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After checking on Krowe, Pollette stepped from the cabin, gazing at the ground past the porch. A small pile of ashes had blown onto their side of the property and she collected enough to mark her forehead, Nasri’s too. He coughed again, but she didn’t ponder more than the powder in her hand, recalling from her earliest days how her great-grandmother had laid a thick stripe along Pollette, Hunter, and Liam's foreheads on the morning of the solstice holiday. Not all Yunkas enacted the tradition and until seeing Lon’s distinguished brow, Polly hadn’t considered it in.... “How would Timral have known,” Pollette muttered, then she gazed at the forge, no smoke drifting from the chimney. Thaydon had been a baby the last time Pollette’s older relatives had joined her family for that special day, then Polly wiped away tears, careful not to spill any of the ashes. “Thaydon, this is also for you,” she whispered, turning back for the cabin.

Nasri sat at the table drinking coffee while Krowe shivered under blankets on a bed in the living room. Pollette sat across from Nasri, held out her palm full of ashes, then cleared her throat. “You need these the most.”

“I’m fine,” he muttered. “But do whatever you think Da Miri wants.”

“I don’t think Mirella knows about this, but don’t wash these off intentionally.” Pollette dabbed at the tears still trickling down her face, then ran her damp finger into the ashes. She placed a long stripe into the creases on Nasri’s brow, then did the same for herself. Then she glanced at Krowe, moaning in his sleep. “If I offer these to him, I don’t know if it’ll do any good. It’s an old practice among Yunkas, maybe it will help.”

“It’s certainly not gonna hurt him. I say do it.”

Pollette stood, then approached a very sick man. She was grateful for having already witnessed effects of the plague, the awful terror of what had so debilitated Roque not at all frightening when looking at Lon’s father. “Asq’a ah’see Yiig Krowe,” Pollette said softly, spreading a thick layer of ash over Krowe's fevered forehead. Then she placed the remnants of ashes on his cheeks, beads of sweat soaking up the dust. Krowe mumbled something that sounded familiar and Pollette winced, then walked to the sink, washing her hands. She gazed out the window, bright yellow sun splashed over the vibrant green acreage, another beautiful day in a country that for the first time seemed like home.

A bittersweet smile emerged, then she turned to Nasri. “I never thought I’d live anywhere but the district where I was born. But I’ll die here and for the first time since crossing into Jolem Territory that’s okay. Okay that here is where I’ll spend the rest of my life,” she added.

“Starting to feel the very same,” Nasri said. Then he shook his head. “Not that I’m gonna die of the plague, just that....” He coughed, then stood. “Need some air. You okay with him alone for a while?”

Polly nodded. “Leave the cigarettes.”

Nasri grunted, retrieving the pack and lighter from his pocket. Then he strode from the cabin, thumping off the porch. A long silence lingered, which was broken by Krowe’s raspy cough. Pollette gathered the cigarettes and lighter, putting them on the highest shelf in the cupboard. Then she approached Krowe, his eyelids fluttering. “It’s all right,” she murmured. “It’s gonna be all right.”

Krowe stirred, blinked, then slowly wrinkled his face. “What’d you put on me?”

“Solstice ashes.” Pulling up a stool, Polly sat next to the bed.

Krowe wrinkled his face again, then took a pained breath. “Feels like there’s broken glass in my lungs, it’s so hard to breathe.”

Polly gripped his hand. “My son said the same thing.”

Slowly Krowe turned his head, meeting her gaze. “How long was he sick?”

“Less than two weeks.”

“I’m not gonna make it, am I?”

“I can’t predict the future,” Polly sighed.

“Did Lon, did he visit?”

“He did.”

Krowe touched his face, then held out his hand, coated with ash, in front of his eyes. “My grandmother used to do this, but I didn’t know what it meant. Guess now I do.”

“It’s not a common Yunka tradition.”

Krowe squinted, then shook his head. “I never understood why my grandfather married her, he always acted ashamed of loving her. My father behaved the same way.”

“Did you love her?”

Krowe nodded, then released a soft sob. “She was so kind to me and my brothers. But everyone treated her so....” He coughed hard, then wept briefly. “I went back to see if my father had changed his mind about her, I thought maybe that’s why he got sick because of his Yunka genes. But one of my mother’s relatives had it and had given it to my family. When I left the only ones alive were my youngest brother and his kin. Natas aren’t any different than Yunkas or the damn Jolems, except for you.”

Polly trembled, but didn’t wonder why she and Ava had been spared. “I’m sorry you felt compelled to leave here.”

“I’ll never leave again.” Krowe chuckled weakly, then rolled toward the wall, coughing hard. “Help me,” he mumbled. “I’m gonna be sick.”

Polly stood, hoisting him over the bowl wedged between the mattress and wall. She had done the same for Roque and Kellah while Brynn had cared for.... As Krowe vomited, Pollette closed her eyes, the man who had returned from the war no longer who she considered as her brother. While Krowe took rattling breaths, Pollette opened her eyes, then laid him back on the bed, but didn’t wipe his brow, sweat collected in the ashes still adorning his forehead. She leaned down, kissing a bare spot on his face. “Asq’a ah’see Yiig Krowe. May your next home be as peaceful as where you dwelled with your grandmother on the solstice.”

He grumbled, then grasped Polly’s hand. “Tell my son, tell him....” Krowe sputtered, attempting to inhale, but he cried out instead. “It hurts, I can’t breathe, it hurts too badly to....”

Polly inhaled as though breathing for him. “Release yourself into the arms of those who love you.”

Krowe took a ragged, excruciating breath. “I won’t, I can’t....” He inhaled again, a grating sound Pollette had thought she would never again endure. Then he inhaled a little more smoothly, then instantly was asleep. Polly remained at his side until Nasri entered the cabin. Then she stood, patting Nasri’s shoulder, collecting her shawl hanging by the door. In silence she stepped onto the porch, draping her wrap over her head just as she had every night after Roque and Kellah had found fitful, fleeting rest.
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At the main house, Brynn stood in the dining room, fabrics covering most of the table. She wasn’t keen on making a panel for Krowe, but Mirella had insisted. Finn had refused to help, but Brynn wasn't sure how much of that was due to Krowe or merely Finny's reaction to her father’s apparent return. Brynn had stirred in Thaydon's arms, received his tender good morning kiss, then remained there until she sensed his need for.... He would have carried her back to his cabin if not for Polly and Nasri's burden, but Brynn wasn’t in a rush. They had parted with another memorable kiss, then she had watched him walk away; by the time he reached the coffee post he was altering, but she didn’t go inside until he’d entered his house, his steps like a man condemned. Brynn had explained most of that to Finny, not wishing for her daughter to speculate. After spreading the ashes on the ground with Ava, Finn had returned to the house alone while Brynn shared her visit with Preeaba, Ava an avid audience. Brynn had excluded Nayan’s presence, but if that woman appeared again, Brynn would tell....

