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Rumors of the POW camp’s liberation were rife and some of the infirm had been carried to where hundreds now waited to be freed. No one had returned to check on the Yunka and Malap; both were near death, nothing to be done for them.

The Yunka was Thaydon Dahl; lofty and formerly muscular, now he was emaciated, dying of infected rifle wounds. As his breathing grew shallow, he rolled to his left, hearing the faint shouts of those wishing to be rescued. He hadn’t been surprised when no one came for him or Strivek, but Thaydon chose to dwell on their terrible injuries as the reason for being abandoned.

He wasn’t sure of the Malap's thoughts; Strivek didn’t talk much, but when he did speak, Thaydon had listened attentively. For several weeks they had shared this cave, brought here by sympathetic prisoners aware of their uncommon positions. There was nothing to be done for either of them and better for them to die here than be tortured by the Beralk guards. Thaydon harbored no enmity toward those who had deserted them. Those soldiers were only looking out for themselves while they still had enough strength to do so.

Outsiders had vilified the Yunka people for not fighting in the war, yet when Thaydon had enlisted, his entire family suffered for his participation. Yunkas were strict pacifists, although their commanding physical statures seemed ideal for enduring conflict. Hearing more frantic shouts, Thaydon thought it ironic to be dying at the war’s end. He smiled wanly, then grimaced, pain in every crevice of his body. His parents and siblings would be told he was missing in action, which wouldn’t offer any peace, other than they wouldn’t have to attempt to integrate him back into their lives. He’d never planned to go home; Brynnia and Finn were safely waiting for him in Liscordia. He wept quietly, thinking of them. Months from now Brynnia would accept he was dead.

“Are you all right?” Strivek mumbled.

Thaydon trembled, then coughed. “Just thinking of my....” For all the men had shared, Thaydon had never mentioned his wife or their baby. Finn would be a year old now and tears fell down Thaydon’s face. “I have a daughter, Finn. She’s named for....”

Now Thaydon wept hard, perhaps this would precipitate his passing. One final outburst with only a Malap for a witness seemed a fitting way to die. Thaydon concentrated on what he remembered of Finn; her wispy hair the color of a pale blue sky, she looked like Brynnia’s people. Brynnia said Finn had his eyes, which had always made him laugh; Yunkas’ eyes were set wide apart in their faces. Their vision, however, was keen, one aspect of his makeup that had kept Thaydon alive. Even now he could see well; in faint light from a shaft overhead, he trained his view on the soldier just feet away.

Strivek was comparatively slight in bearing, dark hair now heavily speckled with gray. His eyes were closed, but Thaydon recalled how strangely they shone. Strivek could pass for a variety of species, but his black eyes were so distinctive, his true heritage was usually detected. Yunkas held Strivek’s culture in contempt and for most of this conflict Malaps had remained neutral. While Strivek had never spoken of that, Thaydon hadn’t mentioned his family. Did it matter now, Thaydon mused, still hearing voices crying out for freedom.

“How did your wife and daughter get away?” Strivek suddenly asked.

Thaydon gazed at the still figure who looked more dead than alive. A painful shiver ran all through Thaydon; he wished he’d said nothing about them. He grunted, then lay on his back, but the pain was excruciating. He wouldn’t roll to his right side; that would be a rude gesture, although by doing so Strivek wouldn’t question him further. Thaydon lay still for several minutes until pain made him again roll to his left. Strivek’s eyes were wide open, his previously dark orbs now sparkling in the gloom. “Don’t ask me anything further,” Thaydon said weakly.

Strivek nodded, but didn’t close his eyes. Thaydon tried looking past him but the glow was hypnotic and he glanced into the light. Images flashed; many were beautiful, some ugly. Thaydon wanted to stop watching, but was mesmerized by one man’s history, or rather many histories. How many lives had this Malap lived, Thaydon wondered, but this would be his last.

Finally Thaydon broke free of what he knew was a trap. He rolled onto his back, then to his right side. “Leave me alone,” he said with as much force as he could muster. “Let me die in peace.”

Several minutes passed, the only noise that of both men’s labored breaths. If Thaydon concentrated, he could hear hysterical voices begging to be released. Yet those sounds proffered little to diffuse what Strivek’s eyes had revealed. Then that man spoke. “I didn’t extend myself to you sooner because I know what your people think of mine and I didn’t want to offend you.” He sighed weakly. “I thought they would take you with them. I suppose they know we’re both goners.”

“Don’t say that.” Lying on his right side was just as painful as being on his back, but Thaydon would not face Strivek again.

“Tell me about your wife.”

“No.” Thaydon gently touched his upper chest, a small piece of cloth still in place under his tattered uniform. His heart raced; it had been easier to consider Finn than Brynnia. Thaydon inhaled, but the accompanying agony made him cry out. Exhaling, he prayed for death. To his surprise, he heard Strivek moving about. Then that man was lying beside him, grasping Thaydon’s cool hands.

“Tell me about her,” Strivek said softly. “Tell me all you remember of her.”

“Leave me alone,” Thaydon muttered, but he didn’t attempt to pull away from Strivek’s hold. The sense of another’s touch was soothing and coming from a Malap it was also restorative. Thaydon had never heard of their peculiarities being extended to Yunkas, or when both were so close to death.

“This is my penultimate life,” Strivek said softly. “Do you know what that means?”

Thaydon shook his head. He’d witnessed a liaison between a Malap and a Natagonian in the heat of battle. The Malap had walked away fully restored while the Nata lay dead on the field. Yet in later speaking with the Malap, Thaydon discerned only the Natagonian’s consciousness. Nothing of who the Malap had been remained within her bearing.

“Look at me,” Strivek asked. “Gaze into my eyes and you’ll understand.”

“It’s wrong, I can’t....” Tremendous pain mingled with immense heartache, making Thaydon tremble. “Let me die in peace, let this be the end for both of us.”

“It doesn’t have to be that way.”

Strivek’s calm voice compelled Thaydon to respond, though he couldn’t look into the light. He stared past it to muddy walls seeping with water from nearby underground springs. He wasn’t sure how far into the cave he and Strivek had been taken, deeply enough to evade the authorities. After the camp was liberated, would anyone investigate this place, might a survivor speak about those left to rot....

“Do you trust me?” Strivek asked. “I would do nothing to harm another. If you know anything of my people, you know that to be true.”

