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As Nasri and Pollette reached Hatchley the news from Fordram's council meeting had gone national. Those in the north were relieved while people in the south began enacting similar measures that central Natagonians now adopted wholeheartedly. But deaths still occurred; three days after the conference Yundle Marz died with her daughter Mannah at her side. Nasri received a cable from Mo with that information, again thanking him and Pollette for their attendance.

Nasri shared that message and the Vodali women spent an evening in prayer for Marz and her family, adding Yoson Phile and his late brother's clan to their missives. Their prayers were also for information about their own loved one, but a week after Polly and Nasri's return, no further cables from central Natagonia had been received. Brynn wasn't overly dejected; it had been a long shot and the ensuing alteration of attitudes toward the plague was certainly worth Polly and Nasri's trip. While Nasri was still his taciturn self, Pollette's mood was considerably lighter, even Seti noticed. He chalked it up to Polly having been away from Malaps for a few days, but Brynn pondered a different reason while sewing panels on behalf of Marz and Nills for her quilt.

“Those are beautiful. What will become of this comforter?” Ronan asked, seated across the table from where Brynn attached Nills’ panel onto the quilt.

“I honestly don’t have a plan for it.” Brynn examined her work, then gazed at Ronan. “It just felt like the right project when I started it.”

Ronan sighed, fingering a piece Finny had made for one of her friends. “You all have been greatly affected by the plague yet I am only now aware of it.” Gently she gripped the fabric, then released it, sitting back in her chair. “There is so much I don’t know and not only about current events. Finn has been so patient with me while she does her school work. I probably shouldn’t burden her while she is trying to study.”

Finny had been enrolled in the local school system and although classes weren't being held in person, she received lessons to complete at home. Ronan had joined her for some of those subjects; Ronan’s formal education had ended when she left Malapy and while she had absorbed some knowledge from renewals, Finny had a better grasp at math, grammar, and science. Often they spent afternoons huddled over textbooks, but since Polly’s return Brynn had noticed Ronan’s lack of focus. Moving from the table, Brynn stepped to the window, motioning toward Ronan, who slowly left her seat, but didn’t stand beside Brynn. Instead Ronan glanced into the living room where Finny and Ava were reading. Then Ronan met Brynn’s gaze. “I should refrain from bothering Finn. She is far ahead of me and....”

Brynn approached Ronan, brushing loose hairs from Ronan’s dark eyes. “Finny’s told me how much she appreciates having someone to do school with. She’s missed that aspect of her education.”

“But I am so far behind her.”

“In some ways. But despite those deficiencies, you provide a sounding board that is more akin to her peers. I think she gets fed up being around adults all day long.”

Ronan nodded reluctantly, then stepped to the window, placing her palms on the glass. “When I left Huron I felt competent, although I didn’t know what would occur. Now everything seems so....”

As the young woman sighed, Brynn joined her. “What you did in leaving took great bravery because you had no idea what would happen next. Finding your place here will take time and you must permit yourself these moments of unrest. To expect more than this is unrealistic.”

Ronan's emotional state remained in flux; some days she was as clear-headed as Ava. On others Ronan seemed on the verge of collapse, but on those days Seti remained in his house caring for her. Sometimes Brynn was summoned, but even she had a hard time soothing Ronan when her mood was so despondent. At her lowest points Ronan asked to be returned to Huron to no longer trouble anyone. Both Seti and Brynn refused her request and usually after a good night's sleep, Ronan woke with little memory of her previous breakdown. But Seti took her lapses to heart, wondering aloud to only Brynn and Nasri if Ronan could be rehabilitated. Nasri wasn't certain, but Brynn was more optimistic. She was also aware her hopes were tied into finding a man similarly affected. “Tell me what you would like to do right now. We could take a walk or....”

“I have no idea,” Ronan said softly. Then she stared at Brynn. “That is what haunts me. I have no skills, little knowledge of how life works for you all. Sometimes being here calms me. Other times....”

Finny and Ava’s laughter resounded through the small house. Brynn grasped Ronan’s left hand, offering a squeeze. “I don’t wish to make this more difficult for you. But we are all so grateful for your presence.”

“Why?” Ronan asked, tears dribbling down her face.

“Because even before Grandma realized my husband wasn’t who we thought he was, we were mourning our neighbors, living in fear of losing our own lives. I hadn’t felt that terror in a long time, and perhaps because I was so young after most of my people were murdered, I truly hadn't understood it. And even if we find Thaydon, there are others who will never return.” Brynn caressed Ronan’s cheek, wiping away streaks along the woman’s teary face. “You don’t realize how special is your life maja. You are very precious to me.”

Brynn smiled, blinking away her own tears as Ronan began to weep in earnest. Yet she wouldn't permit the embrace Brynn offered, again placing her hands on the window, rain beginning to fall.
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The next morning Ava attended an all-day childbirth class at Hatchley's hospital, Pollette and Brynn accompanying her. Seti and Ronan shared lunch at the Yola Homestead, the younger women then studying in the kitchen while Seti chatted with Mirella in the living room. “Ava’s still having her baby here, correct?” Seti asked.

“She is, but her doctor felt it best for her to get some additional knowledge. Or maybe she wanted Brynnia and Polly to have their memories refreshed.”

Seti nodded, sipped his tea, then gazed toward the kitchen from where giggles could be heard. “Suppose that can’t hurt,” he said. “How’s it been here?”

“Fine. Kig stopped by earlier, but there’s not much happening.”

“Guess that’s how it’ll be for a few more weeks.”

“Indeed. And how are things at your place Seti?”

He stared at Mirella then shrugged. Then he shook his head. “I’m happy to be here today.”

“Ah so, as am I. Finny, any tea left?”

“I think so Grandma.” The teen brought the pot with her. “It’s not warm though.”

Mirella wrinkled her nose. “Then start the kettle please maja.”

Finny nodded, turning back for the kitchen, passing Ronan who stepped in the living room, then knelt by Mirella’s chair. “Da Miri, do you not prefer cool tea?”

“I do not maja.” Mirella smiled, squeezing Ronan’s shoulder. “Do you?”

“I suppose. Previously I ate....” Ronan blinked, then shook her head. Gazing at Seti, she grimaced. “We should leave. I do not feel well.”

“Do not be afraid to remember,” Mirella said. “Only in that way can you begin to forget.”

“But there is nothing good to recall,” Ronan muttered.

