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Aux centaines de millers d’étudiants descendus dans les rues en 2012,
Vous avez marqué ma vie, mon imaginaire,
Voici un premier hommage.
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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Every year, Henry Schmitt mourned his mother alone. He stood at her grave under drizzling rain or beating sun, commemorating the day the Threstle Plague had taken her life. Eight years had passed. Eight mornings. Today a rare storm prepared above his head and he could hardly concentrate on his mother. Today, Henry was mourning his town as much as he did her, and the new grief overpowered his thoughts.

The Plague hadn’t killed Ferrea, however. The small town’s life was entwined with the Annual Mount Kairn Races. The major sporting event used to bring hordes of tourists, providing Ferrea with its main source of revenue. Except the last two years hadn’t been a big success and the small town’s residents were dwindling, moving out to better, more secure lives. Only the grocer, his wife and the innkeeper were left, but how long would that last? After yet another afternoon hunched over the counter at Kinsi’s grocery, listening to the National Radio Broadcast for news of the Races, Henry’s hope was slimming. His mother was dead. His town was dying. All he had left was the two packs of instant noodles he’d just bought and the fresh cucumbers Tia had forced into his hands. Henry headed home, trying to forget the bleached gravestone he’d stared at all morning in favor of the fresh food he’d enjoy tonight.

He stopped as he reached the little ridge at Ferrea’s outer limit. Down a slight slope and a curve was his house, with a dead and twisted tree as its only company. Once, it had stood proudly in the middle of colored tents, its backyard cleared for the balloon take-off, the oak green and flourishing. An empty husk remained behind. Alone.

Not today.

Henry squinted against the sun’s glare to get a better view of the stranger at his door. The man was tall and pale of face, with white wind-blown hair whipping about, sometimes catching in his thin glasses. His shoulders were stooped from a long road.

A ghost in a dead town.

Henry wondered how many doors the newcomer had knocked on before he’d reached his. Or perhaps he’d gone straight to it? His home did house the Races’ official tourist shop. His heart sped and he tightened his grip on the tote bag holding his dinner. What if this man had come to his door with the very news he’d expected from the radio?

Henry thanked the winds for the answer to his prayers, ran down the slope to his house, and hailed the stranger in as professional a voice as he could manage. “Hey, can I help you? Any tidings from the Annual Mount Kairn Races?”

“The Races? No, no, no. I’m not here for the race.”

I’m not here for the Races. Those six words dashed Henry’s hopes.

The stranger shrugged his bag off his shoulder and dropped it next to the door as Henry switched on the power. “I’m just a traveler. I need a place to stay. Seraphin Holt.”

The man rolled his r a little, a hallmark of Regarians. Henry wondered what someone from the eastern province was doing so far from his home. Regarians weren’t big travelers, usually. He was about to comment when his gaze met Seraphin’s. His eyes were pale as a sunny summer sky, the pure blue only marred by a minuscule tinge of red in the background. He stared, transfixed. Albinism wasn’t common and until the stranger cleared his throat, Henry forgot his manners. Then he noticed the hand offered for a shake and hurriedly took it, holding back a curse against his clumsiness.

“Schmitt! Henry Schmitt. There’s an inn higher up the street, in the town proper.”

Between the hostilities with Burgia, so close to the south, and the Races’ absence, the owner hadn’t been able to rent any rooms. Paul was a good friend and one of Ferrea’s last residents. Henry didn’t want to steal his customers.

“I know,” Seraphin said. He did not pick up his pack.

“Paul doesn’t charge much and he’s a good cook.”

“I don’t doubt it. I’d rather sleep here, if possible.”

Why would he avoid the local inn? This promised trouble. Henry had no desire to add to his list of problems.

“No. Go see Paul.”

“I have my own food.”

Henry hesitated. A single second. Long enough.

“I’ll pay you,” Seraphin added. “Sixty.” He glanced around the room. “I’m aware of how little income Ferrea gets out of season. Don’t pretend you don’t need the money. All I ask is a bed to rest in tonight, and I’ll be gone in the morning.”

Henry glanced at the dinner awaiting him. A pile of cucumbers and two packs of instant noodles. Perhaps the winds had answered his prayers, just not the ones he’d thought.

“Only tonight?” he asked.

“I promise.”

One night for sixty dollars? Too good a deal. Henry studied the stranger for signs of treachery. Seraphin bent forward, muscles wired tight, waiting for his answer. The bags under his eyes betrayed his fatigue. Perhaps he had good reasons to avoid the inn. Henry prayed that was it.

“You can have the bed, but I need to change the sheets.”

“Thank you, I—that’ll be perfect.” Seraphin’s shoulders sagged. He closed his eyes and leaned against the doorway. The sudden release of tension surprised Henry. Too much relief? What could it mean? Henry wiped his sweaty palms on his pants. Stay calm. It might not mean anything.

“You can come in,” Henry said, his voice a bit thick.

Seraphin stepped inside the kitchen and sat onto one of the stools lining Henry’s counter. The Regarian picked through his bag and brought dinner out while Henry fought against his mounting panic. Three seconds from decision to regret: a new record. The food Seraphin put on the table helped appease his misgivings. Two bottles of juice and a handful of bags decorated his counter. Henry’s gaze moved from one choice to the next: dried fruits, beef jerky, nut bars, dried cookies, and a chunk of Burgian cheese. Nothing perishable.

“How long did you spend on the road?” he asked.

“Long.”

Henry waited for details. Instead, Seraphin opened a nut bar and gestured toward the food. “Go ahead. It’s the least I can do.”

No need to tell him twice. Henry put his purchases on the ceramic surface, then brought a stool to the opposite side and grabbed a knife. The cucumbers would add freshness to their impromptu dinner. His stomach grumbled as he sat and cut the vegetable into slices. He hadn’t eaten this well in weeks. The dried fruits went down first, followed by the jerky. As he chewed on the tough meat, Henry planned what would be next.

Ten minutes later, everything had found its way into Henry’s stomach. Seraphin ate a few cucumber slices and nibbled on the same nut bar through the entire meal. His body remained turned toward the door and his gaze never left it. Henry’s satisfaction at a healthy supper overrode his guilt about eating most of it. How many more would he get out of sixty dollars?

“If you don’t mind, I’ll sleep now,” Seraphin said. “I walked all day.”

Questions burned Henry’s lips. What was the hurry? Why did he keep staring at the door? Seraphin would be gone by dawn, though, and his mother always said to mind your own business. No sense in prying. He slid off his stool.

“Right this way, sir.”

A simple wooden door connected the kitchen to his bedroom. They left the empty cupboards and unplugged fridge behind and entered Henry’s main living area. The bed remained undone and the sheets piled at its foot. Old shirts hid the wooden floor, topped by the occasional pair of boxers, and his pyjama pants hung on the desk chair. No one else came into this room anymore. Henry cleaned when no clear path remained between his door and the bed. Seraphin contemplated the mess with wide eyes.

