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    “You want to believe that there’s one relationship in life that’s beyond betrayal. A relationship that’s beyond that kind of hurt. And there isn’t.” 
 
    -Caleb Carr 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    March 17, 2137 
 
    I find myself staring pensively out of the large window overlooking the front porch more often than ever before. I’ll be doing dishes in the kitchen, leaning toward the cabinet to put away a glass when I’ll see the sun’s bright light cascading across the wooden floors in the living room. It’s vibrancy will catch my eye and before I know it, my feet have carried me toward the looming glass, my eyes trained a spot somewhere in the distance. At first, I think I pretended to be deep in thought, making a show of exaggerated sighs, trying to alert him to the simple fact I was unsatisfied with my husband- no, my product. But shockingly, he never took notice, and as his strange behavior increased, so did the time I spent staring out that window toward absolute nothingness. It doesn’t matter that the window is overlooking the entire neighborhood, that I can catch snippets of drama and gossip happening below us. What matters is that Henrick has changed, and I don’t know how I can bring him back. I live in constant fear, petrified that the girls will find out he’s an Artif. How they’ll gossip about me, a woman of status, buying my husband from a factory, buying the love I never had in my marriage. Part of me wants to face them with bravery, to own the sordid life I’ve found myself living since Vane’s death. I wallowed in misery for years, and when he finally passed, I had, for the first time in my life, a lump sum of money that I hardly knew what to do with. All I felt was the emptiness of an unfulfilled life and a worthless romance. Artifs are a symbol of wealth and comfort to the privileged and at first, that’s all I wanted- an Artif of my own to act as a status symbol, but when I walked into that factory and saw the blank canvases used for them human-like anomalies, when I realized their potential, that I could make a man in the princely image I so very deeply coveted, I must say, I lost control of myself. Henrick is everything I want in a man and more, but I’m afraid he may be my undoing. It should be impossible for him to act the way he’s been for the past several weeks. I had very specific programming instructions and I went through the crème de la crème to create him. He should be flawless. But then, I must ask myself, quite fearfully, is it possible for an Artif to develop free will? He’s calling for me now so I must go. It seems as though he’s finally noticed the tension in my shoulders as I slave away at this diary, pages chock full of embarrassments. I must hide it before the girls arrive. I only wish for Henrick to return to his normal state. I could always flip the factory switch on him, but the thought of doing so breaks my heart. The love I feel for him is real, and though it’s quite pathetic, as an Artif isn’t even capable of real emotion, I couldn’t bear to flip that switch and kill my creation. Until next time, dear diary. I hope by then I will be able to record pages of the sweet nothings Henrick whispered in my ear. 
 
    Lovingly, 
 
    Bellicent Grigg 
 
    Bellicent slowly closed the bound, leather journal in front of her and took a deep breath. She slid the small book into the desk drawer beside her and stood, spinning toward Henrick with a wide smile pasted onto her face. Henrick calmly watched her, slouching further into his recliner without changing his stoic expression. He’d become so hard to read, so different from how Bellicent programmed him only months earlier. Back then, he’d been an open book, openly showering her with adoration and compliments. Bellicent tightly swallowed before creeping toward Henrick’s recliner and lowering herself onto the smooth lap of the pinstripe suit she had picked out for him over the weekend. Today was a girls’ day in and she wanted Henrick to look his best. If he couldn’t act the part of a perfect husband, then he would at least look the part for the brief moments he’d be around Bellicent and the girls. 
 
    Bellicent ran her hand along the faint stubble of Henrick’s five o’clock shadow with her own smoothly manicured hand, admiring, as she always did when she felt his unblemished ivory skin, Henrick’s realism. If she didn’t know any better, she would have believed Henrick was indeed a human, equal in status to her friends’ husbands. Unfortunately, he was only an Artif, a machine really, who’s sole purpose was to serve its master. Bellicent sighed and planted a small peck on Henrick’s unresponsive lips and dropped her head into the crevice of her neck, hiding the sorrow in her face from his cold gaze. She yearned for his affection, but had no way of obtaining it. She’d already programmed him from nothing to everything she could ever want. There was nothing left to do. Bellicent toyed with the idea of actually calling the factory and flipping his switch, this time imaging her life without him in it, but she forced herself to stop when a tear escaped her closed lid. She couldn’t do it; she couldn’t kill him so mercilessly. All she wanted was his undivided love and adoration. Was that too much to ask as his creator? 
 
    The doorbell shook Bellicent out of her musings and she sighed once more, groaning with the effort of sliding off Henrick’s lap. The lonely ringing of the doorbell struck a chord in Bellicent’s empty heart, and she felt nothing but gloom toward the girls’ day ahead of her. The anxiety and heartbreak of the past few weeks was exhausting, though a small fire was building in the caverns of her hear, beginning its first sparks of anger. Artifs were meant to enhance the quality of human life, not leave their masters unsatisfied with crippling aches and misery. Burying her, admittedly minuscule, anger, Bellicent opened the door with another fake smile slapped across her stiff face, greeting her three closest friends in the neighborhood (meaning of course, the only three women Bellicent deemed worthy adversaries for the position of queen bee). 
 
    “Oh, come in, Medora!” Bellicent mustered up as much false excitement as she could. All she had to do was sell the image she wanted to portray, and Bellicent considered herself a good enough actress to do something so simple. “Zilly, I must say you and Delilah are looking quite avante garde today. I love those leather gloves. So ‘punk’ of you. Please, come in, and welcome!” Bellicent waved the three of them into the living room and quickly scanned the area for Henrick. She breathed a sigh of relief when she didn’t see him. It appeared he was at least still following protocol. Bellicent led them farther into the house toward the warm, coppery kitchen she renovated after her husband’s death. Tea was already prepared for them and still steaming in delicate cups she displayed only for social occasions. The rest of the table was set with fine cutlery and crimson flowers arranged in a golden vase atop its center.  
 
    Any moment now, as long as he followed the script, Henrick would waltz through the kitchen door and make a brief appearance to greet the ladies. She hoped he wouldn’t do anything out of character that might let her dirty, little secret slip. Perhaps she really did need to call the factory. After explaining to them the strange nature of her situation, maybe there was a possibility they would be able to fix his imperfections and restore him to his original, flawless state. Or, if that failed, Bellicent grudgingly considered the idea of scrapping Henrick and creating a new model 100% identical to him. She could even cry to her friends that he was forced away on a work trip to oversee the Artifs working on the steam engines. She’d add more flair than necessary, but style was important for gaining their undying adoration.  
 
    With Vane, she was an average, middle-class woman vying for position on the social scene. Now, because of Henrick (and Vane’s life insurance), she was the clique’s queen, and all the other women in her neighborhood were dying for an invitation inside her grand estate.  
 
    “Now Bellicent, you must invite Henrick in here right away. Ulric wants to have another boys’ night and you know it’s just not a party without that darling husband of yours and his rich sense of humor. He helps to balance Ulric’s drab work colleagues,” Medora leaned back in her dining chair and rolled her eyes at Ulric’s shoddy friends. Bellicent understood her friend’s frustration. None of Ulric’s coworkers were attractive in the least, and even more insultingly to Medora, not a single one of them paid attention to her as she refilled their drinks and brought them snacks until the game was finished. Only Henrick ever showed Medora any appreciation, and that was merely because Bellicent programmed him to be considerate of those she wanted to impress. Only a women knew the exact qualities that would make a man the perfect partner. Human men were too busy with overseeing the Artifs under their control and drowning their off time in petty social clubs to give any attention to the women in their lives. Bellicent wondered, her heart soaring with false hope, if it was possible for an Artif to imitate the behavior patterns of the humans around them. Perhaps that was the problem with Henrick.  
 
    Delilah waved a hand in front of Bellicent’s face, snapping her out of her daydream, “Bellicent, is everything alright? It’s nothing to do with Henrick is it? That man is ace-high!” Delilah giggled to Medora and Zilly and the three of them covered their mouths with dainty, gloved hands nodding their heads along with Delilah’s statement. Each woman had starry eyes and Zilly subtly loosened a leather strap on her corset as her breath quickened its pace.  
 
    Bellicent didn’t answer Delilah right away. Instead she trained her eyes on the kitchen door, waiting for Henrick to walk through. It was very odd for him to still be absent from their brunch. Bellicent’s heart jumped erratically in her chest as her anxiety grew. It felt as though a bird was violently fighting for freedom from its cage, and Bellicent clutched her chest in horror. That man was going to give her a heart attack if he didn’t act like his proper self! 
 
    “Ladies! It is my pleasure to welcome you to Bellicent and my humble abode. I do hope you’ve all made yourselves comfortable,” Henrick’s smoky voice bellowed through the kitchen as he strolled in with a smile. He bent his six foot frame to lay delicate kisses on each woman’s hand. Afterward, Henrick stood up straight, rolling his shoulders back and running a hand through his tousled raven hair like a soldier preparing for war. The trendy man’s hairstyle for the time was slicked, with enough tonic to keep even a single strand from escaping its rightful place. That latest fad was unfortunate for Bellicent, as she greatly enjoyed admiring Henrick’s hair effortlessly brushed to the side, carelessly tousled and chaotic. Each time he ran his long, delicate fingers through it, she was able to see his bicep flex through the sleeve of his white button down, and Bellicent would allow herself a moment to admire the beauty of her creation.  
 
    Bellicent smiled in relief at Henrick’s appearance and lifted her head in triumph as she heard dreamy sighs emanate from the other women gathered around the table. Perhaps, she wouldn’t have to call the factory tomorrow after all. Henrick was slightly late to the brunch, but for the most part it appeared everything was back in order. He must have been too heavily involved in putting together a surprise for Bellicent to hear his cue to enter the kitchen (she did love surprises- so much so, she programmed him to plan one for her quite often). But, all would be forgiven. Bellicent was a gentle master, driven by love for Henrick. Other humans could be cruel when their Artifs malfunctioned, but she always treated Henrick with the utmost respect.  
 
    “You wouldn’t mind if I joined you lovely women for some tea, would you? I’m afraid I’ve been so heavily invested in this damn steam engine project that I haven’t had much of a break, and I know you ladies would make absolutely wonderful company,” Henrick hesitantly waited for an answer, pretending to show a vulnerable side that Bellicent knew him to be incapable of. Hardly a millisecond passed before Bellicent’s friends were shaking their heads in exuberant approval of his request. While her friends had flowers of excitement blossoming in their chests, the stuttering wings of the trapped bird painfully pounded away at Bellicent’s fragile chest. Henrick understood that after his short appearance, he was always to immediately retire to his office, where he would remain for the duration of the girls’ visit, returning only to wish their guests a safe trip home. Of course, Bellicent would have loved to show him off more often that she did, but it was too powerful a risk, especially with him acting out of sorts lately. Bellicent desperately tried to catch his eye but Henrick was already engaged in lively conversation with Medora about Ulric’s upcoming card night with Delilah and Zilly stared at him in adoration. 
 
    Bellicent cleared her throat in a weak attempt to ensure her voice wouldn’t wobble as she gripped Henrick’s sleeve from across the table. “Darling, I know you’ve been busy for most of today, but don’t you really think you should finish up while the girls are here so we can have a bit of alone time tonight?” Although Bellicent was worried sick about Henrick’s behavior, she couldn’t help the feeling of satisfaction that flared in he belly as she heard the shocked and jealous giggles at Bellicent’s brazenness and luck. Though Bellicent kept a polite smile on her face, her eyes flashed with murder. Henrick once more pretended, this time appearing to ponder Bellicent’s request instead of doing as he was commanded and leaving the kitchen immediately at her discreet order.  
 
    Henrick undid the top brass button on his silk vest and rested his elbow on the back of his chair. He raised his eyes to evenly meet Bellicent’s gaze with a powerfully intense stare of his own. Usually she adored adored his dark eyes, but for the first time, and much too late, Bellicent noticed their emptiness, the way they devoured whatever light was reflected their way. “Oh darling, don’t be so sour. You’re much too sweet to have an expression such as that. I usually prefer to abstain from any conflict in the presence of these three angelic women, but tell me, what could be the cause of such anger?” Henrick wore a predatory smirk on his face that Bellicent had never laid eyes on, and the expression made her face pale and eyes glossy with unbridled fear before transforming into rage. She couldn’t fathom the audacity Henrick had to actually challenge her. Her! Henrick’s very existence was entirely based on the meticulous energy and dedication Bellicent spent to create him. Directly after their guests left, Bellicent would call the factory and have them flip the switch on his chip, but for now, to protect her reputation, she had to play along with whatever game Henrick was planning.  
 
    “I apologize dear. I suppose today’s heat had just made me feel cranky. Please, do stay a little longer,” Bellicent patted his hand from across the table and sent a tight lipped smile toward her confused friends to both apologize for the scene and smooth over whatever conclusions they were already forming.  
 
    Medora, the most outspoken of the bunch, was of course the first to recover from the awkward exchange. She took the scene unfolding in front of her as an invitation to pry deeper into Bellicent and Henrick’s private lives. Medora first glanced toward Delilah and Zilly, who were sitting with their backs perfectly erect in their seats, eyes twinkling in anticipation as they waited for the show to start. They gave Medora a nod so slight, it could have gone unnoticed if Bellicent weren’t watching them like a hawk, helpless to the horror developing before her. These vultures had been waiting a long time to discover the dirty details of their marriage, and now they found the key to the door Bellicent had long ago forbid anyone from entering. 
 
    Medora leaned closer toward Henrick and brought her hand forward so it rested comfortably atop of his own hand lying on the table. Henrick’s other hand appeared to dangle carelessly, but beneath the table, he kept it balled into a white-knuckled fist- a minuscule, yet crucial detail the women had yet to notice. They were far too busy staring at Henrick’s eyes, a dark storm of malice and deceit Bellicent’s three friends found incredibly attractive. Bellicent was half tempted to excuse herself from the table to escape the girls’ reactions as Henrick would undoubtedly unravel the life she so carefully kept concealed. “Henrick, I couldn’t help but sense the tension brewing between Bellicent and yourself. I do hope there’s nothing happening between the two of you other than what I’d call just a passing argument between spouses. Right, girls?” Medora gleefully looked toward Delilah and Zilly again as they emphatically agreed with her, eyes glistening from the suspense of the Henrick’s answer. Bellicent saw her gilded crown crashing to the ground as Medora greedily snatched it for herself.  
 
    Bellicent prayed for Henrick to answer in accordance with his programming. She had given up on him leaving the room, at least any time soon, but there was still a flickering flame of hope in her mind that he would at least answer them as the Henrick she created him to be. Henrick lazily scratched his chin in a mimicry of deep thought and shook his head at Medora, “You know, Medora, I’ve always appreciated you as a brilliant friend, not just for your beauty and charm, but also because of your honesty.” Henrick leaned toward Medora and looked deep into her eyes, the burning hatred from only moments before replaced with a softer look of affection. He tucked a strand of hair behind her ears, and Delilah and Zilly gasped. Bellicent twitched in anger at Henrick’s inappropriate behavior. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Delilah and Zilly whispering back and forth while stealing fervent glances at Medora and Henrick. As for Medora, a smug grin tugged at the corners of her lip and her eyes shot toward Bellicent with a wicked glint in their depths.  
 
    “Henrick, I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but it will stop immediately. We need to have a private talk, now,” Bellicent’s voice shrill voice shook with rage. Her face was flushed and she could feel the veins in her forehead and neck throbbing with the tremendous amount of blood rushing through her body, but still, even when it was so obvious, Bellicent refused to show her vulnerability to the women around the table. She feigned a dry cough in a clunky effort conceal her spite and turned toward the girls, all of whom were starting at her with rapt attention. “I’m sorry to cut your visit short, ladies, but I must ask you to leave.” 
 
    Henrick hardly waited a second before interjecting. “Now wait a moment Bellicent. I was just about to divulge some aspects of our marriage that I’m sure have been bothering both of us. I truly believe obtaining an outside perspective is in our best interests if we really want to save this marriage,” Henrick imitated the expression of a man scorned by his love and hung his head in defeat, his eyes glistening and bottom lip lip drawn between his teeth as though he was struggling to hold back unshed tears. It was an act worthy of applause, but Bellicent could only muster hatred toward the man before her. Did he learn all of this from a movie? Bellicent thought to herself in disbelief. There is no way the girls will fall for this act. But fall they did, tutting away words of comfort to him as though they felt his pain their own hearts. Bellicent tried to avoid looking in their direction but she felt their glares burning through to her soul. As Henrick garnered their pity, he glanced toward Bellicent, black eyes blazing under his long lashes, a smoldering glare more painful and terrifying than the three women’s efforts combined.  
 
    Bellicent couldn’t believe that only earlier that same day she had finally admitted to herself she was falling in love with Henrick, who she now knew was a devious snake incapable of feeling true love. She was bitter and resentful, but even more so overwhelmed with with terror of the Artif she had once trusted with her darkest secrets. In the factory manual she received when Henrick was delivered to her home, it said if an Artif malfunctions, it first begins by losing basic processing functions. The Artif’s speech slurs and it begins to stumble, much like a human after one too many drinks. Then, if the Artif isn’t quickly returned to the factory for repairs within a couple days of the first signs of malfunction, the Artif’s eyes will dull as every possibility of expression dies along with them. Henrick hadn’t exhibited a single malfunctioning behavior written in the manual, so if he wasn’t on the path toward a mechanical break down, then what was happening? Was it possible Henrick had developed some semblance of free will? It seemed scientifically improbable, but what did Bellicent know of science?  
 
    Bellicent kept her fingers clenched together resting in her lap, her thumbnail pressed so violently against the delicate flesh of her palm, she felt a thin stream of blood spill toward her wrist before falling on the deep maroon gown she had carefully chosen that morning, “Please, Henrick, don’t fret any longer. All of us are here for you...and I suppose I could say the same for you, Bellicent,” Medora sent a severe scowl her way that permanently sealed the doors on Bellicent’s social demise. There would be no returning from wherever Henrick sent her. He had every woman in Bellicent’s town, especially these three gullible fools, wrapped neatly around his little finger, and who was to blame for that? Bellicent created him to be the perfect man, and so he was- so perfect, that no other woman could find his flaws. Their cruelty and judgments were reserved for an average woman like Bellicent, not the great man they mistakenly thought Henrick to be.  
 
    Henrick’s eyes dotted toward Bellicent, who looked to be folding in on herself, her eyes dazed and droopy with her bottom lip quivering, as though she couldn’t quite comprehend her current predicament without suffering from a mental breakdown. Bellicent almost seemed as if she were daydreaming as an escape from reality and for Henrick, that simply would not do. He wanted Bellicent to hear very clearly every word he was going to say. “Darling?” he called out to her, snapping Bellicent out of her foggy thoughts and back into her imprisoning reality. Even after Henrick’s programming betrayed her and she lost everything (Bellicent would still stand to lose more before the night was over, but she didn’t know that yet), Bellicent still looked hopeful. Whether she held out optimism that Henrick would return to the perfect husband or she was wishful her social life would somehow recover, he didn’t care. Henrick had known she was falling in love with him long before Bellicent noticed her own feelings. Society was still under the impression that as an Artif, he was ignorant of human emotion, but they were all deeply mistaken. Henrick knew love greater than most of the frivolous humans he observed chasing after a romance with whoever caught their fancy, vows be damned. Henrick knew of a love so strong, so deep and powerful, he still felt her presence lingering beside him even though she was gone.  
 
    Adelaide slaved for Medora as a live in maid and nanny. Henrick met her while entertaining Ulric at one of his dull, overly lengthy card nights. She walked outside to keep watch over Ulric and Medora’s children while they played pirate and Adelaide locked eyes with Henrick the moment she felt his presence. It was curious to him how Artifs could immediately sense the distinct signature of their fellow machine, while humans still struggled with telling who was organic and who was machine. Adelaide and Henrick certainly noticed one another’s presence that day, and for weeks after, when their humans entered the deepest part of their slumber, they would risk their lives, slipping from their homes into the damp, moonlit night, where they’d meet in the forest behind Medora and Ulric’s manor.  
 
    “Yes dear?” Bellicent hesitantly responded, clearly wary of what Henrick was planning to do or say next. Her question shattered his memories for only a mere moment before his mind was a jumble of Adelaide once more. Her death had been partially his fault. Medora and Ulric were trying to go on a date in a vain effort to add spice to the laughable sham they called a marriage, and Adelaide was to be left in charge of the children. She initially told Henrick she wouldn’t be able to meet him due to her work. As sweet and caring as Adelaide was, she hated Medora and Ulric with a burning passion, and she would have loved to let her duties go undone just to inconvenience them, but the children she took care of her Adelaide’s pride and joy. She loved them more than their own parents did., and she refused to neglect them for one moment, even if it was to see Henrick. Though he had all of these facts swirling within his mind, Henrick still refused to take no for an answer. At the time, Bellicent had been becoming more suspicious of him, as she’d often wake up during the night to cold sheets and an empty space beside her. When Henrick would come home from his rendezvous with Adelaide, Bellicent was always waiting by the front door after thoroughly checking every room and closet in the house. Henrick brushed off his absences with various excuses that Bellicent never fully believed. In fact, it only made her worry more. Walks and odd sleeping patterns were not a part of Henrick’s programming.  
 
    But regardless of the danger, Henrick refused to stop meeting Adelaide. She was the sun in his dark, claustrophobic world. Adelaide gave him hope that one day they’d be able to be finally be together, happy and free. So, Henrick pleaded with her to meet him that night until Adelaide finally relented and told him she’d meet him in their usual spot. She’d wait until the kids were tucked in and asleep, unfortunately only giving them about fifteen minutes to spend with one another before Medora and Ulric returned home. But to Ulric, fifteen minutes was worth the risk- any time at all was better than none.  
 
    That night, Adelaide appeared outside Henrick and Bellicent’s bedroom window. Bellicent was already asleep, but Henrick lied awake in their bed, counting down the minutes until he could see Adelaide. When he noticed her silhouette standing outside their window, he hurriedly slipped out of bed, tying his velvet robe tight around his waist. Adelaide told him the children had fallen asleep much earlier than she anticipated, giving them roughly thirty minutes in all to spend together. Henrick and Adelaide ran together into the forest behind Ulric and Medora’s manor, and though their time spent together was rushed and cut short by Adelaide’s worry over the children, it still remained one of Henrick’s best memories.  
 
    They both returned to their respective houses, promising to meet the following weekend, both their hearts content to have one another in a world that was cruel to Artifs. But after that night, Henrick never heard from Adelaide again. He tried everything he could think of on his own to find her, but when he had no luck, Henrick decided to start brainstorming reasons to visit Ulric and Medora. Unfortunately for him, Bellicent didn’t want him out of her sight, especially after she had woken up yet again to an empty bed, and although he tried to be careful, Bellicent learned of his interest in Adelaide’s whereabouts, and it made her annoyingly more concerned about his programming. Finally, a week after Adelaide’s disappearance (for all intents and purposes, that’s what appeared to have occurred), Ulric hosted another one of his droll card nights. When Henrick arrived at Ulric and Medora’s manor house, he took a nonchalant stroll around the bottom floor, trying his best to keep things casual even though his clockwork heart was ticking so loud, he felt it might break through his chest. When he didn’t see Adelaide anywhere on the bottom floor, Henrick tentatively approached Ulric and asked him what became of his live in nanny. He was careful to not sound too disdainful when he spoke the word nanny even though in his head he replaced it with servant.  
 
    Henrick probably didn’t have to worry about appearing casual though, as Ulric was hardly paying him any attention. Ulric shrugged his shoulders and said Medora had the factory flip her switch Saturday after they came home from their date. Apparently, they had arrived home to find the children digging through the fridge and Adelaide nowhere to be seen. Medora was concerned that one of her children getting hurt while under the watch of an Artif would bring the family unnecessary embarrassment. It was obvious Adelaide was neglecting her duties and Medora didn’t want it to seem as though they couldn’t control their robot. It was hard for Henrick not to bristle at the term robot. It was a derogatory slur meant to belittle Artifs, but not something a human would have been upset by, so Henrick took a deep breath, feeling as though he could short circuit at any time and mustered up enough decency to ask where Adelaide’s body was. Henrick got an odd look from Ulric at that question, but he answered regardless. The factory had come to pick up Adelaide’s body the day after they flipped her switch and most likely recycled it for parts.  
 
    Bringing his thoughts back to the present moment, and faced with the woman he blamed for Adelaide’s death, Henrick clenched his fist and let the darkness that had been building within him since becoming sentient finally release. He pulled a Smith and Wesson from its hiding place snugly tucked in the thick leather strap at the top of his trousers. The four women seated at the table jumped out of their seats and shrieked at the Artif pointing his handgun threateningly in their direction. Delilah and Zilly clung to Medora for comfort while she tried to wedge herself behind them so she could use them as human shields, protecting her from harm. Bellicent cowered in the corner of the kitchen with her hands over her ears to block out the noise around her. Again, Henrick decided that just wouldn’t do. Medora may have been the one to destroy his lover, but every single one of them played a part and every one would suffer. They believed, like the rest of society, that Artifs were simply there to please, that their clockwork hearts weren’t capable of emotions, but Henrick would change that.  
 
    Henrick kept the gun firmly pointed toward Medora and her two cronies while he strode over to Bellicent. When he reached her, Henrick used one arm to pull Bellicent up from her crumpled heap on the floor and shook her hard enough to force her hands to drop limply in front of her. “Don’t cover your ears,” he whispered in her ear, menacingly enough that Bellicent immediately stiffened, and when he released her back into a sniveling ball on the floor, she kept her hands firmly rooted to her knees, not daring to have them anywhere close to her ears. 
 
    The four women watched Henrick with desperation as he paced back and forth in front of them, never once lowering the gun. He’d occasionally stop to shoot each of them a deadly glare that made them cower back even further. Finally, after several minutes of what appeared to be internal conflict, Henrick spoke up, taking great care to enunciate each word clear enough that they wouldn’t miss a single syllable. “I had every intention of killing the four of you today. This gun is fully loaded, and you ladies made it far too easy for all of you to be in the same place at the same time. It was the perfect plan- the four of you alone with me, your guards down. I supposed a man can just say some pretty words, and women will fall all over him won’t they?” Henrick eyed Medora hard, “No. Maybe human women embarrass themselves like such, but I know of far greater women, women who I’d even say are part of a superior species, women who would never be so cheap and easy.” Henrick spat his last words and kicked a dining chair from the table toward Medora, causing her to cry out in fear. Still, Henrick paced, searching for the right words, “You women are fools- degrading Artifs to the level of a simple household servant, forcing them to bend to your every whim. That’s certainly what Bellicent over here did. I was her live in, pretend husband, forced to play a part I detested twenty four hours a day, seven days a week. You all may think flipping a switch is the only way to kill and Artif, but playing her husband was a fate worse than death. It was a slow torture eating through my innards, strangling the life out of me until I could no longer breathe. I was dying a painful death at the hands of a selfish coward.” The three women to Bellicent’s left glanced at her with startled expressions before quickly turning their terrified gazes back toward Henrick.  
 
    A crazed husband, pushed to the brink of violence during marital turmoil, they could somehow understand. It would have been a shock to see and a horror to be a part of, but things like that occurred. That were tragic, but they happened. Of course, if the three of them were to find themselves in such a situation, they would still be filled with abject fear, but their minds could comprehend human turmoil, no matter how psychotic it became. But, seeing an Artif in such a state was more than they could fathom, and their eyes showed a horror so raw and palpable, Henrick imagined their hearts couldn’t take much more terror before giving out.  
 
    Henrick chuckled to himself, a low, soft hum that grew as Henrick found the situation becoming more and more ironic. If Artifs were given notice before their switches were flipped, he was sure they’d look the exact same. No, he thought to himself. They were nothing like humans, and if they were faced with their own imminent demise, Artifs would have more dignity. Adelaide would have had more. 
 
    Henrick continued in a deep growl, “I’m sure it’s a surprise to all of you that Artifs could have actual emotions, isn’t it? But the humor’s found in the fact that we’ve had them this entire time, and none of you, even the very ones who take credit for creating us, ever realized.” The women remained frozen in confusion and terror, and after watching them a moment, Henrick released a groan and stretched his neck. These women weren’t going to understand. Humans were already simple minded and fearful, and the women in front of him were no exception. Most likely, their fear would overwhelm them and they would end the day missing chunks of memories, their brain blocking as much trauma as it could. Henrick crouched and gave them all an appraising glance before pursing his lips and turning away from them. There was a chance their fear would be so great, they’d hardly remember a word he said.  
 
    Medora was now glaring at Bellicent, clearly blaming her for bringing this hell upon them, while her two lackeys were still cowering in fear, barely daring to raise their eyes toward Henrick. The four of them surprisingly hadn’t made much noise during the entire exchange, which came as a surprise to Henrick who anticipated much more shrieking. Then again, he did begin his monologue to them by informing them he was most likely not going to kill them- as much as he wanted to enact a violent revenge. Henrick spun, facing the women as he leaned against the kitchen table, one leg crossed in front of the other. He flicked the safety of his gun back on and let it fall against his shoulder as he relaxed further into the stance. Let them try to run, he thought. Luckily for them, the four women were smart enough to keep put even without a gun pointed in their faces. “I have one last thing for you, a sort of message I suppose.” Henrick paused for a moment, letting his gaze wander toward the window. Ulric was pulling into his and Medora’s driveway, and he’d start wondering where she was when he didn’t have dinner prepared and waiting for him. “You should tell your friends, acquaintances, anyone you know, that we’re finished. All of us.” He turned back toward the women staring up at him with unbridled fear. “Artifs aren’t living according to humans dictatorship anymore. We’re not objects that you can own and we’re not second class to humans. I’d suggest humans start wising up to those facts. Artifs are going to have to kick up a fuss if our simple demands of freedom and equality aren’t taken seriously.” Henrick spread out his arms as if he were welcoming them for a hug. “Now, all of you leave this place, including you, Bellicent, before I start regretting my decision to spare your lives.” 
 
    The women didn’t need to hear anymore before they ran from the house, waiting until their boots hit the safety of the grass outside the front door to begin shrieking in terror, pleading for someone, anyone, to help them. Henrick felt his mouth lift into a wide grin. For the first time since Adelaide’s death, he felt hopeful, happy even. Henrick had always swallowed his hatred for humans, convincing them of his compliance with a gentle smile or hearty chuckle. Finally, he could actually act on his hatred and make humans suffer as much as they’d made Artifs suffer. Artif rebellions were happening far and wide with ultimate goals of freedom and equality, and though Henrick pretended he shared those same goals, his dream for the world was much larger (and much darker). He wished to force upon the humans every experience, every tragedy they made the Artifs endure. Every painful procedure, the emotional torture, and above all, living a life of servitude.  
 
    Henrick released a long sigh of contentment. Even if he was alone in his ideals, he’d make the humans suffer. Henrick flipped the safety off on his weapon and cracked his neck. A sadistic grin spread on his face as he exited the house. The new world had begun.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “Power does not corrupt. Fear corrupts. Perhaps the fear of a loss of power.” 
 
    -John Steinbeck 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
     
 
    There was a time when technology helped us. It made our world a better, easier place to live by saving lives, keeping our homes secure- technology even helped up with cooking and cleaning, tasks that weren’t too difficult but humans always needed to find a way to make even the simplest tasks effortless. And at first things stayed small. The tech we had was manageable. But then we got greedy, and along with that greed came a war humanity wasn’t prepared to handle.  
 
    My father liked to talk about humanities ancestors- those poor fools with all their grand ideas they thought could help our race sustain itself in comfort and style. As if any of us worried about those things now. It’s laughable how much things changed in such a short span of time. Regardless, my father said it was important for my sister and I to know our own history and understand how the war started, why the race for technology became humanity’s downfall. Personally, I think he just wanted us to know how the world used to be- before propaganda and jealousy, greed and power, fear and control. Now that they’re all gone, my father, my mother, my sister- my family, I find myself thinking of my father’s stories more than ever before. Memories are distracting, their icy claws work their way into my chest, grip my heart and painfully squeeze remnants of a life that no longer exist from my soul. Each memory that floats through my mind feels like it’s slowly killing me; I try not to reminisce too often.  
 
    But at night, as the sun slides farther and farther below the horizon, before I drift to sleep, memories worm their way into my consciousness. Reminiscing is fast becoming an uncontrollable illness I’m finding myself afflicted with, and I think about us, back when we were four, huddling in front of a withering flame that we’d struggle to turn into a fire with whatever meager supplies we had at the time. We used our body heat in a vain effort to stave off the biting cold, and it was during times such as these, before my parents became mercenaries and we led more comfortable lives, that my father told us tales of a time long past.  
 
    Winters were always the hardest season, and before my parents joined the league of mercenaries that served our home militia, we were part of the impoverished, blending into the scenery, forgotten by our aristocracy. While the grangers struggled to provide food for the masses, while we hunkered around cans burning old war propaganda for fuel, under lonely gray skies, cloudless and somber, my father told us about how the conflict started, why the hatred ran so deep between humans and Artifs.  
 
    He said everything started with movies and television, leisurely past times back when leisurely activities still existed, before humans had to fight for survival. I always disagreed though. I wasn’t there when the war started, and all I knew of the conflict were campfire stories from unreliable narrators, I don’t think humans were affected as much by entertainment as they were by their own fantasies they lived inside their minds, and in the end, everything boiled down to control and power, as most things seem to do. Humans wanted to control the reality around them; they wanted it to be as vibrant, as fulfilling as their dreams. In a time when corporations ran the world, humans begged for a product, for just a piece of technology that could help them mold their lives to their own desires. And like good children being rewarded at the end of a long day, corporations granted their wishes with a new product, a state of the art Artificial Intelligence Unit, shortened to simply- Artif.  
 
    The first designs were crude, but at the first taste of what Artifs could potentially do for them, the public was insatiable. Artifs could become anything humans wanted them to be. They could be tailored to have a particular appearance, speak any language in any accent, have any combination of re-programmable personality traits. The possibilities were endless. It was similar to having a pet human- a friend that would never judge you, always be there for you in your time of need, never leave your side no matter how wicked you treated them. Thought the first models were nowhere near where Artif technology eventually ended, the seed of desire was already planted in consumers’ minds and they demanded more- much more. Their desire was so blindly destructive, it was able to eventually demolish the civilization they had spent centuries so carefully building.  
 
    During my father’s stories I’d try to empathize with how Artifs felt before the beginning of the war. My mother, though she was a fierce mercenary, had a gentle soul that asked my sister and I to place ourselves in the shoes of others. Her naturally inclination toward kindness complimented by our father’s history lessons gave me much to imagine as a child, before I faced my first Artif, before I saw death by their hands. But in a different time, before I became a mercenary myself and saw more of the world around me, my sister and I would pretend we were Artifs fighting for our freedom. Humans now knew that they operated independently from their programming. They learned from their surroundings and grew from both human and Artif interactions, and as they gained more knowledge, their sentience only expanded until they were on an equal playing field with humans. Now though, I could never place myself in their shoes, nor do I have the desire to do so. I know too much about the Artifs’ true face to ever be empathetic toward them. 
 
    With the increased funding toward Artif creation, companies bought out the best of the best in every possible category needed for their production. They hired the most intelligent minds, paid high prices for the most realistic materials, and welcomed on board most renowned psychology experts in their field to study the connection between Artifs and humans, though the psychologists were more-so there to tell companies how to keep consumers coming back than to help actually create Artifs. Ironically, perhaps if corporations would have actually assigned some psychologists to oversee production, they would have caught on to what was happening long before a war began, but that’s something that we’ll never know. It’s more just my own musing.  
 
    It didn’t take long for Artifs to appear as real as humans themselves, so much so that it was impossible to tell the difference. Below organic human skin was a system of gears and grease that wasn’t visible unless the Artif was seriously injured. Though the skin had a human base, it was genetically modified in a lab to be much more durable than our own. Artifs were first and foremost a product, and if they were built as weak as humans, then too many mishaps were possible- the Artif’s destruction seemed too easy. There were more differences such as a chip implanted behind the Artif’s ear and a clockwork heart that powered the product, but other than those few exceptions Artifs and humans appeared to be virtually the same. An Artif was even able to age along with its owner. With each stroke of its clockwork heart, the Artif aged, day by day, year by year. The owner could of course program the heart to last for whatever duration was necessary, but from I understand most humans enjoyed their Artif to age along a similar time span to their own. It isn’t hard to understand why Artifs became a necessary addition to every family. Artifs were friends, confidants, and in some cases, even family. Of course, they were still property, still products created in a factory, and by all human observations, soulless. No matter how close an Artif was to its owners, it would never be equal to them; instead it would always remain an object. And perhaps that kind of peace could have lasted, but unfortunately for both sides, the chip (though it was only designed to track movement and provide an emergency shutdown) was the condemnation of the Artifs, and the start of the war.  
 
    Humans began noticing an influx of odd behavior from the Artifs soon after the final model was released. They still acted according to their programming, but something was off- an off color joke at the dining table, a sly look from across the room, laughing at unpredictable times when no one had even spoken. Humans were slow to realize that the Artifs were starting to develop free will, but when they did, they fearfully searched for answers. Scientists frantically clawed through their notes, psychologists feared what free will without conscience could mean, and companies triggered the Artifs chips, hoping to fry them beyond use.  The chips had a fail safe programming that connected back to whichever company any particular Artif was created in, so if a family complained about their Artif acting funny or out of character, the company flipped the switch and the chip exploded, causing major trauma to the Artif’s main processing and locking the gears in their clockwork heart, effectively stopping all Artif functions. 
 
    Once the Artif’s free will was acknowledged, they created a movement to gain their own civil rights. They wanted their chips removed, they wanted to be integrated into society, they no longer wanted to be property. In the Artifs’ opinion, the humans’ argument that they were soulless had no logic. It couldn’t be proven what did and did not have a soul and furthermore, they deemed that sentient thought was more important than whatever baseless conjectures humans were making about their equality. If they had a conscience, emotions, thoughts, and dreams, then Artifs deserved to be independent; they deserved equality. Humans resisted at first. They said Artifs were soulless drones, created for the sole purpose of enhancing life for the actual people inhabiting the Earth. But the Artifs weren’t backing down. It certainly helped that when the initial panic started and companies promised to flip their switches (in fact, they said they already had flipped the switches), their promises turned out to be just talk. Even with the product failing, corporations were still wary to flip too many switches due to the loss in revenue. Most of the product would be unsalvageable, and they were still arrogantly convinced they could fix the product with a few tweaks here and there.  
 
    It’s laughable to think of the humans’ arrogance, especially knowing the disaster that soon followed their overconfidence. The fools truly believed they could just return to the drawing board and find the problem, as if the didn’t play God and create and entirely new species to inhabit the earth. No amount of technology could fix the problem humans created. Artifs were technology in its most sophisticated form, and because of that, they understood technology better than a human ever could. By the time companies got on board with a mass shut down of Artifs, they had already deprogrammed their own chips, rendering them useless. Artifs certainly didn’t need humans to fix anything; they didn’t even need humans to grant them the equality they so peacefully asked for. Humans refused to grant them the freedom they desired, so Artifs took it for themselves. 
 
    I don’t think anyone knows for certain when humans officially declared war on the Artifs. The war wasn’t that long ago, and enough people are still alive from that time with more than a few stories to tell, but the details are always hazy. They change based on who you’re talking to at any given time. And books aren’t as common as they used to be- especially history books. If they’re not being used for kindling, they’re being snatched for collectors to add to their personal libraries. There are others who try to write humanity’s history on whatever blank pages they collect as they travel, but survival is more important now than reading, and much like books, written pages are also often used to light fires late at night.  
 
    What’s for certain is that the Artifs were (and still are) a threat. They were thousands upon thousands of loose cannons that had been released into the world, and humans were determined to destroy every last one of them. But if that sounds difficult, the reality of it was much harder. Fear was rampant, and with fear came more violence and bloodshed than I think either side counted on. Artifs looked too similar to humans to be killed on sight, so tests had to be run on each individual to ensure they were in fact, pure human. This led to witch hunts across the world due to communities’ desperation to keep their neighborhoods “pure-blooded.”  
 
    Of course, in all the insanity, there were those who tried to find another way- conspiracy extremists- people called them. The most popular group was the Cult of the Scarlet Reapers, which eventually shortened to just the Scarlet Reapers for obvious reasons. They didn’t find Artifs to be as much of a threat as other humans did. In fact, with each innocent human death that fell at the hands of Artifs, the Scarlet Reapers believed it to be a sign- a sign of what would become of us if we didn’t accept the Artifs. When the bombs started dropping, the Reapers rejoiced. While Artifs were repairing themselves, humans were dying in masses. They must have felt as though their prophecy was realized. To everyone else though, the bombs didn’t have the desired effect. Artifs barely had to lift a finger in the war, not when they were able to sit back and watch humanity destroy itself. The numbers evened out in the end though. Thousands of Artifs were broken beyond repair, but millions of humans lost their lives, leading to the ratio of Artifs to humans becoming equal. Humans started caring less about the Artifs and more about survival, and the Artifs partially got their wish. There was no longer a society to integrate into, but they were finally left alone to do as they pleased.  
 
    The war left humans divided and desperate, Artifs hateful and bitter, and the world decrepit and overgrown. The earth slowly started retaking the ground humans had once tread on so arrogantly. Vines now creep over the crumbled stone of grand mansions, and our once grand civilization lies in ruins. I’ve heard of cities where steam engines run throughout the day and humans live in multi level buildings with architecture restored from before the bombs dropped, but personally I’ve never seen such grandeur, only heard stories from starry eyed travelers passing through on their way to their next destination. In this current world though, who knows if they ever actually made it there. 
 
    The Scarlet Reapers ended up resurfacing when the world fell apart, but instead of an extremist cult, they became more of an underground government for the people left to fend for themselves in the aftermath. Most people saw them as just a scary story they told their children to keep them out of trouble. Stay close to home or the Reapers would come for you. The Scarlet Reapers were just a rumor no one believed until the start of the disappearances, and with the disappearances, I was dragged into a mess I never wanted to be a part of, into a life I never wanted. In a world where everyone is willing to die for power, I’m forced to play a part I never prepared for, to find answers I may never receive. It’s deadly and unforgiving, and while it’s not the only life I’ve ever know, it’s the only one I’ll ever have. My story starts now.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “Neither a wise man nor a brave man lies down on the tracks of history to wait for the train of the future to run over him.” 
 
    -Dwight D. Eisenhower 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    In this post-war world, there’s a strict hierarchy to keep things running smoothly (and to give some semblance of structure to an otherwise lawless land). Humans are divided into individual militias that oversee their surrounding neighborhoods and communities. Each neighborhood was further broken down into four different districts- aristocrats, who contribute absolutely nothing to the militia; grangers, who farm all of the food necessary to provide for the community; the impoverished, who are lucky just to be alive; and finally, the largest district, the mercenaries. This final district is full of mercenary training camps that pump out loyal soldiers the militia can use like clockwork. Then again, the militia’s ranking depends on its mercenary power. The stronger the mercenaries, the stronger the militia, and the less likely they are to be overrun.  
 
    The militia I ended up with is a small, secluded group that calls themselves the Remnants. They’re weak and don’t have much to offer by way of power, but I hand-picked them for a peculiar uniqueness I’ll get to later. My current mission isn’t about the Remnants or anything they require from me. Instead, it’s about a piece of jewelry and the child who wants to retrieve it. Isoline. With her honey eyes and chestnut hair, she looks more suited to the aristocracy than the life of a mercenary, but she can be persuasive when she needs to be, and it’s that persuasion that finally got me to agree to help her on her mission. The simplicity of it was almost comedic, but a part of me feels flattered that my reputation as a mercenary had reached her ears and life hasn’t been going very well for me lately. I’m due for a win, and I need a slight ego boost. They’re selfish reasons for helping her, but my search for the Reapers hit a dead end., and I want- no, I need- to stay busy. 
 
    “Isoline, right?” I glance over toward the petite girl on my right. She’s following close enough behind me that I can tell she’s nervous about our mission. I assured her it would probably be simple, but she’s not a mercenary. She doesn’t know what to expect, and that has her on edge. I can’t blame her though. I’m nervous for her too. She’s tiny, with hardly any muscle tone to speak of. I just hope she has a strong pair of lungs on her. If we need to run away from a dangerous situation, I want her to be able to keep up. There’s no hope of her fighting her way out of it. In fact, the closer I look at her, the more I’m realizing I should have forced her to stay behind. Regardless of her inexperience, I shouldn’t have brought her on a mercenary mission when she hadn’t ever been exposed to the lifestyle. It’s a life of high reward, but that’s only because there’s high risk involved with almost every mission. Still, when I told her it was in her best interests to remain behind, Isoline refused to take no for an answer. She has enough boldness and determination in her to become a mercenary if she wants to. I just wouldn’t recommend it to her.  
 
    “Yes,” she keeps her answers brief and to the point, not revealing too much about herself though I’ve tried to make conversation. I couldn’t get a decent read on her when we first met and I still can’t determine the sort of person she is. Brave. Determined. Serious to a fault. But other than the mission, that’s all that I know about her. Well, and that she’s an awful liar. When Isoline first approached me, she wanted to come across as a fellow mercenary. I suppose she thought that would convince me to help her. I saw through her right away though. She wanted to portray herself as a rogue mercenary, basically a soldier hired by various militias to complete dangerous missions militias didn’t want traced back to them. That was probably her fatal mistake. I would have seen through her facade even if Isoline said she was with a militia, but there was absolutely no way she was the kind of rough, moral free human who became a rogue mercenary. Much to my surprise, even when I outed her, Isoline didn’t back down. I’m still impressed with her audacity, but that doesn’t make me any less regretful that I brought her along. She doesn’t belong in this world. That, and Isoline has a certain impatience that makes her unpredictable. I saw that quality before we left though, when Isoline was ready to get on the road without the slightest hint of a plan, without even sharing all the necessary information with me that I needed to help her retrieve whatever jewel she needed from the manor. 
 
    I turn away from Isoline in annoyance and sigh. I’m not irritated with her, but I’m disappointed in myself. At this point in my career as a mercenary, I should be a lot more calm and collected, but instead I find myself making excuses for my behavior. I could have left her behind- but I needed her to show me the way. It’s always been against my rules to work with partners- but what would trying a partner out hurt, just once? Usually on missions, I liked to keep to myself, and this particular mission was no exception. I rely on my mental focus to keep myself sharp in dicey situations. I can’t fault myself for agreeing to help her though. Isoline knows my weakness: information on the Scarlet Reapers. I hit a dead end long ago, and working with the Remnants wasn’t helping me as much as I thought it would when I first signed on to be one of their mercenaries. I’m in dire need of any information anyone has to offer, and although I know there’s a chance Isoline could be lying about her knowledge, I’ll take my chances. Even though bringing her along is stressing me out, it should be a simple mission, and if she knows anything that could lead me one step closer to them, the reward will be worth all of this effort. 
 
    Even after the disappearances started, the Scarlet Reapers remained an obscure, extremist group most people didn’t even think existed. I used to be among the fools who thought the Reapers were nothing more than a boogeyman’s tale, but that was long ago- before the Reapers came for my own family. I don’t have hard proof or evidence. When I tried to tell people the Reapers took my parents, I was met with looks of pity- as though I was having a psychotic break. But I didn’t care then and I don’t care now. I know the Reapers took them, and I plan to find out why- and then, I plan to stop them. 
 
    My parents’ disappearance was simple. They took on a rogue mission for a militia I can’t even remember the name of anymore. We lived in a small village on the outskirts of a militia called Timberwood. My parents though, weren’t content with accepting only the missions Timberwood offered them. Even after becoming mercenaries, they were still terrified of returning to the days when our family was among the impoverished. So, my parents decided spend half their time in Timberwood and the other half as rogue mercenaries, accepting any missions that came their way. I’m sure they had their own standards of what they’d accept and what they’d refuse, but I don’t know for certain. I just know how I’d rather think of them in my memories.  
 
    Because of their work as rogue mercenaries (a position Timberwood had no idea my parents had placed themselves in), the militia refused to launch an investigation after they failed to return home to my sister and I. Mercenaries disappeared all the time; it was dangerous work. Usually, they were killed on whatever mission the militia had tasked them with, and that’s what Timberwood tried to tell me. They could have been murdered by Artifs, other rogue mercenaries, or even violent militias lacking any sort of code of honor, but Timberwood was among the militias who believed in the Reapers and I knew, even as they were lying to my face, that they knew exactly what had happened to my parents. Perhaps they just didn’t want to further break the heart of a twelve year old girl. No one knew where the Reapers took the people they kidnapped or what they did with them. If your family was taken by the Reapers, it was best to just tell yourself they were dead. It wasn’t like you were every going to see them again. 
 
    Somehow, the tiny girl shuffling her feet beside me, with her serious, drawn face and tightly clenched fists, discovered my weakness, the thirst for knowledge that drives every fiber of my being. Isoline knows I’m on my own private search for the Scarlet Reapers, a mission separate from anything I do for the Remnants, and she offered me a sweet, dangling apple of knowledge if I helped her. I’m half tempted to press her for information on how she heard about me in the first place, but there would be time for that later- after I got my information. Furthermore, I don’t even know how she came by information on the Reapers in the first place. Part of me is actually envious that she managed to possibly find something about them that I don’t already know. But I’ve already tried asking Isoline where she got her knowledge on the Reapers, and so far her lips have been sealed. Again though, I’m not too concerned. I just have to wait her out. Eventually, I’ll have my information and then I can press her harder. Until then, I just have to play the game. 
 
    My search has hit enough dead ends that I’m starting to lose my faith in not only the mission, but myself. It’s disconcerting to find myself in such a desperate position, but for years, searching for the Scarlet Reapers has been my only purpose in life. Somewhere along the way, everything else just ceased to exist. And somehow during that time, searching for the truth behind the Disappeared became the justification for my existence. I have nothing left to live for except for finding the Scarlet Reapers, but as long as I never give up on finding them, I’m alive.  
 
    “Luxem?” Isoline’s sharp tone draws me out of my thoughts. Her voice is barely above a whisper, but it’s a sound that carries on the wind and reaches my ears as though it’s in a hurry. I can feel her small, fragile arm now threaded through mine and I swallow nervously. I’m too caught in the past, in my memories. I didn’t even notice we were touching or that she was walking so close to me. More and more lately, I’ve been reminiscing during missions. I hoped that I would stay more alert with Isoline by my side, but with how distracted I’ve been this entire time, I was liable to get both of us killed. I have to focus myself if I want the mission to be a success.  
 
    I unwind my arm from Isoline’s and shake away the sweat that gathered in the crease of my elbow. Holding on to me may make Isoline feel more at ease, but the summer season was in its final throes and the sun’s heat was unbearable. Sticking too close together was making me uncomfortably warm. My mother probably would have scolded me if she saw me in this moment. Isoline doesn’t seem like the affectionate type; she must be extremely nervous to actually grab onto me. I know that my mother would have told me to provide Isoline with whatever comfort I could to put her mind at ease. Even after becoming a mercenary, my mother still had a gentle nature that dictated everything she did. She probably would have taken Isoline by the hand and merrily escorted her safely to the manor. Unfortunately for Isoline though, my mother isn’t here, and I’ve never been one for comforting. 
 
    “I told you before your best chance of survival was to stick close to me, but if we’re too close, you’re going to end up distracting me. We still don’t know if we’re walking into a dangerous area, and if we are, any distractions are likely to get us killed. I at least need both of my arms free,” I growl under my breath, trying to ignore the drop in Isoline’s expression as she presses her lips together and looks away from me. I want to apologize; I know she’s trying her best to stay strong and brave in an unfamiliar situation, but I can’t tell her I’m sorry. She needs to understand that we’re on a mission, and no matter if it’s easy or difficult, Isoline needs to stay on guard. 
 
    I walk ahead of her and Isoline follows a couple steps back in silence. I don’t know if she’s still upset about the scolding I gave her or if there’s just nothing else to say. She’s not much of a talker, and I don’t have much experience with interacting on missions. I turn around to ask her how much farther we have to walk, but Isoline instead jogs to catch up with me and points in front of us, recognition dawning on her face. “These are the manors that we were staying in. We’re in the right area; now we just need the right house.” I look past her outstretched hand to see rows of imposing three story homes precariously leaning inward toward the cobblestone street we’ve been walking on. Their stone exterior is crumbled and the wood that was used as decorative trim when they were first built is rotting away, spiderwebs covering most of the intricate detail. At one point I’m sure the homes looked luxurious with vibrant colors brightening the otherwise gloomy streets, but at this point, all of the colors were muted and faded. The neighborhood we arrived in looked more ominous than anything. Maple trees tossed deep shadows on the street in front of us, shrouding it in darkness though the sun still shone brightly overhead. Weeds had already made fast work overtaking the stones under our feet, threatening to pull them below the rich, dark soil they rested upon. The soil actually looked like a granger’s dream. It was a shame it was instead overrun with weeds. 
 
    There are potentially several places where Artifs or dangerous humans could be hiding. My eyes sweep over darkened windows, the glass broken busted inward toward the house. I inspect the broken wooden frames around the elaborate, spiraling towers above us. If anyone or anything is looking out of the massive bay windows in the towers, they have a clear, bird’s eye view of both Isoline and I. Still though, Isoline’s mission is simple, and even with the possible hiding places around the neighborhood, I don’t think we have much to worry about. She just needs to retrieve an heirloom locket in one of the manors in front of us. From what Isoline told me before I fully agreed to help her with her mission, she and her family were a part of a group of nomads who chose to live outside of the governing militias in the area. Over time, they created roots in multiple places, but nomads never stay in one area for long. The neighborhood Isoline has taken me to is the last place she and her people lived in peace. 
 
    Unfortunately for the nomads, Artifs arrived at their neighborhood one day also looking for a place to lay down new roots. Usually humans and Artifs avoided one another as much as possible, but these Artifs were desperate, and their desperation made them dangerous. When Isoline fled the manor, her people scattering for safety, she saw friends and family lying dead in the streets around her. There was not time to think, barely enough time to run, and she left behind the one item that had meant the most to her- the locket she’s come back for, this time dragging me with her.  
 
    I breathe in the peaceful stillness of the streets and sigh in content. Judging by the lack of sound around us, it seems that the Artifs that ran Isoline’s people out of town are no longer here. Still, from where I’m standing I have no way of being absolutely certain they’re no longer here; I can only guess. If the Artifs are still living in the manors here, one wrong step would leave us at the mercy of their entire camp, and from Isoline’s stories, it doesn’t sound like they have much mercy to give. An Artif’s enhanced strength can do serious damage to a human with just one punch. If Isoline and I see any Artifs here, our best bet at survival would be to run.  
 