“I know that sense of futility. I too have had to banish the lesser parts, though at times I must bring back those I have lost. To deny them completely would be like claiming only half my past. You chose uniah as your surname, a courageous action. Doing justice to it, maja, is more difficult than escaping where you were held prisoner.”

Ronan sat on her haunches. “Huron did not hold me captive.”

“Then who did?” Mirella asked.

“I, I don’t know.” Ronan crossed her arms over her chest, then went to her feet, staring at Seti. “Take me away from here.”

Seti moved from the sofa as Ronan stalked to the coat rack. She rummaged through the jackets, but didn’t put on one, then left the house without offering a goodbye. Mirella stood from her chair, walking to where Seti removed two coats from the rack. “My words were not only for Ronan. Be mindful of what awaits you Seti and do not allow distractions to block your path.”

He shook his head, then cleared his throat. “We’ll visit in a few days.”

“Indeed you will.” Mirella gripped his hand, then stood back as Finny came their way. “Walk Seti out maja and remain outside until you can no longer see his truck.”

“Okay Grandma.” Finny followed Seti out, closing the door behind her. Mirella shuffled to the living room window, finding Ronan already inside the truck, what looked like a frown on her face. Mirella stood at the window until the truck pulled away, then she headed to the kitchen, removing the whistling kettle from the burner.
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For two days heavy snow fell, keeping all within their homes. On the third day Brynn woke to the soft patter of rain and she walked to Nasri's for coffee. They spoke of Ronan, Yasbek Molarn, and of Thaydon. In spring Brynn and Nasri would drive south and depending on Ronan's well-being, Seti might join them. As Brynn made her farewell, a truck parked in front of Nasri’s house. Nasri stepped outside, waving at someone Brynn didn’t know. She remained on the porch as Nasri and the woman spoke briefly, then Nasri thanked her for the information. Shoving his hands in his pockets, he walked slowly to where Brynn stood. “Zanta lives near the base of the foothills, but she keeps an eye out. Said yesterday she saw someone matching Ronan’s description wandering along the road, just wanted us aware.”

“Should we visit Seti?”

“I’ll do it. No use both of us getting soaked.”

“My shoes are still damp,” Brynn smiled. “But you can drive us there.”

Nasri huffed, but didn’t argue. Within minutes they were heading past Kig’s house on a quiet lane that ended at Seti’s residence. His truck was near his house, smoke swirling from the chimney. Nasri parked behind Seti’s vehicle and he and Brynn exited quickly as another shower poured from the sky. Seti stepped out, holding open his front door. “What’s up?” he called, gesturing them inside.

“Just thought we’d pay you a visit.” Brynn shook off her raincoat, then entered the house, Ronan seated at the small dining table. “Good morning,” Brynn smiled. “Hope you’ve been keeping warm.”

Ronan stood, clasping her hands together. “We have. What brings you here Da Brynnia?”

“I’ve missed the company of others,” Brynn chuckled. “Been thinking of you and after Nasri finished his coffee, I suggested we take a drive.”

“Is everyone well at your home?” Ronan asked, retaking her seat.

Brynn sat next to her as Seti and Nasri joined them. “They are. Ava’s been sewing things for the baby and has finished a quilt for Kig and Naquel.”

“Not much to do but sew,” Seti said.

“Or play cards,” Brynn added. “But even Finny’s grown bored with games. I bet she’s out stomping in puddles right now. What have you two found to pass the time?”

“Seti has been cooking and I have been....” Ronan breathed deeply. “I took a walk in the snow yesterday. I considered returning to Huron, but decided against it.”

Brynn nodded, then set one hand upon Ronan’s shoulder. “What changed your mind?”

“My feet were cold in reaching the main road into the hills.” Ronan gripped Brynn’s fingers. “I suppose it would have been a difficult endeavor even in good weather.”

“I imagine it would be,” Brynn replied. “What compelled you to attempt it?”

Ronan released Brynn’s hand, then stood from her chair, gazing at Nasri. “I understand why my people have had such a hard time trying to find their places here or in Malapy. Seti told me we never should have fought and now I see how correct were his words.”

“Rejoining civilian life isn’t easy, that’s for damn sure,” Nasri said.

“I renewed even our enemies, although their lives never lasted more than a few days. Perhaps I purposely sought them out to....” Ronan's lip trembled and she turned from the group, facing the door. “Do more harm to myself. Perhaps I did not do enough.”

Brynn stood, approaching Ronan, but leaving space between them. “But you didn’t renew a Jolem. Why is that?”

“They weren’t worth it.”

“Why not?”

Ronan spun around, her black eyes flashing. “They detest us, they hate all women!”

Brynn quickly grasped Ronan’s hands, squeezing hard, then releasing her. “Something inside you knew enough to reject that hostility. And I believe that same sense of goodness remains within your thuelan.” Briefly Brynn laid her palm on Ronan’s chest. “But maja, only you can choose what happens next.”

“But I don’t know what that is,” Ronan wailed, crossing her arms over her upper body, again turning from the group.

“My sister managed to survive years of cruelty, yet within the relative safety of our family home she fled that peace and was gunned down by barbarians. At the time I couldn't fathom why she did that. Now looking at you, I’m beginning to grasp that sense of hopelessness, that no matter how normal is this day, the pain of yesterday cannot be swept aside.”

Ronan had been about to speak, then she dropped her arms to her sides. “Did she, was her intention to end her life?”

“I will never know,” Brynn said, tears falling down her cheeks. “But losing her is something I will never forget. Just as I will always keep you here, maja, stitched tightly within me.” Wiping her face, Brynn traced her damp fingers over her heart. A sharp pain lingered in Brynn’s chest and Ronan gasped as though experiencing the same agony.

Seti stood, approaching both women, grasping their hands. “Thaydon told me about going after Affinia, that he’d been assigned to guard your house but she ran out before he reached it.”

Brynn nodded, then wiped her face on her sleeve. “He found her in the village square right after she’d been shot. She died in Grandma’s arms, then he carried Grandma to a waiting transport and I was right behind them. Leaving Affinia unburied was one of the hardest things Grandma has ever done.” Brynn sniffled, then blew her nose into the hem of her skirt. “Ronan, I know you have suffered much, but I ask you to draw strength from these injuries, yet not for any gain that might serve me. Only for you maja, for your thuelan.”

Ronan meekly nodded, pulling her hand from Seti’s grip. “I am going outside for a few minutes,” she said softly. “But I will return.”

“Take your time,” Nasri said, still seated.