Thaydon sighed as if to agree. The Nata’s spirit had been transferred into the Malap as though absorbed into her body. Thaydon hadn’t known the Malap for long, but he was familiar enough with her to have discerned the sudden alteration. And it had all been due to the Malap sacrificing who she was to save another person’s soul. The Nata’s corporeal life had ended, but not his spirit.

“I only have one reality left to experience. Whoever bonds with me does not lose their existence. That person becomes....” Strivek paused, then sighed deeply.

“They become what?” Even the faintest chance of again seeing Brynnia made Thaydon ask what immediately he wished to recant. “Don’t answer that, I don’t wanna know.”

“Look into my eyes and you will understand, Thaydon Dahl.”

In the composed certainty that Strivek said Thaydon’s entire name, fear and hope rippled through the Yunka. Then anxiety was replaced by joy as Thaydon did as he was asked, gazing directly into illuminated, opaque eyes. Strivek grasped Thaydon’s hands with his last remaining strength, then both men began to howl.
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Weeks later, Natagonian soldiers entered the cave, carrying stretchers to retrieve the remains of abandoned allies. The bodies would be honored, their identities probably impossible to trace, especially due to how long they had lain unattended. Expecting a stench, the Natagonians wore protective suits; having survived a harrowing conflict, they didn’t wish to succumb to any pathogens.

The tunnels were narrow and the trail slippery; winter was ending, underground springs rising from melting snows. Perhaps remnants might have been washed away, but the soldiers’ commander had been clear; regardless of their backgrounds, all combatants would be retrieved, every person deserving a proper burial.

The Natagonians knew for whom they were searching and predicted only the Yunka would be at all identifiable. They would have made great allies, the soldiers said to one another as they neared what appeared to be the cave’s opening. It was regrettable that Yunkas were so cowardly.

As they crept further into the cave, the only noise was of their movements. Then they heard what sounded like a stream. Shining their lights into the distance, they noted a small pool against a far wall. Dim light shone from a shaft in the ceiling, allowing scant air. The soldiers held back feelings of disgust at how miserably their comrades had been treated, instead admiring the ingenuity of those imprisoned. They hadn’t been able to dig their way out, but had fashioned this hole to spare the most vulnerable inmates. It was unfortunate that some had been left here to die, the men said in reverent tones, as they shined their lights on the rest of the cave’s interior.

Simultaneously they spotted a single figure, what looked like a Yunka. The long, thin body lay on a high spot, safe from the increasing reach of the water. The soldiers approached it, both scanning the rest of the cave, finding no other obvious remains. The Malap’s body had disintegrated quickly, they said to each other, a strange species indeed.

Due to the length of the corpse, it was decided to use both stretchers. The soldiers were thankful for no trace of the Malap; it would be a difficult task inching their way back even with a depleted Yunka. Affixing their stretchers together, the men placed the rigged stretcher beside the corpse. One soldier went to its head, the other at its feet. “On three, we’ll lift,” one said to the other, who nodded in agreement.

“One, two, three....” As the Natagonians began to heave the body aloft, a feeble moan emerged from the Yunka. In terror, the soldier hoisting the Yunka’s legs dropped them as again the Yunka made a grunting sound. The man lifting the Yunka’s shoulders gently set his charge on the ground. Grabbing a flashlight from his back pocket, he shined it in the area of the Yunka’s face. Eyelids twitched; the Yunka was responsive.

“Go get a medic,” the Nata yelled to the other.

“Are you serious? He’s practically dead!”

“I’m damned serious. He’s a soldier, you understand? Or I’ll do it and you keep watch on him.”

The second soldier scrambled to his feet, nearly slipping in the muddy ground. “You stay with that living corpse. They’re gonna think I’m crazy, he’ll be dead by the time they get in here.”

“Get your ass outta here now,” the first man ordered. Once they were alone, he tenderly stroked the Yunka’s broad forehead. “I’m Mo,” he said. “And that bastard’s....” Mo chuckled. “Nobody you’ll ever see again. We’ll get you outta here, I promise. You hear me Yunka, I promise we’ll get you out. Once we do....” Mo paused as the Yunka began to moan. “Don’t worry, we’ll take good care of you.” Mo gently rubbed the Yunka’s long chin. “It’s a good omen to find someone alive and I’m taking this as a very good omen. You’ll be fine, you hear me Yunka?”

Moans turned to weak cries, then Mo sat next to the Yunka, placing the man’s large head carefully in his lap. “I don’t see the Malap anywhere, guess it’s just you. When you’re stronger, you can tell me what happened to him. Maybe he thought you were dead, the bastard. Can you understand me?” Mo reached for the Yunka’s right hand, grasping it. “Squeeze my hand if you know what I’m saying.”

The grip was feeble and Mo chuckled again. “Damn but your people are fighters. Coulda won the war so much sooner if your kind hadn’t been so....” He sighed. “Just stay with me Yunka....” Mo then frowned. “That sounds impersonal and you and I are gonna be friends. I need to think of a name for you, what would be a good name for you?”

Lost in thought, Mo didn’t hear the mumble until the Yunka coughed. “What’d you say?” Mo lifted the Yunka upwards, not wishing for him to choke. “If you can, repeat it once more.”

“Strivek. Strivek.”

“Strivek huh.” It didn’t sound like a Yunka name, not that Mo had known many of them. “All right then. Maybe later you can tell me your surname too, but Strivek is fine for now. It’s gonna be just fine Strivek.” Then Mo smiled. “I’ll call you Yunka Strivek. I’m Yasbek Molarn, Molarn to acquaintances, Mo to my friends. You’re my friend, Yunka Strivek, nothing you can do about that now.” Mo laughed aloud, gently patting the Yunka’s shoulder. Finding even one person alive made it a good day.
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Another name was written in the book of the dead, that of thirty-seven-year-old Thaydon Dahl. Two more swiftly followed, twenty-four-year-old Roque Unger and twenty-year-old Kellah Quinn. By evening’s end, eight more names were added as a plague continued to ravage an eastern Yunka district. Wailing continued long into the night, several homes in mourning, and for some the pain was doubled. Pollette Unger wept for her son and brother while Thaydon’s wife and daughter numbly huddled together by flickering coals, wondering how they had lost the pillar of their family.

