar’s presence. The God of forests and trees will be with us for much of this trip. Of that, I’m certain. I close my eyes and bask in the surrounding peace. It’s so relaxing. Some of the stress of these past few months melts away.
The boys get up to feed the horses and Vivia leans in close to me. This can’t be good. “So I totally saw Luca hugging you. It looked mighty intimate.” She waggles her eyebrows. “I think he’s going to confess his undying love for you on this trip.”
I shake my head. “We aren’t doing this. What you saw was him trying to comfort me.”
“Hmm.” Vivia raises a skeptical eyebrow. “I give it… six months.”
I don’t even bother responding. Tobias’ warning last night about tangled destinies comes back to me. There was an implication that I won’t make it back if Luca and I become more than friends.
How cruel is fate? Luca is my heartstar but to be with him would doom me. Did the kiss we shared so long ago start us down this entwined path or if we continue as is, can we avoid it? Is it even possible to escape destiny? Or should we even try? After all, it’s the Moon Mother guiding us through the infinite possible futures to the one in which Aurinko is defeated.
“Oh!” Vivia says, jarring me from my melancholy thoughts. “I never told you about our little ‘we can’t leave while our Neoma is possibly dying’ act. I was marvelous, of course. There was shouting and tears and hugging. It was great.” She flips her hair, chin held high.
I snort a laugh. I have no doubt she was flawless.
“You know what was surprising, though? Hemi and Luca were very believable. Luca fell to his knees and cried in front of everyone. He was positively inconsolable. Not that anyone was surprised since apparently he talked about you all the time in Crater Port and everyone here, of course, has always known you two are madly in love with each other.”
My face burns, and I don’t respond. She’s trying to get a rise out of me. I won’t let it work.
“Hemi demanded to lead the group that went out searching for you. There was a lot of shouting between him and the Colonel. Eventually, he ended up crying in the Colonel’s arms. I don’t think that was part of the script because the Colonel looked so unsure of what to do.” Vivia giggles. “If I wasn’t also pretending to be upset, I would’ve laughed.”
I snort. “I’m sorry I missed it.”
“Well, if you hadn’t gone missing,” Vivia says, smirking.
I laugh at the absurdity of it all, and Vivia joins me.
“Time to hit the road,” Hemi says to us from across the clearing.
We get up, still chuckling, and pack up what’s left of the food while we make our way over. We all climb up onto the horses, Luca waiting until I am situated before he swings up behind me. Hemi leads us back and we’re once again on the road, riding in silence.
After several hours of riding like this, my eyes droop. Slipping into sleep is so easy, and I start to fall to the side. I jerk upright, eyes wide.
“Whoa there. You all right, Neoma?” Luca says, pulling me flush against him.
I let out a short, surprised laugh. “Yeah, I’m fine. I didn’t sleep very well last night. Nightmares…”
“What’s wrong?” Hemi asks, twisting and leaning to see past Vivia.
Luca clucks his tongue and urges the horse forward. “Are we stopping soon? Neoma’s falling asleep in the saddle.”
Groaning, I lean into him a little. “Luca, I’m fine.”
Hemi frowns at me and then squints up through the trees. It’s getting late, but there’s still some light in the sky. “We can make camp now.” He directs his horse off the road. Conveniently, there’s a clearing just out of sight.
Sliding off his horse, Hemi says, “It’s going to take a few days to get to Crater Port. We made good time today so we can be a bit more leisurely for now.” He stretches and ties his horse to a tree.
Luca gets off first. I try to follow, but my legs buckle. “Neoma!” He’s quick to grab me, pulling me upright.
“Sorry, my legs are a little sore from riding all day.” I stand there awkwardly as Luca continues to hold on to me. I hear a snicker behind us. “You can let go now Luca,” I whisper.
“Right.” He pulls his arms away like I might burn him and steps back.
Chuckling, Hemi takes everything off his horse to give it a nice brushing. I scowl at him and then at Vivia, who’s failing to hide her mirth. Turning my back on both of them, I help Luca take the horse’s saddle off.
Once the horses are brushed, fed, and watered, we set up camp. This area of Manena is warm enough most of the year, and tonight is no exception. “It’s hot, and it doesn’t look like rain. Why don’t we forgo the tents tonight?” Hemi suggests.
Vivia looks around in disgust but says nothing, just unties her bedroll and lays it on the ground. I lay mine next to hers and plop down with a yawn. She joins me, leaning heavily against me. “I already hate camping,” she mutters.
