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Across a sweep of waves, the new world called to me. Sea breezes tickled my skin, stirring excitement and making my muscles twitch. What surprises might the unexpected island hold? The tangleroot shore of Meriel’s rim rocked beneath my bare feet, daring me to leave its safety.

Beside me, Brantley rolled a cloak and stuffed it into his pack. “We should have left at first light.” Wind brushed fair curls across his eyes, and he tossed his head like an impatient pony shaking his mane. A mottled brown tunic stretched across his broad shoulders, and a longknife rested at his hip.

I folded a sheet of parchment and tucked it into the tiny pouch hanging around my neck. “Saltar Kemp kept adding to the list of supplies she wants us to search for. She’s hoping we can find seeds to bring back so the villages can develop new orchards.”

The possibility of such bounty still felt surreal, the notion of an uncharted land like a child’s fanciful dream. To think, for centuries we had believed our island floated alone on an endless ocean, and now a mere speck amid the vast expanse of blue had proven our wisest elders wrong.

We were not alone.

And the thought made me shiver.

Brantley leapt from shore onto his stenella, Navar. The graceful sea creature’s sleek back provided enough room for us both, so why was I afraid to climb on? My companion’s ocean-blue gaze held a challenge as he offered his hand. “Are you ready, Carya?”

Was I ready? After all the adventures I’d endured, you’d think I could face this trip bravely, but fear tiptoed into my heart and set up camp. Fear of the hungry ocean. Fear of threats we might face. Fear that we wouldn’t find anything of use and our world would continue to suffer. I flexed my bandaged ankle and winced. Yet another reason many of the saltars had warned me not to make this journey.

Hiding my qualms, I forced a confident smile and accepted Brantley’s grasp. Although we disagreed on many things, this man could teach me a lot about being fearless. He settled me in my familiar spot behind Navar’s long neck, her gray-blue hide smooth and cool beneath my grip. She turned her head, making her floppy ears sway. Long-lashed, limpid eyes blinked over her perpetual grin. Then she wriggled against the makeshift harness Brantley had designed. If we found seeds, herbs, or wild grain, he’d assemble a raft, attach it to the straps, and tow back all we could carry.

Brantley lifted his fist and traced a tight circle. Then he pointed toward the distant land. Navar’s spine rolled with enthusiasm, and she surged forward over the waves.

I squinted ahead. When the Order had shackled our world in place, it stopped traveling through the rich nourishment of various currents. Crops had been poor for years and fishing slim. A key point when we’d argued with Saltar Kemp.

Just two days before, we’d been up at the Order, sitting in her office and debating plans. I had chewed my lip but then squared my shoulders. “With respect, Saltar Kemp, you’re isolated up here and well provisioned from the taxes levied under Tiarel. I’ve visited many villages. Several species of fruit trees have died off. Lenka trees all over the island are shriveling with disease. Tubers are stubby and gnarled. The people outside of Middlemost are suffering. They need our help.”

Brantley crossed his arms. “I know the new current will improve fishing eventually, but rimmers are still going hungry. If the new land has resources to share, it will be worth any danger.”

“I don’t want to risk losing you,” Saltar Kemp said quietly. Even as we argued, her eyes brimmed with warmth. “There has been so much change already, and the adjustment has not been easy. But I have to admit the saltars and rim leaders are leaning toward accepting your offer to explore.”

Before Brantley could seize the tacit approval, an attendant had rushed into the office with news: Watchers at the telescope had seen the island shifting course. It was moving away.

“No more time for endless meetings and debate.” Brantley stood, rocking side to side as if already riding Navar. “I’m going to find whatever the new land can offer.”

Saltar Kemp twisted her hands together. “And you?” The gaze that had excelled at analyzing my dance technique now analyzed my soul. Did I have the courage and strength for this? Was I listening for the Maker’s guidance or bounding ahead into folly?

“Would you rather send a dancer who is whole?” I asked. My wounded tendon throbbed in reminder of my weakness.

The High Saltar actually snorted. “Carya, there is no one I would trust with this more than you. If Brantley is determined to go, the other saltars will demand a representative of the Order to accompany him.”

He had grinned then, and we left her office with her final words ringing in our ears. “Bring her back to us, herder.”

Now my toes dangled, catching splashes of water, and I tasted sweet ocean spray on my lips. In spite of the possible perils ahead and the desperate need of our people, I stretched my arms in a happy sigh. After hobbling around the Order with its harsh walls and rigid cobblestones, riding the wild ocean set me free.