Those left behind slept little, but as dawn broke, Pollette stirred first, wiping sleep and the remnant of tears from her aching face. Quietly she rose from the sofa, spying her sister-in-law Brynn curled into a ball beside the hearth, using her long blue hair for a pillow. Wondering when Finny had gone to bed, Pollette smoothed down her skirt, stepping softly across the room, pausing at a window next to the front door. She peered out, pinkish gold light glowing above their neighbors’ homes. The light was caught by crystals hanging over the kitchen sink, casting rainbows on the cupboards, wall, and floor. Pollette’s heart throbbed as the reflections bounced throughout the space as though messages from the deceased. Then Pollette winced, a headache starting at her temples. She inhaled, breathing out with difficulty. Walking into the kitchen, she glared at the mess left from last night’s hastily prepared supper, a few tears trickling down her cheeks. Finding a teapot in the sink, she scrubbed it clean, dried the outside, then spooned leaves into it from a tin on the counter. She filled the kettle, set it on the stove, and lit the burner. As water heated, Pollette used the toilet, then returned to the kitchen, quietly arranging dirty plates and pots into one of the sinks. Right before the kettle whistled, she turned off the flame, then poured water into the teapot, affixing the lid. The morning brew would be ready by the time Pollette changed into new clothes for the day.

Snores from the back of the house accompanied her along the hallway; Brynn’s daughter and grandmother were sleeping soundly. Pollette entered her bedroom, closed the door, then sat on the edge of her mattress, covering her face with her hands. Pain wracked her body, but not the kind that had tortured her son before his death, nor from what Thaydon and Kellah had suffered. Yet Pollette cried hard and silently, not wishing to remind those still unconscious of what lay ahead once they woke. Finally Pollette crawled under the covers, flinging them over herself. Now she allowed more agonizing cries, wishing if she wept hard enough, the pain would disappear. After ten minutes she was spent, then she fell back to sleep, having forgotten about the tea.

––––––––
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Daylight streamed through the uncovered living room windows, waking Brynn. Sitting up, she rubbed her eyes, then hugged her knees to her chest. Pollette snored loudly from the back of the house, but someone was shuffling about in the kitchen. “Grandma,” Brynn called softly. “That you?”

Brynn hoped her husband would answer. Instead her grandmother stepped into the living room, a mug gripped in her wrinkled hands. “Pollette must’ve made this before she went back to sleep, unless you did it.”

Shaking her head, Brynn stood as her grandmother then handed her the mug. “Thanks. It was Polly.” Brynn stared at the sofa, a rumpled quilt lying halfway on the floor. She sipped the tea; it was black and at room temperature. Then Brynn took a long gulp, somewhat easing her dry throat. “How long’ve you been awake?”

“Maybe ten minutes. Did you sleep out here all night?”

“Ah so, for what I did sleep. At least Finny was smart enough to go to bed.” Finishing the tea, Brynn stood, placing the cup on the hearth. Gazing toward the sofa, she studied how shafts of light were filled with tiny particles. Might some part of Thaydon linger, not that Brynn worried about falling ill. She stepped toward the light, but not into it, studying the swirling specks; only dust she knew, but in the back of her mind was the faint dream that if she could collect all these tiny pieces, somehow her husband could be recovered. Or maybe the others, then Brynn closed her eyes, gathering her hair. Gently she twisted it upward, fashioning a large bun that she secured with a band from her wrist. Opening her eyes, fragments still danced within the light, but Brynn didn’t disturb them. She faced her grandmother while listening to Polly’s drones. “Is there tea left?” Brynn squeaked.

“There is. Let’s finish the pot, no use it going to waste. Then we’ll make another. And if Pollette’s still sleeping, we’ll finish that one ourselves.”

Brynn nodded, grabbing her mug from the hearth, then following her grandmother into the kitchen. Bottles of medicine near the teapot made Brynn tremble and she sat clumsily while her grandmother refilled their cups. Placing the mugs on the table, Mirella Katan then sat across from her granddaughter. Brynn gripped hers with two hands, but Mirella left hers untouched as Brynn sipped slowly, then greedily, finishing the mug’s contents without taking a breath. Brynn clutched the empty mug, then set it down, staring at the bottles on the counter behind Mirella. “I should take those back to the dispensary. Maybe some good will come of them.”

“It did nothing for anyone here,” Mirella snorted. “But if you like, I won’t argue.”

Brynn toyed with the handle of her mug, then stood. “You want more? Oh, you haven’t had yours yet.”

“There’s maybe one cup left,” Mirella said. “You drink it, then start another pot. I’ll work on this.”

“Yeah, sure.”

Mirella took a small sip as Brynn prepared the pot. The quiet was a comfort to the old woman; Mirella had just turned eighty, but hadn’t expected to outlive those who had died yesterday. She ran a bony hand through her short white hair; once it had been the color and length of Brynn’s. Then Mirella sighed heavily, a few tears falling down her wrinkled face. She sipped her tea as Brynn retook her seat. “I added extra leaves,” Brynn said. “Polly never uses enough.”

“She’s being frugal.” Mirella cleared her throat. “Though now it’s just the four of us.”

Mirella said that with intent, staring at Brynn, who wore a lost gaze. “And while the others are sleeping, I want to talk to you about Thaydon.” Mirella again sipped her tea, then grimaced. “Would you pour out about half of this? I cannot drink lukewarm tea.”

Brynn shivered, then quickly stood, reaching for her grandmother’s cup. “Oh, of course. But what don’t you want Polly to hear?”

Mirella waited to speak until Brynn was seated. “Roque is gone, Kellah too,” Mirella said gently. Clasping her hands in front of her, she stared at Brynn. “But Thaydon is a different story.”

As Brynn began to respond, mournful cries resounded from the back of the house. Brynn stood, then stepped away. Mirella could hear her granddaughter trying to comfort the youngest member of the family, but a teenager’s anguish was more palpable than all the rest. Mirella sighed, then went to her feet, filling her cup, then one more. Leaving hers on the counter, she carried the other into the living room, finding Brynn and Finny huddled together on the sofa, the quilt pulled over them. Placing the mug on the coffee table in front of her great-granddaughter, Mirella nodded at Brynn, then returned to the kitchen where she drank her perfectly warmed tea to the murmurs of unbridled grief.

