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to Flossie and Carl


who face every adventure with kindness and courage

 

“Deliver me

from sinking in the mire;

let me be delivered from my enemies

and from the deep waters.”

—Psalm 69:14 (ESV)
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Where could he be? I squinted toward the horizon, where stormy sky met turbulent sea. Brantley had planned to be back by midday, but the primary sun was already lowering beyond the churning waves. Not a good sign. Wind howled from the ocean, and the ground bobbed. A gust slapped into me, rippling my tunic and forcing me to lean forward to keep my footing. My toes dug into the tangleroot.

Shielding my eyes against the subsun, I hoped to spy the silhouette of a herder balanced on the sleek back of his stenella, his determined form rising behind the graceful curve of the creature’s neck. Surely he’d seen the storm moving toward our island. Why hadn’t he raced home? Had he gone out too far? His new mount, Makah, was young and early in her training; she wasn’t as skilled and reliable as Navar had been.

The island’s rim lurched, forcing me to retreat. I could dance a pattern to change the wind’s course and coax the storm away, but I had no idea where Brantley and Makah were. My interference could send the storm straight into them. A sigh ripped out of me. All I could do was wait.

My arms cradled the gentle swell of my belly. I’d hoped news of a babe on the way would cause my husband to take fewer risks. I shook my head, letting the wind tug my hair free from my braid. I didn’t truly want him to change. But I did wish he had a more experienced stenella. Brantley still grieved Navar’s loss. So did I.

The clouds broke open, and rain sheeted down, driving me to seek shelter. Our home welcomed me with warmth and light. High windows under the eaves let in the glow of the setting subsun that penetrated even the storm, and torches brightened the wall by the hearth, competing with the flickering fire. A smoky scent curled through the air.

I added a log, grateful for the refuge. A home like this was a luxury I’d never dreamed to experience. Shelves lined one wall, filled with food staples, tools, parchment, and neatly folded fabric. Through a low doorway, I could glimpse the cheerful quilt covering our bed. Spare tunics and cloaks hung from pegs.

I brushed moisture from my shoulders and rested on a bench near the table in this main room. Our bonding cup held a place of honor in the center of the table. Delicate carvings embellished the polished sides with images of land and sea, stenella and forest hound, and a man and woman. A rolled parchment rested against it as if in opposition. I pressed my lips together. As much as I longed for Brantley’s safe return, I dreaded the confrontation that simple missive would bring.

Restless again, I rose and slid a full pot closer to the flames, sprinkled herbs into the seawater, and inhaled the comfort of brewing tsalla. Amazing how tastes could change. Hard to believe I once preferred rainwater to the sweet citrus tang of the sea. The rim dwellers may yet make a true rimmer of me.

After settling into a bent-willow rocker Brantley had built, I stretched my feet toward the hearth, savoring the warmth. I drew circles with my feet, rolling my ankles, willing suppleness into my bad leg. Ginerva’s potions had brought some improvement in the past months, but the tendon severed by High Saltar Tiarel’s knife still couldn’t bear my full weight, and might never again. The scar throbbed at odd times—like now when a windy downpour disturbed the air. I pulled my foot into my lap, grateful I hadn’t lost my dancer’s flexibility.

Maker, I could serve You so much better if You healed me, I prayed for the thousandth time. I massaged my ankle and rewrapped the bandage, then stretched my foot back toward the warmth. My hands traced the curves of my belly and the signs of new life growing within. Only a year had passed since our bonding, and already we were blessed with the joy of a coming child. I have so much to be grateful for. Thank You for Your blessings. My brow furrowed. “Please bring Brantley home safely. Teach me to live in trust instead of fear.” A log popped, drowning out my soft voice.

The door crashed open, and I jumped.

Brantley surged inside and wrestled the door closed, then shook his head like a wet hound. His fair curls were dark from rain and plastered against his head. “Whew! That storm snuck up on me. And I misjudged Makah’s speed. Took longer to get home than I’d planned.”

Another pang speared my ribs. Makah could never replace Navar. Even though we didn’t speak of what happened anymore, it cut between us like a small crack in a tree limb. And like a landkeeper wrapping linen around that branch, I poured every kindness I could on him, hoping one day the seam would heal.

Brantley brushed water from his bare chest and mottled leggings. Then he unbuckled his belt and took time to dry his longknife before striding over to kiss me. “Were you worried?”

I forced a bright smile. “Of course not. How was the fishing?”

He sank onto a low stool and held his hands toward the flames. “Saw a great school of copper fish but . . .” He shrugged.