“Admit it.” Brantley nudged my hip with his foot. “You missed this.”

I grinned but kept my face forward so he wouldn’t see. “I do like spending time with Navar.” I patted her rubbery withers, and she whistled and chirped her approval.

Brantley barked a laugh. “Navar? And what about her herder?”

I glanced back at him. Knees slightly bent, he rode the waves as if he belonged to the sea. Though the shadows of injustice, violence, and death had cast hard lines into the set of his jaw, my heart warmed to see how wind and waves softened the edges. He was a good man with a noble heart, though he would probably scoff at me if I said such a thing aloud.

“I suppose I’ve gotten used to having you around too,” I finally admitted.

He laughed again, his chest full of sea air and confidence.

I tightened my headscarf, tucking stray hairs back under control and wishing I could tuck my emotions away as easily. Though I was no longer in the Order, it still seemed wrong to even contemplate a life attached to another. Yet when I was with Brantley, he had a way of making the impossible seem probable. Which was why I had to find a better way to hide my affection for him. Letting him believe in a future to which I could not commit only fed false hopes.

As if reading my thoughts, Brantley leaned down and squeezed my shoulder. “Stop worrying. Everything will work out.”

I looked over my shoulder again at safety and home. Meriel’s shoreline undulated with the waves, then pulled away and grew smaller. The river that now led all the way inland to Middlemost cut a path through willows and ferns. Upland, taller pines painted dark green swaths. Higher ground offered glimpses of meadows and farmlands. Vertigo swept over me at being untethered from everything familiar. By the time we reached the foreign island, we probably wouldn’t be able to see our home. We could be lost forever in the vast ocean. “Are you sure Navar will find her way back?”

“She’s always brought me safely home.” He whistled a signal to his stenella. “Hold on.”

My legs tightened against Navar’s sleek body. The folded fins along her side expanded into wide wings. She caught an updraft, and we rose. I sipped in a sharp breath and held it. The view was spectacular. I’d learned to enjoy short glides, but not when she rose this high above the water.

Brantley shielded his eyes. “Still quite a distance. I hope we reach it by nightfall.”

I tried to follow his gaze, but the height created dizzying patterns on the waves, and I squeezed my eyes shut until Navar lowered back to the ocean’s surface. Air exploded from my lungs. I collapsed forward to hug as much of her neck as I could reach.

Brantley chuckled, and I wished for something to throw at him. I’d like to see him take a pattern test under the unforgiving glare of the saltars. Then I could laugh at his fears.

We rode all the rest of the day, eating an occasional saltcake. Navar grabbed a few surface fish without pausing. I was grateful she refrained from diving deep for her lunch. The last time I’d ridden her during a dive, I’d nearly drowned.

The primary sun dipped into the sea, and the subsun cast long shadows before we drew near the new island.

“Look at the gulls.” An eager lilt colored Brantley’s voice at this sign of good fishing.

The birds danced their own pattern of hopeful swoops and circles. My misgivings slipped into the background as I appreciated their acrobatics. Dearest Maker, thank You for designing so much beauty.

My forehead bunched. Could I speak to Him out here? Did He abide on the currents this far away from Meriel? He was the One who had shaped our island and guided all her people—though that knowledge had been lost to us for years. But would this new place introduce me to a different Maker? A chill lifted the hairs on my arms, and I rubbed them.

The deep and silent voice for which I’d learned to listen gave a low chuckle. “My child, I am the One. The Maker of all.” Awe sent a different kind of shiver through me.

“Are you cold?” Without waiting for an answer, Brantley pulled a cloak from his pack and draped it around my shoulders.

I stiffened against the warmth that his kindness kindled in my chest. My childhood in the Order had taught me to neither expect nor need compassion. Since meeting Brantley, I’d tasted the sweetness of another’s support, and I feared I’d lean on it too much. Being cared for was too alluring. I needed to keep my focus on the purpose of our journey. “Do you think we’ll find persea fruit?” I called over my shoulder. “Or tubers? Or stinging lanthrus? How much can we bring back before the lands are too far apart?”

“We’d have an easier time if the dancers would steer Meriel closer.”

“Saltar Kemp has the dancers performing the old turning pattern to keep Meriel in place, but she won’t use that for long.” That pattern had bound our world for a generation. Kemp didn’t want to make the mistakes of recent High Saltars. Meriel had new currents to follow, which made this brief opportunity even more crucial.

