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For the people of Moananuiākea,

‘i ka wā ma mua,

i ka wā ma hope. The future is in the past

(‘Õlelo No‘eau No. 6).

—K.K.
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In the beginning, the mortals say there was only ocean until the mother island emerged: Te Fiti. Her heart held the greatest power ever known. It could create life itself, and Te Fiti shared it with the world. But in time, some began to seek her heart. They believed that if they could possess it, the great power of creation would be theirs.

One day, the warrior Maui voyaged across the vast ocean to take it. He was a trickster, a shape-shifter armed with a magical fishhook, and a demigod of the wind and sea. When he claimed the heart for himself, they say Te Fiti began to crumble, giving birth to a terrible darkness. Maui tried to escape but was confronted by another who sought the heart, Te Kā, a demon of earth and fire. Struck from the sky by the burning one, they say Maui was never to be seen again and his fishhook and the heart of Te Fiti were lost to the sea. But that was a thousand years ago, and the descendants of those who lived then have long become ancestors. Now no living mortal remembers the true beginning.

A world torn asunder. Darkness and light. Ocean and sky. Earth and fire. Monsters and mortals—Te Fiti and Te Kā. For life and death are one, even as the ocean and the salt water of mortal tears are one—but this separation, the old tales say, is the true beginning.
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Smoke billowed into the night sky, drowning out the stars above.

Moana clenched her fists, leaving half-moons in her palms as she watched the demigod Maui fly toward the black cloud blanketing the ocean and sky ahead. In his talons, the heart of Te Fiti glowed, glistening like a single tear against the darkness.

Moana’s throat tightened, her eyes following the heart’s path across the sky. Fear twisted her gut. Lightning wreathed the smoke ahead, flashing like pearl shells. Something large and oscillating grew behind the smoke. A fiery silhouette.

The smoke waned as a barrage of fireballs blazed through the black cloud, heading straight for Maui and the heart. Maui’s wings thrashed against the wind. He threaded through the sky, dodging each flaming blow. Moana leaned closer, holding her breath.

She knew better than to assume her and Maui’s tasks had been completed, but there was a smile beginning to form on her lips. This is it, she thought, relaxing her fists. Maui was almost to Te Fiti. They’d restore her heart, and the goddess would take care of Te Kā, and her people would be saved from Te Kā’s blight.

Too late, Moana saw the demon looming behind the smoke. Its body glowed low like an ember in a dying fire. Te Kā broke through the smoke’s surface with a scream, reminding Moana of a shark seizing its prey—Maui.

Te Kā’s hand swung through the smoke’s dark sea, slamming into the demigod midair. Moana gasped as the blow knocked Maui’s hook from his hands. His wings disappeared. His hawk form rippled away as he fell through the sky, his grunt echoing across the sea.

“Maui!” Moana screamed as both the shape-shifter and the heart fell. Without thinking, Moana untied the sail and grabbed the stays, feeling the coarse rope run through her hands. She flexed her wrist, loosening the canoe’s sail.

She knew Maui wouldn’t like her sailing into the thick smoke to save him. Before they’d reached Te Fiti’s barren home, she’d asked him what her role would be in the fight ahead.

When we fight Te Kā, what am I supposed to do? She’d been rubbing her thumb against the abalone shell of her gramma’s locket, thinking of the black scum she’d seen in the water, carried on the tide like spilled ash, reminding her of the dark hand she’d seen reaching around her island before she’d left.

Te Kā’s blight.

But the demigod hadn’t heard the fear in her voice. He’d only laughed, smiling at the constellations above them—at his own set of stars. We? His eyes had flashed with mirth, an otherworldly light filling them. I’m the only one fighting Te Kā.

But now that same demigod was tumbling toward the hard sea—and both his hook and the heart were out of reach.

She knew Maui didn’t want her help. But he wouldn’t like being dead, either.

As Moana readied the canoe, her eyes followed the demigod’s descent. He clapped the heart into his palm but was still reaching for his fishhook.

Tighten the halyard, bind the stays, she reminded herself, her blood coursing through her, beating in her ears like a pātē. The words were the same shouted orders Maui had given her when they’d encountered the Kakamora, before he’d shown her how to wayfind.

She hadn’t known which rope to grab then, but a lot had changed after a month at sea.

Now the steering paddle settled into her new calluses, like another limb. She could even feel the waves lapping at her canoe and the wind filling her sails like they were extensions of her body.

Moana steered the canoe toward Maui, watching as he snatched his hook. Feathers bloomed around him in a flash of blue light. With his magical fishhook, he became a hawk again. His wings fanned out, saving him and the heart from the waves below.

