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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


 


Seraphin’s squad stood at attention in the Union army’s headquarters, a cold rain drizzling on their beige berets and soaking their uniforms. The other squad members whispered to one another with enthusiasm, but Seraphin couldn’t quite share their excitement. Why get worked up over another change of command? In the eighteen months he’d been in the service, the Union army had assigned his squad to three different generals. They still hadn’t worked out how to best integrate Mikken’s small military force within Ferrys’ bigger army, nor where to distribute the troops. How they thought they could invade Regaria with such a disorganized force was beyond Seraphin. They’d need all the help they could get, and Seraphin was glad to oblige. Now was the time to join the Union, not in ten years when it became stable and no longer needed Regaria’s innovative minds and stout arms. 

Seraphin wiped the rain off his glasses, then fussed with his uniform one last time. His boots shone from all the black wax, there was a perfect crease down the front of his pants from when he’d ironed them, and he’d asked Stern to trim his hair again, despite the fact it already met all criteria. The truth was, no matter how irreproachable his appearance, he would stand out in the crowd. His hair was white as fresh snow, his skin just a tad rosier, and what little blue his eyes had was so pale one could see the veins through it, tinging them with red. And if being albinistic wasn’t enough, his Regarian accent shone through the moment he spoke. Every officer inspection was the same. They all stopped in front of him and questioned his presence in the Union’s militia. At least this time it wasn’t under a burning sun. The last had taken so long, Seraphin’s skin had burnt lobster-red and hurt for a week, and he’d wanted to cry from the constant bright light in his eyes. Rain and clouds were much better in his opinion. 

“Hey, Stern,” he whispered.

The soldier on his right turned his head just a little. Stern was taller than Seraphin, and the beret hid his blond hair completely. Most squad members avoided Seraphin, but Stern had helped him out from the start. While his sense of humor was a bit lacking, Seraphin appreciated the unwavering support. Not many people ever had his back like that.

“What is it?”

“We should take bets on how much of a jerk this one is to me.”

Stern frowned a little. “Don’t joke about these things. Besides, you know I don’t bet.”

“You’re too much of a sore loser for that, yeah.”

Stern seemed about to protest, but their sergeant barked an order. The entire squad fell silent, straightening up and bringing their hands down at each side. The new general was coming, and none of them wanted to be noticed so early on. General Klaus Vermen had a reputation for ruthlessness—both for his enemies and troops. Seraphin’s jaw clenched in apprehension. Although General Vermen might be the right man to pull their army together and end this war, he sounded like a lot of trouble for his one Regarian soldier. 

A tall man stepped into the courtyard, his hands clasped behind his back. His thick eyebrows and pointed jaw turned his scowl into a truly terrifying expression, and Seraphin no longer wondered how he managed to make such an impression on recruits. General Klaus Vermen strode down the line, his broad shoulders squared and his lips pressed into a tight, unhappy line. Soldiers cowered and remained still only out of fear. Seraphin could almost hear the sighs of relief following his passage. The closer Vermen came, the tighter Seraphin ground his teeth together. He stared straight ahead, waiting.

Of course, the general stopped right in front of him. His flat nose scrunched into a sneer.

“Can you even shoot, soldier?”

Heat flushed Seraphin’s cheeks. He wondered just how red they turned—tomato-red was a standard color when he became flustered.

“Yes sir. I’ll never be your best sniper, but I can shoot just fine.”

From the moment Seraphin rolled that first r, letting his Regarian accent shine through, the general’s eyes narrowed. He clacked his tongue and when he responded, he made his voice loud and clear so every single soul in the courtyard could hear.

“When they told me they’d started recruiting Regarians for the militia, I wasn’t impressed. I still expected better than sick runts who had nowhere else to go. How did you cheat the tests, soldier? I know you can’t see shit without those fancy glasses of yours.”

“I didn’t cheat. Sir.”

Only a little. Enough to convince them he wasn’t legally blind, and could handle himself in a fight. He’d aced the shooting practices, too—half a year of intensive training paying off, letting him prove that he could fight alongside others. General Vermen snorted at his answer, like he didn’t believe a word of it. 

“What’s your name?”

“Seraphin Holt.”

“Well, Holt … It’s always good to know who to send on the most dangerous mission. Welcome to the team. I’ll keep an eye on you.”

Seraphin’s heart quickened until he could feel its beat down to the very tips of his fingers. He hadn’t joined to become cannon fodder. It had taken everything to get into this army, despite their so-called new recruitment of Regarian militia. They had questioned his loyalty over and over again, asking about ties with the guerilla resistance. It didn’t matter how often Seraphin told them he no longer spoke to anyone from his hometown, they wouldn’t listen. At some point they grew bored of it, or admitted they wouldn’t get any other answer, and finally allowed him to join a squad. Their sergeant had come to trust him, yet General Vermen’s threat made Seraphin feel like he’d fallen back to square one. He met the officer’s dark gaze, lifting his chin a little. 

“Thank you, sir. It’s good to know someone with better eyesight is watching my back.”

General Vermen’s glare intensified, and Seraphin wondered what kind of disciplinary measure he’d inherit for that little comeback. He tried not to smile. The officer scoffed, shook his head, and moved on without a word. 

Seraphin didn’t relax until Vermen was way down the line of soldiers. He heaved a sigh of relief, as many others had before him. Even their sergeant seemed on edge when the general came to speak with him. Seraphin caught them looking his way, and for a moment it seemed like the lesser officer might be defending him. One could always hope, anyway, but Seraphin made sure not to stare in their direction. 

“Sure am glad I didn’t bet,” Stern said in a low voice. “He doesn’t like you.”

“Nobody ever does, it seems.”

There was one notable exception to that rule, and as General Vermen left the courtyard and they were dismissed, Seraphin couldn’t help but miss Alex. Stern was a good and loyal friend, but he was straight as an iron bar. He didn’t quite get what it was like, to be noticed and shunned on such a frequent basis. Not the way Alex had. His friend’s arrival in Seraphin’s life had been like a breath of fresh air.



 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


 


Alex first came to Iswood in the spring of Seraphin’s fifteenth birthday. The snow had only half-melted, and while there was none on the roofs of the small village’s houses, large drifts still clung in the shadows of buildings. With the warm sun out that day, however, Seraphin knew they wouldn’t last much longer. He’d gone out with his younger sister, Leanna, each armed with a long courtball stick. They slung the ball at each other, trying to catch it with the net at the top of their stick, and groaning when it fell with a whump in a pile of snow. Seraphin hadn’t bothered to put a coat and cap on, but he did have his special sunglasses. This time of the year was one of the rare occasions when the sun was hot enough to keep him warm, but weak enough not to burn his skin within an hour. He still had to protect his eyes, however. That never changed. 

Leanna had been slinging her shots farther and farther away, forcing her brother to run to catch. He gave it back tenfold, and their little game escalated with every exchange, until she grinned at him. Even from a distance, he could see the challenge in her green eyes. 

“Let’s see if you get this one, Seraph!”

With a little grunt, she flung the courtball stick in a wide arc. The ball flew out in a perfect curve, way above Seraphin’s head. He let out a curse and sprinted after it, squinting to keep track of its path, only to realize it would land on the other end of their neighbor’s roof. Seraphin smirked. It would roll down the sloped tiles, giving him a bit of extra time to position himself under it. If he could go a bit faster …

Just as he tried to push himself, he noticed a form straightening up on the roof. Directly under the ball. He stared at a short and stocky teenager, with tawny skin and a slew of brown freckles. Her bright red jacket and baggy shirt half-concealed large breasts, and she wore neon blue bangles and jeans that could almost match the flashy color. The blue was also in the thick hairband holding a ponytail of frizzy hair. Amazed that anyone would dare wear such an outfit, Seraphin didn’t even think to call a warning. The ball smacked the back of her head, sending her tumbling. She landed on her hands and knees, but thankfully didn’t fall off the roof. The first words Seraphin ever heard from Alex were a string of curses, in a deep and angry voice.

He couldn’t have known, skidding to a stop with a cringe, how much this meeting would change his life. 

Seraphin remained rooted to the spot. He tried to blame the warmth coursing up his body and prickling his fingers on the sun and exercise. It also accounted for his dry throat and sweaty palms, after all, but he knew better. Alex climbed to the top of the roof and stared down at him. 

“Hey, white boy, what was that for?”

Seraphin’s cheeks flushed even deeper. How ugly would the red be? He touched them, hoping it wasn’t too bad, then realized he actually needed to answer Alex’s question. 

“I didn’t do it!” It wasn’t fair to blame Leanna, but she had slung that ball, and Seraphin pointed her way without hesitation. “She did.”

Leanna had come running after him. She stopped with an offended pout. “Wow. Way to stick with your family. Has no one taught you about sibling solidarity? Our ancestors would be ashamed.”

Seraphin’s fingers went to the red string wrapped a few times around his wrist. A gift from his father, per Regarian tradition. His ancestors’ spirits were housed in a braid made from the hair of an old and ugly-ass horse. They had worse things to be ashamed of than Seraphin’s little blame—or so he liked to think. The truth was, despite his father’s constant jokes about the horse’s appearance, the beast had been at his side for thirty years. It had broken a leg near the end of Seraphin’s mother’s pregnancy, and by using its hair to create the skeptar, Damian Holt had meant to honor the old friend he’d just put down. The red was the horse’s blood, and Damian had recited the short prayer to allow the ancestors to imbue the string with their spirits. Seraphin might jest about the old horse, but he knew the importance his skeptar held.

 “I’m sorry,” he said, “but I’m sure they’d be even prouder if you accepted your actions, and owned up to your mistake.”

She let out a small huff. “You just don’t want to be blamed.”

“I don’t care who did it,” Alex interrupted. “It hurt like hell.”

“What are you doing up there anyway?” Seraphin asked. “You’re not even from Iswood, and you’re already climbing on our roofs?”

He’d had no idea who this other teenager was at the time, except that she couldn’t be from his hometown. Iswood didn’t even have a hundred citizens. Everyone knew everyone, and no one around would ever brave public opinion with Alex’s attire. 

“I’m not just climbing it, I’m fixing it.” Alex lifted a screwdriver and waved it around. “Got an internship with Mister Old Walt for the summer. I was told the power’s flickering on and off for a lot of these houses because of a storm this winter, and the old man isn’t in any shape to be prancing on a roof. That courtball of yours would’ve knocked him dead.”

He was right about that. Old Walt was the only one in town who knew enough about the solar panels and electricity to keep everything running, but Seraphin’s father said the last five years had been hard on his back. Seraphin was convinced Old Walt’s ancestors were punishing him for being an all-around asshole. So they’d hired a cute-as-hell apprentice to compensate? Seraphin wasn’t going to complain. The newcomer could replace their mean Old Walt anytime she wanted. 

“Well, he used to say I was demonspawn. I think he’d have deserved that courtball.”

“Seraph!”

Leanna always protested when he said anything violent. 

He grimaced at her, not about to apologize. She wasn’t at the receiving end of his insults, after all, or part of their little war. When he’d turned ten, Seraphin had started calling the man ‘Old Wart,’ and he still did for every new ‘demonspawn’ that came out of Walt’s mouth. Besides, the teenager had laughed a little at his answer, and that was encouragement enough for Seraphin. He smiled at the teenager up on the roof. 

“He’ll die soon enough on his own,” he said. “You could come live here and replace him. What’s your name?”

“Alex.” She threw the courtball down at Seraphin, who caught it in the net at the end of his stick. “Sadly, I’ve got my own folk to take care of, down south. I don’t think I’ll be settling here for the winter.”