“I’ll be right back,” Luca says and disappears into the trees. He comes back a few minutes later with an armful of branches. “I got lucky with firewood.” He sets about building a fire. When he has everything set up he turns to Vivia and grins. “Would you do the honors?”
“What honors?” she asks blandly and stares at him.
An amused smile pulls at Luca’s lips. “Unlit campfire”—he gestures at the carefully arranged sticks and then to Vivia—“fire mage.”
“Oh. Right. That makes sense.” Vivia snaps her fingers and a small fire starts smoldering in the center.
“You really haven’t gone camping, have you?” I ask and she grimaces with disgust, making me laugh.
Hemi pulls out a dented-looking pot from his pack. He takes out some carrots and starts peeling and cutting them, throwing them in as he finishes. Cured deer meat gets thrown in after. He sprinkles in some salt and pepper and pours water from his waterskin, filling the pot about halfway. The fire is going pretty good by the time he finishes it. He puts the lid on and nestles it into the flames.
I watch him do this in a daze. Judging by the silent, vacant stares from Luca and Vivia, they’re just as tired. We got up early and none of us are used to riding all day. It seems like we all blink and the water in the pot is boiling. Hemi pulls it out and starts dishing up his camp soup into little metal bowls Luca fishes out of his pack. The bowls get passed around and the soup, while simple, tastes wonderful.
Too soon we’re done and Luca is standing, throwing me my sword. “Now we train,” he says.
I fall backward onto the moss and groan, wincing at the way my staff digs into my back. “But I’m so sore.”
“Even better reason to practice. It’ll help work out those kinks.”
There’s a twist of anxiety in my stomach, and I sit up. “What about Vivia?”
“What about me?” she asks, laying back, arms behind her head.
“You need to learn how to wield something, a dagger, a sword, anything.”
Vivia looks at me like I’m off my comet “Why? I can do this.” Instantly her entire body is on fire, the flames burning nothing. They die out almost as quickly as they appear.
The anxiety squeezes me, and I take a deep breath to try to calm it. “You don’t understand,” I say, looking into the fire. “Those bracelets, whatever magic is on them, cuts you off from everything, the Moon Mother, magic, everything. You’re weak and helpless.” I shake my head, dizzy.
Out of the corner of my eye, I see Vivia glance up at Luca. “Right, you mentioned that the other night. Are you okay? You seem to be scared by them.”
I wrap my arms around myself. “It was like being drugged and buried alive without being able to sense the Moon Mother’s love.”
“Good Goddess,” Vivia murmurs. She stands, throwing up her hands. “Okay, fine, teach me, oh valiant Brothers, so that I may be able to defend myself should I become unable to use my magic.”
“Neoma, you can train with Hemi. We can switch when Vivia gets tired.”
I set my on my bedroll and pull my staff from its place across my back. As I connect the two pieces in the middle, I marvel at the Moon staff I’ve never used. Back at the Keep, we’d practice with training weapons to keep our magic-imbued ones fresh. Taking a deep breath, I face Hemi. We warm up by flowing through the stances. Once we reach the end, Hemi attacks me out of the blue. I block and our real training begins.
I keep my eyes on him and what he’s doing, but I can hear Luca’s patient voice instructing Vivia on the basics of self defense. My anxiety eases a little. Vivia is one of the strongest mages I know, but she’s defenseless if her magic is gone. The shadowy group might not be after her, but it’s better to be safe than to be sorry.
I’m sweaty and breathless when Luca tells us to switch. I put my staff away and pick up my sword. This blade and its matching sheath were a gift from Luca and Tobias for my birthday and, like my staff, I haven’t used it yet. It shimmers slightly with imbued magic as I pull it out.
Vivia shoots me a glare and promptly falls onto her bedroll. “I hate you so much right now, Neoma,” she says, panting.
Before I can respond, Luca lunges at me. I barely have time to block. I’m still green, but I can hold my own against Hemi thanks to the Moon Mother’s blessing. Luca, though, I’m helpless against. His proficiency is blades, particularly one handed swords. I’ve gotten better over the past month, but I’ll never hold a candle to him.
Still, it’s good to know how to use more than one weapon. Back at the Keep, Krowe had been teaching me how to use daggers. I’m absolutely terrible with them. Maliko was helping me get better with the short bow. I’m good enough to hunt a deer, but it’s not good enough for him.
Inevitably, Luca knocks me flat and gets me with a “killing blow.” I lie there, aching and sore. “Can I sleep now?”