As we drew nearer, the subsun glinted off the water. My eyes ached from straining to see details of the island ahead of us. Instead of the gently sloping shape of Meriel, brown tangleroot vines wove upward around supple trees I’d never seen before. Thin, green trunks coiled toward the sky, covered with willowlike fronds that stayed in constant motion, stirred by the breeze. Multiple layers deep, the trees, vines, and branches created a vertical wall along the rim almost the height of the many-storied Order tower.

Brantley gave a low whistle. “Guess we don’t have to worry about any inhabitants noticing Meriel. They couldn’t see out through this forest.”

I frowned. “But how will we find a way in?” As I spoke, the subsun dove beneath the horizon, transforming the ocean into a navy carpet studded with the crystal reflections of millions of stars. Any other day, I’d savor the beauty. But I was balanced on the back of a sea creature, out of sight of my home, facing a menacing wall of . . .

Something brushed against my foot, and I squeaked, yanking my feet out of the water.

“Told you there would be fish. Now if only we could find a spot to toss them.” Brantley coaxed Navar into another upward surge, but this time she didn’t find an updraft, so we quickly splashed back to the surface. With no place to go ashore, we skimmed along the foliage wall for what seemed like miles, a starlit carpet on one side and a black wall of trees on the other.

Eventually, Navar slowed. Brantley sank down and settled both his legs along the side of her body that faced the island. After another low whistle, she stopped swimming and stretched like a weary dancer after class.

Brantley patted her flank. “She needs a rest.”

A knot twisted in my stomach. “Maybe we should go back.”

“How does that give her a rest?” Brantley’s chiding tone made me bristle.

I crossed my arms. “Maybe a slow swim . . .” As Navar relaxed deeper into the ocean, water lapped higher on my ankles. I bit my lip. “Will she sink?”

Brantley reached down and scooped up a drink of water, then offered his cupped hands to me. The honeyed flavor still startled me, since I’d been raised on the filtered water of the Order, but with my second sip I savored the milky, sweet liquid. It filled my stomach better than the saltcakes we’d nibbled throughout the day.

“She’s not going to sink. Navar is a stenella, not a stone. You really haven’t gotten over your fear of the water, have you?”

Fear? It was common sense to be intimidated by the vastness of the waves. I swung my arm outward. “All this emptiness.”

“Exactly.” His teeth flashed in the darkness. “Space to breathe. To think.”

My lips quirked. “You would look at it that way. And what grand thoughts do you harbor when you’re out herding?”

Brantley grabbed my arm. “Hush!”

I stiffened. Was he objecting to a little friendly conversation to pass the time?

He sprang to stand, every muscle tight and alert. “Hear that?”

Faint murmurs lifted from beyond the barrier of plants. Brantley crouched and tapped a silent signal to Navar. She eased closer to the island. A trilling laugh rose above the other sounds. None of the creatures in our forests made that noise. I leaned out, reaching toward the saplings. “It sounds almost like—”

A piercing melody skipped up and down a scale, while a drum added a beat.

“People!” Brantley gripped my shoulder so I wouldn’t topple into the water.

We were drifting on a weary stenella, a half day from safety, with no way to retreat. Yet in spite of the way my heart pattered nervous triplets with the drums, I drew an eager breath. “We have to find a way through those vines.”
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The lithe trees along the shore braided around each other, interlocking roots disappearing below the shadowed surface. Was there truly no way past them? I eased onto my knees, then managed to stand on Navar’s back with precarious balance, fearful that in her weary state a sudden wave might make her flinch or rock, plunging me into the unending darkness below. My toes curled as if to dig in to her smooth hide.

From deep within the island, another peal of laughter lifted toward the stars. I faced the snarl of trees, confronting the impenetrable barrier.

Brantley drew his knife and grasped the closest sapling. “I’ll get us in there.”

“Wait!” I grabbed his arm. “You can’t start hacking at everything.”

“Why not?”

I huffed. “Give me a minute.” I leaned forward and touched one of the trees, the trunk smooth and cool to my palm. A breeze tossed some of the willowy branches, and they brushed against my face and the bare skin of my arms. My nerves tingled.

Brantley shifted his position and held my waist with one arm, steadying me. “What are you doing?”

“I’m not sure.”