“I’m sorry. Give me a moment,” Henry said.

He bent over, swooping the clothes from the ground and gathering them into a large bundle. He dumped the entirety of it in his wardrobe before changing the bed’s sheets.

“Paul’s rooms are always clean.”

Seraphin ignored the comment. He held the old picture of Henry’s family that sat on the bedside table and studied the image. A ten-year-old Henry stood in front of a hot air balloon, wearing his father’s pilot cap, while Lenz Schmitt wrapped his arms around the boy’s shoulders. His mother had taken the picture. He could remember her laugh as the pilot cap was shoved upon Henry’s head. Cheerful. Free of worries. No one had heard of the Threstle Plague yet. They’d thought she’d live long past Henry’s fifteenth birthday.

“Is that your father?” Seraphin asked.

“Yes. The day of my first flight.”

The stranger’s gaze left the picture to study him. Henry squirmed under the scrutiny. Why did a family picture matter so much?

“Did the Plague take him?”

“It killed my mother,” Henry said. “The loss drove him away.”

“Oh. My apologies.” He slammed the picture down, as if the deadly virus still contaminated it. Even almost a decade later, everyone was worried about the illness. Seraphin pressed his lips together. When he spoke again, he picked a different subject. “Hot air ballooning is not a common passion. Even back then, it was rather rare.”

“Still the only thing we had in common.”

Henry couldn’t keep the bitterness out of his tone. When his father spoke of anything but balloons, he’d become a cold man. Sometimes Henry wondered if he would’ve mattered at all to him had he not shared this peculiar love. It didn’t help that Lenz Schmitt’s only message when he disappeared was a small note on the chest in which they stored the balloon: Don’t lose the envelope, Henry. Never give it up. Like the great purple-and-gold fabric mattered more than him. No goodbye. No good luck. No apologies. Just a note.

Seraphin had reached for something under his long shirt, at his belt. When he spoke again, he adopted a solemn and warm tone. “I’m sure they watch over you.”

“Doubt it.” Why would a man who had abandoned him when he was fifteen spend his afterlife hovering above Henry and protecting him? Ancestors and family mattered to Regarians, however. Seraphin’s wish did not surprise Henry. “Thanks for the sentiment, though.”

Seraphin returned his attention to the picture, a frown on his bony face. Henry crossed the room, leaving his guest to the deep thoughts that marred his expression. When the Regarian woke from his lethargy, they wished each other a good night. As Henry closed the door, Seraphin put his glasses on the bedside table and removed his shirt.

Before the door closed entirely, Henry saw what he shouldn’t have.

A gun.

An old-fashioned, flint-and-lock pistol, with a bright red string coiled around the handle. Seraphin’s fingers had reached for it again, as they had a minute ago, under the shirt, and Seraphin traced the string. His skeptar, inherited from his own father. A token meant to carry his ancestors’ spirit and protect them. Most Regarians incorporated the skeptar into trinkets—wristbands, amulets, decorated tools of their trade. Not Seraphin. He had a pistol.

Firearms could kill. And they were illegal.

Henry’s heart thumped against his chest. He hoped Seraphin’s prayers would cover the short click of the door as he closed it. All the questions repressed through dinner bounced around his head. Who had he allowed into his house? What was he running from? Did Seraphin intend to pay him, or shoot him down before he went on his merry way?

The evening replayed in his head as Henry made his way back to the ceramic counter. Every creak of the floor made his heart jump. Rain hammered on the windows and roof. His dusty house now smelled of humidity, and thunder rumbled in the distance. He ought to tell Kinsi. The grocer always knew what to do, even with situations involving a stranger and a pistol. Besides, Henry couldn’t sleep here. Too dangerous. He strode to the door, put his coat on, and set his straw hat on his head.

His resolve faltered as he grabbed the doorknob. His tendency to overreact often got the better of him. Seraphin might have a special license for his weapon. The Regarian’s story and secrets were none of his business. Could Henry brave the rain and sell him out while he slept? What if he was wrong about Seraphin? Come morning, Seraphin would no longer be his problem and he would have enough money to survive the month, at least.

Henry released the doorknob and wiped his sweaty palms. Wait and see. Always a good plan.

He undressed and went across the kitchen, through the open archway that led to his living room. Despite his speedy heartbeat, Henry lowered himself onto the old couch. The fabric was soft against his skin, smoothed by decades of use. Even in his teenage years, the sofa had smelled of dust and age. The reassurance that some things never changed eased his nerves. He remained motionless, listening to the soft rain and howling wind. The downpour would give a hand to the half-dead flowers lining Ferrea’s main street. They needed water as much as the remaining residents needed tourists. If only the latter fell from the sky, too.

Henry dreamt of his mother, pockmarks covering part of her round, hollowed visage. She turned to him, her beautiful dark skin marred by the illness. He reached for her but she raised Seraphin’s flint-and-lock pistol. Smiled. At the detonation he woke with a start.

The rain outside had stopped, and silence hung heavy in the house. He crawled out of the couch and snuck to the bedroom door. Closed. Henry exhaled. Outside, clouds obscured the stars. Long hours remained before dawn. Once again, he thought of warning Kinsi. Better not to wake him, though. He’d share the story Wednesday, on their weekly night at Paul’s, when he’d buy the first round.

Unless Seraphin shot him before then.

The dark thought created a hole in his belly and his mouth watered. If he was to die, three in the morning seemed a good time to enjoy a final late night snack. Henry moved to the kitchen, grabbed his metal pot, and filled it with water. The pot clanked loudly. Subtlety had never been his strength. Seraphin didn’t wake, however, and Henry soon sat alone at his counter with a bowl of instant noodles. He tried to eat slowly and appreciate every slurp, just in case, but nervousness overpowered his will and he shoveled the spoons in his mouth at high speed.

His gaze never left the bedroom’s door. What kind of trouble would the stranger hiding there bring?

The answer crashed through the front door, gun in hand.
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CHAPTER TWO

 

 

“Don’t move.”

Henry obeyed. Instant noodles hung from his mouth, dripping into the bowl. Powerful gusts swirled into the house. The door sagged sideways, broken by a kick. From where he sat, Henry had a great view of the gun pointed at him.

The deadly firearm rested in the stable hands of an army poster-boy. Tall and serious, with a square jaw and smooth chin, the man exuded confidence and competence. He strode into the kitchen, his rigid back displaying his clean beige uniform and the two officer’s stripes on his shoulders. His gaze stopped on Henry.

“Where is he?”

There was no need to ask who ‘he’ was. A split-second glance at the bedroom door betrayed Henry’s thoughts. The soldier walked past him without another word. When he kicked the door, wood splintered with a loud crack. Henry spewed his noodles out. The officer spun around to glare at him, but the gun remained trained on the Regarian inside the room. Henry raised his hands anyway, bumped the bowl. Splashed his last meal over the counter.

As he kept his hands mid-air, cold sweat running down his neck, his heart ready to explode, the soldier turned back to his initial target.