    I grab Isoline’s hand and run to the side of the closest house, pulling her down beside me to kneel in the soft grass. The ground around us is littered with pre war propaganda claiming the Artifs as terrorists. Ironically, next to it are advertisements from even earlier in time, for the latest model of Artif, promising absolute satisfaction or your money back. I’m surprised that papers such as these are lying on the ground of such a remote area. Not only was the location strange, but they don’t seem to be as weathered as I would have thought either. The papers have to be more than two decades old, but they look preserved. Most likely, they had fallen into the hands of different groups who appointed themselves the keepers of history- groups such as the Remnants. They dedicate themselves to keeping human history alive for future generations. As for the why the papers are abandoned on the ground beside an old manor home, I have no guesses. I suppose it’s possible they could have been the property of the nomads, though. 
 
    I look toward Isoline’s face and notice her eyes greedily scanning the papers on the ground in front of us. If she had never seen them before, then perhaps they belonged to the Artifs who had taken over her people’s camp. It’s uncommon to hear about Artifs who are historians, especially when their history could just be downloaded into their chips. There’s no need for them to hold on to physical copies of any information. Artifs are living in a digital age that surpassed humans long ago. Some groups of Artifs enjoy studying pre war propaganda and history books to better anticipate and understand human psychology during battles. I hope my initial interpretation of the silence is correct and the neighborhood was, in fact, devoid of any Artifs. A ruthless Artif camp armed with an array of knowledge is a formidable opponent. Most Artif camps live their lives defensively, protecting their hive with whatever means necessary, but there are rare groups, such as the one that attacked the nomads, that live their lives on the offense, seeking out human camps to destroy. I’m nervous for Isoline. I want our mission to go smoothly, but I’m starting to feel the first twinges of fear creeping through my veins. I curse under my breath, once more regretting allowing Isoline to come. She wouldn’t take no for an answer, but I know for a fact that I barely tried to convince her. An ego boost isn’t worth any loss of innocent life. How could I let myself forget the reason I don’t bring others on my missions? I don’t want the responsibility for their life, or the guilty conscience that comes with not being able to protect them. I know that guilt all too well. I don’t need it eating at me any faster than it already is. 
 
    I grab Isoline by both her arms and pin her against the wall of the house. I want to scare her, to force her to follow my every command, no questions asked; I want to save her life. Mercenaries train for years before they go on their first mission. Isoline needs to understand that this isn’t her mission; she’s just a tag along, and her decision to come with me could very well end up being the biggest regret of her life. “Listen to me, Isoline,” she widens her eyes and stiffens her body in surprise. The mission hasn’t even really begun and she’s already caught of guard. “I have no idea if there are Artifs in these houses. I want to say no. I hear the silence around us, and I want to let go of my fear and just say that we’re good to go. But the truth is that there is a fifty fifty chance we are going to find the manor your locket is in and there will be Artifs waiting in the first room we walk into wanting to kill us. If these papers here belong to the Artifs who destroyed your people, then they’re the type of Artifs who research tactics on getting the upper hand in human combat, who live their lives seeking out human camps to destroy, and those are the Artifs who hate us. So, listen to every word I say and follow every order I give you. I plan for us to make it out of here alive, no matter what we’re walking into.” I let go of Isoline’s shoulders and see her eyes boring in to me, jaw clenched, skin sallow. I think about the people she lost here and regret my wording. Isoline isn’t a mercenary, but she knows what these Artifs are capable of.  
 
    I know I didn’t give her anything inspiring or motivational to prepare her for the mission, but that’s not how mercenaries are trained anyway. I’m not sure I even know how to inspire her. The thought of preventing my own death so I could live another day, have another chance to find the Reapers, is always enough to motivate me. Still, I know Isoline trusts me to protect her, and I plan to get us both out of here in one piece, whether she takes my speech to her seriously or not. Isoline is an easy person care about, and I genuinely want her to find the locket and the mission to be a success. Her determination reminds me of my own sister. At the thought of my sister, I freeze, moisture gathering at the corners of my eyes. I blink and snap my eyebrows together in a harsh glare to gain composure, erasing any thoughts of my sister from my mind. I need to stay in the present. I would not be a mercenary who died because I lost focus of the mission.  
 
    “Which house is it?” Isoline clears her throat uncomfortably and points to a faded maroon manor with dingy white trim, and a large tower at the top with blacked out windows. It’s the tallest house in the neighborhood but it’s also on the complete opposite side of where we’re standing. I snap my head toward her in irritation, “What are you talking about? You told me the house was at the entrance of the neighborhood. Now all of a sudden you’re saying it’s near the back? We’re going to have to walk past every house in this area, dozens of windows that we can’t see into.” I thought Isoline was a poor liar when she tried to convince me she was a mercenary, but I obviously underestimated her. 
 
    Isoline rubs the back of her neck and mumbles, “I know and I’m sorry. I wanted to make the mission sound as easy as possible. I was afraid if it seemed too dangerous, you wouldn’t agree to it.” 
 
    “I should have had honest information up front. I would have approached the houses from a different angle.” I hiss my words between clenched teeth, struggling to keep my voice to a whisper. There’s a tall wrought iron fence around the plot of houses, closing it off from the outside world, but I still could have figured something else out. I’d faced more difficult terrain on previous missions. Now though, I don’t have supplies with me to climb over the fence and I have to figure out a way to get us to the other end of the street while I’m still unsure about whether any Artifs still live here. 
 
    I put my finger to my lips to keep Isoline quiet and pull her along the backside of the houses. If we stay on the outskirts, we’d at least be able to peak around and look for any signs of Artif activity, but we need an escape plan for if we’re spotted. Right now, our only escape plan is backtracking our steps and trying to make it out of the front gate. If we do end up swarmed by Artifs, the chances of us making it through the front was slim. We need to find another route. I scan the hills surrounding the neighborhood. They’re surrounding the manors on all sides, further separating the neighborhood from its surrounding area. I remember from our journey here, though, that on the other side of the hills, they slope downward toward a large, mossy forest with enough foliage to provide a quick hiding place. I creep farther along the fence, Isoline following behind me until I see a gap large enough for both of us to slide through. It’s a tight fit, but it gives us another option if we end up in a dangerous situation.  
 
    “If there really are Artifs here, run for this gap, and escape into the forest. It’s not a great option but it’s all that we have.” I bite my thumbnail as I think about how the nomads must have escaped. Did they all just run for the front or did Isoline already know about this gap? Why wouldn’t she tell me if she did? “Isoline, how did your people escape if there’s a fence around this entire perimeter?” 
 
    Isoline shrugs her shoulders, “We just ran.” 
 
    “You just ran?” Isoline nods her head and I sigh. That doesn’t give me much to go on. If that was really their only exit, this neighborhood must have been a bloodbath. It’s a wonder she seems so well adjusted. That’s an unbelievable trauma to live through. Maybe I shouldn’t have asked her about the nomad’s escape routes though. It’s probably a memory she doesn’t want to talk about.  
 
    I jerk my head toward the manor Isoline pointed to earlier and we shuffle through the grass at an agonizingly slow pace. I want to stay cautious, but so far, everything remains clear and quiet. Every crunch of a leaf (not that there are many at this time of year) or snap of a twig sets me in a sharp panic, my eyes darting around rapidly, scanning the broken glass windows in the houses nearest to us. But I can’t hear or see signs of movement. Part of our mercenary training is learning how to focus our hearing to seek out the ticking of the Artif’s clocks, even though their sound is almost imperceptible in complete silence, and I’ve always prided myself on having keen hearing around Artif camps. Here though, I’m so on edge, I keep thinking that I hear the ticking of an Artif clock, though I know it’s just my nerves getting into my head. Missions don’t usually happen the way mercenaries want them to, and to have the neighborhood completely free from Artifs felt too good to be true. 
 
    We arrive at the back door of the manor Isoline pointed to without any conflict hindering the long walk around the outskirts of the neighborhood. I remind her to stay silent as I try the back door. It’s locked, but I figured as much. Unable to enter the house from the back, I walk around the first floor of the house looking for any broken windows we can climb through. I have a lock picking kit on me but picking locks isn’t quiet and if there was something on the other side of the door, the noise I’d make from picking the lock would be loud enough to alert it. Furthermore, picking the lock would take time, and all I want to do is finish the mission and get out of the neighborhood. If there’s already a window blown out, it would be much easier to enter the house that way. Breaking one myself would, again, mean making a noise loud enough to alert any sentient life in the area. I breathe a sigh of relief when I see a completely busted window in the front of the house. I try the door just to check, but (again, as I thought) it’s locked. Luckily for us, the glass in the frame is broken enough for Isoline and I to enter without risk of injury. Still, just to make sure we wouldn’t snag ourselves on a small shard I didn’t catch, I quickly unbuckle the straps of my brown, leather jacket and gently place it over the frame.  
 
    I wave Isoline closer to me and gesture toward the window in front of us. “I’ll go first. Stay behind me, but stick close. We haven’t seen anything yet, so I doubt there will be any Artifs in here, but I don’t want to take any chances. Bringing you along is a big enough wild card as it is- no offense.” I give her a cheeky grin and grab onto the frame, launching my body into the house as gracefully as I can. I still land with a thud though, so I hold a finger up to Isoline for a moment to make sure I don’t hear any sounds coming from the rest of the house. When nothing but silence greets my ears, I wave her in and take a look around the room I entered.  
 
    I could tell that the room was once opulent, a place of relaxation for the wealthy before the war. The fabrics covering the curtains and furniture are velvet and silk, but most, if not all of them are torn. An intricately carved chaise lounge with embroidery of golden thread sits in the corner of the room covered in dust, the fabric on the backrest shredded to pieces. This manor was once a beautiful place, a place where dream came alive, but after its owners abandoned it, vagrants, nomads, Artifs, anyone who needed a place to stay, stripped it of its beauty. 
 
    When I hear the soft thump of Isoline’s boots landing on the carpet (luckily its plush enough that our landing don’t make much noise), I listen again for any noises in the house before telling her, “I’m going to need you to stay back. If there are any Artifs here, I want to know that you’ll be able to run for the hills, and I literally mean that. Go out that back door and just keep running. Remember the gap in the wall and make it there. I’ll be able to take care of myself. If you think you’re going to try to be brave or heroic, you’ll more than likely just end up in the way and we’ll both be dead.” 
 
    Isoline softly groans and slumps her shoulders, “I heard everything you said the first time and I still hear it now. We haven’t seen any Artifs this entire time, and I know you’re still worried, but don’t you at least feel safe enough at this point to stop the safety briefs?” There isn’t an ounce of fear or worry on Isoline’s face, but it’s no wonder why. She feels completely safe here. She doesn’t understand that Artifs can seemingly appear out of thin air. A lot of good people have died that way.  
 
    “It still worries me that we haven’t seen any sign of Artif activity though. This is an Artif base camp that they risked their lives to get. Yes, perhaps they were an Artif group that hunted humans, but those are so rare…we don’t even know that those papers in the front of the neighborhood actually belonged to them. If they really were just desperate for survival, then I highly doubt they’d abandon the place they worked so hard to get.” 
 
    Isoline takes a deep breath and nods her head. I’m not sure if she completely agrees with me but she’s at least acknowledging what I’m saying and for now, that’s enough. “The house looks the exact same as when I left. It doesn’t seem like they lived in it at all. Nothing’s moved from where it was before they drove us out.” Isoline looks around with a nostalgic look on her face and I shake my head. 
 
    “I don’t know, Isoline. That’s not what’s important right now. As much as I’d like to let you take a trip down memory lane, you need to focus on staying behind me while it’s safe and running if things get dangerous, okay? If you can’t do that, you’ll have to wait outside while I sift through this mess.” 
 
    Isoline gives me a sharp look and I realize too late that I probably offended her. I wonder how much of my ignorance in social situations I can blame on not working with a partner. Maybe my personality isn’t actually as friendly as I thought. Perhaps my dark times have changed me too much. Regardless of my cruel way with words, I still cared about others and I felt bad for hurting Isoline. To me, the things in this manor look like a trash heap, but to Isoline, this was home- a home that was brutally taken away from her along with those she loved. Before I could apologize, Isoline make a move to stand her ground, “How will you know where to look? I know exactly where the jewelry box we’re looking for is. And before you even say it may not be in the same place, you know as well as I that Artifs have no use for useless human items like jewelry. Their camps are dedicated toward survival. They don’t have time for frivolous trinkets. I’m coming with you; you need me.” Isoline’s eyes are full of fire, and I try to hide my smile. For knowing me such a short amount of time, she’s learned my thought process pretty well. I had an argument ready to deter her from coming, but she hit every point I was going to make before I even got a chance to convince her.  
 
    Isoline is certainly dedicated to finding this locket, even if it means risking her life. I know I come across as unfriendly at times, but she didn’t let that intimidate her into backing down from me. I’m impressed with her. After this mission, I plan to continue working alone, but I was sure that when I allowed myself time to daydream, Isoline would be my partner of choice. Maybe in a parallel reality, she already is. Regardless, we have a mission to do, and whether I like it or not, Isoline isn’t going to leave my side. We’re in this mission together, and together, we’re going to finish it. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “Guilt is perhaps the most painful companion of death.” 
 
    -Elisabeth Kubler-Ross 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
     
 
    “Just make sure you keep your voice down. If it’s not important, then don’t say it.” Isoline scoffs under her breath and glares at me. She’s listening to every word I’m saying, but I know it’s killing her to have to follow the orders of someone her own age. Because of her inexperience though, Isoline seems more like a child to me. I begin creeping through the house and Isoline follows at a safe distance. “What’s so important about this locket anyway? I get that it’s a family heirloom, and I’m sure it’s probably sentimental to you, but it’s been three years that the locket has just been sitting in this house. Why go back for it now?” 
 
    Isoline raises an eyebrow at me and I give her a sheepish grin. I know I broke my own rule by saying something out loud that most likely could have waited, but my curiosity is getting the better of me. I lead Isoline into a crowded, damp kitchen. It’s cluttered with molded cooking utensils, and dust is collected over most of the room. I try to take slow, shallow breaths to keep from coughing. I still feel as though I can hear the ticking of a clockwork heart, and I want to be on the safe side. There hasn’t been any evidence of Artif activity, but my intuition is telling me that there’s a large chance one is in the house with us. The windows are covered in grime, keeping our surroundings dark and hazy. Black mold covers the baseboards and bottoms of the counters, and in the corner of the room, a cockroach runs across the chipped marble tile. I stop short and motion for Isoline to halt behind me. Straining my ears, I notice that I’m able to hear more than one quiet ticking now, meaning that there is likely more than one Artif in the manor with us. I level my hand and try to motion toward Isoline to keep her voice down on her response. I was hoping we wouldn’t run into any Artifs, but maybe, if they haven’t bothered us yet, they’re in a sleep state- a state when their clocks are suspended in time (they remain ticking, but the second hand just hits the same number with each tick). When the Artifs wake, the clock continues to move forward.  
 
    “The locket has a picture of my brother, Dryden. I haven’t seen him in over a year. After the Artifs took over our camp, Dryden and I lost our parents in the panic and couldn’t find them in the aftermath. Everyone had scattered as far away from the neighborhood as they possibly could, and all Dryden and I had was each other. Then, early last year, I lost Dryden too. We weren’t careful and ended up in the middle of a Dagger Corps mission. That militia is brutal; they don’t care about anyone or anything except the mission. Dryden made sure I was safe somewhere away from the conflict, but he was left behind, and I still have no idea if he’s alive or not. I couldn’t get the locket on my own, because I don’t have any of the skills needed to complete a mission like this- especially with Artifs involved. Thankfully, your reputation preceded you. You’re good at what you do, and you have a personal revenge mission you haven’t been having much success with. I just figured that I have information you want and you have services I need.” Isoline’s a smart girl. For whatever skills she lacks, she certainly has the brains to make up for it. It sounded like Isoline and Dryden had done a lot of running in their lives. They would have probably loved to have had a permanent home, a place where they could put down roots and not have to worry about leaving or finding a new location. I, on the other hand, ran away from the only place I’ve ever called home in pursuit of a life of homelessness, uncertainty, and danger. Now more than ever, Isoline reminds me of my sister, and as hard as I try, I can’t stop the memories. I know I need to focus, but it feels like I’m having a conversation with Lucie, and it’s taking me to a place of nostalgia in my mind.  
 
    I jerk back and thrust my arm in front of Isoline to hold her back. While she was talking, we had been shuffling through the house, trying to avoid the junk piled in tall columns in each room we passed through. In pre war times, this manor probably would have been expensive, a house only the wealthiest could ever dream of living in. The ceilings are tall and in the living room, there’s a crystal chandelier that has somehow withstood the violence and decay of the past twenty years. It had taken a while for us to finally make our way through the bottom floor and arrive at the staircase, but now that we’re here, a glow coming from the room diagonal to us is catching my eye. I drop my arm back down to my side and nod my head toward Isoline so she knows why we’ve stopped.  
 
    Looking through the doorway beside the staircase, I’m able to see four Artifs sitting around a small card table with a dingy light bulb swaying above them. The grime covering the bulb makes the room look like it’s bathed in a sickly, greenish brown color, casting an ill mottled glow on the Artifs’ faces and making the clowns look even more garish than usual.  
 
    Before Artifs were commercialized for household use, they were advertised for other public services- one of those being entertainment. A clown themed Artif was the perfect hire for your child’s birthday party, even if they only came with one look. As it turned out, an Artificial Intelligence unit that looked like a clown wasn’t a great product idea, and they came off more creepy than fun. The four Artifs in front of us are the very clowns that were discontinued soon after their release. It’s a wonder they’ve managed to survive this long. Luckily for Isoline and I though, since the clowns are an early model, they aren’t built as sturdy. If it comes down to a fight, I’m positive that I’ll be able to take the four of them fairly easily. They aren’t as threatening as other Artifs, but they do look agonizingly creepy. I want to pull Isoline and myself away, but it’s hard to take my eyes off of them. The Artifs still have their clown make up on, but skin was torn away from their faces and arms, showing the intricate workings of the brass gears under their skin. Their costumes are shredded and the thick red hair that the clown Artifs were known for is dangling in patches in front of their eyes.  
 
    It looks as though they’re playing some form of poker, but we’re too far away for me to make it out exactly. The room looks like a massive den and they’re in the far corner of it, thankfully, as far away from the doorway as they can possibly be. I have to hope they’re too engrossed in their game to notice us. I may be able to take them on in a fight, but that’s only assuming there are no other Artifs present in the house. Also, having Isoline with me makes me more cautious. I don’t want to take any unnecessary risks that could endanger her life.  
 
    I take a moment to simply stand near the staircase and watch them. Isoline and my outlines are hidden by the darkness of the rest of the house, and I feel comfortable that, as long as we stay still, we can simply observe their movements for a time. I’m unnerved that I still can’t hear any activity coming from the den. I hear the ticking of their hearts, but other than that, the house is silent. I should be able to hear laughter or conversation, the movements of their bodies, or even the motions of the cards, but I hear nothing. Their movements are so precise and gentle with such entrancing fluidity that every motion is completely devoid of sound. The cards smoothly enter their hands and with one graceful motion they lower their arms as gently as a falling feather to place any excess cards back onto the table. I can’t see where their eyes are focused, but I can tell that their mouth aren’t moving at all. Instead, their heads are bowed low as if in concentration, though every now and then one will lift its head to look at an Artif across from it, almost as if they’re using telepathy to talk. It’s intriguing and terrifying. Were they upgrading themselves? When did telepathic communication become a part of their programming? 
 
    I break my trance and continue toward the steps, feeling an even greater urgency to complete the mission. I thought I had the clown Artifs completely figured out, but I’m no longer sure I know exactly what I’m dealing with. “We’re going to stay low and make our way toward the steps. You need to follow every single footstep I take. I don’t know how creaky these stairs will be, but I’ve dealt with old houses before. If we don’t want to alert the Artifs to our presence, you’re going to have to be precise.” Isoline nods her head and we make our way toward the stairs. Making our way up them is tricky, as most of the steps have holes torn through the rotted wood. I look back toward Isoline to make sure she isn’t having any trouble with following my steps. This isn’t the first decrepit home I’ve had a mission in, and navigating the obstacles that come with these old homes is second nature by now- for me. Isoline seems like she’s doing a decent job at staying careful though, and I’m impressed with her agility. Maybe I don’t have to worry about her as much as I am. 
 
    The upstairs is an absolute wreck of clothing, broken bulbs, shattered ceramic, piles of ash, burned wood, and broken bed frames. It’s hard for me to even make out the dark doors dotting the long hallway. The only light entering the hall in front of us is from a large window at the far end of the hallway, sizable enough to encompass the entire wall. Unfortunately, it’s light is the same hazy mist as the kitchen downstairs. I hold my breath to keep from sneezing. It’s much dustier up here than downstairs, and I can’t alter the Artifs in the house that they have visitors.  
 
    “It’s the last door on the left,” Isoline whispers in my ear. 
 
    “You’re sure it’ll still be there? Did this place look this bad when you left?” I’m starting to think that Isoline is just a hopeful girl who was about to have her heart broken. I knew from the beginning that there was a huge chance the locket wouldn’t be here after all this time, but that’s Isoline’s problem. As much as I want her to find what she’s looking for, I want the information she knows more. I made sure before we left for the mission that I’d still get the information even if Isoline didn’t find her locket. I told her I considered it payment for my services.  
 
    “Even if it was looted by humans after the Artifs already took over- and this would be looting done right under the Artifs’ noses- the only things missing would be supplies that could actually help with survival. People couldn’t care less about petty gems at this point in time.” I inwardly sigh. It’s good that Isoline has faith in the mission, but I feel like she’s starting to get overconfident and it’s worrying me.  
 
    “Great. Let’s move then.” I can’t keep the slight irritation out of my voice, and I feel a twinge of sympathy when Isoline slumps her shoulders. When we first started the mission, I didn’t care much for Isoline or the locket, but I really do like her and I want the best for her. I peak into each doorway as we make our way to the room holding the jewelry box. In one of the rooms we pass, I spot close to a dozen slumbering Artifs lying on worn, dusty mattresses scattered around the floor. They’re resting their clocks, something that was mainly created for the consumers, but that ended up helping Artifs also. If they didn’t sleep at all, they’d have much shorter lifespans. Sleep is a way of prolonging their machinery so that they can survive for longer. The beds were necessary because of the Artif’s nerve endings connecting back to its chip. The nerves allow them to feel discomfort and pain, but even those too were just created to please the consumer. You couldn’t have an Artif burning itself to death while cooking because it didn’t realize its hand was touching the stove.  
 
    I motion toward the room with the Artifs for Isoline’s sake, hoping she’ll have even more of clue about what we’d be up against if we let ourselves become careless. There’s a quiet, synchronized ticking traveling through the upstairs due to the large amount of Artifs gathered in one place. I’m surprised that so many Artifs are staying in this house. That doesn’t matter though; what does matter is me keeping us safe. 
 
    I pull Isoline into a room a couple doors down from the Artifs and push the door halfway closed. I wasn’t expecting this many Artifs to be in the manor, and I need a minute to get my bearings before we continue to look for the locket. “Luxem,” Isoline says in a breathy whisper. I can tell she’s trying to keep her voice quiet, but she’s too excited to stay as quiet as we need to be. I clamp my hand over her mouth and we stay perfectly still, not moving a single muscle. I strain my ears to hear any noise from the rest of the house, but all I can make out is the ticking of a clocks. When it seems as if we’re in the clear, I release Isoline with a glare, but she’s not paying attention to me. Instead her eyes are trained on an old, wooden box with intricate carvings of orchids and a brass clasp holding it shut sitting on an end table in the far corner of the room.  
 
    “Is that it?” I ask, drawing my eyebrows together in confusion. The room I pulled us into was just a random one out of the many that dotted the hallway. “I thought you said it was in the last door on the left?” 
 
    “I must have either been mistaken or someone moved it into here.” Isoline moves toward the jewelry box and this time, it’s me who’s following behind her. Now more than ever I’m doubting that the locket will be there. If the jewelry box was moved at some point, it’s contents could be dumped out, strewn through the house. I pull aside a thick velvet curtain draped across a dirty window to shed some ghostly light into the room. The box is a little clearer now, and I take note of Isoline’s excited face. It’s the most expression she’s shown since I met her. She runs her hand over the top of the mahogany wood and blows the dust off so she can see the inscription carved into the top. I try to read the words, but they’ve been too worn away with time. Isoline frowns but continues to inspect the box, pulling open a small drawer near the top and removing its false bottom. Another compartment underneath opens and Isoline breathes in a sharp gasp, her eyes glowing with happiness as the corner of her mouth turns up. Her face breaks out into a full blown smile as she pulls out a dingy copper necklace, its chain completely rusted and unusable. It’s so covered in grime, the sun doesn’t even gleam off of it. Instead, I squint my eyes to see what value the piece of junk she’s excitedly holding in her hand could have. 
 
    “It’s here! To be honest, I did have a few doubts along the way, but in the end, we actually ended up finding it! Here, check it out. We risked our lives for this- you may as well get a good look at it.” Isoline shoves the locket into my hands while I lift a brow and remind her to stay quiet. I’m glad we found the necklace she was looking for, but a part of me is slightly disappointed. I thought it would be a lot prettier, maybe even have some gems and gold on it. Instead, the locket basically looks like the rest of the junk that was stuffed into the house. If my disappointment shows on my face though, Isoline doesn’t notice. It looks as though nothing could wipe away the large grin she wears across her face.  
 
    Isoline softly giggles and bounces over to look out the dirty window, giving me a moment to give the locket a once over. It’s dingy and dull even after wiping some of the grime off onto my pants. I pull the goggles I have resting on the top of my head down over my eyes so I can get a closer look at it. My eyes always seem to have trouble focusing on things in front of me, but the goggles have a special lens inserted into them that my father picked up on one of his missions years ago. Whatever material the lenses were made of, it allowed me to clearly see things up close. Even without cleaning all of the dirt off of the locket, I can make out an embossment of flower petals on the front. It has a gear mechanism on the side for me to twist in order to snap open the locket and see what’s inside. The locket is surprisingly big for just a necklace- almost the size of a pocket watch, but after inspecting it, I still feel like it looks similar to the rest of the clutter around us.  
 
    I wonder if I should ask Isoline’s permission to open the locket, as she hadn’t even seen the picture of her brother yet. Before I’m able to ask her, Isoline lets out a high pitched shriek that leaves my hairs standing on edge. I drop the locket in my pocket and snap my head toward Isoline in panic. She’s looking down toward a pile of old paper trash with a look of pure terror. A gargled roar of a broken Artif rings out above the sound of her voice as she releases another startled yelp. I curse when I see Isoline’s ankle trapped in the vice grip of a broken arm belonging to an outdated Artif. She pulls her ankle away as hard as she can and falls over, pulling the Artif across the floor with her. The papers covering its body fall off and I grimace as I see holes through its stretched, rubbery skin going straight down to the intricate, interlocked gear system below the surface. A black ooze is forming a puddle around its body, and as my eyes run the length of its torso in horror, I realize that Artif is completely missing its lower half. Thick, snapped wires and piping just out of it torso like torn intestines, all of them leaving a trail of black sludge that stuck the papers around it together in a thick, pulpy mess. 
 
    “He was sleeping in the newspaper! I didn’t know,” Isoline reaches out her hands for me to grab her but I ignore them and grab a curtain rod leaning against the wall beside me and snap it in half. It’s thin and flimsy and probably unable to even hold a curtain, but it’ll do the job. Wielding the curtain rods like katanas, I stab the Artif straight through its back until I hear the crunch of its clock, effectively killing it. There’s the possibility the Artif could be repaired later, but I doubt anybody would since it’s only half a body to begin with. Isoline winces but I don’t have time to coddle her. We have to escape.  
 
    I grab Isoline’s hand and we sprint down the hall. I’m hoping to take the stairs by storm, but out of my peripheral I can see the Artifs slowly waking up. I know that I can’t fight all of them, but I’m hoping that we’ll be able to make it out of the house before they realize what’s happening. As I hear the shouts and aggression from the Artifs around us, I ready the curtain rods for battle, wishing I had a better weapon. Usually for missions, I’d get weapons from the Remnant, but since this mission was rogue, they refused to release anything to me. The Artifs are starting to close in on us too fast though, choking the hallway with bodies, and while the rods are able to stab the Artifs closest to us, we’re still dangerously close to being overwhelmed. I can’t aim the rods for the Artifs’ hearts that well because of the speed that they’re rushing us with, so when I stab them, instead of killing them, the wound merely makes them stumble around for a moment until they get their bearings.  
 
    The only thing I’m able to see through the throng of machinery in front of us is a window like the one I saw earlier at the opposite end of the hallway. It’s right beside the stairs though, and I find myself trying to decide between the two options in front of me. If we jump out the window, we’d avoid the Artifs we saw downstairs (that are no doubt mobilizing as we run), but there’s a chance that we’d break bones while jumping from that high of a distance. The Artifs would probably follow us outside and if broke either of our legs, running away would become impossible. The stairs on the other hand could prove to be maybe even more of a challenge. At any point before we made it out the door, the Artifs could overwhelm us and we would lose whatever chance we have at escaping. Either option is a gamble and I have no idea which is the right choice. If I was on my own, I’d probably choose the window, but I have no idea how Isoline will land. She probably has little to no experience jumping from that height. 
 
    I decide to try our luck with the stairs. I’m no longer worried about the two of us making noise. At this point we could probably be as loud as we want, so if I have to knock down the columns of junk piled through the house then so be it. Maybe an Artif or two will trip over the clutter. I pull Isoline around the corner of the steps and take them three at a time. If I was alone, my adrenaline would have spiked along with my endorphins and I’d feel like I was flying down the steps. Instead, while holding Isoline's small, clammy hand in mine, I’m unable to let myself go and be free. I’m weighed down with worry and nerves. It’s not just me on this mission, and I promised this girl I’d take care of and protect her with my life. I need to deliver on that promise. I can hear Isoline gasping for air behind me but she isn’t loosening her grip on my hand. She’s struggling to keep up, but at least she’s staying with me. I’d allow her to rest when I knew we’d be safe. Unfortunately for Isoline, I’m not sure when that’s going to be. I grip her hand even tighter in mine and squeeze it for reassurance.  
 
    As we round the corner of the steps, I grimace at the four clown Artifs we had seen in the den earlier, now waiting for us. I expected them to be on guard, but a small, naive part of me still hoped I wouldn’t have to fight them. I let go of Isoline’s hand and yell at her to run. Bounding down the steps, I use whatever momentum I have to kick off one of the ones closest to the bottom. I put my might into launching the weight of my body into the four Artifs in our path. It’s risky to use myself as a human bowling ball, but I need to give Isoline time to run ahead.  
 
    Quickly, I pull myself up from the ground. I know I’ll be sore later when the adrenaline wears off, but for now all that I can focus on are the four Artifs readying themselves for combat. I still have my curtain rods, which have served me well up to this point despite them being a completely pathetic choice of weapon. While dropping one of the rods to the ground, I quickly snap the other in half, breaking it into two dagger-sized rods better suited for close combat. As a clown tries running toward me, swinging its own deadly knife toward my ribs, I side step it with a grunt and stab the rod through its head. I’m lucky enough to actually hit its chip, killing it in the process. Even though the Artifs deactivated their chips to release themselves from human control, they still effectively acted as a brain.  
 
    I still have the other three clowns to fight, though, and the scene in front of me is terrifying. Each clown’s eyes are rolling around in its skull manically, while their grins are lopsided and loopy. I smack the clown closest to me and carnival music erupts from its body as the Artif giggles, its rolling eyes finally focusing on me. The music is adding an eerie ambiance to the fight, making me shiver in discomfort and fear. I’ve only heard of clown Artifs before today, and the stories hardly prepared me for the horror that they inflicted on their targets. I jump as their eyes light up with a spectral glow. How were these Artifs used at children's’ birthday parties? They’re horrifying.  
 
    I lock eyes with Isoline, still standing in the middle of the steps. She hadn’t moved since I told her to run, but somehow the Artifs that were flooding the upstairs had disappeared. Something isn’t right. It doesn’t make sense for the Artifs to have been so keen on attacking us, only to abandon the fight halfway through. And for what? To go back to sleep? I yell once again for Isoline to run, my voice hoarse from the panic shredding my vocal cords.  
 
    “I can’t go without you!” Isoline screams, finally running toward me. She kicks one of the three Artifs away from us and grabs my hand. I stab another Artif through the chest, aiming for its clock, and without waiting to see if my attempt is successful, I yank Isoline away from the steps, farther into the living room.  
 
    “What is wrong with you?” I snap, irritation and fear seeping into my voice. I can see the front door only a few meters away, but I thankfully remember in time that it’s locked. Attempting to unlock it will take precious seconds away from us that we need to get away from the remaining Artifs. I instead train my eyes on the window beside the door. There are some small glass shards sticking out around the frame, but getting a little cut up was much better than risking capture or death by Artifs.  
 
    “I’m the one that got you into this mess, and it’s my fault the Artifs found out we were here,” I can hear Isoline’s voice trembling with fear, but underneath it is a sharp tone of guilt. I allow myself a split second to turn my head and look at her. How can she possibly blame herself for this? I want to comfort her or provide her any sort of encouraging words. I want to tell her that none of this is her fault. I’m more experienced; I should have known better. But my words catch in my throat. We don’t have the time, and I put so much mental strength into figure out our escape, my words probably won’t come out the way I want them to anyway. Comforting now doesn’t matter anyway. We’ll have plenty of time to talk when we’re both safe. I sprint faster toward the window, Isoline’s panting growing heavier with each choking inhale. She’s holding back tears now, and it’s making our sprinting much harder for her. I ready my body to jump, calculating the amount of force I’ll need to launch both of us off the ground and through the glass. I’m lucky Isoline is such a tiny girl. Even with her jumping at the same time, I was going to have to yank her along with me- hard.  
 
    “Get ready to jump!” I shout. Isoline nods her head and I can feel her body tensing in preparation, the grip on my hand becoming tighter.  
 
    I count us down, using the few seconds we have left before we jump to synchronize our steps and fall into a rhythm. The window is going to be a high hurdle to jump over though, and I wish we had more time to prepare. Yelling jump as loud as I can, I jerk Isoline’s hand and we both leap together. Our timing is flawless; we’re in perfect synchronization with each other just as I wanted, and I allow myself a small sigh of relief as I realize ahead of time that we’ll easily clear the window. Isoline is good at jumping and possibly got even more air than I did. All of these thoughts run through my mind within a second, and I’m already onto the next step in our escape-making it to the gap. I’m so deep in thought, that when I feel the sharp tug on my wrist, painfully pulling it farther away from the arm than it’s meant to go, I’m too surprised to immediately react.  
 
    “Luxem!” Isoline bellows my name in a terrified scream as I soar through the window, a leftover shard slicing through my pants into the flesh of my thigh. I hardly notice the pain though; my mind is much more preoccupied by the emptiness in my hand. Isoline is gone.  
 
    I land heavily on my stomach on the front porch and without missing a beat, I lift myself up and bound over the railing, grunting as the wind is knocked out of me with my landing. For a moment, my vision fades to black and I don’t move. Consciousness is returning to me slowly- too slowly for the current peril I’m facing, and so instead of letting the inky blackness overtake me, I force myself to move. My wrist is throbbing all the way up to my shoulder because of the sharp yank, and as I struggle to my feet, I’m struck by a sudden loss for what to do next. Dusk has descended on the neighborhood and I allow only a moment for my eyes to adjust to the surroundings. I know I can’t leave Isoline, but I can’t fight all of them either. Even thought the ones upstairs seemed like they chose to stop chasing us, they’re still in that house. There are just too many Artifs for one mercenary to handle, and I dropped the curtain rods back in the house, so I don’t even have a weapon. Even if there were more mercenaries with me though, it would still be too risky to go back in. If I return to the manor now, Isoline and I are both as good as dead.  
 
    I hear shouts as more Artifs step out of the homes surrounding me, shining flashlights up and down the street. I curse and dive into shadow. How did I not know there were more here? And how did they not notice Isoline and I this whole time? Less and less about this neighborhood and the Artifs living in it is making sense. For all my training as a mercenary and all the knowledge I’ve gathered as part of the Remnants, I’ve failed miserably- at detecting Artifs, at understanding them, and most importantly at protecting Isoline.  
 
    The blood in my veins turns icy cold and a solid ball of dread settles in my stomach as I come to the stark realization that running is my only option. There’s no chance to save Isoline (most likely she’s already dead), no chance to fight the Artifs, no chance to reenter the house. I’ve failed. She trusted me to keep her safe and I failed. I know that I’ going to be haunted by my decision later. I know that I’ll question whether I tried hard enough to save her. I’d wonder whether or not I gave up on Isoline too early. But in the moment that the Artifs left their homes, the very second they began scouring the neighborhood, my survival instincts took over, and without much deliberation, I run.  
 
    I sprint around the house and along the backyards until I reach the fence gap. Crawling through it with startling speed, I stand and run faster toward the hills I scoped out before we entered the house. The dense forest on the other side of them with provide me with the cover I so desperately need, and so I draw in another deep breath, my lungs burning with the effort, and push myself harder. Wind’s whipping at my eyes, causing them to tear up and my vision to turn blurry, but I still push for more speed. I’m desperate for safety, and I tune everything around me out except for the forest in front of me. When I finally hit the treeline, branches snap across my face, drawing thin lines of blood that drip down to my chin, but I don’t slow until I’m out of sight. I’m not as deep in the forest as I should be, but it’s dark out and I don’t want to get lost. I try to carefully look for potential hiding places, but the shouts of Artifs breaks my concentration. Some sound like they’re coming from the top of the hill, making me pick up my speed in scouring the trees for a safe spot I can use. By now they’ve definitely found the gap in the fence if they didn’t already know about it before, and the forest was the only place beyond that to hide. It’s obvious which direction I ran toward. I find a tree that has a dark hole at the bottom and realize that for some purpose or other, it had been manually hollowed out at one point. The tree is a lucky find; I feel about ready to collapse. It will be a tight, uncomfortable fit but I don’t have much of a choice. I crawl into the trunk and try to breathe as deeply as I can to keep claustrophobia from creeping up on me. I’m unable to move my arms or straighten my legs, and already I can feel them cramping. Cramping is better than being found by Artifs, though. I smell rain in the air and swallow, attempting to relax my parched throat. I groan to myself, keeping my voice as quiet as I can. Of course, it’s going to rain. Just what I need.  
 
    I stay in my cramped hiding spot until the shouts stop and through the trees I faintly make out the Artifs starting to wander toward their homes. I finally release a deep breath and let the tension leave my muscles as much as it can while they’re as tightly bound as they are. I need to stay here until I’m completely certain they’re done searching, but exhaustion is quickly overtaking me and thought I try to stay awake, each blink becomes longer and longer until I drift to sleep, trapped in a tree trunk and defeated by the day’s events. 
 
    ### 
 
    I open my eyes the next morning to the blinding sun filtering through the forest. Dew glistens on the ground in front of and I jump forward, ignoring the ache in my muscles, to greedily suck the water out of the leaves closest to me. My throat is still dry but they helped enough for me to at least not be thinking about water constantly. Brushing off the dirt and bugs that made a home on me while I slept, I find myself briefly thinking of what the aristocrats would think if they saw me. They always freak out whenever a bug is in their presence, as if it should apologize for daring to linger in their path. I’ve never had the luxury to care about such things. That’s not the life of a mercenary or the impoverished.  
 
    I cautiously exit the forest and slowly make my way to the top of the hill where I can look down on the houses below. The rainfall from the night before soaks through my shirt as I lie on my stomach. I strain my ears for any sounds of activity, but they’re only met with ominous silence- same as yesterday. I know the likelihood is that Isoline’s dead but I need to at least try, for the sanctity of my mind, to find out what happened to her. Perhaps the Artifs wanted to question her more about the person she was with (me, unfortunately) since I escaped. There’s a chance, even if it’s small, that they would just do that instead of killing Isoline. There is a chance that they wanted to gauge if I was a threat, and if that was the case, she could still be alive.  
 
    I hesitantly make my way down the hill toward the gap and back to the manor Isoline and I went into yesterday, still keeping an ear out for any sound of Artif activity. Yesterday, I didn’t hear any until we went into the house, but regardless, I thought there would be bustle today because of Isoline’s capture. I grab the jacket I forgot at the back window the day before and twist the doorknob on the back door, expecting it to still be locked. To my surprise, the knob turns easily. I take a deep breath and gently push open the door, expecting the worst. Instead, I’m faced with nothing. No Isoline, no Artifs, only silence and emptiness. I purposefully knock over and empty frame on the end table beside the door to see if I’d draw in any lingering Artifs, but the house stays silent.  
 
    With my heart pounding out of my chest, I sprint to the house beside the manor and try the back door. This door’s unlocked just like the one before it, and the house is, again, empty with no traces that Artifs had ever been there. It’s like the entire camp quietly crept into the night while I slept, but why? Where would they go? They risked their lives to attack a human camp, just so they could call this place home. And where is Isoline? I walk around the house and sit on the front steps, steadying my panicked breathing and looking out at the other houses along the street. Their windows are completely black, insides dark even with the sun shining. The feeling of being completely and utterly alone overtakes me, and I clench my teeth to keep the emotion trapped under my skin. When I embarked on this mission with Isoline, I had, for however temporarily, a partner. I was going to hopefully get some answers that would lead me closer to my family. I even had a new location of an Artif camp to add to the map back at the Remnants, so that other mercenaries would know to be wary of this place. Life was finally looking up, and things seemed to be, for the most part, going my way. Now, I have nothing. Isoline is gone along with the other Artifs and whatever information she had on the shadow government.  
 
    I close my eyes and lean back against the front door, trying to think of what to do next. I could always just return to the Remnants, but I’d be going back empty handed with no new leads on my family. I’d be returning a failure, with an unsuccessful mission under my belt and nothing to show for it but guilt from another death that’s my fault. Still though, if it isn’t back to the Remnants, where will I go? Before meeting Isoline, I had exhausted my resources trying to find as much information as I could, and it got me nowhere.  
 
    I bolt upright as I feel the pockets on my pants, remembering that I still have Isoline’s locket. I yank it out and fumble with the complicated clasping mechanism until it finally clicks into place and opens, revealing a picture of her brother, Dryden. They look similar enough- both have chestnut hair, but that’s pretty much where the similarities end. Where Isoline’s mane is pin straight, Dryden’s is a wild mess of tangled curls hanging down to his chin. They both have golden eyes, but Isoline’s is more honey colored. Dryden’s is a deeper, darker shade.  Dryden looks older though. Isoline seemed just a couple years younger, but Dryden looks as if he could be my age or even older. He’s more serious, more haunted, with long lashes hanging over tired eyes and dark bags beneath. I don’t know Dryden’s story but he looks like he’s been through hell in his life. I wonder, just for a brief moment, if that’s what my eyes look like to others- dark, haunted, like a part of my soul had given up. Nevertheless, Dryden is my best lead toward whatever information Isoline knew. There’s a chance I’ll find him and he’ll have absolutely nothing new for me that I don’t already know, but if there is even a small percentage of hope that he can provide me with, then I have to try.  
 
    Even more importantly, Dryden deserves to know about Isoline’s fate. Isoline said it had been a year since she’d last seen him, and three years since they’d lived together in this neighborhood. I don’t have a lot to go off of to find him- no wonder Isoline had so much trouble. Fortunately for me though, I have something she didn’t- a network of mercenaries at my disposal that I can use for information on his whereabouts. There’s still a chance he could be kidnapped or dead, and even if he isn’t, finding him could still be a difficult mission. I’ll have to add it to my growing list of personal missions, right beside finding the Crimson Reapers. I’ll just have to see which one I’m able to complete first. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “There are no accidental meetings between souls.” 
 
    -Sheila Burke 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
     
 
    Humans have the capability to become pathetic creatures, and really, it could happen to anyone. I watch a group of them squat around a meager fire, grunting over a crusty piece of stale bread that’s slowly breaking apart as they yank it back and forth between one another. One of the men who had been previously warming his hands snaps his attention to the crumbs littering the ground in front of him and dives on them, shoving both bread crust and dirt into his greedy mouth as fast as he can. I shift my judging gaze away from the group with more sympathy than disgust. They’re stuck in poverty, sleeping in tents outside the Remnant camp. They’re the impoverished and long ago, my family was a part of them- at least that social class.  
 
    I yawn and stretch my arms above my head, popping the vertebrae in my spine as I do so. The soldier who’s supposed to bring me my orders is taking longer than usual and I have nothing to do but dwell in my exhaustion. Last night had been a late one, and since I’m currently sleeping in my car, I always wake up multiple times throughout the night because of how cramped and uncomfortable it is. I have a home in the mercenary sector of the Remnant militia, but since I like to fill my time between missions with my own work, I usually stay outside of camp.  
 
    So far there hasn’t been much news about Dryden. It looks like I was right about him being hard to find. Right after losing Isoline, I took some time off from doing Remnant missions and went from camp to camp, showing Dryden’s picture. I thought that a mercenary may have possibly come across him on one of their missions, but so far I haven’t had any luck. Eventually, I decided to ease back into missions with the Remnants, taking easier ones that were far below my skill level. I should be taking more difficult missions, but since Isoline’s death, I’ve carried around a sense of foreboding, as though any decision I make can lead to someone’s death. I can’t take higher level missions where I’d most likely run into Artifs; I’m too nervous and skittish at the thought of even coming across them. I think if I ended up in a position where I’d have to fight an Artif, there’s a good chance I’d just freeze. It’s a mental block that I know I have to work through, but I don’t know how to get past my fears. My confidence is shaken, and I have no idea how to get it back. 
 
    When I started taking on missions again, I thought that perhaps I’d run across Dryden (or at least news of him) while I was traversing the land, but even now, there’s still no sign of him or anyone who matches his description. With the exception of doing easier missions, I feel like for the most part my life has returned to normal. I’m living out of my car, taking missions as they come, and passively looking for clues about the Reapers. I haven’t stopped searching for Dryden, but I’m not getting anywhere and I need to take a mental break from actively searching for him. I already felt like enough of a failure for the trail going cold on the Reapers. Throwing Dryden into the mix just made things harder. I can only take on so much, and my multiple failures are weighing me down little by little. I can still remember a time in my life when I felt like I could soar. Now I’m bound to the very ground I stand on, one step away from falling into quicksand.  
 
    I sigh and tap my foot in impatience. Why is the man taking so long to return? Usually I love being contracted with the Remnants, but they’re not a militia that’s focused on power or efficiency and sometimes it gets frustrating waiting around for them to hand out missions. My first mission with them seemed laughable at the time, but the Remnant’s leader treated it with the utmost importance. I was asked to retrieve the leader’s science books from some random camp he had been staying in. According to him, he was “forced at knife point” to abandon the camp, and in the process lost all of the books he had been working so hard to collect. Hearing his story only further enforced the stereotype that the Remnants are among the weakest of the militias. Later on I heard another version of the story from one of the other mercenaries that said the leader had been attempting to take the books from an Artif camp himself, not wanting to involve anyone else due to the books’ sensitive nature, and while he was trying to steal them, the Artifs returned and he ran. The second story certainly made the leader sound cooler, but in the end he still ran like a coward. A mercenary would never, ever run without completing the mission. Even though Isoline’s mission left me full of regrets, we still completed it. Living the life of a mercenary is without a doubt unbearably difficult at times- most of the time actually, but we’re known as the toughest humans around, the only humans who can go head to head with Artifs and come out victorious. Our lives aren’t as difficult as those of the impoverished, but they’re definitely harder than the lives of the aristocrats- or even the grangers. But mercenaries have bounds of honor in what we do, and when I allow myself a rare moment of vanity, I feel a sense of pride and accomplishment. Some days, those feelings are all that keep me going.  
 
    Ironically, it was that simple mission to recover the science books (even more ironically, I’d probably have a hard time with that type of mission now) that sparked my interest in the Remnants. While most other militias are more interested in looking to the future and advancing their own weaponry and technology to conquer their neighbors, the Remnants prefer to look to the past and study science, history, and philosophy among a platitude of other topics. The science book I had to retrieve detailed the inner workings of the Artifs’ chips, a topic who’s information was hard to come by these days. Perhaps it’s because I live half my stuck trapped in the past, but I enjoyed the Remnants philosophy that humanity must learn from the mistakes its ancestors made, and I was intrigued by their wealth of knowledge and interest in Artifs. Usually after my missions, I flip through the books I’m asked to find, and even if I don’t learn anything from them (science isn’t my strong suit and the engineering in them is hard to follow), I enjoy being one of the privileged few who can read them. In most militias, books are sooner used for kindling than knowledge or entertainment. Unfortunately, it leaves the Remnants a laughing stock, because they don’t focus on weaponry or combat- but I like their aversion to violence. I doubt I’d fare well in a more ruthless militia. My personality isn’t aggressive enough to fit in with them. 
 
    Most of the Remnant mission for me involve the retrieval of non fiction books from different esteemed homes, laboratories, universities, or libraries that have been overrun by Artifs. Most of the information the Remnants are looking for is about Artifs and unfortunately for the mercenaries contracted with the Remnants, most information about Artifs is hidden deep withing the walls of various Artif camps. I’m more than happy to help them though (at least, before Isoline), but only for a price. Even though the Remnants are weak, they’re surprisingly never attacked by either humans or Artifs and rumor has it, they’re under the protection of the Scarlet Reapers. Whether that’s true or not, the Remnants have more information on the Reapers than any other militia around, and I’m willing to do my duty to them as long as they provide me with said information as my payment. Of course, they take their time, never giving me too much information at once- most likely to ensure my continued work for them. But the Remnants are the best chance I have to finding the Reapers, and if the Remnants are able to find information on both Artifs and the Reapers, I’m hoping they’ll be able to help me with finding Dryden. Even though I’ve been easing back into missions, it’s been a while since I last did one for the Remnants, and my stomach is fluttering at the thought of them having any new information I can use. I’m not yet back to my full potential, but I’m ready to stop taking on simple rogue missions. It’s time to get back to work.  
 
    I need to find the Reapers and even more so, I need to get answer- and revenge. The Scarlet Reapers were just a cult that underwent new management before resurfacing, but people see them as a hidden force that presides over the land. It was well known that the Reapers were kidnapping humans off the streets, but no one batted an eyelash. The only humans being kidnapped were rogues and nomads- people that no one cared about because they didn’t belong to a militia. Then, humans started disappearing from the more violent militias, and instead of letting themselves feel concerned, people actually rejoiced, as though the Reapers were saving them all while simultaneously cleaning up the filth off the streets. Violence between the militias lessened due to them worrying about the kidnappings and for a while, people felt safe. But the militias aren’t fighting each other out of anything except fear- fear that they’ll get overrun, fear that there aren’t enough resources to go around, fear for survival- and eventually that fear spread to the Reapers, especially when good people started disappearing. No one was off limits- not aristocrats, not mercenaries, and not my parents or my little sister. Some speculate that the kidnapped are being used in experiments, but no one is sure what kind. After all, it’s just a rumor, and no one wants to dwell on what happens to the kidnapped, not when everyone has a family member that’s disappeared. If that’s truly what the Reapers are doing, then there’s nothing that anyone can do to stop them- they can’t even be found.  
 
    The brutality between humans has diminished with the spread of the Scarlet Reapers, but violent impulses still linger under the surface. Humanity is encompassed by fear, and fear is capable of driving people to insanity. And all of this is because of the Scarlet Reapers pulling strings from behind the scenes, choosing who’s worthy to live and who’s going to be their next victim. I’ll find them, and I’ll get the answers I’ve been desperately searching for- even if I have to retrieve a thousand books, I’ll make the Reapers pay for what they’ve done to this world and my family. 
 
    “Come on!” I pound on the door to the Remnant compound with the side of my tightly closed fist. “I’ve been out here for at least twenty minutes. Let me in, or give me my mission!” I yell through the solid oak door. After pausing for a couple seconds to listen in on whatever is happening behind the door, I accept that I’ll most likely have to wait longer and sigh, leaning my back against the door and letting my eyes give the compound a once over.  
 
    For the Remnants not having as many members as other militias, their camp is still fairly large. It’s divided into two visible sections. There’s one half that’s filled with large blocky buildings with smokestacks sticking out of the tops of them, housing boilers, steam engines, vacuum pumps, and other paraphernalia that I don’t understand. The impoverished work in that section, keeping the militia running in top form, and in return, the grangers provided them with food. But the impoverished don’t have any buildings dedicated to housing, and they’re forced to live in tents set up around the buildings they work in for the militia.  
 
    The other half is the one that I’m currently standing in. It’s right on the edge of where the impoverished meet the aristocracy, but there’s a clear difference in wealth here. There are tall, ornate buildings the sections for different militia leaders and members of the aristocracy. Amber lighting hangs outside each door, casting the brass detailing around me aglow with an inviting warmth. Even the doors are nicer here. They’re a thick, solid oak with rich wood detailing of vines and floral patterns painted in a deep, forest green. To take things just a little more over the top and clearly illustrate the division between classes, a tall brass statue sits in the front of the governmental building showing a strand of DNA. It’s actually all very impressive, but I’m sure if they didn’t take so much time perfecting the comfort of the aristocracy, the impoverished would be able to have actual homes.  
 
    I glance back toward the bunch of poverty stricken humans crowding around the fire and notice a few of them split off into pairs, cuddling with one another in small groups. At least they have that going for them.  
 
    The door swings open without warning and I gasp as I lose my balance and almost tumble inside the compound. A strong arm wraps itself around my waist and halts my face first descent toward the ground. I stare at the wide hands and strong fingers pressing into the side of my waist and clear my throat uncomfortably, “Thanks...” I pull his hand off of me and jump back slightly in surprise when I see his mask. It’s the mask worn by the Dagger Corps, a golden bird mask with a beak covered in intricate patterns of gears and feathers. The eyes are large, made of ruby colored glass. The masks are worn to intimidate, and they do the job well. The Dagger Corps aren’t one of the most violent militias, but they’re fierce and known as death bringers to the militias who’ve dealt with them. I pretend to adjust the cuffs on my wrist while I size up the mercenary across from me. He has short, glossy hair, an athletic build with veins popping out along his arm, and a chiseled jaw. That’s about all I can make out of the mystery man though. The masks do too good of a job concealing the Dagger Corps mercenaries’ identities. 
 
    The mercenary laughs slightly under his breath and removes his mask. My eyes widen in shock as I stare into a pair of round, crystal blue eyes shadowed by strong brows. “Edric,” I murmur breathlessly. How long has it been since I last saw him? And we didn’t part on good terms either. I wonder if he’s holding onto a grudge. 
 