Seraphin tried to contain the sharp stab of disappointment in his stomach. He already liked Alex, and having someone who was so obviously different around seemed like it’d be fun. For once he wouldn’t be the only one to stand out. With a sigh, he handed his courtball stick and the ball to his sister. 

“Why don’t you go store them?”

“What? No.” She crossed her arms, blowing away a strand of brown hair before staring with a defiant look. “Just because you find her cute doesn’t mean I’ll—”

“Them.” Alex frowned a little as she—they—interrupted Leanna. “I’m not a ‘her’.”

His sister looked about to protest, so Seraphin slapped his hand over her mouth and pushed her toward the house. He could feel all the heat in his cheeks and was glad this pronoun business was obscuring Leanna’s declaration about his finding Alex cute. “You heard them,” he said. “Off you go.”

She glared at him, but there was a hint of shame behind her anger. Neither of them had missed the slight hurt in Alex’s tone when they’d corrected her. With a final huff, Leanna spun on her heels and stalked away. Seraphin tried not to laugh at the exaggerated outrage. Leanna liked to put on a show when she believed life was being unfair to her, which seemed to be whenever she was asked to do something. Then again, at least she did whatever tasks were put before her. When he’d been twelve, Seraphin had developed a surprising proficiency at going unnoticed or hiding in the woods at the exact moment he would be needed. Now he mostly used those skills to avoid those with less-than-polite opinions about his albinism. 

The two teenagers watched her in silence, but Alex decided to pick up their conversation before Leanna had even disappeared down the road. 

“So … white boy thinks I’m cute, huh?”

Seraphin’s heart jumped all the way into his throat, and at first, all that escaped was a strangled “What? No!” He spun on his heels, probably redder than even Alex’s ridiculous jacket. Seraphin tried not to seem too stiff, despite the sudden tension in his back and shoulders. He spread his arms, cracked a smile he hoped resembled something charming, and leaned back a little. “I don’t think cute really cuts it.”

His answer was rewarded by a large grin. Alex laughed—a deep and choppy sound that was at the same time weird and adorable—then gestured for Seraphin to come. 

“If you want to climb up, I can show you what I’m doing.”

Seraphin had never bothered to learn about the solar panels on their roof. They’d always been there for him, a reliable source of electricity for the community, and when the older folks spoke of oil and natural gas as a power source, it always left him wondering if they’d all had their little barrels and cans in the backyard. He knew there’d been a large-scale power grid, had even seen the giant metal towers outside the village, but it was hard to wrap his mind around the idea their electricity had come from so far away. 

Seraphin found Alex’s ladder and hurried up with enthusiasm, however: his interest in all things electrical rekindled by a very specific motivation. It wouldn’t do for his newfound friend, so obviously confident in their ability, to think him ignorant. He withheld his questions about their pronouns for the same reason, burying his curiosity under his desire to impress. 

Seraphin settled next to Alex, and they smiled at him, as though they were sharing some sort of secret, then began their explanation on the different parts of the solar panel. Alex must have known Seraphin didn’t care that much, because after a while they dropped the pretext and made small talk about other topics. The conversation lasted hours, and Seraphin’s skin began to hurt and itch. He knew he should go home, or cover it before it burned more thoroughly, but he didn’t want to leave. Alex noticed him scratching his arms and frowned.

“Are you okay?”

Seraphin pressed his lips together. Should he tell them? He didn’t like to admit how little it took for him to get horrible sunburns—he wasn’t some fragile flower to fret over. Alex was to spend the summer here, however. They would learn sooner or later.

“It’s the albinism.” His voice was a hesitant whisper. Why did it always have this hint of shame? It wasn’t his fault. “No pigments to counter the sun or something. I burn really fast.”

Alex’s eyes widened a little. “Oh, I’m sorry I didn’t think of that. Here.” 

They shed their light coat in one smooth movement, and offered it to Seraphin. It hung between the two teenagers for a moment, before Seraphin grinned and snatched it. Relief spread through his body as he slipped it on. The sleeves stopped a little short, so Seraphin dug his hands into the pockets, then he shifted around to keep the sun from falling directly on his face. 

“Thanks.”

His gaze fell upon the intricate sleeve tattoo running up Alex’s arm, in pale white ink. He stared at the pattern, entranced by the myriad curvy lines crisscrossing one another. They might have looked like thin scars if not for the complex design.

“It’s nice, huh?” Alex asked, raising their arm to let Seraphin see better. “Drew it myself.”

“Wow.”

Seraphin wished something more intelligent had come out of his mouth. It wasn’t fair. Here was Alex—who couldn’t be much older than him, if at all—with a bright smile and weird laugh, incredible knowledge of solar panels and their functions, rock-solid confidence in who they were, and now a talent for art on top of all that? Seraphin couldn’t help but be intimidated. In comparison, he had nothing going for him. He spent most of his days hiding from the sun or the villagers, and he could drive good bargains thanks to his father. 

“When did you learn to do that?” he asked. 

Alex shrugged. “Truth is, I’ve always doodled patterns like these. If it was up to me, I wouldn’t do all the electricity stuff. But my mom can’t walk anymore, and someone’s got to help pay the bills. There’s a lot of money in the solar business for a technician. All the roofs installed in a hurry when the oil went missing are starting to give out. One day, though, I’ll go back to tattoos. This one’s a reminder of my real dream—when these designs will be my job.” 

“Why not bring her here? Your mom, I mean. We’d help her through the winter.”

Iswood might not always be kind to him, but solidarity ran strong among the rest of the villagers. If one of them was down on their luck, the others picked up the slack, covering for food and other essentials. They’d treat Alex’s mom well, and then maybe Seraphin’s new friend wouldn’t have to leave when summer ended. 

“Can’t.” Alex sighed, pinched their nose. “Moving her is … complicated. Besides, cold is bad for her health, and the winter is a lot easier down south.”

“Did the Threstle Plague kill her lungs?”

The virus had taken many lives in Iswood, and they’d had it easier than most. Seraphin had heard almost half of Altaer had caught it. Those who’d survived owed their thanks to Galen Clarin’s vaccine, but many still had trouble breathing.

“No, it’s … every movement hurts her. Something is wrong with her muscles. She’d never make it all the way here.”

Seraphin found no counter argument, to his great sadness. “That’s too bad,” he said. “The tattoo is really nice, though.”

Alex’s thanks brought the topic to an end, and after a few seconds of awkward silence, they went back to work on the solar panels. Seraphin studied their actions, repeating the steps Alex had taught him earlier, glad he understood some of it now. Their conversation picked back up again, and as the sun slowly began its way down across the sky, Seraphin found himself thanking his ancestors for bringing Alex to Iswood, even if just for a few months. 




  *




Seraphin spent the entire summer with Alex. At first they stayed in Iswood, sitting against the disused well in the center of the village, watching who entered the Wet Lizard pub and taking bets as to when they’d leave, and in what state. Iswood’s residents were creatures of habit. Men and women finished their tasks at the same hour every day, and converged on the old pub almost right away. In theory, Alex and Seraphin could’ve gone in—teens received watered ale—but they preferred to be alone outside. Old Walt glared at them whenever he walked past. Alex usually waved back with a large grin, as though they weren’t bothered in the least, and then wished the grumpy old man a good drink. 

One evening as Old Walt slammed the Wet Lizard’s door as an answer, Alex leaned towards Seraphin.

“So why is it called the ‘Wet Lizard’? Do you guys keep an iguana inside and splash it with alcohol or something?”

Seraphin imagined Old Walt and his father dumping precious ale on a placid iguana, and he burst out laughing. Only an outsider would ask something like that. He patted Alex’s shoulder and shook his head. 

“Nothing as fantastic, I’m afraid. Local legend has it the first owner was called Lee Izzard, and was drunker than his patrons at any given time of day. Spilled more beer on himself than in the mugs. One day he slipped on a puddle and cracked his skull on the counter, or so the story says. They renamed the pub in his honor.”

“So there’s no lizard,” Alex said. “That’s just his name, mashed up.”

“Afraid so.”

“I’m disappointed. Lizards are cool.”

Seraphin chuckled, then stood up. “I know somewhere a bunch of them hang out. Wanna see?”

Alex jumped to their feet, and that marked their first expedition into the conifer forest surrounding Iswood. Seraphin knew the pinewoods by heart. He’d fled into them countless times before, sometimes to avoid chores, sometimes to avoid insult. He felt more at home between the thick tree trunks, protected from the glaring sun by a sea of tiny needles above his head, and as they moved through the forest, he finally dared a question he’d held back since their first meeting. 

“Since I cleared up that one mystery for you, maybe you could do the same for me?”

Alex gave him a confused look. “Sure?”

“You’re not a girl. I get that. Except you never talk like you’re a boy either, and I don’t know what to make of that.”

“I’m not asking you to ‘make’ anything of it, Seraphin.” Alex ran a hand through their hair and tightened their ponytail. “I’m neither. There’s really no way to explain it. It always seemed wrong to be called a girl, but it didn’t feel like I was a boy either. I just …” They paused, shrugged. “I don’t have a gender. I’m me, and when I stopped trying to be something else, that’s when things started to feel right.”

Seraphin let the words sink in. He might need time to get used to the idea, but if it made Alex happy, then it must be a good one. Seraphin certainly hadn’t reached that sort of self-confidence. He cracked a smile at Alex, to reassure them.

“Well, my no-gender friend, I hope you’re ready for some very cool lizards.”

Seraphin first showed Alex the lizard pool, but through the summer they explored all of his favorite spots. They would sit and talk late into the night, sometimes all the way to sunrise, alternating between serious topics and silly stories. They returned to the lizard pool quite often, but as the hot season drew to an end, Seraphin brought Alex to his favorite hideout.

At the top of a small crest about an hour out of town was a lone tree, half-dead and twisted on itself. Its needles had fallen years ago, never to grow back, and its bark had turned a pale, sickly gray. The branches stooped and turned instead of extending straight out, almost as if the tree had tried to retract them from pain. It stood alone, battered by the wind, a little higher than the rest of the forest. On the day they visited, deep clouds painted the sky gray and strong gusts pulled at their clothes. Seraphin put his hand on the tree’s trunk. The rough bark under his fingers always reassured him.

“No one knows what happened to this tree,” Seraphin said. “No one remembers it ever being green. All of Iswood avoids coming here. They think the tree is cursed.”

Alex came up the slope behind him. They didn’t answer right away, instead studying the gray tree with a frown. The forests near their hometown in the south were smaller, and they’d spent a good deal of the summer marveling at the massive pines. 

“A bug probably did that to him,” they said. “Nothing fancy like a curse.”

“I know. It seems obvious, but that doesn’t change the town’s opinion.” Seraphin looked at the twisted branches and sketched a smile. Every winter, he wondered if the tree would hold up against the snowstorms. Every summer, he found it clinging to life atop its small crest. “I like to think that what they call a curse is actually a blessing. I mean, look at it. It stands here all alone, half-broken, and yet nothing has managed to knock it down yet.”

Alex touched his forearm and stepped next to him. They were so close, Seraphin could feel their warmth despite the strong winds. He leaned a little towards them, seeking more.

“The tree is you, isn’t it?” they asked.

Seraphin scoffed a little. “I wish. The tree’s rooted deep. It has a hidden strength to keep it standing.” He turned to face Alex, his fingers tracing the skeptar at his wrist. “I don’t have anything to rely on.”

“You have me.”

“You leave next week.”