“You won’t fit through that window,” he said.

Henry leaned forward to see through the doorway. Seraphin stood bare-chested, hands on the windowsill, his glasses slightly askew as if put in a hurry. Moonlight lit his body. His ribs stood out agaist his skin and his white hair didn’t hide the prominent collarbones. Not a ghost. A skeleton.

The two men stared at each other.

Wind cycled through the house: front door, kitchen, bedroom, window. Soup dripped upon Henry’s clothes. His tongue stuck against his palate, thick from fear. He couldn’t take his eyes from the two men:the commanding presence in the doorway, and the sickly shadow by the window.

And the gun. How he wished the gun didn’t exist!

“Move into the kitchen,” the officer said.

Seraphin made his way across the cluttered bedroom floor, one slow step at a time. Henry straightened and set his gaze on the dripping soup. In two hours Seraphin would have disappeared, leaving Henry with sixty dollars and all his questions unanswered. Henry would have preferred to satisfy his hunger over his curiosity.

Once Seraphin reached the kitchen, the Union officer cocked his gun. The click brought a solid ball in Henry’s throat. He couldn’t breathe. His hands were clammy. How could this man hold his weapon steady?

“Do you like it?” The soldier took two long strides and pressed the barrel against Seraphin’s forehead. Unlike his hands, his voice shook. “How does it feel to be on the other end?”

“Don’t play, Captain.”

Seraphin’s calm astonished Henry. Tension turned the Regarian’s muscles rigid, but it was absent from his words and expression. His chin lifted, he stared at the captain with defiance. The officer scowled, took a deep breath. Readied himself.

“No!” Henry shouted.

He jumped to his feet, knocking over the stool with a crash. Both men glared at him. Henry wished he could disappear, but he assembled the shattered pieces of his courage.

“You can’t. My house…Don’t—”

“Mind your own business.”

An order from the commanding officer. Henry swallowed hard. He didn’t have the guts to add more. Seraphin forced a smile onto his bone-thin face.

“Close your eyes, Henry. It’ll be easier.”

Sound advice. One he was incapable of following. His eyes locked onto the trigger finger and his feet remained cemented to the floor. He didn’t want to see this. Or hear it. Or smell it, either! Yet he couldn’t move. The universe had refocused on the pair in his kitchen and their gravity held him in place.

“Last words?”

“The same as your brother’s,” Seraphin said. “At least look into my eyes when you shoot.”

“Did you?”

“Yes. Can you?”

No answer. The wind, whipping Seraphin’s hair. The salty smell of soup. The trickle down Henry’s pants. The house, silent, waited. The captain’s hand shook.

“I…No.”

It was but a whisper. He lowered the gun, closed his eyes.

Seraphin barreled into the officer and grabbed the firearm. They crashed to the ground with grunts and hisses of pain. Seraphin’s glasses dropped from his nose, sliding away. The soldier, bigger and stronger, rolled on top right away but Seraphin, agile beyond expectation, melted from under him. Henry watched the dizzying fight for the gun. He ought to help, but who?

Neither. Don’t get involved in others’ business, his father always said. If it didn’t apply now, when would it? Time to do what he should’ve done when he saw Seraphin’s pistol: go to Kinsi. Henry started around the counter. He made it to the broken door before a great detonation pierced his ears. Horrible images formed in his mind. Bloodied flesh scattered on the floor, a dark red pool. Nauseated, he turned.

A new hole decorated the wooden planks. No blood. No corpse.

Seraphin stood over the captain, gun in hand. The officer remained still, propped up by his elbow. Their breaths came in short gasps. The gunshot’s echoes bounced around Henry’s head. He stepped outside.

“Stay.”

The coldness of the Regarian’s voice surprised Henry. He obeyed, shifted back inside, shivering from the night’s drafts.

“You missed,” the captain said.

“I didn’t.” A disquieting smile played upon Seraphin’s lips. “You’re not your brother. Stand up, Vermen. We’re leaving.”

The soldier’s bushy eyebrows connected into a deep frown. Henry willed him to obey. Vermen lumbered to his feet and dusted off his outfit. Calm. Almost serene. How could he wrestle his emotions under control so fast? Henry still wanted to run and scream and eat a dozen bowls of noodles.

“Henry?” Seraphin asked, his voice soft again.

“Y-yes?”

“Do you have strong rope?”

“The best. For the balloon.”

“Perfect.” Seraphin waited, tilted his head to the side. “Go get it.”

Henry gave Seraphin a pleading look. Don’t get me involved. The captain watched him.

“Without rope I can’t leave with him.” The Regarian cocked the gun to stress his point.

“I’ll go, I’ll go!”

Henry raced past them, through the living room and into the oldest section of the house. As he opened the connecting door, a breeze lifted the film of dust. He coughed on it but hurried between the small shelves that cluttered the space. Figurines of old racers stared at him. President Jacob Kurtmann’s frown made him stop, clean its tiny head, and apologise. Three-time winner, accomplished doctor, President of the Union—Kurtmann deserved better than that. Then he recalled the two dangerous men in his kitchen, and moved on.

Past the shop was his back store—an empty room devoid of windows, with a large trapdoor hidden under heavy boxes. Everything related to the hot air balloon waited there: envelope, basket, burner, and ropes. Henry cleared the space, fumbled for his key, and removed the lock.

The stairs creaked the same as his weekly visit, but this time they gave him shivers. He flipped the lights on and held his breath as the neon flickered to life. The chest rested in the middle of the room, his father’s memo on top. Don’t lose the envelope, Henry. Never give it up. He’d almost set the note on fire the first time he’d read it.

For once, he did not come to ask silent questions to a bit of paper. Henry walked past the chest to the spare spools of rope and heaved one onto his shoulder. He climbed out of the basement without a look back at the locked trunk. Better not to linger. Seraphin’s finger might get twitchy.

Neither man had moved. Had they talked? Breathed? Henry dared not ask. He handed the cordage to the Regarian.

“You tie him,” Seraphin said. “Then get my pack, my shirt and my glasses.”

None of the weary warmth from their earlier dinner remained in his voice. He’d become cold, ruthless and efficient. Henry obeyed the orders, afraid to hesitate. The officer’s outfit was rumpled and torn at the shoulder, no longer fit for promotional posters. He muttered an apology. Vermen stayed as silent as Kurtmann’s statuette. Would he remember Henry? Blacklist him? Would his fellow soldiers come to save him sooner or later? This mess wasn’t his fault. He had no choice. They couldn’t call this complicity in the capture of a Union soldier, could they?

“Search for my wallet in the front pouch,” Seraphin said. Henry’s fingers trembled as he unzipped the bag. He found a plain black wallet right away. “Good. Take your sixty dollars and put it back.”

“What?”

“Take it!”

Henry watched the gun’s barrel shake and did not argue. He grabbed the bills, slapped them on the ceramic counter, and stored the wallet. He backed away from the pack as though it were on fire. Why pay him? Staying alive was enough for him. Now he’d become a real accomplice.