Victorious, he flew straight up like a thrown spear, evading Te Kā’s fiery hand—but only for a moment. The lava creature slapped the hawk with its hidden hand, and Maui’s transformation fell away again in a rain of feathers. With a hard smack, he landed in the ocean, the heart flying out of his fist.

Moana’s breath left her in a rush. She steered toward Maui and the heart. She pulled the canoe’s stays, but the current wasn’t cooperating. Moana threw a look toward the sea. The waves were swelling beneath her, but the tide resisted. She blinked against the salt spray splashing into her eyes and surveyed the water around her. Why was the ocean holding her back?

Moana shook her head, frowning. There was no time to untangle the ocean’s cryptic intentions now. The heart was sinking beneath the waves, falling like a lost star under the tide.

She tightened the rope, catching a wind in her sail. The canoe skidded across the difficult waves, seawater darting into her eyes. But Moana didn’t dare blink. She studied the terrifying creature looming above her. A demon of earth and fire. That was what the old tales called Te Kā, and yet the burning figure looked less monstrous than Moana had expected.

Te Kā’s head was tilted toward her, assessing Moana like a human would. Smoke ringed its lambent gaze and face, flowing like a tumble of dark hair. Its eyes burned upon Moana—and Moana felt something ancient stir within.

Quickly, she turned away. She could scarcely bear to meet Te Kā’s eyes without feeling scorched. Even now, the sight of its fire pressed upon her vision, the light of its molten flesh dancing over the sea every way Moana looked as she searched the waves for Maui and the heart.

Finally, Moana spied a streak of blue in the water. The light dissolved, and a shark’s fin cut through the ocean. Maui had the heart captured in his many teeth, the stone shining bright like the pearls her mother collected from the oysters on Motunui.

A flame roared, crackling through the night. Moana’s gaze swung to Te Kā. A fireball enveloped the demon’s hand. It lobbed the flame at Maui beneath the waves. Moana lurched forward, watching the fire crash into the water, hissing into steam.

Moana swallowed hard. It’d be foolish to dive in after Maui. The dark sea was near impenetrable to her mortal eyes. Te Kā threw another fireball and Moana followed the flame’s arc, an idea dawning. Moana couldn’t see Maui beneath the waves, but the immortal could. Te Kā’s fire could lead Moana to the demigod and the heart.

Still, it took all of Moana’s resolve to steer her canoe toward those flames, and she couldn’t stop herself from flinching when one of the fireballs exploded near her, singeing the air.

The heat cooked Moana’s skin the closer she got, burning hotter than any flame she’d ever felt. She imagined her father seeing her now and wondered if he’d been right: She never should have gone beyond their island’s reef.

If I die, she thought, who will tell them? Would her parents even believe she had made it this far? Did her father watch Motunui’s shore, waiting for a wrecked canoe to be swept onto their island’s sand? Or had he mourned her the night she left, believing her already gone, lost to the sea just like his best friend?

Your dad couldn’t save him. He’s hoping he can save you, her mother’s voice coaxed, pulling Moana’s resolve apart. Her death would devastate her father.

No, she thought, hardening her spine, but her fear was insidious. She could barely feel the steering paddle in her hand, and her thoughts were like carrion—easy food for the fear knotting her gut.

Would she never place a rock on her family’s stone altar? Would Moana’s people weave an ‘ie tōga for her funeral while her parents held on to the mat she would’ve inherited at her chief ceremony, darkening its red feathers with their tears? She thought of her dream, of her people turning to ash, and shook her head.

Shame slicked down Moana’s throat. She couldn’t falter here. She was Moana of Motunui, chosen by the ocean to save her people from the blight, to restore the heart of Te Fiti. She tightened her grip on her oar and pushed the canoe straight past the flames.

Finally, she saw the flicker of a minnow’s tail in the dark water, a green glow emanating around its face. Maui. Across the water, Te Kā drew close, leaning over the ocean as if it meant to crawl its way through. But when the giant pressed its weight onto the rocks, the island crumbled around it, drenching its fiery hand with water.

A piercing screech filled the air as the monster retreated.

Immediately, Maui leapt onto the canoe. In his fish mouth, the heart of Te Fiti shone like a hook. Moana almost let loose a breath of relief. She fell to her knees next to Maui. He shook off his transformation, breathing hard onto the canoe’s wooden deck.

Moana looked from the exhausted demigod to the injured monster above.

Te Kā cradled its hand, where the water had cooled its flame into dark volcanic rock. The lava creature grimaced, and fire showered its hand as it blasted the rock off its fingers in a fit of rage.

Moana’s thoughts raced. She jumped to her feet, her heart slamming against her ribs. Te Kā can’t go in the water, she thought, looking wildly around the monster and its atoll. The island was small, and Moana could see both ends of it. But there was an opening. A tiny outcropping lay on the far side. If she and Maui could quickly slip past the rocks, Te Kā wouldn’t be able to follow them. Then they’d finally get to Te Fiti and return her heart.