Retrieving her coat from a chair by the door, Ronan stepped from the house, closing the door firmly behind her. The rain had ceased, although the sky remained dark. Standing on Seti’s small porch, Ronan gazed at the collection of homes, then she stepped into the yard, peering at the foothills. Snow was still visible, what had hampered her exploits yesterday. She stared at her shoes, which had dried overnight, then a faint memory of walking barefoot in similarly cold weather made her tremble. How am I supposed to forget all that’s happened, she almost said aloud. What is my purpose now?

She walked to the trucks, but a brisk wind precluded her from going farther. Had Da Brynnia’s sister wished to die, then Ronan shook her head. “I know why you ran into the square Affinia,” Ronan said softly, again gazing at the hills. “It’s all I can think about too.” Crossing her arms over her chest, Ronan ignored tears burning along her cheeks. If not for all those inside Seti’s house, the young woman would again head for the hills despite the pain awaiting her there.
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Standing at the front window, Brynn inhaled slowly, exhaling with force, her gaze fixed upon Ronan, who now leaned against the back of Nasri's truck. Seti joined Brynn and she accepted his embrace. “I don’t know what she’ll choose to do,” Brynn sighed. Then she pulled away from Seti, stroking his face. “What else did Thaydon tell you about my sister?”

“Just that Mirella didn’t want to leave Affinia there.” Seti glanced out the window, then kissed Brynn’s cheek. “But the way he spoke of it was, well....”

“What?” Brynn asked.

“There was more attached to it, but it wasn’t something he could talk about. Honey, what is it?”

Brynn began to cry as Seti led her to a chair at the table. “He was in the detachment sent to rescue those the Walan had abducted, not that many of them were still alive. The Walan had kept those women well hidden all those years, and as it was just a handful were brought back to us. My mother died before they could get away, although she made sure....”

In halting breaths Brynn shared information known only to herself, Thaydon, and Mirella. Not even Finny or Polly knew, Brynn wept, nor did she want them aware. The men vowed to keep mum as Ronan reentered the house. She set her coat on the chair, then stepped to Brynn’s side, going to her knees, laying her head in Brynn’s lap, then bursting into sudden tears. Brynn stroked Ronan's hair, beseeching her mother and sister’s protection over all of them.
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The darkest days of winter had settled upon northern Natagonia. Snow fell daily and Ronan's mood mirrored the bleak weather; she began to worry about Huron's health, asking Seti and Nasri to take her to the foothills. Huron might have caught the plague, Ronan pleaded, and she couldn't fathom that woman dying alone. Seti and Nasri refused, in part that the road into the hills was currently impassable. And that the last thing Ronan needed was contact with Huron.

Polly prepared to celebrate the solstice with Yunka traditions, mostly centered on food. Ava assisted as an elaborate supper was planned for the end of the month. Mirella joked that it wouldn't be the same without Vodali wine, but Kig managed to secure three bottles while Naquel contributed Natagonian spirits which he claimed were similar to those Malaps enjoyed at this time of year. Polly sent a cable to Wiland and Muna, wishing them continued health and she also cabled Mo stating the same. That telegram arrived in the evening on the day it was sent and Mo trembled as he gripped the message, not feeling the fire's heat although he stood in front of the flames. Nearly a month had passed since the council meeting, but neither he nor Timral had spoken to Strivek, although both had tried separately and together. Every time Mo entered the forge, the reason for his visit was summarily forgotten, Timral suffering the same lapse of memory. At first they worried an affliction was keeping them from sharing Pollette and Nasri's news. But after some research, Timral believed their attempts were being thwarted by a less tangible force. She couldn't actually bring herself to speak of what she assumed, but Mo's tandem investigation revealed similar information. Yet there were no Vodalis anywhere in this part of Natagonia and while Pollette was Yunka, those people held no spiritual belief system. But Strivek's claim that his child was part Vodali was enough for Timral; a shield had been placed over her and Mo, keeping Strivek in the dark. And until they had received his permission, no word would be sent to those in the north.

Yet Polly's cable hadn't been expected and Mo reread her words: SENDING YOU WARM THOUGHTS ON THESE DARK DAYS STOP MAY YOU STAY HEALTHY STOP MANY THANKS FOR INVITING US TO FORDRAM STOP. The greetings were generic; more importantly was that she was thinking of him. Mo dreamed about her most nights and during the day he pondered how she had reached Natagonia, was she divorced or widowed, how had her son died. And every time he rode past the forge he wondered if she was in touch with her half-Yunka niece or nephew as well as the mother of that child.

He set the cable on the mantle, then faced the fire, adding more wood. Sparks flickered and he stood back, staring at the flames. Never in his life had he felt so overwhelmed, both by his feelings for Pollette and at how little control he had over his memory. It made no sense for weeks to have passed, keeping Mo and Timral from speaking what they knew, leaving Strivek in the dark, and Pollette.... Mo sighed, picking up the cable; he could hear her verbalize these words, her tone not overly warm, but she meant what she did say. Her given name was Pollette, but he wondered if those who knew her well called her Pol or Polly. He wanted to call her Polly, he wanted to.... Tucking the cable in his pocket, he then put the grate in front of the flames. Timral was cooking that night and he headed to the kitchen, hearing her muttering under her breath.

“What's up?” he asked, finding her near the sink, gripping the counter. Root vegetables nearby were unpeeled, a saucepan half full of water placed on an unlit burner. “Timmy, you okay?”

“No, I am not okay. I'm damned far from okay.”

Mo approached her, then gasped slightly, her cheeks streaked with tears. “Oh Timmy, what's wrong?”

She faced him, her eyes bloodshot. “You know what's wrong. But there's nothing we can do about it damnit.” She breathed hard, then wiped her face with her sleeve. “We should've told him as soon as....” She laughed, then wept again. “As soon as we were outta quarantine, then sent them cables, but oh no, some Vodali curse interferes every mucking time.”

Mo tried to embrace her, but she backed away, gesturing to the vegetables. “I can't even get supper made, I'm barely keeping up the books, and this's winter! If it was any other season the whole damn place would be falling apart. I'm falling apart, I'm....”

Timral dropped to her knees, sobbing hard. Mo joined her, placing one hand on her shoulder. She bawled like a child, covering her face with her hands, shaking badly. Mo whispered her name, then said “Tima, it's okay. Tima, I love you.”

Tima had been their father's pet name for Timral, and Mo had never spoken it before. She looked up, her face disheveled, but she stopped trembling. “I can't go another day like this Molarn. We have to tell him tonight.”

“How?”