“Let me guess. Makah ignored your directions and chased them away.”

He rubbed the back of his neck. “She’ll figure it out eventually. She’s still young.”

“How long before I can ride with you?”

His head snapped up, ocean-blue eyes alight with pleased surprise. “She’s big enough but tends to be erratic. I’d hate for you to take a tumble into open ocean.” His gaze moved to my arms folded across my middle. “Especially now.”

I ran a hand through my tangled hair and glanced at the parchment that seemed to glow in the firelight. “How about the river?”

His eyes narrowed. “I’m happy you’re eager to ride a stenella. But what brought on this sudden interest?”

I squirmed. If I told him, his easy smile and clear gaze would change. Worry—even anger—would crease his forehead. I eased the pot from the fire and dipped a mug for him. “The tsalla is ready. You need to warm up. The waves looked cold.”

He wrapped both his callused hands around the mug and inhaled the steam. After savoring a sip, he raised a brow my direction. “So you were watching the sea. Admit it, you were worried about me.”

“If you had the common sense the Maker gave a flea, I wouldn’t have to worry.” This was what I got for bonding with a man so reckless. How was it possible that one of the qualities I loved most about him was also the one that most frustrated me?

His grin warmed me to my toes. “Have I mentioned that I cherish you, dancer?”

I pretended to search my memory. “Not in the last few hours.”

“I need to remedy that.” He moved to crouch beside me, giving me another lingering kiss, then planting a light kiss on my belly. “I love you, Carya. On this world or another.”

His words soothed my heart in the same way Ginerva’s ointment eased my wound. “And I love you, husband.” Then I playfully pushed him away. “Get some dry clothes on. We need to talk.”

He backed off as if he’d found prickly lanthrus in his porridge. “Nothing good follows that statement.” But he strode into our bedroom.

I moved to the table and settled on the bench, picking up the rolled parchment and then setting it down again.

“News from Saltar Kemp?”

I jumped, then managed a tense laugh. “Stop sneaking up on me.”

He had toweled off his hair, which curled out in all directions like golden whitecaps. He wore a loose linen tunic over dry trousers. The standard garb for the Windswell villagers, but the casual attire made him look wild and untamed. Especially since the knee of his pants needed mending again. He was as careless with his clothes as he was with the risks he took. “What makes you think the letter is from Saltar Kemp?”

He tilted his head. “There aren’t many with the means to use parchment or pay a runner to deliver a letter. Besides, you’re nervous as a minnow. Bad news?”

“Depends on how you look at it.” I handed him the parchment.

Sure enough, his forehead creased as he read. Or perhaps that was just evidence of the concentration it took him to make out the words. Rimmers had little use for reading and writing. Another reminder of our differences. And Saltar Kemp was frugal, so she wrote in tiny script to conserve parchment.

He read through it twice, then tossed the letter back onto the table, the cause of his frown no longer in question. “No.”

“That’s all? We can’t discuss it?”

“There’s nothing to discuss. We promised to walk this life together, remember?”

I stared at the scallops carved along the rim of the bonding cup. So many ups and downs. “Of course I remember. That wouldn’t change.” I rested my hand on his, willing him to understand.

He lifted his gaze, and I shrank from the hurt in his eyes. “Everything would change.”
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“She needs me.” Our argument had continued into supper. I pushed aside my bowl of stew, unable to eat much with the tension twisting my stomach. “I wouldn’t consider leaving now, but she says I’m the only one who can help her. This doesn’t sound like some small problem. She wrote that the safety of the Order is at stake.”

Brantley chewed, swallowed, and glanced at me as if he were about to respond. Instead, he scooped up another spoonful of broth. His silence formed an angry wall between us.

Subdued, I angled my chair away from the table to watch flames dance in the fireplace. “Maybe another island has drifted into view.”

His frown deepened. “You can’t think that you’ll go explore another world. Not again. Not now.”

I scrambled for another explanation to appease him. Saltar Kemp’s letter had sounded desperate but was very short on details about why she needed me. “Perhaps Saltar River is stirring up trouble. Think of all the ground that would be lost if she convinced people to return to the old ways.”

He growled, then slid my bowl to his side of the table. “Done with this?”

I nodded.

He finished the rest of my supper, then took our dishes outside to wash at the shore. The rain had passed, but I wished for the howling wind’s return to cover the deafening silence that filled our home.

When he returned, Brantley stopped just inside the door, jaw working as if a fishbone had stuck between his back teeth. Rubbing his temples, he closed his eyes, probably tamping down his temper by silently reciting fish species or rim villages and their herders.