“Such pretty fabrics,” Mirella said, coming to Brynn’s side. “Ah so, one could make a beautiful quilt from these.”

“But will I fashion an appropriate panel for....” Brynn sighed, fingering a blue scrap, then adjusting the wedding dress strip at her neck. “He doesn’t deserve it Grandma.”

“Ava didn’t flinch at making panels for her relatives. Yiig Krowe is not our enemy Brynnia. Embrace this task and move on.”

Brynn sat at the table, making a stack of scraps. “I remember Polly asking if I was gonna sew one for Thaydon. Grandma, last night was....”

“Don’t begin sewing until Krowe is dead. But choose those pieces that call to your heart. As for me, I’m going to nap in my bed. Praa Pree is a little unsettled today. Perhaps she misses her daddy.”

Brynn glanced toward the entryway. “I’ll finish this then give Ava a break. Sleep well Grandma.”

“I shall maja. Leave the rest of these on the table. I’ll have a look at them after I wake.”

Brynn nodded as Mirella headed to her room. Picking enough scraps to make an adequate panel, Brynn moved the others aside, then began arranging them in a pleasing manner. As Ava and Pree joined her, Brynn smiled at the sleeping infant. “What do you think of this?” she asked Ava.

“Gorgeous. Are you gonna sew it together or leave it for Da Miri?”

“I’ll let her have a go with it, but I bet all she’ll wanna do is add a little more blue here and here.” Brynn gestured to the center and lower left corner. “It’s too small for a lap quilt but....”

“It’d be perfect as a tapestry. Maybe this could signify our new beginning.”

Brynn smiled at Ava, then rearranged the center and left corner. “There. Grandma can give it her okay, then I’ll get to work.”

Steps were heard along the stairs and Ava walked that direction. Seti cleared his throat, then met her in the entryway. “Any change?” he yawned.

Ava shook her head, then smiled. “I’m gonna put her to bed. I’ll be right back.”

Seti nodded, gently patting Pree’s head. Ava took the stairs as he wandered into the dining room. “What’re you doing?” he asked Brynn, still seated at the table.

“Grandma wants me to make a panel for Krowe and I will. But first I’m gonna sew a tapestry, it was Ava’s idea.”

Seti sat next to Brynn. “Are you okay?”

“I am, though I don’t wanna honor Krowe, but Ava made one for her uncle and....” Brynn grasped Seti’s hand. “If you see Finny, let me know how she’s doing.” Brynn explained the women’s trek to the flower garden. Then she leaned against Seti’s shoulder. “I wish we could contact Ronan. There's probably no way to reach her.”

“Need to cable Kig and Naquel,” Seti sighed.

“Timral sent someone to do that.”

“Good. Any word from Naz and Pollette?”

“Mo mentioned they were....” Brynn paused. “Polly’s not letting Nasri smoke. Hopefully that will help.”

Seti stood, putting his hands in his pockets. “I can’t even fathom that Brynn.”

“I know. But....” She went to her feet, then gripped Seti’s hand. “He’s surrounded by so many who love us as well as him.” Brynn smiled. “As soon as I can, I’ll be in that cabin.”

Seti nodded. “Hopefully Polly can last that long.”

“I hope so too.”

Someone came downstairs and Brynn released Seti’s hand. Finn cleared her throat, then stepped into the doorway. “I’m going for a ride. I’ll be back later.”

“Want some company?” Seti asked.

“No, but thanks.”

Finn turned away quickly but her mother went after her. “Be careful maja.”

Finny spun around, a scowl on her face. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Brynn left space between them. “Only that you’re still new at riding.”

“I’ll be fine.” The teen stomped away, opening the front door roughly, not closing it behind her. Brynn and Seti went to the entryway, watching as Finn strode to the stables, occasionally glancing at Thaydon’s cabin. Seti put his arm around Brynn, humming a Yunka lullaby as Brynn wiped a few tears from her cheeks. They remained there until Finny exited the stable on the brown horse, riding at a gallop from the home piece, dust stirred in her wake.
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Finn’s tears dried as she rode the horse hard, the wind warm against her cheeks. Finally she brought the horse, still unnamed, to a trot, sweat streaming down the animal’s body. “I’m sorry,” she said in Vodali. “I didn’t mean to be so....” She swore in Vodali, words she had heard cast her way by youths of her age. “How they can learn those epithets and not bother with the rest of it,” she muttered, then she sighed. “Roque knew those words too, but the worst I ever heard him say was mulka. Maybe that’s what Krowe thought of us, who knows?” Finn let the horse wander, houses to her left, fields to her right, what looked like a forest straight ahead. “Shall we Nana?” Finn smiled, patting the horse on its star. “I’m gonna call you Nana. It means....”

From the left another horse and rider tore across the landscape. Finn trembled as Lon slapped Jeson’s backside with a hat. “Oh Nana, I’ll never ride you that way again.” Finn leaned over her horse, caressing its neck, then mindlessly braiding its mane. She remained stationary until Lon was out of sight, then she gingerly allowed Nana to canter forward.

They went as far as the last house on the left; Yoson Phile lived here, Mo having taken Finn and Seti out this far right before.... Finn sighed; if Nasri fell ill, then she scoffed. “He shouldn’t have done what he did. Now Aunt Polly’s gotta relive all that and....” Tears stung the corners of Finn’s eyes; her father had recalled her mother, but Brynn hadn’t inferred the return of other memories. “My dad is dead,” Finn whispered, then she repeated the statement until finally she screamed what in her heart she knew wasn’t true. Yet it felt good to say it, although as she swallowed, her throat ached. “Stupid parents,” she muttered in Vodali, unaware that from behind Lon was observing her.

“Your father isn’t dead,” he shouted.

Finn whipped around, Nana turning as well. “Would you stop stalking me?” Finn grumbled.

“I was here first. Stop following me.”

Finn shook her head, then tried to rein in Nana, who began heading for Jeson and Lon. “Nana, don’t, hey, I thought you were a good girl.”

“What’s Nana mean?” Lon asked.

“Why do you care?”