“That’s helpful.” His sarcasm bit, likely stirred by frustration, so I forgave him. At least he fell silent.

Eyes closed, I felt the pulsing of the roots pulling in nourishment, the swishing bend of branches, and the clenching grip of trees weaving around one another. If this were a rhythm played out in the center ground of Meriel, what would the dance pattern look like?

Encumbered by my wounded leg and the limited space on Navar’s back, I began with a small gesture. I moved my free arm in sinewy shapes that curled over my head. Brantley gave me room but kept one hand on my hip to steady me.

Like a heartbeat, the gentle thrum of life provided a rhythm for the barrier trees and for me. I joined their subtle swaying. Part of me was still conscious of my narrow perch and the warmth of Brantley’s body behind me, but I was also immersed into the foreign dance of this new world, as the trees played with the wind and rode the swells.

Instinct guided me more than dance training. When I released the tree, I still resonated to the deep, inaudible rhythm of the forest. Continuing to sway, my arms carved forward and open, all without losing the tempo of undulating life.

Before us, two of the saplings unwound and eased apart, revealing a mat of tangleroot. I smiled at the welcome and stepped forward. The rich, woodsy scent surrounded me.

“Hey! What are you doing?” Brantley yanked me back, almost casting me off the far side of Navar. The trees wove in and apart uncertainly but continued to beckon us forward.

“Stop that.” I found my balance and brushed his hands away. “I’m finding a way in.”

“You mean your”—he flittered his fingers in a mocking gesture—“dancer stuff works way out here?”

I pinched the space between my eyebrows. “I was about to find out.”

“You can’t plunge in there without me.”

“I wasn’t plunging anywhere. And there’s nothing to be afraid of. The trees are welcoming us.”

He scoffed but tucked away his knife. “Let me go first.”

“Maybe you should wait with Navar. You make it harder for me to concentrate.”

His teeth flashed. “You never mentioned that before.”

Warmth flared across my face. I chose to ignore his teasing and stepped onto the waiting mat of weeds. The springy surface bounced, inviting me to join the playful actions of land and flora. In a few more steps, a cluster of saplings blocked my progress. I laid my hand on the smooth bark and listened again. Beneath the rhythms of living and moving, a deep and mournful voice called to me. “Forgotten.”

I gasped and pulled my hands away.

“What is it?” Brantley’s whisper sent his hot breath across my ear. He had joined me on the path.

“Nothing.” I didn’t want to stop and explain. With most of my weight on my strong leg, I traced a new pattern, letting ripples roll through my torso and out my fingertips. More trees parted, and I limped forward. The tangleroot surface merged into a covering of dirt, and still I walked inland, Brantley a restless shadow at my back.

Once more, laughter rang out straight ahead. Through the thinning branches, hints of light flickered. I rested timid hands on the trees again. The inaudible voice repeated a distant thrum: Forgotten, forgetting, forsaking.

The ache of the Maker’s heart pulsed through me, and I curled forward. Perhaps Meriel was not the only world that had made Him grieve. What would that mean for our expedition? Had He brought me here for a reason beyond providing supplies? I tucked the notion away to ponder later.

“What’s wrong?” Worry wove through my companion’s taut whisper.

Why hadn’t he stayed with Navar? This wasn’t the time or place to debate about the Maker’s voice, so instead of answering, I crept ahead to a small gap in the underbrush. Brantley crouched beside me as we peered inland.

Several huge bonfires crackled and poured light onto a wide clearing covered with daygrass—an area large enough to hold half of Windswell village. A huge kettle hung over one of the fires, and even from our distance I caught the spicy scent of herbs mingling with savory meat and sweet ocean water. Sizeable buildings, mostly two-story, rimmed the clearing. Built from twisting tree limbs, they rocked gently as waves rolled underfoot. Unlike the rim cottages of our world, these didn’t even creak from the constant shifts.

Near one of the bonfires, music makers played wooden pipes and drums on a raised platform. One man embraced a carved frame strung with thin boughs like those that dangled over our heads, but stripped of their leaves and stretched taut. He plucked them in an ever-shifting harmony, the tone rising sweetly over the other sounds.