He laughs, reaching a hand down for me to grab. He pulls me up and I stumble into him. “Whoa there, guess you're pretty tired,” he says, steadying me with a sure hand. He’s so close and in the firelight his eyes shine. I lean in, entranced by the glow.
A stick comes flying right at us and I sort of scream in surprise. “I’d say get a room but, well,” Hemi says, gesturing around himself. He’s leaning back on his bedroll, giving us a mischievous grin.
“Right,” Luca says, coughing. “I can take first watch. Why don’t you go ahead and get some sleep, Neoma?”
Yawning, I don’t argue. I flop down and stare up at the sky, worrying about waking up screaming like I did last night. Worry doesn’t plague me for long though as I fall fast asleep. I don’t have nightmares but my dreams are strange and drag me down deep. It takes a few good shakes for Hemi to pull me from them when it’s my turn to watch. I spend it standing against a tree trying to stay awake. When it’s Vivia’s turn, I fall asleep the instant my head hits the little pillow attached to my bedroll.
The next morning, I wake stiff and a little grumpy since I had a watch in the middle of the night. I sit on my bedroll awhile, blinking away sleep. Luca is the only one around and he’s still snoring softly.
Hemi trudges through the woods into the clearing. “Hey, Neoma, how’d you sleep?”
I turn to him and say nothing, my mind working too slowly to make sense of his words.
He laughs. “There’s a stream through here if you want to wash up a little before we eat and head out.”
Standing up seems like the hardest thing in the world. My body is creaky and everything hurts. I stumble past Hemi. Thankfully, it doesn’t take me too long to find the stream he mentioned. Vivia is there, splashing water over her face. She looks over when I plop down next to her. “Rough night?”
Blinking, I stare at her as my tired mind works out what she said. “I guess. I barely slept the night before and last night I had strange dreams that I can’t really remember now.”
“Well, this water will perk you up nicely.”
I nod and start pulling off my leathers. I can’t believe I slept in them. My tunic underneath reeks and I pull it off as well, dunking it in the river. I can see Vivia looking at me. “What?”
With a small smile, Vivia shakes her head. “Nothing, it’s just… I’m glad you’re here. I mean, the circumstances could be better, but I can’t believe I get to experience this once in a lifetime thing with my heartstar.”
I return her smile. “Yeah, the circumstances could certainly be better.” I look up at the bit of sky peeking through the canopy high above us. “But I’m glad to be here with you, too.”
“If we have time to visit the shops in Crater Port, I want to take you to my favorite place. It’s a candy shop and they make the most divine chocolates. Truly, nowhere makes them better.”
“Really? That would be fantastic.”
“What would be fantastic?” Luca says, kneeling next to me.
I shriek and pull my tunic out of the water, covering up my chest. I’m wearing the bra I always wear when training, which is almost always now, but I still feel topless.
Luca stares at me, and he looks as tired as I feel. He blinks a few times before realizing what I am doing. Eyes wide, he turns completely around. “I’m so sorry.”
Vivia laughs as I wring out my tunic. I pull it on over my head. It’s cold, but that’s fine. It’s a hot and humid morning. Storm season will soon be upon us. “You can turn back around now.”
Luca peeks over his shoulder as if not quite believing me. When he sees I’m decent, he turns back and splashes water on his face. I follow suit. It’s wonderful and wakes me up. I bask in the little bit of morning sun that peeks through for a moment before putting my leathers back on. The three of us head back to camp once we’re refreshed.
Hemi has another soup ready for us for breakfast, which we devour. After we clean up and make sure the embers are covered properly, we’re ready for another long day of travel. Not waiting to be told, I climb up on the horse Luca and I shared the day before and he settles in behind me. Seeing us all in the saddle, Hemi clucks his tongue to urge his horse forward and off we go.
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Two

Crater Port


The next few days follow the same pattern. We ride, lunch, ride, eat, train, sleep. On the morning of the fourth day, we crest a hill and the forest falls away, giving us a view down below of Crater Port. I gasp, taking in the impossible vista before us. 
Long ago, before the Moon Mother molded the first humans and breathed life into them, a meteorite hit the planet, creating a crater big enough to hold a city. Or at least a city that’s as big as Cape Eastcliff. Apparently Crater Port is much, much bigger. It’s expanded far beyond its natural walls, going on and on into the distance. I’m overwhelmed by its immensity.
