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  To my mom who fostered a love of reading in me at a very young age. You are the one who made me fall in love with stories.








  
  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 content warnings visit: authoraudreysimmons.com/child-of-the-forest/

	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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  Lana Veres 
Sister Abella Blough 
Maneni History 6th hour 
Lievanary 9, 2056
A Brief History of the Child of Prophecy
Book 1
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 a 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 that 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 a major artery, 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 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.
Book 2
The Tour and Pilgrimage seemed doomed from the get-go. It was fraught with danger and mishaps. Sister Vivia drank poisoned water, and Brother Neoma nearly ran herself to death with magic overuse, trying to get help. Mercenaries dogged their every step on the way to Westshore.
The mercenaries, at least, were more of an annoyance than a real danger. It turned out that one of the tavern owners in Cape Eastcliff caught wind of Brother Neoma’s disappearance and thought, with the Aurinkun warships spotted off the coast, she’d run away from her duty as the Child of Prophecy. Once they were made aware of the issue, Brother Adeon and Head Sister Emese worked quickly to quell the problem.
When the group got to Westshore, things didn’t improve for Brother Neoma. A certain toxic culture had been cultivating for years in Starkeep. Brother Fendal, who had been commander of Westshore, was sent to Starkeep with a platoon to try to bring about positive change. In return, Westshore received a platoon of Brothers from Starkeep. It should be no surprise that those Brothers didn’t have a change of attitude, and they effectively turned the Order Keep against Brother Neoma. It’s said she only made one friend there, Brother Brell.
Starkeep is when their Tour went from bad to worse. Brother Teb—the man behind the toxicity of the Order Keep—set his sights on Brother Neoma and grew angry when she rejected him publicly. In a training session, he shattered her arm and had to be physically restrained. It took multiple healing sessions to fuse the bones. Unfortunately, this injury was too soon after the stabbing in Cape Eastcliff, and there was permanent nerve damage.
Several accounts state that sometime in the days following this event, Brother Luca confessed his feelings for Brother Neoma, and their relationship started in earnest. Also, according to several accounts, no one, including Brother Neoma, was surprised by his declaration of love. They were only surprised it took so long. It wouldn’t be until much later that the two would reveal why it had taken as long as it did.
After what happened to Brother Neoma, the Sisters who were victims of Brother Teb and his cronies came forward and told Brother Fendal everything they did. It helped build a case against him, and he was sent to the capital to await judgment before the Guardian Tanelo, Lodestar Elmyr Vollan, 3rd of his name, and Brother Onarik. His supporters, angry that he was, in their eyes, unjustly sent away, targeted Brother Neoma.
Brother Petrin, who followed Brother Teb because it was better than being against him, threw Brother Neoma’s things around the barracks and hung up her underwear for all to see. Brother Haron spoke up and outed the other Brother, earning a black eye. He then apologized to Brother Neoma. She saw this as an opportunity and gave a short speech on how they would be the front line against the Aurinkun army and asking how could they defend their country if they turned on their own. This was a huge turning point in the culture of the Order Keep.
Though things were changing for the better, there was still a small group of staunch supporters of Brother Teb. The Sisters who went to Brother Fendal worked with him to create a rotating guard for Brother Neoma so that she would be less likely to be attacked. According to Brother Neoma’s journals, this was a comfort for her. It gave her peace of mind, and she was able to make friends.
While Brother Neoma was in the infirmary, they received news from Cape Eastcliff that Sister Cameria and the mysterious attacker had escaped. There was also the surprising news that Brother Corrin, who had also been locked up under suspicion of working with the shadowy organization, had been burned and left for dead in their escape. Apparently, he wasn’t evil; he was just a gas ball.
Because of her injury, Brother Neoma was forced to give up her staff until it got better. In her journals, she talks about this being a low point. She felt like half a Brother and half a person, and it was difficult to reconcile that her life would be forever changed.
On Ilonary the 13th, 1053, the group’s last night in Starkeep, Brother Neoma finally found herself alone. “I should never have left the party. It was a mistake on my part, born of a desperate need to escape a room filled with too many people” (Fisker, 134). While alone, she was attacked by Brother Victan, a man Brother Neoma had considered maybe not a friend but a friendly acquaintance. She sustained a concussion but was able to escape. Upon learning it was Brother Victan who tried to kidnap her, she felt betrayal.
Brother Fendal failed to interrogate Brother Victan, as the man had a poison capsule in one of his teeth. He died quickly, and the sunburst of Aurinko was revealed on his chest as the magic left his body. It confirmed what they all already suspected, that the shadowy organization was working for the Aurinkun Empire.
With this new information, and knowing that Sister Cameria could be anywhere, the group set out to their next destination, Nightwood…
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  Book of Moon

13 Aurinko and the Corruption of Eirana 1-34


[1] Aurinko, the last of the Demideity children, was a very passionate god. [2] He loved life, and he loved Manen’s human children. He loved them even more after Kalnasa convinced their mother to let them have a say in how humanity lived. [3] Eagerly, he went about the groups and tried to convince them to worship him. [4] But his siblings, the ones who cared to have worshipers, were faster or perhaps more convincing. 
[5] Every time Aurinko approached a group, they ignored him. Even when he blessed them, they ignored him. [6] Angered, he lashed out, but still, they ignored him. [7] He did not understand why they did not want to worship him. [8] What was he doing wrong that his siblings did right? [9] There was even a group that worshiped a Guardian, and she could not gift them with magic. How was she better than he?
[10] Aurinko came to the conclusion that this was all his mother’s fault. [11] If she had given everyone a group of people that would worship them instead of letting the people choose who they would praise, then he would have people who loved him most of all. [12] He decided she was the reason for all his woes. Because of this, she was no longer his mother. [13] His siblings rolled their eyes and told him he was being dramatic, and so they were no longer his siblings. [14] He would make his mark on the world all on his own if he had to.
[15] So he studied his former siblings. He studied them for a long time, and still, he could not see anything they did differently from him. [16] He did, however, notice that his sister Eira, the Goddess of the tundra and snow, would grow tired in the summer, when the days of the frozen north grew longer and longer, until there was only day and no night. [17] Only when that week passed would she begin to grow stronger again.