It must have helped, because he was gentle as he led me to the rocker near the fire, then settled on a low stool near me.

“I understand the need,” he said at last. “But why is she so cryptic? She hinted that the need is dire because she knows you. She knows you always feel compelled to help. Do you understand that I can’t leave Makah? Teague won’t be back from Undertow for days. He promised to help their new herder until Makah is able to adjust to another rider.”

“Of course.”

Clouds scudded across his brow. “That means I can’t join you in Middlemost.”

I nodded. The last thing I wanted was physical distance. But he had to understand there were times our responsibilities drew us away from each other—like the many hours he spent out at sea.

The shadows darkened over his expression. “You’re that eager to be apart?” His lilt made the question playful, teasing. But hurt flickered in his eyes.

I leaned forward, cradled his face, and touched my forehead to his. “Never.” I kissed him, offering reassurance in the language he most appreciated.

When we eased apart enough to breathe, his crooked grin brought an answering smile from me. “You’ll make this impossible for me,” I said.

“That’s the plan.” He sank back, his shoulder pinching and causing him to wince.

I motioned for him to turn so I could rub the knots from his neck and back. “Brantley, nothing in me wants to go. Now of all times. I love the dancers and enjoyed helping Saltar Kemp design new patterns, but she always understood my visits were temporary.”

His muscles tightened under my hands, and I pressed my thumbs deeper.

“Ow!” He pulled away and stood to face me.

I raised my hands. “Do you really think I want to leave? My place is here. With you.”

“But you’re going.” Accusation? Resignation? I couldn’t read his tone.

My spine curved, weighted by conflicting responsibilities. “No. Not if you think it’s the wrong thing to do.”

He groaned and raked a hand through his hair. “We both know you’re needed there. Maybe I can get a message to Teague. If he can come back and take over with Makah, I could go with you for at least a few days. If the Order is really at risk . . .”

“So is all of Meriel.” I studied him. “You’re truly all right with me staying there until things stabilize?”

He shrugged, then winced again and rubbed his shoulder. “I just didn’t want you to be happy about it.”

A startled laugh burst from my throat. After rising, I nestled into his chest and wrapped my arms around him. “I promise to be miserable every second we’re apart.”

His deep chuckle rumbled. “That answers one concern.”

“What’s the other?” I tilted my face up.

He touched my cheek, kissed my nose, then let his hand rest on my stomach. “The danger. To you both.”

“I know. But the whole world is struggling. Maybe I can help.”

He pulled me close again, squeezing with a hint of desperation. “Can’t the Maker let someone else help?”

I smiled, resting against his chest. “He has. You, for one. We’ve served Him together.”

He huffed out an exasperated breath. “Fine. We’ll try Makah on the river tomorrow morning. If she manages that, we’ll travel up to Middlemost. Maybe I can continue her training along the river and stay nearby while you help Kemp.”

My heart lightened enough to make me feel like I was floating. “Can the villagers manage without their herder driving fish in to shore for a few weeks?”

“Thanks to your dances, the village’s gardens and orchards are producing more food. And it’s not as if my herding has provided much in recent months.”

No hint of bitterness sharpened his voice, but the words stung. I burrowed against him so he wouldn’t see my hurt. Another reminder of the amazing partnership he lost with Navar. Because of me.

“I didn’t dare hope you’d come with me. I know the Order isn’t your favorite place on Meriel.”

“Someone has to keep you out of trouble. Whatever the danger, you’ll need a man with a longknife.”

“Oh, I’m sure there won’t be any violence.” Now that we had a plan and were on the same side again, my appetite returned. I rummaged the shelves across from our fireplace for a saltcake. “Saltar Kemp probably only wants me there to reassure the novitiates and dancers—reaffirm the truth and the Order’s new direction. Perhaps a few heated debates, that’s all.”

He looked unconvinced. “You hate debates.”

I offered a rueful smile. “I grew up learning to avoid any hint of conflict. There was no room for disagreement in the Order. But sometimes hard things need to be spoken.”

“True.” His eyes held a challenge. “So tell me what’s been bothering you.”

I blinked. I’d done all I could to hide my worries, my self-blame. Dare I tell him that regrets from the forsaken island still haunted me? That I longed for his reassurance? He’d insisted he held nothing against me, but I couldn’t forgive myself for the pain I’d caused him. I opened my mouth.