Moana smiled and pulled at her canoe’s stays, shifting their course.

Maui rose, towering above her. “What are you doing?”

“Finding you a better way in.”

Maui’s head canted back, his eyes swinging from Te Kā to the narrow opening ahead of them. “We won’t make it.”

Moana’s face was resolute. “Yes, we will.”

“Turn around—”

“No!”

Maui reached for the steering paddle, dropping his hook to seize it. “Moana, stop!”

Moana grabbed for the oar between them and was wrenching it with both hands, trying to pull it free of the demigod’s grip, when she heard Te Kā’s ancient roar.

Firelight illuminated their canoe. They were sailing straight through the monster’s shadow, and there was no time to turn around now.

Moana felt the heat burning her body first, then saw Te Kā’s raised fist. Up close, the demon was taller than the mountains of Motunui, and it was drawn to its full height, its fist plummeting from the sky.

And Maui’s fishhook lay at Moana’s feet.

Moana was no warrior. There was no time to brace herself for the blow or throw the hook to Maui. Instead, she watched in horror as the demigod pushed her out of danger. She fell off the canoe, skipping across the white water as the burning one’s fist came down.

The last thing Moana saw before her head sank beneath the waves was the demigod Maui raising his arm to instinctively block Te Kā’s strike, and the heart of Te Fiti glowing in his lifted fist.

Then the world went black.
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Moana jolted awake, sputtering seawater. She rolled to her knees, coughing onto the hard rock beneath her.

For a moment, she couldn’t remember what had happened. The memory of the fight was fleeting, a vision half seen, a dream half remembered. Her eyes burned, and she shoved away the hair that was tangled around her face like a net.

“Maui?” she rasped, her voice raw from the smoke. But the pull of the waves on the small atoll was the only sound Moana heard in response.

She pushed up from the ground. Sulfur and salt drenched the air. She rubbed at her eyes. The sky was fading to gray with the coming morning, indistinct from the dark atoll she had washed up onto.

Te Kā’s island.

She must’ve drifted onto the atoll after Maui pushed her off the canoe. But where was he? Where was Te Kā? The burning one had loomed over them, shining like a second sun. Now its light and encompassing heat were completely gone.

Moana rose to her feet and the island spun. She stumbled and reached for Gramma Tala’s locket, holding the abalone shell in her hand like it might steady her. She wasn’t sure what she expected to see: Te Kā standing over her, victorious? Te Fiti, somehow restored at last?

The island was dark and shrouded with fog. Moana rubbed a thumb over the shell at her neck, then stepped carefully over the rocks.

Saving the world wasn’t supposed to look like this, she thought, sliding down a crag with a wince. She wanted to lay her head on her mother’s lap, and slumber for a dozen nights on her fala. But first she needed to find Maui.

“Maui!” she yelled, his name echoing across the atoll. Then she heard a thunk.

A sliver of white bone caught her eye. Dread coiled down Moana’s spine. The demigod’s fishhook floated on the tide, thudding into the slit where the sea met the volcanic shore.

She picked up the giant fishhook, running her hand down it. A hum vibrated where she touched the hook. She felt the grooves in the ancient bone and the twine around its handle, braided with dark hair. When Maui pushed her out of the way, his hook must’ve fallen into the water with her.

Moana felt the hair on the back of her neck stand up, a trail of chicken skin running down her arms.

Maui would never abandon his hook.

“Maui!” Moana cried, strapping the fishhook to her back. She looked toward the ocean. “Where is he?”

But there was only the tide, lapping at the black sand.

Moana gritted her teeth. Did the ocean not know? Why wasn’t it helping her?

She gathered her strength, then began to climb the atoll’s rippling slope. She’d get to higher ground, then survey the island to find Maui.

The mist slicked the rocks. As she climbed, her fingers slid over them. She tried to peer through the atoll’s fog behind her, but its haze was too thick.

Until Moana summited the hill, catching her breath above the island’s fog. The atoll stretched out beneath her like a half-moon, its hazy clouds turning into wisps on the wind. This was where Te Kā had sat for centuries, sending its blight across the sea to their islands. But when Moana looked behind her, there was only an empty mountain range.

A smile pulled at her lips as Moana wiped the sweat from her eyes. They’d done it. Te Kā was gone—Maui must’ve defeated it. She just needed to find him; then she could tell her people the sea beyond their reef was safe again.

She was about to slide down the mountain when she saw the sail.

The cliff’s edge plunged down, revealing more crags of dark rock and barren soil. And at the very bottom of the far side of the island floated the silhouette of her canoe and Maui’s turned back.