[18] That was it. That was what Aurinko would use, what he would exploit. [19] It took a long time to find even just one person who would spare a moment to listen to his whispers. [20] That person was Tero, a downtrodden young man with no family or friends. [21] This made him easy for Aurinko to manipulate.
[22] “If you follow me, others will follow you,” Aurinko whispered in Tero’s dreams at night. [23] At first Tero would frown, for Eira had been a harsh but loving goddess. What reason could he want to worship the sun god? [24] Of course, Aurinko had an answer for that. [25] “Your goddess forsakes you during trying times,” he said. “She weakens in the summer months. [26] Any deity that cannot always be strong for you is not one worthy of praise. [27] I never weaken. I will never leave you.”
[28] For a long time, Tero would shake his head and say, “I do not believe you.” [29] Then one summer, it did not rain. [30] The Eiranese prayed to their Goddess for help, but she was too weak. [31] “Do you see now?” Aurinko asked Tero in a dream. [32] “I do,” Tero replied, “but what can you do to help?” [33] Aurinko only smiled and worked some subtle magic. [34] Tero’s meager fields grew more abundant overnight, and this was how Aurinko secured his first ardent follower, his first Sun Priest.
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Secret No More


Winter’s last attempt at sticking around muffles the soft clomp of our four horses. Snow flurries around us as we ride through the evergreen forest towards Nightwood. Though the first day of spring was two weeks ago, it’s still cold, and I shiver under all my layers. Hopefully, things will warm up again by the time we get to our next stop on Tour. 
Hemi slows his horse and twists to look at all of us behind him. “I’m sure I don’t have to go through the regular spiel at this point?”
We haven’t been on the road for very long, a couple hours at most. None of us seemed awake enough for talking once we set off from Starkeep. After last night, it’s no surprise.
“We avoid the towns along the way, and while you all march and whatnot, I’ll be leading the horses along the road all by my lonesome,” Vivia says with a long-suffering sigh. “Plus, we’ll sleep on the cold, hard ground, and all we’ll eat is your camp soup for every meal, every day until we get to Nightwood.”
“Vivia,” Hemi says, a low warning in his tone. 
I remember the argument they’d had the first day we set out on Tour and Pilgrimage what feels like a century ago but was only six months. Are we going to get a repeat?
“I’m sorry. I’m cranky,” Vivia snaps. “My best friend was nearly murdered last night. Again. And I saw the guy who did it kill himself with poison. Kind of makes it hard to sleep, you know?”
Guilt seeps into my chest, oozing in slowly, painfully. If I hadn’t left the party, I wouldn’t have been attacked once again. A gloved hand reaches over and grips mine. I glance up, and Luca gives me a smile, though it doesn’t quite reach the haunted look in his eyes.
Hemi sighs and tilts his face to the sky. “Yeah, okay. Last night was awful.”
A dull ache pounds in my left temple. I wince and let go of Luca’s hand to rub at it.
“Neoma, are you all right?” Luca asks.
“Fine. I have a headache.” Dropping my hand, I smile at him. “I didn’t sleep much either.”
Vivia must catch mine and Luca’s quiet conversation because she stops her horse and twists in her saddle to frown at me. “Do you feel any dizziness or anything?”
“I’m fine. It’s just a headache. I got those before my head was bashed in,” I snap.
Stars and comets, I’m as irritable as she is right now. I clench my mouth shut and close my eyes. After taking a slow, deep breath, I open them and smile.
“I’m fine,” I say softly. “Really.”
The corner of Vivia’s mouth tilts up in a small smile. “If you need to stop, don’t hesitate to say anything.”
“I believe we told you that months ago,” I say with a small laugh.
With a roll of her eyes, Vivia sighs. “Well, it was good advice.”
“Vivia’s right.”
All three of us turn to look at Hemi.
“What? She is. Tell us if you need to stop. We’ll get back into our regular training routine tomorrow. I want to get some distance today,” Hemi says. “Let’s get back to it.” He clucks at his horse to continue walking.
The day passes in a blur, and by the time we make camp, my legs are sore and my head and shoulder are killing me. I wonder if I’ll need to dig out the sling Sister Dessa gave me. After sliding off Cherrybell, I lean against her side and rub at my shoulder.
Strong hands move up my neck into my hair and massage soothing circles. “How’s that?” Luca murmurs in my ear.
I hum a low note, putty in his hands. “Wonderful.”
“I can take care of your horse. Why don’t you find firewood?”
I eye the saddle and everything else. There’s no way I can deal with all of it myself, not with how my shoulder is right now. With a sigh, I slump, defeated. I hate this. I hate feeling useless. I hate Teb for doing this to me.
“Hey, none of that,” Luca says, wrapping his arms around me and pulling me flush against him. His lips find my neck, and he leaves little butterfly kisses that make my heart flutter. “There’s still the possibility the Priestess or the Sisters in Nightwood can help. Or maybe you need more time to heal.”
“Perhaps,” I say, my tone wistful.
I have no hope whatsoever that they can do anything for me in Nightwood, but who knows? They might prove me wrong.
“Ugh, you two are disgustingly cute sometimes,” Vivia says.
“You’re jealous,” I say as I delicately extract myself from Luca’s embrace. I turn and stand on tiptoes to kiss him before heading off into the woods around the clearing Hemi found for us.
By the time I have a decent armful of sticks for a fire, the horses are brushed, and Hemi has set up a ring of stones for our fire.
I drop my bundle next to him and ask, “Should I get more?”
“Nah, Vivia and Luca also went to gather firewood. We’ll have enough for tonight.” He pats the log he dragged over. “Sit. Rest.”
I flop down next to him and watch him arrange the sticks I brought him. “I suppose I won’t be able to train with you at night anymore.” My voice is quiet.
Hemi pauses and gives me a sad smile. “No. You’re going to take over teaching Vivia, and Luca and I will train together.”
Tears prick my eyes, and I glance away. “That makes sense.”
“I’m sorry, Neoma.”
“It’s life.”
Hemi sighs but says nothing while he finishes arranging the sticks. He sits back with a satisfied nod. “I’ll let Vivia light it.”
Camping with a fire mage, no matter how temperamental and unused to life in the wild she is, has its benefits.