“I'll write him a letter. We'll take it to his cabin, slip it under the damned door if necessary. Or you knock and I'll stay in the truck in case you forget to....”

Mo smiled, then chuckled. Within seconds he laughed out loud. “Now that's smart thinking Timmy, what we should've done from the start.” Mo went to his feet, then offered her his hand. Timral grasped it, standing slowly. Mo wiped her face, then kissed her cheek. “You wanna write it or....”

“You start cooking, I'll write what I can remember. Maybe I'll sit down and nothing will come but....”

Mo pulled the cable from his pocket, placing it in Timral's hand. “If your mind starts to wander, read this. If it doesn't work, we're screwed.”

“Boy and how,” she smirked. “Check on me as soon as you get a break. I'll tell you this Mo, I've never been superstitious, but now....”

“All bets are off.” Mo led her to the office, but Timral seated herself. “I'll be back in twenty minutes or less,” he said.

“Well get busy because I'm already starving,” Timral smiled.
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An hour later supper had been eaten, the letter in an envelope, siblings driving the short distance to a dimly lit cabin just past the welding shed. Mo gripped the steering wheel as tightly as he had when realizing what had been forgotten, but this time he knew no regret. A guiding force hovered over him and while he wished to ask Timral if she felt the same, he didn't want to add to her apprehension. She cracked her knuckles, then wrung her hands, clad in thick gloves, fidgeting next to him in the cab. She was going to deliver the letter, feeling as the eldest it was her responsibility. Mo hadn't argued, but he hoped Strivek wouldn't be cross with them. If he was, Mo would spill the whole story, Vodali interference included.

Stars twinkled in the sky as Mo parked in front of Strivek's residence. Timral got out, walking quickly to the door. She knocked, Strivek answered, but Mo couldn't see how the letter was passed from one to the other. Yet Timral immediately returned to the truck, her hands empty. “Well, what'd he say?” Mo asked as Timral shut her door.

“He said thank you. Acted as though he knew we were coming. Damn Vodalis.” Timral's teeth chattered. “Let's go home.”

“You got it.” Mo drove with relative speed, stopping near the front door. “Go on in,” he said. “I'll be right there.”

Timral got out, then ran inside. Mo put the truck into gear, turned around, but didn't drive to the covered parking area where vehicles were kept in winter. He meandered around the home piece, recalling riding horses as a kid, always feeling the large animals were going to throw him to the ground. When he returned from the war, he cherished the ostals Timmy had bred, feeling a freedom previously unrealized. With a chuckle, he headed to the parking area, killed the engine, but didn't immediately exit the truck. He stared at Strivek's cabin, faint smoke barely visible in the darkness.

“C'mon, read it,” Mo mumbled. “Ponder it a minute or two, then put on your coat and head this way.” Crossing his arms over his chest, Mo squinted, then sighed. Just as he opened his door, Strivek stepped from his cabin, taking long strides toward the main house.

Mo exited the truck, making Strivek pause. “Yeah, yeah,” Mo called with a smile. “Just me. You read Timmy's letter?”

“Yes,” Strivek hollered.

Mo jogged to where Strivek stood on the worn path. “Suppose the first thing I gotta say is how sorry we are, both of us, that it's taken over three weeks to....”

Strivek grasped Mo's right shoulder. “Let's go inside to speak.”

Mo nodded as Strivek released him. Together they approached the house where Timral could be seen at a window waiting for them.
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Timral sat in the side chair, Mo standing in front of the fire facing Strivek who was seated on the couch. The letter remained in Strivek's hand while Mo gripped the cable from who most likely was Strivek's older sister. Timral wished she had accompanied Mo to the meeting, but no longer was that desire tied into seeing Trual humiliated. She wanted to have given Pollette Unger the once-over, then compared her to the man clearly altered by what the letter revealed.

Strivek's eyes were the most striking to Timral; instead of their usual hooded manner, it was as though blinders had been removed, how silver they were, flecked with black, like fragments of coal embedded in a cloudy sky. Now Timral could read this man's thoughts and for the first time since she met him, those notions were a jumble of faces, places, memories.... Timral hadn't revealed Pollette or Nasri's names, only alluded to their positions in his past, but after being seated, Strivek had offered those monikers, Polly and her son Roque, Commander Yarzel, Captains Seti and Yarla, and the late Yisal Hallen, struck down by Jolem traitors during the Beralk base assault. There were the Vodali elders Das Risa, Teema and Tooma, the latter being twin sisters. Then there were other women, Preeaba and Affinia, mother and daughter he had helped rescue, although Preeaba hadn't survived. Finally there was baby Finn, who Strivek felt must be his daughter, her pale blue hair upon birth stuck fast within him. He had been present at her arrival, he said in a flat tone, but had been shipped out before she was a week old.

He’d said nothing about Finn's mother, but to Timral, he was holding back other information. His tone was tentative, yet to have recalled as much as he did seemed just as outstanding as how Timral and Mo had been unable to speak to him about it until today. Now everything was changed, Timral sighed inwardly as Strivek studied the letter, then glanced at Mo. “What did Polly say to you again?”

“Just that her given name is Pollette. It was small talk, nothing of consequence.”

“Did she speak of Roque?”

Mo glanced at the floor, then sighed, gazing at Strivek. “He died of the plague a few months ago.”

Timral bit the inside of her cheek; she had omitted that and as Strivek nodded, then peered at the letter, she wished to have somehow prepared him. He wept openly, the agonizing sound like nothing Timral had ever heard before. They had no idea how old Roque had been, but Strivek must know, for he called out Roque, savagely twisting the letter.

Mo knelt in front of Strivek, taking the paper, then grasping the welder's large hands. “I have no idea how she made it through Jolem Territory, but she's living near the border in Hatchley. I am so sorry Strivek, said the same to Pollette. I'm so damn sorry.”

Taking a deep breath, Strivek nodded, then looked up. “He was in his mid-twenties. Polly and Doon divorced when Roque was a little boy. Doon never came to see him, but Roque always acted as though he didn't care.”

Timral closed her eyes, tears tumbling down her face. Maybe Strivek's partner and daughter had also died if Pollette had traveled here alone. Yet Strivek hadn't mentioned anything about the mother of his child, perhaps she had been killed earlier. Timral moved from her chair, joining Mo, still on the floor. “We can cable Colonel Yarzel in the morning or wait a few days, however you wish to proceed.”

“In a few days is the winter solstice. It's a holiday for Yunkas. Polly is probably planning a celebration despite Nasri's unspoken objections.”