“I’ll be back. Every summer if I can.” Alex met his gaze without flinching. “I talked it out with Old Walt. He grumbled and swore, but there’s too much to do for him to say no. So … you just hold on through winter, white boy, and I’ll be right here with you.”

Right here with him. Seraphin’s breath caught in his throat. Alex would come all the way back to this minuscule town, where people gave them weird looks more often than hellos, for the sake of being with him. What else? It seemed impossible that Alex—funny, confident, talented Alex—would go to such lengths for him. Seraphin tried to think of something to say and found the words had escaped, leaving his mind empty. He was also very hot, despite the wind slipping through his jacket and pushing his hair about. They remained there, unmoving, Alex still holding Seraphin’s gaze. After several long seconds, Alex’s eyebrows shot up.

“You know, if you meant to kiss me, that was the exact moment you should have.”

An embarrassed flush rose to Seraphin’s cheeks. He fumbled for words, failed again, and Alex laughed. They rolled their eyes, grabbed the front of his shirt, and pulled him down. Before his muddled brain could quite follow the sequence of events, Alex’s lips were pressed against his, and Seraphin’s discomfiture gave way to a very different warmth. It snuggled in the pit of his belly, throbbing. The kiss didn’t last, however. 

When Alex stepped back, Seraphin grinned. 

“That wasn’t exactly romantic.”

“I don’t do romance. I …” Alex trailed off, and for the first time since Seraphin had known them, they seemed to hesitate. Doubts weren’t something they often displayed. “Look, don’t get the wrong idea. I don’t love-love you, that’s just not me. But you’re cute, and important. Really important, just not in that way? So I’ll be coming back.”

At first Seraphin only stared, confused. Alex had just kissed him. They’d promised to come back every summer and said he was really important. All actions that intensified the warmth in Seraphin’s body, and made him crave more. He wanted to ask what Alex meant by ‘not love-love’, to have them explain away the sharp pain the words had brought. When he noticed Alex tugging at the corners of their open red jacket, lips pressed and gaze down at the ground, Seraphin bit back his question. Another day, perhaps. Despite the early explanation, it had taken the whole summer for Seraphin to wrap his head around Alex’s lack of gender. If they came back, Seraphin would have time to wrap his head around this second anomaly, too.

“O-okay, then. I’ll remember.” Better to change the subject. He managed a smirk and added, “It took the whole summer, but I finally got you to admit I was cute.”

Alex returned his smile and pushed him back a little. “Well played.”

After that, Alex seemed to relax. Their conversation turned away from the twisted tree, to the long travel that awaited Seraphin’s friend. Iswood was way farther north than their hometown, and it sounded like the cross-country hike was quite the pain. As Alex retold some of the misadventures on their way up to Iswood, Seraphin realized just how much trouble Alex would be going through for the sake of spending another summer with him. Suddenly it didn’t quite matter as much, whether or not they loved him. He had been blessed with the truest of friends, and he would forever thank his ancestors for it.



 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER THREE

 


 


 


Three years had passed since Alex’s first summer in Iswood, and as Seraphin’s squad stopped on the plateau overlooking his hometown, he prayed his friend had left town early this year. The hot season was drawing to a close, and there was a chance Alex hadn’t stuck around since Seraphin wasn’t there. It might help ease his nerves to know they wouldn’t see whatever was coming. Seraphin had no idea what it’d be, but he already sensed it wouldn’t be good. 

Two weeks ago, General Vermen had given orders to march on this miniscule town, this little hamlet lost in Regaria’s tall pine forests, declaring he would make an example of it. What kind of example, no one could tell. The weight in Seraphin’s stomach had grown with every passing day, until he could no longer eat anything. He didn’t want to know. Vermen’s ruthless reputation conjured the worst fears to his mind. Sergeant Dresden had noticed and been kind enough to call this whole enterprise a routine operation, but Seraphin couldn’t shake the horror creeping up his spine whenever he thought about it.

Routine operations involved crackdowns on rebellious cells. At best, they meant a slew of violent arrests. Seraphin stared at his hometown, small houses huddled together, half hidden by the giant conifers, and his thumb rubbed against his skeptar. In Iswood, everyone knew everyone, and they all knew who was involved in the network of guerrilla fights against the Union army.

They all knew Damian Holt, Seraphin’s father, led them.

Seraphin turned away from the vista of his hometown. With every step, the red string around his wrist scratched him a little, a constant reminder of whose name he bore. He tried to ignore the nagging heirloom as he walked back to their military camp. The latter wasn’t all that big: five squads had converged in the area and set up tents. Seraphin’s squad was to take care of Iswood tonight, then the group would move to a bigger target under General Vermen’s orders. They had a few solar motorcycles at the edge, tied to a makeshift fence, ready to use for couriers. Then the soldiers’ tents rose on the left, all across the small plateau. On his right were the mess tent, the general’s bigger quarters, a command area, and part of the field that had been left empty for morning exercises. Seraphin tried to focus on the bustling soldiers still raising tents, but the scratchy skeptar wouldn’t let him forget who their next target was. 

A part of him wanted to slip out of camp and warn everyone in town. What if they thought the army was only there in passing? Unless the Union forces knew about their little meetings in the tavern’s basement, there was no reason for soldiers to attack. Seraphin glanced in his hometown’s direction again, where green roofs repaired and maintained by Alex would glow tonight, peaceful. As he thought of the Wet Lizard, and of his last night in the pub eighteen months ago, anger crawled back in his throat. Seraphin straightened up, ground his teeth. He had already warned them that night. His father hadn’t listened, and now the army camped outside Iswood.

Seraphin hoped they wouldn’t resist. As he thought about the one night they had invited him to their meeting, however, his doubts began to rise. 




  *




Seraphin followed his father into the basement of the Wet Lizard, Iswood’s only pub. He straightened his back and forced as much dignity in his strides as he could. He was an adult now, and was no longer asked to wait in the common room with watered beer. He wished Alex could see it. Seraphin’s friend had never been allowed down either, despite being a year older. Too much of an outsider, even after two full summers living in Iswood. It wasn’t just about how long Alex had been around. They were too different for Iswood. The hamlet needed more time to digest their lack of gender, their taste for flashy clothes, and their refusal to apologize for any of it. Seraphin wasn’t sure the townsfolk would ever completely accept it. Until he reached the bottom of the basement staircase, he hadn’t believed his town would get past his albinism and bisexuality. Sometime in the last summer, Seraphin had dared to kiss Alex’s cheek in public, and since then their passage had brought wary whispers. After that they’d kept anything resembling intimate contact to the forest, just in case.

Yet the townsfolk had let him in, so perhaps one day it would be Alex’s turn. For now, however, Seraphin focused on controlling the butterflies in his stomach. 

The basement was a small room, its walls the stone foundations of the tavern. Everyone else had arrived, and eleven men and women had turned to stare at him as he’d entered. The lacquered planks under his feet creaked as he moved forward, following his father. Seraphin pushed his glasses farther up his nose and met their gazes for a split second—long enough to be able to say he had. Then his gaze went to the single tiny window. A hole had been dug around it to allow some of the sunlight to filter in during the day. Right now it was the dull white of snow at night, in part obscured by the cold winds whipping up a storm outside. Everyone settled around the large table, Damian Holt at one end, Seraphin to his right. Everyone seemed so grave, Seraphin couldn’t help but wring his hands under the table. His father cleared his throat.

“We have gathered here to discuss the advance of the Union army,” Damian said, “and what we can do to help our conquered brothers.”

No surprise there: war was the only topic since the Union’s first offensive. Their army had conquered the southern half of Regaria right away, cutting a path through it to get Altaer under their control. The city held hundreds of universities and professional schools, and it was a thriving center of technological advances. Radio news claimed they had surrendered a month ago. With the south and its capital taken, it seemed only a matter of time before the rest of the country followed. Yet the moment the army moved farther north, it had been met with a surge of resistance. The thick pine forests of the North served as ambush spots, and before long the soldiers’ advance had slowed to a crawl. 

They should’ve known the North would be harder. When the Union had asked Regaria to join their alliance of countries, a good part of the South had wanted in. Alex said his town didn’t look at all like conquered territory. The soldiers had stopped by one day, helped repair their rundown mill and painted some of the fences in exchange for food and hospitality, and when all that was done, they’d been on their way. There were rumors of less peaceful events—lots of arrests and the very rare shootout—but until Altaer’s conquest, Regaria had seemed ready to just give in. Too many families were still recovering from the Threstle Plague to fight back. The northern half of the country, however, had always been adamant about their refusal. And as the Union was now learning, this included taking arms and dying. Seraphin hadn’t quite understood why, but as the men and women gathered at the table spoke, it became clear. 

Tradition. 

Tradition was causing them to brace against the Union. They saw it as a threat to their ways, as a dishonor to their ancestors. Seraphin’s hands went to the skeptar at his wrist as he listened to them go on. Defend your country. Defend your traditions, your culture, your uniqueness. The Union would crush it all, they promised, envelop everyone in a blanket of blandness. His grip became tighter with every word. The red string seemed to burn him. 

By the time the seventh speaker finished, Seraphin’s jaw hurt from clenching so much. 

They were all so afraid of what was different. All they wanted was to keep to themselves. A blanket of blandness? Did they not see how they acted when someone new came along, when one of their own didn’t match their vision of the ideal Regarian? It hurt to hear them speak of Regaria in such glowing terms when they didn’t have the decency to respect him half the time. These strangers—this Union—had a lot to teach them about diversity.

“All of this is bullshit.”

He’d spoken without waiting his turn, interrupting Old Walt. The silence that followed could’ve choked a bull. It pressed heavily on Seraphin’s shoulders, but he stood anyway, not daring to look at his father. They all stared at him, expressions going from anger to astonishment to mockery. 

“Why would you think the Union would try to erase our traditions? Where is your proof? President Kurtmann already proved he cared for Regarians. Have you forgotten who gave us the antidote to the Threstle Plague when half this village was dying from it four years ago? The cure was discovered in Ferrys, by them, and they could’ve kept it to themselves or forced us to pay for it. They didn’t. They saved thousands of Regarian lives.”

“Seraphin, sit down and shut up.” His father’s disapproving tone cut straight to his heart. The older man grabbed his arm to pull him down, but Seraphin shook out of his grasp. When he had entered this basement, he had meant to prove he could be one of them, that he was worthy of respect. But if this kind of belief was what it took, he’d rather stay alone and shunned. 

“No!” He glared at his father, then at the gathered men and women. He tried to hold onto pride and confidence, found he had almost none to lend him strength. Instead he fueled his stance with anger. “The only part of our culture at risk is this reactionary idea that anything strange and new coming our way will erase what we are! Our ancestors have adapted, and so will we. This Union is a great chance to do so, but instead of leading us into innovation, you sit back and convince one another it’s better to just stay the same, to never change anything. How incredibly revolutionary of you all.”

“Seraphin!” This time Damian snapped, with the loud and angry voice that always came before punishment. A lump formed in Seraphin’s throat. He could feel the storm coming. He still turned to his father and met his gaze before finishing, his own voice suddenly tight and small. 

“This is too dangerous, Father. They’re a big army. You’re risking so many lives, and for all the wrong reasons.”

“Your young one is full of ideas, Damian,” Old Walt commented. 

“Too full.” Damian tried to stare him down, but despite his sweaty palms and the growing malaise in his stomach, Seraphin held his gaze and refused to sit. He wasn’t going to apologize. Not when he was right. “Is your little rant done?”