Seraphin slung his pack over his shoulders and seized the ropes at Vermen’s wrists. The soldier stumbled after him. He kept his shoulders squared, but no energy lingered in his steps. Defeated—like Henry’s father after the Plague took his mother. Strange, how certain expressions did not change from one man to another.

“There’s another door in the living room,” Henry muttered.

The Regarian did not grant him an answer, but he tugged the captain in the opposite direction. Henry stayed rooted in the kitchen and watched both men disappear through the connecting archway. Grayish rays lit the clouds on the horizon. The air felt lighter, devoid of humidity or electric tension. No one had died. Sixty dollars awaited him on the counter.

The backdoor slammed shut on the strangest evening of his life.
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CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Would his will falter before his feet? Nine hours had trickled by since the White Renegade had walked him out at gunpoint and led him into the forest. Captain Hans Vermen fought for every step. His concentration eluded him. Not enough food. Not enough sleep. Conditions worse than the army’s forced marches. His enemy right behind, watching his every move. He would not stumble. He could not fall.

Branches snagged on his ruined uniform. Vermen brushed them aside. Behind him, Seraphin stumbled. Twigs cracked. The Regarian caught himself against a trunk with a grunt. Exhaustion had apparently caught up with both of them. If Hans gathered his strength, perhaps he could escape. He had to wait, bide his time, and the next time Holt tripped…

The roar of a waterfall welcomed them into a small clearing. How had he missed the powerful sound before? Vermen slowed his pace, stopped. The bright light reflected by the flowing water dazzled him and he raised both tied hands to protect his eyes. A deep pond occupied the majority of the area, its surface upset by the great waterfall. Mount Kairn’s cliff side loomed over them.

Seraphin pressed the gun against his back. Was that it? Had they come all this way for him to die in the restless water?

“Move,” the Renegade said.

Vermen glanced at either side. No clear path pierced the forest on Mount Kairn’s slopes. He took a hesitant step to the left. Only the cliff lay on the right.

“No. The other side.”

The strain in his voice put a small balm on the captain’s heart. Seraphin feared him, despite the rope holding him, the firearm at his back and, most of all, despite his earlier failure to shoot him. Had Vermen managed to scare him? It didn’t quite qualify as vengeance, but he’d take it. He obeyed the order, a meager smile on his face. Soon enough, they stood in front of the stone wall. The drizzle refreshed him.

“What now?” he asked. “Into the solid rock?”

“Turn forty-five degrees to the left. Take a step forward.”

Vermen hesitated but complied. The uneven stone brushed against his right shoulder. Water crashed down a few meters ahead of him.

“Another.”

“Don’t play games. Shoot now and be done with it.” Vermen closed his eyes and straightened his shoulders. Better to die with honor than demean himself further.

“Just take that step!”

The tone’s urgency surprised him. Seraphin’s cold calm from the previous night had disappeared, eroded by the endless trek. Did Vermen want to test his patience? The Renegade had no qualms with murder. He’d proven that years ago. Vermen moved forward. Understood right away what Seraphin had led him to.

A stairway in the mountainside. Impossible to see unless you were upon it, and masked from the airships by the great waterfall. The perfect entrance to a secret hideout.

The gun pointed at his back left him no time to admire the craftsmanship. He started up, careful not to slip on the wet stairs. His tied hands upset his balance and more than once, Vermen was forced to lean against the stone wall to avoid falling. He pushed his cramped muscles into one last effort and reached the entrance to a network of caves. Seven feet tall at its highest point, it had a squarish and irregular shape, with a small narrow ledge in front.

Amazing. The White Renegade had led him straight to his rebels’ headquarters, without even a blindfold. What an idiotic decision.

Round lights lined the stone tunnel’s walls, linked together by electric cables. Vermen squinted and noted three branching corridors, two of which had their own string of lamps. How big was this complex? Seraphin arrived behind him and heaved a sigh of relief.

“Don’t stop now.”

The rebel leader stood half a foot behind him, pistol at the ready. The ledge they stood on offered so little space that a push backward would send Holt tumbling down the steep stairs to a likely death, giving the captain time to run. If the Regarian hadn’t shot him first. The barrel waited less than an inch from his back. Even with the exhaustion, he doubted Seraphin would miss. He gritted his teeth and advanced into the rebel hideout.

They didn’t need to go far. Seraphin walked him to the first intersection then spotted one of his men. He hailed the tall man and the rebel whirled around. He strode to them without hesitation, every step the same length, with a distinct rhythm that marked him as a soldier. Vermen studied him as he approached, off-put by the familiarity of the dark blond hair, deep-set eyes, and beakish nose. The captain tried to work through his fatigue and remember where they’d met.

Seraphin stepped forward and handed the firearm to him, his bony shoulders slumped. “Guard him. I’ll send Andeal to you. He’ll know where to put him.”

“Yes sir.”

The quick military answer bothered Vermen. Murderers and outlaws did not deserve the deference one gave to army officers. Holt was a lowly criminal and should not be addressed with respect.

“Don’t kill him,” the Regarian added as he headed down the passageway.

The rebel clacked his tongue in disappointment as his leader vanished around a bend. He trained the gun on Vermen but kept a safe distance between them.

“I imagine he’ll want the honor. I can understand. Your family’s been a plague on his life.”

The captain tensed at the reference to his brother. He withheld a reply, still raking his brain for memories of this man. He pictured him with the Union soldiers’ beige uniform instead of his marine shirt, then cropped his hair even closer. His mind completed the picture with a rich decor, an untouched glass of champagne, and the buzzing of a chattering crowd. A cocktail. They’d shaken hands at a military cocktail, with ranking officers and influential figures of all spheres.

“We’ve met.” Vermen leaned against the wall. He remembered him now. Stern Cypher. “You dogged General Clarin at a cocktail. You were his little pet, his new protégé. He’d had you promoted all the way up just so he could keep you close. The sex must’ve been fantastic.”

Stern’s jaw clenched and his knuckles whitened as he tightened his grip on the gun’s handle. Apart from glaring at him, however, he did not retaliate. Not physically.

“Jealous?” Stern asked. “You shouldn’t be. Most soldiers I’ve met used to gossip about the precious time Lieutenant Lungvist and you spent together.”

David Lungvist was his best man. Quick of wits, loyal, determined. Not the best shooter but an incredible tactician. He’d be hunting for Vermen now. He would find him.

“Lungvist earned every promotion he ever had.”

“But I didn’t, is that it?” asked Stern.

“You betrayed your fellow soldiers.”

A thin smile stretched the rebel’s lips. Vermen wanted to pounce on him and wipe the expression off his face. He’d be dead before he reached him, however.