“Hey,” Hemi says softly, bumping me with his shoulder. “I won’t pretend to fully understand what you’re going through, but know that I’m here for you. You’re my platonic soulstar, and I love you.”
I nod and slip my hand into his, giving it a squeeze. Words are too hard to say without crying right now, and I'm so very tired of crying. I lean my head on his shoulder.
Luca and Vivia appear on opposite sides of the clearing with much bigger bundles of wood than I had. I try not to let that bother me as they make their way over to us. Luca gives me a warm smile.
Hemi holds up our hands and grins. “Watch out Luca. I’m going to steal your girl.”
I snort. That would never happen. I’m so not his type, being a woman and all.
“Sure you are,” Luca says with a laugh.
“Aw, you’re no fun,” Hemi says, pouting.
The fire blazes with a snap of Vivia’s fingers. She comes and drapes herself over me. “What if I’m trying to steal your girl?”
I blink and turn to her. I am potentially her type, but it’s never occurred to me she might like me like that. “You haven’t been secretly pining for me, have you?”
“And what if I have?” Vivia asks, a teasing glint in her eyes.
“I…” I trail off. Luca is the only one I’ve ever found myself attracted to. Am I attracted to women? Am I a binary star like Luca?
“Relax,” Vivia says with an eye roll. “Even before we were friends, I knew you and Luca were meant to be together. I wasn’t about to get between destiny.”
“R-really? How?”
“By the stars, everyone knew. Except apparently you two.” Vivia shakes her head with an exasperated sigh.
“No, just Neoma,” Luca says.
We all stare at him, Hemi and I with raised brows and Vivia with one skeptical brow raised.
“What?” Luca shrugs. “Maybe I didn’t consider we were soulstars until recently, but I realized when we were still in primary classes that I liked her.”
Vivia tilts her head and stares at him like he’s bounced planets. “Why did you wait so long?”
Luca lets out another nervous laugh and looks at me. “Well, I mean, it’s Neoma.”
I frown. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“At first, I wasn’t sure if you felt the same, and we were young, so I figured I had time. I think I was fourteen when I was confident enough you wouldn’t laugh at me if I confessed—”
“I never would’ve laughed at you!” I say, leaning towards him.
“I know.” Luca smiles. “But confessing is nerve-wracking. By the time I could make it home again, I’d lost my nerve.” He runs his hand over his locs, and they brighten. “At some point, I realized you were completely oblivious, and I’d have to say something.”
My face warms. He’s not wrong. It wasn’t until a few days before he was going to be home before his anointing ceremony that I realized how much I liked him. The strength of how excited I was to see him shocked me. It was like being hit in the face with a ball, like, “oh, this is what the girls all meant when they talked about liking someone.”
“You were going through a lot, so I waited. I decided I would confess when I came home before the anointing ceremony.” Luca looks away. “And well, you know the rest.”
“Wait, I don’t know the rest. Who’s anointing ceremony?” Hemi asks. He looks between me and Luca. When neither of us responds, he looks at Vivia, whose eyes widen slightly. She looks at me and then away. “Aw, come on. I’m the only one that doesn’t know?”
“Luca confessed before his anointing ceremony,” I say quietly, a small smile touching my lips. Despite the year that came after, that memory is a happy one.
“What! And you didn’t tell me?” Hemi gapes at Luca.
Luca sighs. “Since Vivia apparently knows, I might as well tell you, too.”
“Of course, Neoma told me,” Vivia says with a roll of her eyes. “I’m her best friend, and you were a gas ball. She needed to be consoled.”
I give Vivia a dry look. “You only found out after Luca came back home.”
“You still needed consoling.”
I laugh and shake my head.
“Anyway,” Luca says, with a pointed glare at Vivia and I. “Tobias told me about a prophecy. I didn’t want to ruin things, so I ran back to Crater Port without a word to Neoma.”
“Oh.” Hemi cringes. Whether because of the prophecy or saying nothing to me, I’m not sure.
“Yeah, that’s why I didn’t say anything.”
Hemi’s brows furrow. “What’s the prophecy?”
Vivia and I share a glance. I can tell she wants me to bring up my auntie’s prophecy, but I still want more time for happiness. “Tobias didn’t really say,” I blurt out before either she or Luca can speak. “He only said we both had big destinies, and Luca might hurt me if we started something.”
“That’s vague and ominous,” Hemi murmurs, looking horrified. “Have you asked him to clarify? It might be important.”
I shake my head. “I tried. He said our destinies are tangled.” It’s only a little lie by omission.
Vivia’s brows furrow. She’s disappointed in me. Welcome to the club.
“That’s why you were so sure we’re soulstars,” Luca says, his voice hushed.
“I…” I slump, the guilt eating at me.
I should tell them. This is the perfect moment to bring it up, but it’ll mean constant worried looks from them, more so than I already get. It’ll make them question every moment. Is this the last one they’ll spend with me? It’ll eat at them as it eats at me. I can’t do that to them.
“Neoma,” Vivia says. Her voice is low, not a warning, but a nudge.
I swallow and pull my braid over my shoulder, twisting the end as anxiety spikes inside me. “Not quite. I mean, that’s not the only destiny we’re tangled up in.” I stare into the flames, still winding my braid around and around.
“Do you want me to tell them?” Vivia asks softly.
“Tell us what?” Luca asks slowly. I glance up at him, and his eyes are narrowed, his brows furrowed.
“Tobias didn’t tell me anything more than that…” I begin, but Vivia glares at me when I trail off. “But he slipped up and implied I might not make it home from this Tour.”
“What?” Luca shouts at the same time Hemi says, “You kept this from us?”
I shoot to my feet and stalk to the other side of the fire, crossing my arms. “Don’t you judge me. I didn’t know how to deal with it at first. I’d nearly been kidnapped and then I was told I won’t make it home again? How would you have processed that?” I snap.
“It’s been six months.” Luca’s voice is low. Confusion and betrayal war in his eyes.
“Auntie Kelia is a prophetess.” I pace like a caged starcat, back and forth. “She touched me, and the Mountain Herself gave me a prophecy through her.” I stop and close my eyes, taking a deep breath. “‘The light will be blinding, but do not stray from your destinies. Hold close the stars in your soul, or the Mad God will win this fight, and chaos will reign.’”