“I—”

“What you mean to answer is ‘Yes, Father.’ By the ancestors, at your age I knew when to keep it shut and listen to my elders.” Damian Holt spread his hands on the table. “There is no such thing as a benevolent invader. Don’t gobble up their propaganda because your little friend from the south told you her life was cool.”

“Their life.”

Seraphin’s correction was received with a dismissive wave of Damian’s hand. “Their life, then. The Union army is playing nice because they haven’t met real resistance. But we’re not going to let them take another step in this land. Not if our lives depend on it.”

“It will. You can’t stop them!”

“Our ancestors died to protect Regaria, its people, and its culture. They watch over us as we follow in their steps and uphold their legacy. Your grandfather is looking at you, too.”

Seraphin pressed his lips together. The skeptar’s rope itched under his sleeve, a constant reminder of his ancestors. Of their support and love. “You can’t know what they would do.”

“Neither can you.”

That much was true, and if there hadn’t been eleven pairs of eyes set on him, Seraphin might have given in. His anger at their hypocrisy had yet to cool down. He was lightheaded, dizzy. His hands tightened into fists. He threw everyone the most confident glare he could fake. 

“I’ll just have to believe I’m right, then.”

Damian slammed his fist on the table so hard Seraphin jumped back. “What is it with you? When did I raise you to become so arrogant? You listen too much to that Alex. Different doesn’t make you better, son.”

Different.

The word hit Seraphin with staggering force—like a courtball slamming against his heart, like being buried under a ton of snow. For a moment he couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. Old Walt snickered, whispered ‘demonspawn’ again, and Seraphin’s mouth went dry. This wasn’t his first argument with his father. Never before had he used difference as a weapon. Seraphin stumbled back, not even certain the ground was still under his feet.

He spun on his heels, his hands shaking, and left them all behind. He was who he was, hadn’t chosen it at all. But Alex had taught him one thing, at least: he didn’t have to apologize for it. He didn’t have to be ashamed. 

Though his father’s words ate at his heart, Seraphin strode out with his head high. He hurried up the stairs, past his mother carrying a tray of beers, and burst into the common room at an almost running pace. She’d given him a confused look, but Seraphin had no intention to stop for anyone—not even when Leanna called his name. His sister sat at the counter with her own watered beer, waiting as he had for so many years. He continued to plow forward through the crowd of chairs and patrons, hoping to be out before she could catch up to him. 

Her hand grabbed his wrist and before he could do anything about it, Leanna had wrapped her arms around him. At least he wasn’t completely alone. Seraphin wiped the first tears to roll down his cheeks and held the others back in.

“What’s wrong, Seraph?”

Seraphin caressed his sister’s hair for a moment, then peeled her off him, one arm at a time. Everyone was staring at them. Tomorrow they would all know what had happened. He needed to escape.

“I like being myself a little too much, it seems.”

Seraphin didn’t give her time to ask for an explanation. He pushed the pub’s door opened and slipped into the howling winds, relishing the cold biting his skin. This resistance was a mistake, for Iswood and for Regaria. When the snowstorms stopped and fair weather returned, Seraphin intended to leave the town and join the very army they meant to stop.



 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER FOUR

 


 


 


A bright moon shone on the squad of soldiers as they spread around the Wet Lizard. Although summer wasn’t over yet, the night’s cool breeze hinted at the incoming fall. Damp and crisp, it pierced Seraphin’s clothes and chilled the already cold sweat running down his body. Twigs snapped under booted feet, men and women exchanged tense whispers, and General Vermen watched from the trees’ shadow, a few steps behind their line and to the right. His gaze always seemed to return to Seraphin, now in position next to Stern. Or perhaps it was all in Seraphin’s mind. 

He tried to remain calm, to make his face a mask, but it felt like everyone could read through it. He didn’t want to be here. They would know, would hear the silent prayer in his head, the desperate wish to see the soldiers pull back and leave Iswood alone. Surely his father wasn’t worth the trouble, he told himself. They should move on to more important opponents. But they had all heard General Vermen’s instructions. His orders did not lend themselves to clemency. It’s time to teach these filthy Regarians a lesson, he’d said, looking straight at Seraphin. The entire squad would have, too, if they’d been allowed to stare anywhere but straight ahead. Seraphin had ignored the look, grinding his teeth and waiting for the briefing to end. 

They had intel telling them when and where to strike. Someone had told the army a rebel cell met in the Wet Lizard’s basement every Tuesday, and had done so without fail for the last three years. Regarians were creatures of habit, and it seemed that in this case, it would be their doom. 

Seraphin took a deep breath and steadied himself. A part of him hoped for simple arrests. The foolish, optimistic part. You didn’t teach a lesson by arresting people, not when you were General Klaus Vermen. That much he had learned from their short time under his orders. 

The soldiers’ whispers became louder, and Seraphin noticed they were passing heavy-looking buckets. One for every two men, and his hands remained thankfully empty at the end. The acrid smell of strong alcohol attacked his nose as he leaned over Stern’s bucket. Why alcohol? No one was going to drink tonight. 

Then Seraphin saw the men stuff all kinds of detritus near the walls, careful to avoid the pub’s grime-covered windows. They were strangers, not from his squad, and he exchanged a confused glance with Stern. Soon the soldiers signaled to General Vermen. The man answered with a simple gesture: he tapped an empty bucket in his hand, then pointed at the establishment. High-pitched laughter drifted out of the Wet Lizard as the first soldiers threw alcohol on the wooden walls and material under. Seraphin’s heart clenched. That might’ve been Nanny Julia. He tried not to think of it as he watched the liquid roll down the walls and soak the flammable pile at its feet. 

They were going to torch the Wet Lizard.

“Holy fathers,” Seraphin whispered.

His fingers tightened around his rifle. He could feel General Vermen’s gaze on him, daring him to move or protest. Seraphin wanted to scream, to tell everyone to get out now, before it was too late. He stiffened and stayed put instead. Heavy bullets of sweat ran down his forehead. Stern came back with an empty bucket, set it down, and readied his gun again.

“Are you okay?”

Seraphin didn’t answer. He couldn’t get a word past the solid lump in his throat. A flame flicked to life next to General Vermen, at the edge of the Regarian’s vision. Damian Holt would be in this basement. His father. His mother too, most likely. Did Leanna still drink watered-down beer in the smoky common room, waiting for the secret meetings to be over? He squeezed his eyes shut, praying harder than he ever had. 

“Ready weapons!” General Vermen’s voice carried far, loud enough for his soldiers, but low enough not to be heard inside. “Shoot anyone who tries to flee. No exceptions.”

Every soldier in his squad raised their rifle, pointing them at windows and doors. Seraphin didn’t move. Couldn’t move. His heart threatened to burst through his ribcage. Stern elbowed him hard.

“He’s staring right at you,” he said.

The reminder jolted him out of his daze. They would brand him a traitor if he didn’t follow orders. Slowly, Seraphin raised the rifle and took aim at the nearest window. He didn’t need to turn to imagine General Vermen’s satisfied smile. The man had spent so much time relishing painful training sessions in the last months, the entire squad knew that delighted expression by heart. He must be enjoying every second of this evening.

“Stern … this is my hometown,” Seraphin whispered. “My family is in there.”

He heard his friend’s strangled exclamation, and for a moment there was only a long silence. When Stern spoke again, he was making an obvious effort to keep his voice down. “I have a feeling my aim will be shit tonight.”

Seraphin never had a chance to thank him. General Vermen raised his arm then brought it down quickly. Four men ran to the windows, smashed them with the cross of their rifles, then threw unpinned grenades inside. Alarmed cries turned into terror at the first explosion. The man next to Vermen threw his torch on the alcohol-soaked debris for added certainty. Great flames roared to life and sprinted across the walls, consuming the alcohol. A powerful wave of heat washed over Seraphin. He watched, petrified, as fire took hold of the wood. 

The screams from inside barely made it through the ringing in his ears. Inside, orders were given to splash water on the growing fire. Mist hissed to life and drifted out the windows, but it hadn’t rained in weeks. The Wet Lizard was doomed. Those trapped inside seemed to understand: four of them burst out the front door. 

Harold. Fred. Small Sam. Nanny Julia—he’d been right about her laughter.

Gunshots punctuated Seraphin’s mental naming. The townsfolk dropped before they had taken five steps. Seraphin closed his eyes, but the image was burned on the back of his eyelids. Union soldiers were shooting down childhood memories. 

A second explosion shook the pub, and the eastern section collapsed on itself. Bright flames rose into the night sky as the fire ate through the alcohol reserve. Most soldiers took a few steps back to avoid the heat. Seraphin couldn’t move, couldn’t take his eyes off the destruction. Stern whispered his name again, and the Regarian glanced at General Vermen. In the flickering light, his smile seemed downright sadistic. There were more screams inside, and the shattering of glass. 

Amidst the wavering shadows created by the fire, Seraphin spotted one more solid than others. It crawled out, sleek, and a passing flame illuminated it. A ton of rock dropped at the bottom of Seraphin’s stomach, and for a moment he couldn’t think of anything but her name. 

Leanna.

Her face was covered in soot, her dress torn by the glass. An adult couldn’t have escaped through that tiny basement window, but at fifteen, his sister was lean enough. Tears had struck clear lines in the grime on her visage, and she stumbled away from the pub, taking two steps before she fell back to her knees. Seraphin moved forward. It caught her attention, and for the briefest moment, their eyes met. Long enough for her surprise, fear, and anger to register. 

Then multiple rifles detonated. A bullet hit her shoulder, another her chest, and a third blew half her face away. One moment he was looking at his sister, the next there was blood and flesh and his brain refused to really understand. He stared until her body hit the ground, his mind a strange and empty buzz. Then his knees gave out.

Stern caught him and wrapped his hands around Seraphin’s, on the Regarian’s rifle. It forced him to hold steady and remain standing. 

“Keep your cool,” Stern said. “Shoot. Miss. You have to get through this.”

Seraphin didn’t know if he could. A strong nausea threatened to overtake him, and the gunshots made him flinch. Who were they aiming for? Who else had just been killed? And more than anything, was Alex in there? He noticed someone’s back as they tried to escape, aimed to the left, and shot. The knockback slammed into his shoulder. Seraphin welcomed the pain. It kept him awake, aware of what was happening. He was wearing the Union uniform, shooting at his people. His sister lay dead in the grass nearby. She had been fifteen. They had blown her face off.

Smoke stung his eyes and filled his lungs. Seraphin’s mind hid in a dark corner, but he kept shooting. He couldn’t drop the act. He was a soldier and this was his duty. He shot, again and again, always missing, always faking. His hands and shoulders went numb, the shapes and bodies blurred before him, but the stench of charred flesh remained vivid. Flames leaked out of the basement’s window now. The screams had vanished. 

“You can stop,” Stern said.

The order had been given at some point, and Seraphin hadn’t heard. The other soldiers were lowering their weapons. Some pulled back into the woods without a glance at the carnage, while others shared Seraphin’s daze. It had been a brutal extermination. The memories seared into his mind would follow him everywhere. General Vermen’s smile, in particular, came back to the forefront of his thoughts. He had enjoyed this. Had ordered it with great pleasure. This night was his doing, his wish.

Seraphin followed the rest, stepping under the once-familiar pine trees. Shaky fingers found their way to the red string at his wrist. His skeptar, a vehicle for his ancestors’ souls. Leanna’s too, now. It seemed strangely appropriate, that his father had dyed it red with blood. The braided string seemed to throb under his touch, warm beneath his fingers. Seraphin had chosen this path. He shouldn’t have, but he had. It was time he accepted his actions and owned up to his mistake. His ancestors demanded retribution. 
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Nothing had prepared Seraphin for his first battle. 