“That about sums up their personalities,” Mo chuckled.

Strivek permitted what to Timral was the hint of a smile. “Indeed it does.” Then Strivek sighed. “But I am confused as to how she arrived in Natagonia. Polly never left our family home. Perhaps something happened to our parents and after Roque was dead....” Strivek glanced at the cable which Mo had placed next to Strivek on the sofa. “If she was alone, I don't know how she would have traveled so far. But if she was with....”

Timral held her breath, but as Strivek again sighed in resignation, she exhaled similarly. Then he gasped. “Da Miri, how could I have forgotten Da Miri?”

“Who's Da Miri?” Mo asked.

Strivek smiled widely. “She is grandmother to....” He frowned, then sighed. “She is Finn's great-grandmother. But she must be nearly eighty now, or a little older if she lives.”

“Well someone was keeping us all in the dark, so I'd say she's still kicking. But what about....” Mo cleared his throat. “Finn's mother.”

Strivek closed his eyes for several seconds. When he opened them, Timral inwardly trembled. Again his eyes were as colorless as before. She stared at him, trying to will into his mind a name that remained shrouded. Then Strivek leaned back on the sofa, rubbing his temples. Mo scooted away, then stood, helping Timral to her feet. They stepped aside, leaving Strivek to his thoughts. Mo put more wood on the fire while Timral went to the kitchen. She filled the kettle, got out three mugs, plopping a tea bag into each. There was no sound other than crackles from the fire, then the kettle's whistle. She filled the mugs, hoping Mo might speak. But her usually loquacious brother was silent, although at times Strivek let out a weak moan.

Timral placed the mugs on a tray, carrying it into the living room. She put it on a small table near her chair, offering the men their tea. Both accepted, then Timral claimed the last cup, fiddling with the string attached to the bag. When it had brewed to her liking, she removed the bag, flinging it into the fire. Mo did the same, but Strivek sat motionless. Then he gazed into the cup, tracing the edge with his finger. “We drank tea often with Da Miri. It is a favorite beverage of Vodalis.”

“You and your partner?” Mo asked softly.

“Not only us, but Yisal, Yoon, and Yarla. After Das Teema and Tooma died, Das Risa and Miri shared the Vodali tent. My partner....” He grimaced, blew on his tea, but didn't try it. “Yisal was made an honorary Vodali, which brought her great happiness. She insisted I call her Praa Hallen instead of Officer Yisal.”

“Who're Yoon and Yarla?” Mo said.

Strivek sipped his tea, then gripped it with both hands. “Other friends. Yoon Seti was also shot in the base assault, but was renewed. After she became a Malap, he went by the name of Seti.”

Timral's eyes went wide. “She was renewed by a man?”

“It happened plenty of times,” Mo said. “But Yisal wasn't renewed?”

“She died before she could be retrieved. Da Miri and Da Risa had reached safety and Yisal was helping....” Strivek drank his tea, which made Timral squirm for how hot it still was. “When I returned from the front lines, Yisal had already been laid to rest within the Vodali burial ground. Da Risa died not long after, I sang at her funeral.”

Strivek stared at Mo, then at Timral. “That is how I know those songs and their meanings. I hope Da Miri is still alive. But if Polly didn't mention her....”

“Perhaps they didn't wanna reveal more than their own identities, hoping you would recall the rest voluntarily. Which is exactly the case.” Mo smiled, then sat beside Strivek, the cable between them. “Shall I write back to her tomorrow?”

Strivek shook his head. “I must sleep on this. Perhaps I am in error, recalling mere figments of my imagination.”

“You knew Polly's son's name,” Timral said. “Mo, did Pollette tell you that or....”

“Colonel Yarzel mentioned it. Plus that assault by the Beralk; I wasn't at that base, but it's a known fact and....”

“I could have read about it,” Strivek said. “I could be appropriating that event into my past.”

“I doubt it,” Timral said, sitting on Strivek's other side. “I watched how you grieved the death of your nephew.” Timral briefly set her hand on Strivek's chest. “That was real, there's no way to deny it.”

“I could research the assault, confirm Yisal Hallen's passing, and there's probably a record of Yoon Seti's renewal. And of course the Vodalis would be mentioned.” Mo inhaled, then breathed out slowly. “But you're the boss on this Strivek. We'll do or not do whatever you wish.”

Strivek stood, then stepped toward the fire. “I have no memory of my.... Of Finn's mother. Until I can remember her, I do not wish to be in contact with Polly.”

Timral and Mo glanced at each other. Timral shrugged while Mo nodded. “Whatever you want,” Mo said.

Timral shook her head but Mo motioned for her to remain quiet. She gave a silent huff, then stood from the sofa. Retrieving her teacup, she sipped from the edge, then took a long drink. Strivek continued to stare at the fire, Mo joining him, adding more wood onto the waning flames.
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The morning of the solstice dawned late but clear, all in the Yola Homestead watching the sunrise from the living room window. During the night Brynn had dreamed of her husband as the Yunka she had married and standing beside Finny, who gripped her tightly, Brynn sought peace for him. Then Brynn sipped her tea. “Tabah,” she murmured, hoisting her mug in the air as soft yellow light spread along the eastern foothills.

“I wonder where it will rise in summer,” Ava said from Finny's other side. “And will we be here to see it?”

“That remains a mystery.” Mirella also raised her mug. “However we will be there before we know it.”

“I wish,” Pollette mumbled, gripping her cup with both hands. “Too cold here for me.”

“But by evening's end, all hearts within this house will be warmed by friendship, food, and drink.” Mirella chuckled, then drank her tea. “But first is breakfast. I've enjoyed the sunrise, now let's eat.”

Brynn smiled as all walked to the table, plates and utensils already waiting. For years this had been a part of Brynn's life, waking on the day with the least amount of light, preparing the table, the tea, then waiting for the sun to usher in a day filled with Yunkas from their neighborhood stopping by with wishes for a good year, for health, for.... Brynn frowned briefly as everyone sat, bowls covered by cloths to keep warm what Polly and Ava had cooked earlier. As the eldest Yunka, Polly served each person, then herself. Then she sat, tucking her napkin into the neckline of her robe. “Eat with the knowledge that tomorrow will be brighter. Hopefully,” she added with a snort.