My jaw gaped at the beauty and strangeness of the village, but the people themselves made me catch my breath. Men and women moved around the clearing in robes with wide sleeves that flared like wings. Golden embroidery caught the light and reflected against the rich crimson, azure, and emerald fabrics. No one wore the headscarf of a dancer, and their hair displayed a startling variety of shades and shapes. Elaborate braids framed the faces of many of the women, loops dangling down and pulled up again to pile atop their heads. A few children skipped around underfoot despite the lateness of the hour. Their cheeks were full and bellies plump, a startling contrast to the gaunt and weary faces we’d left on our world.

The musicians paused to confer about their next piece, then struck up a new song. Beside me, Brantley’s fingers moved as if he were playing along on his whistle. The men in the clearing sang out, “No need for sadness, celebrate gladness, create and savor, taste every flavor.” The deep voices made the whole forest resonate.

Because of my years in the Order, music still overwhelmed me, and I pressed my hands near my ears, not wanting to miss anything, but ready to mute the volume if needed.

A woman in the group selected one of the men and took his hands, her voice caroling above in an echoing descant. They moved in a mirror of each other, gliding to the side, circling, arms changing positions in unison. The wide, bright sleeves exaggerated the movement, creating the appearance of birds in flight. One by one the other men and women found partners until the whole clearing spun with glorious movement and song. I’d never seen anything like it. This chaos and color was a startling contrast to the white-clad dancers of the Order, who were carefully uniform. Nor was it like the gatherings in the rim villages, where the more daring indulged in a bit of playful music or dance.

My muscles flexed, and my chest expanded. After watching their patterns long enough to remember them, every corner of my soul drew me with a desire to join in.

Brantley’s hand on my shoulder tugged me back; I’d begun to inch forward without realizing it. “What are you doing?” he whispered.

I dragged my gaze from all the beauty and crouched beside him again. We had no plan for this. We’d expected to gather a bit of food, load a raft, and bring it back to Meriel. “Let’s go ask them for help. Clearly their world provides them with plenty.”

Brantley snorted. “It’s been my experience that those with the most wealth are least likely to part with it.”

While we argued, the song ended. Laughter broke out, friendly embraces ensued, the musicians left the platform, and adults swept the few children into their arms and headed inland toward the tall buildings. A lanky man scooped remnants from the large kettle, while a woman banked the fire, leaving the last logs to glow and crumble. The tang of woodsmoke tickled my nose and stirred memories of camping in the midrim while fleeing the Order. The villagers’ flickering torches illuminated teasing glimpses of their homes inland: gilded carvings, winding staircases leading to upper stories, hints of paths and gardens.

I straightened. “We’re losing our chance.”

Brantley yanked me down. “We’ll wait until morning.”

“Meriel is drifting farther away. The odds of finding our way back grow slimmer by the hour. And you want to delay? That’s ridiculous.”

“We don’t know what weapons they have. We don’t know how they’ll respond to outsiders.” His grip on my arm tightened, as if trying to infuse me with his memories of attacks and swords and death.

“Whatever we’ll face, waiting won’t help us.”

“Navar needs rest. If we have to escape, we need her to be able to outrun any pursuit.”

His worries coiled in my stomach and slithered up my throat. “Do you think these people ride stenellas too?”

“We don’t know. That’s my point. In the morning we’ll be able to watch them and decide how to approach. Follow me.”

He strode back the way we’d come, leaving cool air to swirl around me, raising goose bumps on my arms. I cast one last rebellious glance toward the fading flickers of torchlight and the villagers settling into their homes. His arguments were logical. Frustratingly so. I scampered to catch up to him. “Promise me you’ll let me approach them in the morning. You’re too . . .”

“Confident? Persuasive?” he asked helpfully, a swagger in his steps.

I fought back a grin. “I was thinking tactless and intimidating.”

He scoffed but held back a low branch so I could duck through. “We’ll stay on Navar for the night.”

My shoulders slumped. Every muscle ached from riding all day, and the back of my ankle pulsed as if shards of glass slid back and forth across my tendon. “Couldn’t we make camp on the—”

The howl of a creature overhead rose and then fell with gibbering cackles. My lips pressed together. No more arguments from me. I hurried after Brantley and scrambled onto Navar’s back, tucking a hand under the harness. We would face the unknown when the primary sun appeared.

“You plan to sit like a High Saltar at the head table all night?” Brantley’s husky voice indicated that he had settled close behind me.

I relaxed my spine a bit, keeping my death grip on the harness strap.

He wrapped his arms around me, coaxing me to lean back. His chest welcomed my body with more comfort than a mattress ticking, and his warmth surrounded me.