“Because if I don’t like it I’ll call her something else.”

“It means....” Finn sighed, patting Nana’s forehead. “Beautiful unexpected gift. Well, that's the basic explanation.”

“Your language is complicated,” Lon muttered.

“Maybe. But it requires few words once you know the gist.”

“I guess.” Lon put on his hat. “Is he dead yet, were you sent out looking for me?”

“Not that I’m aware. Do you always beat your horse with your hat?”

Lon stared at the ground. “Never until today.”

Finn released the reins, allowing Nana to touch noses with Jeson. Then she stared at Lon. “What’s on your forehead?”

He wiped it with his sleeve. “Nothing.”

“You’re a terrible liar.” Finn squinted. “Who put ashes on you?”

“Timral.”

“Huh. I had to sprinkle them on her flower garden. Adults are so weird.”

“They can be.” Lon raised his eyebrows. “Is there any left?”

“A little. Grandma probably told her to do it.”

Lon sighed. “I don’t want Da Miri to think I’m being disrespectful.”

Finn sniffed, then looked toward the forest. “You ever been out that far?”

“With my...Dad.”

“Oh. I’m sorry about....”

“Don’t be. He’s nothing but a mulka.”

Finn grimaced. “Do you know what that word truly means?”

Lon shook his head.

“It’s the worst thing a Jolem can call a Yunka. Just want you aware of that.”

“They’re all dead now, what does it matter?”

“You said it. It matters.”

“Well you were shouting about your dead father. Seems he’s not dead after all.”

“The man who was my father is....” Finn snorted. “I’m going back to the house.”

“I thought you wanted to see the forest.”

Finn had led Nana ten feet past Lon, but now she halted the horse’s pace. “Maybe I do, maybe I don’t.”

“Well, I’m going that way.” Lon lightly tapped his horse’s flanks. “C’mon Jeson.”

“Wait for me,” Finn hollered, doing the same to Nana. Lon brought Jeson to a slow walk until Finn caught up. Then he urged both horses to a gallop, Finn holding tightly onto Nana’s reins, swearing in Vodali at the top of her lungs.
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The air was cool under the canopy of branches, smelling like one of the plants that Finn’s mother had grown in their front garden. But Finn kept that to herself, not wishing to speak about her past. If Seti and Ava use this wood for their house, she thought, I’ll want to visit them often. She smiled, then sighed, as Lon dismounted, tying Jeson to a tree growing horizontally. “You’ve done this before I assume,” Finn said, also dismounting, tying Nana to the same tree.

“I used to come here with my mother. We both rode ostals, although mine was....” He sighed, then squatted near a bare spot a few feet from the tree. “After she died, I buried some of her things here. Stuff she gave me that I just couldn't....”

Finn knelt next to Lon, placing her hand on the ground. “It’s warm here, her heart still beats for you.”

“That some weird Vodali crap?”

Finn wanted to slap him. Instead she set his hand on the dirt. “You tell me what it feels like.”

Lon pressed his hand down, then removed it. “What a bunch of....”

“Don’t say it,” Finn warned.

He stood, then strode past the horses, putting his hands in his pockets. “Funny pair we are. You have a good man for your father and you don’t want him. Mine’s a piece a....” Lon sneered. “But he’ll be dead soon enough.”

“My father is dead,” Finn said, still kneeling.

“He’s not. Strivek told me about you.”

“Strivek is not my father.”

“Whatever.” Lon approached Jeson, then cleared his throat. “At least you have people here, you have family. I don’t have anyone.”

“You and I are a funny pair, hybrids some will call us. Part Yunka, part....”

“I am nothing like you,” Lon spat.

“Guess you’re more like your dad than you wanna think.”

Lon untied Jeson, then mounted the horse. “I don’t give a shit what you say. You’re nothing but a....”

“Mulka?” Finn said softly, going to her feet.

“Let’s go Jeson.” Lon urged the horse away, but the animal didn’t move.

“What did he say about me?” Finn asked, coming to Nana’s side but not untying her.

“He said I had my mother's eyes,” Lon said absently. “Which was a lie,” he quickly added. “About you he only said you had light blue hair. He just wanted me aware of you, not sure why.”

Finn released Nana from the tree, then mounted the horse. “Huh. Like I said, adults are weird.”

“His voice when speaking about you was different. He sounded....”

“How?” Finn interrupted.

“Wistful. I’d never heard him talk that way. He wanted to remember more about you, but said he was shipped out when you were a week old. He said you had his eyes, which you do. And he smiled, he really did remember you.”

Lon cleared his throat. “His voice was like how my mom used to talk about me if she thought I couldn't hear her. She must’ve known about Dad’s grandmother. I buried those things there because I wanted to have a place where she still was. Natagonians aren’t always buried, sometimes we’re cremated. Mom was, that’s what she wanted. Dad sent her ashes up north. All I have left of her is right there.”

“Ashes,” Finn muttered. “Vodalis are buried within a day of their death.”

“Well hopefully Da Miri isn’t anywhere close to that. Let’s go.”

Finn nodded, then glanced back at where the ground had felt so warm. She let Lon guide them through the wood, then both teens permitted their horses to run until they reached Phile’s cabin, the older man standing on his porch, waving to them. Lon dismounted, handing the reins to Finn, then he sprinted to where Phile stood. Lon removed his hat, holding it against his chest, then staring at his feet. Finn squinted, finding tears on Phile’s face and her heart beat hard. When Lon turned around, his eyes were cold, his mouth in a frown. Finn toyed with Nana's mane as he returned. “Well?” she asked, giving him the reins.

“Krowe died about half an hour ago, probably just as we entered the forest. Noli’d been looking for me, told Phile. Phile said he thought he’d seen us go into the woods, why he was waiting. Guess we gotta head back.”

“We will, but first....” Finn dismounted, patting Nana on the animal's tan star. Stepping several feet from the horses, Finn stretched out her arms, loudly chanting in Vodali. She closed her eyes, repeated the refrain, then wiped hot tears from her cheeks. Returning to Lon and the horses, Finn grasped Nana’s reins. “I’ll walk back if you don’t mind.”

“That’ll take an hour or more,” Lon said.

“What does that matter to you?”

He shook his head, then sighed. “Women.”

“What did you say?” Finn growled.

“Nothing.” Lon got off his horse, wrapping the reins around his hand. “Let’s get started.”

“I don’t need an escort,” Finn said.