“That’s some prophecy,” Hemi mutters.
“Yeah,” I say bitterly. Turning to Luca, I stride up to him, crouching to be at eye level, then reach for his hands and grip them tight. “That day, on the way to meet you two, I decided Vivia and I would keep it secret. I needed you to change your mind about us without destiny pressuring you. I didn’t want you to resent me for it.”
Luca searches my eyes. For what, I have no idea. “But what about you?” he asks softly. “Were you not pressured?”
“No, Luca. I love you. I meant it when I told you the first time. Wanting to be with you had nothing to do with fate.” I reach up and caress his cheek.
“Why didn’t you let me decide that?”
“Oh, come on,” Vivia says, her voice sharp. “Colonel Adeon told us to have fun on Pilgrimage and Tour. Can you honestly say you would’ve had any fun at all if you’d been looking for monsters behind every corner?”
“We’re already looking for monsters behind every corner,” Hemi says.
“But not like this. Not like…” Vivia waves her hand vaguely. “The surety of destiny.”
“When were you going to tell us?” Luca asks. There’s still a hint of betrayal in his eyes, as if he knows I never would’ve said anything now if I hadn’t been cornered.
“I don’t know. Soon,” I say weakly.
Luca stares at me, his jaw clenching and unclenching. Without warning, he lurches forward and wraps his arms around me, pulling me onto his lap. He trembles as he buries his face in my neck. “I wish you’d told me,” he whispers for only me to hear, “but I understand why you didn’t.”
I cling to him. I hate that I had to tell him, but it’s like a tremendous weight has been lifted off me. It’s freeing not to carry this secret around anymore.
“Hey Vivia, help me get dinner ready,” Hemi murmurs. “Let’s leave them be.”
“I don’t want to lose you,” Luca whispers, his voice thick with emotion.
My heart breaks. “I don’t want to be lost.”
There’s a desperation between us that makes it hard to pull away. We stay like this until dinner is ready. Luca disentangles himself from me and wipes at his face before pressing his forehead to mine.
“I refuse to accept that you’re never coming back home,” he says fiercely. “I will find you. I will always find you.”
By the Goddess, I hope he’s right.
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two
Starcat


“I’ve been thinking about how we should change up our game plan with this new information,” Hemi says as our breakfast cooks in the campfire. He looks around at all our sleepy faces and frowns. “To be honest, I don’t know what to do.” 
I lean my head on Luca’s shoulder. “I don’t know that there’s anything we can do. Destiny isn’t something you can escape, not when the outcome is Aurinko winning.”
“So, what? We’re supposed to let you be taken the next time it happens?” Hemi asks. He cracks a stick in half with more force than necessary and throws half of it far into the trees.
I close my eyes, saying quietly, “I don’t know. Maybe.”
“Well, I can’t accept that.” There’s the snap of another stick.
“I say we keep doing what we’ve been doing,” Luca says. “Keep Neoma safe when we can. Fight to keep her with us when we can’t. We can send a bird to Tobias asking for the prophecy.” He presses a kiss to the top of my head.
I glance up at him. “I’m not sure he’ll tell us, even if we tell him we’re choosing to be together.”
“Why?” Vivia asks. “I don’t remember if you ever told me.”
I frown. Did I ever say? “He said…” I purse my lips as I try to remember the exact words he told me. “It was partially selfishness and partially that he can’t. It would jeopardize something. He wouldn’t say what. That’s when he slipped up and said he needed us both to come back, not just Luca.”
“What could it possibly jeopardize?” Vivia asks, looking incredulous.
“I don’t know.” I let out a puff of air. “He was very adamant about it, though.”
“Well, we won’t know that he won’t tell us for sure if we don’t ask, so the next time we get a chance to send off a bird, we will,” Hemi says. He pulls out the pot and checks inside. With a satisfied hum, he ladles soup for all of us.
“We’ll figure this out,” Luca says, pulling me in closer. “None of us will let you disappear forever.” There’s desperation in his voice, like he has to believe his own words.
I take a deep breath. I don’t want to talk about this anymore. “Will we be celebrating the Day of the Moon Mother?” I ask as Hemi hands me a steaming bowl of camp soup.
“Oh, that’s tonight, isn’t it?” Vivia says before scooping up a spoonful and blowing on it.
“Right.” Hemi scrunches his nose as he hums a considering note. “I suppose we can celebrate with no training tonight. I didn’t think to pack any special foods.”
“That sounds like a fantastic way to celebrate.” Vivia closes her eyes and makes a pained face. “I’m already sore, and we’ve been on the road for one night.” She side-eyes me. “And Neoma is a harder teacher than Luca.”
I blink, spoon in my mouth, then chew and swallow. “I am?”
“Ugh, yes. I get the feeling Luca thinks I’m breakable.” Vivia rolls her eyes.
Luca’s brows furrow. “I’ve been training like this since I was eleven, and you haven’t.”
“You don’t train that way with Neoma.”
“That’s because I trained with her every time I came home since I was eleven.”
“Fine.” Vivia throws her hands up in the air. “It doesn’t change the fact that I’m not breakable. We have our own combat training as mages, even if it’s not the same as yours.”
“Well, you’re training with Neoma now, so why are you complaining about how I train you?”
“By the stars, would you two stop arguing?” Hemi grumbles.
Both of them turn to him with a glare and say, “No.”
I snort, which makes everyone stare at me. “I’m sorry, but that was funny,” I say with a giggle.
The tension breaks as we all laugh. It feels good. Everyone was so morose last night, and clearly that mood was going to continue on into today. We chat idly for the rest of breakfast and then we’re on our way. Luca, Hemi, and I march, while Vivia leads our horses along the road. I don’t know if it’s because Hemi sees me wincing and rubbing my shoulder, but he cancels forest walking after lunch.
“Oh come on, Hemi,” I huff in frustration as he mounts his horse. “Marching hurts more than forest walking for me. Walking silently through the forest is second nature for me.” Crouching slightly, I demonstrate it a couple steps forward, slow and careful, to prove my point. “See? No pain.”
“Neoma,” Hemi sighs.