“You get used to it,” Luca murmurs in my ear. Of course he understands. He might have been born in Crater Port, but Da and Tobias, Luca’s da, built that cabin next to my house when Luca was just two years old.
It takes much longer to get to the city than I thought it would and we pass so many fields full of crops just beginning to ripen. Traffic on the road was almost nonexistent on the way here, but it gets more and more crowded the closer we get to the city. Farmers in carts carrying various goods wave to us as we pass. Kids yell to get our attention and wave emphatically when we smile at them. Judging by the sun, it’s a little past noon by the time we ride through the big gate in the stone wall that surrounds the city beyond the crater impact.
Inside the walls is as overwhelming as seeing the city laid out before us. The Order Keep in Cape Eastcliff has the tallest buildings in the city, with one standing six stories tall and a few others standing five stories. In the rest of the city, there are quite a few buildings that reach as high as four stories, but most are two or three. In contrast, there are almost no buildings shorter than five stories here. Many soar as high as nine or ten and their heights leave me dizzy and sick.
There are so many people, more people even than market days in Moonlight Square. We slow to a crawl so we can safely make our way through the bustling throng, a sea of heads, shouting and laughing, a cacophony that makes it hard to hear my own thoughts. They crowd in so close, trapping me on the horse, and the tall imposing buildings lean over us, blocking out the sunlight, making me feel small and insignificant. My breathing comes in quick, short gasps and the panic makes me lightheaded. My hands grip the saddle, knuckles almost white.
Luca wraps an arm around me. “Shh, you’re okay. Breathe with me. Slow in, slow out. Good. You’re good.”
I close my eyes and focus on his voice in my ear, letting it ground me. I’ve been having these panic attacks too much lately. Traveling through Sigar’s woods to get here was a wonderful distraction, but there’s hardly a tree in sight now. There’s too much stress, too much to deal with and be afraid of. I don’t know what to do about it all. Little things like this busy city easily push me over the edge. Though Luca always seems to be here when it matters.
I could keep my eyes closed until we get to the Keep, but I really am excited to be here. I want to take in everything and I can hear Vivia telling Hemi we need to visit her favorite sweet shop at least once before we leave. It’s enough to convince me. My breathing is now calm. I open my eyes and look at everything with wide-eyed wonder. Luca must sense that I’m better because he relaxes his arm, though he keeps it wrapped around me. Butterflies flit around inside me.
I try to ignore the fluttery feeling and take in the sights. There are market stalls everywhere and people shouting about prices. There’s so much to take in—baked goods, fresh goods, pottery, brightly colored clothing, and everything in between. Hands wave; money is exchanged. There’s constant, frenetic movement.
The best part is no one is scrambling toward me for blessings. The only remarkable thing about me is my marbled skin and the Brother’s crescent on my forehead. Thanks to Sister Emese’s illusion spell, I don’t have the shiny silver-purple eyes of the supposed Child of Prophecy to catch their attention. No one takes any notice of the other two things as we go past. They have more important stuff to worry about than a woman in the Brotherhood.
There’s a lot more of that black stone here than back home, and some of it glitters with the magic that helps keep it from being destroyed. Not all the buildings, but definitely the bigger, more ostentatious looking ones. It must be expensive to ensure your building will last.
It’s long past lunchtime when we finally make it through the crowds to the walls of the crater, which stretches high into the sky, making me crane my neck to see the craggy top. Both Brothers and Sisters guard the gate here, but none of them stop people from entering. As we get close, Hemi and Luca wave at the guards.
“Luca! You’re back!” one of the Sisters cries out when they notice him. The other women follow suit, their eyes sparkling with excitement.
“I didn’t realize you were a ladies’ man,” I say, dryly.
“I guess. The Sisters all love me and I’m not sure why. I never gave them any indication I was even interested in them.” Luca’s hand moves to wave at the Sisters and softly he says, “My attentions were always elsewhere.”
“Oh.” Did he mean for me to hear that? What’s going on with Luca? Though I don’t think he knows as much as I do, he learned about our tangled destiny before I did, and it stopped him from being with me. Is he giving up on that?
Luca says nothing else, just wraps his arm back around me. The Sister that first called out to him shoots me a glare. I roll my eyes and try to ignore the butterflies. We ride on through, not stopping to chat with any of them.
Since this wall is the original natural crater wall, the gate is more of a tunnel. Imagining all that rock and dirt above us is dizzying. I keep my eyes on the light at the end.
“Don’t worry, Kalnasaran Mountain movers reinforce the tunnels through the crater wall every decade or so,” Luca murmurs in my ear.