Freezing autumn rain covered the battlefield, obscuring their sight and drenching the soldiers to the bones. It pattered on the leaves around, the sound constant and far too close to footsteps for Seraphin’s comfort. They were in the middle of a thick wood on Regaria’s eastern shore, they couldn’t see more than a few feet ahead, and there was a cell of Regarian guerrilla fighters hunting them down. 

He’d only been in the army for a few months at the time. Seraphin remembered clutching his rifle, fingers so cold he couldn’t feel the firearm under his skin. He remembered wiping his glasses over and over, to no avail. He remembered setting his back against Stern’s, whispering a prayer of protection. 

He remembered the first shot, too. A clear bang through the muffled sounds. Then a soldier had crumpled to the ground with a cry, and the two forces had engaged in a chaotic skirmish. Between his blurry vision, the rain on his glasses, and the curtain of water falling, Seraphin had never felt so blind. His heart jumped with every shot he took, half hoping the fleeting shadow he’d aimed at would drop with a yell, the other wishing he wouldn’t manage to take a life.

It wasn’t until Stern let out a grunt behind him, stepping back as a bullet grazed his arm, that Seraphin understood taking a life might mean saving one. His resolve hardened, and when the first men fell to his shots, the guilt was but a tiny twinge at the bottom of his stomach.

It came back in full force later that night, as he sat in a common room with a roaring fire, wrapped in a heavy blanket. Every surviving soldier of the squad—most of them, it turned out—had one. The cold had seeped into every cell of their body and it seemed even the flames wouldn’t get it out, so they’d collectively opted for a less secure but just as enjoyable method of warmth. Three bottles of strong alcohol were passed from one soldier to another. Seraphin had filled small mugs for Stern and him, and the two men occupied a more isolated corner of the room. 

Now that the rush of battle was gone, Seraphin couldn’t help but replay the sequence of events in his head. He’d spotted the woman crossing from a large boulder to a fallen trunk, trying to get a better angle on them, adjusted his aim, and pulled the trigger. All in one, maybe two seconds. The rifle had slammed into his bony shoulder; the woman had slumped to the muddy ground. Seraphin had taken a shuddering breath and moved to his next target. 

He wondered what her name was. What her skeptar had been, and if whoever buried her would treat it with respect. Was she of those Regarians who believed you had to burn the heirloom to return freedom to one’s ancestors? With any luck, it would be Regarians taking care of her, and they would abide by her final wishes. Seraphin swirled his mug. He shouldn’t think about these things. He’d done what he had to. They were soldiers, both her and him, in a way. 

He downed half his mug in one draw, letting the strong mix burn his throat and water his eyes. The warmth at least carried to his stomach, and for a moment Seraphin focused on the satisfying sensation. Stern hadn’t said a word since his return from the infirmary. He chose that time to come out of his sullen brooding. 

“Didn’t think it’d be so easy,” he said. “Makes it harder after, don’t you think?”

“Yeah. It’s like you do all the thinking later, because you can’t afford to when there’s shooting. Doesn’t seem a good idea to dwell on whoever received our bullets though. Nothing we can do about it now.”

“Because you can just stop?”

Seraphin shrugged, then filled both of their mugs to the brim. “That, my friend, is why I think we’ll need the entire bottle tonight. Numbs the mind.”

He talked like he’d gotten drunk a hundred times, but apart from his last night with Alex, before he’d left Iswood and his father to enroll in the army, Seraphin had never had enough alcohol to induce a headache the following day. He planned on having worse tomorrow—the squad wasn’t moving out anyway. Stern sipped his alcohol without enthusiasm.

“You never did tell me why you joined,” Stern said. “Isn’t it harder for you? You’re shooting at countrymen.”

Seraphin tensed a little. “You never asked. I liked that. I thought you didn’t need to hear the reason.”

“I don’t. Was just curious.” Stern stretched his legs and gave a sideways look at Seraphin. They’d been sitting next to one another, against a wall. “You don’t talk a lot about yourself.”

Of all the things he expected from Stern, deep conversations about one another wasn’t one of them. Seraphin gave his friend a concerned look. This first battle was affecting him more than he let on. The Regarian considered opening up a little, but despite Stern’s unwavering companionship since they’d met, Seraphin found it hard to explain what had brought him to the army. The humiliating memory of the fight with his father tightened his throat. He stared ahead, holding back a sigh.

“Some things I’d rather forget, Stern.” His mind sought another topic to distract Stern. The latter had supported him whenever the rest of the squad’s distrust and mockery became too much. Giving it back was the least Seraphin could do. “Did you leave anyone you really liked behind?”

“Not really. One cousin, maybe.” Stern shrugged. “I can’t say I had many friends. Father tried his best, but he never was good with children. We fought all the time.”

“I had Alex. We’re friends, but also something else? I’m not sure what exactly, it’s a bit complicated, but Alex is everything I want to be.” The moment the words left his lips, Seraphin turned his head in shame. He hadn’t meant to say it like that, to admit so much in a single blow. Yet after another swallow to take the sting away, Seraphin continued. “They’re so certain of who they are. I can’t seem to decide.”

“Then don’t.” 

Seraphin waited for a bigger explanation from Stern, and it took several minutes for one to come. He’d spent most of the interval staring at his glass, swirling the liquid within. 

“Just … be. People are what they do. I could decide I’m a playful extrovert who likes to waste money on trivial money games, but it wouldn’t make me one. I’d have to go and join the dice table first, and I’d have to find a way to enjoy the quick evaporation of what little wealth I had managed to gain. So I don’t. If it doesn’t feel right to me, I don’t do it.”

The vision of Stern attempting such an endeavor almost choked Seraphin. He could barely imagine his friend trying, let alone becoming that kind of person. Seraphin stifled his laugh within his glass, then turned with a smile. Ridiculous example or not, Stern had a point. 

“Follow my guts, huh?”

“Trust yourself, yes.” Stern returned the smile. “It doesn’t matter if your brain thinks it doesn’t know who you are. Something inside you does, and it’ll scream if you’re on the wrong path.”

Seraphin stared at his friend. He’d heard the words, but through the growing haze of alcohol and doubts, it took a long time for them to hit home. He’d heard that voice in the basement, listening to the older townsfolk. It’d pushed him to jump to his feet and interrupt, despite the obvious risks of centering attention on himself. It amazed Seraphin to have heard it explained so plainly by Stern, always so down-to-earth and practical. The Regarian leaned back, the corner of his mouth curving into a half-smile.

“That’s deep. Didn’t think you had that in you.”

An offended frown flitted across Stern’s features, then he burst out laughing. He tapped his glass against Seraphin’s, drank it down in a single shot, and rested against the wall again. “I don’t drink often. Let’s blame the alcohol and never speak of it again.”
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Seraphin hadn’t mentioned the strange conversation with Stern again, but alone in his tent in the encampment, he couldn’t help but think about it. Other soldiers were celebrating. Seraphin could hear their congratulatory laughter and the occasional outburst of anger as a juicy dice game was lost. The night’s raid on Iswood had gone without a hitch. The rebels were dead, and almost all their soldiers had survived. Seraphin ignored the celebrations, tried to sleep the rest of this horrible night away. He spent hours rolling over, but even when he did slip into slumber, he saw Leanna, standing before the burning tavern. Her eyes bore holes through him as she moved closer, staggering with the impact of every bullet. Even when the third blew away half her skull, she kept advancing, her face destroyed but her eyes intact.

How does it feel, to be yourself? Still liking it? The questions echoed in his mind, Leanna’s tone accusing and bitter as she fell to the ground, limp. His little voice inside, knowing it was wrong, screamed. Seraphin sat up, his body drenched with sweat, his breath a short pant. He hurried out of the tent, hoping the fresh air would clear away his rising nausea. Twigs stung his bare feet. Already, his memories of the evening were fading, squirreling away to the deepest corner of his mind. He remembered shooting flames, incessant gunshots, the prickling of alcohol up his nose, and charred flesh. A confused mess of sensations, all giving way whenever he thought of the shape crawling out of the basement. The three bangs that killed her still made his ears ring.

Seraphin knelt before a tree and gave back what little he’d managed to eat earlier this evening. Dinner seemed so far away now, like decades had passed between then and now. His family had still been alive. Seraphin knew they had been in the basement. His father always led those meetings, his mother attended. They were gone. Killed. He was the last of the Holt ancestry. Seraphin wiped his mouth clean, ignoring the slight shaking of his hand. The skeptar burned his skin. He glanced up at the stars, barely visible between the pine trees. They stared back accusingly.

He had to do something. And he had to do it now. 

Seraphin pinched his nose and tried to think. There would be scouts in case Iswood sought to counterattack, but they would be looking toward the village, not the camp. Sneaking out would be easier than sneaking in. Seraphin hurried to the tent, changed into civil clothes, and slid his glasses and good boots on. If anyone asked, he’d say he had a bladder to empty. Everyone was drinking tonight, no one would question it. 

The layer of pine needles muffled his steps as he slunk between the trees. Branches cracked every now and then, and sometimes ferns brushed against his shins. How often had he been through these very woods, avoiding chores or exploring? The great trunks had been friends at the time, a maze-like protection against his problems in the village. Now they loomed over him, menacing. He ran a hand over one tree’s bark.

“I’ll fix this, you’ll see.”

The tree gave no answer. Seraphin had almost expected one—a branch falling on him, or the wind picking up through the needles. He sighed, took a deep breath. If he started to think the whole forest was against him, he would never make it to Iswood. He had to keep his wits about him. With a final pat on the trunk, he started off again. 

The Wet Lizard was still smoldering when he reached his hometown. Its roof had collapsed, no longer supported by the structure underneath, and there was more smoke than flames, but Seraphin could see the fire still licking the wooden counter inside. He remained at the edge of the forest, watching the blackened skeleton they had left behind. Townsfolk moved through the ashes, carrying the burned bodies of their fellow villagers out of the wreckage. Some seemed to be digging a large grave, farther away. Seraphin averted his eyes, bile burning his stomach. He didn’t want to identify the bodies. Better to get moving before he lost his nerve.

“Bastards, the lot of them.”

Crawford’s voice stopped Seraphin in his tracks. It wasn’t in the carpenter’s habits to swear. After tonight, though … it wasn’t exactly surprising. 

“Y’know what I heard?” The second voice belonged to an older woman. The mayor’s wife, Seraphin thought. Or, well, widow was likely more accurate now. “Lin says Damian’s boy was there.”

“Yeah. Shot us down like animals, he did.” Crawford’s bitterness twisted Seraphin’s stomach. “It’s not right, him in that uniform. It never was.”

Seraphin squeezed his eyes shut and hurried away from the Wet Lizard, dodging through the trees. He couldn’t take another second of that conversation. His pace sped as he went around the village, keeping to the forest for as long as he could. Branches stung his face and underbrush caught in his pants, but he ignored them. The small stabbing pain was a comforting reminder that there was more to life than the numbness growing inside him. Seraphin’s frantic dash through the forest brought him behind his home. 

Nothing was lit inside, confirming what he already knew. No one was home. No one would ever be again, after tonight. Seraphin paused at the edge of the pine trees, to steady himself. He wanted to scream. Scream and cry and disappear, all at once. Instead he pulled his sleeve up. In the half-hidden moonlight, the red string coiled around his arm resembled a long, bloodied cut. His father watched over him now. Seraphin wondered what he thought of him.