“Maui!”

Moana slid down the smooth rock and sprinted through the fog toward the demigod. But as she drew closer, Maui did not turn. Without Te Kā’s fire, Maui and her canoe were shrouded in a deep darkness, and Moana couldn’t shake her rising unease. Why won’t he look at me?

Something is wrong, her instincts warned as she stretched out a shaking hand. “Maui?”

Her hand met volcanic rock instead of flesh.

A chill moved over her. She circled to face him—and gasped in horror. The demigod’s eyes were black sockets, open wide with surprise. His body and tattoos were bathed in molten rock. Porous stone enveloped him from head to toe, spilling over his feet and onto her canoe in cascades of inky waves. And within his raised stone grasp lay the scorched remains of the heart of Te Fiti.

“No,” Moana whispered. “No, it can’t be.”

She reached for the heart. But when her hand closed around the charred stone, a sharp pain seared her skin, radiating from her fingertips to her shoulder.

Moana hissed, dropping the heart onto the canoe, and grabbed her injured hand. Her fingertips were stained black where they’d touched the heart—the veins smudged, like she’d dipped her hand in soot. She rubbed her hand against her skirt, but the stain did not fade. Instead, it spread.

“Maui!” she cried out in pain. She looked from her singed palm to the stone demigod. The darkness crept up her arm, encircling her wrist like a bracelet of soot. Then the darkness stopped.

Moana cradled her injured hand, expecting it to feel hot from the searing stone. But her skin was only warm to the touch.

“What is happening?” Moana whispered, biting her lip against the pain. Her head spun to the ocean, but the sea offered no answers. “Why did you bring me here?”

Moana stared at the scorched heart of Te Fiti. Had they failed? Was this mark punishment?

Tears sank down Moana’s cheeks. She didn’t know how long she kneeled there, her wrist pulsing with pain. She stared at Maui’s stone figure, waiting for the ocean to give her a sign, but she only saw that reoccurring dream whenever she closed her eyes.

Her people, and their island, dissolving into ash, their eyes bleached white by Te Kā’s blight. Her gramma might’ve called it a vision, a warning.

And she’d have been right.

Now, without the heart, there was no way for Moana to stop that vision from coming to fruition.

She imagined facing her home and their darkening island, wearing this mark around her wrist—an emblem of her failure—and her head hung. She closed her eyes before a strange light seeped into her vision.

A glowing manta ray swam through the dark sea, radiating wicks of iridescent blue. The manta ray shimmered as it floated toward Moana—the very same one that had guided her out of the reef back home. Its wings glided gracefully through the water, reminding her of a dancer until it dove under, robbing Moana of her view.

“You are a long ways past the reef,” a voice murmured softly.

Perched beside Maui’s stone figure was her grand-mother’s spirit, wearing a sad smile.

“Gramma?”

A familiar sly look flitted across the spirit’s face, wrinkling her white brows. She tilted her head toward the manta tattoo on her back. “Guess I chose the right tattoo.”

“Gramma!” Moana shouted, running into the spirit’s arms. She hugged her tight as a strange cold eased into her, breezing over her skin where she touched her gramma’s spirit. But she ignored it, pressing her face into her gramma’s neck, inhaling notes of her familiar coconut oil aroma. She’d always rubbed it along her skin and worn it in her hair, along with the red hibiscus she gathered. “I tried, Gramma,” Moana wept. “But the heart is ruined. I couldn’t do it.”

“It is not your fault,” Gramma Tala said, caressing her cheek. “I never should have put so much on your shoulders. If you’re ready to go home, I will be with you.”

Moana closed her eyes again and saw her village, her parents. She wanted to go home. But then she saw her vision of Motunui destroyed by the blight, and exhaled a hard breath.

“Why do you hesitate, Moana?”

She met Gramma Tala’s gaze. “How can I return now? Everything is worse. Maui is gone. The heart is gone. And I—” Moana’s eyes fell to the new mark staining her skin.

Gramma Tala looked from the demigod cast in stone to the soot mottling Moana’s wrist, her brow furrowed with worry. “Let me see that.”

Moana wiped her tears and lifted her arm, wincing. The pain had finally receded, but the injury felt tender. Fresh. “It showed up when I tried to grab Te Fiti’s heart.”

Gramma placed a palm on Moana’s wrist, then leapt back. Her own hand blazed black for a heartbeat, before her spirit’s glow winked back to blue. Her face tightened. “A curse has taken hold of you, Moana.”

“Is it the blight?”

Gramma Tala did not answer. She stared at the scorched heart of Te Fiti on the ground. Unlike the stone she’d passed on to Moana, this heart was dark and fractured, looking more like a porous rock than a glowing gem. “Where is the burning goddess? Te Kā?”