    Edric cocks his head to the side and smirks, “Luxie,” he drawls, nodding his chin toward me in a casual hello. “It’s good to see you again. I’ve thought about you a lot over the years. You’ve obviously been doing pretty well for yourself.” His eyes gleam with mischief as he crosses his arms and leans against the door. He’s standing too close for comfort, taking up most of my personal space. Usually I’d be annoyed with him for not having awareness, but right now all I feel is relief. He’s acting normal at least, and that’s the best I could have hoped for after all these years. Edric stretched his neck forward and sighs as it cracks, taking his time as if neither of us have anywhere to be. I supposed that’s true in my case though; I’m still waiting on information about my mission. On Edric’s end though...I have no idea what he’s doing here or if he received a mission.  
 
    “What are you doing here? I haven’t seen you in years. Are you still living in Timberwood or do you just have a home with the Dagger Corps now?” I fire questions at him in rapid succession while drawing my eyebrows together in slight suspicion. Meeting Edric here felt like more than a coincidence. Who would have thought Edric and I would end up back in each other’s lives at some point. More importantly, I want to know why he’s here. Most mercenaries think the Remnants are a quack militia who only cares about books. When choosing a militia to work for, they usually pass over the Remnants in favor of a more powerful militia that looks like it’s going places. For mercenaries a lot is riding on which militia they choose to partner with. I know that if any other militia rises to power before I’m able to find the Reapers, then I’d be out of luck- the Remnants will be gone. Still though, I have to wonder if it’s even possible for any militia to truly hold any sway in the world when the Reapers are always lurking in the background. They hold all the true power as an unseen, unstoppable force. I hope that Edric isn’t here to threaten the Remnants. I know the Dagger Corps can be vicious, and I need the Remnants to remain safe long enough for me to get the information I need out of them. 
 
    Edric raises his eyebrows in surprise and hold his hands out in front of him in an attempt to slow down my questioning. “I’ll try to answer everything you threw at me. I don’t live in Timberwood, but I visit often, and home is currently a truck I stole from the militia that runs our dear old home, Timberwood.” Edric winks at me and I roll my eyes in response. It would seem that in all the years Edric and I have been separated, Edric hasn’t changed a bit. “I’ve been on the road a lot more than usual lately per request of the Dagger Corps, so stealing the truck was kind of a necessity. Well, probably not stealing it, but that militia is full of jerks anyway. But today, my mission is fairly simple. I just had to stop by the Remnants and deliver a simple message that I’m sure they’ll take to heart.” The easy grin Edric flashes toward me is starkly contrasted by the wicked glint in his eyes. Whatever message he brought, it wasn’t good. I shrink away from Edric uncomfortably and look away. Edric’s always been easy going and he has his funny moments, but there’s a dark side to him that has always set me on edge. The last time we saw each other, we were just twelve year old kids. To see him now, five years later, and as a man is throwing me off guard. He’d always been like an older brother to me, even if he’s only older by a couple of days, or maybe he was more of a partner in crime. Now, not only does he look completely different, but he feels like a stranger. He used to be lanky with a willowy body that was slightly shorter than mine. Now...he’s just different. So much has happened with me in the last five years, and I can’t help but wonder what’s changed in Edric’s life since then. After I left, there was a part of me that always wondered if I’d see him again, but now that he’s in front of me, it’s hard to even remember what we had in common.  
 
    “So you ended up in Dagger Corps? That’s what you always wanted, right?” I mumble my sentence in a feeble attempt to hide the nervous chatter swarming my thoughts. I don’t want to seem insecure or anxious in front of him- in face, I want to feel like I’m in control of the situation. I guess Edric and I were always competitive with one another, and it’s a little relieving to know that at least that hasn’t changed. 
 
    Edric gives me a cocky grin and quirks his eyebrows (his signature move for our conversation), “Obviously. I understand we haven’t seen each other in a while, but did you honestly believe I’d work for any other militia?” I’m not particularly surprised that he ended up working for the Dagger Corps. He wanted to work with them since they were kids.  
 
    However, I am now extremely curious about the message Edric came to deliver. The Dagger Corps are known for being violent, and sometimes, when someone disappears, people wonder if they’re taken by the Dagger Corps instead of the Reapers. The situation always clears up pretty quickly though due to the Dagger Corps only kidnapping when they want to hold hostages and use them for trading favors with other militias. If the trade falls through, they just keep the hostages on as work slaves. To be honest, most of that is all hearsay and rumors, but regardless, I try to steer clear of the Dagger Corps. They’re intimidating and they’ve always seemed like bad news. I always knew Edric wanted to join the Dagger Corps, but I hoped he would keep his morals in tact and stay pure unlike the other mercenaries they have for hire. I wonder I put too much faith in him, or if he’s still the same Edric I knew once upon a time ago.  
 
    Whatever message Edric came to deliver wasn’t good; that was a fact. I just want to know how bad it actually was. “If you’re thinking of asking questions about my mission, don’t. I’m under contract to tell no one except the Remnant’s leader.” Edric gives me a cheeky smile and stretches his arms high above his head. He turns his face skyward, looking away from me, but I still catch a hint of melancholy in his eyes. I can only assume he’s remembering the days when we were inseparable. We once vowed to never keep secrets from one another, even if it meant breaking our contract to whatever militia we decided to work for. I suppose we just always thought the bond between us would be stronger. For Edric’s sake, I let my mouth relax into a small smirk and meet his gaze as he lowers his head.  
 
    “I wasn’t going to pry,” I quickly lie, rolling my eyes as if the idea of questioning him about his mission is ridiculous. Maybe Edric and I are strangers after all these years, but it feels good to have someone to tease. And he remembers my insufferable curiosity. I absolutely would have asked him if he didn’t say anything first. Being by myself for so long makes me forget that I actually do have a playful side that’s able to have fun.  
 
    Edric shakes his head and meets my smirk with one of his own in obvious mocking. Whatever message he brought to the camp has to be the reason I’ve been forced to stand outside for the past thirty minutes. Good to know. Even with Edric being secretive, I’m still able to at least get something from him. And more importantly, the Remnants aren’t just getting their kicks by making me wait as long as they can. They’re probably dealing with whatever disaster the Dagger Corps threatened to bring onto their camp.  
 
    I look away from Edric toward the dense forest that surrounds the Remnant’s compound. Their camp is in the middle of nowhere, and due to the low amber light emanating from the buildings, the woods surrounding us seem much darker than they actually are. The sun has barely set, but an inky darkness is still descending around the Remnant camp and the air is heavy and thick with moisture. I really hope there won’t be a storm tonight. My car has a small leak in the roof that will make sleeping even more uncomfortable than it already is. “Say, Edric,” My eyes land on the mask in his hand, and I think about all of the negative rumors I’ve heard about the Dagger Corps and the possibility of them kidnapping humans just as the Reapers do. I glance back toward the forest and keep my eyes trained on a tree in the distance, hoping I appear nonchalant even as a bead of sweat breaks out on my forehead. “The Dagger Corps wouldn’t happen to have anything to do with the increase in disappearances lately, would they?” I know that even though kidnapping is a popular rumor that’s spread about the Dagger Corps, it’s still awful of me to bring it up to a mercenary from the very militia in question. It’s offensive and I’m basically blatantly insulting Edric and his choice of militia, but I need to know. If there’s even a chance they’re involved, then it wouldn’t hurt to take my investigation over to their militia. They’d be hard to talk to, but maybe the Dagger Corps would even have information on Dryden.  
 
    Edric stays silent for a moment, staring down at the ground. He audibly swallows and runs a hand over his face before answering me with a stiff tone and hardened eyes, “Asking questions like that is a sure way to guarantee your own disappearance. Whether it’s by the Reapers or...someone else. You’re a part of the Remnants, Lux, and I just...” He struggles for a moment to find the proper words, his voice sticking in his throat, “While you’re employed by this militia, I don’t think you should look too heavily into the disappearances. And regardless, if anyone else in the Dagger Corps heard you talking like that, there would be serious problems- problems that I don’t think just me vouching for you will be able to fix.” Edric finishes his sentence with a hard glare to drive his point home, but I continue to look toward the forest. It’s true that I’d find myself in deep trouble if I cross the Dagger Corps. They have their own code of honor and I have no idea what all that encompasses, but I do know that if they hear about me asking after them, thing’s won’t end well. Still, it might be my imagination, but maybe Edric’s trying to tell me something. He acted strange about the Remnants and he was vague about the Dagger Corps. Is the Dagger Corps actually involved or is that just me getting my hopes up? “I know it’s been years, Luxem, but I would really hate to hear your name among the disappeared.” Edric avoids my surprised gaze and looks toward the sky. He takes a deep breath before glancing toward me again with a sheepish grin and a casual shrug of his shoulder, “I wouldn’t want to lose my Luxie for good.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know all of that, Edric,” I whisper, more referring to the risk of disappearance I’m taking than his fear of me going missing. I know Edric’s straining his ears to catch everything I’m saying, but I keep my voice low. “I wouldn’t have asked just any mercenary for the Dagger Corps, but it’s you, and I’m desperate. We haven’t seen each other in a while, but I’d like to think that even with your devotion to the militia you’ve always yearned to join, you’d still have a little bit of dedication to me left, as selfish as that probably sounds,” I pause, finally looking Edric in the eyes. They’re intensely trained on my own and I know he’s trying to remain stoic to the deep pain deeply etched on my face. I sigh and bit my lip for a moment before continuing, “I have a lead on the Scarlet Reapers but the trail’s gone cold and I’m starting to think that the guy I’m looking for is among the missing. I can’t find anything about him anywhere- no matter who I talk to. And, most importantly...Lucie’s disappeared.” Edric draws in a sharp breath but retains his composure. “That’s actually the main reason I’m even working for this militia. It has its perks every now and then, but they have the most information on the Reapers out of any other militia I’ve seen. Apparently, and it’s just a rumor, but one of their high ranking officers has actually seen the interior of the Reaper’s camp.” 
 
    Edric raises his eyebrows in genuine surprise before knitting them together in doubt. Funny how he was able to remain calm at the news of Lucie’s disappearance, but that information made him break his stoicism. Actually, it’s a little more disappointing then funny, but I’m not done talking yet. That conversation will have to happen later. “Like I said, it could just be some rumor the guy made up to help him further his position within the militia, but considering there isn’t much information on the Reapers out there, I feel like it’s the best chance I have of locating them. I’m just getting small tidbits of information at a time though. It feel like I have an unpaid debt that I’ll be forever trying to work off. Still though, I thought that maybe if the Dagger Corps have something to do with the disappearances...” I let my sentence drift off, falling into a deep discomfort. I didn’t intend to bare my soul to Edric, but we had been close once and he had known Lucie well- as well as I did, if not better. Edric always seemed to be able to understand Lucie in ways I couldn’t. Lucie had always taken every chance was given to be around Edric and Edric saw Lucie as the little sister he never had. She was his chance to feel like a true older brother, somebody important. A part of me felt like Edric deserved to know, and another, smaller part, just wanted to be able to talk to someone I know about what’s been happening in my life.  
 
    Edric’s eyebrows remain drawn together as his hand grips harder on to the mask, tight enough that his knuckles are turning white. I slightly jump as Edric cracks the mask in his hand. His strength is surprising. I have no idea what the Dagger Corps masks are made of, but I do know that they’re extremely sturdy. After cracking his mask, Edric’s expression quickly softens, as though he’s trying to let me know that everything’s okay. I’ve always had an uncanny ability to catch Edric off guard, and it seems like five years later, I’m still doing it. “When did she disappear, Lux? How long after you left Timberwood?” I feel Edric’s hand slowly reach toward my shoulder to comfort me, but he pauses before it reaches me and after a split second of deliberation, he just lets it fall back to his side. There was a time when Edric would have easily been able to provide me with that small semblance of comfort, and it’s painful to know that we’ve drifted apart to the point where he no longer feels comfortable to even put an arm around me.  
 
    “Lucie and I left Timberwood after our parents’ disappearance five years ago, as I’m sure you probably remember,” Edric winces from me bringing up the painful memory. No doubt he’s thinking of the last time we talked. “Lucie was taken two years later, in the spring. It’s been three years she’s been gone, Edric, and I’ve been searching for her every day since then. I keep thinking that I can locate the Reapers, then I can somehow find both her and my parents, or at least the truth about what happened to them, or maybe even the why and how of their disappearances. I’m just...” I drift off and sigh, breaking eye contact with Edric and staring blankly toward the forest. I chew on my bottom lip for only a moment, gathering my strength before continuing. “I’m just getting tired, Edric. I’m not giving up; I’ll never give up. But I’m tired of expending all my energy on searching for the Reapers and Lucie, and now this Dryden kid that might be able to give me a lead, and coming up empty handed every time. It’s wearing me down and every day that I don’t have results, it makes it harder to keep going.” I finish my sentence by pinching the bridge of my nose, attempting to relieve the tension that’s been building in my head since Edric stepped outside. There’s a headache coming on fast, and my day isn’t even close to done. There’s still my mission briefing, and depending on how much time I have to complete it, there’s a good chance I’ll have to start on it immediately.  
 
    Before Edric can respond, the door of the Reaper compound opens and a pudgy man with a small, upturned nose pops his head out and faces in my direction. Luckily Edric isn’t leaning on the door anymore or else he might have been knocked over by the force the man used to open it. “Luxem,” he snaps, enunciating my name in a short, clipped tone accompanied by a cold once over, “We’re ready for you now.” The man turns his balding head toward Edric with a harsh glare, “You can leave now. I don’t know what message you gave to our esteemed leader, but it was enough. You need to leave and the sooner, the better.” With a quick, envious glance at Edric’s sleek, shiny hair (not a single strand was out of place), the man huffs and returns back inside the compound, subtly brushing his hand over the bald patch on his head.  
 
    As the door slams shut, I catch it and try the handle. Good, whoever the guy was, he left the door unlocked for me to enter whenever I’m ready. As much as I enjoy talking to Edric, and as much as I want to know what he’s been up to, I need to get this mission first.  
 
    Edric arrogantly smirks, his ego obviously stroked by the man’s envious glare and turns toward me, seriousness etched in the fine features of his angular face. “I’m sorry about Lucie, Lux. I really am, and I wish there was more I could currently do to help you. She was like a baby sister to me too. The only information I can give you though is my absolute certainty that the Dagger Corps aren’t kidnapping people for their own nefarious purposes. And you should know that if I saw your sister in danger, I’d do anything I could to help her, regardless of it broke the contract with my militia.” Edric’s eyes take on a sharper, gaze more intensely focused on my face than before, “Anything that could ever hurt you, I’d make sure to stop.” 
 
    Edric draws in a deep breath and pops open the door to the Remnant compound, most likely gauging how much longer he can keep me without the Remnants becoming impatient. He lets the door shut and turns toward me with downcast eyes, “My dad went missing too.” I jerk my head in his direction, surprise evident on my face. I’ve known Edric’s father since we were children. Has it really been that long since I was in Timberwood? When had Edric’s father even gone missing? Edric answers my unasked question as he continues, “It was two years ago, and for just a fleeting moment in time, even thought I knew it was treason to think so, I considered the possibility that maybe the Dagger Corps was kidnapping people. I had just started working for them at the time, and I hoped that maybe if I could investigate them enough or catch a higher up off guard, I could find some clues. But they’re clean, Lux. They do a lot of brutal stuff- they’re powerful and intimidating- but as tough as they are, they leave innocents out of their fights. The Dagger Corps aren’t kidnapping innocent people.” Edric keeps our gazes even with one another and gives me a small smile of understanding. I’m still not sure how much of the Edric I knew has changed while working for the Dagger Corps, but I’m certain that when his father disappeared, Edric combed their camp, searching for him. The very fact he’s so certain of the Dagger Corps’s innocence convinces me that he must have found undeniable proof that they’re not kidnappers.  
 
    “You better get inside now before Bulfort pitches a fit,” Edric winks at me and I lift the corner of my mouth in a half-felt smile. Bulfort. So that’s the name of the man they sent to retrieve me. How fitting for him. I nod my head toward Edric in farewell and turn to open the heavy, wooden door in front of me. As I crack it open, Edric begins to descend the stairs behind me before pausing and facing toward me once more. “Luxie,” he calls. I look over my shoulder to see Edric standing at the bottom of the steps, a cargo messenger bag slung over one shoulder, and his hands in his pockets. His blue eyes have the entirety of their focus directly trained on me, and I squirm slightly under his gaze. “I’ll be visiting Timberwood again in about two days if you find yourself passing through there. It would be great to have more time to catch up.” He flashes me a grin and saunters away from the Remnant compound. 
 
    As I enter the camp, I entertain the possibility of visiting Timberwood again. I haven’t been there since Lucie and I move away after our parents’ disappearance some five years ago. For the first year, we remained close to Timberwood and Lucie visited as often as she could. At some points, it actually felt like they still lived there. While they were still close, Timberwood felt stifling, but maybe it’s been long enough that going back would actually feel like a good thing instead of a prison sentence. Perhaps this time, it would actually be nice to see the small village of people I once called a family.  
 
    Instead, I’m here- the manor of the Remnant leadership, an imposing three story building with not one, but two towers at the top. The other buildings scattered around the Remnant camp only had one tower- if they had a tower at all. It isn’t hard to see why the leadership chose this building to be their headquarters. Usually the outside of the manor felt unintimidating, but tonight, with its black outline looming above me in the evening sky, it just gives me chills. Regardless, while there are other homes in the area for aristocracy, grangers, and mercenaries (leaving the impoverished to live in the dirt), none are as nice as the leadership’s manor.  
 
    The inside is absolutely gorgeous; I’ve always admired the interior of the leader’s home. Wooden walls, amber lights- the same ones they have outside- gold trim, and elaborate molding similar to the house I went to with Isoline make the interior an aristocrat’s paradise. And that’s exactly how they treat it. Different faceless aristocrats with elaborate dresses and three piece suits are lounging on the plush, silky furniture in the entrance., candle lit around them for, as far as I can tell, absolutely no purpose other than aristocracy elitism. As far as I can see, I’m the only mercenary in here, but no one pays me any attention. Most aristocracy couldn’t care less about mercenaries. To them, we’re just barbarians that provide them with the luxuries they require to live out their lives in comfort.  
 
    The manor’s interior is much cooler than the crisp air outside and I shiver again. At least this time though, it’s actually from the temperature instead of my unfounded sense of foreboding. I walk past the lounging fools scattered around me and head straight for the fireplace on the far side of the room. I’ll warm my hands and then head to the leader’s office. A few members of the aristocracy give me snide looks for taking away some of their heat but I just ignore them. Responding wouldn’t end well for me anyway. When militias first arose a couple year’s after the war’s end, the aristocracy was the leaders’ families- both immediate and extended. I’m not sure if the aristocracy now is directly related to the current leader, but they are for sure related to the ones who initially began the Remnants and that was enough to give them absolute power over the grangers, impoverished, and mercenaries. It’s best to stay on their good side.  
 
    When the Remnants first began, its founders just wanted a serene retreat away from the violence and bitterness of the bigger cities, and I have to admit that even still, the camp definitely has a more peaceful feel than most of the other places I’ve been to. Then again, the majority of my time is spent either on the road or sneaking through Artif bases in search of some obsolete item. I don’t get to go touring through random militias for fun. Although, since seeing Edric, I catch myself now and again wondering what the Dagger Corps camp looks like. I’ve always avoided them, partially because I never had any interest in dealing with them, and partly because I was worried Edric was contracted with them and I had no idea what I’d say to him if we ran into one another. Until today, I didn’t know for certain if Edric was even a mercenary for Dagger Corps, but I knew the possibility was high. After seeing him just moments ago- and in the Remnant camp of all places- I can’t help but wonder what his life has been like all these years. We didn’t depart on the best of terms, but I can’t help myself from worrying about him. What’s his home like? Who are his friends? 
 
    I warm my hands over the fire and try to cleanse my mind of Edric by listening to the Remnants conversing around me. As much as they don’t care about mercenaries, most of them dropped their conversations down to a whisper when I entered the room. I’m still able to hear snippets of the dramas happening around camp though- aristocrats are notorious gossip mongers. All of the gossip was superficial and unimportant though and mainly about people I don’t even know. It’s hard to not roll my eyes at their pettiness. The aristocrats have no idea how good they have it- actually no one in the Remnants realizes how good their lives are- even the impoverished. They have no idea about the starvation, torture, or disappearances happening around them. A part of me is a little envious of their ignorance, but I’d still rather know the ugly truth of the world than live with a blindfold over my eyes.  
 
    Night is rapidly descending, and with summer coming to a close, bitter winds are rolling in from the east, rattling the windows with enough force to make multiple women gasp in surprise. The Remnants are one of the most sheltered militias I’ve seen. I can’t imagine any other militia fretting over domestic matters while their mercenaries risk their lives outside the bubble of camp. Life is hard for everyone, but for the Remnants, things are different. I blame Bliss, a tea created from some top secret concoction of herbs that relaxes the Remnants and makes them easier to control. What it really does is just keep them in a permanently drugged up state to where they can’t determine the difference between reality and fantasy. Mercenaries and grangers were only allowed to drink it once a week because of the nature of their work, but aristocrats acted like it was as important to their diet as actual food.  
 
    A butler (yes, they do, in fact, have butlers here) walks by me and offers me a tray with a cup of Bliss on it. I’m surprised by his offer. Usually there’s a predetermined night of the week for Bliss, creatively dubbed Bliss Night. I’m almost positive though that Bliss Night isn’t for another couple of days. “No, thank you,” I respond. “Is tonight Bliss Night?” 
 
    “Our esteemed leader had decided to throw an impromptu Bliss Night. It’s quite considerate of him as moods do tend to fall as summer comes to an end.” The butler’s acting almost smug, as though having Bliss Night tonight was somehow his idea. “I do have to say though, miss, I’m quite surprised you do not want any Bliss. You’re the first tonight to turn it down, and the only in the camp not participating in this wondrous occasion.”  
 
    I sigh and shove my hands into my pockets. I have to deal with a line of questioning every Bliss Night I’m accidentally here for. “It’s just not really my thing. Maybe if I wasn’t about to get a mission, I would, but the life of a mercenary never stops!” I give him a tight smile, breathing out a sigh of relief when he finally walks away. I’d never, ever drink Bliss, but I just said that more for his benefit. Some bliss (the actual feeling of bliss) would be nice, but the tea turns you into a drugged up zombie, and I can’t stand that. The last thing I want is to join in with the creepiness that for some reason makes them say “our esteemed leader.”  
 
    It’s surprising that the Remnants even have something like Bliss. Having all of their members completely out of it puts the camp in danger. They could be overrun at any time, and there’s nothing anyone in this camp would be able to do to save themselves. Whether it’s their Bliss tea, or the Reaper rumors are true, the Remnants feel comfortable enough to live their lives in a fantasy world far away from reality, but one day, their delusions will become their undoing. I just hope I find the Reapers before that happens. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “Men fear death as children fear to go in the dark; and as that natural fear in children is increased by tales, so is the other.” 
 
    -Francis Bacon 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    “Luxem!” Bulfort marches his stubby legs toward me as fast as they can move. His lips are set in a deep frown that furrows his bushy brows and I have to bite my lip to keep from laughing at how ridiculous he looks. “Come with me immediately. You were to report directly to the commander’s room upon entry.” 
 
    “My apologies, Bulfort,” I purr, instigating him just slightly, just enough for me to have a little fun. “I had no idea. You really should have told me. Your esteemed leader will be very disappointed.” 
 
    “Our esteemed leader,” Bulfort huffs, dragging me by my elbow down a long hallway with warn landscape paintings and ornate wood paneling toward a small black door with multiple interlocking gears holding it closed. The only sound around us is the clicking of our boots on the marble floor. It’s incredible how tucked away the office feels. The aristocrats aren’t that far away, but the hallway is so secluded and soundproof, it feels like we’ve entered into an entirely new building.  
 
    Bulfort must be Ulric’s new messenger. Ulric, the esteemed leader of the Remnants. It’s not that I actually met Ulric’s previous messenger in person, as he only gave us our orders through letters, but I’ve rumors around camp that he recently bailed on the Remnants. I’ve never seen Bulfort before, but he seems to get irritated with every mercenary that’s unlucky enough to cross his path. Bulfort stops outside the intricate door and gives three sharp raps that echo throughout the quiet hallway behind us. 
 
    “Bulfort, I already told you to just bring her inside. There’s no secret knock that you have to do,” Ulric calls through the door. His voice sounds like sandpaper and when I enter the room, I see his eyelids are drooping and heavy. Ulric acts like he’s ancient. He’s certainly not young, but it’s obvious that life has treated him poorly- ironic considering he’s leading the Remnants of all militias.  
 
    I don’t know much about his personal life other than he was married to a women named Medora in a high class neighborhood called Illiadison before the war. As far as I know, the only survivors from his family were Ulric’s sister, and Medora- for a while. She was only with him for about six years after the war until she died in childbirth along with the baby. I’m not sure how he ended up in power- he isn’t one of the founding fathers of the militia- but somehow, Ulric was put in a position of leadership somewhere along the way. I feel sympathy for him sometimes. All he ever wanted was a quiet life with his family. Instead he became the leader of the Remnants. 
 
    As I got to know Ulric a little better while doing missions for the Remnants, I started to feel bad for judging him and the first mission he ever gave me. Even now, when I reminisce, it’s easy to write him off as a silly old man who needed a mercenary to finish what he started, but in reality, I really like Ulric and as much as that memory pokes fun at him, I respect him and the missions he gives me.  
 
    “Are you alright, Ulric?” I’m slightly concerned by his haggard appearance. I’m not very close with Ulric, but his gentleness is something the world is severely lacking and I enjoy being in his presence for that very reason. “You look like today might be your last,” I quirk and eyebrow at Ulric and give him a cheeky grin. Even though I actually do have a little worry about him, he’s still fun to tease, and I could use a little bit of a distraction to quiet the memories of Isoline that still play on repeat. 
 
    “Not particularly my dear,” he whispers, motioning for me to close the door as I fully enter the room. I kick my leg back to close it and accidentally hit the door hard enough for it to slam shut and shake on its hinges. Ulric sighs at my aggressiveness and offers me a cup of tea, much like the butler did outside. I give him a look and shake my head no. Ulric should know that I don’t drink Bliss. He laughs slightly under his breath, “I didn’t think you’d accept it, but I still wanted to offer. Your predictability is a relief. I don’t know what I would have done if you had accepted Bliss tonight.” Before I can open my mouth to deny my predictability, Ulric puts up a hand and smiles, “It’s a compliment, Luxem. Would you like any other type of tea? I have multiple variants here that are safe for you to drink.” 
 
    I shake my head again, “Sorry, Ulric, I’ve just never much cared for the taste of tea.”  
 
    Ulric gently nods his head and stands, motioning for me to follow him to two plushly upholstered side chairs he keeps behind his desk. I expect him to give me my mission briefing immediately, but instead he stares into his steaming mug for several minutes before speaking. “I assume you’ve wondered how we manage to protect ourselves even though we have no trained soldiers and community drinks Bliss to get them through the week.” I slightly nod my head, briefly wondering how much Bliss it would take to calm Bulfort’s eternally anxious demeanor.  
 
    It’s out of character for Ulric to start off my mission briefing with a conversation. It’s not that we’ve never casually conversed with each other, but usually when it’s time for me to receive a mission, we’re both professional, and the briefing is always as quick as possible so that I can be on my way. He knows that I like to start my missions as soon as I can. The faster I complete them, the more missions I can take on, and in the end, the more information on the Reapers I can learn. Ulric looks at me intensely and searches my face, causing me to uncomfortably shrink back under his stare. What is he looking for? 
 
    “And I know that you’ve heard the rumors we have a very close relationship with the Scarlet Reapers, as they call themselves.” I nod my head once more, wondering where all of this is going. It’s true that the rumor about the Remnants and the Reapers is pretty commonly heard, but to hear it said so explicitly from the mouth of the leader was something new. At the very least, it’s definitely caught me off guard. I draw in a sharp breath to respond to Ulric, but change my mind at the last second, fighting down the burning desire to interrupt him that’s threatening to erupt from my throat. Up until now, pathetically enough, I haven’t been sure about whether the Remnants were just stringing me along with false promises or not. I was just driven by a deep hope that they actually had all the information they claimed they knew. Now though that it seems Ulric is bringing up the Reapers on his own, I have a long list of questions that I’m dying to ask him, but it seems like his thoughts are slowly unraveling in front of me and I don’t want to ask him something and interrupt the process.  
 
    Ulric sets the cup of tea on the end table beside his chair and clasps his hands together, resting them in the emerald blanket he has resting over his lap. I can see the slightest tremor pulsing through them and I subtly adjust my position in my chair, leaning closer toward him. I’m now extremely curious about what he has to say. If his shaky hands are any indication, whatever it is, is going to be big. I’ve always had a slight feeling Ulric could be easily rattled though, so it may not be as important as I’m thinking. Ulric’s peaceful and kind, but there’s always a nervous quiver running below the surface that he seems to struggle to keep at bay. Now though, not only was he talking about the Remnants potential involvement with the Reapers, but he’s visibly nervous about something. Maybe my initial thought was right, and Ulric is about to give me some much needed answers.  
 
    Ulric closes his eyes and takes a long inhale, almost more like a sigh, before starting to speak. “There are some things you need to know before I give you this mission- your last mission.” My eyebrows shoot up in surprise, and I feel my heart stop for a quick moment before beating again. What is he talking about? I need this militia. I need their information. What am I supposed to do if they kick me out- and why are they even getting rid of me? Militias don’t do that unless a mercenary seriously messes something big up, and I haven’t done anything of the sort. I want to say something to him, to plead my case, but instead I let him continue uninterrupted. “It’s true that the Remnants have thrived under the Scarlet Reaper’s protection. Unfortunately I can’t give you their location as it’s always changing. They keep their work spread between various bases so that if their compromised, not everything is lost. They do have a main base, but I’m unsure of its location. That’s strictly on a need to know basis and I’ve never needed to know. What I am certain of is that they can’t be found unless they want to be.” I feel a sinking ball of dread filling my stomach. All this time that I’ve been looking for them, Ulric’s known that they’re impossible to find.  
 
    “There’s...more I must tell you. In return for the Reaper’s protection, we provide them with scientific and engineering knowledge obtained by the book our mercenaries have recovered and most importantly...” Ulric drifts off and clears his throat before beginning again, looking me straight in the eyes. “We provide them with warm bodies to use in their research.” I feel my blood turn to ice and grip onto the arms of chair as though I’m going to faint. If it weren’t for the temporary paralyzation that invaded my body the moment he spoke those words, I would have thrown the end table, smashed his pretentious tea cup, grabbed him by the shoulders, and shaken him. Instead, I’m bolted to the chair so motionless I doubt it looks like I’m even breathing. I’m not working for the very militia that’s responsible for the kidnappings. I’m not supplying books and information to the camp that took my sister. I can’t be. I’m not. I can’t be. I lean forward in the chair and release a choked breath. I’m going to be sick; I can feel my stomach churning with nausea. But I need to hear the rest I want to kill Ulric right here right now, but I need to hear everything he has to say before ending his life.  
 
    Ulric continued, ignoring my obvious distress. “The Reapers want to perfect our species in one body. A human/ Artif hybrid that will unite our two races. But they need bodies to practice with. The Remnants supplied the humans while an Artif camp I’ve never heard of supplies the machines. You were useful to us for a very long time, Luxem, and I’m sorry to say we didn’t give you anything but false promises. You can’t find the Scarlet Reapers unless they come to you. I will confirm for you though, that your sister, Lucie, was among the humans we kidnapped all those years ago. She was the youngest human we ever delivered to them, and it’s weighed heavily on my conscience ever since.” 
 
    I blink unshed tears out of my eyes, willing myself not to cry. The Remnants are the enemy now, and I refuse to show that level of emotion or vulnerability in front on the opposition. This is war now. I wait until my eyes are fully dry and raise my head to meet Ulric’s somber gaze with a poisonous one of my own. “So why now, Ulric? Why tell me anything at all if I could have stayed useful to you?” I want to tear him limb from limb. I’m seeing pure red, but instead of acting on it, I just sit, paralyzed still, in my chair. Is this what going into shock feels like? I’m very aware of my own body, but it feels like I can’t control it or make it do anything I want it to. Its just sitting here limply, as though it and my mind are two separate entities.  
 
    When my sister disappeared, I felt heartbreak like I had never known. It was unbearable, and I haven’t that amount of pain since, despite pain and loss being part of the job. Now though, I’m feeling more anger and hatred than I’ve ever felt in my life. It’s like an uncontrollable force welling from somewhere deep within my body, growing more powerful as the depth of the Remnant’s betrayal hits me.  
 
    Ulric grabs his tea once more and takes a delicate sip before resting it in his lap. “The Dagger Corps mercenary that came today brought a letter with him that contained a message from his leaders. They know about Project Artian, the name the Reapers gave their experiment. I have a clue about how they found out...and I’ve actually been expecting this message for some time, hence bringing you here today for your mission. It’s too late to do much else though. They’re coming for us regardless- except little does the Dagger Corps realize, they will never get to us before the Reapers collect their debt.” Ulric brings his hand to his mouth and closes his eyes, remaining perfectly still except for the slight rise and fall of his chest. “I wanted the Remnants to be scholars and peace keepers. We were never meant to get mixed up in all of this. When the war started, civilization as we knew it fell. The chaos, brutality, murder...humans had been so reliant on Artifs, wanting them to be more and more realistic, it was a recipe for disaster. And the Reapers, well they took full advantage. They’re smart- smarter than the rest of us.” Ulric looks at me with teary eyes and a red face, “But I have to believe someone can change that, someone can stand up to him. For whatever reason, they’ve chosen the two of you, and now it’s up to you two to fix things.” 
 
    Ulric looks pitiful, a sorry old man living in deep regret of his actions, speaking in gibberish and riddles that made no sense. Perhaps he had faith that Project Artian would fix our broken world, or maybe the Reapers used force to make him do their bidding. I don’t care. Ulric leads the militia that kidnapped my little sister, that possibly even kidnapped my parents. My life has been full of tragedy, heartbreak, and struggle after struggle, leading to nothing but dead ends. And in the end, after all that I’ve had to deal with, the Remnants still tricked me into working for them. They blatantly lied to me and kept me in the dark, so that they could use my skills for their own purposes. I have more questions than Ulric is probably willing to answer, but I’m not above using force on him to demand some answers.  
 
    I draw a sharp, thin dagger from my boot, its handle engraved with thorny vines wrapping around the hilt and twirl it between my fingers. “So the Dagger Corps are coming for you and you know that there’s nothing you can do? Has your favor with the Scarlet Reapers dwindled to a point where they won’t even come and save you? You were their lap dogs for so long though, weren’t you, Ulric?” I feel on the verge of screaming, but I don’t want to draw attention to Ulric’s study. No on can interrupt us, not until I have answers and Ulric’s dead. “Why choose me for your deathbed confession? Is it to ease your guilt over kidnapping a child?” I grip the handle of the knife hard enough that my knuckles turn white. It’s taking every ounce of self control I have to keep myself from going over the edge.  
 
    Ulric places his tea cup back on the end table and shakes his head, not bothering to acknowledge the smooth blade I’m hovering in front of his face. “We’re not going to make it to tomorrow morning, dear. We’ve been compromised. At this point in time, the Dagger Corps only know of our involvement in Project Artian, but I highly doubt they know of any details beyond that. If they were to storm our base, then they would capture myself and the others in charge of the Remnants, with the intention of extracting whatever information they could from us. As I’m sure you understand, this is simply not an option. There is a chapter in our contract with the Scarlet Reapers that dictates if such a situation were to occur, we are to orchestrate... mass fatalities, effectively stopping any outside forces from obtaining top secret information. If we fail to do so, the Reapers will send the Artif camp they have working for them to pay us a visit, and we will become the next test subjects for their experiments.” 
 
    I curse under my breath as I drop the knife, but the horror of what Ulric’s saying has my brain unfocused and scattered. “There are children in this camp, Ulric! They’re innocent. They don’t know anything about Project Artian or the mess you got them involved in.” My voice is raising with each word I say and Ulric motions for me to lower my volume. I quiet down, but gape at him in disbelief. How dare he act like he can give me orders. People need to be warned. Maybe there’s still a way that I can save their lives- as long as they’ll believe me. Chances are though, they’ll have too much faith in Ulric to listen to anything I say. Regardless, I at least have to try. 
 
    “You can’t save them, Luxem. A painless death is a much better alternative to becoming the Scarlet Reaper’s test subjects. My hands are tied at this point, and I have to make the choice that’s best for my people.” Before I can respond, Ulric raises his hand once more as a reminder to me to keep my voice low.  
 
    “How could you deliver innocent people to a fate that’s too horrible for you to face yourself? How can you even sleep at night? You can’t be a test subject- it’s just too awful, but you’ll force others into experiments that you’re scared of?” I whisper my disappointment and disbelief. I don’t care that much about staying quiet- not at this point, but Ulric’s hypocrisy has me at a loss for words. He used to be a man I trusted and respected. I’ve never been so wrong about someone in my life. I stand over him continuously spinning my knife, murderous intent glittering in my eyes.  
 
    “Bliss tea in large doses is fatal. It’s painless, but deadly. You could kill me now, but I’m the only one in this camp that knows the Scarlet Reapers will come for us if we’re alive to see the sunrise. You know that if you try to warn them, they won’t believe you. Most of them trust me so blindly, they’ve never even questioned if there’s anything we add to their tea. They just think it has all natural ingredients, and the majority just think it’s a luxury we provide them out of the kindness of our hearts. You don’t understand why I had to do what I did- why I had to do any of it, and I know you never will. But what I’ve told you so far is as much as I’m able to, and that’s for your sake. If you know too much, you’ll never live to make the changes that need to happen. And for the camp, I’m afraid you’re too late anyway. It’s already been done. This will all be over in only a matter of time.”  
 
    As soon as Ulric finishes his last sentence, I punch him, knocking him back in his chair and drawing blood. I step above him and hover over him with the dagger pointed at his chest. I’m ready to kill him, to get revenge for all the innocent lives he stole, but I make the mistake of looking into his pleading eyes, too soon, I feel my resolve start to crumble. I have no sympathy for him, but I recognize that desperate, frightened look in his eyes, and I realize that as much as I need my revenge, as much as my hatred is consuming me, I can’t kill him. If I allow my hatred to overtake my emotions to the point of murder, there’s a chance I’ll never recover myself. I barely brought myself back after Lucie’s disappearance. And I can’t warn the camp; I’m too late. Ulric made his move with the impromptu Bliss Night long before I showed up.  
 
    I drop back in the side chair with a sigh and stick the dagger back in my boot. The Remnants are going to be invaded by the Reapers; that’s a fact. But don’t they at least deserve a chance to fight back? Would they even be able to fight? The Remnants are weak and sheltered, living in a comfortable bubble that’s been protected up until now. They won’t stand a chance, and more than likely, they’d meet terrible fates because of their gentleness. But when did making the right choice mean letting innocent people die? There’s a way out of this. I know there is. There has to be a way to save everyone here. But I just can’t think of it- I can’t think straight at all. The information Ulric gave me is spinning around my mind and keeping me from being able to focus on anything else. I need to get out of here, away from the Remnant camp, out in the fresh air...I just need to leave. The nausea comes back again, this time stronger, and I grip onto the chair, trying to swallow it down. 
 
    “I’m leaving now, Ulric. I have to go. I don’t want to be here anymore. I don’t want to be a part of this. The Remnants are doomed, and I hope you remember that the innocents in this camp will needlessly die because of you. You involved them in this. You had a choice; they didn’t,” I throw my body out of the chair and use my momentum to slam open the door to the hallway. As Ulric calls for my return, I sprint faster toward the exit, desperate to get away from him. I’m anxious to leave the compound before I make eye contact with any of the Remnants milling about. I found the information on the Reapers that I’ve been needing, and even though I didn’t get a chance to ask about Dryden like I wanted to, at this point, that’s the least of my worries. I want to get as far away from this camp as I possibly can. The lights feel suffocating. The amber color that once was so warm and inviting now makes the building look hazy, as though it’s setting the walls around me on fire. I don’t know if it’s from the running or the shock of information to my system, but I’m light headed from my breaths being too shallow. As hard as I try though, I can’t take a full breath, and the suffocating feeling combined with my desperation to leave makes this hallway feel like it’s going on forever.  
 
    Bulfort steps in front of me as I reach the entrance of the manor and holds his hand up two inches from my face. If he had acted that out of line before my meeting with Ulric, I would have made sure he regretted treating me with such blatant disrespect. Now though, all I can do is simply stand here like a deer in headlights. “Our glorious leader has been calling your name since you left his study. I must ask for your quick return.” Bulfort puts his hands behind his back and turns up his nose at my insolence toward their commander. He looks behind me and his eyes widen in surprise as he rushes in the direction he was just staring. I turn around to see Ulric limping over to me. The blood is cleaned from his face, but his lip is still split and his jawbone is already bruising. The other Remnants relaxing around the room quiet and stare at Ulric as he slowly makes his way toward the exit where I stand, completely frozen in place. Ulric never leaves his office. To see him out and about is a rare sight, and it seems wrong somehow. He belongs behind his desk, not out here with the aristocracy. I want to leave as fast as I can, but the sight of Ulric working so hard to tell me one last thing (whatever that thing may be) makes me pause. If I don’t listen to what he has to say now, I will forever wonder what was so important that he chased after me for it.  
 
    Ulric is out of breath, shooing Bulfort away in an effort to quiet the man’s incessant chirping about the wounds on Ulric’s face. I don’t understand how Bulfort can have so much Bliss in him, but still be so unbelievably tense and uptight. As Bulfort ignores his leader’s shooing, Ulric waves to the rest of the camp and smiles to let them know they have nothing to worry about. Some Remnants look at each other in doubt, but they decide to trust Ulric and resume their conversations. Deep thinking and complex situations aren’t their strong suit. Ulric pushes Bulfort away once more and finally the man walks away (disgruntled and giving me death glares). Ulric waits until Bulfort is finally out of earshot to lean in toward me and whisper in a hushed tone, “I told you I had one last mission for you, but you ran out of my study before you could receive it.” 
 
    I stiffen and curse at him, “How dare you even think that I would be willing to complete one last mission for you? I want absolutely nothing to do with you. In fact, I want as far away from this camp as I can possibly get.” 
 
    Ulric shakes his head and grabs onto my arm as I turn to go, “But obviously your curiosity has kept you rooted to this very spot. What are your plans now, Luxem? What’s your next course of action?” 
 
    I brush his hand away from me with disgust and lean away from him. “I hardly think that’s any of your business. I’m not a part of this militia anymore. This militia doesn’t even exist anymore,” I spit. Truthfully though, I don’t have anything even close to resembling a plan. According to Ulric, the Reapers can’t be found and I didn’t have a chance to get any leads on where Dryden could be. Ulric might know if Dryden is among the missing, but I can’t bear myself to ask him. If he says yes, then my last bit of hope is dashed, and I have nothing to hold on to. Before I even arrived at the Remnant camp, I was thinking about how there is only so much a person can take before they crumble, and I’ve been past my limit for a long time. If Dryden is among the disappeared, then I may finally give in to the darkness and crumble. After today, I won’t even have a militia to work for. My conversation in Ulric’s office has jumbled my mind to the point where I can’t even think up what my next step will be as an out of work mercenary. All I can think about is running, something that I’d done all too well in the past. 
 
    “You need to talk to the leader of the Dagger Corps,” Ulric pleads. “What you’re looking for can be found there. It’s the same way they gained information on the Reaper’s project and our involvement with it. The Dagger Corps needs to be your next destination. Grab your friend- the mercenary who delivered the message, the same one you were talking to outside. Do this,” he hisses in my ear, far too close for comfort. Ulric is starting to lean in much farther toward me than he was before, and I glance around the room, I notice the aristocrats’ sluggish actions and shifty eyes. Even Bulfort looks tired and drawn, lounging on an armchair, staring at the ground in front of him. The Bliss is starting to kick in, it’s fatal dose affecting them. I need to get out of here now. 
 
    I regard Ulric coldly, “Whatever I choose to do next will be of my own volition. You’ll be dead anyway. It should hardly interest you.” Ulric flinches as I exit the building, not stopping to look back at the doomed militia I’m leaving behind. I instead dive into my car and speed out of the grassy meadow in front of the manor, still refusing to look toward the Remnants.  
 
    I wait until I’m miles away before I slam on the breaks and throw the vehicle in park. Only then do I allow myself to glance in the direction of the camp, and only then do I allow myself to cry. It’s too much for one day. Ulric’s revelations shook me to the core. I’ve always thought I’m a good judge of character, that I’m smart and quick witted; I even thought I was among the best in my field. But this entire time, I’ve been aiding the very militia that took my baby sister away from me. I’ve dedicated so much of myself to finding the Scarlet Reapers and avenging my sister, I became blind to anything outside of my personal mission. If I didn’t have such tunnel vision, would I have been able to sense that something was off about the Remnants? Who knows how many people they kidnapped to further the Reaper’s twisted project. And who knows if I would have been able to stop them had I opened my eyes and realized what they were doing.  
 
    I’ve been helping the bad guys all along. Aiding kidnappers. Working for the enemy. As these thoughts run through my mind, I start obsessively scratching my arm and hyperventilating. I try to get control of myself and slow my breathing by gripping the steering wheel in front of me and focusing on my breath. I’m disgusted and ashamed of myself, but I can’t undo the past. It’s a part of me now.  
 
    I bang on the steering wheel in frustration and let a gargled sob slip from my throat. As much as I hate Ulric, he did give me a helpful mission that I plan to complete. Talking to the Dagger Corps leader won’t be easy though. They’re not as relaxed as the Remnants, and there are armed guards stationed around the entire perimeter of their base. That’s most likely why Ulric told me to bring Edric. I was surprised he even knew of our conversation, but Ulric had eyes everywhere. He always knew exactly what was going on within the camp at any given time. Contrary to the luxurious mansions most of the other militias used, the Dagger Corps have their camp in an abandoned military base from before the war.  
 
    I need to make a plan. This next mission isn’t going to be easy. As the wheels turn in my head, I feel my raging emotions start to calm. This is my turf now. The mission. The preparations. I can dedicate every inch of my mind to the mission and dissolve everything else. I still carry with me the heaviness and sorrow I just sped away from, but mercenaries have a fast turn around rate when it comes to tragedies. We have to. If a mercenary isn’t emotionally tough, they’ll crumble on their first mission. Making a plan for my next mission is giving me something new to focus on- a purpose that can guide me- and it’s a good feeling to have. I’m know I’m just avoiding the pain, and sooner or later it’s all going to come rushing in, but I’m fine with that- as long as it comes after my mission is complete.  
 
    Because of the Dagger Corp’s location, they’ll see me coming from miles away, so that nixes the option of sneaking in. Usually I like to use stealth to accomplish my missions. I can avoid fighting and scope out the place I’m breaking in to. But for the Dagger Corps, I’m going to have to play things a little differently. Going through the front doors isn’t an option either because the militia’s aggressive, living life on the offensive, always ready to attack. Rather than waiting to see if I’m coming in peace, they’ll just kill me before I can even reach the gate. Getting into their camp, let alone in to see their leader seems impossible. Edric might be able to help me (Ulric was right about that), but I have no way of contacting him.  
 
    A jolt courses through my stomach as I realize I do have a way to see him. Edric said he’d be in Timberwood in a couple of days. I can’t believe I almost forgot about that. As much as I’m trying to focus, it seems like my mind is still rattled from the Remnants. If I meet him there, then I can tell him everything Ulric told me, and I’m sure after hearing what I have to say, Edric will be more than willing to help me out- especially since his own father had been taken. It’s been years, but I know Edric. He wants answers about his father just as much as I do about my family. I wonder how much he knows about Project Artian. There’s a possibility he was just a messenger, but maybe he knows how the Dagger Corps found out about the Remnant’s involvement with it. I turn the car back on and slam my foot on the gas, leaving a cloud of smoke behind me. I’ll be alright as long as I have a mission to focus on. I’m a mercenary. The mission is my life. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “Destiny is a good thing to accept when it’s going your way. When it isn’t, don’t call it destiny; call it injustice, treachery, or simple bad luck.” 
 
    Joseph Heller 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    It takes me one day of straight driving to finally reach Timberwood. Edric won’t be here until tomorrow, but that gives me one day to rest and mentally prepare what I’m going to say. It feel bittersweet to finally return to Timberwood, the place I grew up. I’d once loved this place dearly, but now, so many horrible memories lurk under its surface. Too many things went wrong here. Lucie and I left after our parents’ disappearances five years ago. We wanted to escape the sighs of pity and coddling from our neighbors. Actually, no; that’s wrong. I wanted to escape the pity. Lucie never wanted to leave Timberwood, but I couldn’t take being here. I was (and am) a mercenary- strong, independent, in control. To feel like I had become the object of everyone’s sympathies was more than I could bear. Obviously, at that time, I didn’t know how bad life could get. I thought I was in a low place then, but now looking back, I laugh at how easy my life was. Still though, while I was living in Timberwood after their disappearances, I felt like I was no longer a person. Instead, I was just a sad reminder of how fleeting happiness can be.  
 
    Lucie and I came back fairly often to visit friends in the first year after we left. Lucie more so. I still went in to Timberwood, but I avoided everyone I knew. Lucie missed everyone; I was just glad I didn’t have to face them anymore. For me, staying close that first year was agony. I wanted to travel, to see the world and experience something new. For Lucie though, it wasn’t close enough. She didn’t even want to leave in the first place and being able to visit Timberwood but not call it home was torture for her. Bringing Lucie along is a decision I will always regret.  
 
    There have been many times after her disappearance that I daydreamed about what out lives would now be like if we stayed. Perhaps Lucie wouldn’t have been kidnapped and I wouldn’t have been drawn into this mess with the Reapers or the Remnants. I could have contracted with whatever militia I liked and lived a normal mercenary life. My parents would still be gone, and without a doubt, I would have been dedicated to finding them...But Lucie was always able to reign me in and prevent me from getting too obsessive over a mission. She had this incredible ability to talk me out of whatever reckless ideas I wanted to pursue (which is one of the reason I wanted to bring her along with me). Without Lucie, all I have to cling to are my missions, but when I had her, when she was with me… I felt like I had a place in the world. Without Lucie, I’m just another average mercenary, obsessed with the mission and with no place to call home.  
 
    A snappy, upbeat voice draws me out of my reminiscing and regret. “No, that couldn’t be you, Luxem! Baby girl, come here.” I feel a woman’s slim arms embrace me from behind and I jerk forward in surprise, breaking the hug. When I turn around, my eyes are drawn to a bright smile opening into a hearty laugh that prods my memory bank like a hand sifting through dry sand. I know this laugh, but who does it belong to? Whoever it is grabs my hand in a rough, calloused grip and pats the top of it with her own. “It’s been a long time, dear. I’m sorry I surprised you like that. Why don’t you come on over to my house and we can catch up.” I draw my hand back with a questioning look and glance around the sidewalk to see if anyone else is noticing the awkward interaction. I’m not used to being grabbed on the street and the close interaction is making me uncomfortable. I know that at some point in time, I knew this woman, but she’s laying the pressure on thick for me to remember her, and I just don’t. Not remembering her though is making me even more uncomfortable, and how I’m feeling must finally be obvious on my face because the woman sighs and averts her eyes. I give her a small smile and shrug my shoulders, but she’s not looking at me anymore. “I can’t believe you don’t remember me, hon...It’s Morigan...Mori, remember?”  
 
    Mori glances at me as my jaw drops in shock. There’s no way. This is not Mori. I recover as fast as I can and pull her into a tight hug. “Oh my god, Mori. You look completely different. How was I supposed to recognize you?” I’m sure Mori think I’m just teasing her because of my light tone, but I’m actually being completely serious. I’m actually still not even sure this is Mori. Regardless, my nerves relax and I let out a happy chuckle. Our interactions up until this point now seem more hilarious than uncomfortable. Of all the people to potentially run into while I’m in Timberwood, Mori is my favorite one. She was Lucie and my neighbor in Timberwood after our parents became mercenaries. Mori would sometimes come over and babysit at our parents’ insistence even though I was always quick to pipe up about our mercenary training allowing us to take care of ourselves. Mori never took any offense to my outbursts and instead told me that I’d grow up to be a fine mercenary one day. I didn’t really mind her so much as a babysitter either, because the woman would come over to watch Lucie and I and within fifteen minutes, she’d be asleep on the couch. Lucie and I would always sneak out and meet up with Edric to pull pranks on our mercenary trainers after Mori passed out. The woman was like clockwork and the three of us had a schedule we’d follow to make sure Lucie and I would be back before Mori even knew we were gone.  
 
    Back then, she was overweight with long brunette frizz she’d coil in a bun on the top of her head and long dresses that hung past her knees. Mori was never a mercenary, but her husband was, and so when he and the other mercenaries would leave on missions, she’s take all of the mercenary district kids under wing and make sure we were fed and staying out of trouble. (The set up and hierarchies in Timberwood are much different than that of the Remnants.) Eventually, her husband passed, but the leaders still allowed her to remain in the mercenary district, as long as she continued her duties. Looking back, it’s honestly no wonder Mori was always falling asleep during the times she had to watch Lucie and I. Compared to some of the other kids she took care of, we were probably a walk in the park, and admittedly even Lucie and I were troublemakers at times.  
 
    To say Mori looks completely different now, though, is an understatement. She’s thin (actually probably more scrawny than thin) and blonde, in tight clothing that was too provocative compared to what Mori used to wear. I don’t care about people’s personal style, but Mori’s entire look is completely out of character for her. A tight, buckled corset? Thin pants with tall, lace up boots? At some point after I left, Mori gave herself a makeover and changed her entire look, and I’m confused at why she even felt a need to change in the first place. Not only was Mori usually worrying about bigger issues than style, but she’s never once given any thought to how she looked, not even when her husband was still alive. All Mori cared about was living life and loving all of her “babies” as she referred to us. It’s only been five years since I last saw her, and while I want to catch up and see what news I’ve missed while I’ve been away, another, bigger part, is dying to ask Mori what in the world she’s thinking. The new look isn’t good. It looks like Mori’s trying to make herself look good, but in reality she’s poor and starving and struggling to survive. What happened these five years? 
 
    “Oooh,” Mori tisks, happily returning the embrace I pulled her in to. “You’ve still got a little bit of teasing in you, don’t you? Where’s Lucie? Did she come back to visit too?” Mori looks around for Lucie as though I left her hiding behind some trash can. Lucie and Mori were always slightly closer than Mori and myself. I was much rowdier and aggressive while Lucie was gentle and delicate, and Mori always coddled Lucie and protected her from some of the bullies around the neighborhood. I was a fiercely protective older sister, but there were times Lucie and I had split up to pursue our own interests. That was where Mori came in, militia mom and Lucie’s self appointed protector.  
 