“He’s dead, there’s no rush now. C’mon Jeson.” Lon began walking and Finn followed, the horses chattering back and forth as people stepped from their cabins, bowing their heads and calling for peace upon the Yiig home.
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Brynn, Ava, and Timral were seated on the bench, ashes occasionally blown about when a breeze fluttered. As soon as Finn and Lon returned, Brynn would kiss her daughter, perhaps even garner a hug. Then she would walk through the front gate, heading for the isolation cabin. But for these moments she took measured breaths, considering how Krowe no longer did, also hoping that Polly would be all right. Brynn didn’t ponder Nasri, nor did she think about her husband. Ashes swirled around her feet, then she bent over, tracing a circle in the soot. “I remember sitting on a bench in the middle of our village. It was after everyone was taken away, just old women and little girls left. The benches weren’t like this, only stumps that’d been dragged out after the Walan had cleared the forests.” Shielding her eyes with her hand, Brynn glanced back, barely able to make out the trees at the far reaches of the property. “Grandma probably remembers how our homeland used to look, or maybe she’s purposely forgotten. But it was like that when she was young; Das Risa, Teema, and Tooma used to talk about those days. They were all older than Grandma, and now they’re all....”

“Praying for Yiig Krowe,” Ava said, squeezing Brynn’s hand.

“You, Da Ava, are nana.” Brynn kissed Ava’s cheek. “That means a treasured surprise beyond all expectation.”

Ava chuckled. “And you Da Brynnia are....” A deep breath was taken, followed by a pleased sigh. “More than I could have dreamed.”

Brynn smiled. “As are you Yasbek Tima. Ah so, the circle remains unbroken despite all attempts at crushing our hearts.”

Timral cleared her throat. “Brynn, when you called me Tima the other day, had you heard Mo use that nickname?”

Leaning past Ava, seated in the middle, Brynn smiled. “Shall I tell you the truth or....”

“Nothing surprises me anymore,” Timral shrugged.

“Don’t say things like that,” Ava teased.

Timral stood, then stepped behind Brynn, gently grasping her shoulders. “Tell me Da Brynnia.”

“I saw our mothers here on this very bench. Nayan spoke to me, referring to you as Tima. Tima and Molarn, she said. You look so much like her.”

Timral released Brynn’s shoulders, then gripped herself. Brynn went to her feet, initiating an embrace which Timral accepted. “Preeaba offered this to me and I now give it to you on behalf of the woman who loves you more than these feeble arms can convey. And when I step inside that cabin, I will proffer it to Nasri in your stead if you wish.”

“Oh Brynn, oh yes please,” Timral mumbled.

“Consider it done.”

Ava stood, bowing her head as Timral and Brynn wept, ashes blowing past them in the warm breeze.
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When Lon and Finn arrived at the home piece, they were met by a solemn group; Mo and Timral stood together flanked by Brynn’s family on one side, Strivek and Lin on the other. Parm and Dobray took the horses from the teenagers, then Lon grasped Finn’s hand, leading her to where Brynn waited. Mother and daughter held hands, then Finn collapsed in her mother's grip as Lon cleared his throat, approaching Timral and Mo. “What happens now?” Lon said.

“That’s up to you. If you wanna see him, you’ll need to quarantine afterwards for two weeks.” Mo gestured toward the front gate. “Kig and Naquel are on their way, you’ll have company out there.”

“I don’t need to see him. I guess I meant....” Lon cleared his throat, then glanced at Finn, who nodded at him. “Do you wanna bury him or....”

“Nasri and Pollette have offered to do that,” Timral said. “When Lin sent the cable earlier, he stopped at the undertaker. They aren’t accepting any more plague victims, so it’d be easier to lay him to rest here.”

“Where?” Lon asked.

“We’ll designate an area past the isolation cabin but still on our property.” Timral reached for Lon's hands and he grasped hers with force. “Or we can cremate him, whichever you choose.”

“Yiig Lon, I would be honored to share the burial space with your father,” Mirella said.

“But he isn’t worthy of you Da Miri.”

Mirella approached Lon, adding her hands atop Timral’s. “That isn’t for us to judge. But it is your choice.”

Lon sniffled, then took back his hands, shoving them in his pockets. “I gotta think about it.” He stared at Mirella. “Are you sure?”

“That I stand here today among such gracious people is a blessing. That your father went looking for uniah is the same. We do not know if he received such a gift, however it is best to think positively. You are much like myself, Brynnia, and Finn, strangers in this land, however this is not to be feared. Embrace this unique persona and do not shun those who love you.”

Mirella laid her palm against Lon’s face, then reached up, tracing the remnants of ash on his forehead. She chanted in Vodali, which was echoed by Brynn and Finny. Lon grasped Mirella’s hand, placing it over his heart. Releasing Mirella, he then gazed at Mo and Timral. “You called me Yasbek Lon,” he mumbled. “Did you mean it?”

Timral nodded, squeezing his shoulder. She tried to speak, but tears precluded her words. Then Mo cleared his throat. “We’d like to offer you a permanent room in our home Lon. Whether or not you wanna change your surname is optional, plenty of time to ponder that. However Brynn needs to get to the cabin. As soon as you know how your father’s remains should....”

“Just bury him and be done with it,” Lon blurted, fighting tears. Then he stared at Mirella. “If you wanna be near someone so horrible that’s up to you.”

“I’ll be long past any ability to judge,” Mirella snorted, then she smiled. “Brynnia, when you lay Krowe in the ground, mark a spot nearby for me. But don’t do more than that. I’m not going any further than the porch this day. Strivek,” she then called. “Please walk me to the main house.”

“Of course.” The welder patted Lon’s shoulder, then headed to the Vodali elder. Slowly they left the rest, still gathered together. Lon gazed at Finn, then at Timral. “Put him wherever’s easiest for those who have to....” Now Lon trembled, Brynn coming to his side. “Do whatever you want,” he muttered.

“Your father is at peace.” Brynn then addressed those surrounding them. “In our culture, a burial space is deeply sacred. For my grandmother to share her resting place alongside Yiig Krowe consecrates the allotted ground for many generations. We thank Timral and Molarn for generously providing an area where all can honorably lay their dead. Perhaps in a month’s time more reverence can be paid to Krowe. For now the safety of all who call Yasbek Ranch their home is the priority. And with that, I leave to assist in Krowe’s internment and to look after those who cared for him.”

Adjusting the scrap around her neck, Brynn kissed Lon's cheek, then embraced Timral and Mo. Turning to the rest of her family, Ava and Seti offered hugs, then Finn approached her mother. “Be careful,” the teenager said, wiping tears from her face.