“My fellow soldiers,” Stern repeated with a sneer. “You’re so proud of your army, aren’t you? Glad to belong to such a group of fine men. I used to be like that, too. What better way to honor my country? Then one day I served under a general who trapped half a village in its tavern and slaughtered them. The following morning, my best friend walked into the encampment with his family’s old gun to avenge them, ready to die in the process. I thought, there you go, the bad apple is gone. I stayed a soldier. I climbed the ranks. I found more and more of these bad apples. The truth is, the further up you go, the more there are. The real soldiers are here, scraping by, not drinking champagne with the worst war criminals.”

“You make hiding and thieving into such a noble endeavor. I can only commend your bravery.”

In one swift movement, Stern flipped his hold on the pistol and smashed the cross into Vermen’s face. Pain burst in his jaw and sparks flew before his eyes. He held himself against the wall, his legs threatening to give in, and spat bloodied saliva on the ground. If his head didn’t spin from the combined ache and exhaustion, he could’ve used the opportunity to jump the ex-soldier. He clutched the side of his face and they glared at each other. Stern broke away first.

“I cheered when I heard the gunshot that killed your brother. I will again when your turn comes.”

“That’s not a very nice thing to say, Stern.”

The new voice took them both by surprise. Vermen spun on his heels to face the newcomer and froze, his eyes widening. Blue skin. What kind of freak had blue skin? Vermen slid away, keeping his back to the rock wall. The easy smile on the blue man’s face vanished, replaced by a pained expression. It sufficed to stop Vermen. He was a captain of the Union army. He would not be scared by an aberrant skin color.

“Why would I be nice to him?” Stern asked.

 He received a shrug as an answer. “You shouldn’t need a reason. But it’s okay, you don’t need to stay anymore. I’ll take care of him.”

“Seraphin asked me to guard him.”

“Until I arrived, yes. I’ve made arrangements for his cell.”

This must be the Andeal mentioned earlier, then. He put his hands on the rope tying Vermen’s wrists and gave a slight pull, signaling they should go. The captain squirmed at the proximity but started after Andeal anyway. 

Stern followed. “He’s dangerous.”

“I can handle him.”

He heard Stern’s derisive snort despite the roaring waterfall. Andeal’s grip on the ropes tightened, his shoulders tensed, and he walked faster. Hit him, Vermen thought. Turn around and hit him. Wouldn’t that be the most perfect escape? The freak fighting with his deserter colleague, giving him a chance to reach for the gun and get away. Too bad Andeal did not seem to be the violent type.

“Go flaunt your superior military training elsewhere,” he retorted. “Trust me, I can knock out a man about to fall over from exhaustion.”

“This isn’t any man. Or did Seraphin forget to warn you?”

Despite the precarious position he was in, Vermen was beginning to enjoy himself. Stern’s fear flattered him. Had all of Holt’s rebels grown terrified of him over the last years? He had shoved quite a few of them in prison.

Andeal slowed and turned around, giving Vermen another cursory glance as he answered Stern. “He said we had a prisoner and to be wary.”

“A prisoner.” Again, that mocking snort. It was enough to trigger any man’s hatred. “Andeal, may I introduce you to Captain Hans Vermen?”

Andeal’s eyes widened and his mouth opened into an almost perfect circle. He’d stopped moving and his gaze went from the stripes on Vermen’s shoulders to the captain’s face, then to Stern. The astonished expression lasted about two seconds, then the blue man gave a noncommittal shrug.

“Still just a man.” He grabbed Vermen’s hand and gave it a false shake. “A pleasure.”

He started off again, tugging a surprised Vermen along. How could he be calmer than the trained soldier? Did he have some sort of hidden trick, something only blue people could do? No. That was nonsense. They weren’t in some kind of fairytale, and monsters didn’t exist.

After a few steps, Vermen noticed Stern hadn’t followed this time. The ex-soldier remained behind, the gun still in hand. The white lights sharpened his annoyed frown into a cold and hard expression. The captain offered him a large smile before turning away.

As Stern disappeared around a bend, so did the remainder of Vermen’s energy. His shoulders slumped, his feet began dragging on the ground with every step. He might’ve been able to overpower Andeal—the blue man had no weapon—but his willpower barely kept him standing. He focused on putting one foot before the other, tried to remember the path they chose for later. A fuzziness encroached on his mind, however, and he couldn’t distinguish between one irregular tunnel and the next. Before long he’d lost track of time and when Andeal stopped in front of a door, he almost bumped into him.

“Sorry.”

Vermen regretted the reflex apology right away. What was he doing? He should punch the freak rebel, not apologize to him. He had to get a hold of himself and keep his wits about him until he was alone. He concentrated on the little room Andeal had just shown him into. It begged one strange question: was he a prisoner or a guest?

His living quarters looked nothing like a cell—he’d slept in worse places as a soldier. Two layers of sheets rested on the hard bed, with an additional blanket folded upon them. Soft to the touch, inviting. An old wooden desk adorned the corner, accompanied by a mismatched plastic chair. The modern white spherical lamp clashed with the ensemble and spread a cold light in the space. None of the furniture fit together. The rebels must have pieced together the room’s decoration, one element at a time. 

Then Andeal untied his wrists. Vermen squirmed at the blue fingers’ touch but refused to protest. He quelled his disgust at the strange skin and kept his calm. What were they thinking? He could attack his captor now. Not exactly what he called ‘being wary’. Vermen stepped back, then shook his hands to ease the blood flow.

“Is this a game?” he asked.

“I have better things to do. Why did Seraphin bring you here?”

“Ask him.”

“I will.” Andeal shuffled backward and wiped his fingers on his pants. “Have you slept recently?”

What did sleeping have to do with this conversation? Vermen crossed his arms and worked through the exhaustion to bring up his best smug smile. No, he hadn’t slept in days. The blue man didn’t need to know that. Andeal leaned on the doorway, unfazed by his silence.

“Have you eaten recently?”

Vermen stretched and cracked his knuckles, determined to keep his distance, but the question unnerved him. Why did he care? Why did Andeal study him with that reluctant, almost worried expression? Had the rebels never learned how to treat an enemy?

“Okay, I get it. You won’t talk.” He rubbed his temples. “You may think silence is your friend but, trust me, you’ll regret it soon.”

Andeal left and, after he closed the door, Vermen heard chains and a lock. The cozy room and lack of manacles did not change his situation. He was a prisoner here, at the rebels’ mercy. At Seraphin’s mercy. He had to get out before the Renegade came to his senses and executed him.

That, however, required rest. Vermen strode to the bed and collapsed. He could plan his escape another day.
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CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

After Seraphin left, the consequences of Vermen’s capture sunk in Henry’s mind. Missing Union officers did not go unnoticed. The last time Kinsi visited his daughter in Reverence, he’d brought back rumors of citizens disappearing—militants for peace and other dissidents. Henry never protested or caused trouble. He didn’t deserve to be taken away. But if they traced the disappearance to his house? He could be next. Captain Vermen must have had friends.