Finny and Ava chuckled while Mirella closed her eyes, her hands folded in front of her. Brynn surveyed her family, easily recalling this day a year ago; while Polly had done the serving, Thaydon had recited the greeting, but now she pictured an aging Yunka instead of the Malap previously considered. Roque had sat next to Kellah; now that young man's baby waited in Ava's womb. Were the Quinns celebrating that morning, what about Oliver Moss and his family, or Wiland and Muna? Was Lemry at Conal's table.... Brynn smiled, then picked up her fork. The first bite was tasteless, but as more followed, her palate appreciated the dishes fixed only for this day. Despite the dearth of Yunka ingredients available in Hatchley, Pollette and Ava had outdone themselves in approximating what Brynn had accepted as a key element of her heritage. Other than Vodali wine, there were no foodstuffs Brynn connected with her childhood.

They would imbibe in spirits that evening, both Vodali and Natagonian. The house would teem with their adopted family, hopefully Ronan would join them. Seti had stopped by yesterday, noting that the young woman was again on the verge of fleeing for the foothills. Mirella and Nasri had agreed that if she ran off, there would be no immediate attempt to retrieve her. Nasri said the weather was too poor while Mirella noted Ronan's wishes had to be respected. Brynn had no feeling one way or the other about what Ronan might choose. But she hoped all she loved would be under one roof by sunset's arrival.

Brynn ate slowly and was the last at the table, Ava having gone for a shower after Finny had prepared tubs of water for washing dishes. Mirella was snoring from her chair as Brynn gripped her mug, Polly putting away leftovers, which they would eat at lunchtime. No visitors would appear until later and Brynn was grateful for the quiet, her grandmother's snores a reminder of a past that Brynn would only recall on a day like this, meant to reflect upon one's history. Polly joined Brynn at the table. “How are you?” Polly said softly. “Was breakfast okay?”

“It was delicious. I don't know how you and Ava managed, but ah so, it's like we never left Yunka Territory.”

Polly clucked, then grasped her cup. “It was better than I’d planned. Ava had asked Kig to hunt some specific items, then used them in a way I never would've considered.”

Polly mentioned certain Natagonian fruits and vegetables, but Brynn paid more attention to Polly's eyes, previously haunted. Now they sparkled and Brynn gripped Polly's free hand. “I'm so glad we're celebrating today like usual. Thanks for all your hard work.”

With a huff, Polly shrugged, but squeezed Brynn's hand. “Again, Ava did the leg work. All I did was follow her directions.”

“But she can't be on her feet as much as before. You make a good team.”

Polly nodded, then glanced at her mug. “I think that baby's coming soon.”

“I agree. But not today.” Brynn finished her tea, then released Polly's hand. “This day is for other events.”

“Mom, do you think Ronan will be here tonight?”

Brynn faced her daughter, standing at the sink. “I can't say maja. But I hope if she doesn't, Seti will stop by to let us know early.”

Finny sighed, continuing with her task. Brynn stood, setting her mug in the soapy water. “Today is a test for all of us. Trying to be where we are is difficult when considering our location a year ago.”

Brynn patted her daughter's shoulder, then kissed Finny's head. Walking from the kitchen, Brynn checked on her grandmother, then stood at the window, the sun low over the hills, bright yellow light shining like a healing balm. She spoke softly in Vodali, sending love and hope to wherever Thaydon resided, also to Seti's house. Placing her hands on the glass, Brynn then prayed to her parents, seeking their protection for those she loved. Finally she sought out her sister's presence, as one who had returned from the depths, even if only for a momentary victory. “If you can hear me Affinia,” Brynn said in Vodali, “then know your courage and strength is required by others here. Be in them, sister, and let them realize their journeys are well worth the struggle regardless of how brief might be the joy.”

Remaining at the window, Brynn sighed as Seti's truck pulled up behind the wagon. Taking her hands from the glass, Brynn moved to the door, opening it as Seti entered through the gate, walking with quick strides, but staring at the ground. As he looked up, Brynn's heart pounded, his face disheveled. Cold air wrenched Brynn from where she stood and she closed the door behind her. “She was gone when I woke,” Seti muttered as Brynn reached him. “No note, all her things left behind. She did take her coat, but....”

Brynn nodded, kissed his cheek, then led him inside where Polly and Finny waited near the table. Polly gave Seti an impromptu embrace, then released him as Finny hugged him hard. Brynn poured him a cup of tea, then stood behind him, rubbing his shoulders, knots all along his upper back. “We'll keep watch for her today. Hopefully the snow will be a deterrent.”

“I nearly went after her but didn't wanna get an earful from....” Seti shook his head, then gripped Brynn's hands. “Don't know who'd scold me more.”

“Grandma would,” Finny said while washing dishes.

Seti had a weak chuckle. “You're right. Shit, sorry about spoiling your holiday.”

“Better for us to know now.” Brynn glanced at Polly, who nodded. “I was just asking my sister to keep an eye on Ronan and Thaydon. So be assured that despite what Ronan wants, a greater force is watching over her.”

Seti turned to face Brynn. “Do you think Affinia can really....”

Brynn patted Seti's cheek. “My sister faced an equal foe and emerged to deliver my mother's blessing. And believe me, what my mother wants nobody can escape.” Brynn sat next to Seti. “Not Ronan or Thaydon.”

Seti gripped Brynn's hands. “Have you heard from the Yasbeks?”

“No, but....” Brynn smiled. “Today is a new beginning for all of us. The daylight remains abbreviated, but the darkness isn't as before.”

Seti clucked, but Brynn glanced at Polly, a small grin on her face. Ava stepped into the living room, then joined those at the table. Brynn observed how Ava's countenance went from pleased to concerned, but Seti didn't meet Ava's gaze. Standing from her chair, Brynn moved away. Ava paused, then sat in Brynn's seat, asking Seti if he was all right. Brynn left the kitchen and Polly followed, both women going to their rooms to dress for the day.
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As sundown approached, Brynn's mood remained optimistic, although Ronan's absence had cast a shadow on Nasri and Seti's dispositions, Kig's as well. Naquel was merry from securing this day from work, then was fortified by several glasses of Natagonian spirits. Mirella had partaken of those drinks, claiming they were inspired by Vodali wine. Finny and Ava were the only ones to have refrained while the rest had toasted the impending sunset with Yunka songs and a few Natagonian tunes. Brynn noticed how her grandmother didn't ask for Vodali melodies, but Ava and Seti stood next to each other, Ava grasping Seti's hand.