“I will maja. Look after Grandma till I return.”

Finn nodded, then grasped her mother's hand. Together they walked to the house where Mirella sat on the porch. Brynn’s husband stood next to Da Miri, a strange smile on Thaydon's face. “Grandma, anything you want me to tell Polly and Nasri?” Brynn asked.

“Tell Nasri we await his return. Tell Pollette....” Mirella paused, then gestured for Brynn to come close.

Mirella whispered in Brynn’s ear, then Brynn stood, staring at her grandmother. “Are you serious?”

“Yes, but only if she’s receptive to such information.”

Brynn nodded, then gazed at her husband. “Take care,” she said softly.

“I will escort you as far as the trees.”

Finn looked at the welder, his tone not that of a stranger. Brynn nodded, then gestured to the front door. “Finny, there’s a satchel in the entryway. Will you get it and accompany us?”

“Uh, sure. Just a minute.”

“Thank you maja.” Brynn stepped from the porch, Thaydon right behind her. They waited at the coffee post, people still gathered around Lon, Timral, and Mo, although Brynn felt gazes upon her and a man known by others as one without kin. Brynn looked at her husband, who smiled at her, then caressed her cheek. He fingered the makeshift scarf, then grasped Brynn’s hand as Finny exited the house with the satchel.

The trio walked briskly toward the front gate. They were greeted by Noli, then Brynn turned to her daughter. “Ride safely while I’m gone. I’ll be watching for you.”

Finn bit her lip. “Give Aunt Polly my love, Nasri too.”

“I shall. Give Kig and Naquel my best. And if Ronan writes, answer her with what’s occurred.”

“Do you think she will?” Finn asked.

“Anything’s possible,” Brynn smiled, gripping Thaydon's hand.

He took the satchel from Finn, then squeezed her shoulder. “I’ll come back to the main house after this. Tell Lon if he’s up to working, I’d appreciate his help today. And if you’re bored, feel free to join us.”

Finn nodded, her eyes wide. “Uh, sure. I’ll tell him.”

“Thanks. Ready Brynnia?”

“Yes Thaydon. Keep all of us in your prayers maja.”

Tears ran down Finn’s face. “I will Mom. I love you.”

“I love you too sweetheart.” Brynn caressed her daughter’s cheek, then waved at Noli. Then she headed toward the lane, Thaydon at her side.

––––––––
[image: ]


They walked leisurely, speaking of those heading south and of their daughter's well-being. “I’m glad you asked her to join you and Lon today.” Brynn gazed ahead, the grove within their sight.

“I don’t wanna lose the ground we’ve gained, or not much of it. And maybe it’ll be easier for Lon with her there. Or not, I suppose I’ll find out.”

“Maybe you can let me know this evening.” Brynn stopped, then stroked her husband's cheek. “But if it’s easier on you to stay away, I understand.”

“I don’t know what will happen. Regardless, I will check on all of you tonight.”

Brynn nodded, then blinked away tears. She tried to speak, but Thaydon's kiss halted her sorrow. She collapsed against him, placing her palm against his chest where the cloth had lain. “Ostama,” she warbled. “Ostama Thaydon Dahl.”

“Ostama Brynnia Dahl, my beloved you shall always be.” He stepped away, setting the satchel on the ground. “Give Polly my love. If she seems receptive to praise, tell her I’m very proud of her.”

Brynn chuckled, wiping her face. “I’ll try to work that into the conversation.”

Thaydon clasped his hands in front of him. “I will see you later tonight.”

“I look forward to it.”

A moment of silence was broken as Brynn collected the satchel. “All right, off I go.”

“Stay safe,” Thaydon said.

“I will.” Brynn hoisted the bag, then began walking toward the trees. Hers were the only footsteps, but she didn’t turn back, not wishing for her husband to see her cry.

Polly waited on the porch and Brynn set her bag on the step, then blew her nose into skirt. “Ah so,” she mumbled, looking up at her sister-in-law. “What a day.”

Pollette came to Brynn’s side. “What happened?”

“Just hard leaving.” Brynn grasped Polly’s hands. “How’s Nasri and where's Krowe?”

“Nasri has a touch of it,” Polly whispered. “Krowe’s out behind the house.”

“Grandma wants us to save a place for her not far from him.”

“She what?” Nasri stepped outside, his hands in his pockets. “Muck that.”

Brynn smiled, then went to his side. Their embrace was lengthy and he wiped her damp face. “I take this to mean Thaydon walked you out?”

She nodded as Polly joined them. “He said he’ll check on us tonight. Kig and Naquel are on their way too,” Brynn added. “Gonna be a big party when we’re sprung.”

“Gonna be something.” Nasri smiled, then he coughed. “Listen, let’s get this over with. Then I’m gonna....”

“You are not going anywhere but bed.” Pollette pointed to the door. “Get in there now and Brynn and I will....”

“Over my mucking dead body,” Nasri shouted.

“Don’t bluster Nasri,” Brynn said. “My mother has patience, but it’s not infinite.”

Nasri shook his head, coughing harder. He spat a mouthful of phlegm past the porch, then grumbled as he stepped in the cabin. Brynn inhaled deeply, then stared at Polly, who shrugged. “I wrapped Krowe in sheets. Is there anything else you wanna do before we....”

“Just one thing.” Brynn opened the satchel, pulling out scraps of fabric. “We’ll bury these with him.”

“Were you gonna make him a panel?”

“Grandma wanted me to, but he died before I could do more than choose these. She and I compromised. They’ll go with him, but I won’t make a proper panel for the quilt.”

“It’s more than he deserves,” Polly snorted.

“I agree,” Brynn said.

They went into the cabin; Nasri was resting on the bed Krowe had slept in. Brynn carried her satchel into the second bedroom, Nasri's few effects in the cubby behind the pillow. She didn’t see his cigarettes and she smiled, but his pronounced cough made her shiver. Polly stood in the doorway and Brynn met her gaze. “Why’d he lay on Krowe’s bed?”

“Thought you’d sleep better in here, or so he said.”

“Grandma wanted me to tell you something, Thaydon did too.”

Polly flinched. “What’d he tell you to say?”

“How proud he is of you, but only if you’re in the mood for compliments.”

Polly rolled her eyes, then stared at the floor. “Is he really, I mean....”

“When we’re near each other. I don’t know who he’ll be if he visits tonight.”

Polly nodded. “And what was Mirella's message?”

Brynn wore a wicked smile. “Something about enjoying danvu after this tasking.”