The Regarian sprinted the distance between the forest and his home, a fleeting white shadow across the open ground, then slipped inside.

The house was quiet. Starlight filtered through the windows, enough for Seraphin to note how every surface was wiped clean. Not a speck of dust waited on the kitchen’s counter, far to his left, or on the living room’s small table. His mother had never allowed any to settle, but that’d change soon enough. Almost nothing had moved since he’d left. Pictures of him still waited above the fireplace, his favorite novels remained in the bookshelves, alongside all the others. Seraphin had always wondered if they would erase him, once he was gone, if they’d be angry enough for that. He should’ve known better. Disputes happened—heartbreaking and violent, enough to tear the family apart—but they could not erase his bloodline. He was a Holt. The last of them, now.

The door closed with a click behind him, and the sound jolted someone awake in one of the living room’s two-seaters. Alex had been sleeping there, concealed by its back and the shadow it threw. They scrambled so much they fell to the ground and remained sitting there, wiping their bleary eyes. 

“About time,” they said. “Thought you’d get here faster.” 

Seraphin remained at the door, stunned. He hadn’t expected Alex, hadn’t prepared himself for that. The sound of their voice fissured the careful wall Seraphin had built inside him, and he started shaking. It was all he could do not to crumble right then and there. Seraphin gritted his teeth. If he stopped moving, he would never finish. He found himself crossing the living room toward the master bedroom without another glance at Alex. 

“Hey, Seraph!”

His friend followed him into the second room. The bed was made, and not a single ripple marred the blankets’ surface. The scent of lilies drifted through the open window, bringing painful memories with it. His mother had toiled under a heavy sun to plant them, predicting that one day the flowers would invade the rest of the garden, and she would curse herself. She had been right, and the backbreaking work of keeping the lilies in check had often fallen upon Seraphin. Yet another thing no one would take care of now.

Alex put a hand on his arm and squeezed it.

“I’m sorry for your family,” they said.

“So am I.” His gaze swept the room one final time, then he shrugged his friend’s hand off and knelt near the bed. “Soon enough a certain general will be feeling very sorry too. For however long he lives once I’ve put a bullet in him.”

He didn’t turn to watch Alex’s reaction. The truth was, it didn’t matter whether or not they approved. Seraphin reached under the bed and found the old leather case right away. He smiled briefly as he groped for the handle and pulled it out. Nothing ever changed in this house, especially not this. For as long as he could remember, the Holts’ ancestral gun had been stored under the bed.

“Vengeance, then?” Alex asked. 

There wasn’t a hint of judgment in their tone, but Seraphin stiffened anyway. “I owe it to the family. I …” He couldn’t explain the knot in his guts. He had to. Nothing less than a bullet in Klaus Vermen would suffice. “I’m leaving this army, and I’m doing it with a literal bang.”

Alex let out a stifled laugh, and Seraphin dared to look at them. Despite the chuckle, there was no mirth on their expression, only concern. “You would. There’s something you should know, I think. Before you go out again.” They fiddled with their jacket. A dull brown one, not the red clothing Seraphin liked so much. “Your father came to see me after you left. Had a bit of drink in him, and even more guilt. Said you would always belong, difference notwithstanding.”

Seraphin’s fingers tightened on the handle of the leather case. He wasn’t sure what to think of it. Why did his father never say these things to his face, instead? “What did you do?”

“Told him off. It’s easy as all hell to come to me and wail. I don’t have any patience for jerks seeking pity long after the act, like their guilt is more dramatic than the damage they did.” Alex shrugged and continued in a calmer tone. “I just think he’d be proud, right now, and you’d want to know that.”

“I’m likely to get killed and end the bloodline.”

“Perhaps.” 

They remained silent, Seraphin’s hand caressing the top of the case. Alex was right. The entire Holt ancestry was watching, and Seraphin was convinced each one of them would be proud. The thought calmed him, soothed some of his grief. If he could do this for them—put this one bullet in General Vermen—then perhaps he would have earned his place. 

“Thanks, Alex,” he said. “I’d like to be alone.”

His friend squeezed his shoulder, then left without a word. Seraphin breathed deeply, taking in the scent of lilies again. Slowly, Seraphin undid the clips on the case. The lid sighed as he opened it. Inside, the family’s old flint-and-lock pistol was displayed on rich red velvet. The old weapon had been passed from one generation to the next, as much a family heirloom as any skeptar. Unlike his father, Seraphin intended to use it.

He pulled up his sleeve again and undid the knot holding his skeptar. Seraphin unwrapped the string with care and reverence, then reached for the pistol. The bone handle was smooth beneath his trembling fingers. These were the only links to his ancestors. He didn’t want to lose either of them. Seraphin took the precious red string and tied one end near the trigger. The knot in his throat unwound as he wrapped the rest of the skeptar around the handle. His hands steadied. When he finally pulled that trigger, the braid would be itchy under his palms. His ancestors would be right with him.

With renewed determination, Seraphin removed the holster from the case, straightened up to tie it around his waist, and slid the pistol in it. The added weight was both strange and comforting. Everything about this felt right. A strange calm sunk into Seraphin, down to his bones, and he left the bedroom. 

Alex had grown jittery. They spun to face Seraphin as soon as he left the room, wringing their hands. Seraphin met their gaze and managed a reassuring smile. “I’ll be fine. Whatever happens.”

Doubt was written all over Alex’s expression, but they nodded. “I want to do more for you.”

“You came here. That’s … already a lot.” Alex was not only alive, but they had waited for him. They had come to the house on the off chance Seraphin would do the same, just to be there for him.

“If there’s anything else you need, tell me.”

Alex hadn’t hesitated at all. They stared at him with the defiant expression that said they would brook no refusal. Seraphin forced himself to think of the future, to imagine what might happen after tonight. It proved a difficult exercise.

“Pack supplies for me,” he said at last. “Food, changes of clothes, a rechargeable heater. Anything I might need to survive on my own. Bring them to my tree. I’ll be along to pick them up as soon as possible.”

“Understood.”

Neither of them said a word about his chances of survival. Seraphin drew his old friend into a final hug. This might very well be the last time he held anyone, and Seraphin clung to this miniscule parcel of human warmth. 

“Thank you,” he whispered. “For everything.”

Then he willed himself out of Alex’s arms, and into the chill autumn night.




  *




The sky was lengthening into a prey-dawn gray by the time Seraphin made it back to the perimeter of the Union’s encampment. Though he hadn’t slept at all, he had never felt more awake. Birds had started singing to one another, leaves brushed against his skin, and the cold wind gave him goosebumps. The weight at his waist served as a reminder of his mission. It would be over soon, one way or another. 

Crashes through the undergrowth warned him of an approaching soldier. Seraphin bit back a swear, spotted a low hanging branch, and scrambled up the large pine tree. He crouched amidst the needles, coaching his short breath into the most discreet pant he could. As Seraphin’s fingers tightened around the branch, Stern walked right under him. He strode without care for the plants he crushed, his shoulders hunched, his hands in tight fists. His lips were pressed in a tight, alarmed line. Seraphin hesitated, then remembered how Stern had helped him stay on his feet as the pub burned down. 

“Stern!” He called out in a low whisper, before dropping from his tree. “Is something wrong?”

His friend jumped a little when he heard his name, but surprise never lasted with Stern. He straightened up and recovered his seriousness quickly. “They are looking for you.”

Seraphin’s hand went to his new pistol. For a brief moment, Stern’s eyebrows shot up. Then he frowned—the concerned expression of a worried friend. Seraphin wondered how much he’d guessed, and if he was going to try to convince him otherwise. 

“General Vermen wants to speak with you,” Stern said. “You won’t have another chance.”

“I won’t need one.”

Stern nodded, then shoved his hands into his pockets. He came out with an impressive amount of bills, which he extended to Seraphin. The Regarian didn’t reach for them. What was Stern thinking?

“You’re not likely to see that money again.”

Stern met his gaze. “Let’s just say I decided to bet on you. This is my money. Take it, you’ll need it more than me.”

The little reference made Seraphin smile. He hesitated a moment longer, but Stern had a point. He accepted the money and shoved it in his pocket. He considered asking Stern to follow him. Even if he did escape, he would have the army at his heels. Trustworthy friends like Stern and Alex would be worth a thousand times the money Stern just gave him. But this was his duty alone. He couldn’t ask such a thing from Stern—the man was too likely to agree and follow him into almost certain death.

“Thank you,” Seraphin said. “I won’t forget.”

“Don’t. What I saw last night … it wasn’t a fight. It was a massacre. I will pray for your bullet to hit its mark. We know it’ll be well deserved. I’ll stick to the army for now to see how it shakes out, but if you ever need a friend, you can count on me.” Stern extended a hand, which Seraphin shook with firm pleasure. “Good luck.”

“I’m going to need all the protection my ancestors can provide,” Seraphin said. “Stay on alert, soldier, because I heard one of those traitorous Regarians was about to cause a commotion.”

Stern snickered, gave a quick pat to his shoulders, then stepped back. “Looking forward to it.”

After a quick nod, Stern continued on his way. Dawn’s gray light framed his silhouette as he disappeared between the trunks. It was strange, how fast he’d come to rely on the other soldier. Seraphin had come to expect the same unwavering support Alex would’ve given, and to his surprise Stern had never disappointed. The young Regarian never understood how he’d gained such loyalty. As Seraphin made his way towards the encampment, his friend’s offer remained at the back of his mind. He hoped he’d live long enough to ask for help again.

For now, however, General Klaus Vermen waited for him.



 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER SEVEN

 


 


 


Seraphin’s passage never went unnoticed, but the amount of stares he garnered as he walked into their camp disturbed him. The rumor must have spread that General Vermen had sent for him, and Seraphin was nowhere to be found. He was glad most soldiers were still either asleep or in a drunken stupor. Those left whispered to one another without care for being noticed. Seraphin had no trouble imagining the suppositions. He was the squad’s only Regarian and he had vanished for a night. Seraphin held his chin up, striding with forced pride as he approached the large command tent. The sun had just peeked over the horizon. It reflected against the small row of army bikes, throwing blinding light into Seraphin’s sensitive eyes. When he reached the tent, Seraphin lifted his glasses to wipe the tears out of his eyes, then took a deep breath. He might have to be quick about his business, depending on the general’s mood. The Regarian touched his skeptar, then pushed the tent flap aside with renewed determination.

The general sat behind his desk, relaxed. A large map of Regaria was spread on the desk’s surface, but dozens of papers masked most of it. Vermen was studying one of them. When Seraphin stepped in, he looked up and smiled.

“The Regarian rat has returned,” he said. “Did you believe no one would notice if you slipped away to sell information to your little friends?”

Seraphin stiffened. Not that it bothered him to be called a traitor—not with what he was about to do—but Vermen might be wary of him. Except the general then laughed and relaxed into his chair. If he realized he was in danger, he didn’t show it. He snatched one of the sheets of paper on his desk and showed it to Seraphin. The Regarian couldn’t read it at this distance, but that was a perfect excuse to step closer. 

“This is a list of Iswood’s residents, with notes about those likely to be part of the resistance movement.” General Vermen had the same cruel smile as the previous night. Angry bile roiled in Seraphin’s stomach. “You never told me Holt was such a common family name in northern Regaria.”

“It’s not.”

The general tilted his head to the side. His eyes narrowed, but his smile remained. He had to know, Seraphin thought. Vermen was playing with him, mocking him. 