Crash! Something hit our door, rattling the whole cottage.
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Orianna burst into our cottage, fine hairs poking out of the braids that wrapped her head like a crown. Most days Brantley’s niece was golden sunshine set in gangly limbs and carefree songs, but tonight her eyes were wide, and her chest heaved. Her over-large tunic, made with room to grow by her practical mother, canted off one shoulder. “You’re needed,” she gasped.

I cut my gaze to Brantley and back to her. “Which of us?”

“Both.” She bounced on her heels. “It’s Grandma.”

That was all we needed to hear. Brantley tossed me my cloak, strapping on his knife belt while heading out the door. I reached for my walking stick and Orianna’s hand as we followed him into the darkness. “Has she taken ill?”

“It’s her breathing. Mama says Grandma will be all right, but her eyes looked scared. She didn’t want me to bother you, but I convinced her.”

In spite of my worry, I smiled. Orianna could charm a honeybird to her finger, and Brianna stood little chance against such a determined daughter.

Brantley ducked under a low branch, his long strides carrying him ahead of us. The wet earth beneath my soles made an uneven squishing sound as I limped as fast as I could. “How long has Fiola been sick?” I usually crossed paths with her during daily errands around the village but hadn’t seen her in a few days. I should have checked in on her.

“Not long. But today it turned bad.” Orianna was about to pull my arm from its socket. “Mama tried lanthrus, but it’s not helping.”

Brantley sprinted ahead. By the time I reached the cottage, low light spilled from the open doorway. On his knees beside his mother’s pallet, Brantley pressed a hand to her cheek. “I’m here,” he said. Brianna wrung out a cloth and leaned past him to place it on Fiola’s forehead.

His mother’s frame was sunken into her bed, as if both illness and bedding were swallowing her. Her skin was almost the shade of her gray hair. My breath hitched. Not many months ago, I’d knelt by my own mother as she battled illness. And lost. Was Brantley thinking of that?

Fiola’s eyes fluttered open, and she frowned at her son. “What are you doing here?” The words were reassuringly normal, but her voice was wispy, and as she drew a deeper breath, it rattled in her chest. “You have your own family to be caring for. Brianna has been fussing enough.” Her gaze traveled past him and landed on me. “You’re here, too? How is my new grandbaby-on-the-way?”

“We’re all fine.” My hand rested over the curve of my belly. I turned to Brianna. “What can I do?”

Exhaustion drew rings around Bri’s eyes. “Stoke the fire. And see if you can make sense of her herb jars. The lanthrus broth didn’t help, but…” She gestured helplessly.

I shot Brantley a worried glance, but he was fixated on his mother, whose eyes had closed again. With my arm around Bri’s shoulders, I guided her to a chair. “When did you last eat? Or sleep?”

She rubbed her forehead. “Not sure.”

“Well, let’s see to that now. You’ll do no one any good if you fall ill too.”

She sagged, too weary to argue. After stoking the fire, I brewed Bri a mug of tsalla and peeled a persea for her. I knew she wouldn’t leave Fiola’s side, so the only way I’d coax her to get some rest was making up a spare pallet here. Orianna helped me.

As I guided Brantley’s weary sister-in-law to the waiting ticking and blankets, she clutched my arm. “You’ll stay?” Her words slurred.

“Of course. Now rest.”

“And Orianna.”

“I’ll look after her.”

While Brantley murmured soothing reassurances to his mother, I fed Orianna and then systematically opened each jar of herbs on Fiola’s cluttered shelves. I found nuggets of an astringent resin that made my eyes water. That might help her breathing.

Fiola curled on her side as coughs wracked her body. She inhaled—a tight wheeze—and sweat beaded her face. Brantley helped her to sit up, supporting her as another round of coughs shook her.

I worked faster, hands shaking while I crushed the resin into a bowl of steaming seawater.

“Can she drink?” I asked Brantley.

Lips pressed, he gave a small shake of his head.

“All right. Help me hold this. Fiola, try a deeper breath. Breathe in the steam.”

Her head lolled, but she drew in the fragrant mist. She coughed a few more times, but the next inhale went deeper into her lungs.

Relief slackened her features, and eventually she breathed more freely. “Thank you,” she whispered.

Brantley eased her limp frame back onto the pallet. I set the bowl next to her head and fanned more scented air over her face.

A hint of a smile tugged her lips. “Believe I’ll rest a bit.” Her drooping lids closed.

Brantley tucked a blanket up under her chin and sank back on his heels. “I’ve been out training too much. I should have checked on her.”

I rested a hand on his back. “This isn’t your fault. I could have looked in on her. I had no idea she was ill. It must have come on suddenly.”