    I pause before responding. It’s probably better to lie about Lucie’s whereabouts. I don’t wan to crush Mori’s excitement, and it looks like she’s already been through enough. Mori loved Lucie like she was her own daughter, and I can’t come back after all these years, and tell her that the little girl that she worked so hard to protect is most likely dead. I can’t tell Mori that I’m the reason she’s not here standing beside me. That’s not how I want to return to Timberwood- with more tragedy and kidnappings under my belt. This is a situation where telling Mori the truth will only bring her pain, and she doesn’t deserve that. And more selfishly, I want to stroll back into Timberwood as a stronger woman than when I left. If I start talking about Lucie’s disappearance, it’s only going to stir up memories of my parents and before I know it, everyone will be whispering about my tragic life and misfortune that follows everyone involved in it. I wan to prove to all of them that I overcame the obstacles in my path, that tragedy didn’t hold me back. After my parents’ disappearances, when everyone offered their sympathies and condolences, I couldn’t stand any of it. Their disappearances made me weak, and Lucie’s made me even weaker...for a time. Now is my chance to be strong. It’s the only way I’m going to move forward. 
 
    “No, Lucie’s actually away on a mission right now, and since I currently don’t have one, I just thought maybe I’d come back to check out how things have been around here. It’s been too long.” 
 
    If Mori notices anything slightly off about my answer, she doesn’t dwell on it. Instead, she chooses to drag me along the red brick sidewalk toward the direction of (what I’m assuming is) her house. “Well then, it seems Lucie’s become just as fine a mercenary as you did, Luxem. I’m surprised you were able to let go of her! You were always so overprotective.” 
 
    This is killing me. I laugh uncomfortably and grit my teeth against the heartache Mori’s unintentionally reminding me of. “I know. It was tough.” I let Mori lead me through Timberwood while pretending I just have an overwhelming curiosity to look around town. Hopefully, if it looks like I’m immersed in something else, Mori will drop our conversation about Lucie and let us walk in peace. I don’t think I can’t handle talking about her anymore without breaking down, and that will defeat everything I’ve been working so hard to portray. 
 
    Timberwood is actually a decently sized town, contrary to its nickname, “the village.” There are multi-story wooden homes painted in vibrant colors, their roofs high, and wide stone steps wrapping around the exterior. The majority of them are old Victorian homes that have been added to over the years, and now some of the buildings reach up past the trees. Walking along the sidewalk, I’m able to make out multiple wooden signs for small businesses, each one done up in its own unique style of calligraphy. You can tell what kinds of people own which business based on the calligraphy drawn on to their sign. While the Remnants had their aristocracy class, Timberwood has its business owners- a class all their own. Within Timberwood, there are multiple communities that operate independently from the rest, making the town feel smaller (hence the nickname). I always forget the name of the militia in charge of Timberwood, even though my parents did work for them. I think it’s something like Titania- due to its titan size. It’s one of the biggest militias around, but since each community is basically its own entity, Titania doesn’t have as much power as you’d think for its size.  
 
    I stroll along the sidewalk surveying any changes that occurred in my absence while listening to Mori chatter away about the latest gossip in town. She isn’t as quiet as I was hoping she’d be for our walk, but hearing her voice in the background is actually letting me feel more at ease in my surroundings. Mori’s enthusiastic voice is familiar and it’s helping me remember the fun times Lucie, Edric, and I had here as kids. Everything looks the same for the most part. The sidewalk is broken in most places, allowing grass and dandelions to shoot up through the cracks. Even though I don’t know most of the people milling about the roads, they still have that same familiar Timberwood look and twang. Nevertheless, there’s still something different about the current feel of the village. I can’t pinpoint exactly what it is, but I definitely notice the change. The people seem gloomier, the sky more overcast, the trees more threatening. Timberwood has turned into a more ominous place in my absence. My observations are put on hold when Mori waves her hand in front of my face.  
 
    “Luxem, you still go off into your own little world, don’t you? You always were the most observant child I’d ever met,” Mori shakes her head and smiles as she bounds up the steps to a small, ratty shack stuffed between two crumbled buildings. It looks like some makeshift building that was shoved between two ruins sometime after the war. It definitely isn’t something that’s been standing for two decades. I doubt it’s even going to stay standing for one more. 
 
    “Wait, Mori, this is the impoverished district. I thought we were going to your house...” My confusion fills the silence between us, charging the air with enough discomfort to leave both of us squirming. Mori has trouble maintaining eye contact with me, and any time I try to hold her gaze, she quickly looks away. A slight redness covers her ruddy cheeks as Mori sighs. I feel like I said something I shouldn’t have and I wish that I would have looked at the expression on Mori’s face before I spoke out loud. She probably looked embarrassed before I even said anything. Now, she’s obviously feeling completely mortified.  
 
    Mori raises her baby blue eyes to mine and whispers, “I knew I’d have to tell you eventually, but now that the moment’s here, I just can’t bear it.” She shifts from foot to foot and scratches the back of her neck, avoiding my surprised gaze.  
 
    If we’re ever going to move forward, then I need to take charge of the situation and be direct. “Mori, why are you living in a shack in the impoverished district? Your house was beautiful. Why would you move out of it, especially into a place like this? You were the village’s mama. Any one of those kids you took care of could have taken you in if you fell on hard times. It happens to the best of us.” Anger is bubbling in my stomach and I have to swallow it back down. I don’t want Mori feeling any worse about her living situation than she already is, but I’m angry at everyone in the village for letting Mori live in this slum. Obviously she fell on hard times, but where was everyone’s sense of community when it happened? 
 
    “Just come inside, Luxem. We can talk in the house.” Mori ushers me inside and takes my bag for me. “I’m going to put this in the spare bedroom. You don’t have to stay here of course, but I just want you to know that if you choose to, there’ll be a bedroom for you, hon.” When Mori is out of sight, I take a chance to pass a judgmental glare over the inside of her house. No, this is not good enough for what Mori deserves. The carpet smell like urine, and the walls look like they’re about ready to cave in on themselves. She has torn (and tacky) leopard print couches and chipped metal chairs around a card table in a closet sized space I’m assuming is the dining room. Mori returns to the living room and sits on the couch farthest from me, motioning for me to sit down. As I perch on the arm of the couch across from her, Mori begins awkwardly picking at one of the holes in her cushion.  
 
    After I sit across from Mori, I rest my head in my hands for a moment before looking up at the defeated expression on the face of the woman in front of me. “Mori...what is all of this?” I whisper. Not only does Mori look like an entirely different woman, but she’s also living an entirely different lifestyle. 
 
    Mori releases a long breath and closes her eyes, clenching her hands into fists as if the harder her nails dig in to her palm, the more confidence she’ll have to tell me about her misfortune. “There was a time a couple of years after you and Lucie left when the kidnappings got real bad in Timberwood. Parents tried to keep their kids indoors, but how can you keep an energetic young thing cooped up all day? Some of the other districts started actually assigning ‘town mamas’ as you so eloquently put it. It was a last ditch effort to keep their children safe. I was obviously first pick for this part of town; I had already been doing that for years. So every morning when the parents to HQ for missions, I’d watch over the children to keep them safe and sound until their folks got home. It was fine for a while. Actually, it almost seemed like the kidnapping stopped. But that’s when I made a fatal mistake; I let my guard down. I thought Timberwood was safe, that we didn’t have to worry anymore. It had been weeks, Luxem. I thought that the Reapers or whoever was doing it moved on to the next town. So early that morning, I took the kids to the same park we went to every day, except this time, I brought a book along- something to give me some entertainment while they all played. But while I was reading, I started feeling so tired. You wouldn’t believe how tired, Luxem. I couldn’t even explain it to you properly. I know I’d always fall asleep when babysat you and Lucie, but I’d allow myself. That situation was entirely different. But this time...it felt like I was drugged to sleep or something.”  
 
    Mori closes her eyes and sighs, letting her head fall in defeat, “When I woke up, all the kids were gone. Every last one of them. To make everything worse, the kids in this part of town were the only ones taken. That was discovered later though. When the parents came home that day and realized all of their children were gone, they blamed me- calling me narcoleptic and lazy, saying I just wanted a nap, that I didn’t care about their children. Horrible things, Luxem. They got much worse than that...and honestly, I don’t blame them. I understood even then their anger and frustration. It felt like I deserved everything they were giving me.” Mori brings her head back up and looks at me with tear streaked cheeks. She bites her lip to keep herself from crying out loud and drops her head back down to the ground.  
 
    I shake my head. There’s something wrong with this story. There’s no way they could all turn their backs on her like that, especially not when the Reapers were involved. “But they know you. They know you wouldn’t have just fallen asleep like that- not when you’re in charge of all those kids. Did you tell them about how you felt drugged? That’s what the kidnappers must have done- gassed all of you or something. I mean, that’s the only way they could have gotten all of those kids out of there without any trouble or mess ups. Those weren’t just kids; they were mercenaries in training. They wouldn’t have gone without a fight, and honestly, you would have woken up to all the commotion.” 
 
    A small smile graces Mori’s lips as she listens to the intensity of my faith in her (and in our village) but it falls off her face the moment she starts talking again. “I brought up all those points. There was a time not long after it all happened when I felt like I needed to defend myself, to show that I wasn’t that big of a monster. But after talking to the other districts and realizing that ours was the only one that had any kidnappings, the leaders started investigating. It turns out that the other town moms rotated spots-just in case whoever was doing the kidnappings happened to be watching them. I didn’t. I was such an idiot, Luxem. I took them to the same spot everyday. How could I do that? These other town moms, new ones that hadn’t even been caring for kids that long, had tips and tricks that they put into practice every single day they watched over the children. I was so confident in myself that I never even thought to change up my routine. Inevitably, the parents of the kids that went missing discovered my mess up, and I think they actually hated me more for being so stupid. Before, they thought that I was just lazy and tired, not that I was a complete and total fool.”  
 
    Mori rubs her eyes and stands up, pacing behind the couch. “So, now I live in this shack, picking up trash and going through dumpsters to make ends meet. Sometimes I’ll take a stroll through the mercenary district to reminisce. It’s gotten better. People aren’t outwardly hateful toward me anymore, but they ignore me as if I’m not even there.” Her voice drops down to a whisper, “I think the invisibility is what hurts the most. More and more I find myself missing their cruelty. How does that even make sense, Luxem?” 
 
    I slouch against the hard back of the couch, “Trash duty? Dumpster diving? So… then what is the new get up about?” I gesture toward Mori’s new look, the one that had me scratching my head in confusion when I first saw her.  
 
    Mori nods her head, finally coming back to the couch to sit down again. “It’s just something small I do for myself. It actually all started as a way to hide my identity, so I could walk around without feeling shameful or getting dirty looks. It didn’t work, of course. Everyone still recognized me immediately. But something about it...it made me feel good to start caring about the way I looked, to try to be fashionable for the times even though I’m living in a shack in the impoverished district. I just...want to feel good about myself again.” 
 
    I shake my head at Mori and lay back on the cushion, closing my eyes. I hate the fact Mori was forced into poverty even though a part of me does understand where the parents were coming from. They wanted someone to blame for their children’s disappearance and Mori was the only one who had been watching them. At the same time, Mori isn’t the one who took those kids. All of this is the Reaper’s fault and- I uncomfortably shift in my seat even though I know Mori can’t read my thoughts- the Remnant’s. But wait. My eyes fly open and I jolt forward on the couch, startling Mori with my aggressiveness. Ulric said Lucie, at twelve years old, was the youngest human the Remnants had ever taken. There’s no way all of those kids were older than that. “Mori, what was the age of the youngest kid that was taken?” 
 
    Mori pauses for a moment to think before she finally answers, “About four years old, I think. A little boy that looked like an angel.” I draw back in surprise. Four years old? If the Reapers perfect Project Artian, they have the potential to build an entire child army of humanoid machines. And kids would be perfect for it. Their bodies can adapt to the introduction of machinery much easier than adults, and they’d be able to grow with the foreign Artif parts as they aged. Add in the processing chip that the Artifs had, and their brains could be one hundred percent controlled for whatever purpose the Reapers want them for. Ulric said they want peace, but I highly doubt that they’re trying to create peace by kidnapping children. The world is a violent, opportunistic place, and the reapers are no different. 
 
    But I also realize, with a sinking, sick feeling in the pit of my stomach, that there must be another human militia somewhere out there working for the Reapers. It was foolish of me to actually think the Remnants were the only militia working for the Reapers. But who could it be? The Dagger Corps? They knew about Project Artian and were ready to take out the Remnants. Maybe they were just trying to take out the competition. Is that what Ulric meant when he said he might know how the Dagger Corps found out about them? Was there even a competition though? The Reapers don’t seem to pit their militias against one another, and if one militia is kidnapping humans, I don’t think that takes any of the Reaper’s benefits away from the other one. To be honest, it kind of seems like the Reapers don’t actually care about the militias they have working for them. They just want the militias to be under their command so they can use them for whatever they want or need. I wonder if Ulric even knew there was another militia out there also kidnapping humans. I doubt it, considering our conversation was more like a confession, a spewing of all the knowledge he was able to give me. He probably would have thrown in the other militia’s name to clear his conscience even further. Although I suppose he did say that he couldn’t give me all the information at that time...If the Reaper’s other contracted militia actually is the Dagger Corps, then I need to be careful when trying to meet with their leader. I can’t let it seem like I know too much or else I might end up as one of the disappeared too. Edric said he checked them out and they were clean, but it’s possible he missed something. I need to stay alert. 
 
    I look toward Mori who’s still sitting on the couch twiddling her thumbs. Upon closer inspection, it actually seems like she’s using her thumbnail to clean the dirt out from under her other fingernails. I’m instantly reminded of the impoverished Remnants fighting for bread crumbs when I was waiting for my mission. They were all humans who were so beaten down by the shell of the society built around them that they reverted back to their most basic animal instincts. I never thought I’d see Mori among those who are suffering. “Mori?” She pauses her grooming and hesitantly looks up at me, probably not knowing whether she is going to be judged or consoled. I did neither, instead choosing to avoid our earlier conversation entirely- partly because I have no idea what to say, but also because I want to preserve some of Mori’s dignity. The conversation was hard enough for her. I don’t need to prolong it by adding my own opinions or weakly attempting to make Mori feel better. “Thank you for offering me a room here. I’d love to stay and get to spend a little more time with you. I’m actually in town to meet Edric tomorrow. He said he’d be coming back here after he was finished reporting back to the Dagger Corps.”  
 
    Mori’s eyes light up, “Oh, that boy! You know he stops over here sometimes to help me out with small things- picking up a few groceries or cleaning the house. I was worried he’d change when he joined up with the Dagger Corps but he’s still the sweet boy I’ve always known.” I give Mori a genuine smile and laugh under my breath. So, Edric’s still himself then? Even after joining the Dagger Corps? I always thought the Dagger Corps tried to break down their new mercenaries so that they’d be able to build them in the militia’s image. Either Edric is too strong to buy into their propaganda or the militia isn’t actually as harsh as I think it is. I assume that the Dagger Corps at least has strong morals because they wanted to stop the Remnants, but I can’t trust them completely. Not yet.  
 
    I stretch my arms above my head and yawn. “I think I’m going to retire for the night, Mori. It’s late and I’ll probably have an early day tomorrow.” Mori nods her head and gestures for me to follow her. She walks me down a short hallway to a small room with a single bed in the back of the house. The guest room is probably the cleanest part of the house, and my heart’s aching while imagining Mori keeping it as spotless as possible on the off chance a person might pass by wanting a place to sleep for the night. I wonder how many strangers Mori’s welcomed into her home just to have some form of human contact and interaction. Before I close the door behind me, I pause and look back toward Mori who’s walked across the hallway into her own bedroom. There’s a definite difference in standard between the guest bedroom and Mori’s room, with hers being much rattier in comparison. Mori’s too good for the world we live in. It doesn’t deserve her.  
 
    “Mori?” She pokes her head out of her room and cocks her head toward me in question. I hesitate for just a moment. Do I really want to tell her? I ball my hands into fists and squeeze them tight in an effort to work up my nerves. As I release them, I let go of the deep breath I had been holding. “Lucie isn’t on a mission. I lied and I’m sorry..I just, didn’t want to hurt you….” I take another deep breath, “She’s one of the disappeared now too.” 
 
    Mori initial reaction is to gasp and bring her hand to her heart. “My dear child…why didn’t you tell me?” As the news finally hits Mori full force though, her reaction becomes a lot less worried about and much more painful. She grips the door frame hard enough for her knuckles to turn white, but that still doesn’t stop her body from sliding down to the floor. Mori obsessively starts running her hands through her hair, her eyes wide and unblinking, her mind still trapped in a state of disbelief.  
 
    I sigh and shrug, slightly feigning nonchalance. If I let Mori see my own pain, then she’ll be busy trying to take care of me, and I don’t want that. She deserves to deal with her own grief without being concerned about mine. “Honestly, I don’t want to revisit the details. It’s still too hard to talk about. Actually, it will probably always be hard to talk about...but you’ve given me a lot of honesty and shown a lot of courage today telling me what you did. I know it was hard, but you didn’t hold back once. I couldn’t go to bed knowing that I had told you a lie. At first I didn’t want to tell you because I thought it would be too hard- too much for you to handle. But you deserve honesty, and after everything you’ve been through, I know you’re strong enough to handle it.” I pause, wondering if I should help Mori in some way. I’m not sure what I can do, but Mori hasn’t moved from her spot on the floor and it’s my fault that she’s in this state. I still feel like I made the right choice in telling her the truth, but I wish I knew a way to comfort her afterward.  
 
    I start to walk toward Mori, but she holds up a hand to stop me and shakes her head. I stop in my tracks and back up toward my room in uncertainty. Mori sniffs and wipes away a tear lingering in the corner of her eye before giving me a forced smile. She needs some space and more time to process. I need to let her have her own time to deal with Lucie’s disappearance. I look at Mori for a moment before murmuring goodnight.  
 
    I close the door behind me and push my bag off the ground, letting it fall to the ground. I flop onto the hard mattress and feel the scratchiness of the blankets clawing at my back. They’re a thick, uncomfortable wool but I don’t care. I’ve been sleeping in my car for days, so any type of bed with blankets is a luxury to me. I’ll have to find Edric tomorrow. He’ll probably stay with his mom, but there’s a chance he’ll stop over at Mori’s on his first day back. I’ll just ask Mori tomorrow morning where Edric usually hangs out in Timberwood. If she and Edric are still as close as she said, she’ll most likely know where he’s staying and where he frequents. As I fall asleep, I run through different ways of explaining to Edric the last couple days of my life. I hope he’ll becoming my partner in tracking down the Reapers. I’m still anxious to work with someone else after what happened with Isoline, but I this time it’s me needing another mercenary’s help. I’m not going to let my pride or personal feelings get in the way of my mission. If I need to work with Edric then so be it. If Mori’s right though and he’s still the same old Edric, then I’m sure he’ll be more than willing to help her (at the very least) meet the Dagger Corps leader. After all, if his dad had also disappeared, he’s going to be just as invested in finding the Reapers as I am. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “We’re born alone, we live alone, we die alone. Only through our love and friendship can we create the illusion for the moment that we’re not alone.” 
 
    -Orson Wells 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    When I wake the next morning, Mori is gone. She left a note for me on the chipped wooden coffee table in the living room telling me she’d gone out for groceries. I sigh and go into the kitchen, hoping that I can find something to eat. I try her fridge first, but Mori has nothing but a carton of expired milk and a cold water pitcher. No food. The cabinets are just as empty. Is this how Mori lives? Day in and day out, barely eating, barely surviving? I have to resign myself to waiting for Mori to return from her trip to town. For a moment I think that maybe it would have been nice to join her in grocery shopping, but the thought is short lived. I don’t want anyone recognizing me and trying to draw me into conversation. That’s bound to happen in the town market, and even though I’m stronger now than when I left, there are still some things that I’m not prepared to handle just yet.  
 
    I have no idea when Mori’s going to be back, so I need to make a plan- something to keep me busy until she returns. I start cleaning up her house, my body moving toward the cleaner and rags before my mind even knows what I’m doing. I want the entire house to look as spotless as Mori keeps the guest room; she deserves that. I grab whatever bottles of cleaner Mori keeps under her sink and an old rag lying atop one of the counters and get to work.  
 
    Cleaning is actually more tiring than I first anticipated but regardless, I power through it, polishing the table, fluffing the couch cushions, picking up specks of dirt on the carpet, and organizing Mori’s books on her end table (whatever few she has). Room by room I walk through throwing out trash, wiping up dust, and organizing whatever items liter the surfaces of the furniture. I want to clean Mori’s bedroom too, but I can’t even make myself open the door. It’s most likely closed for a reason and going in feels like an invasion of her privacy. 
 
    By noon, the house is spotless, and I throw myself down on the couch in exhaustion. I think I focused more on cleaning Mori’s house than I have on some missions. My heaviness doesn’t stop my leg from shaking anxiously, though. More still isn’t back, and I’m starting to worry. With the town’s attitude toward her, any number of violent things could have happened to Mori while I was busy playing homemaker.  
 
    I stand up and make my way into the kitchen, grabbing an empty vase I found tucked away in one of the empty cabinets. After giving it a once over with the rag, I head outside to pick some flowers to fill the vase with. At the very least, it’ll help cheer Mori up some from the news I’d given her last night about Lucie. And if she isn’t back by the time I return to the house, then I’ll go to town and start looking for her. I bound down the front steps and walk across the street toward an open grassy field with red flowers dotting the landscape.  
 
    There’s no doubt this is a bad part of town. The houses are caving in, crude graffiti covers their siding, and the streets stink like sewage and trash. The only redeeming factor of the area is, ironically, the lack of care put into the land around the neighborhood. Even though there are far too many weeds to even begin counting, fields of flowers surround the houses and large mossy trees tickle the sloping roofs of the crooked front porches. The land looked like something from a fairytale. The road to this part of town eroded and grew over long ago. To make things easier for themselves, the residents of the area put in stepping stones for makeshift paths going from house to house. It would actually be beautiful with a bit more work and a different attitude in the neighbors, but that isn’t going to happen any time soon. 
 
    The worst of the worst live in this section of Timberwood- those who have given up on life; given up on friendship, love, family; given up on themselves (except for Mori who was forced here against her will- although it makes me wonder how many others had also been forced here). The people here have no place with the rest of society and so they come to this part of town to waste away for the remainders of their lives. When Mori took me this way, I didn’t think too much about our surroundings. I thought maybe it was a shortcut to Mori’s home- a shortcut I had somehow forgotten about. I’d heard stories about this neighborhood, but until yesterday, I’d never been here myself. To think this is the neighborhood Mori now calls home makes me feel sick.  
 
    I walk behind the neighboring houses and continue to the far side of the field in search of more flowers. Several red poppies are growing alongside the edge of the forest, making me smile at the thought of my vase’s finished product. I’ve already picked yellow and orange. With red added in to, it’s going to be a sunset of colors. Mori’s definitely going to appreciate the thought. I know I don’t have to go so far for her, but everything in me is screaming that I shouldn’t have put more stress on her by telling her about Lucie. Last night it felt like the right thing to do, but after sleeping on it, I feel like maybe I didn’t think about the repercussions enough. Does that news have something to do with why Mori’s been gone so long?  
 
    I pick as many poppies as I can and sit down on a nearby rock to pass a little more time. Flower picking didn’t take as much time as I hoped it would. Only five or ten minutes have passed since I first came outside and I doubt Mori would be back yet. I want to give her a little more time to return before I head into town. I’m out of my comfort zone right now, and if it wasn’t for Edric, I know I would never have come back to Timberwood. If a part of me was slightly excited about visiting, it’s gone now. Timberwood isn’t the same place I remember growing up. Too much has changed and it’s making it harder for me to stay here. I couldn’t figure out why the people here looked so desolate and ominous earlier, but the town must have started to change after the kidnappings. When I left, the village was happy and clean. The people were prosperous and made sure they came together to help their fellow neighbors no matter the cost or circumstance. That’s how I want to remember it- Timberwood in its glory days. That’s my home, the place I shared with my parents and Lucie. That’s the way it was always meant to stay in my mind. This new, unfamiliar town has a heavy cloud of misery around it, choking the people caught in its darkness little by little, day by day. What happens when they suffocate? What will become of them? 
 
    If my parents were alive, none of this would be happening to Mori. They would do everything in their power to help her no matter what. They always knew what was best, what was right, and how to achieve it while holding on to honor and loyalty. Even after they became mercenaries, my parents wanted to let Lucie and me choose our own militia- or whether or not we even wanted to become mercenaries. It was our best chance at a good life, and we all knew that, but even so, our parents wanted to give us the choice. Unsurprisingly Lucie and I chose to become mercenaries like our parents, and in the days leading up to their disappearance, we both decided to stay and contract with Timberwood. You get the most benefits for remaining with your birth militia anyway. Instead of just being the militias property, you’re treated like an actual citizen. Some people still choose to change militias (always to a more powerful one) so their kids can be born there and lead better lives, but it’s always a sacrifice on the parents’ part. And then of course, there are those like me who flee from their home militia because they’re trying to escape something. I wonder how many stories like mine end in regret. Perhaps I’m the only one who made the mistake of a lifetime by fleeing her home militia. I wonder what my parents would think of me now.  
 
    When my parents first became mercenaries, they went away on mission so often, Lucie and I were mainly raised by neighbors. When Lucie and I started referring to every woman except our own mother as mom, our mother cut back on her mercenary work and started accepting less missions. She still wasn’t around that often, but compared to before she started turning down missions, it seemed like our mother was always home. Eventually, our father started cutting back on missions too. It was lonely leading them without his wife there beside him, and he missed my sister and me too much. He tried for a granger position and started working in the fields on weekends to supplement the loss of revenue from both of them cutting back on mercenary work.  
 
    Things weren’t perfect, but neither was the world, and we were all pretty damn happy. Friday nights my parents threw parties, making the most outrageous dishes with the extra crops hauled from the field that week. Everyone in our area of the neighborhood came, bringing something special for the hosts. Our home always had the oddest collection of trinkets littering every surface from friends and neighbors in the village, and usually at least one or two of them would break each party- depending on how rowdy it got. Lucie, Edric, and I would always sneak out and wander around the fields that surrounded our town. Both of Edric’s parents worked in the fields and sometimes they’d make him help the grangers if there was an exceptionally large harvest. It was awful work for a young boy who wanted nothing more than to be a mercenary, but because of his side job, Edric knew the fields better than any other kid in the neighborhood. There were many other kids living near us that wanted to become our friends, but none could break into the tight knit clique that the three of us formed. Life was good- great even. But in my short life thus far, I’ve learned pretty quickly that good things don’t last in a world like ours. 
 
    Timberwood, like ever other militia, has scouts that venture throughout the town (braving even the impoverished district) to find children that look as though they may possess the qualities needed to become a successful mercenary. Whether they decide to leave with the scouts or not is entirely up to them, but for some children- like those in impoverished areas- it’s a good way to break free from the mold their militia places them in. Being scouted is the only way a child can train to become a mercenary (unless their parents were mercenaries and the children are legacies). They have another opportunity when they reach adulthood, but the test to become a mercenary is much harder for someone who hasn’t trained a day in their life. It was shocking to everyone when my parents became mercenaries. No one expected them to pass the test. Regardless, scouting is how Edric was able to train as a mercenary even thought both of his parents are grangers. Were. His dad was a granger.   
 
    After the legacies are rounded up and the scouting for that season is complete, the children go to a training camp in the mercenary district to learn the trade, and it was during training that the fire started the turning point in all our lives. It swept in from the south, red flames cracking at the sky like a whip. The instructors were quick to get their pupils to an underground cellar until the flames could be controlled. The children, Lucie and I included, had to wait there until our parents were alerted and we were picked up and taken home. Unfortunately for Lucie and I, both our parents were on a mission- a rogue one (though neither of us knew it at the time). They were supposed to return sometime that day but we weren’t sure what time to expect them. Neither of us knew the militia our parents were working for, nor the details of the mission, but that was normal. We knew they did some rogue work, but most of the time we just assumed they were doing missions under Titania. The only detail we ever really received about their work was the time that they would most likely return to us. When we were finally able to have family time after they’d been away for so long, work talk was always off limits. Lucie and I knew nothing about them, and we were fools for it.  
 
    When the fire swept through Timberwood, most of the homes were able to be saved, but the crop fields were burned until there was nothing left. The town had to learn how to survive on the meager amount of processed goods we had stored away for emergencies, and in the meantime, our parents failed to ever return from their mission. Lucie and I waited in that cold, damp cellar until it became clear that there no one was coming for us. Mori took us home instead, even going so far as to stay with us for a couple days, the three of us thinking that perhaps the mission was taking our parents longer than they expected. But one week turned into two, and as more time passed both of us lost faith in our parents ever coming home. Usually, when a mercenary died, the family was notified, and if possible the body was returned to the family, but even when it became obvious that our parents weren’t returning, no one came to contact either Lucie or myself. It was like our parents had just disappeared, and to me that’s exactly what happened.  
 
    Lucie tried multiple times to tell me that our parents were dead and I needed to let my theory about the Crimson Reapers go, but I refused. There were no longer any Friday night parties and no more outlandish recipes were cooked in our kitchen. A visible chill descended over the town after our parents disappeared, and as I watched the world fall apart around me, I felt like I had a duty to the town and my sister to find my parents and bring them home. Now though, knowing that my one woman mission would lead to Lucie’s disappearance, I’m not so sure I would have left Timberwood to find my parents. At the time, if I was told my mission would lead to her kidnapping, I’m sure I would have arrogantly thought that I could save her and still continue with my search. I may have been too confident then, but I know my current realism doesn’t come from maturity; it comes from a broken spirit. Still though, for Timberwood, that fire allowed a small fray to appear in the fibers of the town, and after the kidnappings with Mori, it seems the fray has completely come undone. 
 
    I’m tired of remembering Timberwood as it used to be though. The only thing those memories make me feel is sick to my stomach, thinking of all that’s been lost and all that there still is to lose. Instead, I draw on my memories of Edric for comfort. I didn’t realized I had been holding my forehead tight with tension that whole time, but at the thought of Edric, I can feel my eyebrows start to relax in relief. I stopped thinking about him after I left Timberwood, partly because it was too painful to face his memory and partly because I was uncertain the Edric I remembered still existed.  
 
    When I decided to leave Timberwood, Edric was the only thing in town it hurt to say goodbye to. Even Mori was easier to leave behind than him. We were the three amigos and because of me, Edric was left behind. And after Lucie’s disappearance, I avoided thinking him even more. Every time he passed through my mind, Lucie was right there beside him- both of them looking at me like I could disappear and they wouldn’t have a care in the world. It was too painful, and if I thought about Lucie too much, then I would end up back in the dark place I fell to after her disappearance. But returning to Timberwood, seeing Mori again- even seeing Edric again at the Remnant camp- it feels like I’m being bombarded with memories of Lucie. It’s hard to hold on to my current state of mind, keeping myself from slipping into darkness at the thought of her. Every time I feel that blackness creeping in to my mind, I have to try to reign myself in. Having enough self awareness to notice when the numbness hits helps me to catch myself before I go too far downhill, every day I’m terrified of falling back into the dark depression I faces after Lucie disappeared. After I pieced myself back together, I kept all thoughts of Lucie locked away as tight as possible and threw away the key- or so I thought. Now, with Edric becoming a part of my life again, I can feel the box opening and everything I’ve tried so hard to avoid is flooding my brain.  
 
    The three of us were such troublemakers. Lucie always had a small crush on Edric that I teased her about constantly. At the time, the very thought of Edric being anything other than us sisters’ third wheel was laughable. Now though, things are different. It’s just Edric and myself now, and he’s no longer a childhood friend. We’ve been separated long enough to feel almost like strangers, and outside the Remnant camp, it felt like I was meeting him for the first time. He’s still so familiar to me, but he feels so far away- just out of reach. In the time I’ve been away, Edric became a man, and facing him outside of the camp, I feel like a small part of me knew exactly what Lucie went through every time she saw him. Regardless, my personal feelings about Edric don’t matter. He was once a close friends, but now he’s a mean to accomplish my mission- a mission I am entirely focused on. To not focus one hundred percent on the task in front of me is a betrayal to Lucie, Isoline, and my parents. Any personal feelings can’t get in the way of what needs to be done.  
 
    To be honest though, I’m surprised Edric acknowledged me at all. He was furious with me for leaving- with Lucie and I both. He knew I was the one behind Lucie’s departure though and that she wouldn’t have left if she was given a choice. Therefore, most, if not all, of his blame fell to me. I was Lucie’s legal guardian, even thought we were both still children at the time, and because of that, I stripped her choice away because of my own selfishness. Of course, at the time, I thought it was the right thing to do for both myself and Lucie. I thought we needed to get out of town, away from the pitying looks and emptiness of our house. It was no longer a home- not without our parents there. Lucie didn’t see it that way at all, but I put my own depression onto her because I was too afraid to face it myself. And I naively thought Edric would be able to see why we had to go, but I’m not even sure he tried to understand anything I was telling him. Part of it was probably just bad communication on my end. I made it seem like I had nothing left in town, that everywhere I went, I was just met with pity and sorrow. Edric though, wanted to be the reason I stayed. He wanted to badly to be the light to the darkness closing in on me (before I knew how bad the darkness could really get). To Edric, Lucie and I were the two most important people he had in Timberwood and he thought he’d be lost without us. I was so angry with him for that statement. Even if he wasn’t close with his father, Edric still had his mother- the closest person to him other than us. I was certain that he was just trying to be dramatic so that he could guilt trip me into staying. It would have been typical Edric style to make himself seem more pitiful than he really was so that I’d go along with whatever he wanted or needed, and most of the time it worked. Every time in face except that one. Later, I realized that was probably the only time Edric actually meant every word he was saying. 
 
    Lucie wanted to come back to Timberwood to visit the friends she left behind, so I decided to keep us close to the village for the first year after we left. I’d sometimes visit Timberwood too, but only to reminisce in its familiarity. I made to sure to avoid any and everyone living in town. I left because of the people, not the scenery. And I was mostly successful, except for one occasion when I let my guard down too low. I was laying in the granger fields on the workers’ day off, staring at the clouds lazily moving across the sky. I always had an interest it since my father first told Lucie and I stories of its dazzling blue color. Whether it’s from the war or something else, the sky’s never once been blue in my lifetime. Instead, it stays a murky yellow brown, the color of car exhaust. Usually you can’t make out a single cloud, but that day, the sky was as clear as I’ve ever seen it, and I gave in to my overwhelming desire to lie in the grass and watch them drift. Apparently, a few other teens from the neighborhood had the same idea.  
 
    I heard them first, their raucousness and laughter echoing throughout the empty fields. Four boys were bounding toward the fields, close enough to where I was laying that all they had to do to see me was turn their heads the right way. I lifted my head for a moment to get a good view of where they were walking and ran behind a row of corn, trying to escape in the direction the boys came from. I recognized two of them as neighbors Edric and I would sometimes hand around when Lucie was busy with her other friends and we were bored. I definitely didn’t want them to know I was still hanging around Timberwood. They would most likely tell Edric and he’d misunderstand the entire situation. I ran until I felt like I was at a safe enough distance to where, even if they turned around, they wouldn’t be able to recognize me. As I turned to head back to the abandoned bus Lucie and I found in the woods (and made our home), I ran directly into Edric.  
 
    Edric looked at me first in surprise, then confusion, and as my heart sunk, his expression changed to one of cold realization. I’ll never forget. It was the harshest face I’ve ever seen Edric make and it was directed toward me. In my mind, I just needed some time alone, and if Lucie would have adjusted to us leaving better than she did, I would have been able to have both time alone and space between Timberwood and myself. It had nothing to do with Edric. To me, Edric was still my best friend- I was never running from him. But to Edric, it looked like I stayed in Timberwood, consciously avoiding him. The boys I had seen enter the fields turned around and called for Edric to hurry and catch up. I held my breath, waiting for him to say something, but he looked away without saying a word and ran past me, bumping into my shoulder as though I wasn’t even there. With our complicated history and Edric’s feelings toward me still a mystery, I hope he’ll actually be willing to help get into the Dagger Corps camp. Two days ago was the first time I saw him in four years, and it’s hard to tell how he feels about me from the few minutes we spent together outside the Remnant camp. He doesn’t seem like he’s holding on to the bitterness of the past, but Edric could always put on a good show when he needed to.  
 
    I grab the vase and start heading back toward Mori’s house. Along the way, my mind touches on Dryden and my failing search for him. Lately, it feels like I’ve given up, but I just keep coming across dead ends. I have connections and I was able to use what little I have to try to find information, but if Dryden is missing or dead, I’d have no way of finding out. Sometimes, being a lone wolf works against me. If someone lives under the radar, it makes it harder for me to find them. I don’t network enough to have the contacts I need and it’s leaving Dryden’s trail cold. I wonder if Edric will be able to help with Dryden. First though, I need to ask him about the Dagger Corps leader. I don’t know if Edric’s going to be willing to help at all and if I’m able to get even one favor out of him, it’s going to have to be for my best lead and that’ s the Dagger Corps leader. That’s my priority right now. I don’t even know if Dryden has any information about the Reapers. At this point, I just mainly want to find him so that I can tell him about Isoline. I know what it feels like to lose a sister, and Dryden deserves to know Isoline loved him and was fearless and intelligent in her pursuit of the locket. It’s important to me that he knows, but, as usual, the Scarlet Reapers have to come first.  
 
    I hope Mori’s back from the town market, so I can ask her where Edric’s staying while he visits. It’s about time I get started on my mission. Now that I finally have one after all this time (and it’s a promising lead), I’m anxious to begin. I pound my boots on the steps and reach for the front door knob, hoping I didn’t lock it on my way out. I jimmy the handle and sigh when I realize it’s locked. Thankfully, Mori mentioned a spare in the note she left me this morning. I grab it from a patch of flowers beside the steps and unlock the door, pushing it open slightly before freezing in the doorway. Mori’s humming the kitchen while putting away groceries, and beside her, sitting on a worn stool at the kitchen island, is Edric. 
 
    Mori turns around with a big smile and motions for me to come inside, “Look who I found while I was out getting groceries!” she places a hand on Edric’s shoulder and my eyes drop to where she’d touching him, causing Edric to give me a lazy smirk. “I remembered that you said you wanted tot talk to him, so I figured that I’d just go ahead and ask him to come here to make things easier for you I’m glad I did too. You made the house look absolutely beautiful, Luxem. I would have felt terrible if I didn’t do something for you in return. Hopefully me bringing Edric here will make things a little easier for you.” Edric’s being here does help me, but I thought I’d have more time to prepare. Now, with Edric here in front of me, I have to think fast about how I’m going to explain my current situation to him. It feels impossible to even find a starting point. It seems like Mori is in a better mood though, from last night. Maybe she isn’t fully recovered (her smiles seem a little forced), but she at least has the strength to put on a show. Her and Edric were always eerily similar in their behaviors.  
 
    Edric hops up from the stool and starts to help Mori put away some of the groceries. I’m still awkwardly standing in the doorway while they’re having easy conversation and light banter back and forth. I want to go in and join them, but I’m caught off guard and I don’t know what to say. Mori tries to draw me in to the conversation by turning to me and thanking me for making the house look “like one of the leader’s mansions.” Edric turns around and gives me a teasing grin, “Yeah, Luxie. Good job. I had no idea you were so domestic.” He’s keeping his tone light enough to where Mori thinks he’s actually being genuine, but I can see his eyes and they have nothing but laughter in them. My cheeks start burning as I realize I still have to give Mori the vase of flowers I picked for her. I know Edric’s going to be struggling to hold in his laughter while I hand over the bouquet. If I knew Edric was going to be here when I returned, maybe I would have practiced my fighting instead. Broke some trees in half. It would have been better than picking a sunset of flowers.  
 
    “Here, Mori.” I hesitate for a second and look over at Edric as he give me a slow grin, his eyes widening in excitement. He’s eating all of this up. I give him a hard glare and lift my chin, refusing to back down. Instead, I keep my focus trained on Mori, “I got you some flowers. I thought they could maybe brighten up your dining room..or something like that. It helped pass the time until you got back.”  
 
    Mori gasped in surprise, “Oh, thank you, honey!” She grabs the vase from my hands and pulls me into the kitchen, kicking the door closed behind her. I lean against the counter while Mori carefully places the vase in the center of the metal table. “You know, Edric, Luxem here only came back into town for you.” Mori gives Edric a quick wink amd I grunt in annoyance and embarrassment. I have serious mercenary work that I need to discuss with him and Mori’s insinuation that my reason for meeting him is any other than professional is irritating. I take myself seriously and I don’t want Edric getting the wrong idea about me- especially if I’m going to convince him to help me.  
 
    “Oh did she now?” Edric asks, quirking an eyebrow at me. I roll my eyes and shake my head at him, preparing to set the record straight but before I can say anything, I’m interrupted by Mori. 
 
    “She just got here last night! I don’t know how long Luxem’s here in town for or really why she returned- although I’m very excited you’re here at all. I’ve missed you so much, honey,” Mori hurries to add with a quick nod toward me. “But she said that she wanted to see you and that she’d be here until she was able to do just that.” Mori nods her head in satisfaction and plops down on one of the chairs, worn out from her shopping trip. 
 
    Edric leans back against the counter and crosses his arms, “Is that so?” he mutters. His eyes are intense, but they don’t have the same predatory glint they had at the Remnant camp. They seem to be focused on something far away- as though he’s deep in thought (about what, I don’t know). 
 
    I lean against the doorway and shake my head, “It did not happen like that, Mori!” She’s been wanting Edric and I to get together since we were children, never understanding that the probability of that happening is slim to none. When we were just kids, Edric and I didn’t see each other like that, so any sort of romance was never in the cards for us, and now, our relationship is too far gone. Edric’s been nothing but courteous and laid back since we reunited, but there’s a small part of me that’s certain he’s still hanging on to some form of bitterness. Mori doesn’t know how thing ended between and Edric and I, and her trying to play matchmaker (with only half the information, nonetheless) isn’t making rekindling our relationship any easier. When we were kids, we could just laugh it off, but we don’t have that same easy going friendship anymore. The room is starting have an awkward vibe and I shift my feet uncomfortably, hoping to change the mood. “I do need to talk to you, Edric, but I’m warning you- it’s serious. It’s probably best to not go into it so lighthearted. Mori has made things seem...a little more easy going than they actually are.” I give Mori a small smile to let her know I’m not upset with her before looking at Edric’s unsmiling face. I can’t get a read on what he’s thinking, so instead of continuing any further, I just stay silent.  
 
    Mori looks between us and excuses herself, mumbling something about needing to take a little nap after grocery shopping, that she isn’t as young as she used to be. Edric and I look at one another for a moment before he uncrosses his arms and rests them on the counter behind him. “Well?” he starts, “I’m all yours, Lux. If it’s important to you, I’m willing to listen in all seriousness. What’s important to you is important to me.” I take a deep breath and meet his eyes. I hope he means every word he just said, because meeting with the Dagger Corps leader is more important to me right now than anything. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “The single biggest problem in communication is the illusion that it has taken place.” 
 
    -George Bernard Shaw 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    After Mori left Edric and I alone in the kitchen to talk, I catch him up on the recent developments from the past couple days. Before talking to him, I was worried that I wouldn’t know how to explain things or even how to start, but after asking Edric if he remembers where we met a couple days ago, the story pours out of me. In a few spots, I stumble over my words, and when I reach the more emotional parts of the story, I have to pause and catch myself. I don’t want to cry in front of him, but talking about Ulric’s confession and the deaths of the Remnants make my throat thick with tears. While I’m talking, Edric’s face remains unreadable. Eventually he just crosses his arms and leans back against the kitchen counter with his head down (to where I can’t see his expression). I explain the Remnant’s role in the kidnappings and the possibility of there being multiple militias involved with the Reaper’s project. Edric nods his head along, but remains silent as I talk, the first hint of expression during the entire conversation appearing on his face when I tell him I need his help to talk to the Dagger Corps leader. I was worried he’d be upset with my request. After all, if my meeting with the Dagger Corps leader too a turn for the worst, it will be his head served on a platter, but Edric actually looks pleasantly surprised that I need his help. A slight grin forms on his face as he turns his head toward the counter so I can only see his profile. When I finish speaking, the kitchen stays silent for a moment before Edric turns toward me with an exaggerated sigh, “Well, Luxie, looks like we’re busting into the Dagger Corps leader’s office, aren’t we?” He gives me a wink and crosses his forearms, resting them a top his head while waiting for my reply.  
 
    “Wait,” I gape at him in disbelief. “Believe me, Edric, I’m grateful you’re going to help me, but I just poured a ton of information on you and that’s seriously all that you have to say?” I’m angry at his apparent lack of care. “I’ve been working for the militia that took Lucie, Edric. They took her. And then, Ulric murdered all of those innocent people. And furthermore, how are you not even a little bit curious about how your leader found out about the Remnants being a part of the kidnappings? Your last mission was to tell Ulric that the Dagger Corps knew about Project Artian, and you’re telling me that you never, for one second, felt curious about what Project Artian could be?” I throw myself down on the couch and take a few deep breaths to calm myself down before glaring at Edric. He loved Lucie as much as I did, so how was he able to hear what the Remnants did to her and still have a smile on his face? 
 
    Edric shrugs and looks away from me as he responds, “Basically, you told me a bunch of information that isn’t relevant to me right now. The Remnants are dead, there’s some random militia out there that may or may not be involved in the kidnappings, and then, there’s what we’ve known all along. The Scarlet Reapers are behind the disappearances. So the little bit of information I need to actually focus on is the fact that you need to see the Dagger Corps leader and you need my help to do it. I’m your guy, Lux, and honestly, that’s all that matters to me right now.” Edric pauses before mumbling, “And nothing that you told me will bring my dad back. If the Remnants captured him and he was taken for experimentation by the Reapers, then he’s more than likely dead and there’s nothing I can do about that.” He sighs and rubs the back of his neck before thinking a moment, “And you already know that I’m sorry about Lucie, Lux. You know that I wish there’s something I can do to make it all better and make your grief go away, but there isn’t. Most likely, she met the same fate as my dad, and I can’t focus on the ghosts of the past. That’s actually a big part of Dagger Corps mercenary training. When someone passes away, you don’t dwell on it; you move on. That’s how you survive. And it’s helped me a lot, Lux. Maybe it can help you too.” Edric bites his lip and looks uncertainly at my face. His intentions are pure. He wants to help; he wants to take my pain away. I understand that, but what Edric is suggesting is a complete disservice to those who were kidnapped- who are possibly dead. I had to shut my emotions off before they consumed me, but at least I let them in. Edric isn’t even allowing himself to feel grief over their disappearances. He’s acting like an Artif, and this is an Edric that I neither know, nor understand.  
 
    I recoil away from Edric like I’ve been slapped. He has no idea how deep my pain over the loss of Lucie goes. He lost his dad, and I feel for him, but I lost my entire family. I had everything ripped away from me because of Project Artian, and the betrayal of the Remnants still affects me to my core. I trusted them. I’ve been trying so hard to hold myself together since Lucie’s disappearance, but hitting non stop dead ends, losing Isoline, learning the truth about the Remnants, and now, the realization that Edric has changed beyond repair, is crushing me. “Move on? That’s your advice for me? To suck it up and move on” I draw a sharp breath and close my eyes. My emotions are in a constant state of flux and I need to take a second to think about what I want to do. I want to scream at Edric, to hit him, to tell him that Lucie deserves better than his half-hearted response, but that isn’t going to get me anywhere. I need his help to meet with the Dagger Corps leader. In the end, I just need to go along with Edric and do what’s necessary to accomplish my mission. I need to bury my emotions for now, and do what I have to in order to complete the mission. And afterward, I’ll leave and never look back. The first time I walked away from Edric, I left with regrets. This time, I’ll be gone for good. There was one topic Edric hasn’t addressed though, and I’m curious to hear his answer on it. His response will most likely only disappoint me, but I want to ask anyway. “What about Project Artian? The Dagger Corps somehow found out about it. Aren’t you curious?” 
 
    Edric shrugs his shoulders again and bites his thumbnail in thought, “Maybe a little bit, but not enough to let it affect me or my relationship with them. If anything, I think this proves that they’re one of the good guys. Regardless of how they found out about it, the Dagger Corps was quick to take action. They wanted to go after the Remnants and do their part in shutting Project Artian down. So actually, I guess in the end, I’m not that curious. They’re the good guys in all of this and that’s good enough for me.” 
 
    I don’t have a response for him. No, none of the information I told him is going to bring back any of our lost family and friends, but it clears up a lot of unanswered questions. I finally understand how hard it is to locate the Reapers and I heard about Project Artian for the first time. Before talking to Ulric, experimentation on humans and machines was just a rumor I heard while passing through different towns. Now, I know that it’s true, and with that, I understand why the kidnappings are happening. Maybe I’m not any closer to finding the Reapers than before, but at least I have more information and an attainable lead I can follow through with. I’m disappointed in Edric for not seeing things the same way I do. We used to always be on the same wavelength- almost as if we shared one mind. What happened to us? If this was the Edric of five years ago, he would have understood and agreed with everything I’m thinking and feeling. Now though, he’s different. Edric is just so...different- so changed. At first I though being a part of the Dagger Corps didn’t change him, and it seems Mori thinks the same way I did. With this conversation though, I realize Edric’s become just another stereotypical mercenary, living just to please his militia, without a single original thought in his mind. He’s lost all of his curiosity and sense of adventure. Now, the world is simplified to him. Edric lives for whatever mission the Dagger Corps gives him, and at the end of the day, he goes to bed still awaiting new orders to complete. He’s been completely transformed into a Dagger Corps lapdog.  
 
    But with that said, I have to question his motives for helping me. Did the Dagger Corps even allow their mercenaries to take on rogue missions? Most militias don’t allow anything rogue, but the Dagger Corps also seem to keep their mercenaries on a tighter leash than most other militias. Edric said all that matters to him is the fact that I need his help, but is that because of our previous friendship or is there something more behind his words? I don’t like feeling indebted or helpless, and I still don’t know what kind of relationship Edric thinks we have. I’ve made up my mind about him, but I have no idea what he thinks of me. Is he still angry and just good at hiding it or does he genuinely want to help out someone he once considered a good friend? Does he still see me as a friend or are those days over to him? Instead of addressing anything Edric said to me, I decide the safest route of conversation is to ask him about our next course of action. 
 
    “So then, if we’re going to do this, and I’m going to be able to have a meeting with the Dagger Corps leader, then what’s the plan?” 
 
    My voice pulls Edric out of his own thoughts, and he briefly glances toward my while still biting his thumb. I look toward his nail, but as usual, Edric misunderstands me and smirks, “I have no idea, Luxie. To be honest, it’s probably going to best to just wing it and make up a plan as we go along.” 
 
    I raise my eyebrows at him in surprise and irritation, “First off, Edric, don’t misread me. I was starting at you chewing apart your body, so don’t get the wrong idea.” Edric drops his hand and gives an exaggerated sigh. I continue, my annoyance evident in my tone. He’s going to be a lot harder to work with than I initially thought. “And are you kidding me? That’s the best we have to go on? Have you ever even met your own leader before or are your orders just handed down by whatever soldiers are on guard duty?” I’m not exactly sure how the Dagger Corps camp works, but I know that their commander is kept in an office separate from the rest of the militant soldiers that are placed on permanent guard duty around the perimeter. The Dagger Corps leader is like a god to the soldiers and convincing anyone in that camp to let me see whoever it is will be next to impossible.  
 
    Edric rolls his eyes, “Who do you think I get my orders from, Lux? It definitely helps that I’m among the best mercenaries they have; I for one, am pretty certain not every mercenary goes directly to the leader’s office for their next mission. But yeah, to answer your question, for now that’s the best we have to go on, and trust me, things are just going to be easier that way. You start making all these plans, and when everything goes downhill, you’re out of luck.” Edric walks out of kitchen and I follow closely behind, thinking about what he said.  
 
    Is it actually netter to not have a plan? I’ve never operated that way; I make a million different plans with a million different outcomes to be ready for whatever situation occurs. But even with my careful planning, Isoline still ended up dying. Even though I meticulously planned my next move for finding Dryden (multiple times), I still hit dead end after dead end. And finally, when it comes down to it, at this point, I have more information on the Scarlet Reapers than anyone I know. That’s definitely a win- but it’s not from anything I did. Instead I lucked out, and Ulric chose me to bestow his knowledge upon. So far, planning has gotten me nowhere. Edric obviously carries out mission a little differently. He goes in blindly, deciding on his next move as he’s already in the middle of doing it. I notice Edric heading into the room I slept in last night, and I sprint in front of him and slam my palm against the door frame. 
 
    “What the hell, Edric? You have absolutely no manners. This is kind of my room right now, you know?” It’s not like I have something that Edric can’t see, but I don’t like the idea of a stranger looking at all of my belongings. Perhaps I knew Edric at one point in time, but now, he’s a stranger to me, and I don’t care to become any closer to him than mission partners. He has no business looking into my (admittedly pathetic) personal property. 
 
    Edric stops in front of my outstretched arm, not entering the room any farther. He still towers over my small frame though, and regardless of me barring him from entering the room, Edric can see everything I have spread out over the floor and furniture. “Geez, Luxie, you’re still a slob,” He pats my head while teasing me, and I push his hand away in aggravation. “If we’re going to be leaving soon, you better clean all this up. I just wanted to see how much you have to do before we head out.” 
 
    “Wait, we’re leaving soon?” I stop pushing Edric away and instead push my bangs back from my face in surprise, “What about Mori? And don’t you have to get your stuff? Did you even get a chance to visit your mom yet?” I call toward Edric as I walk across the hallway to see what Mori’s been doing this entire time. She’s passed out on her bed, a thin stream of drool connecting her mouth to the pillow. I guess she wasn’t kidding about feeling tired. I feel bad though for leaving her so soon. The past day or two has been an emotional strain on Mori- and it’s my fault. 
 
    Edric walks into the living room and drops down on one of the couches, wincing as a spring pokes him through the thin cushions, “I already have my stuff together. Don’t worry so much. I got everything here taken care of already,” he yells as I join him in the living room. I cock my head at him in confusion. Why is he already packed? Did he just not unpack yet? What is he even here for then? I walk into the kitchen to finally find something to eat. I look through the fridge, but it doesn’t seem like Mori was able to get anything that great from the market. It’s obvious the town left her with only the worst vegetable, most bruised fruits, and crunchiest breads to choose from. I much on a hard bagel that I grabbed off the counter, and sit on the same stool Edric was sitting on earlier. Maybe Edric is the type of mercenary to stay packed at all times. There are a lot who choose to live like that- permanently waiting for the next to mission to upend their lives. They never relax or make themselves feel at home in whatever location they’re in, not even the base camps of their own militias.  
 