Goddess? Moana remembered the fiery immortal and the smoke that had billowed like windswept hair around Te Kā’s flaming visage. Moana’s throat bobbed. Was that why the burning one was so powerful? When Te Kā’ s lambent gaze had met hers, Moana had felt something ancient stir within her. “Sh-she’s gone.”

“And Te Fiti?”

“She’s not here either.” Shame thickened Moana’s voice.

Gramma Tala nodded. She reached for the scorched heart of Te Fiti on the ground, then hesitated, withdrawing her hand. “Pick up the heart.”

“But it burned me.”

Her gramma’s face was grim but resolved. “Try again, Moana.”

Moana nodded, despite the heavy pulsing of her heart. Slowly, her injured hand closed around the black rock. Strangely, this time, there was no pain. “Why ... ?”

“You have already been marked. Like Maui, Te Kā has cursed you, too.”

“Like Maui?” Moana’s gaze volleyed from the stone demigod to the stain marring her wrist. Would that be her future, too? “How long do I have?”

Gramma Tala’s eyes shone silver like spring water as she assessed Moana, careful not to touch the mark on her wrist again. “I do not know, my Moana. This knowledge was not passed down. This is something I’ve never seen, nor the elders who came before me. But I know this: Te Kā’s blight cannot be reasoned with. It does not bargain. It only grows. Unless you find a way to remove this curse, the blight will spread towards your eyes, dear Moana. To the home of your spirit. It will eat away at you until there is nothing left. Just like our island back home.”

“No.” Moana’s throat burned. “There must be something I can do—some other way to save Te Fiti—to stop this from happening to our people.”

For a long moment, Gramma Tala did not answer. She stared down at her own hands, seemingly lost in ancient memory. “Yes,” she said, breaking her silence. Moana saw the fear in her eyes, braided with sadness. “I believe there may be a way. Place Te Fiti’s heart back in the necklace, Moana. Then we will leave.”

“Leave?” Moana repeated. “How? My canoe’s been turned to stone.”

Gramma Tala rose to her feet, turning her back to Moana. A coy smile tugged at her lips as she looked over her shoulder at her granddaughter. Her spirit turned vaporous, casting a manta ray’s shadow over the water. “As I said, I chose the right tattoo.”
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Daylight settled over Moana. She was caught in her gramma’s wake, holding on to her manta wings as they coasted through the water. But for the first time in Moana’s life, there was no call waiting for her in those ocean waves.

Only an eerie silence.

Since they’d left Te Kā’s island, she’d waited for the ocean to give her some sign that it was following her. A tug at her hair or a current to tickle her feet. There was no such presence in the waves, except a deep chill.

Light filtered through the water and her gramma’s spirit, but it seemed to pass through Moana. She felt so cold. Her chest ached, and her mind kept drifting back to the moment she and Maui had argued on the canoe.

Moana, stop!

Why hadn’t she listened? She should have stopped. But she’d been so sure of her plan—so sure she’d make it through the gap in Te Kā’s atoll—that she hadn’t thought to look at where the goddess had moved. She hadn’t seen how close the goddess had gotten to their canoe. Until it’d been too late.

And now Maui was ...

Gone. Moana’s heart tightened, sending a pang through her. Because of me.

Before she and her gramma had left, Moana had placed the ancient fishhook beside the stone demigod, resting her hand against the worn bone, smooth as polished rock. Carved by the gods themselves, the fishhook had been made for the demigod—and Moana couldn’t bear to look at it without shame. It was a terrible reminder.

I did this. The thought thundered through her. I failed everyone.

If she’d followed the demigod’s lead, Te Fiti would’ve finally been restored—and Moana would’ve been sailing home to tell her family she’d stopped the blight. She could’ve taught her people how to wayfind again. Instead, she’d helped Te Kā turn Maui into stone and ruin Te Fiti’s heart—their one chance at restoring the goddess—and now Moana was cursed.

She blinked, letting the sea spray wipe away her tears. In the water, her shame coursed down her back, coating her like a fever, reminding her of the curse’s pain on her wrist—how it had seized hold of her when she’d grabbed the ruined heart.

I deserve it, Moana thought, resisting the urge to touch the brand now manacling her wrist. Te Kā’s island was a half-day journey behind her and her gramma, and while the water had puckered her fingers, it had not washed away the curse’s sooty stain.

Ahead of them, the ocean spread toward a faraway horizon. Moana’s stomach turned as she looked at it. That indistinct line had always called to her, pulling at something inside her. That instinct had been stronger than any undertow she’d experienced. She’d wanted to discover places no one had heard of yet. Now the distance seemed to mock her.