He started by cleaning his kitchen. He threw the spilled noodles away with a pinch to the heart, then wiped the soup clean from the floor. He lifted a fallen stool and set it so the foot hid the bullet hole. Perfect. The place looked the same as before. Except for the door.

Henry ignored this slight problem and picked up Seraphin’s money from his counter. Where to put the bills? Under the mattress? He moved to the bedroom, slammed the window shut, then gathered the remainder of his clothes from the floor. He then reached under the bed to make sure nothing was left. His fingers closed around a cold and smooth cylinder. He swallowed hard, fear swirling in his stomach, and ran his hand down the barrel, along the trigger and to the cross. The coarse string pricked his fingertips.

The pistol.

Henry flattened himself against the floor. The holster laid a few inches away. How could Seraphin forget his skeptar? Did it fall when he’d tried to flee? It was a family heirloom, a religious symbol, and a weapon. Seraphin’s only link to his ancestors was too important to leave behind. He had no right to dump it on Henry like that.

Henry threw it on the undone bed, moved to the kitchen and set water to boil. His stomach heaved left and right but food would settle it. In a half hour, Henry had cooked the second pack of instant noodles, devoured it, and cleaned the pot. The salty meal calmed his mind. He could hide the pistol somewhere far from the house. That would work.

Another surprise waited for him in the bedroom. The old picture decorating his side table had vanished. Did Seraphin take it? Henry searched the surroundings again, found nothing. It had to be him, but why? Another mystery—one he didn’t have time for.

He wrapped the skeptar in a tissue bag, held the package at arm’s length, and walked out of his house. Vermen’s electric pick-up waited for him outside.

“This mess wasn’t worth sixty bucks,” he told the vehicle. He strode to the door, pulled it open. No keys, of course. “A thousand dollars wouldn’t be worth it.”

Henry dumped the pistol inside, set his shoulders against the back, and started pushing. Clouds lingered in the sky but the sun pierced through. Within a few minutes, sweat rolled down his back and drenched his shirt. It took hours before he reached the tall grasses near the forest. Mount Kairn hid half the sun, and the shade cooled his overheated body.

The pick-up’s dark army color blended with the forest behind. Almost.

It wouldn’t matter. Henry headed back home, his feet dragging on the ground. What did he expect? A Union captain had disappeared. They would track him down, notice the broken door, and discover the military vehicle. Try as he might, Henry would be blamed. Arrested. Executed. All he could do was sit at his counter and wait. 

He did. They never came.

 

 

* * *

 

The following evening, Henry collapsed onto one of Paul’s wooden chairs in front of Kinsi. Only the three of them occupied the inn’s common room. The empty tables waited for customers that had disappeared through the years. He remembered the buzz of conversations drowning the music and smoke from multiple pipes hiding the ceiling. Today the National Radio filled the silence and only Paul lit his cigarette.

Henry’s life:slow, ordinary, dreadful.

A welcome change from the previous days.

He tried to relax and concentrate, but couldn’t. Since Seraphin had left, he’d been living in a weird daze, unable to focus on the present. Kinsi had been scrutinizing him ever since Henry had offered to pay for the first round.

“Where did you get the money?” insisted the grocer.

“I helped a stranger out,” he said. “He must be filthy rich. He gave me enough to live for a month.”

Kinsi answered with a doubtful stare. Henry’s lying skills hadn’t improved in the last day. There were other ways to avoid a topic, however. Like forcing another one onto the table.

“Anything on the radio?”

“The usual. Dead soldiers in Burgia, student unrest in Altaer, and nothing on the Race.”

“It’s early in the season.”

“It’s not,” Kinsi said.

Silence stretched between them. Henry recalled the surge of hope from yesterday, when he’d first noticed Seraphin at his door. News from the Races at last! Ferrea was saved. They would have waves of tourists, Paul’s inn would fill up within the week, and the smattering of residents left in his small town could hang on another year. He’d rushed down the slope, headlong into crushing disappointment. 

“There will be no Annual Mount Kairn Race this year,” he said.

The grocer blinked, then smiled. Relaxed. Why didn’t he react more? Didn’t it scare him?

“Ready to admit it, I see.”

“You knew?”

His foster father laughed, took a long draw from his ale. “You should’ve, too. We’ve both lived on the outcomes from the Races for almost a decade. Preparations should’ve started three months ago. When you didn’t receive a single shipment of trinkets for your father’s shop I figured they’d canceled. Are you so surprised? Attendance was at its lowest last year. This is the result.”

He could’ve told him outright. Instead Kinsi had let him stew and worry and hope. He’d listened to the dull radio every single day, like it was possible, like they might hear something important from it! Henry repressed his flare of temper. Kinsi would have a solution. He would know how to solve this problem.

“What do we do?” Henry asked.

“We leave.”

No. They couldn’t abandon Ferrea. They belonged here. For years, they had breathed life into the squat houses. Without their presence, the town lost its heart and expired. Henry couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. 

“Never,” he said.

“I can count Ferrea’s inhabitants on my left hand. We’re ghosts, roaming a dead village’s streets. There’s a life elsewhere, full of opportunities. We can’t stay, Henry. The world moved on without Ferrea. There is nothing left.”

Henry fought against the words as each of them smashed his heart to pieces. Anger built under his earlier relief, spinning his head. He couldn’t accept this. Kinsi had it all wrong. 

“Ferrea is all I have left.”

“It’s not. We’re here for you.”

“Yes, it is.” Henry gritted his teeth together. “It’s not much and it’s crumbling, its empty houses like the pus-filled sores on those infected by the Plague—like my mom’s before her last breath—but it’s all I have left. And your solution is what? Run away and let it die? Father did that once and you called him a coward for it. You’re no better.”

The grocer set his tankard down, edged forward, and put both palms flat on the wooden table. His lips formed a thin line, his eyebrows connected—Kinsi’s stop-being-stupid expression. Henry shuffled in his seat.

“I remember the fifteen-year-old boy buying his first instant noodles with a smattering of coins because his father had run off, taking away the money stashed in their safe. Your father fled from his grief and responsibilities. I’m accepting mine and protecting my family. We’re broke. It’s over. But you can come with us to Reverence. We’ll house you as long as you need, or want.”

Henry struggled to find a retort. He didn’t want to give up on Ferrea, not yet.

“What about Paul?”

The innkeeper turned in their direction at his name. He hadn’t missed a word of the conversation.

“I have a friend in Agrinon who needs help starting a pub. I used my savings to buy a small house by the waterside, with a nice boat and all.”

They all had a plan. Henry’s world slipped through his fingers and his friends, the last of Ferrea’s residents, helped it along. It left a bitter taste on his tongue and Kinsi’s pleading expression worsened his anger. How could he do this? Henry refused to even imagine life elsewhere. Only the radio filled the silence, the announcer’s voice droning on, dead as Ferrea.