That eases some of my anxiety. Mountain movers are amazing mages from what I understand. It also helps that the tunnel isn’t all that long. In no time at all, we’re through to the other side, where another group of Brothers and Sisters stand guard. They shout greetings and wave at Hemi and Luca as we pass through them.
Inside the crater is where the old families live, the ones that have had wealth and high status for centuries. The architecture is also a much older style than what’s on the other side. Big, beautiful manors that make Vivia’s back home look like a dollhouse line the streets. There are fewer people crowding everything and those that are out wear clothes in styles Vivia used to buy me.
In the distance, the tall spiraling towers of the Lodestar castle pierce the sky. It was built back in the day when our republic was still a moondom. Where it used to house lords and ladies, now High Stars of the Constellation and their families can choose to live there. I’ve only ever seen illustrations of it, but it’s supposed to be massive, a thriving town within the city.
We wend our way through the streets, the spires growing ever closer. The Order Keep must be close to the castle. I hope we get a good view of it. Eventually we turn onto a grand avenue and before us lies the walls that encircle the Order Keep. Goddess, they’re tall, at least twice as tall as the walls of my hometown Keep.
To our right, down the beautiful street, lies the Lodestar castle. It’s even more majestic than all the illustrations I’ve seen. Made mostly of the white stone prevalent in Cape Eastcliff, it glitters in the sun even from this distance. The spires look like Moonbeams reaching for the sky. It’s enormous and opulent and marvelous.
“Hemi, Luca! Is that you?”
I turn from the castle and there’s a Brother in full plate mail standing at the gate. He waves to us and Hemi turns the horses towards him. “Alendo, my man! I haven’t seen you since you went on the Tour! How are you?”
“I’m good. There’s so much to learn out there. It’s great. Wait, is that two Sisters with you? Are you on Tour too? I wondered who Colonel Adeon would send since he wouldn’t have any new Brothers for a while.” He winks at Luca. “Looking pretty cozy up there with that… Oh wait, you’re a Brother too.”
I groan softly at the cozy comment, but Luca doesn’t seem bothered by it. He keeps his hand nice and firm around my waist. He even chuckles and it rumbles through me. “Yeah, Neoma here was a surprise. The Colonel thought it might be good to send Hemi and I both since she’s so green.”
“Did you purposely take three horses so you could cozy up to the new Brother?” Alendo waggles his eyebrows.
I bury my face in my hands to hide.
“We had an unfortunate accident with one of the horses. It got spooked and ran off. We found it at the bottom of a ravine.” Hemi sounds truly upset. It makes me wish I'd seen him after the news of my going missing.
Alendo reaches up and scratches the back of his head. “That’s rotten luck. I’m sure Henrin can get you an extra horse when you guys leave at the end of the month. Anyway, I’m glad you’re finally getting to go on your Tour, Luca. I heard you got sent to Cape Eastcliff instead, even though you were the best in your class. Didn’t seem right to me.”
Luca’s hand tightens briefly. “I think it’s worked out fine in the end.” His voice is soft, warm, and he nuzzles my hair.
My heart racing, I try hard not to react. One interpretation of what he said is that he’s happy to be here to protect me, but Alendo doesn’t know that. He knows nothing that went down these past couple of months, or at least he shouldn’t. And it’s hard to argue with his actions. Does he realize what he said? Does he realize what he’s doing? Is this just for show or is it for me?
“Oh ho, pretty serious then.” Through my fingers I watch Alendo’s eyes widen. “Wait, is this your girl from back home? You always were talking about her.”
Vivia and Hemi snicker. And again, Luca denies nothing. I hate them all. “Hey isn’t there someone we should be talking to now that we’ve arrived?” I keep my face hidden.
Alendo chuckles. “Shy one, I see. I’ll stop teasing. The Major General should be in his office and I think Mother Tyra is usually around her office at this time as well. Hemi, Luca, you know where everything is, so I don’t have to show you.”
Hemi nods and clucks at his horse to get moving. “Thanks, Alendo. See you around.”
“Of course, and don’t be a stranger. Let’s get a drink sometime.”
We make our way through the gate, and I look around in awe. The Order Keep is so much bigger than the one back home. There are so many buildings and people everywhere. Sisters bustle about, some of them with herds of small children. Older kids wander in large clusters or alone. Brothers run past as a group, yelling cadences to keep in time.