What was I doing? I shouldn’t encourage our growing closeness. He was an untamed rimmer who had spent his life herding fish. I had grown up as a novitiate in the Order, perfecting my skills as a dancer and pledging to forsake all attachments. He was bold and brazen. I was trained to follow instructions without question. Our one common bond had formed when we agreed the Order had become corrupt, but even then we’d pursued different paths to bring change.

Yet, sinking deeper into his arms, I felt a rare sensation of belonging. A happy sigh escaped my lungs, even as my eyelids drooped. Dearest Maker, please, if there is a way to make this work . . .

The strange noises from the island, the gentle rocking movement of Navar, and the scent of sweet ocean and unknown vegetation all combined into a disorienting lullaby. A soft smile curved my lips.

Brantley adjusted his grip on me and rested his chin against the top of my head. “I wish I’d brought more weapons.”

Weapons? I bristled. More proof that our approaches to life were incompatible. After watching the villagers dance, I was positive the people of this island were friendly. Tomorrow I’d prove that to Brantley.
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The primary sun drew streaks of amber and mauve across the ocean, illuminating the trees and vines. What had appeared menacing the night before now seemed lush and inviting with its varied shades of greens and browns. Navar stretched her long neck upward, then swiveled to blink at me.

“Good morning to you too.” I stroked her sinewy neck and offered my palm. She nuzzled my hand, her skin cool and smooth as leather. Then she chortled a greeting toward Brantley.

He groaned and rubbed his back. He couldn’t have slept much, sitting upright on a stenella all night. Even so, his eyes brightened as he looked inland. He rummaged in his pack and handed me a saltcake. “No one attacked us in the night. That’s a promising start.”

I frowned at him as I chewed. “Why do you insist on expecting the worst?”

He reached down and scooped up a drink, then wolfed his saltcake in a few bites. “Expect the worst and you’re ready for anything.” Dusting crumbs from his tunic, he launched to his feet on Navar’s back with the smooth balance born of a lifetime of riding the waves. Sunlight glinted off the pale stubble on his jaw, and he grinned. His hand slid reflexively to the longknife in his belt.

I rose awkwardly to my feet and faced him. “Or imagine the best and do all you can to make it happen.”

“Sounds like one of the Order’s proverbs.”

The rebuke pinched. Had I really not shaken off their indoctrination? “I’m not in the Order anymore.”

He pulled his gaze from the mysterious island and studied me. “I don’t suppose you’ll wait with Navar while I go in and scope out the situation?”

I stepped to the nearby tangleroot rim, grasping one of the saplings by the path for support. “You suppose correctly.”

Instead of further argument, he laughed and joined me on shore. The trees had not knitted back together. They remained drawn apart far enough to provide a narrow path, although if they decided to close again, we’d never find a way back to the sea. Plant life barred us in every direction save this one, oppressive, humid, unyielding. If green had a scent, this was it. Rich, heavy, and salty, as if the plants were sweating. I quickened my steps to reach the clearing.

We stepped into the open field, expecting to greet those we’d seen dancing there the night before, but were greeted by silence. I took a few tentative steps toward the remnants of a bonfire. The sharp odor of burnt charcoal lingered. “Where is everyone? The primary sun has been up for a while.”

Brantley scanned in all directions, even examining the sky above the distant buildings. “Maybe no one wakes until the subsun rises.” He pointed to a grove of persea trees lining one side of the clearing near us. “At least there’s fruit to gather.”

I crossed my arms. “They don’t belong to us.”

“So what’s your plan, dancer?” He rubbed the back of his neck, then rolled his head to one side, small bones cracking in protest.

I could show him a dancer exercise that would ease his stiffness, but I doubted he’d appreciate my suggestion. Instead, I waved toward the houses. “You wanted to lurk and observe, but there’s nothing to watch. Let’s walk to the buildings and look for a matriarch’s home. We can introduce ourselves.”

He grasped my elbow and drew me into the shadows under the persea trees. “If they react badly, we will be outnumbered . . . and surrounded.”

“So what’s your plan?” I shifted my weight to my good leg and jutted my chin at him.

He waggled his eyebrows. “Watch for the stray that leaves the herd.” His eyes held the gleam of a forest hound on the hunt. I’d seen this man whittle toys for his niece, agonize over the wounds of his stenella, and tenderly embrace his mother. Yet the untamed wildness of his nature never fully left him. I shivered, unsure whether it was with fear or attraction.