“It’s on my list. Three times.”

Damian. Helen. Leanna. His name should’ve appeared next to them. He should never have left. Seraphin lifted his chin, met the general’s dark eyes. Did Vermen not understand at all what Seraphin had come to do? Was the idea anyone would dare so far-fetched?

“They were my family. I am the only son.”

His rock-hard tone tipped General Vermen at last. The officer’s eyes widened and he jumped from his chair. Seraphin brought the pistol out in one smooth movement and pointed it at his head. He was just a few feet away. Too close to miss.

“You wondered about my aim,” he said.

Vermen’s cruel smile turned into a grimace of outrage. He glared at Seraphin, his cheeks flushed red, his fingers crumpling the list. The Regarian took another step forward. The skeptar prickled his skin. His heart beat so loudly he was certain Vermen would hear it, too. 

“My only regret is that I won’t get to watch your execution,” General Vermen said. “You won’t escape.”

“Then I, at least, will die without regrets.”

That was a lie. There was so much Seraphin wished he’d done, or hadn’t done. So much he wanted a chance to do. But this needed to be done. This bullet was for his father and mother, for all of their ancestors, and for Leanna. Even wide awake, staring at the general, Seraphin could see the moment her skull had shattered under a bullet. He was willing to die for the opportunity to put General Vermen through the same.

“At least have the decency to look into my eyes when you pull the trigger, boy.”

Their gazes locked together. There was a challenge in Vermen’s dark eyes. You can’t do it, they said. Not the coward who’d watched his family die. Anger wasn’t always enough to shoot another. It took a special kind of courage to end a man’s life and watch the light go from his eyes. The inhuman, hollow kind.

Seraphin could be inhuman and hollow.

His ancestors were with him, in the string against his palm. His hand remained steady. Vermen’s pupils dilated with surprise as Seraphin squeezed the trigger.

The pistol kicked and the stench of burned gunpowder nearly choked him. Blood and brain spattered the tent as the general fell. The desk hid most of the corpse, with his black boots sticking out on one side. Seraphin stared at the pattern on the wall, ears ringing. To the end, there had been no fear in General Klaus Vermen. He had died ruthless and angry, as he’d lived. Seraphin exhaled, relief supplanting the shock and disgust. His family was avenged. He could wear his skeptar with pride until the day he died.

Which might not be all that far away.

Someone yelled in the sleepy encampment outside, then the alarm blared. Seraphin shoved the pistol back into its holster and sprinted out of the tent. He had to get out now, before they understood what had happened. Seraphin thanked his ancestors for the drunken celebrations of the previous night as he scanned his surroundings for the best route. Soldiers were rising, confused and scrambling. 

The glare of sun reflecting on metal blinded him as he searched, drawing a hiss of pain from Seraphin. He wiped his eyes, then the cause of this painful light crossed his mind. The motorcycles! Army bikes, unused and fully charged, waiting for him. 

The Regarian dashed in their direction, squinting in an attempt to protect his eyes. Tears blurred his vision but he pushed forward. Not a single guard protected the vehicles. Seraphin vaulted over the fence protecting them, landing in a stumble and almost falling to the ground. Adrenaline was keeping him moving, but he could feel the fatigue in his muscles. Not enough sleep. He climbed on top of the motorcycle just as he heard the first soldier shout his name. The keys were still in it. Seraphin let out a short, almost hysterical laugh. His ancestors were watching over him.

He kickstarted the engine as soldiers gathered behind him, a fair distance from the fence, forming a line. Sergeant Dresden was with them. “Take that bike down, and Holt with it if you must!”

The first shots rang out as he drove back, away from the motorcycles. One caught the fence, another whizzed past his head. The others were so wide Seraphin suspected the soldiers’ hangover affected their aim. His grip tightened and he hunched closer to the handles. The moment he was out of the bikes’ lane and facing the road, he pressed the accelerator hard. Sparks came out of the bike at the sudden demand, and it jumped a little, but then he was off, the engine whirring under him.

A second series of shots rang from behind. Seraphin gritted his teeth as one bounced off the metal frame with a tink. Too close, he thought, then a second bullet hit. There was a characteristic hiss of air, and Seraphin had time for a soft swear before the rear tire skidded to the right. The bike tilted. He fought to keep it upright and control it, but he knew it would never last. Every second, his tire grew softer. 

He had to jump off. 

On his right was nothing but flat ground, with no cover for a hundred meters. He’d be safe to land—or as safe as one could be when leaping off a speeding bike—but the troops would shoot him down before he reached the forest. On his left … Iswood was nestled down a harsh and unforgiving slope, covered with pine trees. Soldiers might not get him, but he was likely to break his back against a trunk while rolling down. 

Still, Seraphin liked his odds better with the slope.

With one hand, he touched his skeptar. Then he let go of the bike’s handles and sprang as far from the bike as he could.

Seraphin tucked himself into a ball and landed hard as the motorcycle crashed and slid on the ground. It gave an ear-splitting shriek before coming to a stop in the sand and gravel. Pain flared in Seraphin’s shoulder, which took the brunt of the impact, then all along his arm as he rolled. He ground his teeth against the burning sensation. Bullets clipped behind him. Seraphin sucked his breath in, then went over the ridge. 

The world spun as he tumbled down. He fought to keep his arms over his face, to hold his glasses in place and protect them, but his coat snagged in thorns and branches. They pulled at it, as if intent on ripping it off him. Rocks and the occasional dead trunk smashed into Seraphin’s back, elbows, and knees. Every spin downward brought new flares of pain. At any moment now, he’d crack his skull open. Or maybe break his spine. The Regarian clung to himself, waiting for his luck to run out.

The ground vanished from under him. It lasted a second, maybe two. Long enough for Seraphin to brace for impact. He crashed into a thick pack of ferns. His arms spread out as a grunt escaped his lips. Every breath was a ragged pant. Blood ran down his forehead from a new cut. Battered and exhausted, Seraphin considered staying where he lay. He never wanted to move again. Soldiers would be down the slope soon, though, and he had no time for rest. His ancestors had kept him safe through the tumble down. He couldn’t waste their gift.

Seraphin stumbled to his feet and out of the ferns. His body had left a clear shape in the broken plants, with arms at a weird angle. The Regarian shed his torn and bloodied coat, then placed it so it’d look like he had crawled a few feet and stopped moving. He tried to keep the collar as hidden as he could. It wouldn’t fool them for long, but from the top of the tiny drop, they might think that was him down there, unconscious. Every minute counted.

Still dazed from the impact, Seraphin headed farther into the forest. He had no idea if he could reach a safe hiding spot. This area had no caves for him to hide in, no natural stream to throw hounds off his scent. He limped on, trying to sift through his confused mind for a solution. He couldn’t outrun the soldiers. Every step was a study in muscle pain and agony. He needed shelter, but the only thing he could think of would be the soldiers’ first stop: Iswood.

Seraphin started in that general direction, unsure where in the town he’d hide. He refused to bring soldiers down on Alex, and they would check his family’s house. Seraphin took a deep breath, as if the perfect hideout would surface in his mind if he just calmed down. Nothing came. His brain had been slammed against his skull too often on the way down. It’d left a dysfunctional mess, unable to hold a thought.

By the time the first house came into view, he still didn’t have an answer. He could hear the shouts of soldiers behind. Seraphin’s feet dragged on the ground, sometimes catching in roots. The initial adrenaline rush from his escape was gone. His heart hammered in his chest, but exhaustion weighed more heavily than fear. He couldn’t keep going much longer.

The village seemed empty when he reached it—no voices lamented the dead, insulted the soldiers, or questioned his presence in the Union army. Crawford and the other diggers must’ve gone to bed. The smoke still rising from the Wet Lizard and the utter silence gave Iswood an eerie feel. Seraphin walked toward the pub, one step after another. He moved out of habit, numb to the world around him. Birds still sang, pursuit wasn’t far behind, but it all seemed to belong to another world. 

He almost fell into the grave.

Iswood’s residents had placed the bodies of last night’s victims in a single large pile, at the bottom of a large pit. Seraphin registered the known faces but refused to place names on them. There had to be half the village in there. Large burns covered their backs and arms, and some had blackened into an unrecognizable crisp. Others had made it out of the tavern before the flames caught them, only to find themselves in front of an execution squad. Bodies riddled with bullets mixed with the burnt corpses. These were pale, rigid, and bloodied.

Pale and bloodied.

Just like him.

A strong wave of nausea sent him to his knees. He couldn’t do that. Hide among the bodies? He had grown up surrounded by these people, could name each one of them. And he’d watched them die, burned or shot. The villagers hadn’t covered the grave. Like it was waiting for him, ready to offer protection. Soon soldiers would arrive, and they would smash down every door in Iswood to find him. He had nowhere else to go. Either he hid with these cadavers, or he’d be one of them before the day was over.

Seraphin heaved what little was left from his stomach—an acrid bile, mostly—then wiped his mouth. He used every bit of will he had to crawl forward. His fingers scraped on small stones, then gripped the edge. His eyes watered at the overwhelming stench. Seraphin whispered one last prayer for forgiveness, then slid down into the pit. 

There was a soft wet thud as his boots hit the first body. He could taste bile in his mouth again and forced himself not to retch. Somewhere in this pile was Leanna. He could be standing on her right now, for all he knew. Seraphin spotted an area where the bodies were more white and bloodied than blackened from burns. He crept along, trying his best not to look at his hands. He didn’t want to know if the brittleness under his fingers was burnt flesh giving way at his touch. Dealing with the horrid stink was already too much. 

When he reached the whiter zone, he lifted one of the bodies and squirmed under, hiding his head as much as possible. The stench choked him, but he had no choice. White hair would give him away. Lying under the townsfolk, encased in scorched death and bloodied grime, Seraphin inched his fingers until they touched the rough skeptar. He apologized in silence, over and over, but remained completely still.

Pale and rigid, like the bodies around him, until the soldiers came and went.



 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER EIGHT

 


 


 


As it turned out, there was one big flaw in Seraphin’s hiding plan: Iswood’s residents were preparing to fill the grave long before the soldiers left the village. They weren’t near the grave anymore, but he could hear his squad moving from house to house. Their shouts were distant, muffled by the houses between them and the weird daze that had settled over him as he waited. Seraphin breathed and moved as an automaton, now. He couldn’t even bring himself to care about the bodies serving as his camouflage. The recoiling horror of his initial crawl had receded, leaving behind a hardened disgust. When he overheard the villagers first speak about finishing the grave, he concluded he knew to leave.

He slid out from under the body hiding him, then glanced up. No one in sight. Seraphin crawled toward the edge. His palms settled against flabby or brittle bodies, depending on their fate, but after two hours lying amidst the corpses, Seraphin no longer cared. He no longer noticed the terrible smell either. He reached the steep slope on the pit’s border, only three feet high, and straightened up, slowly unwinding to take a glance at his surroundings. 

No villagers guarded the grave. Not that surprising: it would be a heartbreaking job, and everyone inside was supposed to be dead. 

Seraphin studied the soldiers’ movements, on the other side of the village, and as soon as most of them were inside a house, he scrambled out of the grave. His feet loosened small rocks as he pulled himself up, and they rolled down to the bodies. Then he was out. He took a deep breath, stifled an unexpected sob, and sprinted. Seraphin expected a shout at any moment. A soldier calling his name or a villager screaming in horror. None followed his quick dash to the trees. 