As we ride through, I spot various training areas for Brothers and Sisters. Spells get slung around just as much as swords clang together. It’s wondrous. I’m jealous of Luca and Hemi for getting to have this experience. Maybe I wouldn’t have had someone as hateful as Sister Cameria teaching me.
More people shout and wave at Luca and Hemi. They must be really popular. There are even more Sisters that call out to Luca in particular. I try to keep from scowling.
As we move in deeper, I notice there’s something tense about the Brothers and Sisters. Even from the ones calling out to us, there’s a tightness in their eyes. What did we miss in the four days we were on the road?
Hemi leads us to a huge stable. There are Brothers and Sisters both tending to the animals inside. A big burly Brother in simple training clothes lumbers up to us. “Hemi, Luca, you’re back so soon.” His voice is surprisingly soft and gentle.
“Hey Henrin, yeah, we get to go on the Tour.” Hemi grins at the man as he slides off the horse. We all follow suit.
“Oh, that’s wonderful. I know you were pretty disappointed you didn’t make the cut. And you get to take two Sisters along?”
I’m about to untie my bag from the saddle when he says that. I sigh and turn around. You’d think being in leathers, people would realize. His eyes widen as he takes in my Brother’s crescent. I thank the Moon Mother for Sister Emese’s parting gift of a magically different eye color, because I’m sure his reaction would be even more shocked than it is now.
“It’s been a while since there’s been such a pretty Brother.”
Seriously? I take a slow breath in and school my face. There’s going to be a lot of patronizing talk and I’ll have to get used to it.
Luca comes up behind me and puts an arm around my shoulder, leaning a little on me. “Neoma here is a very capable Brother.”
I frown a little. Is Luca being possessive? What’s with him today?
Henrin opens his mouth, eyes wide and wrinkles his nose in chagrin. With a bowed head, he says, “Apologies. I didn’t mean for it to sound as it did.”
I’m sure. My jaw clenches and my nostrils flare. I try to smile, but it feels more like a grimace. “It’s fine. I already know I’m going to have to prove myself over and over.”
“Here,” Luca says, handing me my bag while slinging his own over his shoulder. “We should go see if we can catch the Major General in his office.”
As I follow Luca out of the stable, Hemi says, “I’ll see you around, Henrin.”
Hemi jogs past me and Luca to take the lead once again. He crosses the wide stone path, dodging between a class of younger kids. It’s clear he’s making a beeline for a very tall, imposing building made of that black stone. Big wide steps lead up to an impressive portico with wide, fat columns. Double doors made of that same stone stand ten feet tall.
Hemi easily pulls open one of the doors and holds it for us. I follow Luca and the inside is bright and cheerful, the stones glowing like they do back home. “This is the administrative building for both the Brothers and Sisters. Everything is way more integrated, unlike back in Cape Eastcliff.” Luca explains as I take everything in.
The entrance is huge, with two staircases leading up and meeting in the middle. There’s a desk just under where they meet with a Brother sitting behind it wearing something that is clearly a uniform but neither armor nor the training clothes I’m used to. He’s rifling through papers as we approach. Without looking up, he says, “What can I do for you?”
Hemi coughs and approaches the desk. He bounces on his feet a little, looking nervous all of a sudden. “Hey Vinnie,” he says, and now I know why. Hemi once told me about his sort-of relationship with this Brother.
Vinnie looks up, face brightening, and I immediately understand why Hemi likes him. Even I can tell he’s incredibly good looking. Thick red braids—glowing like a nebula with a multitude of protostars—zigzag back from his face, and end at the nape of his neck. The thickest eyelashes I’ve seen line light amber eyes. He smiles and I swear it's brighter than his hair.
“Oh! Hemi! I didn’t see it was you!” Vinnie moves out from around the desk and runs up to my friend, throwing his arms around him. “I missed you so much. When I learned they had transferred you to Cape Eastcliff, I was very sad.”
Hemi’s eyes widen a little in panic, but his face softens as he returns the hug. “It was a little strange being thrust into a new place, but I had Luca and made some new friends.”
Vinnie pulls back, hands on Hemi’s shoulders, and searches his face. Maybe he’s looking for hidden meanings, I don’t know. “Oh, yeah? New friends?”
“Yeah! You’ll love them. This is Vivia, she’s a new Sister, and she’s on Pilgrimage with us. And this is Neoma, a new Brother.” Hemi gestures at us and Vinnie turns, smiling sheepishly.
“Sorry, guess I got a little excited to see my good friend here.” He stands in front of Vivia, assessing her. “Let me get a good look at you. I can’t have Hemi hanging out with just anyone.”