He snatched a low-hanging persea, pried away the bumpy skin, and offered me a piece. Despite my earlier scolding, I was sure the villagers wouldn’t begrudge visitors one little fruit. I savored the creamy texture on my tongue. The rich flavor was familiar, but an astringent aftertaste lingered that reminded me I was on a different world. “It tastes . . . younger.”

Brantley swallowed his bite and met my eyes. Laugh lines deepened. “Look.” He gestured past the first rows of trees. Stretching inland, every fruit-bearing tree I’d ever seen—and many I hadn’t—flourished. Their limbs bent with bounty. Neglected fruit even littered the ground beneath.

My eyes widened. “How big of a raft can you build?”

He chuckled. “All we need to bring back are seeds and rootings. If the Order can find a way to steer our course closer, we could recruit every herder with a working stenella to make trips between—”

A door creaked in the distance. Brantley put a finger to his lips.

I hobbled behind one of the trunks, its bark as knobby as its fruit. Brantley, more able-footed, darted closer to the sound and ducked into the cover of shoulder-high ferns. A young man made his way down a winding staircase on the outside of one of the two-story structures. His long, fiery hair reminded me of my friend Starfire, though his plump physique bore no comparison to any dancer of the Order. He stretched his arms overhead with a generous yawn, then ambled toward the grove where we hid.

Brantley glanced back at me. “A stray,” he mouthed. Then he signaled me to stay, as if he were directing his stenella.

I wasn’t about to let him frighten someone who could be an ally. Instead I stepped from behind the tree. “Good morning.”

The youth stopped several paces from me and tilted his head. “Bountiful day to you and yours.” His eyebrows gathered in an auburn bunch. “Have we met in this season? Be you recollecting?”

He spoke our language, although with a lilt that forced me to concentrate to follow his words.

“No, we’re visitors.” I glanced to Brantley, still crouched out of sight, his muscles tight and ready to spring. “Unsure of our welcome.”

When the young man laughed, his cheeks rounded like ripe peaches. “Why unsure? Surely all be welcome. I’m Morra.” He presented one leg and leaned forward, flourishing with his arm.

“I’m Carya of Meriel.” I copied his movement.

That sent Morra into peals of laughter. Brantley eased to his feet, hand still resting on the hilt of his longknife. “We’ve come a long distance seeking supplies for our people.”

Morra blinked at the sight of another stranger rising from the bracken but then grinned and bowed again.

My companion only glared in response. Why was Brantley still on guard? This youngling was close in age to Teague, Brantley’s apprentice in Windswell. He was nothing but amiable. Certainly no threat.

Seeming unaware of the tension, Morra plucked a lenka from a branch overhead and popped the small yellow fruit in his mouth. He picked a few more and tossed them toward Brantley. “If supplies be sought, supplies be found.”

The fruit lay where it fell. Brantley narrowed his eyes. “Are you saying your village elders won’t mind if we gather fruit to take back to our people?”

Confusion knitted the boy’s brow. “Why would they? There is always more.” Then his face cleared. “Ah, you be newly disconnected, yes? I’ve heard tell that the newly disconnected are sometimes bewildered.”

I had no idea what he was talking about, but time was wasting. “May we speak to your elders? Do you have a matriarch?”

Morra waved back toward the buildings. “Speak with whom you will. Elder or younger. Matters not.”

Brantley rubbed his temples. “Who is your leader?”

The young man barked another laugh. “Any and all. Any and all.” He sketched another bow and strolled away, singing a ditty of “any and all” over and over.

Brantley gave a low growl.

I bit my lip, trying to find something positive in the encounter. “Do you think we need to seek permission from everyone in this village? Whom do we talk to if there’s no leader?”

“We need to find someone less addled.” Brantley picked up a few of the fallen lenka and handed them to me. “At least we won’t go hungry.”

I stared at the unusual buildings and chewed thoughtfully. Tart juice trickled down my throat. My tongue worried the pit around my mouth, extracting every bit of flavor before I spat out the hard seed. “It doesn’t look like anyone else is awake. Maybe I should collect all the lenka and persea I can carry. We were given an invitation to help ourselves to those.”

“And I’ll build the raft. We can take a load back today and let others know what we’ve found. If we can gather a dozen herders, each rim village can restock supplies before the lands drift too far apart.” Brantley dropped his pack, pulled the knife from his belt, and hacked at a few saplings and vines. Now that we were making tangible progress, his whole body radiated new energy. His strong arms swung with the confidence of skill, almost like a novitiate performing an oft-repeated pattern.