Polly crossed her arms over her chest. “I can’t believe she said that to you.”

“She was feeling feisty. Maybe she’s glad Krowe’s dead.”

“Are you?”

Brynn shook her head. “Too many other things to consider.”

Nasri coughed again, then Polly nodded. “We dug the hole already.”

“What?”

Polly threw up her hands. “Try telling him what not to do.”

Brynn inhaled, counted to five, then exhaled. “Well, I guess that’ll make the next chore easier. What’d you do with his smokes?”

“They’re out of reach,” Polly smiled.

“Okay, I’ll pocket the panel scraps and we can take care of....”

“Brynn, Pollette? Can I join you?”

The women ran to the front door as Nasri sat up in bed. “Who the muck?” he called between coughs.

Brynn stepped outside first, Timral waiting with a small suitcase in her hand. “What’re you doing?” Brynn said.

“I know I asked you to give Nasri my best,” Timral sighed. “But after you left, I, I....” Timral took the steps, placing her case on the porch. “Mo didn’t argue too much with me, neither did anyone else. I told him who you saw Brynn, and he said with all those mothers watching over us, it’d work itself out somehow.”

Nasri joined those on the porch. “Timral, what the muck are you doing here?”

“I couldn't stay away. If that’s a problem Colonel, tell me now and I’ll quarantine elsewhere. Otherwise....”

“Brynn, Polly, give us a moment,” Nasri said.

Brynn grasped Polly’s hand and they headed into the cabin, shutting the door behind them.
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A few minutes later Timral and Nasri went inside. Nasri immediately lay on the bed, Timral covering him with a blanket. Brynn and Polly stepped from their rooms. “Well?” Brynn asked.

“Polly, if you’d like to sleep in your previous quarantine cabin tonight, please feel free to do so.” Timral approached Pollette, tears drying on Timral’s cheeks. Then she traced the ashes on Pollette’s forehead. “Nasri told me about this. Mirella didn’t say more than I was supposed to do as I felt called to.”

Polly grasped Timral’s hands. “I’m good to stay here, Brynn and I can share my room.”

“Are you sure?” Timral asked.

Pollette nodded. “Are you?”

“Yes. All right then, what’s the first order of business?”

“Need to conduct a funeral,” Nasri grunted.

“You watch the house, we’ll give you a full report.” Brynn went to Nasri's side, kissing his cheek, his coloring the same as the ashes on his forehead. “No more outdoor excursions for you Colonel. We’re in charge now.”

“I’m doomed,” he quipped.

“Hardly,” Polly snorted. “Timral, any particular traditions we need to follow?”

“Other than marking a spot for Mirella, nothing else. She reminded me of that before I left.”

Brynn gestured for them to depart, checking her pocket for the fabric as she stepped outside. “She’ll make a point of that for a while,” Brynn said, her voice light. “But eventually....” Once Pollette had closed the door, Brynn sighed. “Don’t take this the wrong way Timral, but I’m glad you’re here.”

“He’s already sick,” she whispered.

“He picked it up yesterday.” Polly led the way to the burial site. “Damn stubborn man insisted on dragging Krowe out by himself. But he only made it as far as the porch before I....”

“You wrapped him just like we do,” Timral gasped.

“Is there another way?” Polly asked.

“I guess not. It just looks....” Timral knelt by the body, but didn’t touch it. “He looks like my father.”

“Ours were cremated,” Brynn said, going to Timral's side. She pulled the scraps from her pocket, tucking them into the folds. “All right Grandma,” she muttered, going to her feet, then stepping back. She scanned the fence, but saw no one. Then she gazed at a mound of dirt. “How deep is the hole?” she asked Polly.

“Two feet. Nasri wanted six, but I made him stop at....”

Timral wept, covering her face with her hands. Both Polly and Brynn knelt beside her. “Just like Molarn said, our mothers are keeping watch,” Brynn said. “Let us set Krowe in the ground, then we can focus on a worthier man.”

Timral nodded, then all three stood. “I’ll get his shoulders,” Timral sighed.

“I’ll take his feet,” Brynn said. “Polly, you spot us.”

As the women hoisted the body, Pollette went to the middle, offering her support. Reaching the prepared site, they lay the corpse on the ground. Brynn gazed in the hole, then looked at her companions. “We’ll set him in head first. Then....”

“Wait!” Lon shouted from the fencing.

“Yes?” Brynn asked, seeing her husband and daughter behind Krowe’s son.

“I’m gonna leave some things for you to put in with him, or is it too late?”

“It’s not too late,” Timral called, brushing dust from her hands. “Leave them at that low spot in the fence. I’ll collect them once you’re a safe distance away.”

Lon nodded, carrying a bag from the bottom. He set it down carefully, then returned to where the welder and Finn remained.

Timral went for the bag. “Be gentle,” Lon shouted. “There’s ceramic cups in it.”

“I’ll take good care of these,” Timral said. “We’ll place them around him.”

“It’s just a couple. We went to the house, thought maybe they meant something to him.”

As Timral took out the cups, Brynn gasped. “Lon, you must keep these.”

“Why?”

Collecting one of the cups, Brynn stepped away from the burial site, but left plenty of space between herself and the fence. “These keepsakes are meant for you.”

“How would you know?” Lon said sullenly.

“Don’t talk to my mother that way,” Finn barked.

“Please, let there be no harshness here.”

Brynn trembled, the welder’s voice not that of her husband. Brynn held aloft one of the cups, far more delicate than those she had used at Polly’s house or what Timral and Mo owned. “Most likely these belonged to your mother. There would’ve been no reason for Krowe to have kept them except to have saved them for you. We can put these in the ground, but I sense a better place would be on a shelf in the dining room at the main house. When we leave this cabin, together we’ll share a pot of tea in these exquisite treasures. Nana I would call them.”

Lon’s impending sneer fell from his face. Strivek gripped the teenager’s shoulder as Finn spoke to him, although Brynn couldn't hear her words. Yet they seemed to provide comfort as Lon nodded. “There’s others, guess we’ll take them to the main house.”

“Do that. Use them if you like. Or wait and we’ll enjoy them together.”

“Mom, a cable arrived from Kig. She probably sent it right before they left. She heard from Ronan. She’s almost to Malapy and sends you her love.”