In Yunka Territory, mild weather allowed families to celebrate outdoors, or at least watch the sunset from their yards and streets. That day the temperature had dropped considerably, but only a few clouds hung near the horizon as darkness fell over the sky. Gripping her daughter's hand, then reaching for Polly's, Brynn placed Ronan and Thaydon in her family's care, then sought after Seti, Nasri, and Kig's well beings. “Ohmah polise,” Brynn said softly, receiving a squeeze from Finny, while Mirella repeated Brynn's refrain.

“You said that when you found me,” Kig said to Naquel. “What does it mean exactly?” Kig then asked.

“To be grateful for the mystery,” Mirella smiled. “Sometimes knowledge is a dangerous gift.”

“Huh.” Kig sipped her beverage. “Never thought of it like that.”

“Our people lived for many years in ohmah polise. And we still dwell in it today.” Mirella motioned to the window, stars now visible in the sky. “We must acknowledge our confusion as a blessing. Keeps us humble as well as present in this moment of time.”

Kig grunted, then Naquel kissed her. “Ohmah polise,” he said softly. “You must have been praying for me Da Miri to find this precious woman again.”

“I was Naquel. And for you to provide these marvelous spirits this evening.”

Everyone chuckled, even Nasri, who gulped his drink. “I'm gonna need an escort home tonight, I can tell you that right now.”

“Well don't ask me,” Mirella said, “or you'll never reach your front door. Polly, is it time to eat?”

Another round of laughter emerged as Polly nodded, leading all to the table laden with Yunka and Natagonian delicacies. Polly cleared her throat, then gestured to the waiting feast. “Enjoy these recipes with the knowledge that night will be lessened. And thank you all for being here this evening.” She gazed at each person, then bowed, stepping away from the table. Mirella went first, taking a sample from each dish. Nasri led her to her chair as the rest filled their plates, finding seats both in the living room and kitchen.

Brynn waited until everyone had been served, then stood at the table with Polly. “What a good party,” Brynn said, watching how Ava and Seti sat together on the sofa.

“It is nice,” Polly replied. “I haven’t celebrated with this many people in a long time.”

“Quite a crew.” Brynn motioned to empty chairs near the kitchen window and Polly nodded. They sat together, little conversation to be had other than compliments offered to Polly and Ava. Naquel then approached for a second helping and Brynn teased he'd be slow at work tomorrow.

“Not much to do these days,” he smiled. “There's talk of shutting down the center actually.”

“What’ll happen to those who appear at the border?” Brynn asked.

“The mountains are unpassable right now and probably for the next several weeks. That's the official line.”

Brynn shook her head. “Good thing we traveled when we did.”

“It really is.” Naquel seated himself next to Brynn. “Not that I'll be out of a job, just that I'll be glad to get rid of that confining suit.”

“What will you do instead?”

“Back to the office in town. Paperwork beats suffocation, let me say.”

“A different kind of affliction,” Brynn smiled.

“Different indeed.” Naquel glanced at Pollette. “This really is delicious. I'd love to have the recipes.”

“You'll have to ask Ava,” Polly said. “All I can give you are the Yunka versions. She figured out the alternatives.”

“Well, I'll do that. Kig always wants to cook something different for supper.” He stood, refilled his glass, then returned to the living room.

Polly softly cleared her throat. “He doesn't seem much like a Malap.”

“All his focus is on one woman,” Brynn smiled.

“How funny he never forgot her.”

“Kig's pretty memorable,” Brynn giggled.

“That's true.” Polly sipped her drink, then glanced at those seated in the other room. “Seti seems in a better mood.”

“He's had a few shots,” Brynn said flatly.

“He has but....” Polly leaned close to Brynn. “Ava has been near him all day.”

“Is that all right?”

“I suppose it was inevitable.”

“Not if you'd asked Ava first thing this morning.”

Polly nodded. “But now.... Ohmah polise.”

“Ah so.” Brynn patted Polly's leg. “Ohmah polise indeed.”

Seti came to the table, filling his plate and Ava's. He gave Brynn a smile, then nodded at Pollette, who replied with a cautious grin. Then Nasri approached, a weave to his steps. “Any more to drink?”

“For you only coffee.” Brynn stood, motioning to the table. “Or more food. But I am not walking you home tonight, too cold out.”

“Seti said he'd drive me,” Nasri huffed.

“You're still not having anything but coffee or tea,” Brynn countered.

“Huh, not very hospitable of you Da Brynnia.”

“If you don't like it Colonel, you can file a complaint with the constable,” Brynn giggled.

“Might just do that.” Nasri sat in the chair Naquel had vacated. “Good food. Just missing a few. Pollette, you hear any more from Molarn?”

“No,” Polly said curtly.

“Have you Nasri?” Brynn asked, keeping her eyes on Seti and Ava, talking among themselves.

“Nope. Damned rancher hasn't said shit to me.” Nasri stood, patting his shirt pocket. “I'm going out for a smoke.”

“Take your coat or you'll freeze out there,” Brynn smiled.

“The spirits will keep me warm enough,” he said, not taking his jacket, exiting through the front door.

“Stubborn man,” Brynn groused.

“I'll join him.” Naquel went to where coats hung on the rack. He grabbed two, put on his, then headed outside.

Kig joined those in the kitchen. “Polly, thank you so much for having all of us here tonight. I can't tell you the last time I ate or drank so much.” Kig giggled, placing a few items on her plate. “Glad I don't have to work, I'm gonna sleep like a rock.”

“I think we'll all have a welcome rest.” Brynn glanced out the window, seeing Naquel forcing Nasri into his coat. “Maybe good timing?” she added.

Kig stared outside. “Definitely good timing. If the roads are halfway decent in the morning, I think Nasri will be taking a drive. I'll join him, got nothing better to do.”

“Only go as far as the lane,” Mirella said from her chair. “No closer.”

“You got it Da Miri.”

Brynn met Kig's gaze. “If you turn down the lane, she'll never know.”

“Somehow I bet she would,” Kig laughed, returning to her spot in the living room.

As Naquel stepped back inside, Brynn again glanced to where Nasri remained near the front gate. He gestured toward the sky as though arguing with the stars. Brynn had never seen Nasri inebriated, but she didn't worry for his health. She finished what remained on her plate, then washed it down with strong Natagonian spirits. Her heart beat strongly, she was surrounded by many beloveds, and all were encircled by a host of Brynn's relatives. Brynn kissed Polly's cheek, then stood, taking her plate to the sink. Filling a tub with soap and hot water, she began washing what was stacked on the stove and counters as happy conversations resounded throughout the dwelling.

Finny stepped to her mother's side. “Can I help?”

“Just keep an eye on Grandma,” Brynn smiled. “And tell Polly to save me one of her cookies.”