––––––––
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Built upon a sloping hill, the district hospital gratefully accepted from Brynn the bottles of medicine, the dispensary closed due to staff shortages. All available medical personnel now worked from the building where Thaydon, Roque, and his girlfriend Kellah had been taken days ago, much to Brynn’s displeasure. Not that she'd assumed they could have been saved, but she had wished to nurse her husband at home. Pollette had thought otherwise; as Brynn took slow steps along a dusty path, watching other families trudge up the hill, some pulling on makeshift sleds those who would soon be dead, a mantra surrounded Brynn, wails mixed with pleas for the ill to survive. Brynn had been silent when bringing Thaydon here and in the warm sun sweat dripped down her face, reminding her of similar conditions during the last several days when she'd trekked along this worn trail; she would arrive at the hospital drenched with perspiration, then find herself back home, again dripping with sweat. As trickles from her forehead reached her nose and cheeks, she wiped them away, recalling a time long ago when she hadn’t bothered to care how she appeared. Brynn had grown up in a region equally hot, but childhood deprivation had made her immune to climatic oppression.

A refugee from the age of nineteen, Brynn had come to Thaydon’s birthplace with her grandmother, infant daughter, and one satchel over her shoulder. Thaydon had joined them a year later; by then Brynn was living in the house she now shared with Pollette’s family, although thinking about it like that was incorrect. Pollette was now part of Brynn’s clan, but what that meant was more than a widow could ponder. Reaching the bottom of the hill, Brynn glanced back to the hospital; I will never return there, she sighed inwardly, as more people passed her, each group bearing at least one sick family member. They should just go home, she mused, quickening her pace. Nothing good waits on the hill.

Voices rose around her so Brynn made a detour, walking along boarded-up buildings that months ago were vital businesses. She still wore her hair up, but the bun felt heavy on her head, so she removed the elastic band, shaking loose kingfisher colored tresses that fell far past her waist. As she walked, the warm air lifted her hair like it was a flag. She smiled despite a sharp pain in her chest as though she was offering her husband some final salute. Barking dogs and children’s cries didn’t dilute this funeral, how she thought of it, the only service Thaydon, Roque, and Kellah would receive.

Brynn had mentioned performing Vodali burial rites for her husband, even for Polly’s son and Kellah, but Mirella had cautioned against it. While they had been accepted into this community, they were still considered outsiders, an unspoken but discernible sentiment. Once this catastrophe was over, perhaps Brynn would feel more ingrained here. She assumed she was one of the immune, an arbitrary group that wouldn’t be able to continue making distinctions. We’ll all be on equal terms, she thought, no longer hearing dogs or youngsters. Loose hairs around her face tickled her ears, so she collected the strays, braiding them, still keeping a brisk pace. Occasionally she glanced at empty storefronts, grateful for her grandmother’s hoarding tendencies. When the first plague victims emerged, Mirella had bought plentiful supplies much to Pollette’s embarrassment. Then Brynn thought back to her grandmother’s comment from the morning, how Polly was being thrifty with the tea leaves. Was that due to Polly having initially complained about Mirella’s shopping binges, or was she genuinely afraid they would run low?

Brynn smiled, assuming it was the former; their larder was stuffed with non-perishables, laying hens in a secured coop, guarded by Roque’s dog Soona. Brynn grew teary thinking of that hound, one that Roque and Kellah had chosen together last year when Kellah moved into the house. Had Polly informed Kellah’s parents? They didn’t live in this district, but they must know, then Brynn trembled, wrapping her loose shawl, worn to ward off the late summer sun, around herself tightly. She didn’t care if she looked ridiculous or if she had sweated through all layers by the time she reached home. The last few months had been lived in heightened states of paranoia, but the worst had happened. What did appearances matter now?

Reaching her neighborhood, Brynn inhaled the scents of heat and dust, then removed her shawl, draping it over her shoulder as she passed familiar homes, some sporting black fabric over their fences. Polly wanted to do that too, but Brynn didn’t wish to flaunt her husband’s death. Yet Polly had lost more, if only in numbers. Brynn shrugged as she passed a fence sporting two styles of black fabric. She knew that family well, several deaths afflicting them. All the homes in this area were multi-generational, although no Vodali lived nearby.

Approaching her house she noticed what looked to have once been a black dress hanging over the gate, flapping in the breeze. Brynn inspected it; it had been Kellah’s, worn a few months ago at a gathering she and Roque attended across town. Two of their friends had gotten engaged and after families had departed, those of Roque and Kellah’s ages partied well into the night. Brynn had heard about it from a mother at Finny’s school, complaining about the noise. Polly had merely remarked she was glad it wasn’t in their neighborhood. Now the only nighttime sounds were those more somber, either abject weeping or the hurried rush of a loved one being bundled off to the hospital. Yet chickens cackled, the dog barked, then it quieted as Finny spoke. “Soona, hush. It’s just Mom.”

Brynn stepped into the yard, closing the gate behind her. Containers of various sizes edged the perimeter of the space, brightly colored flowers and leafy plants in need of water. Brynn sat on a bench Thaydon had constructed after he came home from the war. Gripping the seat, she made mental notes; taking back the medicine had been her first task of the day, although now it was mid-afternoon. She would water at sundown, which left plenty of time for....

“Mom, you out there?” Finny called from an open living room window.

“Yup.” Brynn released her grip of the seat, but didn’t stand. “Who let Soona in?”

“I did. She was barking like crazy when you left.”

Brynn went to her feet, but didn’t turn toward her daughter. Instead she studied Kellah’s dress, still fluttering against the gate. It had been hastily made into a mourning cloth, cut along a side seam and not with the best scissors, loose strings catching on the splintered wood. Polly had removed the bodice, but anyone could spot that originally it had been a piece of apparel. The next time Brynn went for a walk she would inspect other black fabrics; maybe she would be able to deduce their previous uses.

Entering the house, Brynn’s stomach growled. Had she eaten anything that morning? She wasn’t sure, placing her shawl on an empty hook to the right of the door. Finny stood near, dressed in dark clothing, her long light blue hair neatly braided. Brynn’s heart ached at how her fifteen-year-old looked more like someone Kellah’s age. “C’mere,” Brynn said softly, stretching out her arms. Finny stepped into the waiting embrace, then released a stilted cry, swiftly followed by bellowing sobs, her shaking frame causing Brynn to wobble, then clutch her daughter to stay upright. Soona began to whine, making Brynn bite her tongue not to giggle. The dog was thoroughly spoiled, but that was set to change along with everything else.

After a minute Finny pulled away, wiping her face with her hand. “A young woman came by after you left. Aunt Polly talked to her outside, I think it was a friend of Kellah’s.”