“… well-known for leading a band of criminals suspected of theft and terrorism. This man is also accused of murder. He is five-foot-ten, weighs 135 pounds and hails from Regaria. He can be distinguished by his long white hair, extremely white skin, and pale blue eyes, tinged with red. The authorities called him extremely dangerous. They demand you do not approach him but contact them if sighted.”

 Henry stared at the radio. How many Regarian with albinism ran around fleeing the police? One. Only one. And for murder charges. Didn’t they talk of Vermen’s brother? Merciful winds, what if Seraphin’s skeptar was the murder weapon?

“I have to go.”

He jumped to his feet. His heart drummed in his chest and panic blurred his thoughts. A criminal under his roof. He’d covered the tracks. What had he been thinking? Kinsi stood after him.

“Henry, wait!”

He didn’t. Henry crossed the pub without looking back. He shoved the front door open, ignored a second call from Kinsi and walked down the street, head bent. He’d shared a meal with Seraphin, helped him capture a Union captain, got rid of the illegal weapon. They could charge him with complicity now. Or worse! Henry didn’t want to think about ‘worse’.

His belly grumbled so loudly he thought another storm prepared itself. Dark clouds covered half the sky and hid the moon. Didn’t one stormy night suffice? At least the air was lighter than the previous days. If the weather stayed like this, the night might become his last pleasant one as a free man. Not a thought he wanted to linger on. Henry tore his gaze from the clouds as he reached the slope’s top.

Once again, a man stood in his doorway. Nothing white about this one, however.

The stranger wore a heavy leather coat, with similar gloves and high boots. The hood from a dark sweater concealed his features. It couldn’t be Seraphin. He was too small and his posture too relaxed. Not a Union soldier either. What kind of man showed up at your doorstep, all in black and hiding their features?

Hitmen. Assassins. Seraphin’s lot.

Henry backtracked and dashed for the long herbs of the field. He flattened himself on the ground and hoped the man at the door hadn’t noticed him. He crawled farther along the hill and peeked up. The killer hadn’t moved. Henry was safe. For now.

He could run away. Escape Seraphin’s hired gun and warn the local authorities. The closest police station was in Colhurt—an entire day’s walk. His belly rumbled as a protest. Too long a trek to go without food and he couldn’t get help from Kinsi or Paul. If he talked to them, they’d become targets too. No one would solve this problem for him.

Henry had one tool, though: Seraphin’s pistol.

He crawled through the long grass. His hands and knees sank in the muddy ground and in a matter of minutes his white shirt turned brown. He progressed at a snail’s pace and described a long circle around his house. The rustling of green blades accompanied his movements, his heart hammered like thunder and an earthy scent saturated his nose. His head spun. As he passed through the fields around his home, his hands began to itch and turned red and puffy under the cake of dirt. What a mess. He should’ve turned Seraphin away.

At last, the electric car’s shape appeared through the jungle. Henry lumbered to his feet, flung the door open and grabbed the tote bag. His hands shook as he took the firearm out. The pistol burned his sweaty and itchy hands. He could kill a man now—the one at his door. Perhaps the day’s walk to Colhurt was a better option after all. Then what? Live on the run? Away from Ferrea? No.

He crept down the road, his fingers clutching the cross. The squish of mud under his soles rang loudly in his ear. Every blade brushing against his forearms made him jump. He made his way back toward his small house, crouched and ready, his puffed fingers barely fitting next to the trigger.

As he neared the road and his door, the moon peeked between the clouds and shed its white light on the scene. The hitman raised his head and the hood fell off.

Smooth blue skin.

As it registered, Henry wondered what kind of monster he was and a thousand horrible stories popped into his mind, coalescing into terrified surprise. He closed his eyes and pulled the trigger. The shot blasted into the night. The man crashed to the ground as wood splintered with a loud crack. Henry coughed on the cloud of gunpowder.

“Holy Lady! Don’t shoot again. Please don’t.”

Henry dared to look. The stranger lay on the ground, protecting his head with one hand and holding his arm with the other. Although his gloves hid the hand’s skin, there could be no mistake about his face. Blue as the Kairn River. He hadn’t dreamt it. Henry stepped out of the grass, dazed.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“You just shot me!”

“You’re blue!”

“I…” He rubbed his forehead and nose with a gloved hand then struggled to his feet. A sad smile materialized on his round face. “Am I? Sometimes I forget.”

They stood in an uncomfortable silence. A batch of straw-yellow hair topped the stranger’s head and sweat rolled down his cheeks. Long leather coats weren’t meant for summer. His blue eyes stood out, matching the skin’s color. Henry followed their gaze as it fell upon the pistol.

“Is that Seraphin’s?” he asked. “Bone handle, red string…it is! How could he forget his skeptar?”

“Ask him.”

“Already did, kind of. He won’t tell me anything about his face-off with Captain Vermen. I don’t need to know, apparently.” The blue man lifted his right hand from his arm. In the dim light, the blood on his gloves shone black.

“Did I actually hit?” Henry couldn’t tell if that would make him proud or terrified. 

“A splinter grazed my arm. More scared than hurt, though. You hit the door.” He pointed at the hole in the broken wood. “I’m glad you can’t aim. Can we go inside and talk? I swear I’m not here to hurt you, or I wouldn’t have stood on your doorstep for hours!”

Everything about this was so incongruous. A friend of Seraphin clad in suspicious black clothes had waited for him and now he assured him all he wanted was a talk. A talk! Yet something about his genuine smile washed away Henry’s earlier terror—or perhaps his life had just passed some sort of weirdness threshold and he no longer cared.

“Sure. Why not? It’s not like I just shot you.”

His new companion possessed a good sense of humor. He laughed and gestured for Henry to lead the way through the broken door. They sat at the counter, where he’d shared a meal with Seraphin. The man’s pistol rested between them. Nothing abnormal there either.

“I’m Andeal,” the blue man said. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”

Finally? It didn’t make any sense. The evening’s frustration and stress kicked in. He cut the chase short. “What do you want?”

Andeal reached into the enormous pocket of his coat and brought a framed picture out. Henry, with his dad and the balloon. The picture shook in his hands and he couldn’t keep his voice from trembling as he spoke. “Seraphin gave it to me. You said this was your dad, and he flew the balloon?”

“Yes.”

Could this get any stranger? Stolen pictures, unexpected topics and Andeal’s unexplainable excitement. 

“Lenz Schmitt, right?”

Andeal held the picture at arm’s length, inches away from Henry’s face. Annoyed, Henry shoved it away. Why did it matter?

“Yeah.”

Andeal slammed the frame down and brought Henry into a tight but brief embrace. It was finished the moment it started, leaving Henry dazed. Relief showed through every muscle of Andeal’s body. He pulled his gloves off then ran a hand through his hair. His palms were a paler blue than the rest of his skin. Andeal seemed to be struggling for words.

“This is fabulous. I’ve been looking for you.”

Henry studied the picture and pushed it away as his stomach twisted. Eight years, and for the first time, someone had information on Lenz Schmitt. He’d given up a long time ago. Did he want to hear it now? To get involved with Andeal and his eager grin?