I continue on without giving him more of a chance to shut me down. “Maybe, maybe the balancing part of forest walking would aggravate my shoulder, but it’s not like we’ll get a chance to work on that. These puny trees don’t have the same sprawling root network.”
Hemi gives me a pitying look. “You need rest, or you’ll only make it worse.”
I glare at him until Luca puts a hand on my shoulder. We stare at each other, almost communicating silently. He says it all with his eyes—love, worry, devotion, and a stubborn agreement with Hemi.
I clench my jaw and turn back to Cherrybell, heaving myself up into the saddle. “Fine.”
We file back onto the road, and I stew in silence as the others chatter. I know, I know. It’s childish. I can’t help it. In that short, harrowing moment in The Ring, Teb took so much from me. Who am I if I can’t use my staff? If I can’t climb and run through the treetops? How can I be a Brother?
It’s almost twilight before Hemi decides to find somewhere to rest for the night. “I figured if we aren’t training tonight, we might as well get some distance in,” he says as he eyes both sides of the road. He hums a low note, considering.
I’m stiff and sore and exhausted—mentally and physically—and so ready to sleep. I stretch my arms into the sky, wincing as my shoulder protests. What I wouldn’t give for a long soak in my tub at home.
A scintillating flash of light causes Vivia’s horse to rear up, throwing her off. She falls with a scream, landing hard on her arm. She screams again, from pain this time, and her arm looks wrong, bent at an angle it shouldn’t be. Her horse bolts, and I have to wrestle with the reins to keep Cherrybell from doing the same.
A growl catches my attention, and my eyes widen. A yellow starcat is crouched on the side of the road, its starlight coat flickering. It’s bigger than I realized it would be. It’s much bigger than Parrot, Deniz’s old guard dog.
I ignore the spike of fear stabbing into me and pull my bow from its holster on the side of my saddle and an arrow from the quiver clipped next to it. With deft hands, I string the bow and leap off, landing gracefully. That gets the starcat’s attention. It growls at me, its tail flicking. I aim at the big cat, gritting my teeth at the pain in my shoulder.
“Wait!” Hemi shouts.
Uh, what? I spare a quick glance over. Luca has Cherrybell’s reigns. Hemi hands his off to Luca as well and slides from his horse. With slow, careful steps, he approaches Vivia, who’s lying on the ground, whimpering.
“Why?” I ask, my voice rising as I try to keep from panicking. My eyes slide back to the cat. It’s made no moves to get closer.
“It has a kitten with it,” Hemi says. He nods at the starcat, and I can see a small glowing puffball right behind it.
“It’s a starcat,” Luca says, giving Hemi a look like he’s bounced planets. He’s moved a little bit away from us as he struggles to keep the horses from bolting.
“Look at its paw.” Hemi points to the paw it refuses to put on the ground and moves on to assessing Vivia. “Can you wiggle your fingers?”
“So it’s injured.” I suck in a breath as the pain from holding my bow taut gets too strong. I ease up but keep my bow ready.
“Perhaps that’s why it’s here. Animals are smart. Maybe it knows humans can help it.” Hemi frowns at Vivia’s arm. “It’s broken. We’ll have to make a splint and figure out where the next town is on the way.”
“And what do you propose we do about the starcat?” I ask dryly. “I’m not fond of the idea of getting eaten. I don’t think that’s one of my destinies.” Anxiety makes me bounce on the balls of my feet as the cat looks at me.
“We could pray to Karhun.” Hemi stands slowly and heads towards me. “Religion is a big part of their warrior culture, similar to ours. That book Colonel Fendal made you read talked about it.”
“Okay,” I say slowly. “Then pray.” No way am I putting my bow down while this cat is still here.
“I think you need to do it.”
I sputter. Did I hear him right? “Me? Why?” I raise a brow and side eye him.
“Oh, Goddess,” Vivia says, her voice pained. “You have the favor of three Deities. Of course, you make the most sense.”
Huh. Vivia makes a valid point. Sigar would’ve made me His priestess had the Moon Mother not needed me more. And I am part Maneni and Kalnasaran. “Fine, but you’re praying with me, Hemi.”
I’ve prayed to Karhun before but only short, simple prayers, which, according to Fighting Styles of Karhunas, wasn’t at all how to do it. The book was very specific about how Karhun prefers his followers to talk to him. If I’m going to do this, I’m going to do it right.
I slowly lower to the ground to kneel, placing my bow and arrow in front of me. Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes and lift my chin so I can bare my throat. The shuffling of feet comes towards me, and a warm body settles in next to me. I hold my hands down at my side, palms up to show I have no weapons. It’s important to submit to Karhun.
Breathing in, I take a moment to consider my words. After all, that cat could eat us all. Licking my lips, I say, “Karhun, God of beasts and animals, hear my prayer. We do not wish to hurt your starcat and leave its kitten to fend for itself. Please, let us take care of its injury so that we may all safely go our separate ways.”
I think all of us hold our breath, for there’s not a sound. Even the big cat and its kitten are silent. We wait for a sign. I’ve only ever prayed to Karhun after killing deer and rabbits for dinner, but I’ve never gotten a sign that he’s heard me. I have no idea what to expect.
“Oh,” I breathe.
There’s no gentle wind, no whispering in my ear, but there’s a feeling inside me, something primal, that tells me Karhun hears and he approves. Next to me, Hemi gasps. I hold my form until there’s a rough lick on my hand. Only then do I open my eyes and take in the sight of the starcat before me.
Sitting on its haunches, the starcat is level with me. I stare at it with wide eyes. Its coat still oscillates in brightness, but it’s much dimmer than it was. It reaches towards me with the paw it was favoring and stares at me intently.
I glance at Hemi, and he nods, eyes as wide as mine. I tentatively grab the paw and examine it. There’s a large thorn in the soft pad. No wonder it’s limping. I let out a long breath and close my eyes while lifting my chin again.
“Karhun, please, please, please, keep this cat from eating me while I pull out this thorn.” A sense of amusement shivers through me. I pray that means He’ll keep the starcat calm. “Okay, friend,” I murmur to the cat, “I’ll try to make this quick.”
The thorn is really in there, so there’s not much to grab. I dig my nails into it and grip the paw.
“Here goes nothing.”
I yank.