Brynn nodded, although other than Kellah’s parents, no one needed to be informed immediately. And when Brynn did get around to sharing Thaydon’s passing, she expected to receive similar news in return. Brynn glanced toward the kitchen. “Where’re Grandma and Polly?”

“Grandma’s asleep and Aunt Polly went for a walk. I cleaned the kitchen, fed Soona, and gathered the eggs. Mom, do you think....”

“Thank you maja,” Brynn smiled, using the Vodali word for loved one. She caressed her daughter’s face, then stepped into the kitchen, sitting at the table.

Finny sat beside her, her gray eyes wide. “What happens now? Do you think one of us might....”

“I don’t think so, though there’s no guarantee.” Brynn sighed, then scooted her chair next to her daughter’s, letting Finny lean against her. They had been vigilant about staying at home and wearing face coverings when out, but Roque had fallen ill first, Kellah right behind him. Thaydon had insisted upon caring for them, but within days he too was sick. Then all the judiciously followed edicts were forgotten in trying to keep alive those so loved. After Polly took Roque and Kellah to the hospital, Thaydon had also insisted on being admitted in the hope those still healthy would remain so. It had worked for now, Brynn allowed, but bitterness swelled in her chest and she tightly shut her eyes, not wishing to recall how he had gasped for breath in a noisy, crowded plague ward. There had been no privacy and once Thaydon was pronounced dead he was covered with a sheet and the gurney wheeled away. Brynn had remained until another patient was brought in, then she’d exited the building, finding Polly and Finny crying together yards away from the exit. Roque died a few hours later, Kellah right after him. That was only yesterday, Brynn considered, putting her arm around her daughter, now weeping softly. Brynn kissed Finny’s cheek, then the girl laid her head in her mother’s lap, her body in tremors. “Just let it out,” Brynn whispered, trying to remain calm. “I love you sweetheart.”

While Finny bawled, Brynn heard the front door open, then close, Polly padding past the kitchen, down the hall. Soona snored from the sofa and Brynn was grateful for her sister-in-law’s discretion. While seven of them had lived together amicably for the last year, suddenly four people felt like a horde. Or perhaps grief needed far more solitude than even this large house could provide. Brynn stroked her daughter’s hair, the braid tight along the back of Finny’s head. Mirella could still plait neatly despite her age and Brynn sighed, hoping a quartet would continue to dwell together. A rumor that Vodali refugees were immune had persisted since it became apparent the sickness was lethal, but Brynn would remain cautious, although perhaps her outing to the hospital should have waited. Yet she hadn’t wanted those bottles on the counter even one more day. And she had needed to step out, feel the sun on her face. She sighed as Polly coughed, but only to announce herself. None of them would die from what had killed Thaydon and Roque, Brynn realized, as Polly entered the kitchen, her oval face reddened, her gray eyes bloodshot.

Sitting across from Brynn and Finny, Pollette pulled her dark brown hair into a ponytail. At forty-four, she was ten years older than Brynn, but that afternoon Polly looked positively aged, deep creases in her brow and around her eyes. A slender woman, Pollette now appeared haggard, but had any of them eaten properly since Roque first complained of undue fatigue. “Are you hungry?” Brynn said softly. “I’ll make whatever you feel like eating.”

“No, but thanks.” Pollette wore a weak smile, but she sighed heavily. “Who cleaned in here, it looks wonderful.”

“Finny,” Brynn said, patting her daughter's back. “She said you had a visitor earlier.”

Pollette nodded, clasping her hands on the table. “One of, um, Kellah’s friends. She just wanted to know, you know.”

As Finny retook her seat, Brynn reached across the table, grasping Polly’s hand. “Was that the impetus for the mourning cloth?”

Polly nodded, but Brynn wasn’t convinced, mostly in how Polly wouldn’t make eye contact. “Well I’m starving,” Brynn said. “Finny collected the eggs so I’m gonna make an omelet. How many were there maja?”

“Six,” Finny said, leaning back in her chair.

“I’ll cook them all, see what’s in the fridge to add to it.” Brynn stood, squeezing her daughter’s shoulder. Walking past Polly, Brynn wanted to extend a similar overture, but instead she opened the refrigerator, taking out the eggs and last night’s leftovers. Within minutes the house smelled of good food, causing Soona to hop off the couch, joining those in the kitchen. She plopped down beside Pollette, then moved to Polly’s other side where Brynn stood at the stove. Soona whined, but Pollette called for her, and the dog lay down again, paying attention to what was being prepared.
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Chapter 2
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Brynn spent much of that evening in the front garden, watering plants or chatting with neighbors who offered their condolences, also seeking intercessions for their ill family members. Brynn nodded to their requests, but inwardly she sighed; her grandmother would pray for these people but Brynn wasn’t as pious. As dusk fell, Brynn stepped inside the house, locking the door behind her. That had become her chore after Thaydon grew too ill to.... She winced, then took note of her daughter reading a book on the sofa, the dog at Finny’s feet. Mirella sat in her chair across the room, also reading, but Polly wasn’t among them. Glancing into the kitchen, Brynn smiled; Polly wasn’t there either, but the counters were clean. Brynn approached her daughter and Finny looked up at her. Usually Brynn would say something, but her throat felt tight, tears waiting to spill. Finny nodded as Brynn merely stroked her daughter’s head.

The dog whined and both Brynn and Finny giggled. “Oh Soona,” Finny said as Brynn then stepped to the end of the couch, scratching Soona’s ears. She was medium sized with a short tan coat, but she shed regardless of the season and Brynn grimaced, dog hair clinging to her hand. A greater collection stuck to the arm of the sofa; a losing battle, Brynn thought to herself. She ignored how that phrase now described her depleted household, walking toward the hallway, not speaking to her grandmother who breathed in a drowsy manner, the book still in Mirella’s grasp.

Polly’s door was closed, but light shone under the crack. Brynn continued to the end of the hall, her grandmother and Finny’s doors both open. Roque’s door had been shut since he and Kellah were taken to the hospital. Brynn wouldn’t question Polly about what to do with Roque’s possessions, although Polly must have gone in there earlier for Kellah’s dress.