“No. I’m done with all of this. Seraphin, the captain, my father…I don’t want to hear any of it.”

“Not…anything?”

Andeal’s smile vanished as he tried to swallow the words. Henry avoided his incredulous stare, walked around the counter and reached for the cucumbers’ bag. His sausage-fingers let one of the vegetables slip twice but Henry fished for it again. His hunger grew as this conversation progressed, along with his frustration. He wanted that cucumber.

“None of it.” Was it so hard to understand? Henry grabbed a knife, set the cucumber on the counter, and sliced through it. “He disappeared from my life eight years ago and never gave any news. I spent years opening the mailbox every morning hoping I’d see his handwriting. Thousands of tourists filed past my house for the Races, and I watched them. Maybe one would walk up to me and share a few kind words from him. Maybe they’d tell me he’d come back, that he didn’t mean to abandon me. But no!” He cut faster and faster, his cheeks flushed. “He entrusted me with the balloon and let me deal with the questions and the grief. He cared more about that stupid envelope than he ever did about me. Do you know how hard it is to wipe your father out of your life even when you know he’s out there?”

“Yes.”

Henry froze. He hadn’t expected an answer to his rhetorical question. Even less an affirmative one.

“So does Lenz,” Andeal said. “He talked about you all the time. He never forgot you.”

“Then he should’ve returned earlier!” Henry gave one big slice into the cucumber then slammed the knife down. He pushed the slices onto a small plate. His head buzzed. He didn’t want to hear any of it, it was too hard. A change of subject was in order. “It’s too late. Tell me about you instead.”

“If I do, you’ll learn information the Union intends to keep silent. Are you sure you want to get involved deeper in this?”

Henry bit into a cucumber slice, as though its freshness could clear his mind. He glanced at his broken door. How long before the Union found him? What would they do to him?

“You’re afraid. We can protect you,” Andeal said. “We could make you disappear until everything calms down. Seraphin’s been off the grid for six years now and they haven’t caught him.”

“What do you call that night then? That captain came one finger itch away from putting a bullet in his forehead.”

Andeal smirked. He’d baited him into commenting on the evening and Henry fell for it. Time to wipe that smug expression off his face.

“Perhaps he should’ve. It’d be one less murderer on this earth and I wouldn’t have a freaky blue man knocking at my door with ghost stories of a father who couldn’t be bothered to send a single message to his only son. Just the one! Saying he was okay and he did love him despite dumping him the morning after his mother died!”

The smile did vanish, replaced by a glare. Andeal’s angry expression brought Henry no satisfaction.

“You have no idea what you’re talking about. Did it ever cross your tiny brain that if Lenz didn’t send word, it might be because he couldn’t? That maybe something bad had happened and he was going through living hell with said freaky blue man? That sending mail when you’re in a minuscule cell isn’t exactly a possibility? But the best part is that he did write a message and get it out.” Andeal drew an old rag from his coat’s pocket and slapped it on the counter. Then he slid off his stool and cast Henry one sorely disappointed look. “Here it is. Who would have thought that when I’d finally find Lenz Schmitt’s son, I’d discover a man too afraid of his own shadow to even hear his father’s last words?”

A hundred different retorts jostled in Henry’s mind but they all vanished when Andeal finished his rant. He put down the cucumber slice he was about to eat.

“Last words?”

“He’s dead, Henry. Shot down by Union soldiers.”

Shot. 

Every bit of information Andeal let slip about his father made it sound as though he was part of something complicated and scary—as though he’d been more than a grief-ridden shopkeeper who’d run away. Part of him wanted to ask about it, to know what Andeal meant by ‘living hell’ and how his father had wound up in a cell. What if there was more to this story? Maybe he’d done it for Henry, or for his mom, and there was a way to explain everything. But how could anything justify disappearing without a single word? With nothing but that enraging note? No. Henry didn’t owe it to his father to get involved. He refused to stir that hornet’s nest. The last few days had filled his adventure quota for years.

“I’m sorry to hear that. I’ll add a symbolic grave next to my mother’s, that way he will have visited it at least once.”

Andeal’s expression morphed into one of disgust. He put his gloves back on with angry, jerky movements.

“Your father was a hero. It kills me to see his son is a spineless coward.”

Henry tapped on the counter with his index finger. Guilt had worked up a large lump in his throat. He was being a horrible son, but then again, Lenz Schmitt had never been a great father either. He had abandoned him. This, Henry repeated to himself, was a fitting end to their relationship. So why did his eyes always return to the rag?

As Andeal pulled his hood back up, the squeal of tires traveled down the slope from Ferrea. Henry’s stomach clenched. He had expected that sound for two days and knew right away what it was. 

“Union soldiers.” Andeal grabbed his forearm. “Please come with me. Giving me this message is almost the last thing your father did. I protected it and I can protect you, too.”

Henry tore his gaze from his windows and the sound of impending doom. “And leave Ferrea?”

“You can stay and tell them what you know and pray they believe you’re innocent, if you prefer.” A tight fear was growing in Andeal’s voice, as though the very idea scared him. “I wouldn’t. When they cuffed me I vanished from existence for two horrible years. I’m not waiting around for it to happen again.”

Vanishing didn’t sound like any fun to Henry. Even less than leaving Ferrea.

“Okay. Okay.”

He said the second ‘okay’ more forcefully, to give himself the courage to move. While Andeal shoved the pistol, the rag with his father’s message, and his family portrait in a sack, Henry hurried to get a change of clothes. He grabbed whatever he could, threw it inside on top of everything else, then muttered a third “Okay”. They slipped through the back door as tires screeched to a halt in front of Henry’s house.
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CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Henry set his back against the rough trunk of a birch tree and slid to the ground. The past hours had brought the discovery of new muscles in his legs. His soles burned and his mouth had turned drier than Ferrea’s streets after a month of harsh sun. Every new step increased his hatred of walking. Too much of it packed in a single day. He refused to go on.

“Tired?” Andeal stood over him. His breath was a little short, but he showed no other signs of fatigue. He smirked as Henry fought to calm his panicking heart.

“You said we didn’t have far to go!”

Once they were certain there was no pursuit, Andeal had let him sleep as best as he could on the hard ground. They had set off again in the morning, Henry grumbling while his strange companion walked with a new skip to his steps. He had assured Henry it wasn’t a long walk.

“Indeed. We’re already halfway there,” Andeal said.

“Only halfway?”

Henry groaned. He would not stand and continue now. How could Andeal not tire? Did he train for hours every day? This hike through the forest was torture. Henry had to delay their next departure. Even if it meant breaking the avoid-all-serious-topics truce he’d established with Andeal since they’d fled. Henry picked the only thing he could think of that did not concern his father. 

“How can you be friends with Seraphin? They



















































































OPS/images/cover.jpg
VIRAL AIRWAVES

QLAUDIE ARSENEAULT | 4






OPS/images/balloon.png