My nails slip, and I only get it partially out. The starcat doesn’t move, doesn’t hiss or growl. It continues to stare at me with calm indifference. That’s good. That’s very good. I can do this. I got this. Once again, here goes nothing. I get a better grip on the thorn and yank.
This time, the thorn comes all the way free. I let the starcat go, and it licks at its paw. A soft rumbling comes from it, and the light of its fur matches the sound. It’s… it’s purring. Something compels me to reach up slowly, and it pauses its licking. I stop, afraid I’ve angered it, but it leans into my hand, letting me pet it. Blazing comets, I’m petting a starcat. And it’s softer than I imagined.
“Goddess above,” Hemi breathes.
I glance over, and he looks delighted. The kitten is rubbing against his hand. It really is a glowing puffball. It’s not as bright as its parent, but it’s also not subtle.
A rough tongue on my cheek startles me. The starcat gets up and leans down in front of Hemi to grip the scruff of the kitten’s neck. It carries its child into the dark of the woods, the light of its coat like a beacon in the night.
I let out a puff of air. “No one is going to believe us.”
“Absolutely no one,” Hemi agrees faintly.
“Now that that’s over and done with, can we deal with my broken arm?” Vivia asks.
I twist towards her. She’s lying on the ground, eyes closed, arm cradled against her chest and her teeth clenched tight.
“Yeah, right. Splint. Let’s find a clearing on the other side of the road.” Hemi hops up and goes over to help Vivia stand.
While he helps her into the forest, Luca comes up to me with the horses in tow. Tossing me Cherrybell’s reins, he says, “That was amazing.”
I let out a short laugh. “And terrifying.” I unstring my bow and stuff it and the arrow into their respective holders before reaching for the saddle to pull myself up. My hand trembles. I clench it and bury my face in Cherrybell’s neck to calm myself enough to climb back onto her.
“Are you two coming?” Hemi’s shout drifts over to us.
“We’re right behind you,” Luca calls back. Quieter, he asks, “Are you all right?”
“Yeah, I needed a moment.” I pull myself into the saddle.
Luca gives me a strained smile before directing his and Hemi’s horses into the forest. I follow behind, looking over my shoulder to see if I can still spot the starcat and its kitten. The other side of the road is dark, the big cat long gone. For the best, really.
We find a nice, cozy spot to set up camp. While Hemi tends to Vivia, Luca and I tend to the horses. We gather firewood while they pour over the map and murmur to themselves.
“It’s too dark to go looking for Blossom now,” Hemi says when we get way back. “We’ll search in the morning. There’s a town about a day’s ride away. We’ll go there to see if they have a healer.”
“How are you feeling?” I ask Vivia, sitting down next to her.
“It hurts,” Vivia mumbles. She leans her head on my shoulder. “It must have been so much worse for you.”
An invisible vise tightens around my ribs. The staff hits me again and again and again—
“Neoma? Are you all right?” Luca’s soft voice breaks through the memory.
A hand on my shoulder makes me jerk away. Vivia cries out as I push to my feet and stagger away. My breathing is too fast, too shallow.
“Hey, it’s okay, Neoma,” Luca says, his voice gentle, understanding. “You’re okay.”
I turn, dizziness making the world tilt, but I catch myself before I fall. Luca takes a step towards me, arms out, welcoming. There’s still an echo of Teb in my mind. In Luca’s arms is safety.
Stumbling closer, I let him wrap his arms around me. “I’m sorry,” I choke out. “I’m sorry.”
“Shh,” Luca murmurs as he strokes my head. “You’re safe here.”
When my breathing calms, I gently push Luca away. “Sorry,” I mumble.
Luca brushes a stray hair back behind my face. “You have nothing to be sorry for.”
I nod and move back next to Vivia. “Um, sorry about that. Did I hurt you?”
“Stars, no, don’t apologize.” Vivia reaches up and grabs my hand, tugging on it to get me to sit. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t think before speaking.”
“It’s fine.” I sit and stare into the flames. Exhaustion clings to me as it always does after panicking like that. “If you want, I could brew you up some of my tea. It might help with the pain.”
“Oh, that would be wonderful. Do you have enough to last until Nightwood?”
I blink and do mental calculations. “I should be fine. If not, I can deal with it until we get to Nightwood.”
“Are you sure?” Vivia’s brows furrow, and she bites her lip.
“Yeah. Of course.” I wrap an arm around her. “There’s no reason you should suffer if there’s something that can help you.”
Luca crouches down next to me with my little pot I use to make tea. He fills it with water from his waterskin and shoves it into the fire. With a kiss on my cheek, he hands me the tin Rell gave me.
“Thank you, Luca.” I smile at him, my heart swelling with love.
“You look tired, so I thought I would get it for you.” He gives me a small smile.
“Vivia, you’re off watch tonight.” Hemi holds up a hand to stop her from talking. “You might be able to cast spells still, but you should rest. You’re injured, and we don’t know that we’ll find a healer tomorrow.”
“Fine,” Vivia huffs.
“Good. Now, let’s eat.” Hemi passes out bowls and we eat in companionable silence.
After dinner, we set up the tent and sleep, with Luca taking first watch. It’s earlier than we’d usually go to bed, but it’s been an exciting day, and we’re all tired.

      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning Luca comes with me to scout for Vivia’s horse while Hemi cooks breakfast. I start on the road and look for signs of which direction it bolted in. Its panic made for an easy trail to follow. Not too far into our search, we come upon a small ravine.
“Blossom didn’t veer away from the edge, did she?” Luca asks as we near the drop.
With a slow shake of my head, I say, “I’m afraid not.” I stop at the edge and stare down. There’s she is at the bottom, dead.  Hemi’s lie in Crater Port about why we only had three horses feels more like prophecy now.
“I’ll climb down and hand you Vivia’s bags,” Luca says as he crouches near the edge.
I try. I honestly try, but it’s hard. Pain lances down my arm, making me drop one of the heavier bags. Luca is quick to catch it.
“Are you all right?” he asks, worry knitting his brows together.
“Yeah,” I grunt and close my eyes. “Sorry.”