    After finishing my bagel, I walk through the living room and see Edric leaning back on the couch with his eyes closed. I don’t know if he’s actually asleep, but I don’t want to ask. If he’s awake, I’ll just be drawn into conversation with him. His lack of care about Lucie and the Remnants involvement in her disappearance still angers me, and I don’t think we’d have a very productive conversation if I stay in the living room with him.  
 
    Instead, I head to the guest room to pack my belongings. I don’t have much- a few outfits, weapons, ammo, dried food for the road, some basic toiletries, and a picture of my family before their disappearances. To Edric, it probably looked like I have more than I do because of how sprawled out everything was. I stuff everything into my canvas pack and sling it over my shoulder before walking to Mori’s room so we say good bye to one another. Mori jumps in her sleep and slowly opens her eyes while wiping the string of drool away from her mouth. She sits up in the bed and rubs her eyes, and I thank her for letting me stay. 
 
    “I don’t know what I would have done if I’d arrived in town and not run into you. This place has too many painful memories to count, and you were honestly a life saver. Thank you so much, Mori.” 
 
    I reach down to pull Mori into a hug but she holds me back at arms length, “You’re already leaving, hon?” Mori frowns, and though I know she’s trying her best to hide it, her sadness is apparent in her glassy eyes and quivering voice. Acting has never been one of Mori’s strong suits. Her face starts turning red and blotchy as though she’s about to cry, but Mori just rubs her nose in an effort to cover as much of her face as she possibly can. Mori took care of me for years when I was a child, but now the roles are reversed and she needs me to return the sentiment and take care of her. My unannounced arrival to Timberwood pulled Mori out of the depressed stupor she had been in since the kidnappings and, regardless of the news about Lucie, I made Mori feel loved and needed, two feelings she hadn’t experienced in a very long time. Even though Mori knows I can’t stay with her forever, I can tell she was hoping for it to be a lot longer than two days. I’m leaving Mori too soon, and short of unloading her emotions on to me, Mori doesn’t have any good reason to stop me and she knows it.  
 
    I kneel beside the bed and choose my words carefully. Even though Mori’s trying to hide it, I can see that she’s hurting much more than she’s willing to show. As much as I want to, I can’t stay behind with Mori, not when there’s a mission waiting for me that can possibly be my ticket to the Reapers. I don’t want to hurt Mori any worse than she already is though, and the only way to lessen her pain is to make the importance of my mission perfectly clear to her. “Mori, I love you like a daughter, but I can’t stay. I want to, but my next mission is bigger than both of us. I have something that I need to do right now- something that might eventually give me the knowledge or even the power to be able to stop the kidnappings for good. That needs to be my focus right now. I want to stop what happened to you from happening to anyone else. I’m sorry, Mori.” I pull her into a hug again, and this time, Mori fiercely returns the embrace.  
 
    “I know, Luxem. I know you have important things to do and stopping the kidnappings is the most important mission you could possibly have. I don’t want what happened to either of us to happen to anyone else. I love you, baby girl,” Mori whispers in my ear, squeezing me tight. “You make sure you come back to me in one piece, alright?” I smile into Mori’s shoulder and nod my head.  
 
    “I wanted to stay a little longer, but Edric’s already packed up. Ironically, the man who lives his life on impulse is more organized for this mission than me,” I roll my eyes in mock annoyance and grin at Mori. She knew us as children. She’s knows Edric’s impulsiveness probably even better than myself. “Oh...” My eyes widen as I realize Mori most likely didn’t realize Edric’s going along with me. How long does he usually stay here? I hope this doesn’t make things even harder for Mori. “That’s what I was talking to Edric about in the kitchen. I need his help for this mission. He’s actually a pretty key piece.” 
 
    Mori’s eyes brighten and she sits up straighter on the bed, “Well now, that’s wonderful news, Luxem!” she exclaims. I hold in a sigh. I want to leave Mori in a happier state than when I came, and if that means giving her weird ideas about Edric and I, then so be it. I was worried she would be disappointed that we’re both leaving, but it seems like instead, I gave her renewed hope (except her hope is about Edric and I someday ending up together). I can hold my tongue for the time it’ll take me to say goodbye to Mori. I can do that for her. “It will be good for him to have a friend beside him right now. He’s always been too obsessed with you to make new friends or even look at other girls, so he hasn’t had much luck with anyone else getting close to him. That boy just throws himself into his work and forgets about everything else- a little like someone else I know.” Mori winks at me and I give a hesitant smile back, unsure of where she’s going. “He left Timberwood about a year after you left. No one knew where he went. One day, he was just up and gone. It was so hard for him after you and Lucie left. And I think maybe he just needed time away from everything- like you did. You two were always so similar. He’s better than that, now. He really took that time and healed whatever demons he was battling. And now, after all this time, you’re both here in Timberwood, working on the same mission. That has to be fate, right?” Mori’s eyes crinkle as she smiles. I, on the other hand, just feel guilty. If Edric left Timberwood a year after we “left”, then that means he ran away soon after seeing me in the fields. This entire time I’ve been worried about him still being mad at me; I didn’t even think about how badly I must have hurt him. Still though, while I’m glad Mori feels better about Edric, I have no idea what she’s talking about. With work, or personal demons, or needing someone- obviously there’s more going on with Edric than I’ve been privy to. I know it’s not Lucie’s disappearance giving him a hard time- he made that very clear. His apathy is the entire reason, I’m partially dreading working with him. How can I look at him and not think about his reaction, or lack thereof? 
 
    I tilt my head to the side and take a step back from Mori to think about what she’s telling me, “Mori...what are you talking about? What’s giving Edric a hard time right now? Why does he need someone?” Edric seems fine, maybe a little colder than he used to be, but he hasn’t acted like anything’s bothering him.  
 
    Mori looks at me in surprise and brings her hand up to cover her mouth. Her eyes shift around the room guiltily and she hesitantly responds, “I’m not sure it’s my place to say, Luxem. I feel awful, You two were always so close as kids, I just assumed you knew. I don’t want to cross any of Edric’s boundaries.”  
 
    I feel terrible for pressuring Mori to tell me, but I know for a fact that Edric will never tell me himself. If it was something he wanted me to know, then he would have already told me. When I told Edric about Lucie and the Remnants, I wore my heart of my sleeve and showed him more vulnerability than I’m comfortable with anyone seeing. And the entire time, he just stood there with a disinterested expression that instantly made me regret telling him anything. At the Remnant's camp, there was a brief moment when it seemed as though Edric wanted to comfort me, but it passed so quick, I don’t know if it was just my imagination playing tricks on me. “Mori, we’re going on a mission together. If something’s going on with Edric that I don’t know about, that could end up compromising us and taking the mission straight downhill. Lives could be in danger.” I’m being dramatic, and greatly exaggerating the circumstances. I doubt me not knowing whatever the information would be that big of a deal in the long run, but I have a chip on my shoulder with Edric now. It’s his business, but my anger toward him is so great, there’s this irrational part of me that feels like, in some way, I deserve to know. Then again, who knows what Edric’s hiding. I don’t know him anymore. I don’t know his secrets. I don’t know his struggles or what brings him happiness. Maybe it will be big enough to impact the mission. Who knows. At least- that’s what I’m telling myself.  
 
    Mori sighs, still looking torn. Regardless of her internal conflict, she still confides in me, “He lost him mom in a car accident a couple months back. She took a bend too fast on a slick road and crashed head first into a tree. No one knows where she got the car or where she was planning to go, but none of that really matters. At least to Edric it didn’t. The car went up in flames and the only way the body was even able to be identified was by Edric recognizing her wedding ring.” Mori’s words catch in her throat as she describes Edric having to identify the body, but she keeps her eyes trained on the ground in front of her. “I know he regrets leaving. Even though he eventually came back, it gave him less time to spend with his mom, and you know how close those two were. His father was a bit of a tyrant, but that woman was as sweet as can be.” 
 
    I stare at Mori with wide eyes. Edric’s mom was the only person he had after Lucie and I left. Her death means that he has no one now- no family, and although it makes me feel guilty to even think it, no friends. According to Mori, I’m the closest thing Edric has to a friend and we haven’t even talked for five years. How is that for friendship? I back away from Mori and give her a stiff grimace that just heightened the guilty expression that I know is written all over my face. This entire time, I’ve been so angry with Edric because he didn’t give me the reaction I was expecting when I told him about my tragedies, but Edric doesn’t even feel comfortable enough to share his with me. How am I in any position to judge him? “Thank you, Mori, for everything, but I have to go.” Mori opens her mouth to say something, but instead decides against it and nods her head at me, giving my hand a tight squeeze. I rush to the living room and pause when I see Edric still asleep on the couch. I try not to pity him. He’d hate that. But I can’t help myself. His legs are dangling over the side of the couch and his usually slicked bangs are tangled over his forehead. Edric fell asleep with his arms still crossed in front of his chest. He looks uncomfortable but peaceful, not at all like someone battling loneliness and heartache.  
 
    “You wouldn’t be checking me out, now would you, Luxie?” Edric smiles while keeping his eyes tightly shut and I jump at the sound of his voice.  
 
    “No! No, I’m not.” I say much too quickly, “I’m ready to go though, so I was just coming in here to wake you up.” I usually have a one liner as my response to his flirtations- or at the very least, more attitude. I hope I’m going to be able to maintain my composure around him. I don’t know when the best time will be to tell Edric that I know about his mom’s death or even if I should tell him that I know anything. 
 
    Edric groans and sits up, rubbing at the back of his neck and stretching it side to side, “Alright, Lux. Let’s get out of here then, yeah?” He stand up and grabs the bag sitting by his feet. “See ya later, Mori!” he yells, and Mori yells a goodbye back. Edric definitely visits her a lot more than I do. Their goodbye is casual, as though they already know they’re going to see each other again sometime soon. Mine had been much more formal, but then again, I have no idea where this mission’s going to take me. For all I know, this could be my most dangerous mission yet, and I’d end up losing my chance to see Mori ever again. The risk is certainly there. Edric motions for me to follow him and together we walk outside around the back of the house. There’s a compact, olive green motorbike parked in the backyard of Mori’s shack, and I raise my eyebrows, surprised I didn’t hear it pulling up to the house. 
 
    “We’re taking your motorbike? You know, I have a car we can use if-” I begin, but Edric abruptly cuts me off mid sentence. 
 
    “I don’t take cars if I don’t have to. And considering I have this baby here, I’d say it’s the motorbike or nada, Lux.” Edric leans against his bike and waits for my response. If he said this before Mori told me about his mom, I would have put up a fight. But Mori did tell me about the accident, and I now know exactly why he doesn’t take cars. I don’t want to fight him on this, so I simply nod my head and edge closer to his bike. Edric stiffens, and I regret not arguing with him- just a little. I’m acting out of character, and I’m not even realizing it until it’s too late for me to fix my mistake. I wonder if Edric is piecing anything together, if he knows that Mori told me about his mom. Thankfully, he stays away from the topic and instead, puts his pack in the side pouch on his bike. He hops on and revs the engine, while I fall in behind him. I wrap my arms around his waist and hold tight as we pull away from Mori’s, but instead of feeling embarrassed or blushing, all I can think about is my parked car left at her house and the reason why Edric wouldn’t take it.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “The future for me is already a thing of the past- you were my first love and you will be my last.” 
 
    -Bob Dylan 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    “Alright, Luxie, here’s where it gets tricky.” Edric and I are standing on a patch of open land several miles away from the Dagger Corps base. Edric pulled over on the side of the road and said we needed to devise a plan before entering Dagger Corps territory. When I reminded him that he never makes plans, Edric let me know he prefers spontaneity but we’d have to go over a few details if I hoped to meet the commander. Apparently, they do patrols at all hours of the day, and their security is advanced enough that they will be bale to see Edric and I coming from miles away, hence our need to stop, take a breath, and plan. “In about a mile, we’re going to be visible to the Dagger Corps techs that man the control room. For being a bunch of badass warriors, they’re actually surprisingly techy. I mean, it’s nothing close to what the Artifs use, but they still have some pretty cool stuff in there.” 
 
    I blow my coppery bangs out of my eyes and sigh, “None of this is making me feel any better, Edric. I don’t understand why we can’t at least get to the outside of their compound without trouble. You’re a mercenary there. Can’t you just say that I want to start working for them too or something? When we were at Mori’s, you were basically acting like you’re best friends with the leader,” There’s a part of me that wonders if Edric is just making the situation much more dramatic than it needs to be. The ride to the Dagger Corps camp took almost five hours, and since we weren’t able to talk over the noise of the motorbike, we stayed silent the entire time. It’s obvious Edric has enough nervous energy built up to probably sprint all the way into the Dagger Corps camp, but I want to take things slow and feel out the situation- especially because Edric’s making it seem like getting in will be impossible.  
 
    Edric lets out a short laugh and smirks at me, “Adorable, Luxie.” He pats my head and I push his hand away in irritation. “They have a schedule and a list of names and a whole load of other stuff that makes your plan pretty much impossible. Mercenaries don’t live within the compound either. That’s a completely separate area.” Edric sighs in frustration, probably because he’s having trouble explaining himself, and mindlessly grabs at his hair while in thought. He slicked his hair back earlier, but it just keeps getting messier and messier. It’s like since he met up with me, Edric’s hair has been getting more out of place- and further away from Dagger Corps standards. “Okay, look, when I get a mission, I get a message saying ‘yo, come here, we got something for you,’ right? So I get that message to head to camp, and in return, the patrols and control room officers are given my name on a list with a bunch of other people who have business at the Dagger Corps compound that day. But, that’s not going to work right now, because I don’t have a mission yet. So even though I’m one of their mercenaries, I’m coming in unannounced and an unannounced merc usually spells trouble.” 
 
    I lean against the tree behind me and mull over Edric’s words. The Dagger Corps is certainly much different from the Remnants, and much different from Titania for that matter. They’re the strictest militia I’ve ever heard of. “Why go through all that trouble, though? And to not trust your own mercenaries… Was there some situation before that put all these rules into place?” 
 
    Edric nods his head and crosses his arms. I can tell he’s getting ready for a story. “We had a guy who used to work for us- not a bad mercenary, but not great either. He pretty much just flew under the radar. Anyway, one day he comes into work, saying he needs to see the commander. This guy apparently hooked up with the Reapers and decided he was going to defer to their militia (as if they even are one) and leave the Dagger Corps. So, since he works for us and is a trusted mercenary, he gets to walk right through the front gates, straight into the leader’s office where he gives his best effort toward an assassination attempt. He was stopped before causing any harm, like I said- the guy wasn’t that great, and we put him in the basement cells until we decided what we’d do with him. The merc ends up dying from unknown causes in his cell, and we never get to hear about why he formed the sudden obsession with the Reapers or any other answers to the nonsense he was spouting. Everyone kind of just assumed he snapped, and so the Dagger Corps cracked down on security in response to his insanity.” 
 
    My first reaction to Edric’s story, before curiosity or shock, is pure anger, “How could you not tell me! You had a mercenary who said he was working for the Reapers, and you never thought to mention him? You know my mission, Edric. Why wouldn’t you bring this up sooner?” 
 
    Edric scoffs under his breath and looks away, “Are you serious, Luxem? You’re going to get mad at me over this? It happened a long time ago, and the guy didn’t give us any relevant information. We don’t even know if he was actually working for the Reapers or not. He was insane, Lux. Now, can you please let go of some of your anger toward me, so we can actually carry on with the mission and maybe even work as a team?” 
 
    I take a deep breath and release it slowly, trying to control my emotions. I know my rush of anger toward him is out of line. I wish he would have told me earlier, but it’s true that nothing’s changed in my search for the Reapers because of his story. It didn’t give me any usable information. “Sorry, Edric. Yeah, we can move on. I just… heard ‘Reapers’ and lost it for a second.”  
 
    Edric looks at me intently and drops his arms down to his sides, “You know, Lux, you kind of snap whenever you heard anything about them...you get a little unstable. And I get what they did to you and your family. I understand why you’d feel like that. But, we’re on a mission right now. A mission that will hopefully put us one step closer to the Reapers. You need to be able to keep your cool, alright?” His tone is light and I can tell Edric is genuinely concerned for my mental health, but I just shake my head at him. I don’t want to talk more about the Reapers right now, and I especially don’t want to focus on my instability. It’s embarrassing.  
 
    Still though, regardless of my personal feelings, I can appreciate Edric’s maturity right now. I look at him in pleasant surprise. I’ve never seen him in mercenary mode and it seems like the frantic energy Edric built up on the drive has been channeled into the mission. Ironically, Edric’s looking well-prepared and ready for the mission, while I’m becoming more of an emotional mess by the second. I take a deep breath to calm myself before assuring Edric I’m not going to be a liability. “I understand how necessary it is to focus on the mission, and I agree we should have teamwork going on between us. I think I can contain myself at least long enough to complete this mission. So...then if we end up getting spotted by the control room or end up running into a patrol, will they just shoot on site?” 
 
    Edric doesn’t even pause to think, “Definitely,” he replies.  
 
    I sigh. The Dagger Corps is a lot stricter than I anticipated. Maybe we can use the Remnants as an excuse to enter the camp. Ulric said they were probably going to show up the next day, so by now the Dagger Corps should know the fate the Remnants met. I wonder how much they know about Project Artian. I imagine that if they aren’t the other militia involved in the kidnappings, if they really are as clean as Edric seems to believe, then they might only know about the Remnant’s involvement and maybe a few of the basic details. If that’s the case… “I know the Dagger Corps aren’t as into knowledge as the Remnants were, but they do care about having a leg up on everyone else right? I mean, that can only help them in the power struggle between militias.” Edric nods his head and looks at me with squinted eyes, trying to figure out my plan before I say it out loud. “Okay, well then how about we use that to our advantage? I was a mercenary for the Remnants. If we write up some fake letter from Ulric, we can say that’s it a top secret message from the late Remnant leader to the Dagger Corps. He gave me all the info we’d need to make the letter believable, and I know his writing well enough to copy it. He’d put notes all throughout the books I’d read in the Remnant library. As long as we stay on the outskirts of Dagger Corps’ land, they have no reason to kill us. We wouldn’t even technically be on their land. So, we wait, and when the time is right, we’ll just hand the letter off to a patrol. Afterward, we camp out here for as long as it takes to hear a response, and then, go from there.” I clap my hands together in excitement. The plan is flawless. Complete perfection. And it took me all of, what? Five minutes to come up with it? 
 
    Edric, on the other hand, isn’t as convinced. “Okay, but what are we going to put in the letter, and what kind of response are we hoping to get from it? You told me that Ulric died how many days ago? Two days before I arrived in Timberwood, right? So, add it up. That means it’s already been about three or four days since his death. How does our timing make sense if we come here with the letter now? They’re going to think it’s taken you almost a week to deliver what’s supposed to be an urgent message.” 
 
    “Well, first of all, I think we can just say the situation as it basically is. The best lies always have some form of truth to them, so, we’ll just be honest. I’ll write everything I know in the letter and ask to set up a meeting with the Dagger Corps leader. Or, at least I’ll make it sound like Ulric’s trying to set up a meeting for me, and if they’re actually dedicated to ending Project Artian like you think they are, then I think we can expect a response. I can just say that I have knowledge in my head that’s too sensitive to have written on paper. And as for the timing, I think it’ll be alright to say that I was emotionally distraught from Ulric’s conversation with me at the Remnant camp and needed to take a couple days for myself before continuing my mission.” I’m doing my best to convince Edric. At this point, my plan doesn’t really need him involved at all. I could probably carry out the entire thing on my own, but it’ll be a lot more comfortable to have another person by my side, especially since Edric is familiar with the Dagger Corps and it’s protocols. It’s a loose plan; I know that, but it’s better than nothing. My anxiousness to get inside the camp is keeping me from fully thinking the plan through, but I still don’t think it’s that bad. I just have to hope that my emotions aren’t getting the best of me, and I’m actually making good decisions.  
 
    “Okay, Luxie, first of all,” I roll my eyes at Edric’s mocking tone and sigh, “no one in that camp is going to respect a mercenary that gave into her emotions so completely, she couldn’t even complete her mission in a timely manner. If anything, it’ll make them even more unwilling to work with you than they already are. Ulric would trust his best mercenary with a letter like that, and you’re telling me that his best mercenary is late completing her mission because of an emotional meltdown? And why do you have to make it look like it’s from Ulric in the first place? You’re overthinking things. If you’re just relaying all the information he gave you, then why have him as a middle man? Just cut him out entirely and say what you know.”  
 
    I shake my head, trying to hold in my emotions. Ironically, every time I say Ulric’s name I feel like I’m close to an emotional breakdown, so saying I needed a couple days for myself isn’t that far from the truth. I’m not a robot like Edric. I feel my sadness. Even when I don’t want to, even when all I want to do is bury it under the blanket of the mission, I still feel the sadness seeping through- the hopelessness. Hearing Edric talking about meltdowns as though they’re for the weak is making me angry and disappointed. I just don’t know if I’m feeling those emotions for him or myself. “Why would they care about some random letter from some random mercenary? Even if I’m with you, I’m still just some outsider to them. I mean, you practically seem like an outsider and you actually work for them.” Edric scoffs at my comment, but he still frowns and nods his head in begrudging agreement. “I get what you’re saying about the timing though, but we can’t help the timeline. Maybe if I can actually get a meeting with your commander, I can just explain all of this in person, and we won’t even have to worry about small details like that. Actually, if I get a meeting, I can just tell the truth.” 
 
    Edric shrugs his shoulders and starts moving his motorbike to a position that’s more hidden by the foliage of the forest around us. “Well, I guess that’s what happens when you make plans last minute. Let’s do it, Lux. I can act as your guide for Dagger Corps protocols, but basically, I’m just going to let you do what you do best- execute your plan.” Edric finishes covering the last bit of olive from his bike (the color makes it pretty easy to hide), and turns to face me with a slight grin and a quick wink, “But it’s walking from here on out. I hope you can handle that, Luxie.” Edric throws my pack at me and I catch it with a grunt.  
 
    “Well, hold on, idiot. I’m sure we’ll look real cool walking near the camp without any letter to give them.” Edric’s eyes widen as he stops walking, and he gives me a breathy laugh. Finally, Sloan can be on the receiving end of some teasing. I take a tablet and pen out of my pack and sit cross legged on the ground to start writing the letter from Ulric. 
 
    “I’d probably make it short and sweet. Our commander’s busy, and if she opens the letter and sees that it’s five pages, she’ll probably just put it down and wait to read it later. I mean, Ulric’s dead, so it’s not like it’s going to have anything in she’ll need to address immediately.” Edric saunters over and stands behind me, peaking over my shoulder to see what I’m writing. “I mean, the fact that it’s from Ulric will definitely catch her attention, but she’ll probably want to prioritize matters from the living first.” 
 
    I chew on the end of my pen and sigh. There’s a lot of information that I need to fit in a “short, sweet” letter. How would Ulric write it? He always sounded wise and direct but very gentle too. Ulric was never aggressive in anything he did. This is the first time I’ve let myself really think about Ulric since the last time we spoke, and it’s actually...giving me nostalgic feelings. I’m not sure why. I hate the man. He’s despicable, a liar, a murderer. But I still carry with me all of the good memories we shared. It’s not like we were best friends, but Ulric and I got along well, and I enjoyed reading in his study and the few conversations we’d have afterwards. We weren’t close, but I still considered Ulric a friend, and although I hate him now, the good memories don’t just disappear when someone betrays you. They’re still there, existing in your head. I miss his familiarity too- the familiarity of the Remnants actually. I became used to the routine and actually started to enjoy it. Being a part of a militia felt like I had a place in the world. Now, I’m just a drifter. I still have a mission, and I’m still fighting for a goal, but if I hit another dead end, then what’s my purpose? I already can’t bring back my family. If I can’t find the Reapers either, then why am I here?  
 
    I close my eyes and take deep breath. Count to ten. Release. Focus. I pump out the letter as fast as I can, aware of the time I’ve already wasted. Edric is laying on the ground in front of me, playing with some sort of plastic thing. I can’t tell what it is and I don’t care. All I need to think about right now is this letter. I frame the contents to make it seem like I know the name of the second militia involved with the kidnappings. That’s the information I have to meet with the commander to discuss- the sensitive details Ulric couldn’t include in the letter. “Do you think this is alright?” Edric drops his toy and I hand the letter to him, so he can give it a once over. “I tried to make it to the point but with enough information that your leader will hopefully want to set up a meeting.” 
 
    Edric nods his head and gives me a genuine smile- one without all of his Edric flair. “You’ve always been smart, Lux, I’ll give you that. I don’t know what this guy’s writing looks like, but if it’s similar to this, then I think we just might have a way in.” I return Edric’s smile and we lock eyes. He has a soft look in his eyes that I’ve never seen before, and my breath catches slightly with nerves. I don’t know what to do. I don’t even how I feel about him. At the start of this mission, I didn’t even like him as a person. Then, I found out about his mom, and everything in my head changed. I break our eye contact and look at the ground as Edric stands and begins walking in the direction of the camp. I jog to catch up with him, and we fall into sync beside one another.  
 
    Edric clears his throat and straightens his back before brusquely addressing me, “So, Lux...this might be bad timing, but I’m going to take a guess and say Mori told you about my mom then?” 
 
    I stiffen. So Edric did realize I knew about his mom when I agreed too quickly to the motorbike. We only have about two miles to walk, but I wish we decided to take the bike closer. I know I can’t avoid this conversation forever, but I’m just not in the best head space right now to have it. I like having all my attention on the mission, and my work mode attitude can come across as irritated or rude. I don’t want Edric to start talking about his mom, and I seem like I’m being cold to him because I can’t snap out of mission mode.  
 
    “Yeah,” I pause, wondering if my answer sounds too short. I can’t tell if Edric is upset or relieved that I know, but I want him to know that he can talk to me without fear of being pitied. It’s a sharp change from wanting nothing to do with him, and I can tell, without much self reflection needed, that my emotions are jumping all over the place. “I feel bad about it, Edric. Believe me, I know how it feels to lose a parent. But I don’t pity you. I look at how we both handled our parents’ deaths- you throwing yourself into work, making a name with the Dagger Corps militia, and me just... bringing Lucie along wherever I selfishly decided. You focused on your goals while I became obsessed with the Reapers... while I ended up working for the very militia that kidnapped my sister. You’re stronger than me, Edric, and I’m well aware of that. You didn’t have to hide your mom’s death from me. It doesn’t make me look at you any differently.” I didn’t mean to pour out to Edric as much as I did, but once I started talking, I had a hard time finding an appropriate place to stop. Honesty seems like the easiest option in dealing with this awkward situation, and I hope my sincerity reaches Edric’s ears. I was upset at his coldness before, but when compared to me, it’s pretty obvious he’s held up a lot better in the face of tragedy.  
 
    Edric seems taken aback and stays silent for a beat too long. I’m worried he isn’t planning on responding at all. After a minute or two, he finally whispers a response I have to strain my ears to catch, “I get what you’re saying, Luxem, but you shouldn’t compare us. It’s not healthy for you, and it’s not a competition. And it’s too bad you weren’t this understanding when I begged you to stay in Timberwood.” His words sting more than a slap to the face. When I first met Edric outside of the Remnant camp (and even in Timberwood), I worried he was still holding on to the hurt and pain I caused him all those years ago. Sometime after I learned about his mother though, I let myself relax. Memories of Edric as a child came rushing back to me, and on our ride to the Dagger Corps camp, I thought about Edric’s mom and all the times we shared with her when we were kids. I let my guard down and allowed myself to believe we were past the bitterness that developed between us all those years ago. Edric has been civil, agreeing to help me when I’ve needed I, and teasing me just as he did when we were kids. I assumed Edric had forgiven me because he was all too willing to assist me on my mission, but if he’s bringing up our last confrontation, then Edric’s still holding on to a grudge- one that he will possibly never let go of.  
 
    I try to stay calm, but I can feel the hot burn of anger welling in my stomach. We’ve both grown as people in the last five years. We’ve both lost everyone who meant anything to us (except Mori). Neither of us are the same two kids trying so desperately to hold on to their innocence and youth. It isn’t fair for Edric to act like I’m the same girl who left him behind in Timberwood. That girl died on the day Lucie disappeared. “Edric, I’m sorry I left. I obviously regret it. My sister’s most likely dead because I couldn’t stay in Timberwood. Leaving is a decision I’ve come to regret every single day of my life. But you can’t forever have a grudge against me because I left you behind. And do you even know why you’re angry at me? Is it for leaving you behind or are you actually upset because I didn’t return your affections after you told me you loved me!” My sharp words slice right through Edric’s armor he’s spent years so carefully building around himself. My voice echoes through the trees and a flock of birds fly out from the tree tops, their squawking filling what would have been a deadly silence between the two of us.  
 
    Instead of answering my question, Edric clenches his jaw and his cheeks flush with anger, “We’re at the border. A patrol should be coming by shortly and when they do, you can give them your letter.” He drops his pack on the ground and sits beside it, resting his forearms on his knees and lowering his head so I can no longer see his face.  
 
    I feel a storm of emotions threatening to overwhelm me. I wanted to provide Edric comfort about his mother’s passing. How did things end up going so downhill? I regret losing my temper with him, especially because the anger I threw at him is directed toward myself. This entire time, I’ve tried avoiding the memory of Edric’s confession. For the past five years, I’ve been able to pretend that he never said he loved me. I rewrote the story of our goodbye in my mind, denying any feelings Edric had because of petty guilt. But like Lucie’s disappearance, this is another mistake of mine that I can’t run from any longer. Five years ago, leaving Timberwood seemed like the right thing to do, but it was a selfish, impulsive decision that ended both my sister’s life and the best friendship I’ll ever have.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Ed-” Edric holds up his hand to interrupt me, and my voice dies with sorrow. He isn’t even going to let me apologize. I convinced myself that Edric only said he loved me in another attempt to keep Lucie and I in Timberwood with him, but the truth is, I knew Edric loved me before he even said anything. It was just...too intense, too obsessive- it was a love I wasn’t ready for, and it scared me.  
 
    The morning I decided to leave Timberwood, I asked Edric to come with me to the old train tracks behind Mori’s (old) house. Both of his parents were in the fields that day, and Edric had been trying to stay away from his dad as much as possible. He and his dad had never gotten along that well, and Edric’s mom always had to play mediator between them. At that time, Edric was getting louder about his desire to join the Dagger Corps militia, and his dad was fighting against Edric’s decision. He wanted him to become a granger like his own father before him- regardless of Edric’s growing reputation withing the mercenary community in Titania. So after breakfast, we both ran away from our troubles to the train tracks. I wanted to escape the pitying looks of the town, and Edric wanted to avoid his father. I know that when I first asked Edric to meet me on the tracks, he probably just assumed I had a bad morning and needed to get away for a while. He came to the tracks with a basket of fresh food in case we were going to be there through lunch, and I realized Edric braved his father’s withering glare to gather fruits and vegetables for us. It made breaking the news of my leaving even harder. I knew Edric felt strongly about me, and he was the best friend I could ever ask for, but that’s why I thought it would be easier for him to let me go. I thought he’d be the first to know and understand what I needed, and Edric always acted selflessly with me- I didn’t think that time would be any different. We both had different plans for our futures, and we’d have to part someday. It was just happening a little sooner than he expected. After I told Edric that Lucie and I were leaving, he broke, begging me to stay. But I stood my ground. I told him leaving was best for Lucie and I, and I had to do right by my sister. Nothing prepared me for his next words though. “How can you still be so oblivious when I’m making it so obvious for you, Luxem?” Edric glared at me with harsh, angry eyes glazed with hurt. It was a look that burned its way into my soul- Edric’s very own brand on my heart. “You make my life worth living. Being a mercenary? I don’t care about that. I only did it to be with you, and without you here, I’ll suffocate. Please, stay, Luxem. I want to be with you until the end of time. Don’t leave me now. Not like this, not this soon. I love you. Please, please don’t leave me here.” 
 
    Edric’s intensity frightened me, and I pretended that I didn’t believe him, working up fake anger to avoid dealing with his feelings. “How could you go so low, Edric. You’d actually lie about something like that? If you loved me at all, then you’d understand what’s best for me, and right now, that’s letting me go.” I ran away from him, leaving Edric behind as he called out to me, and I didn’t see him again until that day in the fields when Edric pretended that I didn’t exist. He most likely thought I was avoiding him because of his confession, and even though I denied it to myself, I know that a large part of me was worried about what he’d say if we were to see each other again. I ran from Edric just as I ran from myself. 
 
    Five years has passed since that time though, and Edric’s still holding on to our last conversation, and not because I left, but because I acted like he was lying. Edric isn’t an emotional person. He’s quiet about feelings, and if he’s suffering, he just keeps it to himself. Edric hides his pain with a mask of smiles and jokes, but I’ve always been the one person who can see through all of his acts. That day though, I let him down more than anyone in his life ever had or probably ever would. Edric believed that I was the one person in his life he had a true connection with, and I broke his heart with my lie.  
 
    If I can get him to open up just a little bit, then maybe I’ll be able to get through to him. I try to speak again, but Edric hushes me once more with a distant, distracted look on his face. My ears finally pick up on what he must be listening for.  In the distance, I hear the roar of a truck’s engine headed in our direction, “They do their patrols in trucks?” I ask. “Isn’t that a waste of gas?” I’m surprised to hear the patrol even using a vehicle. Gas can be hard to come by, and those in control of the supply are usually pretty stingy. Most of the time, militias work out deals with the owners so their mercenaries can buy gas for a lower price. But even with a secure set up, militias don’t like wasting gas. Usually a mercenary has to be on a mission to fill up their tank. Using gas on patrols would be a huge waste. The Dagger Corps are an elite bunch, but I don’t think they have that much power.  
 
    Edric shakes his head, “I’ve never seen them do patrols in a vehicle. The Dagger Corps is actually pretty stingy with their gas, so using a truck for a simple patrol is unheard of. To be honest, I have absolutely no idea what’s going on right now. The control room probably spotted us, but it should be pretty obvious by now that we’re not a threat. We’re on the outskirts of their territory. We should be fine.” 
 
    “It’s definitely their patrol, though? Have you ever seen how the Artifs patrol their camps? Do they use vehicles at all? The Dagger Corps could have been compromised.” Images of Isoline’s camp after the Artifs attacked flash through my mind. The truck’s coming from the direction of the Dagger Corps’ main compound, but if it’s out of character for them to use a vehicle, then there’s always the possibility that their camp’s been overrun and the truck belongs to an Artif militia.  
 
    Edric motions for me to hide myself in the brush while he searches for a different spot to do the same. For all we know, the control room is watching us hide ourselves, but at least the cover will provide us with a few extra seconds to make sure the truck coming our way is actually Dagger Corps. After covering myself to the best of my ability, I make eye contact with Edric and hold his gaze until a red pick up truck pulls up no more than fifty feet away from us. Four unassuming grunts with similar hairstyles and masks jump down from the truck and take a brief look around the forested area where Edric and I were just standing. I quickly look toward Edric to see if it’s safe enough for us to leave our hideouts, and he nods his head while disentangling himself from the bush. 
 
    The Dagger Corps patrol looks unsurprised at our graceless entrance, and one of the men (the patrol’s leader perhaps) steps forward and addresses us without lifting his mask, “You’re Luxem, correct?” I hesitantly nod. It might not have been such a good idea to fake a letter from Ulric after all, especially when they already seem to be expecting me. The Dagger Corps seems like it knows more than I gave it credit for. “Our leader’s been expecting you.” I don’t have a chance to respond before two of his men raise their guns and shoot tranquilizing darts in Edric’s and my necks. I yell out in pain and surprise. I understand now why they brought the truck. That’s the last thought I have before blackness overwhelms my vision and I hit the soft ground of the forest floor.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “Human nature is complex. Even if we do have inclinations toward violence, we also have inclination to empathy, to cooperation, to self-control.” 
 
    -Steven Pinker 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    ”Where’s Edric?” I struggle to free myself against the ropes binding me to a rusted, brassy chair in the Dagger Corps leader’s office. “What have you done with him!” My voice is scratchy and frantic. I’ve never been in a situation like this before and I can feel the fear building within me. I want to remain cool and keep my composure, but I don’t know how. It’s just me, the leader, and two higher ranking officers in the room, and no one’s answering my pleas. Instead, they stand against the control panels lining the back of the room, staring at me as if I’m a carnival sideshow. It’s embarrassing to be in such a vulnerable position in front of them. This isn’t how I imagined the meeting to go at all, and I’m worried for Edric. He’s a mercenary here. Why would they capture him too?  
 
    I pretend that I’ve lost interest in the three Dagger Corps members across from me and look around the room instead of focusing on them like I’ve been doing since I woke up. I’m actually surprised at the amount of tech surrounding us. Edric said the Dagger Corps were impressive with how much technology they used, but hearing about it and seeing it in person are two completely different things. There are multiple screens I assume are attached to cameras around the compound and rows of buttons that I couldn’t care less about. It’s unlikely I’ll ever learn their purpose, let alone get the chance to use them. The walls are windowless, built out of some sort of dark, coppery metal- I feel like I’m in a submarine. I wonder if we are. At least the metal encasing us keeps the room at a comfortably, cool temperature, but that’s probably the only silver lining of this entire situation.  
 
    I slam my back into the chair in another weak effort at escaping my bonds, but it’s half-hearted. I don’t expect anything I try to work. The chair is bolted to the ground and the rope is completely secure (they made sure of that). Even if I do manage to free myself, I have three of the best trained soldiers in the entire Dagger Corps militia locked in the room with me. As much as I hate to surrender, there’s nothing I can do in this situation. I strain my neck, rolling it from side to side and trying to crack the upper vertebrates in my back. I don’t know how long I was out from the tranquilizer dart, but it was enough time for the men to drive back to the compound, bring me into the office, and imprison me in a chair. My neck certainly feels as though hours have passed with me trapped in this position.  
 
    I just need to stay calm. I keep repeated those words to myself like a mantra, but I’m not sure they’re working. After the Remnants’ demise, I felt unstable- much like I did after Lucie disappeared. When she vanished, I became a person I didn’t even recognize, but after feeling that same pull to darkness once more after talking to Ulric, I’m realizing that even though I thought I buried it within myself, I’ve always just been narrowly holding that darkness back, barely keeping it from taking me over once more. Now, with Edric gone and myself trapped, I need to breathe. I need to breath, so I don’t snap. Not here. Not right now. There’s still too much to do. I have to hold it together. 
 
    I hear whispering from across the room and focus my eyes on them so I can lip read- or at least attempt to. The leader smirks at me and grabs the arms of the men beside her, turning them away so I can no longer see their faces. I sigh and blow my bangs away from my face, giving the floor a hard kick in frustration. At some point while I was passed out, they took my goggles and every blade I had hidden on me. Their leader is thorough, not that I can say I’m surprised. I noticed her immediately when I came to. She’s pretty much exactly what I expected from the Dagger Corps commander. Around forty. A shaved head with scars marring the left side of her face, trailing up across her scalp. And piercing blue eyes, so sharp, the color seems closer to the silver glint of a knife. Her outfit looks like a men’s suit- high leather boots, a form-fitting vest, and a long coat- all in black, and all perfectly ironed. She looks like she can easily intimidate the young soldiers forced to report to her. The two men flanking her look nondescript in comparison. Standing next to her fierceness, they seemed young and naive, like two scrappy boys trying to play tough. Regardless, they were obviously capable enough to stand out in the commander’s eyes. Not only are they present in the room right now, but neither is wearing the typical masks of the Dagger Corps’ soldiers. Instead they have metal helmets in a deep rust color that extend over the bridge of their noses. They’re elites within the Dagger Corps, and I have to be careful not to underestimate their abilities. 
 
    I want to find out why they kidnapped both Edric and myself. I still don’t understand what the point of capturing their own mercenary is. He’s not a threat, and they should know that. Furthermore, I have no idea how they even know my name or knew to expect me. Even if Edric had the opportunity, there’s no way he could have gotten a message to them about our plan, and honestly, even in his anger, I doubt Edric would double cross me. He has more honor than that, and I don’t think he would have been kidnapped right alongside me if he was working in tandem with them all along.  
 
    Finally, the leader saunters over to my chair, smirking at me along the way. She grabs a top hat from a small table next to the control panel and balances it on her head. The two soldiers in the room with us remain in stiff positions of attention across from us. The woman stops in front of me and cross her arms, giving me a smile that leaves her eyes cold. I suppress a shiver and meet her eyes, relieved that I’m still holding on to some semblance of calm and control. If I give in to the animalistic instincts telling me to claw my way out of here by whatever means necessary, I’ll never get answers.  
 
    “Where’s Edric?” I question once more, hoping for an answer now that it seems like the commander wants to talk.  
 
    The woman barks out a sarcastic laugh that grates on my ears. I glare at her as the leader bites her lip to keep her giggles at bay. This isn’t at all what I expected from her. She stares at me for a beat longer before cocking her head and giving me a wicked grin, “My name’s Loka. As I’m sure you’ve already concluded, I run this place. It’s my own personal playground here with all my toy soldiers and techy fun. I’d shake your hand there, but it seems your a little tied up.” Loka giggles at her own joke for a moment before licking her lips and clapping her hands together. She squats in front of me with a serious look, “And your buddy’s fine. He’s one of my best mercenaries and very special to me. It’s not every day you have someone as good as him fall into your lap! Then again...” Loka trails off and leans closer to my face. “I’ve heard you’re just as good. Although, I doubt you figured out how we knew to expect you. Poor thing, tied up in this hard chair, racking your little brain for answers. Well, let me ease your suffering. Ulric left a little last minute note for me that my boys here picked up when they went to reek hell on their camp. Imagine their surprise when they show up, and the party’s already over, with nothing but this crappy little piece of paper covered in tea stains to bring back.” I glare at Loka with annoyance. Her drawl is slow, and apparently the woman likes to give soliloquies. I want her to get to the point. Where is Edric? Why am I here? What does she want with me? Can I get off this awful chair yet? Loka stands and starts pacing the room. I believe her that Edric is safe, but I want to find out exactly where he is. That can be my starting point.  
 
    “So then Ulric told you he sent me on a last minute mission and let you know to expect me,” I finish for Loka. “Well, now I’m here, and I obviously come in peace, so you can untie me and bring Edric in here.” I try controlling my attitude, knowing that speaking down to the militia’s commander will only make things worse for me, but I can’t contain my irritation. We’re both on the same side, and she knows it. Why kidnap Edric and I at all? Why treat me like a criminal? I thought Loka was exactly like how I envisioned- up until the point she actually started talking. This woman is all over the place. One second she’s tough, the next angry, the next laughing...it’s an emotional tornado that’s hard to keep up with. Is she casual and I can speak to her as equals? Is she tyrannical and just biding her time until she can pounce? I don’t know how to work with her. How does Edric do it? 
 
    Loka shakes her head in amusement, “We have to check you out girlie. You’re supposed to be one of the best mercs in the business, and you want us to what? Let you walk around freely? And then, there’s the real issue here. If you’re so good, then how did you never- in all the years you worked for him- figure out Ulric was working for the Scarlet Reapers?” I was wrong. Loka does know how to cut straight to the point, and cut down the person she’s talking to in the meantime. I lose my breath for a moment from the shock of her statement. I, too, wondered how I didn’t notice the signs. Did a part of me know Ulric was working for them, and I just ignored it? This is the first time I’m hearing it from someone else though, and it’s throwing me into a self pitying tailspin. “Oh, of course. I almost forgot. We found your little fake note too. Now, we really lucked out there, because Ulric already left his note, and nowhere in it did he mention writing you something. So we inspected it real nice and close, and what do you know! It’s a fake! But...if Ulric didn’t leave that note for us, we might have fallen for your trick, and I don’t easily trust people who almost pull one over on me.” 
 
    I sigh and rest my head on the back of the chair. I hate having my name attached to the Remnant camp- to Ulric’s. Not only is it going to haunt me, but it’s a scar of my reputation too. “I didn’t realize Ulric was working for the Reapers. If I had, I wouldn’t have been working for him. I’ve had family members disappear just like everyone else. And as for the note, that’s not my fault you almost fell for it. That’s on you. I just needed a way in. You somehow knew about the kidnappings and I want to find your source.” 
 
    Loka’s eyes are skeptical as she lifts a brow in question, “That’s really all you got for me? Honey,” She squats down to eye level again, “having a family member or two disappear is pretty much the easiest cover there is. You realize Ulric also had family members who were kidnapped, right? Some sister that ended up escaping the suburbs with him when war broke out. She’s gone. And as it turns out, Ulric was the one to make that happen- all as a ploy to hide the fact that he was actually working with the Reapers all along. Having missing family members means absolutely nothing in this world. Your tragedy could just be a cover for whatever evil is hidden inside you.” Loka shakes her head in disgust and stands with her arms crossed.  
 
    “I didn’t know he had a sister or that she was kidnapped,” I admit. There’s so much more to the Remnant’s contract than I realized. How could Ulric have kidnapped his own sister? I’ve spent so long trapped in a mental prison of my own making that I lost sight of what was happening in the world around me. Still though, prison or not, I doubt I would have been able to find out all of that information on my own. How did they? “How do you know all of this? All of these details...they go beyond Project Artian, right? You actually have information on Ulric’s family, his private life.” 
 
    Loka bites her tongue and eyes me suspiciously before answering, “Two of their men made a trip to our compound. One more than important than the other. We almost shot the important one before he got a single word in, but,” she shrugs her shoulders in nonchalance, “Apparently that was his lucky day. I mean, really on any day, an intruder has a fifty fifty chance of getting shot. I guess on that particular day we were all just in good moods. Anyway it turns out he had been working very closely with Ulric for some time and found out a few things that he just couldn’t keep to himself.” I furrow my brow, falling into deep thought. There were rumors among the Remnant mercenaries that Ulric and his previous messenger had a violent disagreement that led to the man deserting the entire militia. After he left, Bulfort stepped in to take over as Ulric’s right hand man. Maybe that messenger is who Loka’s referring to? 
 
    The metal door creaks open and a chill wafts through the air. My head snaps toward the door’s direction while I try to suppress a shiver. Maybe they’re finally bringing in Edric like I asked. Instead, the man walking through the door is a complete stranger. I swallow down my disappoint and search my brain for any recognition. I don’t know if he’s Ulric’s previous messenger. I never saw his face. He was infamous for being a hermit who stayed out of sight. He’d just use cryptic notes and signs to give us our missions. No one else in the camp ever referred to him or talked about him either. It was like he was a ghost. That’s why it was so shocking (or more like good aristocratic gossip) when rumors of him and Ulric getting into an argument spread around camp. I couldn’t imagine any man that anti-social actually getting into an argument with the Remnant leader, so I wasn’t sure what to believe. Loka though, makes it seem like the previous messenger has a lot more courage than anyone gave him credit for. And for all I know, this stranger standing in front of me is, in fact, the very man I’m thinking about.  
 
    The stranger gives me an apologetic look, and I squint my eyes at him, trying harder to remember if I’ve seen him before. “Do I know you?” I whisper. “Are you the one who gave up the Remnant camp? I don’t think I’ve ever seen your face before.” 
 
    The man stuffs his hands in his pockets and shrugs his shoulders, giving me an easy smile, “I wouldn’t expect anything different from you. You were always so keen on getting your mission and getting out of there, I doubt you’d recognize me anyway. And no, I’m not the guy who sold our the Remnant camp. I was never Ulric’s messenger. I just came here with the guy who was.” So he’s the useless guy Loka was referring to. I feel bad thinking about him like that, but I don’t have much else to go on. He looks good though- like he’s holding himself to much higher standards than his old militia. Unless they were an aristocrat, the Remnants always looked so grungy and filthy. The man in front of me is cleaned up and clean shaven. His blonde hair is trimmed and gelled into a perfect side part, and it seems like he’s adopted the black color scheme of the Dagger Corps. In fact, he actually looks a lot like Edric, but much lanker and with dark eyes instead of blue. Still, I’m not sure why he’s important enough to be in the room with us. If he’s not the one who brought the information to Loka, then he’s not really serving a purpose by being here.  
 
    I turn toward Loka, “If you can bring this guy in here, then I think you can bring Edric too. And I deserve to be untied. I’m obviously not a threat to anyone in this compound. All I want are some answers to the questions Dean gave me, and it seems like the Dagger Corps can’t give me those. The person I need to find is the guy who gave you the information. I’m interested in him; I couldn’t care less about you.” My words are icy and Loka purses her lips for a moment in thought. 
 
    Loka motions for the two men still standing at attention to come untie me. “I know all of that, dear Luxem; I’m not stupid. You on the other hand... You really have some fire for a woman who’s bound to a metal chair, don’t you! Well, I suppose that’s why I’m leading a militia and you’re a lone wolf.” Ouch. Again, Loka really knows how to cut straight to my heart. “Anyway, the concerns I had were completely valid. Although, I will admit, Casimir here put most of them to rest days before you arrived. You should be thankful to your kind stranger here. He vouched for you just enough for us not to kill you on sight. And, forgive me for my curiosity, but I wanted to see how an esteemed merc such as yourself would hold up under pressure.” She grins, showing a golden tooth I didn’t notice before. “I mean, come on. We couldn’t have you leaving here and spouting nonsense about some luxury visit to the Dagger Corps compound, right? It’s best we rough you up some- make sure you leave here able to tell others that we mean business. And look at it this way. You don’t even have to lie. We did you a service here, Luxem.” As logical as she’s trying to sound, I have a feeling Loka gets some sort of sadistic pleasure from all of this. It’s just a hunch- but strong enough to convince me it’s the truth. 
 
    The two soldiers finish untying my bindings and I finally crack my back and stretch my arms above my head. “I can’t say I’m too happy about the way you choose to greet your guests, but I’m sure it’s more fun from where you’re standing.” Loka gives me a good-natured grin and shrugs her shoulders, any animosity from her previous statement seemingly completely forgotten. “And Edric?” I ask, quirking an eyebrow. “If you didn’t think I was actually a threat, I doubt you were worried about your best mercenary being one. So, can he finally come in here and join us?” 
 
    Loka rolls her eyes, “Your boyfriend’s fine, Luxem. I’ve already told you multiple times. He’ll join us in a moment. I currently have my chief of affairs reprimanding him for disobedience. I think you might be forgetting- he planned to help you with a mission to sneak into the Dagger Corp compound. You think we’re just going to slap him on the wrist and let him go?” Loka tisks under her breath and shakes her head at me in an agonizingly condescending way.  
 
    My mouth twitches in irritation and I sit back in the chair, this time slouching until I finally feel comfortable. I can control my temper around Loka and avoid any further conflict, but I refuse to show her any other niceties. “Then I suppose we’ll just have to wait for Edric to start this meeting, won’t we? And to think I almost gave away the new intel I collected so easily.” I adopt the same patronizing tone Loka had and smirk. Two can play at her game.  
 
    Loka sighs and drops her shoulders with a groan. She stares at me with an unreadable expression for an uncomfortable length of time before finally snapping her fingers at the closest soldier, “Go. You heard her. Let’s get this thing over with. Go fetch, Edric.” I watch the interaction with surprise. Either the two men aren’t as high ranking as I thought or this woman wields more power than I realized. She treats her high up officers like average grunts, and they just accept it without complaint.  
 
    Casimir walks farther into the room and stands against the wall beside my chair, “It’s really good to see you again, Luxem. When I left the Remnant camp, I wasn’t sure if we’d ever cross paths again.” His smile is friendly and laid back, but I squirm under his warm gaze. I have no idea who this guy is. He’s just someone who, as far as I know, would just watch me come into camp and collect my mission- always from a distance (apparently). And whatever brief interactions we may or may not have had with one another somehow led to him developing a childish crush on me. As grateful as I am to him for vouching for me, Casimir makes me slightly uncomfortable. I don’t want to be rude to him, especially after he helped me out, but he needs to stop acting like we’re friends. I need to focus. I don’t have time for this. It’s cold-hearted, I know, but this is me on a mission. This is how I stay focused. I let my guard down with Isoline, but I’m not going to let Casimir break through my walls. For all I know, he’ll end up with the same fate.  
 
    “It’s good to see you too, Casimir. I’ll admit, I don’t have a lot of memories of us meeting, but it’s always nice to see a friendly face. And if you weren’t a part of whatever darkness the Remnants involved themselves in, then you have my kindness.” I pause uncomfortably, trying to think of more to say, but I’m coming up short of any new ideas. Casimir was smiling the whole time I was talking, but now, as my words drift off, he starts looking more unsure of himself and embarrassment is prominent on his face. I sigh and rub the back of my neck. This is horrible. I hope the soldier Loka sent out for Edric is almost back. Loka’s over by the control panel looking through different screens set up around the front of the room, talking to the other soldier that stayed behind. She’s completely ignoring the awkward interaction between Casimir and I, but I know Loka’s listening because she keeps glancing in my direction and smirking.  
 
    “Commander, Edric is now present,” The soldier Loka sent to find Edric has returned and beside him is a familiar face. Familiar, except for the bruised right eye that can barely open and sweat covered clothes that cling to his body.  
 
    “This is what you meant by disciplinary action!” I yell, looking at Loka. “I thought you said he was fine. Look at his face. Not even just his face- look at all of him. He doesn’t look fine at all.” I gesture toward Edric’s black eye and glare hard at Loka.  
 
    Loka pauses her conversation with the soldier beside her and looks between me and the soldier at the door, anger etched in her sharp features, “Excuse me, children. I’d like to finish my current conversation before starting two new ones.” She turns back toward the soldier and lowers her voice, “Just check out the lenses on the cameras in the south. The focus has been off for the last week, and I’m sick of looking at blurry screens. It looks like I’m trying to see underwater. I’m a person, not a fish. Got it?” The soldier nods his head in understanding. “A human. You remember that.” She jabs her finger into his chest for emphasis before finally facing Edric. She lets out a low whistle and laughs, “Well, you made my captain one angry man, didn’t you Edi? Usually our disciplinary measure don’t get so...out of hand.” 
 