Vivia puts a hand on her hip and holds out the other, flames bursting from her palm. “Sweetstar, I’m not just anyone.” She flips her voluminous hair over her shoulder with her fiery hand, and snuffs out the flames.
“Oh, spicy. I love her already,” Vinnie says to Hemi. He moves to me, sizing me up, and I stiffen, defensive. “And that means you’re Neoma.” He narrows his eyes and nods slowly. “You’re definitely fast. Some might say you’re scrawny, but I can tell by the way you hold yourself that you’re definitely not weak.”
I gape at him. He’s the first Brother I’ve met that’s looked past my slight frame. I glance at Hemi. “I like him. You should keep him.” I grin wickedly. How the tables have turned, my friend.
There’s a sparkle in Vinnie’s eyes as I say that, and he turns, giving Hemi a slow, sensual smile. “You hear that? She says you should keep me.”
There is something like flustered desire in Hemi’s eyes as he takes in Vinnie’s smile. He clasps his hands in front of him and says, “Right, so we need to see Major General Onarik and Vivia here needs to see Mother Tyra.”
“All right,” Vinnie says with a knowing wink before moving back behind his desk. “Let me send a message up to both of them.”
He sits back at his desk and starts writing out notes and putting them into metal cylinders. He reaches up, and that’s when I notice two glass tubes that run straight up from his desk. I watch, fascinated, as he puts the cylinders inside each tube and closes the doors. They instantly shoot up. 
“Go ahead and have a seat while I wait for word back from them.”
“Wait,” I say and he looks at me with raised brows. I laugh nervously. “What’s the news?”
“News?” Vinnie tilts his head and frowns.
“Yeah, everyone looks so tense out there in the Keep.” I gesture vaguely behind me. “We’ve been on the road for four days, so we haven’t heard anything.”
“Oh. That.”
Luca, Hemi, and Vivia all crowd around me and wait for his answer. They must have all noticed too.
“An Aurinkun warship was spotted off the coast of Squall’s End two days ago. It sat within sight for half a day and then sailed away.” Vinnie waves it off. “It’s posturing. Nothing to worry about.”
“And yet?” Luca says, clearly sensing as I did the Brother was being too casual.
Vinnie grimaces. “The Fleet Admiral has stepped up patrols along the coast and the Major General has even assigned two Sisters and two Brothers to each ship.”
“Normally the Brotherhood and the Navy keep to themselves with the occasional war game type training to keep skills sharp and camaraderie high,” Luca explains to me.
“I see,” I murmur. “Could this be a show of strength to call the Aurinkun’s bluff?”
“Probably,” Vinnie says with a grim smile. “Word is that while they captured the Efitran Red Cactus, rebels have still been giving the Aurinkuns a hard time. And there’re whispers of resistance on the eastern continent as well. That there’s a falcon rallying the Karhunans. That she’s trying to be the new Beast.”
“The Aurinkun Empire has really spread itself thin, hasn’t it?” Vivia muses.
“Exactly. They’ll need to get a handle on their already captured territories before they even try to go to war against us.” Vinnie glances down at a pile of papers on his desk. “Anyway, I’ll let you all know if they send for you.”
We thank him and move to sit on a bench near the entrance. Not wanting to think about impending war, I lean over Vivia and grin at Hemi. “So that’s Vinnie, eh?”
Hemi coughs and looks away. “Yeah.”
Vivia senses something between us and grins slyly. “He’s very handsome. Think he would go for a secret tryst with me?” She winks at me, and I snort.
“I—what? No!” Hemi turns fully towards Vivia, an almost pleading look in his eyes.
Vivia winks. “Don’t worry, big guy. Men don’t really do it for me, remember?”
Running a hand down his face, Hemi groans. He turns away, arms crossed. “By the stars, you two are infuriating.”
We laugh, and it echoes around the cavernous stone foyer.
“It’s so good to see young people having fun.” Mother Tyra stands at the bottom of the staircase in a simple purple robe and no other adornments.
Seeing her makes me instantly warm and happy, and I smile at her. It’s funny. I hated her, despised her, because she’s the reason people constantly stop me and fawn over me. “Child of Prophecy! Child of Prophecy!” Then I actually met the woman and she’s like everyone’s grandma. I couldn’t not like her.
“Come, children, follow me, please.”
As Mother Tyra turns away, Hemi scowls. “I’m not a child. I’m almost twenty-one,” he mumbles to himself and I snort. He glares at me. “I’m still mad at you.”