Her people didn’t have a moment to waste. Every second the blight grew, and Moana could feel her curse simmering beneath her skin, readying to spread. Te Kā’s blight cannot be reasoned with. It does not bargain. It only grows.

Somewhere out there, her gramma believed there might still be a way to save Te Fiti, to rescue their people from the blight and to stop her curse from spreading. But Moana couldn’t erase the fear she’d seen in her gramma’s eyes.

Wherever her gramma was leading her, the path to restore Te Fiti’s heart would not be an easy one, and Moana had fewer allies than she’d started with. Maui had been turned to stone, and the ocean was quiet around her, static in a way Moana had never seen it.

Maybe the ocean knows, Moana thought, her guilt and shame cinching her throat shut. She wondered if Gramma Tala could feel her miserable tide of emotion, warming her hot fingers where she held her manta wing. It chose the wrong girl to save the world.

New tears fell from Moana’s eyes, joining the sea. I’m sorry.

But the ocean did not reply. It only devoured her tears, feeding the salt water around her and her gramma.

The island was a smudge of darkness, shadowed by dusk and the surf’s mist.

It was nearly night when Moana and her gramma stepped out of the tide. On land, Tala inhaled deep, and her vaporous spirit gathered together, sinking back into her skin like drawn breath, ossifying into the body Moana had nestled against during storms growing up.

Is that tuā‘oloa? Moana would ask her gramma sleepily, hiding her head as their fale shook. No, sweet Moana, that’s only the east wind, Tala had said, smiling and plaiting her hair with her crinkled hands.

Moana knew her gramma’s body was on Motunui. Her father and mother would’ve prepared and buried Tala after she’d left. She knew this. Yet she still couldn’t stop herself from leaning against her gramma as they climbed the sand and offering her arm to the elderly woman, seeking her gramma’s familiar sun-warmed skin like she’d done more than a hundred times.

But unlike those times, now, when Moana’s reaching hand encircled her gramma’s wrist, a brisk cold enveloped her. Moana let go, and the back of her chilled arm rose with chicken skin.

Tala laughed, waving Moana away. “I carried you across the ocean and you thought I’d need help climbing a beach?” Her spirit loosened in the breeze, flicking like happy waves. “Not anymore, my Moana.”

Her gramma summited the sand, scaling the small hill faster than Moana had ever seen her move when she was alive.

Moana watched her go. She tilted her head toward the ocean and saw the two pairs of footsteps they’d left in the sand behind them. Moana shivered. Her gramma had always said the spirit world was a push away—that you just had to reach past the bank of mist, hanging like a woven curtain between their world and their ancestors’, to find it.

Some spirits turn to smoke, leaving our world as quick as the wind, she’d told Moana on the beach, at their secret place, where the hardened lava flow met the sea. Her gramma had cupped sand into her hands, then blown it into the sea, scattering the grit into the air. But some spirits linger, she’d added, opening her hand to show Moana the sand that had stuck to her fingers.

Are they bad? Moana had asked. She was barely ten years old then. She’d thought ghosts were like the shadows cast by their torches’ firelight—that they’d leap around, staining their fale with their presence.

Her gramma had caressed her cheek. Not all.

Now it was startling to feel the truth of her gramma’s words beneath Moana’s own warm palm, to see her spirit bending with the wind as she raced her, bright as a constellation.

At the sandy hill’s summit, Moana stood beside Gramma Tala, surveying the island. A dried-up river split the bay, dividing the beach in two. Cracked rocks covered the river-bed, streaked with shadow—the same shadowy tendrils Moana had seen on Motunui. Before she’d left to find Maui, those long fingers of sooty shadow had been reaching up to grasp her island like a clawing hand.

Here, the darkness had won, closing around the island like a fist.

Shadows washed the land ahead of them in a black wave. It stretched from the beach, coating the empty riverbed like charcoal, and traveled into a darkened wasteland.

From the sea, the island had been a dark stain on the horizon. Moana had thought that had been a trick of the setting sun, shadows cast by the tall mountains she’d seen from the shallows. But now she saw the horrible truth.

This island was dead.

Shriveled tree trunks lay rotting ahead, surrounded by furrows of fissured earth, dull and gray like ash. Terraces for planting were abandoned, their stone walls collapsing without anyone to tend to them. Worse, their fields were gray, oozing out of the fallen walls, reminding Moana of pus from a wound.

An infection.

Moana’s chest split when she saw the houses beyond the fields. The homes. The buildings leaned sideways and were lashed together with decaying pandanus leaves. Weathered tapa cloth decorations hung from some of their posts. The homes looked deserted. Except ...