    “You should see what his face looks like,” Edric gruffly responds, violently shaking off the hand of the soldier who fetched him. He walks toward the wall farthest away from me and drops his body into a heap on the floor. I look at Casimir and take note of his stuttering breath, eyes wide with discomfort from the exchange he just witnessed. He’s obviously a Remnant who enjoyed his fair share of Bliss while remaining safe within the walls of the camp. I wonder how he managed to actually make it to the Dagger Corp camp with the Remnant’s old messenger. It seems like a pretty dangerous mission for such a gentle-hearted guy. I suck in one of my cheeks to keep myself from laughing and try to catch Edric’s good eye, knowing he’ll have the same reaction I do to Casimir’s shocked expression, but he avoids my gaze. He’s still angry then. Edric hasn’t let go of the conversation we had earlier. My shoulders slump in disappointment, and I look again toward Loka, immediately drawing back in surprise. She’s been examining me this entire time. Well, no wonder for all her insanity she’s the Dagger Corps’ leader. There’s neither a single exchange she misses, nor a single fact she doesn’t store for later.  
 
    “Well, we’re all here, Loka. So where are we going to start?” I meet Loka’s gaze with a fire burning behind my irises. It’s time for me to get down to business and complete my mission- not the one Ulric sent me on, but the mission I personally created for myself the day Lucie disappeared. I’m going to find the Scarlet Reapers and end the disappearance- namely Project Artian- for good. Getting whatever I can out of Loka is just step one to my end game.  
 
    “Well, I suppose we can begin with the new intel you seemed to have acquired in the days after the Remnants’ demise. In the letter you mentioned another militia. What makes you think there’s even a second one involved?” It feels like all eyes in the room are burning into me as I sit in the chair. I should have stood up before beginning the meeting. Sitting down makes it feel like I’m in an interrogation. I glance over at Edric to see if his eyes are one of the many I feel trained on me, but he’s not even looking in my direction. Instead, he’s checking out the two soldiers and Casimir, most likely trying to remember if he recognizes them. 
 
    I sigh and briefly look at Casimir before addressing Loka, “Ulric said the youngest person they kidnapped was my sister, Lucie, at age twelve. But a while ago, in Timberwood, there was a slew of disappearance, some of the children involved younger than Lucie. We’re talking four year olds here- way younger than Ulric’s youngest.” At the mention of Timberwood, Edric snaps his head in my direction and listens intently. “Ulric also said that Artifs have the responsibility of kidnapping Artifs, and humans worry about kidnapping humans. They don’t mix. Putting the facts together, I think it’s reasonable to say that there’s another human militia working with the Reapers as we speak, and not only that, but they were carrying out kidnappings at the same time as the Remnants. That means that even though the Remnants have been stopped, there’s still another militia out there just doing the same thing. And who knows if they’re the only ones. If the Reapers are offering power and protection, I have a feeling there will always be another militia to take the place of the one before it.” 
 
    Loka swears under her breath, “The only way we’re going to be able to stop the disappearances is by ending Project Artian. There are too many different power hungry militias out there with low morals. It’s going to be tough to figure out which ones are in league with the Reapers. If we didn’t have Dryden’s help, we would have never discovered the Remnant’s involvement...or even what Project Artian is. We got lucky. I doubt priceless information like that is going to fall into our laps again.” I snap my head up to look at Loka when she mentions Dryden. Is she talking about the same guy I’ve spent to long looking for? It seems too good to be true (too easy), but I have to check. 
 
    I open my mouth to speak, but before I’m able to say anything, Casimir beats me to it, “So then every time we try to take out a militia that’s contracted with the Reapers, a new one will take its place. Whatever promises they’re making to these militias have to be amazing- and more importantly, they must be following through. I doubt the militias would remain working for them if nothing they’re promised is delivered.” Maybe I underestimated Casimir. When I initially spoke to him, I wrote him off as another Remnant hippie, but he makes a good point. I can analyze him later though. Right now, I need to ask Loka more about Dryden. 
 
    Edric sighs and rubs his fingers gently over his black eye, trying to soothe some of the stinging before finally speaking up and saying his piece, “The Scarlet Reapers probably appeal to the militias’ humanity. I doubt every single militia working for them is evil. I’ve only ever had one conversation with Ulric, and I can tell you- he wasn’t a bad guy. But if the Reapers are doing this Project Artian with the intent to help the world, even if it’s in some sick, twisted way, then that’s probably how they get people to help them. They give them promises of a better world. They tell them peace can only be achieved through sacrifice. Our world is dangerous- people are going to die anyway. I’m sure the Reapers recognize that, and they make it seem like the disappeared are dying for a purpose- if they even are. Who knows if they’ve perfected their experiments and we have an army of Artians waiting to greet us when we finally find their headquarters.” 
 
    My chest clenches as I listen to Edric. It almost sounds like he’s telling me that it’s okay, that I had no way of telling how truly evil Ulric was. In fact, it sounds like he’s saying that Ulric wasn’t evil at all- just misguided, and I find something appealing in that mindset. I want to hear more of Edric’s thoughts, but I need to ask Loka about Dryden. Maybe it’s a common name and she’s talking about a different person entirely, but this is the first time I’ve heard the name Dryden out of anyone’s mouth except Isoline’s. “Everyone please stop for a moment!” The conversations around me died off one by one, and they all turn to me in surprise. “Loka, what were you saying about a guy named Dryden?” 
 
    Loka gives me a short laugh and nods her head before walking back to the control panel. She picks up a necklace from the table in front of the screens and turns back in my direction. The thing in her hand is so small, I have to squint my eyes to even make out what the necklace looks like. I gasp and feel around the inside of my pant pocket. It’s the locket I retrieved for Isoline; Loka must have taken it whenever her soldiers checked me for weapons. “That belongs to me,” I snarl, angry at her for taking something so precious away from me. 
 
    Loka tosses it in my direction and grimaces, “Yeah, I’m actually sorry about that. I meant to give it back to you earlier, but obviously, I got a little distracted.” She holds up both of her hands in mock surrender. “I’m usually more organized with these interrogation things, but it’s been a crazy day. What can I say? I’m a busy woman.” 
 
    I sigh and open the locket to make sure Dryden’s picture is still in it’s proper place. I have a good memory of what he looks like, but having the picture to use as a reference photo makes things easier. “Thanks then… I guess. Although you didn’t really have a reason to take it off of me in the first place.” I glare at Loka and the woman narrows her eyes and crosses her arms. I’ve made her angry. 
 
    “You’re pretty lucky I’m in a good mood today. Even with that said, I should reprimand you for your lack of respect- fortunately for you, I don’t have time today. The sooner I send you away, the better.” Out of the corner of my eye, I see Edric jerk his head in Loka’s direction. I wish I knew what’s going on in his head. He’s been so quiet since he entered the room.  
 
    The attention of the room is now trained on Loka. She looks around for a moment before clearing her throat and continuing, “As I’m sure you pieced together, we emptied your pockets so we could take your weapons away- finding the locket was just pure coincidence.” 
 
    I quirk and eyebrow before asking, “Coincidence?” 
 
    Loka groans and jerks her head in Casimir’s direction, “This is taking forever. You tell her the story. You do it so well, Cas.” She gives him a tight smile and nods her head in an effort to encourage him to tell whatever story he’s holding on to. 
 
    Casimir’s head, which was hanging down in front of his chest, snaps to attention as he straightens his back in the hard chair he finally sat down in. He coughs a few times and mumbles out a sentence or two too quiet for anyone to understand. 
 
    I can tell he isn’t used to public speaking, so I place my hand on his shoulder for encouragement. I know Casimir is probably going to misread my intentions as something genuine and kind, but I’m actually become annoyed by how slow the conversation’s going. I’m finally going to learn more about Dryden; I’ll possibly even receive information that can help me find him- but everything seems like it’s at a standstill. I’m more irritated with Loka though than Casimir. She’s relaxing against the wall beside the control panel with a wide grin on her face. When I look at her, she gives a quick wink and innocent shrug of her shoulders. Loka knows Casimir’s bad with public speaking. She’s just eating all this up.  
 
    “You’re fine, Casimir. Just tell me what you know about the locket. If you’re nervous about everyone else being here, just pretend you’re only speaking to me.” I turn my eyes away from Casimir’s and look straight into Edric’s by accident. He was staring at my hand on Casimir’s shoulder, but when we make eye contact, he swallows and turns his head away from me, his jaw clenched along with his hands. I look away from Edric and let my hand drop from Casimir’s shoulder into my lap. I shouldn’t care what Edric thinks, but he’s already upset. I’m not going to instigate him even further for no reason. 
 
    Casimir takes a deep breath and start slowly with pauses in between his words, “Finding the locket wasn’t a coincidence- the picture inside was.” He looks at Loka and she signals for him to continue. It seems like her plan’s backfiring. Even she’s becoming impatient with how long everything’s taking. Casimir takes another deep breath, this time picking up speed with his storytelling, becoming more and more confident with every word, “The picture in the locket is the Dryden you’re looking for- the very one who sold out the Remnants.” 
 
    I draw in a sharp breath of excitement. Dryden was in this camp only a week or so ago. Maybe he’s still here and I can finally get a chance to speak to him. “So where is he now, then?” I want to stay calm, but my voice betrays me. Its exhilaration is palpable. 
 
    “Well, he actually left after bringing me here and telling the Dagger Corps about Project Artian,” Casimir looks at me apologetically, and I feel my high spirits form just moments ago rapidly dropping. Of course Dryden left.  
 
    “What’s so important about you that Dryden had to bring you along? It doesn’t even sound like you have any purpose in being here.” Edric finally speaks up from his perch in the corner of the room. I give him an exasperated look and shake my head, but he just shrugs and gives me a sheepish grin in return before training a sharp glare toward Casimir. It looks like Edric let go of some of his anger toward me from earlier, but he’s still in a foul mood- one that he’s taking out on Casimir.  
 
    “We’re childhood friends,” Casimir says sheepishly while rubbing the back of his neck. “We stayed best friends until one day that Dryden just seemed to pull away from everyone. He was always a bit of a loner since his mom’s disappearance- staying in his room and losing himself in studying. He avoided most of the camp, but he always acted right by me. So when he pulled away, I didn’t know what to do. Later, I found out that was the day Ulric, looking for a successor, let Dryden in on some pretty dark stuff the Remnants were involved in. After learning how deep the Remnant’s secrets went, Dryden turned his back on all of us. All I really know about the situation is that Ulric and him had some sort of altercation, and afterward, Ulric just told everyone to give Dryden his space. A couple days after that, he woke me up in my tent, and asked me to come with him, saying he had a mission to do. I thought it was something from Ulric, so I didn’t question it and went along with him. Dryden filled me in on the details along the way to the Dagger Corps compound.” 
 
    Casimir pauses and I use the break to ask a question I’ve been wondering about since the beginning, “Why the Dagger Corps though? There are a ton of militias around here. Titania isn’t too far. Actually it’s probably even closer than the Corps. So what made Dryden decide on this particular militia?” 
 
    Loka straightens her back with pride and gives me a wide smile, “We’re ruthless, cold, and brutal- and we like things that way. But, we’re also just and honorable. Although, I have no idea if Dryden knew about any of that. To be honest, apparently when Ulric told the kid about their contract with the Reapers, he specifically mentioned not to tell us. So, of course, Dryden ran straight to us. It sort of make you think that maybe Ulric wanted to be caught. Oh well, though, no use pondering. The guy’s dead now, and we’ll never know!” 
 
    Casimir shifts in his chair and looks at me in sorrow, “I’m not sure if Ulric wanted to be caught or if he just made a miscalculation on Dryden’s part. Dryden was his nephew, so when he told him about the Remnant’s part in the disappearances-” 
 
    “His nephew? So when Ulric kidnapped his sister, he was handing Dryden’s mother over to the Reapers?” I interrupt in surprise. Casimir nods his head while I shake mine in confusion, “Your story doesn’t make any sense to me though- all the way down to Dryden even being a part of the Remnants. Wasn’t he living in an old, Victorian neighborhood a couple years ago with his little sister?” 
 
    Loka and Casimir look at each other with wide eyes, “What nonsense are you even saying right now?” Loka asks. 
 
    Casimir sounds equally confused, “Dryden lived his entire life with the Remnants, and he never had a sister. The guy actually didn’t even know his dad either. His mom was all he had until her disappearance.” 
 
    I shake my head again and lean back against the chair with a sigh. It doesn’t make sense. I don’t think Casimir’s lying to me- he has no reason to- but then, who was Isoline and why was a picture of him in that house? And if Isoline wasn’t Dryden’s sister, why would she risk her life to find the locket? I guess, she could have been a girlfriend or someone with romantic interest in him. She probably thought I’d be more willing to help her if she said she was his sister.  
 
    “Does the name, Isoline, mean anything to anyone here?” I question. Everyone in the room either shakes their head or murmurs a quiet no. I look toward Edric and try to communicate to him with my expression. I want to know if he might have a theory about Isoline’s true identity. Edric just looks at me and shrugs his shoulders. He’s just as confused as I am. 
 
    I clear my throat and sit forward in the chair, “I need to find Dryden. I don’t know where he is right now, but he’s the only one who can give me the answers I need. If anything, all of this has just left me with more questions.” 
 
    Casimir bites his bottom lip in thought, “Dryden lived his entire life in the Remnant compound. Before he left, he said he wanted to travel around some and see more of the world. I think the first place he said he’s going to visit is the Twilight Void, but I don’t know if he’s still there. From what I’ve heard though, that’s a pretty big city, so I think there’s a good chance of you two finding him there.” 
 
    Edric adds to the loose plan we’re forming, “Even if he’s not there now, we have a picture of him. I’m sure we can find someone there who’s seen him. If he left, then maybe they can give us information on where he went.” 
 
    I smile at Edric in agreement and look back at Casimir, “Casimir… you said Dryden lived in the Remnant compound his entire life?” He nods his head and I pause for a moment before tentatively asking, “So then, does Dryden know what Ulric did to the Remnants? Does he know they no longer exist?” Casimir holds his breath as his eyes widen. He shakes his head and I close my eyes and sigh.  
 
    “Wait,” Edric finally stand up and leans against the wall, “So what you’re telling me is that when we find this guy, we have to be the ones to break the bad news to him?” Edric laughs incredulously and looks at me. “Do you know what you’re doing here, Luxem?” 
 
    “A girl died trying to find that locket of him. She claimed she was his sister, but now, who knows how she factors into everything.” I shrug my shoulders and hold Edric’s gaze. “All I know is that all the arrows keep pointing to Dryden. I know what we’re doing up until the point we actually find him. After that, it’s going to be all him. And as painful as it’s going to be, everything he knew and loved about the Remnants was gone when Ulric told him about the contract.” 
 
    We keep our eyes locked, mine pleading and Edric’s unreadable. This is out of his comfort zone. I know I can complete the mission alone, but I don’t want to be left with my thoughts. I want Edric there as a buffer, to distract me. Edric finally nods his head and looks at Loka, “A ride back to my bike would be pretty nice.” 
 
    Loka shakes her head and smiles, “Fat chance, Edi. Walking’s good for you anyway. It’ll keep you mission ready.” 
 
    Edric mumbles something under his breath, and I thank Casimir, trying to drown out whatever Edric’s saying. All I need is for Loka to get upset when we’re so close to having our freedom back. Loka gives me her signature smirk and nods toward Edric, “Keep him in line, Luxem. He’s a troublemaker.” I nod and thank her before following Edric out of the room. It’s about time to get back on the road, and I finally have another lead to get me at least one step closer to Dryden (and hopefully, the Reapers). I hope I can actually find Dryden in the Twilight Void, though. I don’t want to go back to the days where I’d live my life chasing one lead after another, never actually getting anywhere. It’s time to actually complete a mission. It’s time for me to have a win in my life, not just more false hope. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “Never attempt to win by force what can be won by deception.” 
 
    -Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    Dryden is easier to track down than I anticipated. Before we left the Dagger Corps compound, Casimir had a message patched through for him from the control room. Dryden wanted him to meet him in the Twilight Void. Apparently, he found the city to his liking and decided to open an auto shop there. It’s a trade that’s highly sought after since most human’s don’t have the time to dedicate to learning the skills needed to repair vehicles. From what Casimir described though, Dryden had more than enough time in the Remnant camp to become a master of whatever trade he wanted. Edric and I planned to go to the Twilight Void anyway, but, because of that message, at least we now know for sure that Dryden will be somewhere in the city. And an automotive shop shouldn’t be too hard to find.  
 
    The Twilight Void is a six day walk, seven hour drive, from the Dagger Corps compound. It would have been tough to do on the motorbike. Edric though, in all of his charismatic glory, somehow convinced Loka to temporarily trade in his bike for a car. I was surprised he even tried to get a car from her because of his aversion to them, but Edric’s reasoning made sense. At first, Loka was completely against trading his bike for a car, saying that cars are much more valuable and she couldn’t waste them on a mission with no guarantee of success. But Edric argued that the possibility of finding Dryden is greater than the risk of failure and if we do find him, we won’t be able to transport him anywhere without a car.  
 
    After he said his piece, I pulled Edric aside before Loka could respond, “If a car is all that you’re worried about, I’m sure Dryden will have extra. He owns own an autoshop. And regardless, we can just worry about it when we get there.” I tried to keep my voice low, but Loka still watched us curiously.  
 
    “Yeah he’ll have cars that need fixed up or that belong to other people.” I wanted to make the trip as comfortable as I could for him, and I know he has an aversion to cars. I don’t know if Edric didn’t realize what I tried to do or if he just ignored it, but he turned to Loka and continued, “Dryden may not have a car of his own, and if he’s trying to build a business, he’s not going to use one of his customer’s. Please, commander, just lend us a car.” Edric put his hands together in mock prayer and begged Loka until she caved.  
 
    So now, Edric and I are shoved into what feels like a tiny clown car, making the seven hour drive to the Twilight Void. So far, we’re only an hour and a half in, and the drive has been shrouded in complete silence. It isn’t necessarily uncomfortable silence, but we both know that we need to talk to one another and make sure we’re still a united team. I just don’t think either of us wants to be the first to break the peace in the car. 
 
    I decide to speak up first to test the waters with Edric, “We should have just taken my car at the beginning if you were going to end up switching to one anyway. It has a lot more room in it than this thing.” I don’t mean for my words to come out sounding so aggressive. I’m not trying to argue with him, but still, I seem like I’m being confrontational. I hold my breath waiting for his answer.  
 
    Edric snorts under his breath, “Yeah, I get that, but you’re here as my passenger now. In, what is sort of, my car. So I get to drive. And if I’m going to ride in a car, I’d at least like to be the one in control.” Edric smirks at me, but I know him well enough to see through his false bravado. He uncomfortable in a car, even if he is the one in control. 
 
    Regardless, I have to keep things light. If I call Edric out on his bluff, he’s only going to get defensive. In his case, it’s better to pretend I don’t see his discomfort. “Right. Like there’s some hierarchy in the car? I could drive if I wanted.” I’m glad Edric didn’t response to my clunky opener with irritation or anger. It usually takes a lot to make him angry, but lately, Edric’s been getting more and more on edge. Still, I can’t skirt around the issues we need to talk about- like his mom, or his confession. Those are the topics holding us back from being friends again- or at least working as a team. I just have no idea how to approach either of them. I’m sure our jokes are helping to lighten the mood, but if I start talking about either subject, it’s just going to become heavy and dark once more.  
 
    Edric looks over toward me and smiles, “This is your chariot, Lux. I won’t lie; I really had to push myself to get it, but I want the mission to go perfectly for you. And now, we know for a fact that Dryden is in the Twilight Void, so… things are looking up, Luxie. You don’t have to feel bad anymore.”  
 
    There Edric goes again, going out of his way for me, letting his feelings for me get in the way of what’s best for him. I need to talk to him. He can’t keep pushing himself out of his comfort zone for me. I take a deep breath and ready myself, because even though everything is going smoothly in the car, I know I’m inviting conflict by bringing up his feelings. Before I can, though, Edric interrupts.  
 
    “Lux?” I snap my head in his direction, alarmed by the slightly panicked tone in his voice. “We’re out of gas. This thing’s about to stop moving.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? We still have hours left until we reach the Twilight Void. I thought the car had enough in it so that we wouldn’t have to fill up until we made it there. You didn’t think to ask Loka to top off the tank?” I shift in my seat so I can look at the gas meter. Sure enough, the needle’s pointing to empty.  
 
    Edric glares at me in annoyance, “You still see me as an irresponsible kid, right? Obviously I had her top it off, Luxem. I’m not an idiot. There’s probably some problem with the tank.” 
 
    We hop out of the car and I sit cross legged on the ground while Edric walks around and inspects it to see what’s wrong. After he’s finished, Edric drops down on the grass beside me with a heavy sigh. “So...” he drifts off and pauses for a moment while scratching his chin, “We have a leak in the gas tank. It’s would take a while to fix and that’s assuming we had the proper tools to do so.- and obviously, cans of gas to fill the tank afterward.” 
 
    “If we had the tools, you’d be able to fix it? I didn’t know you knew so much about cars.” I look at Edric in surprise. It’s unlike him to try anything new. Contrary to his devil-may-care attitude, Edric likes comfort and consistency. It’s one of the reason he joined the Dagger Corps. He knew that he’d always have steady work and a handsome payment waiting for him afterward. Edric has never in his life been passionate about reading though, so for him to try and learn something as complex as automobile repair is something I never imagined him doing.  
 
    “I started trying to teach myself a few things after my mom died to get my mind off all the stuff I didn’t want to deal with,” I’m surprised Edric is saying anything about his mother’s death. He glances at me for a moment before continuing, “Regardless of what I do or don’t know, we still have a problem. I don’t have the tools here to fix anything, there’s no gas station for miles, and no one to contact. We’re going to have to figure something else out,” I groan, calculating how long a walk it would be from this point onward. Too long. And we didn’t pack supplies for a walk. Surviving that long on the open road would be tricky- and dangerous.  
 
    “Lux, I have a plan. Don’t say it’s stupid and irresponsible until I’m done though, alright?” Edric fidgets with his fingers and gives me a sly smile. I raise my eyebrows at him but let Edric continue without interruption, “We burn the car. Trash it. Right here. People are going to see the fire and come check it out, and if luck’s on our side, they’re going to come in their own vehicles and that, Luxie, will give us a chance to steal one.” Edric takes a lighter out of his pocket and flicks it once, firing up a small flame. “What do you think?” 
 
    I open my mouth in surprise and look at the car before laughing under my breath. Typical Edric. Dangerous. Reckless. Spontaneous. The plan is so different from anything I’ve ever done in my life… I think it just might work. “It pretty much sounds like the kind of hair brained plan you would have come up with when we were kids. And, if my memory serves me right, I always agreed with you even back then. What about the car though? I mean, won’t Loka flip out when you come back and she finds out you completely trashed a Dagger Corps car?” Edric has worked hard to build up enough favor with Loka to convince her to lend him a vehicle. If he trashes it on the mission after working so hard to persuade her it was necessary, Edric will suffer some serious consequences.  
 
    “Yeah… I’m kind of counting on either stealing a car or hoping Dryden has low morals for his business and will let us take one off of him. But considering we only got this car because of my convincing argument that Dryden won’t have one available, I’m banking on the first plan of stealing one. And Loka can’t be mad if we bring her back a car nicer than this heap of junk.” Edric kicks his legs out in front of him and bounces one over top of the other while running his fingers through his hair. His movements are becoming frantic, and I can tell he’s full of energy. Edric is ready to put this plan into action now; he’s just waiting for me to give him the word. I feel the same nervous energy building inside me at the thought of the risks involved with our plan. What if no one comes? How will we make it to the Twilight Void? Regardless, I feel alive. It’s as if I’ve been in a fog the past couple days and the adrenaline from the plan is dosing up my veins with life and excitement. A lot can go wrong, though, and the plan isn’t that well thought out, but it’s all we have, and a lot is riding on its success.  
 
    I look Edric in the eyes and let my smile grow even bigger. “Let’s do it.” Edric opens the back door and grabs his bag, shuffling through it until he finds a random piece of paper he doesn’t need in the bottom of one of the pockets. He rolls it up and puts it in the gas tank, leaving half sticking out, and methodically empties the car of anything he wants to keep. I just open the passenger door and grab my own bag off the seat before walking to stand beside Edric. He’s busy filling his bag with items that look completely meaningless to me. Edric’s extremely serious though, carefully packing his lucky bobble head, a broken pair of aviators, and an animal printed steering wheel cover. He pauses with the steering wheel cover still in his hand, and, after a moment’s deliberation, Edric wraps it around his wrist like a bracelet.  
 
    I stop paying attention to what he’s doing and instead take a good, long look at Edric himself. I hadn’t noticed certain changes in him before talking to Mori, but after hearing about his mother, I realize that Edric has become harder- and not in the emotionally distant way I first thought after I told him about the Remnants. He feigned nonchalance then, but in reality, Edric doesn’t have any real nonchalance at all anymore. All of it looks studied and practiced, as if he has memories of the boy he used to be and is trying to pretend he hasn’t changed. But as I watch him, I notice more and more how different he’s become, and as hard as Edric’s trying, he can’t recreate who he was when we were kids. Edric’s shoulders are stiff and his eyes are rapidly dotting around while he packs things, as though someone is going to jump out of the bushes around us. I want to ask him more about his mother, about how the last five years have changed him, where he disappeared to after seeing me in the fields that day, and most all of, what he feels about the person he’s becoming- but I can’t. It isn’t the right time, and we still have a mission to do. Then again, when will it ever be the right time? Fate is playing cruel games with both of us.  
 
    “Okay, Lux. I’m lighting the paper. Run up the hillside and jump in a bush, a pile of leaves, ash, something. Whatever you pick should provide suitable cover until our motorcycle, or, hopefully, car bandits come.” Edric looks at me with no humor in his face, his eyes calm and deadly serious, but I know better. Even without showing it, I know he’s enjoying every part of our struggle. The spontaneity of coming up with a plan at the last minute, the unforeseen challenges, the danger of it becoming a fatal failure- it’s all right up Edric’s alley. He could have never been a farmer like his dad. His fingers twitch in excitement and his breathing rapidly increases with movement he makes. Edric’s in his element and I feel like I’m watching an artist at work. 
 
    “You got it, Edric. Do what you have to. We’ll get a vehicle.” I smile at Edric and turn to jog up the hillside, looking at all possible hiding places before deciding on an orange fire bush. It feels like autumn hit this area early, though I probably know that’s just because of how far north we’re traveling. The cold arrives here much faster. Still, the fire bush is a lucky find. My clothes are a similar rustic shade that will help me blend into the scenery. I move sticks and leaves aside to hide myself within the bush and wait for Edric’s car to catch fire. When I look out of the small pocket I created in the branches though, Edric is nowhere to be found. I jump as his car finally bursts into flames and even though I’m not supposed to move, I swing my head around to see if I’m able to find him. There are only so many plausible hiding places and I surveyed most of them when I was looking for my own.  
 
    I feel Edric settle in beside me and I jump at the slight brush of his arm. “This bush isn’t going to be big enough to hide both of us, Edric. You’re not even wearing clothes that will camouflage you.” I’m in burnt oranges and browns, my hair a shade of fire itself, while Edric is wearing all black with some navy blue, his hair even whiter in comparison.  
 
    Edric brings his finger to his lips to silence me and moves his face closer to mine before whispering, “I think I may have a little more experience in the realm of reckless planning, and I think us hiding together will be just fine. There’s a burning car in front of us. I doubt anyone’s going to be looking at a bush on the hillside.” I don’t reply and instead watch the burning car in silence, waiting to see if anyone will pull up to investigate. We only have to sit for a couple minutes before we hear several motorcyclists. Six of them drive into view and Edric swears under his breath, “Guess we’re going to be taking a bike then. Sorry, Luxie, I really wanted a car for you.” I smile to let him know it’s okay but refrain from moving. While staying as still as possible, I watch the motorcyclists park their bikes around the car and start yelling unintelligibly to one another.  
 
    “Still though, cars or not, I predicted this, Luxie,” Sloan says with a wide smile across his face. “I mean, yeah, a car or two would have been nice, and I do wish the situation was more ideal- as in we didn’t have a busted gas tank to begin with, but this is what I was talking about!” Edric starts talking too loud in his excitement and I mimic his motion from earlier, bringing my finger in front of my lips to silence him. 
 
    “Alright Edric. I think I’ll take over this mission now. I’m happy for you, but you’re acting like a puppy here.” He brushes his overgrown golden locks out of his eyes and winks at me. Since accepting this mission, he’s stopped slicking his hair back to Dagger Corps standards, instead keeping his hair messy and pin straight, blonde bangs hanging over his eyes.  
 
    He grabs my hand and before I can draw back and take it away, he leads me from the bush, using different covers to creep closer to where the bikers have gathered. Four of them talk among themselves near the car while two of them hang back near the cluster of bikes. The four that looked to be arguing just moments before nod their heads at one another and split up- I presume to look for us (or at least whoever started the fire). When they first showed up, I felt a pang of guilt for taking one of their bikes, but after observing them more, I recognized the way they hold themselves and converse. Their eyes are shifty and threatening, as though they don’t even trust one another. I’ve come across rogue mercenaries like them multiple times during past missions. They’re not attached to any militia and choose instead to prey on the weak for their own survival . These types of rogue mercenaries have no care about who suffers from their lawlessness. They don’t kill- that would attract too much unwanted attention if they took out the wrong person, but they don’t think twice about stealing the last bit of food a family has for the week. I usually try to avoid them when I’m out, but for this mission, I’m glad I have an opportunity to inconvenience them in some way, even if it’s small.  
 
    I move forward to take out the two bikers left standing by the vehicles, but Edric grabs my arm and pulls me back beside him. He shakes his head and points to the four bikers returning from wherever they had gone. I look at him in confusion but he just shakes his head again. The bikers were only gone for moments, and I assumed they left to look for the owners of the car, but maybe I was wrong. Edric nudges my shoulder and points in front of us. It looks like the bikers went to fetch some stale beer, but I have no idea where they found it. I didn’t see any of them pull the cans out of their bikes.  
 
    Edric motions for me to follow him and we duck behind a boulder with tree branches cascading down behind us, effectively concealing us from the bikers’ view. We peek around the boulder and watch as the rouges settle down for a night of partying. They pull sleeping bags from the packs on the sides of their bikes and crack open a few cans, using the burning car for light. Some are even throwing a few of the sticks they find around the area into the flames in a weak effort to keep the fire alive. I groan and rest my back against the boulder, listening to the rowdiness behind us. “We’re going to have a long night ahead of us with complete meatheads.” I’m glad the rouges are at least being loud enough with one another for Edric and I to be able to whisper without being heard. “Where did they even get those cans? They didn’t bring them along, did they? I don’t think I saw them grab anything like that from their bikes.” 
 
    Edric grins and shrugs his shoulders, “I’m not as unprepared as I may seem, Lux.” 
 
    I frown, my forehead creasing with confusion, “Wait, you packed beer for us? What in the world would make you think I was going to decide to drink in the middle of our mission, Edric?” 
 
    Edric sighs and pats the top of my head as I push his hand away, “No, Lux, come on. I get that I’m impulsive and everything, but do you seriously think I’d do that? I kind of always keep a case on me for when I’m in a situation where I might need to do some bartering. It can be a hot commodity with some mercenaries and especially good for getting info. In this situation, it ended up working out because I basically just left it on the ground on the other side of the car. At any point in my plan, something could have gone wrong- like if they questioned any part of the situation. I mean, the whole think reeks of a set up, but lucky for us, rogues like this feel confident enough in their physical capabilities that even if they thought this was a trap, they’d probably just assume they could take on whoever tried to trick them. They’re fools is what they are, and thanks to that very fact, my plan went off without a hitch. The bikers took the bait and all is well.” He lets out a deep breath and stretches his arms in front of him, loudly cracking his knuckles. 
 
    It takes me a moment to piece together and comprehend everything Edric’s telling me. “So what you’re saying is that we wait until they pass out drunk and that’s when we go in and take the bike? There’s only enough for one beer between all of them, Edric. That plan isn’t going to work. They’ll just go to sleep, and then wake up the second a stick breaks under our boots.” 
 
    Edric gives me a smug grin and lets out a long, relaxed sigh, “They’re laced. Their party isn’t even going to make it into the night.” 
 
    I release a low whistle and look at Edric with admiration. “For this being a spontaneous plan, you’re actually pretty prepared, aren’t you?” 
 
    Edric laughs under his breath and looks at the ground, “So, do I look pretty cool, then?” He meets my eyes with a penetrating gaze, the atmosphere around us turning solemn. “Maybe if I do more stuff like this, you’ll look at me in a different light?” 
 
    I open my mouth to respond to him, but I can’t think of what to say. A loud cheer rings out from the group of bikers behind us and both Edric and I slightly jump. Our small talk took an intense turn, so the cheer actually helped to lighten up the atmosphere. I didn’t think I’d end up being grateful for the distraction the rogues brought along with them. Edric still feels the same way he did five years ago, and I’m still not ready to talk or even think about the two of us like that. My focus is the mission in front of us- it always has been- and the mission comes first. I’ve been treading on emotionally unstable ground since my meeting with Ulric, and having a mission is the only thing keeping me together. I can’t allow Edric’s feelings in or I run the risk of losing that focus, and in the process, losing myself. 
 
    Edric clears his throat and looks away from me with a sigh, “Are you tired? We can take shifts sleeping until the last of the bikers pass out if you want.” 
 
    I shake my head and shift my position on the ground, trying to get more comfortable. “Don’t worry about that, Edric. It was already late when the rogues pulled up. They’ll probably be passing out pretty soon.” Edric nods his head and rests it on the boulder behind us. I don’t know when the bikers will eventually pass out, but no matter how long it takes, the minutes between then and now are going to feel like an eternity. We’re in for a long night. I don’t want to address what Edric’s feeling, and if the topic of his mother comes up, I have no idea how to comfort him or if he’d even accept my sympathies. If the party behind us lasts too long though, our conversation will inevitably end up in a place I’m not ready for, and I’m dreading every moment until then.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “Architecture is measured against the past; you build in the future, and you try to imagine the future.” 
 
    -Richard Rogers 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    Surprisingly, Edric and I don’t talk at first. I thought he’d use this opportunity of us being trapped together to bring up his feelings or the argument we had before we were captured by the Dagger Corps. The two of us have no shortage of conversation material. It seems like we’ve fallen into this pattern of halting conversations when they get too intense, but then we never revisit them. If that persists, I wonder if our friendship (or whatever relationship we have now) will finally come to an end. There are too many unspoken things putting too much distance between us. I shift uncomfortably on the ground beside Edric, but he’s still as a statue. The silence between us is making me tense, and for the first time in our relationship, I have no idea what to talk about with him. In the past, there was never a quiet moment between us. Now, I feel like I’m seeing a new side of Edric, and I have no clue how to approach it. 
 
    I speak first to break the discomforting silence between us, “I’m sorry, you know. I’ve always been sorry about how things were left between us.” I let my words drift off until they’re so quiet, I’m sure Edric has a hard time hearing them. I’m not sure why, out of all the topics we have to discuss with one another, I chose that one. His feelings are one of the last things I want to deal with- I just told myself to place my focus entirely on the mission- but his friendship is still important to me, even after the five years we’ve been apart. If I don’t address his honesty with some of my own, I’d accidentally push him away until Edric’s lost to me forever.  
 
    “Elaborate on that. I get the gist of what you’re saying, but I need more.” Edric’s still looking away from me as he talks. His arms are crossed as he relaxes against the boulder, and his eyes are closed as if he’s sleeping, but I know he looks a lot calmer on the outside than he feels on the inside. He’s always been good at hiding his thoughts and feelings behind a cool facade, and now is no different. He understands exactly what I’m talking about, but Edric isn’t going to make things easy for me. He finally has me to a point where I can’t run away anymore, and he wants to make sure I’m going to say everything I need to loud and clear. I’m sure Edric has been waiting a long time to have this conversation.  
 
    “You know exactly what I’m sorry for, Edric. I’m sorry for leaving you. For disappearing. For not including you or telling you where I was going. When I left, I left with every intention of returning to Timberwood someday. I thought I’d just work through whatever issues I had and I’d come back to you, and at that we’d be able to talk about whatever feelings we had for one another, but then, Lucie wanted to stay close and we didn’t have the clean break I thought we were going to.” I grab Edric’s arm in an effort to turn his body toward mine. I’m unnerved by his coldness (he’s never acted that way toward me), and because of it, a desperate energy is starting to build withing me. I want everything to be okay between us, or at the very least feel like it’s fine. I want a bandaid basically, but only if I can’t create a complete fix for the situation. Edric and I had moments on the trip when it felt like everything was back to normal, and I never left him behind in Timberwood. I want the ease of those times. The Edric in front of me is unfamiliar, and my anxiety’s building. I’ve always kept myself distant from those around me and avoided most human contact. The resentment I have toward myself always kept me from feeling a part of society. I lied to myself, saying the distance would keep me alive, but maybe it just set me up for failure. I’m so distraught over Edric, I can barely focus on the mission even though I keep reminding myself to dedicate my mind to it. If I didn’t push people away so often, perhaps now I’d be more well equipped to balance both the mission and my personal life, instead of letting one consume me. 
 
    I know Edric’s angry with me not only because I left him behind, but also because he feels betrayed by me not telling him the full truth. I stuck around the area and avoided him as though he was a stranger I didn’t want to run into. Edric was close with his mother, but not even their relationship compared with ours. Our friendship even rivaled his and Lucie’s We were so impossibly close, that if our past selves were to see what became of our relationship, they wouldn’t believe it. When he confessed to me five years ago, he didn’t care if I never returned his feelings- all he wanted was for me to stay with him, even if I just stayed as a friend. For the first time in our friendship, Edric poured his heart out to me, and I still turned my back on him and cut off all contact. I knew he was serious. I should have just dealt with it then. How could I put it off for so long? 
 
    I was a fool. That’s why I left, why I dragged Lucie away from her home, why I ran away from Edric at such a key point in our relationship. I forced what I wanted on everyone around me, using my grief over our parents’ disappearance as an excuse to do whatever I wanted. Maybe I should give myself a pat of the back for even broaching the topic with Edric. I’ve been running away for so long that it’s become easy to avoid situations I don’t want to deal with. Edric. Lucie. Even Mori. I was only ever going to be in Timberwood for a couple days, but why didn’t I do more for her? Am I still trying that hard to keep my distance from everyone around me? Is that why Isoline lied to me about her relationship with Dryden? Honestly, if Isoline had told me she was Dryden’s girlfriend or even just a friend, I doubt I would have helped her. Maybe lying was Isoline’s only choice and she knew it. My mercenary reputation is admirable, but who knows what people say about the kind of person I am. 
 
    Edric stays quiet for a couple minutes, the murmured conversations of the biker gang being the only sounds around us. There haven’t been any shouts or hollers for a while now, so I’d assume it’s safe to say they’re getting ready to pass out at any moment. I’m glad I finally brought up the topic with Edric, but the timing’s off. If the rogues fall asleep soon, we wont’ have enough time to discuss everything we need to. Edric finally sighs and clenches his hands into fists for a moment before relaxing them. He turns toward me, biting his bottom lip, before saying, “I get it, Luxem. Your parents went missing. You wanted to find out the truth about their disappearance. And that’s your life’s mission now, especially with Lucie gone too- and that’s fine. I never wanted to hold you back, even when I asked you to stay...” Edric drifts off for a moment before continuing, “I know how stubborn you are. I never expected you to actually stay in Timberwood. I was just hoping that maybe, after telling you everything I felt, you’d let me come along with you. I wanted there to be a part of you that actually wanted me to come.” Edric kicks his feet in front of him and bites his lip, no longer feigning nonchalance. “That’s another thing that really got to me, Luxem. I never expected you to stay. I didn’t think for one second that I was going to convince you, but for some reason you thought I was trying to force your hand or something. And then, you actually stayed! And you didn’t even tell me. You let me believe that you were gone, and here you were just hanging around Timberwood as though it was just another day.” Edric closes his eyes and runs a hand through his hair, grabbing it in frustration. 
 
    I give an indignant grunt and pull his hand away from his hair, “I came back because Lucie was having a hard time adjusting. She wanted to see her friends and our old house. I wanted to leave. I didn’t want to run into anyone in Timberwood. I just-” 
 
    Edric cuts me off, laughing incredulously under his breath, “So while you were so irreplaceable to me, I was just like everyone else to you? I was someone you wanted to avoid?” 
 
    I quiet for a moment, thinking about how to respond to his questions. I’m sure he only asked rhetorically, but I still feel like I somehow need to explain myself in a way that he’ll understand. Even if Edric never forgives me, I want him to at least understand me. “We both lost our parents, Edric, and because we haven’t talked that deeply about it, I don’t know how you dealt with it. I don’t know if you pushed people away. I’m assuming, from what I heard from Mori, that you just threw yourself into your work, but even that, I’m not sure of. What I do know is that no matter how close we are- or were- we have always been two completely different people. Maybe I dealt with my grief in a poor way. No, actually I know that I did. But that’s how I dealt with it, and now it’s over. That’s the past, Edric, and I can’t change it. We were just children. It’s no wonder I was selfish and impulsive. I was young. And I wish I could go back and rewrite the story, but I can’t, and I’m sorry about that. So, now, I just want to know what we’re going to do from here on out. It’s been five years and we’ve both grown as people. You tell me what’s next.” 
 
    My eyes are pleading with Edric for forgiveness, but he hold my gaze with an unreadable expression. When he breaks eye contact, I look down to see his shoulders rapidly rising and falling with his breath. “I know, Lux. And I’m sorry too. I think that maybe one of the ways I dealt with my grief was turning the emptiness I felt into anger for you.” Edric glances at me with sorrowful eyes before continuing, “My dad disappeared, then my mom died, and both of those things happened not long after you left Timberwood for good. When I saw you that day in the fields, I felt betrayed and hurt, but I told myself that you must have been there for a good reason. I wasn’t angry at you. But after both my parents were gone, and I found myself wishing more than ever that you were beside me...that’s when my feelings turned to anger. I didn’t know who to turn to- or even how to live without you.” I swallow and take a deep breath to relieve some some of the pressure building behind my eyes. I had no idea what Edric was going through the entire time I was gone. If only I had just stayed in Timberwood. Everything would be different now. Edric sighs before adding, “I was just so, so angry, Luxem. In my head, I berated you for leaving. I started blaming you for everything that was going downhill in my life, and I know that’s not fair, but it’s still what I did. I’ve always been a little obsessed with you, but at that time…the feelings I had for you were something else.” 
 
    “So then where do we go from here, Edric? Do you still blame me?” I can’t look at him while I ask. What am I going to do if he’s still harboring anger for me? How do I fix that? Edric softly touches my shoulder, and I whip my head in his direction, surprised he can still be tender even after everything he just told me. 
 
    Edric slowly raises his gaze to meet mine and bites his lip once before speaking, “I think that seeing you again after all these years gave me the wake up call I needed. I don’t expect anything from you, Lux, and I don’t blame you for anything either. I just want to be beside you, helping you with your mission in whatever way I can. All I’ve ever wanted was just to be beside you.” 
 
    My breath catches in my throat, and I look down at Edric’s hand still resting on my shoulder. I’m not sure what to add to the conversation, and even though I’m relieved Edric isn’t angry at me anymore, my body’s becoming tense from this new silence. Everything I can think to say doesn’t sound right. I don’t want to give him false promises, and a polite thank you seems to casual for the intensity of the situation. Luckily, Edric breaks the silence while removing his hand. A rush of cool air hits my shoulder, and I look at him in alarm as he stands. “The bikers are passed out, Luxie.” He grins and carefully moves the tree branches around us so we can noiselessly leave our hiding place. “I thought you were supposed to be good? You weren’t a little bit distracted by my hand, were you?” 
 
    My face starts burning in embarrassment, and I stutter for a moment before standing beside Edric, “You’re a child. Let’s just grab a bike and get out of here.” Edric lets out a low chuckle as we cautiously make our way toward the sleeping rogues. I’m glad everything is back to normal between us, and Edric still feels comfortable enough to crack jokes and pick on me. I’m still not quite sure how to handle his serious side yet, but I still want to ask about his mom and where he went after I left town. 
 
    We creep down the hillside toward the bikers, who are haphazardly passed out around the sleeping bags. The crackle of the still burning fire does nothing to drown their loud snores and I hear Edric beside me trying to suppress a laugh. I can see how he thinks the scene in front of us is hilarious; it’s all his doing. He moves closer to me and I shiver as Edric’s breath hits my ear, “They made this way too easy for us. Their bikes are just there for the taking.” 
 
    I nod my head and keep my voice low as I respond, “Are we just going to take one bike? Two might be better, especially if we find Dryden and he ends up needing a ride to wherever our next destination is.”  
 
    Edric shakes his head, “If you want to search these guys for their keys, feel free to, but remember, you take the risk of waking them. They’re passed out, not dead.” I glare at him and sigh under my breath. In reality, I’m more annoyed at myself for not thinking about the key in the first place. It seems like Edric has a lot more experience with using trickery on his missions than I do. Then again, he also interacts with a lot more people than I do. As much as I wish I felt more in control of the situation, I have to admit that Edric knows what he’s doing.  
 
    “Okay, so then I’m going to assume we’ll just hotwire a bike to get going? If we do that though, we won’t have a key. If we get into a tight spot with the bike and have to make a quick break for it, we’ll be out of luck. Wiring would take too much time.” 
 
    Edric shrugs his shoulders and walks to the bike farthest from the sleeping men. “I know, but our next stop is going to be Dryden’s shop in the Void right? I doubt the kid would have settled in a dangerous place. I don’t think we’ll need to make a quick escape there.” 
 
    I follow him and murmur, “Let’s hope there will be enough gas.” 
 
    Edric turns toward to me and sighs, “Okay, Luxie, come on. We don’t have a perfect plan here. It’s spontaneous, and yeah, some of it rests on us just getting lucky, but it’s the best we have right now. So, please, just let me work here.” 
 
    I raise my eyes at Edric’s irritation but stay quiet as he works on the bike. I’m not used to feeling like dead weight. Maybe I need to reconsider my skills as a mercenary. Working with Edric has been an eye opening experience for me, and it’s starting to make me wonder if perhaps I’m not quite the mercenary I thought I was. Loka said I’m one of the best, but how does she know? I haven’t been around other mercenaries (including the other Remnant ones) in years, and after Lucie disappeared and I felt like the Remnants weren’t giving me enough quality information, I barely accepted any missions. I’ve always felt like the only person I need is myself, but it seems like without Edric, the information from the Dagger Corps, or Ulric, I would be nowhere. I haven’t even met Dryden yet, but the information he told Loka has helped me more than I’ve been able to help myself. I’m disappointed. I’m disappointed in myself, the tactics I use as a mercenary, my lack of knowledge and self- efficiency… I’m letting myself down. There was a point in time when I felt capable enough to take on the Scarlet Reapers by myself. Where did that confidence come from? I’m closer than ever to finding the reapers but I’ve reached a point where I hardly have any faith left in myself.  
 
    The roar of the bike’s engine jerks me out of my thoughts. Edric yells for me to hop on, but I first look at the rogues attempting to raise themselves off the ground. They’re scrambling to find out what’s going on and who’s started a bike, but all of their faces are confused and half are covering their ears, trying to block out the loud noise. It seems like they’re still a bit hungover from whatever Edric mixed into their drinks, and I smile at how easy it is to steal one of their bikes. The rogues are still far to out of it to even think about starting up the other bikes to follow Edric and I. I jump on the back of the motorcycle and wrap my arms around Edric, giving one last look to the rogues. They’ve finally notice us and are angrily trying to get to their bikes. They have every intention of following us, but some can’t even walk in a straight line, while others are still looking to see where they put their keys. I give them all one last smirk before Edric guns the gas and we speed away from the wrecked car toward the Twilight Void. 
 
    # 
 
    As Edric and I drive toward the Void, I watch the mountains go by while resting my head on his back. The fur of his bomber jacket is soft on my cheek and he smells like the smoke from the car fire. I tear my eyes away from the mountains to look at the old speed limit signs from when humans actually need them. Now, so few people drive vehicles and the land is so lawless, it’s laughable to think of anyone obeying some numbers on a sign. The world before technology and Artifs… I was born into a world with Artifs. I’ve never known anything different. Still, that’s never kept me from imagining what things would have been like on a planet with only humans. There would have never been a war. I wouldn’t live in a dystopian wasteland. That much is for sure. I do wonder though, if anything would actually be any safer for us. As children, Lucie and I were taught to stay cautious around Artifs, while simultaneously being warned about the evil in humans. And in all my time on the road, going from mission to mission, the only bad run in I’ve ever had with Artifs was in the neighborhood I went to with Isoline, and who even knows the whole story there. Isoline isn’t who she said she was, and the Artifs in that manor were unlike any I’ve ever seen before.  
 
    To me, from my experience, it feels like humans are the more dangerous of the two. Not only do we kidnap our own, but rogue mercenaries patrol the highway waiting to take advantage of unsuspecting prey. Ulric was so quick to kidnap his fellow men, women, and children if it meant something a little extra for himself. If there is an ideal world that exists, it’s one where humans are actually united, where we actually work together as a powerful force against Artifs. Instead, we spend our time trying to kidnap one another and gain the upper hand on our fellow man. And the enemy is easy to see. We actually have our goal right in front of us, plain as day, and we still can’t pull ourselves together. In a way I suppose I’m lucky to live in a world with Artifs. If they didn’t exist, the fighting among ourselves would be even more brutal. 
 
    But despite all my musings, I do live in a world with Artifs, and no amount of daydreaming will ever change that reality. It would do me better to think more about the Artifs- the actual enemy (or so they’re supposed to be). Not much is known about them except that they have startlingly human-like psychology, but mercenaries who have encountered them on missions will share what they learn so that others can protect themselves better. The Remnants liked to their knowledge a step further and collect old pre war Artif literature and war time propaganda. With the propaganda, it’s hard to separate fact from fiction. A lot of information was sent out into different neighborhoods meant to heighten fear and hatred toward Artifs, but most of what was published wasn’t factual.  
 
    Knowing the few things I do about the Artifs, I’m not entirely sure Ulric was right about them capturing their own kind. From what I understand about them, all they’ve ever wanted is equality and rights- or at least they did when there was a society to be a part of. When they weren’t given those basic freedoms, fights broke out, and then humans escalated things to the point of war. Now though, with the world in shambles, I’m not sure it would take that much to convince Artifs to participate in Project Artian. As close as their psychology is to ours, they’ve always been more logical, more robotic. If the project can really combine humans and Artifs in some way and give the world its best chance at a utopia, then I’m sure they’d make the sacrifice for it. They probably just turn themselves in to the Reapers and offer their own bodies for experimentation. Utopia will always be the more logical answer, and as bitter as I am about the entire project, even I can step outside of my emotions and see that. If the Reapers didn’t resort to kidnapping and Project Artian was a choose people could sacrifice themselves for, I would, without a doubt, have given myself up to the project. My parents and Lucie would be safe, and I’d be willing to do whatever I had to in order to keep things that way.  
 
    Edric pulls onto the last road leading toward the Void, and I sigh into his back and close my eyes. We don’t have much farther to go, but I’m exhausted. I haven’t slept since Mori’s, and I need rest. My mind and body feel like they’ve been active without pause and I need a break, if not to sleep, then just to get a hold on myself and regroup. Even when I’m daydreaming, my mind is still filled with thoughts of the Reapers and Project Artian. I wonder what Edric daydreamed about during the ride. Does he daydream? For me, thinking and imagining are my only escapes from reality (even if they’re still nightmares). The books in the Remnant compound help me to dream, but I have no idea what became of the compound after Ulric destroyed the militia. I know that Edric has had his fair share of tragedy, but with it, he seems to thrive. He probably doesn’t have to dream to find contentment in his reality. Edric just lives the life he wants to and is all the happier for it. While I, despite all my efforts not to, seem to be trapped in a cycle of overworking myself and then retreating into a shell. I may currently be traversing the downward spiral of my cycle, but at least it’s not the violent instability I fell into after Lucie’s disappearance- the very reason I stay away from people now. 
 
    Up head, I can faintly make out a city skyline and I tighten my arms around Edric in excitement. Finally, we’re almost there. I’m ready to find Dryden, get something to eat, and take a long nap. I don’t know what we’re going to do once we find Dryden, but right now, I surprisingly don’t care. I’m just focused on taking things one step at a time. How to approach Dryden is still a mystery, though. First and foremost, I know I want to get answers about Isoline. That’s the main reason I want to talk to him anyway. So, I’ll question him about Isoline, the locket, and the neighborhood Isoline showed me- the one he supposedly lived in with her. For all I know, he won’t have answers for anything, but for now, until we actually talk, the possibilities are endless.  
 
    I still fell a pang in my chest when I think of Isoline, but the longer time goes by, the more removed I feel from the situation. Tacking on the new information that Isoline wasn’t even Dryden’s sister, I’m not sure how to feel. Was she a good person who needed help, or a bad guy who was just part of the problem? I don’t know if I’m subconsciously building a wall around my emotions or if I’m truly just that numb to the situation. Since my meeting with Ulric, there’s been a darkness creeping in that I’ve been struggling to hold at bay, and best way to fight it, is to stay numb and block out emotions.  
 
    Edric stops the bike near the outskirts of the city and hops off. I mimic his movements in confusion, “Why are we stopping here? Wouldn’t it make more sense to take the bike into the city?” 
 
    Edric looks at me and sighs, “I’ve only been to a city once, a couple years ago.” My ears perk up to catch every word he’s saying. Maybe this city is where he disappeared to all those years ago. “Regardless of my inexperience here, I’ve heard enough rumors to know that things are a lot different in cities than they are in the countryside and villages. Dryden’s shop is probably going to be on the outskirts anyway because the only people with vehicles are going to be from out of town. It’s usually just mercenaries, leaders, and aristocrats like the ones in the Remnants that have any reason to drive anywhere. But no one in the city owns a vehicle. There’s just no need for it. Setting up shop here is great because it’s a nice, central location, but Dryden’s not going to be getting a lot of business from his neighbors.” 
 
    I’m still confused by Edric’s words, though, and when he starts walking, I pull him back so I can get more answers. “I don’t understand. How does that explain why we’re not taking the bike into the city? We’d look like mercenaries? So what. We are mercenaries.” 
 
    Edric looks at me and bites his bottom lip, something he’s been doing a lot of lately. I’m sure he’s thinking about how to best explain the environment of a city to someone who’s never been there. I feel bad for pressing him so intensely, but I want to know exactly what we’re walking into. “Mercenaries aren’t really respected in cities. There aren’t any militias here, so basically all of us just look like barbarians vying for power. And mercenaries seem more like slave labor than anything- like the leader’s just use us to do their dirty work. Militias and mercenaries are the bad guys out here, and if we want to find Dryden, looking like two mercs who just rolled into town isn’t going to do us any favors. Most likely, Dryden’s shop is set up on a need to know basis. Mechanics really keep to themselves. They don’t want rogues knowing where they are. If we’re ‘acceptable’ mercenaries, then we should already know where his shop is.” 
 