“Thank you maja.” Brynn smiled, then placed her hands over her heart. Finn did the same, then led Lon a few feet from the fence. As Timral and Polly set the body into the ground, Brynn stared at her husband, his eyes dark. Brynn walked away, placing the cup in the bag. Then she grasped a spade from the mound of dirt. Timral grabbed the other and as Polly began singing, Strivek joined her. They sang until Timral stepped away, Brynn leaning on her shovel’s handle. “Go check on Nasri,” Brynn said to her companions. “I’ll be along in a minute.”

Hoisting the tool over her shoulder, Brynn stepped to where she had stood before. “Go in peace Yasbek Lon. You have honored your family this day.”

“I have no family,” he muttered.

“On the contrary, you stand with those who support you at this most vital time. More await your return at the main house. You have been given nana from Timral and Mo in the guise of a new surname. And most importantly you speak of your own accord, free from disease and harm.” With force, Brynn drove the shovel into the ground. “So many cannot claim even one of those gifts.”

That Finny glared at the young man didn’t escape Brynn's eye. But Finn’s temper eased as Strivek gripped Lon’s shoulder. The teen nodded, then turned to one his age, seeking solace. Finn embraced Lon, then led him away. Strivek remained, his gaze like a poker ripping into Brynn’s thuelan. Again she placed her hands over her heart. “You are my nana,” she murmured. Taking the spade from the dirt, she used it as a walking stick, heading back to the cabin, Nasri coughing hard as Brynn stepped onto the porch.
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Two days after Yiig Krowe’s death a vehicle approached Yasbek Ranch. Those quarantining behind the trees watched as did several at the front gate while the car slowly passed where two trucks remained abandoned just off the side of the lane. Naquel pulled into the parking area close to the cabins, then exited the driver’s seat, Kig already out of the car, running to the boundary beam, tears falling down her face. Finn and Seti walked as far as they were allowed, Finn also crying, although Seti was stoic. So was Naquel as he joined his wife; he then glanced to where Brynn and others cared for Nasri. “What’s the latest?” Naquel called out, looking at Seti, who merely shook his head.

“I’m going over there,” Kig blurted, wiping her face with her hand.

As those at the gate expressed their reservations, Naquel gently grasped his wife’s shoulders. They had been arguing about this for the last day, having driven straight through two nights. “I love you but you aren’t going anywhere except one of those cabins.” Naquel motioned to the nearby structures. “Like I said, I don’t care which, but Nasri will kick my ass if I let you cross that lane.”

“But, but....” Kig wailed, then collapsed in Naquel’s grasp.

“You will be much more help right there maja.” Mirella approached those at the beam. “Your prayers are necessary and Nasri's probably weary of those looking after him.”

“All the more reason I’m needed Da Miri,” Kig hollered through tears.

“Hah! Within a few days he’d be tired of you too. Plus I need you Yarla Kig.”

Kig stared at Mirella. “Yeah, why’s that?”

“Praa Pree needs your take on her father’s life before my tenure began with Seti. Only you can tell those stories.”

Kig inhaled as Naquel released her. As she breathed out, he did too, smiling at Mirella. “Can’t argue with that now can you?” he said to his wife.

“Don’t get an attitude,” Kig growled. Staring past the sentry shed, Kig then gazed at Mirella. “Only for you Da Miri, understood?”

“Ah so Yarla Kig. In two weeks let the tall tales begin.”

Mirella grasped Finn’s hand, then was escorted back to those still standing at the gate. Naquel didn’t see anyone resembling Brynn’s husband, although a tall young man stood between Mo and Ava. Finn led her grandmother to them, then nodded at the teenager, who asked Mirella if she wanted to return to the main house. Naquel had plenty of questions for Seti, and would shout a few to Brynn as well. But first he waved at those who remained at the gate, then softly called his wife’s name. Kig glared at him, then sighed, then again began to weep as Naquel embraced her, watching as Seti returned to the front gate, shaking his head.
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An hour later Kig spoke to Brynn in loud whispers far down the Yasbek driveway. Nasri’s health was poorly, Brynn admitted, her arms crossed over her chest. Kig nodded, then kicked at the ground. “I didn’t see Thaydon when we arrived. What’s going on with him?”

“Better news on that front,” Brynn smiled. She relayed the latest, noting that the last two evenings the welder had stood sentinel at the fence. Then Brynn sighed. “I’m glad you’re here, but I honestly don’t know what’s gonna happen with Nasri.”

Kig shoved her hands in her pockets. “How’s Polly?”

“Holding up well.”

“And Timral?”

Brynn took a small step toward Kig. “Keep her in your prayers.”

“Is she sick too?”

“No, I think she’s immune. But....” Brynn laid her hands over her heart. “Depending on what happens, if you’re sprung before I am, give Mo a big hug from all of us. And of course one for Thaydon.”

Kig nodded, wiping away stray tears. “I’m not leaving for a long while, you hear?”

“Good,” Brynn smiled, also wiping her face. “Naquel finding things satisfactory?”

“For now. Brynn, there’s one more thing.”

“What?”

“Did Ronan tell you how Huron died?”

“She did not. Does it matter?”

Kig sighed, then took a few steps toward Brynn. “Maybe.”

“Did Naquel get his levels checked?”

“He did and he’s fine. What about Seti?”

“Last I heard he’s waiting to see what happens here.” Brynn gestured to her cabin. “You pester him about it.”

“I will. But Brynn....”

“My people never sought harm upon our adversaries. Yet Treg Tarmi met what I believe is a just fate, his collaborators as well. Huron proffered little good to my daughter. If her death was unsavory....” Brynn paused for only a second. “I will assume my ancestors permitted Ronan’s actions as a manner of clearing a path for Huron to receive asq’a. Sometimes peace comes at a stiff price.”

Kig sighed, then stared at the abandoned trucks. “Was Krowe’s passing worth what Nasri's suffering now?”

“Ask my mother, Timral’s too.” Brynn shrugged, then blew Kig a kiss. “On that, I should be getting back.”

“Hug him for me,” Kig said, again wiping her face.

“I will. And if you beat me to the main house, do the same for my husband.”

“Oh I will.” Kig smiled, then gripped herself as Brynn turned back for the isolation cabin.
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That evening Brynn and Polly sat on the small front porch, listening to laughter and muffled conversations shared by those on the other side of the grove. Brynn didn’t begrudge those from the north enjoying the pleasant evening, although Nasri’s ragged cough couldn’t be ignored. In the last two days Brynn had prayed more than ever in her life, even when Thaydon had been.... Losing Nasri seemed the only possible outcome, yet Brynn remained hopeful, especially as a welder made his nightly appearance at the fence, a lantern in Strivek’s hand.