People stood around the village, frozen with a stillness that sent a shudder of unease through Moana. They loomed like wooden carvings, unmoving and rigid. Like Maui, the people of this village had all been turned into volcanic rock.

This island was another victim of Te Kā’s blight—and the people hadn’t escaped in time.

“What are we doing, Gramma?” It hurt to speak. Moana couldn’t take her eyes off the destruction in front of her. In her village, they’d had a fire years ago. A torch had fallen, burning a fale from the inside out. No one had gotten hurt, but the fire had left a burnt husk in the aftermath. She’d thought that was how Te Kā’s blight would look, an all-consuming flame that would scorch her island, leaving a husk. But this was so much worse. “Why are we here?”

She wanted to run, but her gramma only stared at the wasteland. Her lips curled downward, a sad smile. “This is the next part of your journey, my Moana. To restore Te Fiti’s heart, you have to keep walking.” She nodded to the blighted village. “There you’ll find a girl who needs your help as much as you need hers.”

Moana looked at the dark shapes in the distance. Fear charted down her back, mapping her spine. “And she’ll fix the heart?”

“Oh, no. Not alone. With her, you will learn what lies within a goddess’s heart, and you will restore the heart of Te Fiti together. That is the only way for the goddess to return now.”

What lies within a goddess’s heart? Moana bit her lip. Her trembling hand curled around the shell protecting the ruined heart of Te Fiti. “What about you? Aren’t you coming with me?”

Her gramma took her free hand—and that coldness swept over Moana again, like a draft through an open threshold. She entwined Moana’s fingers in hers. “Don’t be afraid, Moana. Remember there is nowhere you could go that I won’t be with you. But this is your journey. The ocean chose you to return the heart—and I know you can do it, my dear girl.”

The ocean chose you. The words clanged through Moana, hollowing her out.

The ocean chose wrong, she wanted to tell her gramma. But her gramma’s smile was melting away as her spirit turned vaporous, blending with the wind again. “No.” She yearned to yank her gramma back. She wanted to root Tala beside her.

Help me save Te Fiti, she’d implore her. Make sure I don’t fail our people. Not again.

But Moana could feel Tala’s spirit vanishing, running through her fingers like water. When Moana squeezed her hand again, her fingers closed around empty air.

Her gramma had returned to the spirit world.

She shivered. Now she was alone again.

Moana shut her eyes. She gave herself a moment to sink into the ache in her chest. When she’d been younger, she’d lean her cheek against her father’s shoulder as he carried her. She’d ask him hundreds of questions until she fell asleep, plunging into the strength of her father’s familiar arms. She’d almost dozed off when he’d asked her a question. What kind of chief will you be?

She’d been as tall as his leg at the time, but she’d still spent more time hanging her arms around his neck than standing on her own two feet. I wanna be like you, Dad.

Now Moana exhaled, rolling her shoulders back. Her father wouldn’t be afraid. She was the next chief. She couldn’t succumb now. She’d come this far, after all.

She peered toward the village. Fear beat low in her chest as a thick crescent moon peeked through the clouds, shining light over the dark island. But she pushed her fear down, forcing herself forward.

The village rose around her, silent as a grave. Her feet slid in the ash, stirring up clouds of gray, when she saw the first villager.

A stone woman was frozen mid-stride, running from her home. A spilled basket lay at her feet. Its woven coconut fronds had long since decayed, and rustled like reeds as Moana passed. Ahead of the woman, a man was bent, helping a fallen child—both of them encased in a hardened deluge of volcanic rock.

Pinpricks of dread ran down Moana’s arms, growing a little sharper with every step. Everywhere she looked, there were villagers turned to stone, and all their expressions were frozen in terror. Moana swallowed. What had they seen?

If she didn’t restore the heart, this would be her future. Her island’s future.

Was this how the blight would come for them, leaving her people no time to run? A normal day, charred into tragedy by Te Kā and her curse?

No. Moana shook herself, rubbing her cold arms with her hands. I am Moana of Motunui. Aboard my boat, I will sail across the sea and restore the heart of Te Fiti.

As she swore it, her wrist began to pound with a throb of dull pain. The curse.

During her and her gramma’s journey to the island, it had felt as though the curse had a pulse, a heartbeat of its own. Even now the curse thudded against her wrist, beating like a bird’s wings against her skin.

Moana’s fist tightened, her nails leaving half-moons in her palms until the ache receded. I am Moana of Motunui... .

She repeated those words like a chant as she entered the heart of the village. Now she just had to find the girl her gramma had told her to seek.

Somehow.

Her gaze volleyed around her. Empty thatched houses surrounded her. In the moonlight, the people were tall, jagged shadows, their stone faces like dark crags.

Who could survive this?