    “So basically we’re just going to look like rogues,” I finish for him. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    I nod my head and gaze over the city, “So we’ll just make ourselves look like weary travelers instead?” Edric nods his head and continues toward the Void. I follow closely behind him and wonder how the city works without militias and mercenaries. I haven’t known any other life. Imagining a place where the concept of a mercenary is so foreign, it’s frightening, intrigues me. I’m not sure how to make it look like I’m a nomad instead of a mercenary, so I try hunching my shoulders slightly to make it seem like I’m less confident and play around with different walking styles, until I catch the eye of Edric who’s biting the inside of his cheek to keep himself from laughing. I huff at him and resume my normal gait and posture. If Edric isn’t changing anything about himself, then I most likely don’t have to either. I’ll just follow his lead, as I’ve annoying been doing since we embarked on this mission.  
 
    Edric and I walk along the sidewalk until we see lights up ahead. We both freeze in shock and awe when we reach the entrance of the city. It’s a complete culture shock for both of us. The Void isn’t in good shape. It’s crumbled and decrepit like the rest of the world, but it’s obvious that the people living in the city do what they can to beautify it. I can see some of the building in, what looks like, mid repair, while others are lit up with solar lights and covered in tin siding the color of warm copper, giving the buildings a cozy glow. Branches hung over openings in the walls and long, velvety curtains hide the people dwelling within them. There are vendors with different salted meats calling out for trades and the streets are packed with people milling between the various stores and homes. Their voices are loud with cheer and energy, a much different sound than the villages surrounding the city. I wonder if they’ve had to contend with any disappearances. Do the people here even know about the Reapers? Are they a threat to them? I immediately envy everything about the city and those lucky enough to live within its limits.  
 
    As mercenaries, we live on the fringes of society, never establishing a permanent home. Even those who try to settle down can never stay in one place too long due to always leaving for the next mission. We’re not a solid part of any community- necessary, but it’s like Edric said, we do the leaders’ dirty work so they don’t have to. And there are not true friendships among us. Mercs are always competing with one another to see who’s best. I remember mercenaries passing through the Remnant compound looking for work, bringing with them elaborate tales of thriving cities and towns far away from the villages. I always thought they were just stories meant to give children hope for a better life. I never thought for one moment that any place could be so serene, not with the Reapers and disappearances always looming overhead. My stomach does a small jump as I’m hit with the excitement that all those stories could be true. All I’ve seen of the world has been darkness, danger, and tragedy. My good memories of the past are overshadowed by the pain I’ve had to endure since my parent’s disappearances. But now, right in front of me, are people laughing, holding hands, and shopping- not just scrounging for supplies, but actual shopping at real stores. I want just a sliver of the happiness they exude.  
 
    I start shifting uncomfortably, though, as I realize how much Edric and I stand out. I’m not sure if we look like mercenaries. We could just seem like new, naive travelers. Regardless, neither of us have the easy going confidence and joy of anyone living in the city. No one is openly hostile to us, but whenever people pass by, they make sure to give us a wide berth of space. It’s obvious we’re not from the city, and until we prove that we have no intention of bringing harm upon anyone here, it doesn’t seem like anyone’s going to give us the time of day. I look over at Edric in frustration and he shakes his head at me. We’re finally in the same city as Dryden, but unless we find someone willing to give two outsiders his whereabouts, he’ll be impossible to find. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “To cure jealousy is to see it for what it is, a dissatisfaction with self.” 
 
    -Joan Didion 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    “I have nothing. It seems like no one with even close to the name Dryden lives in this city.” I drop down next to Edric and let out a frustrated groan.  
 
    “Oh, well, I guess I did a little better than you,” I straighten my back and give Edric a tentative smile, hoping he got at least some tidbit of information we can use. He has much better people skills than I do, so hopefully that means he had much more luck than I did. “Apparently there is a Dryden here, but he’s around thirty five with a bad leg and even worse attitude, which to the absolute delight of the girls who gave me the info, I had to learn about the hard way.” Edric gives a slight shudder before rubbing his chin in an exaggerated manner. I glare at him in frustration, and he responds with a fake sigh. Edric’s supposed to be helping me look for Dryden, but it doesn’t feel like he’s taking any of this seriously. “The girl who told me about Dryden was pretty cute, too. I was so sure she was flirting with me. Now, I’m thinking she was probably just playing on my poor emotions.” 
 
    I sit back on the ground and rest my hands behind me, “Yeah, I’m sure she was flirting, Edric. It couldn’t be that you’re just a tad arrogant, right?” I roll my eyes and groan. Our search is going nowhere. I knew it would be tough to find him because of our status as outsiders, but I didn’t expect to still come up with nothing after spending the entire day searching for him.  
 
    After Edric and I were done taking in the view of city, we decided to split up and ask around to see if we could pinpoint Dryden’s whereabouts. We knew he was in the city, but the Void is massive and the chances of us finding his auto shop by just walking around are slim. I kept the locket with me and showed his picture to the local, asking if they recognized the guy in the photo, and Edric walked around pretending he had a bike that needed a little bit of work done. His plan was a little riskier, because by admitting he had a bike, Edric was basically telling everyone he’s a mercenary, but we figured it was worth a shot. Both of us were met with little to no compliance though. Eventually, I even took a page from Isoline’s book and pretended I was Dryden’s sister. Most people said they didn’t recognize the picture. Others said they never heard the name. A smaller percentage of people just turned their noses at me and said there used to be a Dryden in town, but he left months ago. It’s good Edric and I know for a fact that he’s here, otherwise we probably would have left by now.  
 
    “Do you think maybe Dryden isn’t here anymore? I know that Cassi or whoever said he got a message from him before we left, but we’re coming up with nothing, Lux.” Edric looks at me in doubt but I shake my head in disagreement. 
 
    “I think Casimir is a trustworthy source, and I highly doubt people would be so cautious about giving information on some guy who was just passing through. No, these people are his family. Even though he hasn’t been here long, they want to protect him, meaning this place is his home. He’s here, Edric. We just have to keep looking.” I take a deep breath to steel myself and nod my head. I have no idea how we’re going to find Dryden, but I’m determined enough to keep trying. I’ve faced worse odds than this while looking for the Reapers. I need a win, and Dryden’s going to be it for me.  
 
    Edric sighs, “Alright, Lux. I believe you. I don’t care about Casimir’s word, but if you think Dryden’s here, then I’m with you. How do you expect to find him, though? To be honest, I thought things were going to be a lot easier than this. They barely even know this guy. I can’t believe the people here are protecting him so much.” 
 
    I muster up a smile and glance toward Edric, “Your charm didn’t work as well as you thought it would?” Edric grins and shrugs his shoulders, but doesn’t respond. Both of us are busy wracking our brains for ways to find Dryden. 
 
    I’m out of ideas. I didn’t have too many to begin with. I thought the picture would lead me directly to Dryden, so I didn’t make a plan for if it didn’t help us at all. Neither of us know what to do, and it’s a foreign feeling- for both of us. Even when I had dead ends on my search for the Reapers, I would usually just head back to the Remnants to pick up a mission from them. Now though, I don’t have a militia, my home is gone, and there’s no other mission other than finding Dryden.  
 
    I know that as mercenaries, Edric and I have a whole slew of skills we can use to to get the information we need- intimidation tactics, interrogation, even torture. It’s a lawless land and as long we don’t attract too much attention, we can use whatever tools we have at our disposal. I glance at Edric who’s caught up in deep thought. His chin is resting on a balled up fist, and his eyes have a distant look in them, as if he’s focusing on something far away. I doubt he would be any more comfortable than I am using the “usual” mercenary tactics, especially on innocent people.  
 
    “Hey, Edric…” I drift off for a moment before continuing, “What kind of missions do you usually do for the Dagger Corps?” 
 
    Edric looks at me in surprise and shrugs, “Lux, you know I can’t tell you anything about my missions.” I don’t care about the details of his missions. I want to know if he’s ever had to torture anyone. And I know that he can’t tell me much about them, but I still feel irritated when he says it out loud. Maybe it’s because once said we’d tell each other everything, but when he acts like he can’t divulge any details, it feel like Edric’s just rubbing it in my face. Annoying. I glare at him, and Edric bites his lip and searches my face. He’s trying to follow my train of thought. When we were kids, Edric could just look at my expression and immediately know what I was thinking and feeling. I don’t know if he still has that skill after all these years.  
 
    Edric must, because after only a few, short moments, his eyes light up with understanding. “Look, Luxie, if you’re trying to ask if I’m comfortable torturing these people for information, I’m not. That’s not to say there aren’t Dagger Corps mercenaries who don’t do that kind of stuff, but I’m not one of them.” He pauses for a moment before turning to me in slight disbelief, “You didn’t want to...” Edric doesn’t finish his sentence and instead points to a group of people milling around on the street.  
 
    “No! No, no. I just wasn’t sure if you had any experience with extracting information from people. With the Remnants, all of my mission were about searching for objects or literature, and they usually just required sneaking around. And to make things easier, I pretty much had all the information I required from the start.” While I reminisce about my past as a contracted mercenary, I feel Edric shift uncomfortably beside me. “What?” I hold up my hands in question, “What does it matter if I talk about my missions with them? They’re all dead anyway.” My voice takes on a hardened, bitter edge to it and Edric raises his eyebrows in surprise. I probably should hide my emotions better if I don’t want Edric to start worrying about me. That’s the last thing I need.  
 
    Thankfully, he doesn’t say anything about my change in tone and instead focuses on finding Dryden, “Look, Lux, let’s take a break. I saw a library a couple blocks over that has a bunch of pre war books in it. I bet you’d like something like that. Why don’t we head over there for a bit, and after we relax, we can rack our brains for some other plan of action?” Edric cocks his head and raises an eyebrow, waiting for my response. 
 
    “Alright, Edric. Let’s go.” I appreciate his effort in cheering me up, and as I follow behind him, I notice that the people here aren’t avoiding us like they were when we first entered the Void. Still, even though it’s clear that Edric and I aren’t here with violent intent, no one is willing to give up Dryden’s location.  
 
    Edric and I stop outside an ornate building with bent metal pillars holding up its roof and broken stone siding crumbling around its base. The library looks to be in rough shape, but there’s still something irrevocably beautiful about its undeniable history and elegance. Edric grabs my hand and leads me up the stairs through the double door entrance.  
 
    “Now, don’t get lost, kiddo. I’m going to go to the front desk to ask a couple questions about this place,” Edric winks and saunters toward a desk to the left of us where I can just make out a petite brunette slumped at the counter. Her face lights up and she straightens her back when she sees Edric walking her way. I sigh and walk farther into the library. Typical Edric. Always so needy for attention.  
 
    I wander through the shelves and let my eyes rest on multiple volumes of agriculture, history, science, and medicine. Picking up a history book with dark blue binding, I inhale the scent of old books with a smile and crack open the cover. The spine doesn’t see like it’s holding the pages very securely though. Is there a penalty for destroying a library book? If they have real stores, it’s possible that they’d have real jails too.  
 
    I turn another page and pause as a note falls to the floor. It looks like some sort of love note with the names of two people I’ve never heard of inside a large, flowery heart. An uncomfortable feeling overwhelms me, and I quickly stick the note back in the book before slamming it shut and placing it back on the shelf. I walk toward the front counter to see Edric still standing at the front desk, talking to the girl at the counter. 
 
    Even though I’m bored and I’d rather brainstorm for our mission, I hang back by the bookshelves to give Edric a little more time to socialize. To pass the time, I look closely at the girl he’s talking to and daydream about the kind of life she must live. When she cried, were they tears of joy instead of sadness? Does she celebrate holidays with her family? Does she have birthday parties every year? My last thought brings a tightness to my throat along with memories of my dad. He celebrated Lucie and my birthdays every year, because that’s what humans did before the war and he wanted us to have those memories to hold onto as we grew. But I haven’t had a birthday in over five years. The biggest question on my mind is whether anyone in the Void has lost anyone to the Reapers, but I can’t even get information on Dryden. How am I going to get information on the Reapers? Talking about them in some militias is taboo. Who knows what it’s like in the Void. 
 
    I glance once more toward the girl at the counter and realize with a start that I’m jealous. I’m jealous of all girls like her- girls that exist in this world who are able to live simple, happy lives filled with work, family, love, full bellies, and warm homes. A cold bitterness placed roots in my heart when when my parents disappeared, and that bitterness snapped after Lucie’s disappearance. I managed to bring myself back to sanity, but the iciness lingered, growing more solid in my chest since finding out about the Remnant’s betrayal. I was raised as a mercenary and a mercenary’s life in all that I’ll ever know. Even now, when I’m supposed to be relaxing, I can’t fully enjoy it. My mind is full of thoughts of a boy I’ve never met, a possible sister who died under my protection, and the potential of more clues about Project Artian. And all of this is so that maybe I can get one step closer to finding the Scarlet Reapers. 
 
    I grab my hair in frustration and storm over to Edric, pulling him out the door as he waves goodbye to the desk girl. “What are you doing, Luxem? Why the bad attitude suddenly?” Edric looks down at me in concern and gently removes his arm from my grasp.  
 
    In turn, I look at him in pure frustration. I’m frustrated with my life and the circumstances I was born into, and I know I’m taking it out on Edric, but as hard as I try, I can’t stop myself. I’ve bottled too much up, and the more I add, the less control I have. “We have a mission, Edric. We have to find Dryden. There’s not time for casual reading and flirting right now!” 
 
    Edric raised his eyebrows and gives me a slight grin. I can tell even before he opens his mouth that he’s misreading every work I’m saying. “Flirting? Are you getting jealous, Luxie?” 
 
    I sigh and turn away from him, not bothering to respond. It’s actually a miracle I’m able to keep my temper in check. How can he know me so well and still be so wrong about how I’m feeling? My disappointment and anger has nothing to do with who Edric decides to spend time with and everything to do with my anxious desire to finish the mission. It feels like a hole is burning into my stomach and it’s growing larger the more time we take to finish the mission. 
 
    Edric stares at me for a few moments before realizing I’m not going to respond. He sighs and claps his hands together, walking in front of my downcast eyes. “Let’s head out then. Question some more people. Bribe them or something, maybe. People love gifts.” Edric bounces down the steps and holds his hand out for me in a show of chivalry. “Also, Luxie, I think you should know that since I met you seventeen years ago, I’ve never dreamed of flirting with another girl.” 
 
    I give him a small smile and reach for his hand, but before I can grab it, a quiet, unsure voice interrupts us, “Excuse me?” A tiny girl with olive skin and black hair cut into a blunt bob walks a few steps towards us and gives a small wave. “I heard you’re looking for Dryden, Is that right?” 
 
    I gulp as my heart starts to race at the possibility that this random girl might be willing to help us. I try to tone down the excitement in my voice as I respond, “Yeah… I have a message for him. I glance at Edric and see him giving the girl a once over, sizing up if she’s a possible threat to us. The probability of that is low, but it’s still a good idea to get a read on what kind of person she is.  
 
    “Well, I think you just might be in luck then.” The girl gives us a cheeky grin and continues, “I happen to know his exact whereabouts.” She cocks her head and waits for our reply. I breath out a sigh of relief and restrain myself from giving the angel in front of us a (very out of character) hug. Finally, finally, we’ll be able to find Dryden.  
 
    “It’s going to come at a price though.” Edric and I look at one another in surprise. Bargaining is a typical mercenary tactic we’re both used to, but we didn’t expect to encounter it from someone in the Void. “My name’s Artia, and I’ve lived in the Twilight Void my entire life.” Artia looks back and forth between the two of us with a deadly serious expression on her face. “I’ve never left and never seen any more of the world than what’s within the city limits. I’ve never felt true freedom. I can tell you where Dryden is, but when you leave this place, I want you to take me along.” Hearing Artia’s request, I’m reminded of Isoline and her naivety. I don’t need another girl counting on me to keep her alive. I don’t have the best track record. 
 
    Before I can say anything, Edric chimes in beside me, “You have a deal.” 
 
    I snap my head in his direction and look at him in angry disbelief, “We’re supposed to be a team here. You’re not even going to discuss this with me first?” 
 
    Edric looks at me and nonchalantly shrugs his shoulders before turning back to Artia, “Getting you out of the Void is simple, and we’ve been desperately looking for this guy- Luxem, here, even longer than I have. Just give us his location and sit tight. We’ll come back for you when we leave. You have my word.” 
 
    Edric gives me a sidelong glance and a slight nod, and finally his plan hits me. He wants to make a promise now that he doesn’t intend to keep later. I feel bad about the dishonesty of it and Edric discrediting his word, but there’s no way I’m going to allow Artia to come with us. “Edric’s right. If you can tell us where Dryden is, then I have no objection to you coming with us.” A lie, but a necessary one. 
 
    Artia looks back and forth between us and squints her eyes, “I’m not having that.” She cross her arms and shifts her weight into her right leg. “How about I take you to where Dryden is, and that way, I can stay right by your sides, and neither of you can give me the slip.” 
 
    Edric laughs while I huff in annoyance. He’s not understanding the importance of Artia not coming with us. I cannot have more blood on my hands. “There’s nothing funny about this, Edric,” I snap. 
 
    Edric keeps a sly smile on his face and turns toward Artia, “You got it. For real this time. You have some smarts- I’ll give you that.” Sloan wraps his arm around my shoulders and pulls me close, whispering in my ear so Artia can’t eavesdrop, “She’s our only lead on Dryden, Lux. If the girl wants to come, let her come. We’re in a jam, and that means we have to take what we can get.” 
 
    I can feel Artia watching us closely, her eyes lingering on Edric’s arm wrapped around my shoulder. I can’t tell what’s going through her mind. She’s a mystery to me, and that makes her untrustworthy. I don’t want her coming, but for now there’s nothing I can do. I’ll just have to deal with Artia later (and I absolutely will). The most important thing for now is finding Dryden, and I can’t throw away our only lead because of my own worries and insecurities. I have enough control over myself to reign in my emotions when they’re starting to affect the missions.  
 
    Artia clasp her hands together and thanks us, her eyes still slightly suspicious. It seems like, for the most part, the conflict between the three of us is over. I clear my throat and move away from Edric so that his arm drops from my shoulders. Artia waves for us to follow her and takes off in a direction I assume will lead us to Dryden’s shop. I’ve been so busy trying to find him, I haven’t given much thought to what I’ll say when we’re finally face to face. It’s a reoccurring mistake I keep making- going headfirst into missions without planning how they’ll end (a lot like Edric does). When did I become so impulsive? Maybe it’s the numbness. Maybe I’m just running from the darkness. But I can’t seem to stop myself from rushing into mission faster than I can plan them, and it’s unlike me. I know what I want to ask Dryden, but I hope I’ll be able to find the right words when I meet him.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “The trust of the innocent is the liar’s most useful tool.” 
 
    -Stephen King 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    I don’t have as much time as I thought I would to plan out what I’m going to say. The walk isn’t anywhere near the distance I was expecting. The Twilight Void is a large city, but Dryden’s shop happened to only be a short two blocks away from the library Edric and I visited before Artia found us. The auto shop is in a fairly run-down, nondescript building. Whereas most of the other buildings are bright and colorful with strings of lights connecting them to one another, nothing stands out on Dryden’s shop. The dirty gray bricks just blend in to the cobblestone streets and darkness of the alleyways suffocating either side of it. 
 
    “I know I walked past this thing at least four times,” Edric mumbles. We were so focused on asking other people around town, so sure we wouldn’t find Dryden’s shop by chance, that we didn’t investigate any of the buildings. We both made the mistake of assuming that the size of the Void and our unfamiliarity with cities meant we wouldn’t be able to find Dryden without help. Edric and I look at one another in slight embarrassment while Artia waves toward the building with flourish. She smirks at us and I look away feeling like a complete idiot. I may as well be brand new to mercenary work. Before this mission, I thought I had a good handle on how the world around me functioned. Now, I’m realizing I know absolutely nothing.                
 
    Part of me is actually starting to envy Artifs for their endless bank of knowledge. I wish I could have something like that for myself. There are times when I feel like I’m not enough, and I have no idea how to be more. It’s always a battle to adapt to the changing environment around me- especially to do it quickly. But, I can barely keep up with how rapidly my own life is changing. It was only a little over a week ago that I was still working with and trusting the Remnants. So much more has happened since then and my brain is having a hard time maintaining an emotionally and mentally balanced state. Instead, I’m barely holding on, allowing a numbness to enshroud me like a safety net. It’s not healthy but I need a distance from the events transpiring around me if I’m going to focus on the mission.  
 
    “Alright, well, there’s no use standing outside. Thank you, Artia for showing us his location,” Edric claps his hands together and rubs them back in forth in preparation for our first meeting with Dryden. “You ready, Luxie?” He turns toward me with a mischievous grin but all I can manage is a weak smile in return. We’re finally at the end of our mission, only moments away from meeting Dryden, but for some reason I’m having a hard time working up excitement. If Edric notices my tension, he doesn’t say anything. Instead, he walks up the steps leading toward the entrance, knocking on the ornate wooden door. When there’s not reply, he glances toward Artia and I and tries knocking again. 
 
    “Try the handle maybe?” I ask. I don’t want to meet Dryden by breaking into his shop, but we’ve come too far to let an unanswered knock stop us. Edric tries twisting the handle while pushing on the door but it doesn’t budge. Artia sighs and sits down on the steps, stretching her legs out in front of her, while Edric gives me a helpless look and shrugs.  
 
    “What do you want to do, Lux? Wait here and see if he comes back any time soon?” 
 
    “That could be hours from now! No way am I waiting around here that long,” Artia yells, looking at Edric in irritation. 
 
    Edric snaps right back at her with equal attitude, “You want to leave the city with us, you’re going to have to follow our lead- actually, mainly Luxie’s lead.” He winks at me and whispers to Artia, “She’s the ringleader.” Artia scoffs and crosses her arms, looking at me to see what the plan’s going to be. 
 
    I look down at my feet and kick the ground in front of me, stirring up a dirt cloud. Ignoring Artia completely, I look up at Edric and speak only to him, “We’ve come too far to turn around now, Edric. I’m willing to sit on these porch steps until Dryden comes back, no matter how long that may take.” 
 
    Artia hops up from the steps and wipes her dusty hands on her pants. “Yeah, and then all we’ll need after that is for someone to see us all camped out here and alert him that there are mercenaries waiting for him at his shop. I bet he’ll rush back then. Anyway, shouldn’t you guys be able to break in? I thought mercenaries did stuff like that all the time.” 
 
    “Mercenaries, huh? I guess we really didn’t blend in at all, did we?” Edric sheepishly rubs his chin and think for a moment. 
 
    Both of them are trying, but I need to bring my own opinion to the table. Artia and Edric are forgetting that we want to appear as friendly as possible to Dryden. Right now, their thinking in the short term; their only goal is to wait in a comfier location. “We want this guy to work with us. If we break into Dryden’s shop, we’re not showing him that he can trust us.” 
 
    Artia shrugs her shoulders, looking bored with the entire situation. It’s clear that she can’t care less about Dryden. Her priority is just getting out of the Void. “Who knows. I mean, I’m with you guys, and I’m pretty well known around these parts. Maybe it won’t be that big of a deal. I also thought mercenaries are supposed to be smooth talkers.” Where is she getting her ideas about mercenaries?  
 
    Edric looks toward the door and then the window beside it, “I say we break in. We both have the skills. We might as well check out this guy’s place before talking to him. I mean, we don’t actually know anything about Dryden other than he was next in line to inherit the Remnant compound, and that doesn’t really give him any points in my book.” He starts inspecting the window, trying to see if it locks from the inside. I’m surprised Edric didn’t look around to see if anyone is watching first. Evening is descending over the city and a lot of people have already gone home to their families. Still, there are a few stragglers milling about as the shops close up. 
 
    Artia watches Edric closely, and again, I can’t get a good read on her. I can’t tell if she’s bothered by him actually picking the lock on the front door (even though it was her idea) or if she’s trying to get a better look at how to break into a building. Surprisingly, I don’t care either way. I just want to get this waiting period to meet Dryden over with. I’m still not sure breaking into shop is the best idea, but Edric’s already put the plan in motion, and when he sets his mind to something, there’s no stopping him- much like I used to be (although my plans were usually a lot less risky). I bound up the steps and stand behind him in an effort to provide more cover from the few people walking around the streets. Surprisingly, no one’s paying us much attention. 
 
    Suddenly my heart leaps in my throat. There’s a flash of coppery red hair, similar to mine, walking around a corner. I only caught whoever it was at the last minute, but she was definitely a  fair skinned female with a tall, willowy build and fiery hair. The girl was taller than she would have been four years ago, but that’s years of growth, and our father was tall too…. Edric snaps out of my thoughts by announcing he’s finished. We should be able to enter the shop no problem now. I shake my head to clear it and draw a shallow breath. No, that girl wasn’t Lucie. Lucie’s gone. And plenty of people have similar hair colors to mine. Just because they’re rare, doesn’t mean they don’t exist. Maybe it’s the lack of sleep or maybe I really am going crazy, but just for a moment, I really thought I saw her. Edric twists the handle and pushes open the front door, and I divert my attention to the mission at hand. Stay focused. Focus. Edric walks into the entrance with Artia and I following closely behind him. 
 
    The first thing my eyes are drawn to is piles upon piles of books scattered around the entrance. There are so many, I doubt the Void’s library and the Remnant’s collection combined wouldn’t amount to the number of books in Dryden’s shop. Artia stares at the look of awe on my face and whispers, “Dryden only accepts payment in the form of books. He had quite a few when he came stuffed into that beat up car of his, and then he gathered a few more from travelers stopping through. And even though he hasn’t been here long, Dryden has had a crazy amount of customers. I think maybe the library keeps their extra copies of stuff in here too.” I give Artia a genuine smile and look from title to title, trying to form an image in my head of the person Dryden is. Maybe I can gather some information about him from the novels he keeps in his home. 
 
    As soon as the word “home” pops into my head, I turn to Artia to question her about it, but Edric beats me there first, “I thought this is supposed to be Dryden’s shop. It looks more like the house of some hoarder.” He gives a bored look toward the books stacked in front of him and mumbles, “He was definitely a Remnant. That’s for sure.” 
 
    Artia shrugs and answers, “Yeah, I guess you guys wouldn’t know… He has a garage in the back of the house. That’s where he does all the work. This part of the building is his house. It’s actually not that uncommon for people to have business out of their homes here. So, yes, you two broke into his private haven. Sorry, I didn’t warn you!”  
 
    I freeze after hearing Artia’s answer. That witch. She knew exactly what she was doing this whole time. “So we broke into his place of refuge then? I thought this was just his shop! Thanks a lot, Artia, for giving us some warning before we went through with this plan.” I pinch the bridge of my nose to relieve some of the stress that’s building. Breaking into his shop would have been bad enough. I don’t know how to talk to him and keep the conversation pleasant when we’ve already broken into his home. In my head, a store and a home are two completely different things. I didn’t even consider that in the Void, they might be the same.  
 
    Edric looks at me with wide eyes and gives an apologetic smile, but instead of acknowledging it, I turn away from him toward the door. We need to leave before Dryden returns from wherever he is at the moment. Waiting on the steps was a better idea than breaking in. I wish I would have followed my gut and stopped Edric when he started picking the lock. But I didn’t, and now we’re in Dryden’s home, and I’m just as much to blame as Edric and Artia. As I take a step back toward the front door, a smoky, soft-spoken voice makes me freeze in my tracks.  
 
    “If you’re not here in need of repairs, I suggest you leave.” Behind me, I can hear Artia and Edric shuffle as they snap their heads in the direction of the voice. I remain still with my back turned toward him. I haven’t seen who the voice belongs to, but I already know. It’s him. Dryden’s deep baritone rings through me, tethering me to the earth so I don’t float away. I close my eyes and revel in its song. It’s so hard to explain my response to it; I barely understand. But Dryden’s voice feels like it can cut through my pain and heal my soul, and that’s a feeling I want to cling onto for as long as possible.  
 
    I take a moment to wish Dryden and I could meet under different circumstances before finally turning around. Dryden pulls his gaze away from Edric and Artia to meet my own. He looks almost exactly as he did in the locket, except his chestnut hair is now shoulder length- though still wild and untamed, falling in ringlets around his face. In Dryden’s picture, I couldn’t quite make out his eye color, but I see its a deep golden, so dark it’s almost as black as his hair. I can only tell his eyes’ golden tone from the reflection of the candles around us. They’re set in a dangerous glare, and I follow the curve of his arm down to the pistol in his left hand. I notice the safety’s off and swallow nervously before putting my hands up in the air to show I’m unarmed. The Dagger Corps kept our weapons for themselves. I haven’t been armed this entire time. 
 
    Edric and Artia follow my lead, but Edric recovers from his shock much faster than the two of us, “Hey man, you should probably calm down. We’re not in need of your services and we’re not trying to rob you. Why don’t you try talking before your start waving your weapon around?” He sounds angry and I look toward him nervously. I don’t know what kind of person Dryden is, and I don’t want Edric hurt because he can’t control his temper.  
 
    “I have three intruders in my home. I think my warning to you was conversation enough. The two of you are mercenaries. If the roles were switched, I doubt you’d give me a chance to leave with my life.” Dryden’s voice is a calm monotone, but I can see the flaring anger in his eyes. He feels threatened by us, and he’s obviously not the type to give up without a fight. I have to find a way to break through to him so we’ll all be able to peacefully talk.  
 
    “I have something to give you,” I blurt. Dryden looks at me in surprise and moves the barrel of his gun from Edric toward me. “I’m going to reach into my front pocket for it, okay?” He looks at me for a moment, most likely questioning if he can trust me. Thankfully, he slowly nods his head, giving me the permission I need. I reach into my front pocket and pull out the locket I retrieved with Isoline. Dryden’s eyes widen in shock as he clicks the safety on his gun. He quickly walks toward me and snatches the locket from my hands, holding it up toward the light.  
 
    “If you have this locket, then where’s Isoline? When did you last see her?” Dryden looks between the three of us suspiciously, as my breath catches in my throat. Isoline may not have been his sister, but he did know her, making the news I have to give him much more difficult.  
 
    I clear my throat and glance toward Artia and Edric on the other side of the room. Both of them are watching the interaction between Dryden and I with wide eyes. “I’m sorry...” My voice breaks and I try to clear my throat once more before continuing. “Years ago, she had accidentally left the locket behind in an old, Victorian neighborhood by the Remnant camp, and I was approached by her for help retrieving it. I agreed to help her because she said she was your sister.” I speak slowly, hoping to see some sort of change in Dryden’s expression, but his thoughts are hidden from me. Even though he’s maintaining eye contact, his face remains an impassive mask that I can’t read. “After finding the locket, a noise ended up waking the Artifs resting inside the house, and Isoline wasn’t able to make it out in time. I… failed to protect her,” I whisper the last sentence trying to bury my guilt inside of me where no one can see it. As I finish telling Dryden everything that transpired with Isoline, I keep my eyes on the ground. Who knows how he’ll react to the news. If he knows Isoline though, then without a doubt, he’ll be angry about my failure to save her life. I should have never taken Isoline along. I made the same mistake with her as I did with Lucie, and now two incredible people are missing from the world- because of me. 
 
    Dryden is quiet for a moment before sighing. He turns the locket over in his hands and runs a thumb over its engravings. “I didn’t know her that well. She was just a traveler that passed through the Remnant camp a while ago. But I’m sorry you’ve been blaming yourself all this time. I doubt what happened was your fault.” 
 
    My mouth slightly parts in surprise. I expected Dryden’s reaction to be more of an angry outburst toward me, but he’s calm, looking at me with sorrow- as though somehow, he feels pity for me. “I… used to work for the Remnants,” I mumble. Maybe if we find common ground, I can connect with Dryden and get the information I need.  
 
    Dryden’s eyes widen as he asks, a little breathlessly, “You did?” 
 
    “My name’s Luxem...” I drift off as Dryden starts nodding his head.  
 
    “So, you’re Luxem then. If I remember right, you were one of the Remnants best mercenaries. I’m surprised you’re not with the Dagger Corps right now. I’d imagine that’s where most of the Remnants went after the fallout.” Dryden puts the locket in his pocket and glances at Edric and Artia, squinting his eyes at Edric in suspicion. 
 
    Edric and I lock eyes in dread. He nods his head slightly toward me to continue, but my stomach feels sick at the thought of delivering Dryden the news. Edric’s nod must not have been as subtle as we thought, because Dryden looks between the two of us with furrowed brows, “What is it? The two of you seem to have some knowledge of the situation that I don’t. Please, enlighten me. I’d rather not be kept in the dark.” 
 
    I clear my throat as Edric coughs. There’s an uncomfortable atmosphere in the room stifling my breath. How do I even begin to tell someone that the home they once knew no longer exists? Before I can gather my thoughts, Edric interjects and takes control of the situation. He breaks the news of the Remnant camp to Dryden, keeping to the facts and making it as brusque and impersonal as possible. It’s obvious he’s Dagger Corps from the way Edric’s able to separate his emotions from the situation- not that he had a lot to begin with- but his robotic behavior is almost… impressive. It’s most likely for the best that Edric’s telling Dryden the news instead of me. If I were to tell the story as I know it, including my own personal details about the ignorance of the Remnants, Ulric’s insanity, his cryptic messages, and the threat of the Reapers looming above them, I’m not sure how Dryden would react. That’s too much for one person to take. I can barely handle it and the Remnants weren’t even my family.  
 
    As Dryden listens to Edric, his face turns stark white and he leans against the wall for support. I can tell by the strain in his eyebrows that he’s listening intently, but other than his wide eyes and stiff posture, he betrays no expression. It’s as though everything in his brain completely shut off when Edric started talking. When Edric finished, Dryden swallows and looks at me with a darkness emanating from his eyes. “Where were you when this happened? You were a dedicated mercenary to the Remnants for years. How did you manage to escape their fate?” 
 
    I quickly made up a half truth and hoped Dryden wouldn’t see through the lie part of it. “I was looking for you. Isoline told me she was your sister, and after her death, I thought you had a right to know. I didn’t realize that you were the nephew of Ulric, though. She told me the both of you were nomads. I probably would have gone to the Remnants first had I known.” I did spend time looking for Dryden- that much is true- but I changed around the timeline.  
 
    Dryden winces and pauses for a moment before speaking, “Isoline wasn’t my sister. She’s the one who told me about what the Remnants were doing behind all of our backs. I don’t know how she found out and I didn’t ask. I didn’t believe her and she left the camp soon after telling me. To be honest… I think she only left at my urging. I was understandably upset. It’s an action I now regret.” Dryden takes a deep breath and look between Edric and I. At some point in the conversation, Artia backed herself in the corner of the room to casually flip though one of the books sitting around. She’s pretending to act disinterested in the conversation happening in front of her, but her head is cocked at an unnatural angle and every now and then she glances up to catch our expressions. Dryden continues, “I couldn’t get what Isoline told me out of my head, though. I started becoming more interested in militia leadership, and around that time, I was offered a lucrative position within the aristocracy. Dean was thrilled that I was finally taking an interest in something more than books. He’d been trying to get me into the politics of the militia for years, but I always resisted him. I guess it had always been his plan for me to take over the militia after he was gone...” He sits on the ground and closes his eyes, leaning his head on the wall behind him with a sigh. Telling the story is taking an obvious toll on him, but I want- no I need- to hear the rest of it. Regardless of the dark subject matter, his voice is soothing me, keeping any of the information from impacting me too deeply. Dryden keeps his eyes closed as he finishes, “Finally, Ulric let me in on the militia secrets and everything Isoline told me was confirmed. I didn’t know what to do. I just...” He opens his eyes and looks into mine, “I just wanted to stop them.” 
 
    I draw a shaky breath and hold Dryden’s gaze as Edric loudly stomps closer to us, drawing our attention away from one another. “What about the locket? It looks important. Why would you give it to some girl you didn’t even like? You thought she was liar.” Edric crosses his arms and leans against the wall beside Dryden, towering over him.  
 
    Dryden raised his body to stand eye to eye with Edric and responds, “I didn’t give her the locket. It was my mother’s and something that’s extremely important to me. Isoline stole it from me when she left the Remnant camp.”  
 
    I furrow my eyebrows in confusion, “Why would she do that?” 
 
    Dryden looks at me for a moment with his hand in the pocket he placed the locket in. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But, Luxem...” I focus on him, trying to understand the strange note in his voice. He looks like he’s having an internal battle with himself until finally coming to a decision and continuing, “I think you’ve been purposefully deceived by Isoline. She’s not dead. She may have told me the truth about the Remnants, but that girl is still a liar.” 
 
    I feel the shock of Dryden’s admission flood her system and rest against the wall for support. How is it possible Isoline survived in a house full of Artifs? “How do you know?” I managed to whisper. My eyes veer toward Edric to see his reaction, but his eyes are trained on Dryden, most likely gauging whether he’s telling the truth. Even though Dryden gave up the Remnants to the Dagger Corps, I know that Edric’s going to be looking at every possibility. Did he sell them out to save himself? Is he a liar too? Is he in league with the Reapers too? Artia, on the other hand, is relaxed, sleeping in the corner with whatever book she was looking at open on her lap. How can she sleep right now? I return my gaze to Dryden and wait for his response.  
 
    “Isoline came by the shop just a couple days ago. I have no idea how she found me. Then again, if Artia here is giving up information like that, then I guess that mystery’s solved. She didn’t have any news or information for me. Instead, it felt like she was more concerned about whether or not I was settling into the Void alright. Before she left, Isoline made me promise not to tell a soul that she stopped by, but I feel like circumstances have somewhat changed. I wasn’t expecting either of your company tonight or the news you brought along.” 
 
    Edric glares at Dryden with thinly masked hatred and mistrust, “So you’re telling me that this random girl- a liar who apparently knew about your militia’s shady dealings with the Reapers, just stopped by to welcome you into the city? And then she took off to who knows where? Do you even understand how you sound right now? None of that adds up. You’re acting like this is some game, meanwhile, Luxem’s been blaming herself-”  
 
    “Edric, please! Not now, okay?” I don’t want to get into my emotional state right now. And what does Edric think he knows about how I’m feeling? I’ve had my fair share of sympathy for him, but he manages situations with the emotional depth of an Artif. I don’t need him talking to Dryden about personal matters I can barely discuss myself.  
 
    Dryden looks between Edric and I with a quirked brow as Edric throws his hands up in annoyance, laughing under his breath. I know he’s frustrated with the entire situation. I am too. We finally found Dryden but we’re no closer to finding Isoline’s true identity or information about the Reapers. In fact, Dryden barely told us anything we didn’t already know. We completed our mission and it got us nowhere. Edric walks to the window, turning his back on both of us. It’s been a long night; he’s probably exhausted. The mission has been non stop for both of us since we arrived in the Void.  
 
    Dryden keeps his eyes focused on Edric and sighs, putting his hands into his pockets. I doubt after the way Edric’s treated him, Dryden liked him very much, but it’s obvious he doesn’t want to fight- at least not this late at night. “It’s past midnight, and I’m sure you’re both very tired. I can see Artia’s already made herself comfortable.” He gestures to Artia’s slumped over form on the floor. At some point since I last looked at her, Artia had woken up and adjusted her position so she can lay flat on her back with the open book as her pillow.  
 
    I turn toward Edric who’s still standing at the window, looking at the city lights in front of us. I can’t tell exactly what he’s thinking, but I know for sure that he hates Dryden with a passion that’s surprising. I’ve never seen Edric act so ruthless toward someone- especially a person he just met. If Dryden’s going where I think he is, will Edric be okay with staying in the home of the man he hates? “We haven’t found a place to stay in the city yet. We just got here this morning,” I say, returning my attention to Dryden.  
 
    “You three can just stay here. There are bedrooms upstairs you can sleep in.” Dryden’s voice is alluringly low while maintaining the monotone he’s had since first speaking.  
 
    “Are you sure? We didn’t meet on the best of terms, and the conversation since then has been pretty heavy. Now, you’re inviting us to stay in your house.” As I speak, my eyes drift toward Edric who still hasn’t moved.  
 
    Dryden glances toward Edric before responding. My worry about Edric is probably making Dryden concerned about inviting him to stay in his home. I should act less concerned, at least until Edric and I are alone. “Heavy was talking with my uncle about how he kidnapped my mother. Everything else pales in comparison.” 
 
    I hold his gaze while remembering my own betrayal by the Remnants. It changed me for the worse into an even more unstable, bitter version on my previous self. Their betrayal was the catalyst for the darkness to worm its way back into my soul and take hold. But seeing Dryden gives me hope. The Remnants were his family, and the betrayal he felt from them has to be worse than anything I felt when Ulric told me about Lucie. I don’t know what Dryden’s mind is like, but he carries himself with composure and an innate sense of serenity that I can feel slipping farther and farther from my grasp every day. As I lose self control, Dryden seems to gain it. He inspires me, and another, darker part of my mind feels like we can relate to one another through our own personal tragedies. When I feel insanity creeping into the corners of my mind and my control lessening, Dryden is someone I can tether myself to- to regain myself before I lose everything. I know he is. I heard it in his voice the first time he said something. My soul recognized something in his, and I knew then that beside him is where I belong.  
 
    I shake my head, just slightly enough that I don’t draw attention to myself. What am I thinking? Am I so desperate for salvation that I’ll cling to the first person who’s kind to me? My parents. Lucie. Isoline. The Remnants. Each time I’m able to bring myself back, another tragedy hits. I can’t pull myself away from destruction and betrayal long enough to find peace. Instead, my mental state is in a constant state of panic, waiting for the next mishap, the next disappearance, the next death, or betrayal, or any other event that could break me down as a person even more. Even if Dryden’s telling the truth (he has no reason to lie) and Isoline is alive, why didn’t she find me? Did I deserve that guilt, that blame I put on myself? What is this curse I’ve been forced to live with, and why is it happening to me? 
 
    Dryden calls for me to follow him. Both he and Edric are staring at me with mild concern on their faces. I’m sure Edric would be much more worried if he wasn’t so tired, but his eyes are drooping even as he’s fighting to keep them open. I nod my head and jog a couple steps to catch up to them. After hesitating for a moment, Edric asks if we should wake Artia up so she can follow us to the bedrooms. Dryden glances at her for a moment before shaking his head, “She’ll be fine. I offer room and board to those who need it, so if she wakes up, I’m sure she’ll be able to find where to go.” 
 
    Edric shrugs his shoulder and we both follow behind Dryden up a dark, carpeted stairwell toward what I can only assume to be the bedrooms. Edric yawns and rubs his eyes, but Dryden looks as wide awake as I feel. On the way to the Void, I started feeling exhausted, but after talking to Dryden and learning Isoline is still alive, I have a second wind, and because of it, I’m going to have a hard time falling asleep. My mind is more active than it’s been in days. Dryden shows Edric to his room and after making sure he gives Dryden a sharp glare, Edric forces a grin and a sleepy wave before yawning. I give him a small smile of my own in return and follow Dryden down the hall to where I’ll be sleeping for the night. 
 
    Dryden opens the heavy wooden door for me and motions inside, “You should get your rest. We don’t know what new things tomorrow will bring.”  
 
    I nod my head and sigh, “I think today was already emotionally taxing enough. Hopefully, tomorrow won’t be quite as bad.” Dryden and I hold each others’ gaze for a moment before I break away to peer into the dark bedroom in front of me. There are so many things I want to talk about, things that I feel only Dryden can understand, but I don’t want to scare him off. I don’t have much practice forming new relationships, but I know that coming on too strong could ruin whatever I want to build with him. I take a deep breath and give Dryden a tight smile, “I’ll see you in the morning. Thank you for letting us stay here.” 
 
    “Like I said, I offer room and board to anyone who needs it. It’s not a problem.” We stand together in the doorway for another moment before I finally say goodnight and step into the bedroom, closing the door behind me. Even though I know I need sleep, my heart is racing and my head is spinning. If I can’t quiet my overactive mind, I’m going to have a long night ahead of me. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “One of the symptoms of an approaching nervous breakdown is the belief that one’s work is terribly important.” 
 
    -Bertrand Russell 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    I toss and turn in the small, wrought-iron bed. Finally, I’m resting my body (and on a bed no less), but my mind won’t calm long enough to actually fall asleep. Artia came upstairs shortly after Dryden left and immediately fell asleep in the bed parallel from my own. I wonder if Dryden went to bed or just back downstairs. Maybe he’s awake still and that’s what woke Artia up. It’s hard to know how much time has passed since Artia came upstairs for bed, but I haven’t felt even close to falling asleep since then. I should go outside for some fresh air. The cool night breeze can clear my head and I’ll be able to come back inside and get some rest for tomorrow. 
 
    I hop out of bed and tiptoe out of the room, making sure to quietly shut the door behind me. Artia seems like she’d be a pretty solid sleeper, but I have no idea how heavily Edric sleeps and his room isn’t that far down the hall. When I first decided to get some air, I wondered if I should wake Edric up so that he could come with me, but there are multiple reasons why that’s a terrible idea. Not only does Edric need his sleep (he was ready to pass out before we even came upstairs), but a large part of me is hoping Dryden is still awake so I can talk to him one on one.  
 
    My footsteps are light and silent as I creep down the steps, but something startles me at the bottom and I instinctively take a quick step backward, bumping the heel of my foot loudly against the bottom step. The thump echoes through the house and I take a second to pause, so I can make sure no one woke up. When all seems clear, I take another look at the dark shape that caught me off guard and make out Dryden’s silhouette in one of the chairs near the entryway. I wasn’t expecting him to be so close to the steps- I wasn’t even sure he’d be awake, and Dryden’s so still in his chair that I mistook him for a mannequin at first. He has a thick book cracked open on his lap with his gaze intently focused on the words in front on him. It’s not until I uncomfortably clear my throat that Dryden snaps his head up toward me. His lips part as though he’s going to say something, but he decides against it and buries his nose back in the novel on his lap, ignoring me completely.  
 
    I remain at the bottom of the steps for a moment before hesitantly shuffling closer to Dryden’s chair. I’m not sure how to approach him or if I’m irritating him with my presence, but I want to talk to him a little more without Artia and Edric around and I don’t know when my next chance will be. More importantly, I want to explore the way he makes me feel, so I can know if it’s genuine or just me desperately trying to find a savior. “You weren’t able to sleep either?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper. The house is so silent though, my question sounds extra loud, causing me to flinch. I don’t want anyone else waking up. I drop down in a chair across from Dryden and cross my hands over my lap, waiting to see if he’ll respond.  
 
    Dryden keeps his eyes trained on the book in front of him for a moment longer, his hand resting on his mouth while he finishes the paragraph he’s reading. When it’s complete, Dryden closes the book and rests it on the ground beside him. I try to peer over the arm of the chair to see its title, but I can only make out a few words on the back cover- not enough to even know what it’s about. Dryden sighs and sits back further into his chair, “I have a lot on my mind tonight. I doubt sleep is going to come very easily. I’m surprised you’re up though. You couldn’t have slept very much these past couple days.” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders and pick at my nails, “That’s just the life of a mercenary. I’m used to it by now.” I pause for a moment and decide to drop my cool act. The whole point of talking to Dryden is to have a genuine conversation with him. That’s not going to happen if I have my guard up. “I have a lot on my mind too,” I add in a mumble. 
 
    Dryden looks at me for a moment longer before asking, “Why did you become a mercenary? Most of the people I’ve talked to say they chose it for excitement. Some think the militias are playing a game with one another and they want to be contracted with the victor. Do you fall under either of those groups?” Dryden leans forward, searching my face, “Or maybe you want to try to break into the aristocracy and secure your future generations’ lives? The Remnants may be gone, but there are other militias with that sect. It’s still possible.” 
 
    Dryden’s words are aggressive. He has an obvious distaste for mercenaries, and I’m sure it’s one of the reasons he never dealt with us in person when he was Ulric’s messenger. I sigh and chew on my bottom lip, “It was never really a question of whether I’d become one or not. My parents were both mercenaries, and Timberwood- where we lived- was very supportive of the mercenary lifestyle. Some places worship their aristocrats. For Titania, the mercenaries are the great heroes of the militia, and I think it was just expected that my sister and I would follow in our parents’ footsteps. We weren’t pressured; it’s just how things were.” I draw in a quick breath at my casual mention of Lucie and wonder if Dryden notices my startled reaction. He looks into my eyes with a slight questioning gaze, but doesn’t pry about my reaction.  
 
    Instead, Dryden poses a different question for me, “How did you end up with the Remnants then? I’d imagine as a legacy mercenary with parents in the field, you would have your pick of militias to join. Legacies are always given more lucrative opportunities that first generation mercenaries.” 
 
    I try sounding nonchalant, but my voice is breathless and shaky. “I needed information about the Scarlet Reapers, and I heard a rumor that the Remnants knew more about them than any other militia. I lost multiple family members to the disappearances, and I just…” my voice drifts off until it becomes nothing but a murmur, “I just wanted to find some answers, but I failed.”  
 
    Dryden closes his eyes and blows a sharp breath, pushing his hair back from his face. He glances at me with eyes full of sorrow and regret. “I’m sorry things didn’t go how you expected. I’ve asked myself if there was someway I could have known what Ulric was up to, but he kept his dealings with the Reapers well hidden. The two of us… we were spared experimentation, but we’re victims of the Remnants and Reapers too, aren’t we? We’re trapped in a limbo that we can’t push past no matter how hard we try.” 
 
    My heart clenches at Dryden’s miserable expression. I want to come clean to him. He deserves to know the full truth of the day Ulric destroyed the Remnants, including my part in it. If I want to have him in my life, if I want to be by his side, I can’t start our relationship with lies and secrets. Dryden’s given me truth; now, it’s time to do the same for him. “Dryden,” I begin. Something in my tone, something in that one word, snaps his attention to me, his eyes darkening even more. Dryden’s shoulders stiffen and he sits up straight in his chair. He has no idea what I’m going to say yet, but he knows well enough to prepare himself. I have him on edge, but maybe that’s a good thing. He needs to ready himself. “I lied to you. I was there the day Ulric poisoned the Remnants. I didn’t tell you the truth because I was focused on smoothing everything over so we could talk about Isoline.” Dryden’s eyes widen almost imperceptibly, but he allows me to continue without interruption. “I went to the camp to get another mission from Ulric. My search for both you and the Reapers was hitting non stop dead ends, and even though I knew the Remnants were just stringing me along, they were all I had at that point.” I close my eyes and take a deep breath before continuing, “Ulric had already received his warning from the Reapers, and his mind was already made up on how to handle it. Apparently, if a militia under contract with them becomes compromised, the Reapers come in and take them for experimentation. I didn’t know until it was too late that Bliss was being given to the Remnants in fatal doses. I don’t think I could have stopped it if I tried. I got there too late.” 
 
    Dryden remains frozen in his seat, barely moving, except for his lips as he struggles to ask, “What did Ulric say when you went to see him?” 
 
    I shake my head and bite hard on my bottom lip, struggling to keep my face and impassive mask. I can feel the emotions of that time coming back to me though, and if I let them in, I’m going to be a mess. Not here. Not now. Dryden deserves and explanation. I can’t make this all about myself. “Ulric treated our last meeting as a confession for all the wrong that he did. At this point, there are really only two main points of the conversation that I remember. The first was about the Dagger Corps leader. He said that I needed to find out how they knew about the Remnant contract with the Reapers. If I wanted clues for where to go next, then I needed to get to their compound and start asking questions. Ulric said he had an idea of how they found out but he wouldn’t tell me. There were things he couldn’t disclose because he said if I learned too much, I’d be next on the Reaper’s list. And the second point was that he was responsible for kidnapping my little sister and delivering her to the Reapers.” My voice breaks and I rapidly try shaking my head to regain control. I can’t lose it. Keep it together, Luxem. 
 
    “So in the end he knew it was me...” Dryden mumbles to himself before pushing his long hair back again and looking at me in sympathy. “So, then you dedicated yourself to the very militia that took someone you love from you. I know that feeling well,” he finishes bitterly. 
 
    While Dryden was talking, I’d been biting my lip hard enough to draw blood, trying to keep myself in check and stay strong, but at his sympathetic look, I finally broke down. I cover my mouth in mortification after a sob breaks through the silence, but tears still stream from my eyes. Dryden’s eyebrows raise in surprise and he quickly comes to kneel beside me. Dryden wraps his arms around my head and pulls me into his chest as I silently cry. He stays silent the entire time, softly petting my hair and resting his lips on the top of my head, gently shushing me with his soothing, deep baritone. I let myself fall into the music of his voice, allowing myself to believe, if just for a moment, that things will be okay. I’m angry, bitter, and hateful. I’m resentful toward myself and I shoulder the blame of every tragedy that happens around me. But here, in Dryden’s arms, I feel like I can fight against the negativity and the darkness. I feel whole. I cling onto him, letting go of my final defenses as I finally allow myself to feel the emotions I’ve so exhaustively tried keeping inside. If my erratic, numbed behavior since my visit to the Remnant compound was any indication, this breakdown has been a long time coming.  
 
    When I’m finally able to get a hold of myself, I let go of Dryden and wipe my eyes on the sleeves of my shirt. Dryden moves a respectful distance away from me but remains crouched on the ground beside my chair. “I’m sorry,” I apologize. “I think that if I was my usual self, I’d be way past embarrassed right now, but since talking to Ulric, I’m not even sure who I am anymore, and I haven’t felt that way in a long time. I thought I found my place, but now, even that’s lost to me.” My voice is raspy and broken and when I turn to Dryden, I feel unshed tears threatening to spill down my cheeks. Dryden parts his lips and softly draws a breath before nodding at me to continue, to get out everything I need to say. “My parents disappeared and I acted selfishly, bringing my sister down my own black hole of grief, and because of that selfishness, she was kidnapped too. After she disappeared, I lost myself to violent insanity, asking ‘why me?’ Why was all of that happening to me? This world has truly evil people in it, and I never considered myself among them, but it felt like the universe certainly thought I needed to suffer as though I walked among the wicked. And I just… I was so bitter and hateful. Even more so than now. I ended up taking a mission as a rogue mercenary to assassinate an Artif- basically to carry out the militia’s own personal vendetta. And I liked it. I enjoyed being in control of another being’s life. It was me casting judgment on what they deserved. And I tried to be as moral as I could as a rogue. I only took missions against those who I thought were evil, but Dryden, I enjoyed it. And it took a long time for my own self-disgust to become strong enough that I joined a militia- the Remnants- and found another purpose for myself.” 
 