Finny reached for a tin in the cupboard, taking out one cookie. “I'll set yours here.” She pointed to an open spot on the counter. “Shall I start a pot of tea?”

“Please, and make it strong.”

Finny chuckled, turning on the burner under the kettle, then prepping the teapot. Kig entered the kitchen with dirty dishes, placing them near Brynn. “What can I do next?” Kig asked.

“Dessert just went to the table. Once it's clear, you can set out the mugs.”

“Sounds good.” Kig departed and Brynn continued her task, then a commotion from outside emerged. Brynn glanced toward the table where Kig stood next to Polly, both facing the window. Ava and Seti could be heard, asking if anyone else was expected. Brynn dried her hands on a towel, then joined those staring out the window. Headlights could be seen, followed by Nasri's loud shout. “What the muck?” Kig said, walking to the coat rack and grabbing her jacket. She put it on as she stepped outside, Seti and Naquel on her heels.

“Who could it be?” Ava asked, now standing next to Polly.

“Someone with Ronan,” Finny said softly, coming to Brynn's side.

“The constable?” Polly suggested.

“We'll know soon enough,” Mirella said, joining them. “Looks like a couple, keeping their distance,” she added. “Well, I'm not putting on a mask.”

“Grandma,” Finny sighed.

“I'm not. It's our party.”

Mirella shuffled back to her chair as Brynn approached the door. Opening it, she met Kig, who shrugged, returning inside. Behind her were two figures wearing face coverings and heavy coats. “Hello there,” a man said, entering the house. “I hear you're having a party. I'm always up for a good celebration.”

“Mo?” Polly blurted.

“The one and only. And while you can't get a good look at her lovely mug, this's my big sister Timral. But don't call her Timmy, that's my sharp stick,” he laughed.

The woman sighed. “I hope we're not interrupting. But we have news for you and a cable wouldn't have begun to....”

As Nasri, Seti, and Naquel entered the house, Mo approached Polly, grasping her hands. “I hope this isn't too forward of me, but we have permission to share that your brother Thaydon Dahl is indeed alive and well. It's taken a few weeks for us to realize it, then another few days while that welder had to ponder it himself, but....”

“Thaydon's alive, is he here?” Brynn rushed toward Mo, then looked at Timral. “I'm his wife, please tell us all you know.”

“You're....” Timral gripped herself, then wiped tears from her eyes. “You're his partner?”

Brynn nodded, also wiping her wet face. She motioned for Finny, who then stood beside her. “This is our daughter. Does he remember....”

“He knows you.” Timral looked at Finny. “He probably knows most of you here.”

“Not me,” Naquel said, supporting Kig, crying hard. “But boy this's great news.”

“We've been on the road two straight days,” Mo chuckled. “Once he gave the okay, we left as soon as we were loaded up.”

“Why didn't you just cable?” Polly asked Mo. “You've taken a huge risk coming here.”

“Yeah, yeah, but sometimes you have to trust where you're being led. I told Timmy we had to make a road trip. She thought I was crazy but....” Mo laughed. “It's worth it, believe me.”

Polly blushed, then stared at the floor. Brynn stepped toward her, grasping her hands, then gazing at Mo. “Is he all right, has he been with you all these years?”

“He has and up till recently he didn't remember a thing about his family. But that's changed and we have his approval to ask if any of you wanna travel to the ranch, after the appropriate quarantine, he's willing to meet with you.”

Polly trembled, then looked past those gathered in the kitchen. Brynn gazed that way as well, Ava standing next to Mirella's chair. Seti joined Ava, grasping her hand.

“My granddaughter is due to arrive in a few weeks, but if he wants to see us....” Polly wept, then sighed. “I can't be in two places at once.”

“I'll go,” Nasri said. “Kig, you come with me. Once he knows the circumstances, I'm sure he'll understand.”

Brynn gazed at Finny. “Do you wanna go?”

“Not without you and Aunt Polly.”

Brynn nodded, then smiled at Mo and Timral. “If you think it'll be all right, perhaps they can leave in a couple of days.”

“A couple of days?” Timral said.

“One in our family needs attention that only Nasri and Kig can provide. But like Nasri just said, hopefully Thaydon will understand.” Brynn swallowed hard, then looked right at Mo. “What is his name?”

Mo cleared his throat. “We call him Strivek. That's all he remembers of the Malap who renewed him.”

“Strivek,” Brynn murmured. She said a silent prayer, then gazed at every person in the room. “We welcome this new member of our family on this most auspicious evening in Yunka society. So fitting,” she said through tears, “but so full of ohmah polise. And in Vodali culture, great gifts occur when celebrating a special holiday.” Brynn shook out her hair, then pulled it back, shaking it out again. “Strivek ah'see, asq'a ah'see. Ronan Uniah,” Brynn said softly. “Maybe you both know the love that resonates within this home.”

Mirella and Finny recited a Vodali prayer as Mo removed his mask. Timral began to reproach him, but he waved her off, clasping Polly's hand within his own. Later Mo claimed he was acting under the guidance of a Vodali spirit, but all there saw how he placed a soft kiss on the back of Polly's hand, then reaffixed his mask with hearty laughter. Tears poured down Polly's face and Brynn embraced her as Mo then gave his sister a hug. “Ohmah polise,” Brynn said to Polly. “And asq'a for us all.”
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At Pollette's house Timral slept in fits and starts, mostly due to being in a residence with outsiders. While all these women were probably immune, the rest of last night's guests had no such distinction, but once Mo removed his mask, Timral had accepted a lengthy quarantine waited when they returned home. While awake she pondered the cable that would be sent as soon as the telegram office was open, informing Yimial Lin that two cabins needed to be built across the lane from the mail shelter, and to make sure both were based on a design she had shared with him earlier, dwellings equipped with running hot water and stoves for heating as well as cooking.

Mo had stayed at Colonel Yarzel's home, but by the time those men had departed together, Timral had called the colonel by his given name more than once. Mo had referred to him as Colonel, but Nasri was the only person Timral felt at all comfortable with, which had added to her restless slumber. In this dwelling she was the sole Natagonian and keenly she realized how exclusive had been her previous life. Mo had been absolutely correct in recently noting that fact, but Timral sighed while sitting up from the sofa, pulling a quilt to her shoulders. An unintended isolation was set to end as soon as she and Mo headed back to the ranch.

Only Natagonians would follow them, but ghosts hovered, more Vodalis than Timral could count. Brynn had overwhelmed
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