He threw himself to the ground the moment he reached the forest, crouching behind a large trunk and curling into a tight ball. His breathing had turned into small, out of control pants. His muscles screamed from the sudden awakening, after an hour of stiffness. The short run had brought his bruises back, and his pain was coming through the dull daze of the last hours. He still needed to move, however. He had to make use of the time the soldiers searched the houses to get out of the general area. Alex would have left his things at the pale tree. Just getting there would mean hours of stumbling through the woods. Better to leave now, before his exhaustion caught up to him and caused him to fall asleep just leaning against a tree. 

With a deep sigh, Seraphin pushed himself back on his feet. He ignored the throbbing pain in his body and tried to find the strange, almost mechanical zone he’d reached under the corpses. One foot in front of the other. No choice. He refused to have come this far only to crumble into the woods. His hand once again wrapped around the skeptar and he pressed onward.




  *




By the time Seraphin reached the dead tree, he was ready to collapse and never stand up again. He had no idea how long it’d taken him, but the sun was high in the sky and the day was growing hot. His torn and dirtied clothes clung to him, and the cut on his forehead prickled as sweat dribbled in. Every new step seemed impossible, yet he took them nonetheless. Behind him, thick smoke rose once more from the village. Some Regarians preferred their skeptars to be burned, to release their ancestors within. Judging from the smoke, that particular tradition had been quite alive in the townsfolk who’d perished yesterday. Seraphin whispered a few words for his family, resolved to one day come back and create a symbolic grave for them, next to their ancestors. 

As he turned back, he noticed a flash of red up ahead and smiled as he recognized Alex’s jacket. It was hung from a branch, probably because of the heat. The sight renewed his strength, and Seraphin hurried up the rest of the way. He found his friend sitting on the fallen trunk of his tree, and the sight of the half-dead pine sank his heart. Sometime last winter, while he was huddled in a small barracks with Stern, the elements had finally won their war. Seraphin’s throat tightened, his eyes watered. It was just a tree, but he stopped in his tracks and sank to his knees. Alex scrambled to his side right away, calling his name, but Seraphin didn’t look up. For the first time, tears were streaming down his cheeks and onto the ground. 

Alex drew him tight, letting Seraphin rest against their breasts and sob to his heart’s content. He had no idea how long he stayed there, unable to staunch the flow. Somehow, he’d made it all the way to Alex. He had walked into the Union’s encampment with his ancestors’ gun, pointed it at General Klaus Vermen, pulled the trigger and watched him die, then escaped the camp, dodged pursuit, and hiked to the rendezvous. Somehow. Seraphin clung to his friend, fingers digging into their shirt, until his weeping subsided. He took a deep breath, wiped his face, then smiled at his friend.

“I’m exhausted.”

Alex chuckled, then kissed his forehead. “I would never have guessed.”

They seemed to be looking for something better to add. Seraphin shuffled to sit next to them, rather than in their lap, then turned towards Iswood. He’d cried over a twisted tree, but couldn’t do the same for his family. He tried to discard the thought, but it clung to him. He could shoot a man and watch the life vanish from his eyes, but he couldn’t cry for the people he’d loved. A long shudder ran up his spine, and he moved a hand through his hair. His fingers broke through caked dirt and blood, and he grimaced.

“How bad do I look?” he asked.

“Like you just crawled out of a grave.”

Seraphin’s breath caught in his throat. Alex didn’t know. They couldn’t. And the absurdity of their answer, after Seraphin had spent at least two hours half-buried under a corpse—a body who most certainly belonged to someone he’d known all his life—made him snap again. He laughed. An uncontrollable and shaky laugh that earned him an unsettled stare from Alex. Seraphin put a hand on his friend’s shoulder, waiting until he could talk to explain at least a little.

“I did, actually.” That didn’t reassure Alex at all. Their eyes widened in horror, and Seraphin had to raise a hand to stop them from replying. “It’s … okay. I think. The mass grave was my only choice. I prefer not to think about it.”

Alex agreed with a nod. Their lips were pinched in disgust, but they didn’t push the topic. Instead they rose and returned to sit on the trunk, where Seraphin soon joined them. The silence stretched between them, heavy. Seraphin had no desire to talk about the last twenty-four hours, and he couldn’t muster the strength to find a proper topic of conversation. The truth was he should be on his way. The soldiers would extend their search for him. They might even notice Alex wasn’t around town. 

“You ought to go back,” he said. “Someone is bound to tell them about you.”

“That we’re friends, and I’m mysteriously not in the village the day you escaped?” Alex shrugged. “I’m not sure they’ll do anything like that. Everybody looked up to your dad. The day they’ll betray his only son—after he avenged his whole family, too—hasn’t yet come. These people … well, they aren’t always the most welcoming, but I don’t expect them to sell one of their own to the Union army.”

Seraphin closed his eyes at ‘one of their own.’ Did he count? Half the time they treated him as an outsider. He’d joined the army, stood by as they burned the Wet Lizard. Alex had a point, however. He was the last Holt alive and he’d taken down the very general behind this massacre. The townsfolk wouldn’t be so quick to answer the soldiers’ questions. 

“Still,” he said. “Don’t take unnecessary risks.”

“That’s rich, coming from you!”

“I’m sorry, but everything I did was very necessary.”

Alex pushed his shoulder a little as a protest, but they didn’t deny it. “Either way, I’m not going anywhere until you’ve slept some. You don’t just look like you crawled out of a grave, Seraph, you look like you still belong there. Lie down next to your tree, catch some rest, and when you’re in better shape I’ll tell you where I hid your supplies.”

“Hid?”

“You heard me.” Alex grinned. “You’re not getting any of it until you’ve slept.”

Seraphin considered a formal protest against this blackmail, but Alex was right. Now that he was sitting, he wouldn’t be able to take another step. He let his palms caress the fallen tree, then nodded. 

“Okay. Two hours, no more. You’ll get back to Iswood at nightfall, and I’ll have enough strength to get me to the closest stream. At this point, the one thing I’m worried about is dogs. They could use my spare uniforms to get them on my track.”

Alex gave him a weird look, then snorted. “If anyone’s gonna follow a scent, it’ll be burnt flesh and death. You stink.”

Seraphin sniffed. He’d been so numb to everything for hours, he wasn’t surprised not to have noticed. He just shrugged. “More reasons to get to the river. I might feel human once I’m clean.”

His friend patted his shoulder briefly, then motioned toward the hard ground on the other side of the tree. Seraphin stretched one last time. He was eager to get out of his dirtied clothes, but he suspected he would need to take extra care with his spares and decided to wait until he was clean to change. He settled down near the tree, setting his back against the gray trunk. Alex grabbed their red jacket and, to his surprise, they snuck into Seraphin’s arms. He held his breath a moment. 

“Are you sure about this?”

“Oh hush, Seraphin. You need to hug the heck out of someone, and I’m here. Don’t worry about the rest.”

Seraphin smiled a little, and for a moment he thought he’d cry again. Instead the emotion remained stuck in his throat. He snuggled against Alex, one arm wrapped around them while the other rested under his head. Alex pulled the red jacket over them as a blanket of sorts, then wished him a good night. The sun was shining high above, but the moment Alex shielded them with the jacket, Seraphin closed his eyes and exhaustion caught up to him.




  *




They slept together, Seraphin squeezed between the tree at his back and Alex in his arms. He was spared nightmares about his family or the previous night, and breezed through a handful of hours of sweet unconsciousness. When Alex shook his shoulder and whispered his name, Seraphin moaned against the return of throbbing pain. His head weighed twice as much as usual, and every muscle had stiffened into rigid bars. He rolled over, groaned, and swore. Alex couldn’t suppress a chuckle. 

“Rough day ahead?” they asked.

“I guess.” Seraphin couldn’t quite bring himself to care. It could only get better, no? After all he’d endured, a few hours of painful walking wouldn’t kill him. He could stay on his feet until nightfall. That was all that mattered now: staying alive. “I can handle it.”

“No doubts about that,” Alex said. “If you ask me, you can handle anything. What will be next?”

The compliment made Seraphin smile. He sat up and massaged his legs. “I’m not sure. I’ll lay low for a while, find a dye that’ll hide the white hair, maybe go into Ferrys to see what the Union is like from the inside. I refuse to believe it’s all rotten.”

“Next time you go after someone, you better let me help you.” Alex dropped the supply pack next to him, then snatched their jacket. For the first time, Seraphin heard the bitterness in their tone. “I might not walk into an army’s camp to shoot their general, but I’m not standing by and watching you do it again.”

“You didn’t just stand by.” Seraphin poked his bag of supplies, then started rummaging through it. “Without you I would have nothing. No extra coat for winter, no food—”

“Nothing to clean your pistol and recharge it, no solar burner to cook food, and no extra socks. I know that.”

“There’s more. Alex if I had never met you, I would never have had the courage to do this. I might’ve been wrong about joining the Union army—heck, I’m probably wrong about a lot of things, a lot of the time. But at least I trust myself enough to act, and try, instead of letting doubts fester. And that’s because of you.”

Stern had spoken of a little voice screaming, while Alex had stated they hadn’t felt right until they stopped trying to fit with one particular gender. In the end, both were saying the same thing: if he wanted to be happy, he’d have to trust his instincts first.

Alex didn’t answer right away. They studied Seraphin in silence, then smiled a little. “All I’m saying is, I prepared this pack thinking it’d never be used, and that’s one of the worst feelings in the universe.”

Seraphin almost apologized, but the words died on his lips. He wasn’t sorry, not really. He had done what he needed to, and he was thankful for Alex’s support. His hand wrapped around his pistol, and he took a deep breath. “I’ll warn you. Whatever is next, I’ll keep you posted. I have too few friends to leave them behind.”

Once Seraphin had agreed to this, Alex dropped the subject. They shared a light meal—Seraphin knew he couldn’t keep anything heavier down—and Alex told some stories from his last summer as Old Walt’s apprentice. They didn’t linger on the fact the old man would’ve been in that basement, along with Damian Holt. Seraphin drew strength from the ordinary conversation. He would miss these chats more than anything, but he reminded himself Alex hadn’t been there most of his life. He had managed so far, and would again. Both Stern and Alex would be waiting for news from him, too. Seraphin might be alone in the next months, or even years, but it wouldn’t last. By the time he was ready to leave, a careful optimism had replaced his numbing exhaustion.

Seraphin shouldered his supply pack, frowning as the weight settled against his back. Alex had been thorough, and it was quite heavy. The trek to the river would be rough, but at least he would have everything he needed. Alex stole a final hug from him, and for a moment they went on their tiptoes, and Seraphin thought they would kiss him again. Then their nose scrunched up and they clacked their tongue, drawing back.

“You still stink. These things will have to wait for a time when you're less undead and more human.”

They gave Seraphin a playful push, and he replied in kind. His cheeks were hot. He couldn't help but hope there would be more than a kiss next time. The tingling warmth he'd experienced when Alex had first straightened up on that rooftop had never vanished. 

“Then I shall be clean when we next meet. Until then … take care of yourself.”

Seraphin’s voice had fallen to a whisper. If he didn't leave now, he might never find the strength. He waited for Alex to return his good wish before spinning on his heels and hurrying away.

His heart tightened with every step down the slope. Seraphin threw one last glance backward, at the fallen tree he'd once admired for its resilience. The pale gray bark had already grown darker from dirt. It seemed at peace, lying on the ground, half its twisted branches broken. Perhaps it deserved the rest. Perhaps everything would be okay, despite its fall. After all, Seraphin had learned to stay proud and stand on his own just in time. 

The tree’s legacy was another he’d be proud to carry on.
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