“That’s fine,” I say. “I’m sure Vinnie will make you feel better later.” Hemi lunges for me. Shrieking with laughter, I twist out of the way and duck behind Luca.
Mother Tyra is already halfway up to the next floor. I dash around the other side of Luca, laughing maniacally, and hurry up the stairs. I slow down and walk normally as I catch up to her. She gives me an amused smile and shakes her head. “Ah, to be young again.”
Hemi races up next to me, but with Mother Tyra so close, he shoots me a glare. I glance at him with wide, innocent eyes. “What? I was teasing like you do to me. It’s only fair, you know.” He makes a face and shakes a finger at me. He says nothing else though, just shakes his head.
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Three

Something like the Treetops


We follow Mother Tyra up several flights of stairs, going all the way to the top floor where there’s a wide hallway with a couple of seating areas and some bookcases. There are only two doors, one on either side. Mother Tyra leads us through the one on the right. 
As I pass through the door, a silver plaque catches my eye. It reads, “Office of Mother Tyra.” Her office looks more like a tearoom. There are comfortable chairs and plush settees covered in colorful quilts scattered throughout the room. Shelves with softly draped scarves and full of books and knickknacks span much of the wall space. Lit candles sit on small tables conveniently near all the seats. It’s cozy and wonderful.
“Please, make yourselves comfortable,” Mother Tyra says, choosing a plump, purple armchair.
I plop down on a cute settee and Luca sits right next to me. Face burning, I turn away. The settee is big enough for two, but it’s small enough that Luca’s leg touches mine. It’s like fire and it’s very distracting.
“I received a moonraven a few days ago from Sister Emese updating me on your attempted kidnapping, Neoma. I’m happy to see you are well.” Mother Tyra gives me a relieved smile. “She’s been doing some tests on those bracelets they put on you. There’s nothing remotely magical about them. It appears to be the metal itself that blocks magical energies. Truly a dangerous material to be in the hands of our enemies.”
I shudder, feeling that gaping emptiness encroach. Luca chooses that moment to lean back and drape an arm around the back of the settee and, coincidentally, around my shoulders. I’m not sure if it’s purposeful, if he’s trying to comfort me. While my heart is racing at his closeness, the nightmare recedes.
“Vivia, I’m quite excited to see how your magic is coming along.” There’s an excited twinkle in the Mother’s eyes. “I read the report of your last examination and Sister Cameria was quite impressed.”
“Oh, I’m nothing special,” Vivia says, looking embarrassed, a rare humble moment for her.
I look at her incredulously. “Really? We could feel the heat of your flames through the protective barrier.”
“Well, I mean, that’s...” Vivia trails off, looking flustered. Did no one tell her that?
Mother Tyra’s brows shoot up in surprise. “Truly? Sister Cameria didn’t mention that.” She frowns and shakes her head. “Quite a shame about her. Head Sister Emese and Colonel Adeon are monitoring her to see how she reacts once it’s clear Neoma was never successfully taken.”
Luca snorts. “I’m sure the Colonel loves that. He wanted to question her immediately.”
Mother Tyra gives him a wry smile. “You know him quite well, dear Luca.” She turns to Hemi. “Now, Hemi, you’ve switched up the traditional route by coming here first. Are you planning on continuing that?”
“Since we’re not very subtle, I thought it would be best,” Hemi says, nodding. He’s sitting comfortably in a forest green chaise lounge.
Mother Tyra is silent for a moment, frowning. “I guess you’re sun blasted if you do and sun blasted if you don’t.”
“That was my thought as well. This at least gives us some unpredictability. This way leads us further from Cape Eastcliff and Sister Cameria. At least I hope so.” Hemi runs a hand over his short hair, making the nebulous blue glow brighter for a moment.
“You must have faith in yourself as much as you have faith in the Moon Mother.” She smiles warmly at Hemi.
He nods once. “Yes, Mother Tyra.”
“Now, I believe it’s best if you leave in a day or two to put as much distance between here and Cape Eastcliff as you can. You’ve already switched things up and plan to do so again, so not spending a month here shouldn’t be too drastic for you. I’m sure the Major General will want you to come back at the end of your Pilgrimage and Tour before heading home at the end. I know I do. You two basically grew up here”—she points at Luca and Hemi—“but it would be good for Vivia and Neoma to see how we do things here.”
“Of course, it was never in my plan to skip Crater Port. Our capital is an important part
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