“It’s fine. I wasn’t hurt.” Luca grabs a root and pulls himself up. His dark amber eyes flash, and he effortlessly sets the beg next to me. Strength is his best magical attribute, and it’s not something I see from him very often. It’s impressive. And annoying.
“Show off,” I grumble.
With a grin, Luca kisses me before falling back down to grab the last bag. He doesn’t bother handing it up to me, just uses his strength again before climbing out.
“Let’s get this all back to camp.” Luca grabs most of Vivia’s stuff, leaving me her bedroll.
I know why he does it, but I still feel useless as I carry the blanket in my right arm. We trudge back to camp in silence.
Hemi frowns when we come back sans horse. “Well, Vivia, you were going to have to ride with one of us anyway because of your arm, but now it looks like it’ll be more permanent until we get a fourth horse.”
“Poor Blossom,” Vivia says, her face falling. 
I plop down next to her and give her a side hug. “She was a good horse.”
With a soft scoff, she leans her head on my shoulder and says, "She was the best horse."
“I didn’t think you liked horses,” Hemi says.
Vivia gapes at him, offended. “Excuse me, I’ve been riding since I was toddler.”
“Yeah, she may hate nature, but she’ll always be a horse girl,” Luca says. “Even I know that.”
“Hemi, I think you’re the one that doesn’t like horses.” I give him a look when he starts to argue. “Whenever Vivia offers to brush Dancer, you jump on it.”
Hemi opens and closes his mouth before crossing his arms and looking away. “Not everyone is a horse girl,” he grumbles.
That gets a chuckle from the rest of us.
After a moment of silence, Vivia sniffs and wipes at her eyes, saying, “If we don’t find a horse where the healer is, I think Neoma should go back to riding with Luca.”
I shake my head, a small smile lifting one corner of my lips. “If I must, I’ll suffer through it.”
“Hey, you didn’t enjoy riding with me?” Luca asks with exaggerated hurt.
My face burns. I did, but we weren’t together then. With a cough, I ask, “Who would you like to ride with, Vivia?”
“I’ll ride with Hemi so I can annoy him,” Vivia says with a gleeful grin.
“Oh, great.” Hemi rolls his eyes. “Well, let’s hurry and eat so we can find a healer.”
We make quick work of breakfast and break camp. It’s late afternoon by the time we ride into Stonefield, a little town near a quarry. Hemi stops us outside the town and frowns.
“What’s wrong?” I ask. “I can skirt around the edge of town with Luca.”
“It might be good to stay in town for the night.” Hemi runs his hand over his hair, and the red flares brighter. “If there’s a complication like infection, it might be a more involved healing.”
“I can keep my hood up.” I shrug.
Hemi sighs. “You’re right.” He scrubs at his face. “I just…”
“Destiny,” I say quietly, and he nods. I stare up at the sky and let out a puff of air. “I think we still have time.”
“How do you know?” Luca asks. I turn to face him, and he raises a brow.
I blink. “I…don’t know.” How do I explain the certainty? “A gut feeling, I guess.”
“Can we see if they have a healer yet?” Vivia grumbles. “My arm hurts.”
“Right.” Hemi urges his horse forward, and we follow him into town.
There’s a little chapel. It’s quaint, mostly wood, and in the middle of town. The Sisters wave at us as we draw near.
A tall one with glowing purple nebula hair pulled into knots all around her head approaches us with a gentle smile. “Hello Sisters, Brothers. I’m Sister Lenata. Are you here to visit or on official business?”
Hemi steps forward and returns the smile. “Sister Vivia broke her arm. Do you have a healer?”
“Ah, that’s unfortunate, but you’re in luck. I’m trained in injuries such as this. Please, step into our living quarters. We have a little stable in back. Sister Winora can take care of your horses.” Sister Lenata gestures to a door to the left.
Luca and I slide off our horses, handing the reins to a petite Sister with a glowing white cloud of hair. Hemi and Luca help Vivia down, and another Sister takes the reins. Sister Lenata hustles over and opens the door for us as we make our way over to it.
“May I ask what happened?” she asks as she follows behind us. She directs Vivia to a dining table and has her sit down. “This is a very good splint,” she murmurs as she inspects Vivia’s arm.
“A starcat startled my horse, and I was thrown off,” Vivia says with a grimace.
“A starcat!” gasps the Sister who opened the door for us. “How terrifying!”
“It had a kitten and was injured,” Hemi says. “It wanted someone to help it.”
“I’m sorry, what?” Sister Lenata says, glancing up at Hemi like he’s bounced planets. Her hand is hovering over Vivia’s broken arm, and moonlight shines from it. She hums a low note and says, “Someone did a good job at setting the bone.”
“That was me,” Hemi says, raising his hand. “As for the starcat, it had a thorn in its paw. We removed it, and it left us alone.” Hemi wiggles a little in his seat as a small smile spreads across his face. “The little kitten was adorable, like a glowing ball of fluff.”
The Sisters all gape at us like they aren’t sure if he’s telling the truth.
I laugh. “I told you no one would believe us.”
“Had to try,” Hemi says with a shrug.
Sister Lenata shakes her head and turns to Vivia. “I’m going to heal you now.”
Vivia nods, and her jaw clenches. She winces as the older Sister’s hand moves up and down her forearm but otherwise doesn’t look affected by much pain. It must be a very easy break to fix.
“We were wondering if you had a spare horse, or if you know of anyone in town with spare horses for sale,” Luca says in the lull. “Vivia’s fell into a ravine after it bolted, and it died.”
Sister Lenata frowns and looks at a Sister with a round face and bright violet eyes. “Do you know if Kelo still has that extra horse?”
She shakes her head. “His other horse died last week, so it’s the only one he has now.”
“I’m afraid there aren’t any horses for you.” Sister Lenata turns to Vivia and smiles. “There. That should be all better now.”
“Thank you so much,” Vivia says bowing her head slightly at the older Sister.
“Would you all like to stay the night here?” Sister Lenata asks as she stands. “We have plenty of food, and we can set up some spare mattresses in the main room here.”
“We’d appreciate it, thank you,” Hemi says.
Dinner is a cheerful affair, and it’s nice to have something other than camp soup. The mattresses are a little thin, but they’re so much better than sleeping on the cold, hard ground. The Sisters serve us breakfast in the morning before we set out. They even pack us a tasty lunch of bread and cheese for us.