He scowled. “Why didn’t Brianna tell us?”

I glanced at the pallet where Orianna now also slept—a round egg in the nest of her mother’s arms. “She probably thought she could manage.”

“She should have asked for help.” His irritation surfaced. Typical of Brantley to mask his worry with crankiness.

“The way you always ask for help?”

He scoffed. “Not the same.”

Together, we kept steam filling the air near Fiola and replaced damp cloths on her forehead. She woke again, eyes glassy, her unintelligible mumbles triggering another coughing attack. I touched her cheek, which burned like a hearthstone.

“Fever is doing its work.” I wished I felt as confident as I sounded. “Do you think this is what it will be like with a babe?”

Brantley’s eyes widened, as if he’d never considered the possibility of sleepless nights or illness with our child.

I hurried to reassure him. “I’m sure she’ll be healthy.”

His jaw jutted. “He will be strong and hale. And go out herding with me.”

Now my eyebrows rose. No child of mine would go out on the tumultuous seas.

Fiola stirred, drawing our attention. She plucked at the blanket’s hem, then stilled again. Brantley leaned forward, tension gripping his spine. “I think this is meadow blight.”

I shook my head, still hoping it was a simple fever and cough. Meadow blight could linger for weeks and turn nasty. “Whatever it is, we’ll help her.”

Brantley’s eyes, bleary from the long night and astringent steam, met mine. “Except you can’t.”

I sagged. Saltar Kemp needed me at the Order. But how could I leave now? Fiola had become like a mother to me, helped me share the Maker’s letter with Windswell, rejoiced over my bonding with her son. I glanced at Brianna and Orianna. They all needed me. Brantley needed me by his side.

“I’ll send word I can’t go.”

Brantley stroked my face, buried his hand in my hair, and pulled me toward him until our foreheads touched. “You have to go. We’ll be all right. And when Mother recovers, she’ll want to know that the Order hasn’t chained Meriel again.”

I touched the bristles along his jawline, breathed in the scent of his skin, let my hand move to his chest and the strong rhythm of his heart. “But we’ll be parted.”

“I know.” Sorrow flared in his pupils, or perhaps it was firelight. He rubbed the back of his neck. If he felt conflicted, he buried it quickly. “I’ll bring you upriver to Middlemost and then return. As soon as Mother has recovered, I’ll join you.”

He was matter-of-fact, and I tried to match his stoic acceptance, but inside I screamed. Dearest Maker, why do we keep facing these paths that we would never choose?
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Hours later, Brantley and I balanced on the edge of the tangleroot shore. He whistled, and Makah approached. The moods of a stenella are hard to read, but she looked as if she answered him grudgingly. Moving slowly, she stayed a few feet from the rim. When Brantley made a tight circle with his hand to rotate her, she moved closer but didn’t turn her body.

He repeated the motion, and her lids closed partway like those of a sullen child. After a long pause, she spun but flipped her tail fin and splashed us.

“She’s about as excited about this journey as I am.” I reached out to stroke her long neck, but she angled away.

“Maybe she’ll perk up when she sees we’re heading upriver. It’s something new, and she’s easily bored.”

Like her herder. Whereas I craved routine and a stable life here in Windswell.

Brantley stepped onto Makah’s back and offered his hand. With his help, I settled close behind her neck, in the same way I’d often ridden Navar. Her broad back offered ample room, and my feet rested lightly on her tucked-in side fins. Floppy ears swaying, she twisted to look at me, aghast at the unfamiliar rider. “You’re a beauty, aren’t you?” I crooned.

She truly was magnificent. Even though she was still smaller than a fully-grown, working stenella, graceful lines curved as she lifted her back fluke, then splashed it down impatiently.

Brantley chuckled. Training Makah had been irritating, but he was starting to bond with her. I hoped their partnership would deepen and help heal the wounds he carried—especially for Navar’s loss. He remained standing and whistled a staccato command.

Makah surged forward, nearly jarring him off. Only an expert herder’s balance kept him on his feet. I squeezed my legs against the stenella’s flanks and kept one hand against her neck to steady myself. We traveled past the main part of the village. A few children waved as we went by.

When we reached the mouth of the river, Brantley gave a hand signal for her to turn, but she wasn’t watching for his direction and swam beyond the opening. His short whistle pierced the air, and Makah pulled up hard like a rearing pony. It took a few more tries before he was able to steer her upriver.

I’d made this trip several times on Navar before we’d traveled to the forsaken island. The journey that took weeks of hiking was now but a half day by river. Part of me wished it was not so convenient. I wanted the Order to manage without me.