A narrow stairway was located across from Roque’s door and Brynn took the steps slowly toward her bedroom. Thaydon had built this second level when he came back and Brynn had coveted the privacy. Now it seemed empty, although the westerly view eased her aching heart. Approaching the windows, Brynn watched the last bit of light fade, the Gibley Mountains now lost within the dark horizon. A few lights glowed from nearby homes, but a distinct sadness had descended over this entire settlement and there was little need for well-lit houses. Brynn wasn’t chilled by this; it reminded her of growing up without electricity or running water, and while a sense of uncertainty about where their next meal was coming from had pervaded Brynn’s childhood, she was never frightened, although often she had gone to bed hungry. Then she shivered, thinking back to her grandmother’s words from the morning, that they had to talk about Thaydon. Brynn wondered if Mirella wanted a Vodali funeral for him; if it meant something to Mirella, Brynn would acquiesce. Otherwise she wanted to mourn him with little outward fanfare.

Studying how the walls met the ceiling at a painstaking curve Brynn trembled, recalling how carefully her husband had matched the ornate architecture prevalent throughout the lower level. Then she gazed at their bed; it looked huge and she wondered if she would sleep downstairs again. She laughed at herself; a soft mattress would feel infinitely better than the floor. Closing her eyes, she imagined Thaydon was reading in bed, waiting for her to join him. Her reverie was broken by the slamming of a door under her feet; Polly was definitely awake. Opening her eyes, Brynn headed downstairs, hoping to ascertain her sister-in-law’s emotional state.

Soona whined as Brynn reached the living room while Mirella snored softly in her chair. Finny sat up, trying to quiet the dog. Brynn didn’t see Polly or hear her in the kitchen. Finny motioned to the front door and Brynn nodded while Finny returned to soothing the dog.

Stepping outside, Brynn was grateful for the warm night. The only light was from their living room, but she could make out Polly seated in the middle of the bench which could easily accommodate three. Brynn said nothing, grabbing a stool, taking it to the center of the small garden area. She sat facing the street, but all she could see were a few lit windows in the homes across. Kellah’s dress rustled along the gate and other than a stray barking dog the night was still. If Brynn concentrated she could hear her grandmother’s drones, or even Soona’s breaths. “How are you?” she said softly.

A brief snort emerged, followed by a long sigh. Then Polly stood, walking to the gate. She took a breath as though preparing to speak, then she sighed again.

Brynn inhaled, smelling a pleasant loamy dampness, also a slight floral sweetness. Thaydon had liked watering in the morning, saying it was better for the plants, but Brynn preferred to spend evenings in her garden. She blinked away a few tears; this house had been in Thaydon and Polly’s family for many years. Brynn didn’t expect to live anywhere else, but if Polly had other ideas.... “It’s nice out, a little dark. I hope Finny doesn’t turn off the light while we’re out here. Grandma could sleep through a....”

“How can you be so glib?” Polly said sharply.

“I don’t mean to be. Sorry if it came out that way.”

Polly approached Brynn, her arms crossed over her chest. “Everything’s a mess, I don’t know how you can....” Abruptly Polly stopped speaking, turning her back on Brynn. “I know what you endured before, but this’s different.”

Brynn took several deep breaths, then went to her feet. She sat on one end of the bench, crossing her right leg over her left. “It is different, you’re right. And while I only lost Thaydon, there’s Roque. Have you contacted Kellah’s family?”

Polly quickly faced Brynn. “Of course I’ve contacted them.”

“Since she died?” Brynn asked softly.

“No, not since two days ago,” Polly whimpered.

Brynn had wondered if the hospital would inform Kellah’s parents. Telegrams had been delivered in this neighborhood notifying those of deaths in outlying provinces. “Would you like me to cable them?” Brynn said.

Enough light shone that Brynn could see Polly nod. Then Polly groaned as though in extreme physical agony, making Brynn shiver. Polly and Thaydon’s parents had died while Thaydon was in the military, but over time, Brynn had gathered that Polly’s divorce had severely damaged her relationship with her parents. Perhaps Roque’s passing was the first significant death Polly had suffered.

“I’ll send a telegram first thing tomorrow. I will need their address,” Brynn said with as much compassion as she could muster. Uncrossing her legs, she stretched them out, then stood, a cool wind now beginning to blow. “Grandma was asleep in her chair, I’m gonna help her to bed. If Finny’s still up, should I have her take Soona out to pee for the night, or do you wanna do it?”

“Finny can. Thanks,” Polly mumbled.

“Of course. See you in the morning.” Previously Brynn would have offered Polly a hug. Instead she walked to the door, opened it gently, then quietly closed it behind her.
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In the morning, Brynn woke with a headache. She showered, but before she could dress, Soona began to whine. Slipping on her robe, Brynn let the dog out back. The sun hadn’t yet risen, but chickens pecked at the ground in their large coop. Soona paid them no attention, sauntering back to where Brynn waited at the door. The dog whined again, very near Polly’s window. “C’mon,” Brynn whispered and Soona took the steps slowly, still whining as Brynn shut the door.

She fed the dog, then returned to her bedroom, dressing as though she had many places to go. She might stop at the market on her way back from the telegraph office and for that errand she would wear her mask, mostly out of courtesy. She hadn’t worn it when taking back the medicines yesterday, but it had been over fourteen days since their household had been stricken. If they weren’t sick by now, Brynn expected all of them would survive.

Making the morning tea, she wondered how long Polly’s mood from last night would linger. Perhaps a good while, which caused Brynn to sigh. She didn’t want a service for Thaydon, but becoming a widow was theoretically more damaging than losing an adult child. Or was it, she considered, as Soona moved from her food bowl, lapping some water, then walking from the kitchen into the living room. Brynn listened for the ritual plop of the dog onto the sofa, then poured tea into her waiting mug. She sat at the table and within a few minutes Soona was snoring loudly. Brynn blew on the steaming tea, watching tiny ripples bounce against the cup’s interior. Usually Thaydon let out the dog, even feeding her, before he left for a job site. Finny had done it yesterday, but Brynn couldn’t recall who had taken the task the day everyone died.

She shivered, then sipped her tea, burning her tongue. Scanning the counters, she could see her husband’s outlines near the teapot as though filling his own mug. He would sit across from her, then stretch out his hands, and she would grasp his fingers, staring into his dark eyes.... Brynn frowned, quietly tapping her right foot. Polly’s eyes were gray, Roque’s too, but Thaydon’s were nearly black. Brynn shook her head, again blew on her tea, but didn’t try to drink any. Her tongue still tingled and she inwardly berated herself for being impatient.