All the Sisters stand outside the stable and wave as we leave. “Have a safe trip!” Sister Winora calls out.
I relax into the saddle, feeling lighter than I have in a while. I don’t know if it’s Luca’s warmth at my back or the blue sky promising a warmer day. Perhaps it’s the ease with which we dealt with Vivia’s injury. The water poisoning was horrific, and this was almost nothing in comparison. Even with a dead horse.
“It’s three weeks to Nightwood, give or take,” Hemi says, breaking me from my thoughts. “Are you two good riding together that long? Or should we try to find a bigger town along the way?”
“What do you think, Neoma?” Luca murmurs in my ear, his arm tightening around me.
A shiver runs through me and my breath catches in my throat. I cough before saying, “If you think we don’t need the extra horse, then it’s not a problem with me.”
“It’s not that I don’t think we need it. It’s that I want to keep you safe,” Hemi says with a sigh. “And besides, we do marching and other training, so it’s not like we’re always on horseback.”
“It’s decided,” Luca says. He kisses my neck, which sends another shiver through me. His quiet chuckle rumbles through me.
Oh Goddess, I’m not sure if this will be better or worse than when we weren’t together.
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three
Shoulder Pain


Sweat drips into my eyes, stinging and distracting. Pain radiates down my arm. It’s been too hard to ignore it today. With a frustrated shout, I lunge forward, but my attack is clumsy and wild. 
Vivia bats my blade aside like it’s nothing. “Neoma, what’s with you tonight?” she asks, straightening, her fire sword dissipating.
Training Vivia has been strange and strained. She’s greener than I am, which means I would almost always have the upper hand. Unfortunately, the past few days my shoulder has been bothering me more than usual.
“Aha! Good one!” Hemi shouts.
I glance over and see Hemi on his back, holding a sword. Luca stands over him with a staff to his neck. They’ve been switching up weapons. It hurts to watch Luca fight with a staff. I long to fight with mine again. The most I can do is flow through the stances.
Vivia stares at me, waiting for an answer. I reach up to brush wayward strands of hair out of my eyes. A sharp, stabbing pain blinds me. I drop my weapon and clutch my shoulder, sucking in breaths through clenched teeth.
“Bad shoulder day,” I grit out.
It seems like I’ve been having more of those these days. We’ve been on the road for almost two weeks now, and we haven’t been doing that much more than we did at Starkeep. Though, I’m sure sleeping on the cold, hard ground in a crowded tent every night isn’t helping.
With a sympathetic frown, she says, “We should call it for tonight.”
Strong arms envelop me from behind. Startled, I jump, my heart racing, but then sink into Luca’s embrace. “I love you,” he murmurs, kissing the top of my head, making me feel better even through the pain.
“I love you, too.” I close my eyes and bask in his warmth before pulling away. “How’s your arm doing?” I ask Vivia.
“Still fine.”
I must be annoying asking her that, but I can’t help worrying that she’ll have lasting pain.
“Hey”—Vivia cups my face with gentle hands—“I know you’re worried, but this was a clean break, an easy fix. At worst, it will ache when it rains. This isn’t like your shoulder. Goddess, it wasn’t even like drinking poisoned water.” She shudders. “I still have nightmares about vomiting blood.”
“Oh, no—” I start, but Vivia holds a finger to my lips.
“It’s not that often. Not like you.” Her brows furrow, and she pulls back her hands. “Speaking of, are you okay? You woke up screaming the other night.”
I hug myself and glance away. Sigar can usually calm me, but not the night she’s talking about. “Maybe I should sleep in a tent on my own.”
“No!” Vivia says sharply, making me look up. She reaches up as if to grab my shoulders and stops short, grimacing. “No. That’s not what I meant. I’m worried. You look tired. You’re in pain.” Her brows furrow. “I think you’ve lost weight since…” She trails off, but I know what she was going to say. Since Teb.
I scrub at my face with a sigh. “I’m fine.”
“You can talk to me whenever, you know?”
“I know.”
“Good.” Vivia shoots a glance at Hemi and gestures at him. “We were thinking, since it’s getting warmer, we don’t all have to be in one tent”—she holds up a hand towards me—“And this has nothing to do with your nightmares, alright?”
I glance at Luca, and he shrugs. I nod.
“It’s still too cold to completely forgo a tent, so Hemi and I have decided that we’ll share one.”
“Wh-what?” Luca says, and I have to agree. What?
“Yeah, I mean, we aren’t going to have any tension.” Hemi lifts his hands and waves them to put extra emphasis on the word. “Since the future is…” He trails off.
There hasn’t been much talk of prophecy since I told everyone the truth. I’m not sure if they’re trying to keep from overwhelming me with their worry, or if they don’t want to acknowledge the inevitable. There have been brief moments like this that show they haven’t forgotten.
Hemi clears his throat. “We thought we’d share so you two could have your privacy together. Well, as much privacy as a tent right next to ours will give you. So, like, keep it down.”
“Definitely keep it down.” Vivia flips her glowing red nebula cloud of hair over her shoulder. “I need my beauty sleep.” She pauses. “Again, this has nothing to do with your nightmares. There are other ways to keep people up.”
Groaning, I turn and press my face into Luca’s chest. “Why are you two like this?”
“I’m looking out for my platonic soulstar and my eventual honorary brother-in-law,” Vivia says.
“Do you not want to have privacy with Luca? Because I can go back to sharing a tent with him.” There’s a smack, and Hemi says, “Ow, woman, why did you hit me?”
“You’re not sharing a tent with Luca again,” Vivia hisses.
Luca’s chuckle rumbles through me. “I thought you enjoyed sleeping next to me. Was I wrong?” His voice is quiet, only for me, and his lips brush my ear, sending a shiver through me.
Oh Goddess, he’s not wrong, but I can’t seem to answer him.
He laughs again and straightens up, his arms tightening around me. “Thanks, you two. We appreciate it.”
“Remember to keep quiet,” Vivia says. “Maybe set your tent up on the other side of the fire.”
“I’ll take first watch once I finish setting up mine and Vivia’s tent,” Hemi says.
“Come on, let’s set up our tent,” Luca says as he lets go of me.
I
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