Makah swerved, startled by the shadow of a tree limb drooping out over the river. I ran my hand over her hide. “You’re doing fine. Just think how jealous your pod will be that you had this adventure. Few stenella have traveled upriver.”

Makah’s ears flexed, round lobes swinging. She didn’t look back at me, but I believed she understood the gist. Brantley scoffed, but didn’t say anything. He scanned the waters ahead for any obstacles or dangers.

A log floated into sight.

I sensed Brantley tense behind me, but he kept his voice calm as he called, “Hang on.”

Except there was little to hang on to. Makah stretched her neck forward, so I couldn’t wrap my arms around it. I wished that herders used reins or saddles, even though I understood why it wasn’t practical. None of the stenella had been pleased with the harnesses used to transport things from the foreign island. When Brantley had worked with Navar, subtle shifts of his weight communicated through his feet. A sharp whistle or hand gesture augmented those directions.

Brantley whistled, but Makah didn’t respond. Instead, she bucked and writhed. “Lean left,” he told me.

I tilted to a more precarious line, gripping with my legs until the muscles trembled. The approaching log twisted in the current, blocking the right half of the river. Makah chirruped her agitation.

Brantley’s rising whistle sliced the air. Makah tossed her head, ears swinging. The log was nearly on us, moving quickly. Before I could prepare myself, our stenella dove, whooshing beneath the log. I sputtered as my face met the water. Out of instinct, I kept my grip and ducked my head down against her withers. Makah swam deep, and my ears ached from the pressure, because unlike a normal river, there was no bed beneath the water here. Just fathoms and fathoms of ocean, stretching for unknown depths. At last we shot upward again and finally broke the surface. Gulping lungfuls of sweet air, I looked behind me for Brantley.

He had disappeared.
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I was alone. Terrifyingly alone and piloting an immature stenella in a river full of hazards.

Tempted to yell at Makah for tossing her herder, instead I pushed wet hair from my face and stroked her neck. “Clever girl. You avoided the log your own way. But now we have to stop.”

What was the signal for stopping? I patted her back to get her attention. “Please stop. We have to go back for him.”

She raised her chin and turned her head, then blinked a few times when she realized Brantley was missing. Her lustrous eyes narrowed as if accusing me. But at least she stopped, fins shifting only enough to keep us in place.

“Don’t blame me. You’re the one who dove while he was standing. I’m no herder, but even I know stenella aren’t supposed to dive until the herder is seated.”

She stretched out her neck and ignored me. I eyed the shores, which stretched about three cottage widths apart and rose too steeply for me to climb. A slight bend blocked my view of the channel behind us. “Brantley!” I shouted.

Makah flinched, but still didn’t move. “We’re here! Can you hear me?” What if Brantley had hit his head on the log when Makah dove? Was he even now sinking into the ocean depths that churned beneath this seam in the island? He’d been worried about me making this trip but never gave a thought for his own safety.

I tried to whistle, but panic had left my mouth dry. Only a breathy sound emerged from my pursed lips, my effort mocked by easy birdsong from nearby trees. I shouted again, but that made Makah wriggle, and I feared being cast off.

Reining in my uneasiness, I studied my petulant mount. Perhaps I could build a relationship with this young stenella through dance as I had once with Navar. Makah’s head swept side to side in the water, powerful neck muscles serpentine and smooth. In spite of my fear, I had to admire the beauty of her motion. I didn’t dare stand, but I began to echo her actions with swaying. She wasn’t watching me, but perhaps she felt the shift in weight as I built on the fluid motions. Imagining a stenella craning to view the world, I lifted my arms overhead. Then, with arms at shoulder level, I stroked the air at one side as if turning in water. A deep and slow drumming filled my head. All dances followed a rhythm. Every pattern we learned at the Order connected us with that part of the Maker’s world. But we’d never learned a pattern for stenella. Now I found the beat of the sea creature and joined in.

Her muscles tightened, and she turned to look at me, head still resting on the surface of the water. I kept dancing with my upper body, seeking to understand her, to embody her. Offering her love and appreciation. Could she feel it? Did my efforts to emulate her mean anything?

At last, she deigned to lift her head, her neck creating a curved arch. She looked at me again, and her side fins stirred the water. As she copied my awkward motions, we turned in the river. Now my arms swam us forward, as if dancing through heavy mist instead of air. With a few clicking sounds, she glided downriver. I hugged her neck and crooned my thanks, then squinted ahead for any sign of Brantley.