I smiled, glad he couldn’t read my thoughts. Being compared to a dancer wouldn’t sit well with him. He’d thought of us as the vilest of enemies for too many years. With cause. I sobered. Even if I came to believe it possible, would he ever want to attach himself to a former dancer like me? I shook my head to dislodge the disturbing question and rummaged in his pack for a net bag to hold the harvest.

A few light shakes of the lenka trunks released a wealth of fruit, and I scurried around, dropping them into the bag. The netting stretched, and still I gathered more. I glanced over to where Brantley was already lashing branches together with the rope he always carried in his pack. “Make the raft as big as you can. I’ve never seen such a huge supply.”

Brantley laughed. “Orianna will love you forever when you bring lenka to Windswell.”

I grinned. His young niece knew how to enjoy a meal. And lenka had been a rare delicacy in recent years. Too many trees on Meriel had withered as our island spun in place, their roots missing the variety of nutrients they once absorbed from traveling across the ocean. How long would it take for them to recover? I scrabbled beneath more of the trees and gathered a variety of seeds in a cloth pouch, which I tied onto the net.

Brantley hefted the long, narrow base of his raft. “I’ll finish constructing this at the shore. Let’s bring what you’ve got so far.”

I glanced again at the silent village, still nervous that someone would protest. “Good idea.”

I dragged the bulging net of fruit and followed him as he made for the path.

Brantley stopped short, turned, and scanned the clearing. “Where did we come in?”

“On the far side of the largest bonfire pit.” I limped past him toward the edge of the clearing, then released the heavy bag. No opening appeared in the tight wall of saplings and vines. “The path was right here, wasn’t it?”

Brantley left the partially constructed raft and stalked along the edge of the clearing again for good measure. “I can’t see a single opening now.”

I placed my palms against two saplings that offered a space only a tiny child could squeeze past. “The trees must have reverted to their old places. Don’t worry. I’ll ask them for a new path.”

After I pulled off my soft leather shoes, my bare feet embraced the warm earth. I closed my eyes, listening for the rhythm of waves rolling underfoot, branches bobbing in the wind, leaves rustling, and vines straining to hold the wall of foliage together. My toes flexed a few times in readiness. Despite my limp, my legs took up the swaying movement, and soon my arms repeated the languid pattern I’d used the day before. I smiled as I joined the dance of the forest.

When I opened my eyes, a wall of dark green still rose before me. I tried again. I felt no resistance, no argument from the underbrush. Simply no response.

A zephyr whispered across the back of my neck, sending a chill all the way down to my feet.

Brantley stepped beside me and touched one of the trees. “It’s not working.”

“I can see that. Give me space.”

He lifted his hands and moved away. This time I danced with more force, praying with my side-to-side steps. Holy Maker, open a way for us.

The Maker didn’t speak, and the forest continued to ignore me.

“Are you done?” Brantley met my bewilderment with a firm thrust of his chin. “I’ll clear a path.”

He hacked away several vines and bent smaller saplings to the side. At first I thought his efforts would work. We wouldn’t be able to squeeze the raft through the opening, but we could at least return to the ocean rim. I picked up the net bulging with fruit, hoping I could maneuver it back to Navar.

But before we could move forward, the saplings sprang back. New vines erupted from the ground faster than Brantley could chop them away.

Sweat beaded his brow, and he tackled a new section. Please work. If he couldn’t clear the way, what would we do? I leaned forward, wanting to urge him to chop faster, but I held my tongue. He created a tantalizing gap, but then the same thing happened. Plants grew back before either of us could step forward.

The chill running through my spine now wrapped cold fingers around my lungs and squeezed. “We can’t get out,” I whispered. “Could the forest be angry? I mean, you chopped down a lot of trees to build the raft.”

Brantley swiped the heel of his hand across his forehead in an abrupt and irritated gesture. “Are you blaming me for this?”

“I’m only trying to figure out what changed.”

He gestured at the beginning structure of a raft. “Well, I can’t very well put limbs back onto the trees, can I? Maybe you shouldn’t have gathered all the lenka.”

I bit back an annoyed response and took a deep breath. “Let’s not panic. Morra said we were welcome to the fruit.”

Brantley directed his
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