Brynn had decided to consider that man with two names, easier on her heart although Polly used Thaydon exclusively. And when he talked to Pollette, Brynn could almost hear her husband’s voice; how does he speak to Finn, Brynn mused as Strivek placed the lantern on the stump, clasping his hands in front of him. Nasri again coughed violently, then the welder spoke. “Any change?”

Polly shook her head, then stood from her chair, going to the bottom step. “What’s the mood over there?”

“Most are comfortable with the precautions taken. A few....” Strivek paused, then looked toward Brynn, who didn’t meet his gaze. “Are speaking of finding new employment. Yet Mo and Timral won’t lose any valuable hands. But everyone sends their regards. Nasri is well-considered by all here. It is regrettable what has occurred.”

Polly sighed, then Brynn joined her. “How’re Finn and Lon?”

The welder smiled. “They keep me entertained in a manner Mo never has. Finn has spoken of her father with me. While I don’t remember any of her recollections, that she is able to share those accounts seems fortuitous. Or perhaps I am mistaken.”

Brynn trembled as Polly set an arm around her. “Well that’s good to hear,” Brynn warbled.

“I agree. She sends her love to you. She has been spending much time speaking with Kig. I have learned how Praa Ronan made her farewell to Hatchley.” The welder crossed his arms over his chest. “While Finn seems unaffected by those details, I will admit I find them....”

“What Ronan did might seem hard to understand, but I’m proud of her.” Stepping away from Polly, Brynn stared at her husband. “You permitted what some would consider an equally offensive action. Yet if you hadn't, you wouldn't be speaking with us this night.”

Pollette cleared her throat, but didn’t add her thoughts. Brynn could barely make out how Strivek nodded. “That is true. I hope Praa Ronan makes her way here. I would like to meet her.”

Tears tumbled down Brynn’s cheeks, the welder’s tone nearly that of her spouse. “I would love to introduce her to you.”

“We shall see what occurs. I will return in the morning. Kig has requested my presence this evening, but I wanted to....” Strivek stepped close to the fence. “Check on all of you.”

Joining Brynn, Pollette grasped her sister-in-law’s hand. “Give Kig and Naquel our best and we’ll see you tomorrow.”

Brynn wanted to echo that statement but tears precluded her from doing more than nodding her head. The women remained as the welder collected the lantern, then headed to the front gate on what was now a worn path along the fence. Only when Timral called for Polly did both women turn back for the cabin, Nasri still coughing hard.
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As Brynn followed Pollette inside, Timral stood from a stool next to Nasri's bed. “How’s Strivek?” she asked.

“He’s fine.” Polly sat in a chair at the table. “Nasri, everyone’s waiting for your return.”

The colonel inhaled in a manner that chilled Pollette. “I’ll be up and around in another few days.”

“Indeed,” Brynn said, patting Nasri's shoulder. “In the meantime, Timral would you join me outside?”

“Just say what you’re gonna say right here Da Brynnia.” Nasri coughed, then turned to his left side, facing the women.

“All right.” Brynn pulled up a chair next to Polly as Timral sat on the stool. “Strivek said you might lose some ranch hands when Nasri’s back on his feet. Guess that means there will be something for you to do Colonel, besides help Seti build Ava’s house.”

Nasri had closed his eyes, but slowly he nodded.

Timral grasped Nasri’s hands, gently stroking his fingers. “I’ll leave that for Mo to manage.”

“Which is for the best.” Brynn studied how Nasri tried to open his eyes; the plague had affected him differently than Krowe and those already lost. It was as though Nasri’s life-force was being drained and Brynn wondered if other Natagonians were similarly afflicted. “But Strivek also asked me about Ronan. Nasri, what can you tell me about her demeanor after she and Kig left the foothills.”

Timral shook her head, her hands still clasped around those a man clearly losing ground. But Brynn nodded, squeezing Timral’s shoulder.

Nasri gasped for breath, then opened his eyes, staring at Timral. “She’d done what she knew was necessary for someone I didn’t think was worth a damn.” Nasri coughed, blinked a few times, then met Brynn’s gaze. “But like I said before, sometimes I’m wrong.”

Brynn moved from her seat, kneeling at Nasri’s bedside, brushing ashes from his sweaty face. “Sometimes you are. I want to tell you both this is merely a footnote in your lives together.” Brynn added her hands to Timral’s, squeezing with intent. “My mother was with Ronan, that I know. But her whereabouts now are....” Brynn glanced around the room, then looked at Timral, tears streaked along that woman’s cheeks. “In a place I cannot ascertain. Perhaps she is still keeping watch on my daughter. But Nasri, another remains, seeking healing over you.”

“Don’t need more than what I’ve already got,” he sputtered.

“Maybe you don’t. But I think we could use a breather.” Brynn stood, then held out her hands to Timral. She hesitated, then released Nasri, allowing Brynn to help her from the stool. They embraced, then Brynn gestured to Polly. “You two give us a little time alone. Maybe take a walk to the lane.”

“You sure?” Pollette asked.

Brynn nodded, returning to her knees near the bed as Pollette and Timral gathered their wraps, exiting the cabin. Grasping Nasri's bony fingers, Brynn began to chant in Vodali, tears falling as she spoke. Wherever you are Mama, Brynn thought, please let us keep this man.
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Stepping from the bus, Ronan tucked shoulder-length hair behind her ears, reaffixing the mask on her face, but within minutes of arriving in Malapy, the mask was shoved in her pocket. No one wore any kind of face covering, nor was distance maintained as groups walked arm in arm, or laughed together at tables set out in front of restaurants and clubs along the wide, well-lit boulevard. The evening was warm, adults of all ages enjoying themselves, but Ronan kept to herself, although she was kindly greeted by those with whom she made eye contact. It was remarkable how the plague seemed non-existent here, but Ronan didn’t stop anyone to seek clarification. With long strides she walked from the business district toward a large building at the end of the thoroughfare. The structure was municipal in nature, but closed for the day.

A perfunctory query would be lodged in the morning, but Ronan didn’t expect to gain valuable insights to her childhood. She might garner information about Malap reaction to an illness so deadly to others, or had these people renewed their sick citizens, gaining immunity? Seating herself on a bench near a lit fountain, Ronan inhaled a floral aroma, placing her satchel beside her. Crossing one leg over the other, she leaned against the back of the seat, clasping her hands in her lap. Since leaving the war memorial, she had ached to return to a place that perhaps not even Da Miri could experience. Yet
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