In minutes I spotted him, stroking strongly toward us. Relief surged through me. “Whoa,” I said softly, leaning back as I’d seen herders do. To my surprise, Makah stopped.

Brantley lifted his head, tossing water from his hair in one sharp gesture. Even frustrated and waterlogged, he was a beautiful sight.

As soon as he reached us, he climbed onto her, jaw tight. In a practiced motion, he pulled his feet under himself in a crouch and then stood. Irritation pulsed in the tendons of his neck, and Makah chittered nervously. Whatever rapport they’d built began to slip away.

“How did you get this stubborn creature turned?”

“Don’t call her names. She returned me to you.” I stroked her neck, hoping to soothe her again.

“She only had to return you because she threw me off. I’m supposed to be grateful?”

Behind his anger at Makah, I sensed his fear for me. He needed soothing more than the stenella. “Everyone is safe. She’s doing her best. I’m sure she’s sorry.”

“Sorry?” His voice rose in pitch.

“Yes.” I looked up at him with pleading eyes. I’d been just as frustrated with the young stenella moments earlier, but now I coaxed him to forgive her.

Makah swiveled to face him, and his mouth twitched. “How do you both manage to have the same expression?”

I felt some of the tension ease from Brantley and a corresponding softening of Makah’s muscles beneath me. Instead of berating her, Brantley raised his fist and drew a tight circle. Makah instantly pivoted in place. At his crisp whistle, she resumed swimming upstream.

I smiled my thanks to Brantley for being gentle with her. He would be a wonderful father—if he managed to stay alive until our child arrived.

He raised a brow. “Seriously, how did you get her to turn? Or was it her idea?”

“I tried to bond with her by mimicking her movements.”

“And she let you guide her? Makes me wish I had a bit of dancer training. You have an uncanny ability to connect to . . . well, everything.”

I laughed. “When Fiola is better and you come up to the Order, I’ll see if they’ll let you in the first form novitiate class.” I sobered. “I don’t like leaving while your mother is so ill. You’ll send someone with news if you want me to return, won’t you?”

If only it were that easy. Until Teague returned to Windswell, there was no one in the village able to ride a stenella upriver, and even then, Makah wasn’t an easy mount. Another wave of remorse rolled over me. If only Navar were still with us. If only I hadn’t asked Brantley to call her to the lake. If only I hadn’t opened a path for us to venture onto that forsaken island where she’d given her life to save us. “I still wonder if I should be staying to help you and Bri.”

“Let’s not chase a broken school of fish again. Saltar Kemp clearly needs you for something important. Just don’t ask me to be happy about it.”

“So as long as we’re both miserable about being apart, we’ll both be happy?”

His laugh was rich and deep, and my heart lifted. Whatever challenges we faced, if I could bring him laughter, maybe the shadows of guilt would eventually recede.

The warm air slowly dried our clothes. We avoided a few more obstacles, and Makah seemed more responsive to Brantley’s directions. When a low limb stretched out from the bank, a quick shift of position and whistled code sent her hugging the opposite shore, carrying us safely past.

“Aren’t you clever?” I patted her withers. “First time carrying two people. First time on the river. This must be overwhelming for you.”

“Dancer, you recall how the novitiates are trained?”

I threw back my shoulders. “Of course.”

“Did the saltars lavish praise on you?”

I glared back at him. “No. But that doesn’t mean a little encouragement would have gone amiss.”

“Carya, let me handle the training of my stenella, all right?” There was no harshness in his tone. In fact, his lips quirked with something like appreciation. But I got the point. He was the herder. Being able to train a stenella was a point of pride.

His next words affirmed my thoughts. “And could we please not mention to anyone that Makah threw me off?”

“Of course.” Maybe it wasn’t only the stenella who needed a bit of praise. “You’ve done something amazing. Very few herders take their stenella upriver, let alone one this young and willful. The village already recites sagas about your courage in braving the foreign island. Next they’ll be composing stories about your skill with your stenella.”

He snorted. But the last bit of tension left his jaw, and his body rode the shifts of balance with softer knees and more of his usual grace.

[image: * * *]

The primary sun soon sank behind the edge of the rock walls that had risen higher and higher as we neared Middlemost, the town that encircled the Order like unfolding flower petals. In deep shade that made me shiver in my wet things, we continued straight to the river’s end under the cliffs formed by the riven gash. Brantley whistled the code for Makah to wait and helped me to the steep path. He carried both our damp packs and my walking stick. I needed my hands free to climb the many stories from sea level here in the center of the island where the land was thickest.