“Hello?” Moana called, peering into the houses, where more stone figures awaited her, hiding in the far corners. Moana’s heart pounded, kicking against her ribs. Entire families had huddled together, embracing one another as the blight had come for them. “Hello?”

Thud.

Moana froze. Slowly, she turned.

Ash floated like dust motes in the air, kicked up by her own moving feet. Her eyes flew to the statues around her, flashing from face to face. “Is someone there?”

“Who are you?” The voice was a low rasp, twisting Moana’s stomach.

Moana scrambled, looking around. She squinted into the night, peeking between the porous stones and their horrified expressions. But she saw no one. Who was speaking to her? The voice had been gravelly, but girlish. “I am Moana of Motunui.”

A long pause answered her.

“I don’t know that island.” Something sharp grazed Moana’s shoulder, brushing her neck. Moana tried to turn around when an unknown edge prickled her skin.

A weapon.

Moana swallowed thickly, feeling serrated teeth dig into her.

One wrong move, and whoever loomed in the dark would cut her down.
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“Why are you here?” the figure demanded.

Moana’s heart pounded. “I am looking for help.”

In the darkness behind her, the stranger rattled out a humorless laugh. “There is no help. Look around you, Moana of Motunui. Our island is no more.” The words rippled through Moana, bringing a wave of acute pain. “You have no canoe. How did you find our island? Are you stranded?”

“I was sent here by my ancestor, my gramma. I’m looking for a girl.” Without thinking, Moana lifted her hand to the abalone shell around her neck to retrieve the ruined heart. Until the stranger prodded the haft of their weapon—a spear, Moana realized—into her skin, stopping her.

But the stranger only pointed their spear’s teeth toward her raised wrist, toward the stain marring Moana’s skin, now illuminated by moonlight. Her curse.

“Auē.” The stranger exhaled sharply. The spear disappeared, thudding against the ash behind Moana. “You’ve been set apart by a god.”

“Yes.” Moana risked turning around. An ashen girl, wearing a stone pendant, was watching her. She was ropey and thin. A tattered skirt sagged around her waist, while a long strip of cloth wrapped her torso sideways, tied into a knot over her shoulder. Her dark hair was braided down her back, pushed away from deep-set eyes that reflected the night like ink, hovering over a full mouth pressed into a resolute line.

She looked to be the same age as Moana, but her skin was dull, pale, and sallow-looking, and her bones were sharp against her skin.

“What’s your name?” Moana asked.

“Noelani.” The girl watched Moana warily, keeping her spear close to her body. “But everyone calls me ...” Her voice faded. The words clung to her throat until her mouth flattened grimly. “Noe. You can call me Noe.”

But Noe didn’t give Moana a chance to respond. She pointed at her wrist with her spear hand. “Why would a god mark you with Te Kā’s blight?”

Noe’s real question hung in the air between them, unspoken but implied: What did you do?

Moana burned with shame, reaching for the shell necklace again. Noe tensed at her movement, her grip on her spear relaxing only after the locket opened, revealing the scorched stone.

“The heart of Te Fiti,” Noe breathed, drawing close. “My people sailed across the sea for years, looking for this.” Her hand reached for the goddess’s ruined heart, then shrank back before she could touch it. An unknown look hardened her gaze. “It’s burned. That’s why you’re cursed—you ruined it.” Her face was tight, angry. “Why?”

Moana sputtered. “You think I did this on purpose? I was trying to put the heart back when Te Kā—” Her wrist pulsed, interrupting her words. She hissed through her teeth as the curse’s pain receded, gone as suddenly as it had appeared. “You know what? It doesn’t matter. My gramma told me to find a girl here, who I am guessing is you—and that together you and I can restore the heart of Te Fiti.”

A strange look flitted across Noe’s face. “What exactly did your ancestor tell you?”

Moana sighed. “She said that, together, we’d have to learn what lies within a goddess’s heart.”

“That’s it?”

For a moment, Moana didn’t know what else to say: I am sorry my gramma didn’t draw us a map? But she shook the impulse away. She didn’t need to look at the village again to know this girl was the one her gramma had told her to find. Our island is no more, Noe had told her, which meant she was the island’s sole survivor—and Moana and her people’s only hope. “That’s it. Can you fix it?”

Noe was staring at the ruined heart. A crease appeared between her brows. She released a long breath. “Maybe.”

“That’s reassuring.”

“Look around you, Moana of Motunui,” Noe said again, her words biting. “There’s a reason I am not an optimist.” She lifted her spear and rested it over her lean shoulders. A deep sadness pooled in her dark gaze, yawning wide like a pit. “‘Maybe’ might not reassure you, but it is more hope than I’ve had in a long time, so I will help you heal the heart of Te Fiti—if you’ll help me restore my island.”
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