Ten minutes later Mirella joined her and the women talked of Brynn’s trip to the telegraph office. “I just need the address from Polly. I’d kind of hoped she would’ve left it here last night. I don’t think she wants to go, so....”

“She doesn’t. She’s troubled by something else though. Give her space Brynnia, not that you don’t need it yourself.”

Brynn studied her grandmother; not often did Mirella use Brynn’s whole name. Then Brynn quietly cleared her throat. “Grandma, yesterday morning you said we needed to talk about Thaydon.”

“Yes, I did say that.”

“Well, we’re alone now.” Waiting over a minute, Brynn then sighed. “What do you wanna tell me?”

Mirella sipped her tea as Brynn tried to make eye contact. Mirella finally met Brynn’s gaze. “You run your errands first. There’s plenty of time to talk.”

Brynn fought the urge to roll her eyes. “Whatever you want.” Then she shook her head. “I didn’t mean that how it sounded, I’m sorry.”

“Maja, you don’t need to apologize. Yes there is something I want to discuss with you. But perhaps I’m not quite ready despite my words yesterday.”

“Grandma, are you all right?” The notion of losing another family member made Brynn tremble. “Please, just tell me.”

“I’m fine other than the usual complaints. Soona snores very loudly. If I didn’t think Pollette would come at me with daggers, I’d ask to switch rooms to the back of the house, but it won’t come to that.”

Brynn nodded. “She’s nowhere near anything like that.”

“In the meantime, I’ll just nap to make up for it.” Mirella drank her tea, then gazed at Brynn. “When you come back we’ll chat, or this evening. If it’s another warm night, we’ll go into the front garden. You’ve made it a beautiful space, I don’t spend enough time out there.”

“You have a comfortable chair in the living room,” Brynn smiled.

“That I do and despite the noise, I’m going to sit in it right now. Maybe I’ll wake Soona, that would be fair.”

“It would.” Brynn stood at the same time as Mirella, but the old woman gestured for Brynn to return to her seat. Brynn did that as her grandmother headed to her chair, Soona’s sleep unbothered.
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After another hour, Pollette and Finny stirred to dueling snores in the living room. Pollette placed her arm around Finny as they walked to the kitchen together, but hearing Brynn speaking to someone in the front garden, Pollette released her niece, then stepped to the sink, peering to the left. All she could see was Brynn dressed in a somewhat formal ensemble, standing near Kellah’s black dress at the front gate.

Pollette couldn’t hear what was being said, Brynn could be talking to anyone. I should have left the address out last night, Pollette inwardly considered, straining to catch the other voice. Ava wouldn’t bother Brynn with her asinine accusations, then Pollette moved toward the stove as Brynn headed back into the house. Finny greeted her mother, then asked with whom had Brynn been speaking. Brynn gazed at Pollette. “One of Kellah’s friends, offering her condolences.”

Pollette immediately glanced at the teapot, then opened the cupboard, taking a mug from the shelf. “Finny, you want tea?” she said as nonchalantly as possible.

“Is it warm?”

Gingerly placing her hand along the pot, Pollette frowned. “Not in the slightest.”

“Then no, but thanks anyways.”

“You could make a fresh pot,” Brynn said, sitting beside her daughter at the table.

“I’ll just add some hot water.” Pollette smiled, but her breathing was stilted. She filled the kettle, then set it on a burner, turning the flame to high. She poured herself a full mug of tea, gulping the cold liquid, then refilled her cup halfway. The next pot would be weak, but Finny wouldn’t care. Pollette listened as Brynn informed Finny of the morning’s plans. Finny asked to accompany, but Brynn said it would be safer for Finny to remain at home. The teen scoffed, but didn’t argue.

Then Brynn stood from her chair, approaching Pollette. “If you give me the address, I’ll get going.”

“Oh of course. Just a minute.” Pollette motioned toward the kettle.

“I’ll keep an eye on this,” Brynn smiled gently.

Pollette nodded, then left the kitchen, rumbles from the dog only a little louder than Mirella’s snores. In her room, Pollette copied the address from a scrap of paper Roque had provided when she’d asked him how to reach Kellah’s parents. That had been long before the plague, just a simple query that at the time Roque had thought was slightly intrusive. Later he had apologized, probably at Kellah’s urging. They had been in love, Pollette was certain. And now they were dead.

As she returned to the kitchen, Soona stood at her water bowl while Brynn refilled the teapot. “I added a few extra leaves,” she said. “I’ll finish whatever’s left when I get home.”

Pollette stuffed the address into Brynn’s skirt pocket. “Thanks for this,” she said hoarsely.

“Of course. I’m gonna stop at the market on my way back. You want anything?”

“Apples,” Finny said from the table.

“Fruit is on my list,” Brynn smiled. “No promises though.”

“Just don’t get pears,” Finny said.

“I doubt there will be anything other than vegetables, but we’ll see what I come home with.” Brynn kissed Pollette’s cheek, brushing away the few tears that had fallen. “If Grandma wakes, tell her I left. I won’t be long.”

Pollette nodded as Finny said she would pass along the message. Brynn kissed her daughter’s head, then grabbed her shawl and purse from the hooks near the door. She exited the house quietly but Soona whined as the door closed. Pollette went to soothe the dog, observing through the living room window as Brynn opened the gate, then closed it behind her. Kellah’s dress flapped in the breeze as did Brynn’s skirt and long hair. Brynn was then joined by a young woman. Pollette watched them cross the street together, chatting animatedly.
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Pollette showered, walked the dog, then returned home, finding Finny and Mirella in the backyard caring for the chickens. “Brynn return yet?” Pollette asked.

“Nope,” Mirella said, shielding her eyes from the sun. “How was your walk?”

“Depressing,” Pollette said. “Too many people asking about us or wanting to tell me how many have died at their house.”

“Going to be that way a good while,” Mirella sighed.

“Doesn’t mean I have to like it.” Pollette stepped inside the house, but didn’t close the door. Finny had eggs in her hand, plus Mirella would require help getting up the steps. Pollette waited for them in the small entryway, taking the eggs from Finny, who then assisted her great-grandmother into the house. Pollette left the eggs on the counter; she hadn’t eaten yet and her stomach rumbled. “I’ll have these unless you have plans for them,” she said to the women as they sat at the table.

“You enjoy them,” Mirella smiled. “Finny made us a lovely breakfast while you were out.”