I touched a porous rock face. “Such a marvel, how the Maker broke open this path.”

“Some say He split the island in anger.”

“I believe He did this to create a means to connect the rim and the Order.”

Brantley supported my back and helped me clamber up to another rock. “It has been useful. Although few herders have dared the trip yet.” He paused and scanned the length of the river, checking on Makah.

“You can go back to her. I can make my way from here.”

He chuckled. “I have no doubt of your strength or your courage. But if you think I’ll let you walk into the Order before I assess the dangers, you’re daft.”

My heart warmed at his concern, but I stiffened my spine. “I survived the Order for most of my life. Long before you came along.”

He nodded. “And I’d not see you suffer like that again. Come on.” He guided me up another steep boulder.

My ankle throbbed, and I was grateful for his presence behind me. I never knew when the severed tendon would refuse to support my weight—a risky venture when climbing this way. But his fears about dangers in the Order were unnecessary. So much had changed. On each of my trips here since Meriel was freed, I’d been welcomed and respected. In fact, the pleasure of designing and teaching new patterns to the dancers had made me feel torn between my work for the Order and my life back in Windswell.

We reached the top, and I hugged Brantley. “I promise to be miserable while I’m helping the high saltar.”

He laughed and kissed me thoroughly. “Thank you. But you can savor your work, as long as you don’t put yourself in danger. Now let’s go find Saltar Kemp.”

We entered the paved courtyard where marble planters held carefully contained examples of plants. Thirsty calara reeds bent in the slightest breeze. Delicate alcea perfumed the air. Prickly lanthrus threatened any who dared touch it. During my years as a novitiate I often sought solace among the orderly trees and flowers. Now they looked too formal, too contained. I preferred the haphazard fields and cluttered forests covering the rest of Meriel. The Order wasn’t the only thing that had changed since the discovery of the Maker’s letter. I was a different person.

I smiled as we walked past two soldiers into the hall of polished marble. Drums rang from the middle ground—the open-air field of daygrass that the many-storied Order encircled. The sound made my legs flex, eager to join the dance. A contrasting rhythm, played on hollow sticks, bounced like raindrops from one of the smaller studios. I peered inside the open doorway. Rows of fourth-form girls jumped from side to side, feet pointed like swords in the air, bodies light. Some of the saltars had feared that reforming the Order would lower standards, but these girls looked every bit as skilled and dedicated as my class had been. Scents of polished stone, herb-washed tunics, and clean sweat stirred a happy familiarity.

But along with nostalgia came tight coils that twisted in my stomach. How could one place stir both love and terror? I had truly loved learning to dance—the challenge, routine, and sense of achievement. I saw it as a sacred service to our world. Yet the relentless push for perfection, relying on no strength but our own, and the pride of believing we could control the universe—it had wounded so many and tormented my heart. Each time I entered the Order, I grappled again with this mix of emotions.

Brantley cleared his throat. “Saltar Kemp?”

I nodded and pulled myself away from the classroom door. We continued along the hall, past the largest studio. I longed to step inside and watch the blue form rehearsing but walked past to the offices. Saltar Tangleroot sat behind a desk, chewing her lip as she studied a map. Her white headscarf tamped down her thick black hair, but a playful strand curled at her cheek. When she saw me, she sprang up and embraced me. “Thank the Maker you’re here.”

“What’s wrong?” Brantley asked before I could.

“I’ll let High Saltar Kemp explain.”

I turned to say goodbye to Brantley, but he took my arm and aimed us both toward the high saltar’s office.

“Brantley, you should get back to your mother. I’ll be fine.”

He gave a low growl. “After I hear what the dire need is and how they plan to keep you safe.”

I shook my head. His protectiveness made me feel cherished, but he worried far too much. The Order wasn’t a danger to me. Not anymore.

Engulfed by her formal gown, Saltar Kemp stood by the inner office windows overlooking the center ground. One arthritic hand pressed the glass, supporting a body as badly bent as her finger joints. Out on the daygrass, dancers in simple white tunics and leggings spun past. One of the harvest patterns. I shifted my focus back to the high saltar.

“We’ve arrived,” I said brightly.

Saltar Kemp turned and straightened with visible effort. “Thank you for coming.” Her voice rasped like gravel from all her years of shouting instruction over the drums. She glanced at my belly. “This isn’t a good time for you to travel. I’m sorry.”

“I promised to help you. I know the transition has taken a toll.”

She left the window and took a seat behind her desk. Compasses and sextants weighted down piles of parchments. “We had no choice. Our
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