“Oh Grandma,” Finny sighed. “I poured her some tea and she drank half of it.”

Pollette nodded, glancing out the kitchen window. Kellah’s dress had caught on some rough boards along the middle of the front gate, black strings waving in the wind. “Are you sure Mirella?” Pollette said, still watching for Brynn, but her attention was more focused on those wispy threads now entwined between splintered wood. It was as if Kellah was making herself a part of this place despite her passing. Pollette smiled; as it should be, she thought. Then she faced those at the table. “I’m not terribly hungry, I’m happy to share.”

A roar from her stomach belied her words. Finny grinned as Mirella stared at Pollette. “You enjoy those eggs. I’m going to read a little, then probably fall asleep. Maja, walk me to my chair please.”

“Sure Grandma.” Finny went to her feet, helping Mirella do the same. Pollette cracked eggs into a bowl as they left the kitchen. Soona whined, but Pollette paid her no attention, and within a minute the dog also headed into the living room. Pollette heard Soona jump onto the sofa, but Finny didn’t return. Pollette was grateful for the solitude, mostly so she could keep watch for Brynn without being pestered as to why.
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As Pollette finished her omelet, Brynn stepped into the house, a full carrier bag over her shoulder. Finny approached her mother, taking the bag, then Brynn removed her shawl and purse, hanging them on the same hook. “Thanks. It was heavy.”

“Did you wear a mask out?” Pollette asked.

“At the office and in the market. But it’s hard to breathe after while and honestly not many shoppers are wearing them. Some of the workers at the market stalls weren’t masked, I guess by now they figure they’re immune.”

“It’s been how many months?” Finny asked, emptying the bag onto the counter. Then she smiled. “You found apples!”

“I did and these were the last four. Sort of bruised, but they smell wonderful.”

“Apples don’t have a scent Mom.” Finny shook her head, then set one to her nose. “Well, maybe a little. But it’s good, like they were just picked.”

“They probably were, it’s the time of year for them. Not enough people to harvest them, Dulen said. But he hoped in another month or two he’d have cider to sell from the windfalls.”

“Can we get some if they do?”

Finny’s tone was that of an excited child and Pollette studied her empty plate to not break down. Brynn said that of course they could get cider, although Pollette heard a hint of uncertainty, which Finny missed as she put away the produce. Brynn asked about Mirella and Finny reported that she had fallen asleep in her chair, then woke due to snoring duel with Soona. Finny had walked Mirella to her room, where the last Finny had heard she was resting comfortably.

Brynn emptied what remained in the teapot into a saucepan, then added oats to it, setting the pan on the stove. She lit the burner and stirred the mixture for several minutes, during which time Finny washed one of the apples, then excused herself to the backyard. Pollette had a few questions, most of which she wouldn’t mind if Finny overheard. But the main query would come before Finny returned. “I saw you speaking with Ava Perry when you left. What was that about?”

“She stopped by earlier, wanted to talk. I asked if she didn’t mind accompanying me on my errands and that worked for her. She’s a nice girl, lived with her aunt and uncle. Both died a couple of weeks ago and she just needed an ear.”

“Is that all she wanted?” Pollette snorted.

Brynn turned off the flame, retrieved a bowl from the cupboard, then scooped oatmeal into the bowl. Using potholders to carry the steaming bowl to the table, she sat across from Pollette, then got back up for a spoon and some water. Retaking her seat, Brynn blew on the oatmeal, stirring it thoroughly, finally meeting Pollette’s gaze. “It wasn’t all she wanted to share. But I think you know what else she had to say.”

“She’s a liar, I’ll tell you that.”

“Are you sure?”

Pollette glared at Brynn. “Roque was committed to Kellah. And she adored him.”

“He might have been committed to her. That doesn’t mean he was always faithful.”

Pollette stood, wishing she had the nerve to slap her sister-in-law. “I can’t believe you would say something so disrespectful about my son.”

“Polly, all I’m saying is....”

“Stop right there!” Pollette shook a fist at Brynn, then crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re accusing him of infidelity and I will not abide by it.”

About to take a bite, Brynn sighed, leaving her spoon in the oatmeal. “All I’m saying is why would Ava claim a dead man as her baby’s father? It does her no good to assign paternity to someone who can’t help her.”

“But we’re here, she just wants to foist the responsibility on us.”

“No she doesn’t. She wants to apologize to you, but didn’t want to hurt you further. She asked me to convey her regrets and I said I would. So, Ava says she’s sorry for bothering the grandmother of her baby.”

Brynn took a bite of her breakfast, then immediately shrieked, spitting it out, having forgotten the spoon would be hot. Pollette knelt beside her. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” Brynn whispered. “Just burned my tongue.”

“Drink some water.” Pollette handed Brynn the cup and Brynn drank from it slowly. Pollette stood, then pulled out the chair to Brynn’s right, seating herself. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to....” She shook her head. “She’s looking for a meal ticket. She’s probably not even pregnant.”

“She is, I felt the baby move.”

“What? When? She can’t be that far along!”

“After I came out of the telegraph office, she was walking around with her hands on her belly. I asked if she could feel the baby yet, she nodded, then placed my hand right where the little creature was kicking away. She said she’s nearly five months along and that she hadn’t told him, though the last time she saw him he seemed aware.”

Tears burned down Pollette’s cheeks, but these were nothing like those she had shed over the last ten days. Somehow these felt to leave marks, whereas those she had cried over Roque hadn’t seemed so permanent. She wiped them away, her hands tingling from the wetness. “Roque loved Kellah,” she mumbled. “He never would’ve cheated on her.”

“Pollette, three weeks ago Roque asked me for advice. He said the plague was making him evaluate his life and what did I think of Kellah. I said she was lovely girl, a little immature at times, but she was just twenty. He sighed, said he felt the same, and that he wasn’t sure if he loved her anymore. He never said anything about another woman and when Thaydon got home, they went out back and talked for over an hour. The only thing Thaydon said about it later was that Roque seemed on a precipice.” Brynn sighed, sipped her water, then spooned herself a bite. She blew on it, then carefully ate it, resting the spoon on the side of the bowl. “And that after things calmed down, he wouldn’t be surprised if Roque asked Kellah to move out.”

“No!” Pollette slammed her hand on the table, then burst into tears. “He loved her, he died in the bed next to hers. Did you tell her parents that, because that’s how it happened. They died together, they loved each other.”

“I told them they died one after the other and that
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