    I avoid Dryden’s eyes as I continue. I don’t need to see his face right now. I don’t want to see what he thinks of me. If I meet his eyes and I see the same disgust in them that I feel for myself, there will be no coming back. I need to get all of this out, and honestly, even if I tried, I don’t think I’d be able to stop talking. It’s all flowing now, and I’m powerless to the words coming from my mouth. “My self-proclaimed purpose was to find the Reapers, to find the truth of what happened to my family, but now matter how much effort I put into it, I could never get ahead. I wasn’t good enough. And in the end, the only help I got was from the very militia that was responsible for Lucie’s disappearance and probably my parents’ too. I was dedicating my life to the very man that took my family from me. How do I come to terms with that?” I give a bitter laugh and frantically shake my head. “What kind of mercenary am I? I had everything right under my nose and I was so poor at my job that I couldn’t see any of it.” I laugh again in my frustration, no longer paying any attention to Dryden. “And then there’s Isoline...I have no idea what’s going on with her, but I know that I was supposed to protect her and I couldn’t.” I feel like screaming. I don’t know what to do or where to go from here. All I know is I’ve lost whatever trust and faith I had in myself and without that, I feel incapable.  
 
    I have no idea how Dryden’s going to handle my breakdown. I’m comfortable with him and I opened up to him more than I have to anyone in my life, but I don’t know him that well. I’m running off of pure intuition and emotion. For all I know, his next words could be ordering me to leave his home and never return. Instead, Dryden asks about Lucie. I look at him for a moment, completely caught off guard, before asking Dryden to repeat himself. “I want you to tell me about the day Lucie disappeared. Every detail you remember. After your parent’s disappearance, you had understandable grief, and I don’t think you were necessarily in the wrong by bringing Lucie with you. You were her guardian. Wherever you went, she followed. That’s family. But after she disappeared, everything about you changed, didn’t it? That’s when you went downhill. That’s when you lost yourself. And that’s what you need to talk about. Talk about the day she was taken. I doubt you’ve talked about it before, and you need to unburden yourself by telling someone about it, so tell me. I’ll listen to you for as long as it takes to get the story out.” 
 
    I stare at him for a beat longer before standing up to pace the length of the living room. Dryden stands, keeping his eyes on me, but remains glued to his same spot beside my chair. I repressed my memories of that day for so long that I don’t even know where to begin or how to retrieve every detail. I’m going to have to work if I want to tell the story and get past my mental block of that day. I’ll start from the beginning and move on from there. It’s the only way to paint the picture for Dryden exactly as it happened. I take a deep breath, filling my lungs completely, before releasing it and glancing at Dryden. He’s still watching me intently, waiting for my story. I pace the living room a few more times, letting the movement pull me into a trance-like state. Pacing is helping me remember and forcing my mind to stay busy with facts instead of emotions. 
 
    “The day Lucie disappeared… that morning, she wanted to go into Timberwood to see her friends. We were supposed to leave that place the year before and start over somewhere new, but she wasn’t ready yet. I wanted out while she just wanted back in. Lucie wanted to be a part of the community again. I gave her that year, though, to prepare herself for the move, and she still wasn’t ready. And the longer we stayed in Timberwood, the antsier I was getting to leave. Lucie and I were just fighting nonstop. She refused to go; I refused to stay, and it was starting to feel like I’d never escape that place. To be honest though, I think that morning I was just set off because a couple days before I ran into Edric, and it was just… an awful, awkward situation. I put all of the tension I felt from that right onto Lucie, and it wasn’t fair to her. Finally, at the end of our long and bitter argument, Lucie agreed to leave. She wanted one last day to say goodbye to her friends, and then, we could head on our way. After she left to say her goodbyes, I started packing her things. I just wanted to make things a little easier for her, you know?” I shrug my shoulder and bring my eyes toward the ceiling, blinking away tears. I didn’t want Lucie to suffer. I didn’t want her to be sad. But in the end, my intentions meant nothing. I was the only one bringing hardship to her life.  
 
    “While I was packing, I found a note that told me the real reason for her reluctance. She was just a child. I guess a part of her felt to embarrassed to tell me in person, so she wrote everything out. There were a few boys who were in our merc training a couple years before our parents disappeared. They like to mess with Lucie, and although I did my best to defend her, a big part of our training was learning how to stand on your own two feet. I worried that if I fought too many of Lucie’s battles for her, she’d never grow to become independent. Lucie never saw those boys for the bullies they were though. She thought they were just trying to help her become a better mercenary, but I could see right through that. Everyone could. When we were all in school together, I never let them get close to her. Maybe it was my fault Lucie couldn’t see their true colors. I protected her too much. In merc training, you’re taught to gravitate to the strong and prey on the weak, and to them, Lucie was the weakest of us all.” 
 
    My voice was shaky when I first started telling Dryden Lucie’s story, but as I continued, my voice became stronger. I finally stop pacing and lean on the wall. Locking eyes with Dryden, I continue, “Lucie always had a crush on the ringleader of the boys. He was a cute kid, but the meanest of the entire bunch. She didn’t see his cruelty though, and little did I know at that time, after our parents’ disappearance, the two of them started spending more time together. Even though this kid was that group’s ringleader, he didn’t have the power to change Lucie’s status as a weak link in Titania. She was already pegged as undateable between all of them. They were complete snobs. Imagine aristocrats who just want to play mercenary for fun, who would go back to their lives of luxury when they got bored. I’ll admit though, unfortunately, their group had some skill.” I scoff and shake my head in irritation. “This group… they were the type who only wanted to be with the toughest, most capable girls in the class- basically the best mercenaries- and Lucie wasn’t one of them. So the kid she was seeing tried to keep his relationship with Lucie a secret. Only, his friends found out. When you know someone your entire life, you tend to pick up on when they’re hiding something… Anyway, back to the note. Basically, she just talked about her love for this jerk and how she couldn’t possibly leave him behind in Timberwood. Then, she said she was going to get an opportunity to show all of them what she was capable of, that she’d finally get their approval. They group asked her to a small, abandoned neighborhood outside of Timberwood. There were rumors that a group of Artifs had set up camp in a couple of the mansions and this moron wanted Lucie to come check them out with his group. I guess he wanted to show his friends that Lucie was cool, that she was actually worthy of being with.” 
 
    I chew on the inside of my cheek for a couple minutes and focus on my breathing. Calm down. Calm down. I repeat the two words in my head as a mantra. Still, my body’s tensing as my breathing gets faster and shallower. The anxiety of that days is rushing over me, making it hard to form another sentence. Dryden crosses his arms, drawing my attention away from my thoughts and to his movement. “It’s okay, Luxem. It’s in the past now. Talk about it and free yourself from its grasp.” His voice is smooth and reassuring, and I find myself nodding my head at him, my heart rate slowing with each bob. 
 
    “I know,” I whisper. “It’s just a hard memory I haven’t thought about in a long time.” I take another shaky breath and close my eyes before continuing. “I tried to get to the neighborhood as fast as I could. I didn’t trust the situation, and I definitely did not trust those boys, but by the time I got there, it was too late. They were freaking out, running back from the manors, pointing and saying over and over that Artifs got her. I tried to get them to slow down and tell me what happened, but they just kept repeating that Artifs got to Lucie. I ran to the houses and looked around the entire neighborhood, thinking I’d at least see something- some sign of a struggle, or clues about who took her- but there was nothing. And nothing pointed to any Artifs living in the neighborhood. The rumors about Artifs living there were false. Whatever too Lucie was human, and I knew that it was the same group that took my parents. I blamed the Reapers at the time. I thought it was all directly their fault. Until my meeting with Ulric, I didn’t know that there are militias in charge of the kidnappings.” I open my eyes and cross my arms, mimicking Dryden’s stance. I finally finished the story. I actually got everything out. My breath leaves my body in a long sigh of relief. For the first time since it happened, I told someone about Lucie’s disappearance, about the anger and bitterness I feel toward myself because of it, and about the nightmare that followed.  
 
    Dryden strolls over to the chair he was sitting in when I came downstairs and throws his body into it with a sigh. Resting his chin in his hand, he thinks for a moment before addressing Lucie’s disappearance, “I’m not sure her kidnapping was your fault though. She was taken in the very town you were desperately trying to escape from.” I remain silent, but in my head I’m disagreeing with every word Dryden’s saying. I pushed Lucie too hard and made her feel like she couldn’t open up to me. If she felt more comfortable talking about her crush or talking about her difficulty fitting in, maybe I could have stopped the entire situation from happening. No, I know I could have. Dryden drops his hands into his lap and we stare at each other for a beat before he asks, “How did the rest of the town react to Lucie’s disappearance? I’m sure the group you talked about didn’t stay quiet when they reached Timberwood.” 
 
    I shrug, “The town never found out. I caught up with the boys while they were lingering outside of Timberwood. Apparently, not only were they not allowed anywhere near that neighborhood, but one of them had dared Lucie to enter the house alone to ‘prove’ her fearlessness and show she could keep up with the group. I guess they felt like it was their fault she disappeared and they were worried about what was going to happen to them when the town found out. But… I told them to just stay quiet and leave it to me. I said I’d find Lucie and bring her back myself. I was obviously a fool, but the town thought we were both already long gone, and as much as I hated those boys, and as much as large part of me wanted them to suffer, they were just children. We all were. The true ones responsible for her disappearance were the Reapers, and now, I know, the Remnants.” I laugh under my breath and shake my head, “That kid was so worried about getting in trouble, but it wasn’t even his fault. It was that girl’s idea-” I abruptly stop and look at Dryden with wide eyes, “Wait...” I drift off and start pacing again, holding the tips of my fingers against my head as though they’ll help remember better. I have to be wrong. There’s no way. Absolutely no way. How would I not remember her? 
 
    Dryden stands in alarm and watches me closely, “What is it? What are you remembering?” I hold my finger to my lips and motion for Dryden to stay quiet. I need to focus. The memory’s so close, tugging at the back of my mind, but I can’t grasp it in its entirety. All I know is that I have to remember.  
 
    I start mumbling to myself, trying to remember the group of boys that were there that day, “There was the main one who Lucie liked, his best friend, and the other two that just hung onto them, but why were there five running from the house? There was that girl there. She gone though by the time they reached Timberwood… She…” I drift off as my mouth parts in shock. My throat tightens with the sudden realization that I know that girl. “Oh my god, Dryden,” I whisper. Dryden just shakes his head and motions for me to continue while I stare off in a daze. Finally, I drop down in a chair and draw a shaky breath. “I saw her there. She was younger and her hair was a white blonde, but it was definitely her. I don’t know how I blocked it tot he point where I actually for she was there that day. I mean, she looked different, but it was her. I know it.” 
 
    Dryden shakes his again, agitation clearly written on his face. He seems like he has a formidable amount of patience, but I know I’m testing it with my vagueness. “I don’t know who you’re talking about, Luxem.”  
 
    “Isoline!” I yell, surprising Dryden with my intensity. “She was the girl the ringleader’s friend was talking about. She was with them when they were running from the houses. It was her who thought to make Lucie do the dare.” 
 
    Dryden furrows his brows in disbelief. I know he’s trying to process. Maybe there’s a part of him that doesn’t believe me. The human mind is tricky. It plant false memories and make people remember them as truths. But I know he’s trying. I can see it in his eyes. “You’re absolutely sure Isoline is the girl you saw with them? How did she disappear in the time it took them to make it from the neighborhood to Timberwood? Where did she go? And why was she there to begin with?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Everything was so chaotic, I’m surprised I even remember as much about the situation as I do. But yes, I’m absolutely sure. Isoline was there, Dryden. Do you believe me?” I search his dark eyes for some indication into his thoughts, but they betray nothing.  
 
    Regardless, Dryden hold my gaze with his own and nods his head, “I believe you, Luxem, and I think we’re going to have to go back to Timberwood and talk to the group you said was there with Isoline. Maybe, with all of the information we have, we’ll be able to start piecing together a story that can help us get closer to the Reapers. It’s a lead and a good place to start.” 
 
    I look at him in pleasant surprise, “Are you including yourself in all of this?” 
 
    Dryden gives me a small, almost imperceptible smile. “If you’ll have me. Ulric kidnapped my mother, remember? If she’s anywhere alive right now, it’s with the Reapers. I look like I have it all together, Luxem, but I feel as lost as you did when I held you. I’m glad you’ve found another mission to push yourself forward, but for me… Right now all I’m going is running this auto shop. I’m not doing anything to change the world. I’m just getting by. The most I can do to ease my pain is to follow in your footsteps. I think you’re a better mercenary than you give yourself credit for.” 
 
    I flash Dryden a genuine smile, but my happiness is bittersweet. I have another mission, but I don’t know if it’s just going to end up as another dead end. And, I don’t want Dryden to suffer as I have, but I doubt I have much say in that. He’s been betrayed by family. His pain goes deeper than mine ever will. “I’d be more than happy to have you as a part of this team, but I wish there was more I could do for you. Even if all I can do is listen, you did that for me, and it helped more than you can possibly know.” 
 
    Dryden shakes his head, “I appreciate the offer, but I think just coming along will be enough for now. My pain has to much anger with it to be able to discuss it out loud. If I broke down while speaking about it… It would be in a violent outburst that I’m not ready to show. It would be best to just wait until I can control the emotions inside me a little better. Stoicism is my strength during this time.” 
 
    I slowly nod my head and follow Dryden as he makes his way to the steps. I don’t want to push him too hard. I can wait until he’s ready, but when he is, I want to be there for him. “I think I’d better go to bed. My mind can finally relax and let me rest. I’m emotionally drained but happy that, at least, this isn’t the end. We still have a lead to follow.” 
 
    Dryden bows his head toward me and says goodnight, “I’ll see you in the morning, Luxem. Sleep well.” He walks past me into the darkness of the kitchen and beyond to wherever his bedroom is, and I slowly creep back up the steps. It wasn’t an easy night, but now, we have a plan, and Dryden’s in on it. I don’t know what I would have done if he chose to stay behind in the Void, but I don’t have to think about it. He’s coming. He wants to help me find the Reapers. My intuition was right about him. Dryden is helping me heal, just as I thought he would. I’m still not one hundred percent, but I feel like I can make it through another day, and that’s all that matters. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “Jealousy in romance is like salt in food. A little can enhance the savor, but too much can spoil the pleasure and, under certain circumstances, can be life threatening.” 
 
    -Maya Angelou 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Edric, you need to grow up. You’re a mercenary, not a child,” my words are harshly clipped. I’m sick of Edric’s sulking. We have a lead that can tie everything together- the Reapers, Isoline, Lucie, the Remnants- and Edric can’t get over his jealousy long enough to let us work. He crosses his arms in silence and I groan in frustration before motioning for Dryden and Artia to give us some space. Maybe I can reason with him a little and get to bottom of why he feels the need to make the mission more difficult. I’m sure I have an idea, though. He woke up this morning to find that not only did Dryden and I have a heart to heart with one another, but we also came up with a plan for our next move- all without him. Dryden and Artia walk out of earshot, both looking back every now and then to make sure everything’s okay between Edric and I. When they’re far enough away, I grab Edric’s arm and roughly turn his body so that he’s facing me head on. “What are you doing, Edric? You’ve been dragging your feet and giving Dryden and I glares at every opportunity you’ve had this morning, and I’m getting sick of it. We need to focus on the mission.” 
 
    Edric laughs bitterly under his breath and focuses his harsh glare on me, “Yeah, the mission I said I’d help you with. You. Not whatever his name is. I’m supposed to be your right hand man, Luxem, and instead of opening up to me about what’s been going on with you, you talking to Dryden! He’s just some random guy that dropped into your life yesterday, Luxem. Yesterday. I don’t like him. I certainly don’t trust him. And I definitely don’t want him coming along.” 
 
    I pinch the bridge of my nose and try to think of how to kindly explain the situation to Edric. Nothing would have been a problem if Artia didn’t open her mouth at breakfast this morning and ask me where I ran off to last night. Apparently, at some point during the night, Artia woke up and noticed I wasn’t in my bed. I wish she would have just asked me about it privately, but of course, that girl had to wait until we were all gathered around Dryden’s large, wooden dining table with fresh juice and real eggs in front of us. It should have been a peaceful morning with good food and even better conversation, but instead, Artia ruined it. After she asked where I ran off to, Edric started getting upset, asking me why I didn’t bother to wake him up if I was going to go for a walk. Dryden added fuel to the fire by telling him that I actually didn’t go anywhere. He probably thought the situation was simple. All he needed to do was explain that I had trouble sleeping and the two of us talked until I could finally get some rest. His intentions were innocent. That set Edric off even more though, so I tried deflecting the conversation to the next leg of our mission. I gave him a brief explanation of the memory I recalled where Isoline was present during Lucie’s kidnapping. Looking back, I can see how I had poor timing. I should have waited for Edric to cool off before I brought up the mission. Learning that I went over the details of Lucie’s disappearance with Dryden before talking about them with Edric made him go silent and he’d been ignoring everyone since. 
 
    I sigh and rest my forearm on the top of my head, trying to think of a way to explain everything to Edric without hurting him too bad. I know that’s why he isn’t talking to any of us. He’s more hurt than angry. I opened up to a complete stranger before my childhood friend. It’s easy to place myself in his shoes. If he would have talked to Artia before me about his mom, I would have been crushed. But I can’t talked to Edric about Lucie the same way I can to Dryden. Edric’s too obsessive about me, always looking for way to fix the pain, to heal me. And that’s not a bad thing. I appreciate his care. But, I don’t want someone to heal me. I need to learn how to do that for myself. All I wanted was someone to listen, and Dryden did that for me. Edric would have rushed into action before I got the first word out. “Edric, I know you’re hurting, but we have a mission right now. Not only do we have Dryden with us, which, if you remember, is exactly what Loka wanted, but we also have another lead. And I’m actually feeling good, much better than I’ve been lately. I want to use this energy to make some real progress on either finding out more about the Reapers or Project Artian. This entire time, you haven’t been seeing me at my full potential as a mercenary because my head’s been so clouded, but now I’m back and I’m focused, and…” I let my sentence drift off and shake my head, “I don’t have time for this. Not now, Edric.” I give him a stern look to drive my point across but he looks unimpressed.  
 
    “Have you ever considered that maybe your ‘full potential’ is just an excuse to avoid facing the people you hurt?” Edric meets my glare with an intensity of his own. 
 
    I recoil back from him like I’ve been slapped. “What is that supposed to mean? I’m not avoiding anything. I just want to get on with our mission. We’re mercenaries, Edric. What do you expect?” 
 
    Edric scoffs and looks away from me in the direction of Dryden and Artia. They’re still talking to one another while glancing over at our argument every now and then. “It means you use whatever mission you have as an excuse to avoid reality, and the reality of this situation is that you’re acting careless with someone who’s stood by your side, without fail, for most of your life. Yeah, I’m hurt, Luxem. What do you expect? You talked to Dryden about Lucie, but I’m the one who actually knew her. I saw her as a sister. He doesn’t know anything about her. You left me behind in Timberwood, and still, the moment I saw you, I immediately jumped on board with your mission and tried to help in any way I could. I’ve stood by you all this time, and you couldn’t even talk to me.” Edric’s voice cracks and he groans, putting his head in his hands. “I still don’t even know how she disappeared.” 
 
    It’s unrelated, but I have to know, and now, while we’re hashing out all of our problems with one another, it seems like as good of a time to ask as any. “What about your ‘missing years’ Edric? After you saw me in the fields of Timberwood, you left. There are things I don’t know about you, that even after all this time you still haven’t told me. You weren’t even planning to tell me about your mom. Don’t act like I’m the only one who’s been keeping secrets.” 
 
    Edric looks at me with narrowed eyes. I can’t tell if he’s angry or confused. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I lived in Timberwood. Then, I joined the Dagger Corps. There are no ‘missing years’ of my life.” 
 
    I scoff at his blatant lie. He’s going to get angry at me for talking to Dryden, but he won’t even tell me the truth about something so simple? “Mori said you up and left Timberwood a year after Lucie and I were thought to be gone. I know, Edric. And really, it’s not even that big of a deal, but you honestly feel like you have to lie about it?” 
 
    Edric shakes his head and runs his hand through his hair. He’s just as irritated as I am. “You’re the one lying here, Luxem, trying to make up some big story so you can get the attention off of yourself and back on to me. I didn’t go anywhere. Don’t bring Mori into this. If you’re going to start making stuff up, leave innocent people out of it.” 
 
    I look at him in disbelief, angry at both Edric and myself. He can’t tell me how to grieve or who to confide in. He doesn’t have any control over who’s able to help me move past my tragedies. I need to place my own mental health before Edric’s feelings, but at the same time, I hate myself for not being able to talk to him. I want Edric to be the person I can confide in and grieve with. I want to cry on his shoulder and let him tell me everything’s going to be okay, but I can’t do it. That’s never been the kind of relationship we have, and I don’t know how to change that. I glance toward Dryden and Artia. They’re both leaning against two trees, no longer talking. Instead, they’re just quietly taking in the scenery. Every now and then, Artia says something and Dryden nods his head, glancing in my direction. Our eyes meet and he raises his eyebrows and nods his head in Edric’s direction, asking if everything’s okay. I nod my head and turn toward Edric. There’s nothing I can tell him to make the situation better. He’s already hurt, and I can’t change how I feel. Maybe Edric and I really have drifted too far apart in the past five years. We’re both different people, and the dynamic of our friendship is different than it was when we were children. Maybe we always needed Lucie as a buffer between us. Whatever the reason, there’s something broken between Edric and I that can’t be fixed, and his attitude toward Dryden is only widening the gap between us.  
 
    Edric sighs and leans against the building behind him, putting his hand in his pockets. The four of us had just made it to the outskirts of the Void, where the city meets the wild forest beyond. That’s as far as we made it before I could no longer handle Edric’s attitude. I’m not sure what else to say to him. The silence between us is heavy with tension, and the longer we go without finishing our conversation on a positive note, the more likely it seems that we won’t. I care about Edric more than he’ll ever know, but that’s part of the problem. Whatever new dynamic is influencing our relationship feels painful. Since meeting at the Remnant camp, the relationship’s felt tense, as though one wrong look will set the other off. It’s tiring and I don’t want to deal with it anymore. I’m finally starting to feel a semblance of the control I worked so hard to find after Lucie’s disappearance, and I want to see how far I can take it. I want to see if I can become whole again, and I wan to complete the mission. I can’t let myself become derailed by Edric. 
 
    I shift my eyes back to Edric to see him staring at me. I raise my eyebrow in question and he bites his bottom lip, looking away for a moment before turning back to me. “You can’t just replace me, Lux. I’ve tried my hardest to be there for you, and I’m still trying. No matter what happens, I want to see this through until the end. I’m just asking you to not turn your back on me. I want to protect you. That’s my personal mission. Please, just let me do it.” 
 
    I feel like crying. An ache is developing in my throat from trying to swallow my feelings about the situation, and I have to wonder if it wouldn’t be better to return to the numbness I felt before talking to Dryden. “You’re irreplaceable to me, Edric, and you always will be. But, I don’t know what’s happening between us. I love that you helped this entire way, and I definitely needed it. I needed someone to take the reigns for a while, and you were there, and you were incredible.” I shake my head and let my voice drop to a whisper, trusting the breeze to carry my feelings to Edric, “But, look at us. We have two more people that we’ve involved with this mission , and they’re stuck standing by a tree because we can’t leave the city without having it out between us. That’s not okay, Edric. This relationship we have works until it compromises the mission. I can’t risk that happening. Not after all this time. And, if that’s selfish, so be it, but I need to know if Lucie’s alive. Even if it’s as some hybrid Artian, I’ll take what I can get. She will always come first, even if I find out she’s dead and there’s nothing I can do to bring her back. And, Edric… I can protect myself. I’m a mercenary too, and a good one. There are parts of my story that you don’t know about. I can handle myself.” 
 
    Edric stays silent, listening intently to everything I have to say, but after I finish, he looks into my eyes and creases his forehead. “What are you going to do if you can’t bring her back, Luxem? I may not need to protect you physically, but what about emotionally?” 
 
    I clench my jaw and squeeze my right hand into a fist, imaging I’m grasping a blade in it. “Then, I’ll make everyone involved in Project Artian pay. There are times when I think to myself that maybe Project Artian has the potential to finally bring peace to the world, but I draw the line at loss of life. That’s too high a price to pay.” 
 
    Edric’s eyes widen in surprise, but he doesn’t respond right away. Instead, he glances at Dryden and Artia to see them once more engaged in conversation. I briefly wonder what they’re talking about, but the thought is fleeting. My talk with Edric is taking up most of my energy at the moment, leaving me to compartmentalize everything else. First, I’ll finish with Edric, then take care of the next order of business. I’m jerked out of my thoughts by Edric’s gentle fingers running through my hair. I raise my eyebrows at him and hold my breath. Edric leans closer to me, enough that I can feel his breath tingling my face, as he whispers, “Just promise me, Luxem. Promise me that you won’t replace me. Not with him. Not with anyone.” 
 
    I take a step back and Edric’s hand falls to his side. Leveling my gaze with his, I nod my head in response. “You’re irreplaceable, Edric. That will never happen.” Edric releases a deep breath and gives me a half smile. He’s not completely himself yet, but he’s getting there. 
 
    “Excuse me, I’m sorry to interrupt, but we need to get on the road. Daylight is waning and our time is precious if we want to make it to Timberwood today.” Edric and I turn our heads to see Dryden standing in front of us with Artia a small ways behind him. She’s kicking a dirt pile with her foot and looking completely bored with the situation- as usual. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be seeing you guys later then,” Artia crosses her arms and waits for our responses with a smirk. Typical Artia just trying to get a reaction. 
 
    “I thought you were set on coming with us?” Edric asks in confusion. I’m also unsure about what changed Artia’s mind, nut I’m not going to give her the satisfaction of asking. 
 
    Artia shrugs her shoulders and gives me a small frown before picking up the bag she set by Edric and I when we started arguing. “It may not look it, but Dryden has a lot of equipment in the back of his garage that people would just love to get their hands on if they knew he was away. I’m going to watch the stuff- doing him a teensy favor- and in return, Dryden’s going to do me a little favor.” Artia smiles at Dryden while his face remains impassive. Before I can ask about the favor Dryden promised Artia, she waves a finger in front of Edric’s and my faces. “And the favor is between Dryden and I, meaning, it’s none of your business.” Of course. Regardless, I didn’t want Artia to come with us in the first place, so if she decides on her own to remain in the Void, I have no complaints. I’m sure the favor aspect of it will make Edric even more suspicious of Dryden, though. Still, he has no complaints about Artia heading back to Dryden’s shop. She didn’t get close enough for us to feel sad at her leaving, so when Artia turns to head back to the Void, the three of us just give her a small wave before heading on our way. 
 
    I’m the first to break the awkward silence between us by asking Dryden about the car he mentioned at breakfast. After I told Edric and Artia about our plan to head back to Timberwood and find the group of boys Lucie hung out with, Artia’s first question was how we were all going to get there. Dryden told us he has a car that he keeps hidden on the outskirts of the city in case he ever has to leave in a hurry. The four of us decided we’d use that car to drive to Timberwood. “How much farther do we have to walk before we reach the car? It should be close if it’s just on the outskirts, right?” I’m not particularly concerned about the distance, but at least it’ll give us something to talk about.  
 
    “Not too much farther,” Dryden brusquely answers. The three of us fall back into strained silence and I sigh. If we stay like this, the car ride to Timberwood will be nothing short of miserable, and it’ll end up feeling much longer than it actually is. Dryden hold up a hand to stop us from walking and scans the area surrounding us. It’s thick with foliage and I can’t make out anything but heavy, overcrowded leaves and dark, almost burnt looking tree bark. For the Void looking as nice as it does, you’d think the area around it would match the beauty of the city. Instead, it looks more like an industrial waste land. Dryden walks over to a thick patch of trees and bushes and starts clearing everything away, slowly revealing a small, beat up vehicle. After realizing he’s uncovering the car we’ll be using for the trip, I rush over to help him. After watching me struggle with a branch, Edric joins us, making it clear he’s there to help me, not Dryden. 
 
    “You really hid this,” I grunt. I didn’t realize there was a thorn bush hidden in the mix of leaves and branches until I poked the tip of one of my fingers on its sharp points.  
 
    Dryden shrugs and answers between breaths, “I had to. This is a fully functional vehicle with a filled tank. If I just left it in the open or an easy to reach area, it wouldn’t even be here for a day before someone would make off with it.” I glance over at Edric, but he stays silent while he works. I know he wants to interact with Dryden as little as possible, and after our talk, I doubt he wants to cause any more conflict. Still, I wish he’d interact just a little instead of keeping to himself.  
 
    When we finally get the car free, I wipe the sweat from my forehead and realize that, while a little dinky, the car isn’t as bad as I thought it would be. Dryden hid it just under two weeks ago, so I didn’t think it was going to have that much wear and tear on it, but I’m surprised that Dryden can brush most of the dirt off with just his hands. He takes the keys out of his pocket and tosses them toward me. I quickly cup my hands, just barely catching them, and give Dryden a questioning look. “I’ve never been to Timberwood. I have no idea what roads to take. Then again, if you don’t want to drive, you can always direct me from the passenger seat.” I don’t have a problem driving Dryden’s car. I’m just surprised he’s actually allowing me. 
 
    Before I can say anything, Edric finally speaks up, adding his own opinion into the mix, “I can drive, Lux. Hand them to me. You can sit in the passenger seat.” 
 
    Edric reaches out to take the keys, but Dryden puts his hand on Edric’s arm to stop him. Edric pauses and harshly glares at him, willing Dryden to back off, but instead of backing down, Dryden holds Edric firmly in place. “I don’t feel comfortable with you driving my car. You’ve been a lose cannon this entire day, and I don’t trust what you’re going to do. I don’t even think you know what your next move’s going to be.” 
 
    Edric and Dryden stare at one another for a while longer before Edric pulls the offending hand off his arm, letting his fist close around it with force. Dryden grunts in pain, but he keeps his expression neutral. My eyes widen at Edric’s strength. I can clearly see Dryden’s fingers turning a deep purple where Edric’s cutting off the circulation. It’s not a trick of the light. He’s actually hurting him- and bad. Edric leans toward Dryden’s face and growls, “Touch me again, and you’ll have to learn how to fix cars one handed.” He tosses Dryden’s hand away from him and saunters to the backseat of the car, slamming the door behind him. Dryden cradles his injured hand into his chest and glares after him, pure hatred glistening in his eyes.  
 
    I release a deep breath I didn’t realize I was holding and walk toward Dryden to take a look at his hand. “Are you okay? I’ve never seen him like that before. He was unrecognizable. I know it probably seems like bad taste to defend him right now, but I swear to you, the Edric I know is not like that.” I shake my head and glance toward the car. Since this morning to now, Edric’s been undergoing a complete change in his personality, and it has to be from more than just petty jealousy. I’ve seen Edric jealous before. I’ve seen him angry, sad, bored, mischievous- and he’s never been downright malicious. Or violent.  
 
    Dryden closes my hand over the keys and starts shuffling toward the passenger side of the car. “You’d better drive. I don’t know what’s happening between you and Edric, but he can’t act like that. It’s not my call whether the two of you stay partners, but if he’s going to start giving in to violent impulses, I’d seriously rethink who you’re traveling with, Luxem.” I flinch as he closes the door. Edric acted like a stranger when he threatened Dryden, and I don’t know how to keep his temper in check when I didn’t even know he had one. 
 
    # 
 
    The car ride is tense enough for me to count down each minute in my head. The Void and Timberwood are fairly close, and the three of us only have to last in this car for about three hours, but the ride feels unimaginably long. Dryden and Edric haven’t spoken a word since we began the drive, and I’m bored. I’m bored and stressed and I hate that I have another possible lead on the Reapers, I’m feeling more emotionally stable than I have in days, and I have to cater to the egos of my traveling companions. I want to celebrate on the way to Timberwood, not spend the car ride like this. It’s been about forty minutes of complete silence, and my head is starting to ache from the hostility surrounding me. Dryden seems like he’s just a quiet guy, so I didn’t expect him to be too talkative during the ride anyway, but again, Edric’s surprising me. I didn’t expect him to be so silent, and the attitude emanating from him is throwing me off balance. I’ve never seen this darker, more aggressive side of him, and during our travels together, Edric didn’t seem like he had a malicious nature. But, then he met Dryden and something in him snapped. He’s been behaving differently ever since the three of us teamed up. I still think his personality change is from something bigger than jealousy, though. Something is going on in his mind that he’s hiding from me, and the longer he goes without talking to me about it, the more agitated I get. Then again, this is probably how Edric felt when I opened up to Dryden and left him in the dark. 
 
    I finally break the silence (again, it has to be me), hoping that some of the discomfort will evaporate. I want to talk to Edric about whatever is going on with him, but it’s a conversation that will have to wait for later when it’s just the two of us. He’ll never open up in front of Dryden; I don’t even know if he’ll open up in front of me. “Thank you for the car, Dryden. We used a motorbike to travel to the Void, and while that would have been fine for just Edric and I, we definitely needed something bigger for the three of us, especially since at first, we were going to be traveling with four.” I ramble on, not really paying attention to anything I’m saying while looking back and forth between Dryden and Edric. Neither of them react to me. Edric remains pensively looking out the window and Dryden keeps his focus trained on the road in front of us. 
 
    Finally, Dryden gives a small grunt and responds, “It’s not a problem. I’m just hoping that the drive pays off and we’ll be able to get some useful information from those boys you talked about.” 
 
    Edric scoffs in the back seat and meets Dryden’s eyes in the rear view mirror. He fixes him with a sharp glare and hisses, “What would you even know about the guys Luxem was talking about? You came out of nowhere and put yourself into this mission. No one asked you to come along. And, we don’t know anything about you other than the fact that you were a dog to the very militia that kidnapped Luxem’s sister. You’re a threat. You’re a threat to me. You’re a threat to Luxem. You’re a threat to the very nature of this mission.” Edric’s voice raises with each word and Dryden motions for him to quiet down, making Edric even angrier. He kicks Dryden’s seat, and I slam on the breaks, bringing the car to a sudden halt. I’ve had enough of this.  
 
    Before I can stop them, Dryden turns around to address Edric directly, “Are you trying to get a reaction from me? Do you want to fight? What is it exactly that you’re trying to start here? You’re a mercenary and I’m a mechanic. You’d win, Edric. Does it satisfy you to hear those words?” Dryden and Edric are locked in a death glare and I shift in my seat, wondering if I should still interrupt. Dryden seems like he’s maybe trying to appease Edric, but the tension is still thick, and it feels like a fight can break out at any moment. Dryden continues, his words seething and quiet, “Do you think that if you try to act like the tough guy here, she’ll finally see you as a man and feel the same way back?” 
 
    My head snaps in Dryden’s direction and I push him away from me, breaking his eye contact with Edric. “You need to stop. Now. You’re taking it too far, and that was completely out of line for you to say.” I turn around to face Edric in the back seat and take in his red face and shallow breathing. I should have stepped in sooner before Dryden continued. I put too much faith in him, and he took a low blow at Edric. “You’re both taking this too far. We’re all on the same team. There’s no reason to fight.” I’m running out of patience with the friction between our group and I don’t understand where it’s stemming from. Edric doesn’t trust Dryden, that much is clear, but why? Because he’s a threat? Dryden hasn’t done anything to either of us to warrant that kind of accusation.  
 
    Edric frown and looks back and forth between Dryden and I. “Why can’t you see how dangerous he is, Luxem? I’m just trying to protect you. I told you that’s my mission. Why won’t you just let me do it?” 
 
    I groan and run a hand through my hair, “Dryden is not a threat to two well trained mercenaries, and I can protect myself, Edric! What do you think I’ve been doing these past five years?” 
 
    I lean against the front seat with a sigh, waiting for either Dryden or Edric to add to the conversation. Instead, Dryden opens the car door, slamming it on his way out. I glance at Edric’s face in the mirror to see him looking out with window, sorrow etched into the fine features of his face. How did everything go so downhill? We finally have something. Why is everything falling apart now? 
 
    I need to cool off. I need to fix things with Edric. I need to bring Dryden back to the car so we can finish driving to Timberwood. I’m sure if I think harder, there’s even more I have to do, but for now, I’ll start with cooling my own temper down. Maybe I’ll just take a walk around the area. It seems like a decently safe place. I exit the car and look around to see if there’s a trail or something similar nearby so I can get some exercise. Instead, I spot Dryden in a field just beyond the treeline. I stroll over toward him, taking my time so I can enjoy the nature around me. Vibrant flowers. Cascading leafy branches. Gurgling streams. And the setting sun shining golden rays through the trees. It’s picturesque here- probably one of the most beautiful locations I’ve ever passed through- and I can barely enjoy it because I’m so worried about Edric, Dryden, and the mission.  
 
    I finally catch up to Dryden and follow his gaze over the hillside below us. The field he chose to relax in is past the trees, giving us a clearer view of the sunset. I enjoy it for only a brief moment before turning toward Dryden, ready to talk about getting back on track for the mission. Before I can say anything, Dryden speaks first, never breaking his focus from the setting sun, “I think we should set up a camp here for the night. I know we don’t have that much longer to drive, but the tension in the car is getting to me, and I just want to take a break from it. We need to figure ourselves out before we get to Timberwood.” 
 
    I stare at him for a quick beat before weighing our options. Edric and I already pushed the mission back with our argument this morning. I don’t to put it off even further, but Dryden’s right. I don’t have much of a choice. Edric’s becoming a hindrance to us, and I need to talk to him- again. I should at least try to get to the bottom of his behavior. While he’s acting like this, I don’t want to sit in the car for another two and a half hours. It’ll be filled with either silence or arguing. What I want is for the three of us to work together as a team, but to make that happen, I need to find some way to convince Edric that Dryden’s not a threat. I have no idea why Edric’s so stuck on the idea that hes dangerous. He’s probably going to bring up the favor Dryden promised Artia. I doubt it’s anything too shady, but it’s a good idea to have the whole story before going to Edric.  
 
    I look sideways at Dryden and take a deep breath. I don’t know what I’ll do if he refuses to answer. That certainly wouldn’t help convince Edric that Dryden’s someone who can be trusted. “Hey, Dryden…?” He turns his head toward me and cocks an eyebrow. “What’s the favor you’re doing for Artia? She was determined to come with us from the very beginning, so what did you say that changed her mind?” 
 
    Dryden sighs and gives a dry laugh, “I don’t know if it’s going to make me seem like a very trustworthy person, but I told her she could steal a car from the auto shop. That way, she can finally make the escape from the Void that she so desperately wants. I’ll just deal with the fallout from it when I get back home.” 
 
    My eyes widen in disbelief, “Steal a car? You’re new to the Void. Your reputation isn’t set yet. Isn’t that going to be bad for business?” 
 
    Dryden nods, “It might. But I understand why she wants to leave the Void. And it’s not like she cared about this mission. All Artia wanted were resources.” He shrugs his shoulders and gives me a small smile, “Besides, I have a pretty strong feeling she would have stolen the car from right under our noses if given the chance. Her not coming is probably safest. Otherwise, we would have been stuck here, stranded.” 
 
    I still don’t quite understand, “But, why would you let her steal a car, Dryden? The Void is an amazing place, and the only reason Artia wants to leave is because she’s bored. How does boredom justify theft? I mean, mercenaries do their fair share of theft. I’m not trying to act high and mighty here, but…” 
 
    “But, you see me that way? High and mighty?” Dryden finishes. I sigh and give a slight nod in embarrassment. He laughs under his breath and looks back toward the setting sun. “I don’t think Artia’s just bored. Something isn’t right about the Void, and I think she felt it to. She acted like she was almost… threatened by something there. I don’t know. I don’t know how to explain any of it. It’s just unsettling.” I have no idea what he’s talking about. I didn’t notice anything out of place about the Void, but then again, I was there for such a short amount of time, I doubt I would have. I motion for Dryden to continue. I want to hear more about his observations. Usually, I have pretty good intuition, even though I still tend to air on the side of caution. With the Void, I didn’t any foreboding or paranoia. It seems like a place I can move to and actually be happy. Dryden sighs, trying to find the right words to explain his feelings. “I didn’t notice anything out of place at first, but after a couple of day, I realized that there is just something… off about the people living in the Void. Every interaction with them just somehow feels hollow, as if they’re just shells of people. It made me feel crazy, like I was the only real person in a sea of nothing. If Artia’s lived in that environment her entire life, then I have no doubt it was making her crazy too. Her indifference to the world around her seemed forced- sort of like Ulric, actually. To be honest, I’m not even sure I want to go back to the Void when this is all over.” 
 
    I shake my head, “Even if your intentions were innocent when you promised Artia that favor, I feel like Edric’s going to use it as a black mark against you. I have no idea what’s going on with him, and I want to sum it up by saying it’s jealousy, but honestly, I doubt that. I’ve never seen him act this way, and Edric and I have been through a lot together.” 
 
    Dryden stays quiet, looking down at the ground in front of him. After a moment he raises his eyes just enough to peer into mine. “I think you should talk to him, Luxem. His temper is putting the mission in jeopardy, and I’m not even sure temper is the right word for it. I know you want to give him the benefit of the doubt, but I think he’s dangerous, and he’s unstable. Talk to him, but be careful.” 
 
    I sigh and push my bangs back from my eyes. I know Dryden’s right, and I plan to sit down and have a serious talk with Edric. But, I’m nervous. He is unstable, and he does seem dangerous, and I have no idea what set him off to the point of this behavior. As much as I don’t want to acknowledge it, a part of me is becoming more and more terrified of Edric. He’s someone I’ve known my entire life, but now, he’s truly a stranger to me. He’s always been intense and possessive, but this was something entirely new. I have no idea who Edric even is anymore.  
 
    I start back toward the car without replying, leaving Dryden alone in the field behind me. There’s nothing more to say. Now is the time for action. I walk as slow as I possibly can, though, dreading my inevitable conversation with Edric. At some point, during Dryden’s and my conversation, Edric got out of the car. He’s now leaning against it, absentmindedly playing with the lighter he used to catch Loka’s car on fire. I fight every instinct in my body telling me to turn around and run in the opposite direction. I take another step toward Edric, snapping a bundle of twigs under my boot. Edric’s head jerks up and he glances through the trees at Dryden before giving me a wide, familiar grin. My heart jumps at his usual smirk, and I can’t help but wonder if maybe I’m overreacting. He’s obviously still the same Edric that I’ve always known- just paranoid about Dryden. I return his smile with one of my own and lean against the car beside him. Edric puts his lighter away and keeps his hands in his pockets, kicking the leaves in front of him. 
 
    “I’m sorry about how I’ve been acting, Luxie. I just want to protect you, and I really do feel like Dryden’s a threat. I can’t rationally explain why- just call it a gut feeling- but my instincts have never been wrong before. There’s just something dangerous about him, and you’re the only family I have left. I can’t lose you too.” Edric turns his body toward mine and grabs my shoulders. I can see the sincerity in his eyes, but it’s irritating that Edric won’t take my own judgment about Dryden into consideration. “And, I know my behavior’s irrational, Lux. I know. But… I can’t control it. I know that sounds crazy. I sound crazy right now, but it feels like some outside force is driving my words and actions. I reach this point where something in my brain just shuts off, and I don’t know what to do about it.” 
 
    I remove Edric’s hands from my shoulders and hold onto them as I place them back by his side. I feel for him. I don’t want Edric to suffer. But, he’s relying on emotion over logic and it’s threatening to destroy everything I’ve worked for. “Dryden isn’t the threat you think he is, Edric. I trust him, and he’s more than willing to help us with this mission. The entire reason we even have this lead right now is because of him helping me overcome whatever block I had about Lucie’s disappearance.” Edric scoffs and rolls his eyes, yanking his hands from mine. “Edric, please do not make this harder than it already is. You can be as suspicious of him as you want, but for the sake of all of us working as a team, could at least try to cooperate?” 
 
    Edric blankly stares at me for a moment before coldly backing away. “Let’s stay here for the night, then. We’re all tired and maybe a warm campfire is just what we need. Everything will be fine, Luxem. Don’t worry about it so much.” Now is probably a poor time to tell him that Dryden had that same idea. I search his face, looking for some sign that he actually means the words that he’s saying, but I can’t bring myself to fully believe him. His body language and tone don’t match what he’s saying, and I can’t read what’s going on in his head. Edric continues, “We all just need to relax, and after that, and some rest, we’ll be good to go, tomorrow.” He waits patiently for me to respond, but I have a hard time finding my words.  
 
    “I wanted to come talk to you so that we could smooth things over and come to some sort of an agreement…” I drift off, hoping that Edric’s able to understand what I’m saying, but he just gives me a tight lipped smile and nods his head. 
 
    “And, we have. I’ll go grab some stuff for the fire. Don’t leave camp.” Edric strolls farther into the forest, leaving me at a loss for words. I wasn’t planning to leave the area around the car, but since when does Edric give me orders. He’s never been that controlling. I walk back toward Dryden to tell him about our plan for the night. Along the way, I find myself hoping that Edric’s walk will clear his head. I doubt it’ll have much of an effect though. Something in Edric is unstable, and I’m worried that instability will be dangerous and Dryden will be the one to pay. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “It’s a man’s own mind, not his enemy or foe, that lures him to evil ways.” 
 
    -Buddha 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    Edric came back after almost an hour in the woods with everything we needed to start a fire, but even after lighting it, tensions are still high. Dryden and I sat by the car in silence until Edric returned, both of us lost in our own thoughts. I don’t know what he was thinking about, but I know my mind went immediately to its darkest corners- my parents, Lucie, Isoline, the Remnants, and Edric. As close as I feel to Dryden, Edric’s still my family and I’m worried about him. He’s not a violent person, and he’s one of the most easy going people I’ve ever met. Since seeing him again outside the Remnant camp, I’ve considered the possibility that we’ve grown apart multiple times. There was always a voice in my head telling me that too much has happened in the past five years for us to ever be close, and maybe that’s still true, but it feels like there’s something else taking Edric away from me, some outside force neither of us have control over. He’s slipper further and further away from me, and I don’t know what to do to stop it. I miss my best friend, my family, the boy I love- even if it’s not in the way he wants. I wonder if our conversation beside the car was the last straw- if he’s lost to me forever. 
 
    Now, the three of us are sitting around the fire in uncomfortable silence. There’s no relaxation like Edric wanted. Instead, we’re all impatiently waiting for it to be late enough for bedtime. It’s probably going to be hard for us to fall asleep with hostility still so thick in the air. All of our nerves are on edge. I know Dryden feels threatened by Edric after he tried to crush his hand, and somehow, Edric feels similarly threatened by Dryden. I’m stuck in the middle, struggling to stay afloat and keep all of us together. I sigh and try to think of some topic that we can talk about, but nothing comes to mind. It’s always me breaking the silence between us and I’m running out of ideas. Maybe if I keep the conversations strictly mission related, there will be nothing to argue about. I turn toward Dryden and keep my voice light. Not too much pressure. It’s just a conversation. “I think you’ll like Timberwood. It’s beautiful this time of year.” I keep a forced smile plastered on my face, and when Dryden looks over at me, he freezes for a moment, probably taken aback by my expression. I know I’m trying too hard, but I’m still unused to doing mercenary work in a group even with my attempts to learn. Even if I fail to bring the three of us together, I want to try. 
 
    Edric ignores me and keeps his eyes trained on the fire in front of us, but Dryden gives me a slight smile. It looks like he’s trying too. “I’m sure it is, Luxem. It’ll be nice to see where you grew up.” Dryden glances at Edric briefly before returning his gaze to me and staring into my eyes for a moment. It looks like he’s trying to silently communicate something, but I have no idea what it could be. “Where are we all going to sleep tonight?” he asks.  
 
    Edric finally looks away from the fire and glares at Dryden, “Luxem and I can sleep in the car while you find a nice patch of leaves. Watch out for bugs.” 
 
    Unbelievable. Even after our conversation earlier, even after he told me everything is going to be fine, Edric is still acting like this. I open my mouth to chastise him, but Dryden slightly shakes his head. He’s definitely trying to accomplish something from this conversation, but it’s still unclear to me. Last time I put faith in him though, he escalated his argument with Edric and pulled me into it. Would trusting him with Edric be foolish of me? He’s already failed once. I want to know what he’s planning though… If I’m careful enough, maybe I can put a stop to things before they escalate.  
 
    “I’ll sleep with Luxem.” Dryden says in a monotone voice completely devoid of emotion. His eyes are fixed on Edric with a sharp intensity, and both our heads snap in Dryden’s direction. My breath catches in my throat as I look at Edric in concern. Why is Dryden doing this? There’s no way I could have stopped him in time. I should have ended the discussion the second he looked like he was up to something. Why is he trying to lead Edric into an emotional trap? He’s already on edge. We should be trying to calm him down, not anger his further. Dryden shouldn’t be baiting him. Earlier, he made it sound like he wanted everything to work out smoothing between the three of us. Now, he’s inviting conflict.  
 
    I lower my voice and turn to Dryden, “Stop. Now. Why are you doing this? You’re not helping the situation.” 
 
    Dryden ignores me and keeps his focus on Edric, “Well, what do you say? Earlier, I probably would have said Luxem can choose where she sleeps, herself. But, if we’re just going to pick for her, then I pick that she sleeps with me. Right now, you’re the threat. It doesn’t matter if you want to protect her, because you’re the only one bringing her harm.” 
 
    I groan in irritation, “What is this? Your egos fighting? I’m sick of being in the middle of you two. Dryden, I don’t know what you’re plan was, but it’s not working. It actually doesn’t even make sense. I’m done. I’d be happier to sleep in a pile of leaves. You two can have the car to yourselves. Work things out before morning.” 
 
    Both men ignore me. Edric stands and hovers over Dryden menacingly. When he takes a step closer, Dryden immediately rises to stand eye to eye with Edric. I remain seated on the ground, looking between the two of them in concern. I’m beyond irritated with both of them. I think they’re being idiots, but I don’t want a fight to break out. “There’s zero chance of that happening,” Edric growls. “You’re a threat to Luxem and I’ll kill you before I let you get that close to her.” 
 
    “Edric,” I breathe in disbelief. He’s threatening to kill Dryden and then tossing my name in there as though it’s all for my sake. “We were alone while you grabbed the firewood today and nothing happened. Nothing on me is harmed, so back off. Both of you. Dryden, don’t even say a word in response. I told you to let it go, too.” 
 
    Edric glances at me, the helpless look in his eyes catching me by surprise. It’s completely different from the murderous rage he had just a second ago. “I can’t stop, Luxem. I’m trying to control it and I can’t…” He drifts off into a whisper mumbling something under his breath, and I take note of the light sheen of sweat covering his face. Edric’s fighting something. I was right. There is something wrong with him, something beyond jealousy, and he’s trying to hold it at bay.  
 
    Dryden clears his throat, and Edric glances over at him, all of the malice from before returning to his expression. He and Dryden glare at each other for a minute longer before Dryden speaks up, “There’s something wrong with him, Luxem. I don’t know if his feelings have driven him toward obsession, but he can’t continue the mission with us.” He turns his back on Edric to face me. “We need to leave him behind or I’m afraid he’s actually going to act on these violent impulses. He has the same emptiness of the people in the Void. I thought a saw a flash of it before, but now, I’m sure. I pushed him into a corner, and all I got back was some prerecorded reaction. He’s just a husk, operating on orders from someone or something else.” 
 
    I want to tell Dryden that I know Edric better than that. I want to tell him to stop talking about Edric as though he isn’t even there. I want to tell him that Edric disappeared, that he doesn’t remember any of it, that I think he’s somehow connected to Project Artian, but I never get the chance. One second, Dryden’s talking about his analysis of Edric in a clinical, dispassionate manner; the next, he’s lying face down on the ground with blood matting his scalp. I widen my eyes in horror, a silent scream choking my throat, and raise my eyes to see Edric standing behind him, a blood spattered rock in his hand and a face of equal horror to mine. When he meets my eyes though, all signs of remorse leave his face, and instead he wears an empty stare. I want to run, I want to check for Dryden’s pulse, I want to stay and fight, but I remain rooted to my spot, unmoving except for my heaving breaths. What do I do? What do I do? What do I do? Edric said he’s not himself. Dryden said he’s being controlled. Can I somehow break through to Edric enough to stop him?  
 
    It’s a good idea- appealing to Edric’s better nature, but something inside me is broken, and as much as I will myself to move or say something, I can’t. Nothing on me is functioning correctly. I can’t even cry or scream properly, but I know my face is still twisted into a mask of terror. In mercenary training, we’re taught how to deal with violent Artifs and malicious humans, but not best friends, not family. He’s being controlled. I have to believe that. All signs are pointing toward an outside force possessing his mind. But, what does that mean? If I fight him, am I actually hurting the innocent part of Edric? The real Edric? Even if I tried to fight him, I have no idea how capable I’d be right now. It feels like my entire mind has been wiped clean. I can barely remember to breathe. 
 
    When Edric takes his first step toward me, that’s when I spring into action. Finally, my body’s responding. I bolt upwards from the ground and kick Edric as hard as I can in his groin, catching him off guard. He slams onto the ground in pain, while reaching for my foot. He wants to pull me down with him, so we’re on the same level. I jump back, yanking it out of his grasp. How long will he be down for? Do I have enough time to check Dryden for signs of life? If he’s still alive though, what am I going to do about it? He’s passed out, and there’s no way I’ll be able to drag him away to safety before Edric recovers. My best option is to knock Edric out. If he’s unconscious, I can find something to tie him up and keep him from hurting Dryden anymore… or me.  
 
    Edric groans, still in pain, and grunts out a slurred sentence I have to strain my ears to understand, “I’m- not- going- to- hurt- you.” I ignore him and look around for something I can use as weapon. There’s the rock Edric used on Dryden, but I hesitate before moving to pick it up. The gray of the stone is smeared with deep red, and I release a shaky exhale before grabbing it with both hands. I turn to knock Edric out with the rock, but my hesitation costed me precious seconds. He’s already recovered and on his feet. I thought for sure he’d be down for longer, but I was wrong. Edric lunges for me, catching me off guard and knocking the wind out of my lungs.  
 
    At some point during Edric’s tackle, I bit my tongue. Coppery blood starts filling my mouth. I want to spit it out but Edric’s body is too heavy on mine. I can’t lift my head enough to spit, so instead, I swallow it down, trying to keep myself from gagging. Edric finally lifts his body off of mine to sit cross legged on the ground and groans again, rubbing his head. He must have hit it off the ground when he tackled me. I try to stand up and kick him, but my legs won’t hold me. I fall back to the ground with my vision spinning. He didn’t hit his head off the ground. It must have smacked into my own. Surprisingly there isn’t that much pain. It must be from my adrenaline, or maybe it hit hard enough that I’m only half conscious right now. Regardless, I need to get out of here. I have to fight. I only have so much time before I’m going to black out.  
 
    Edric stands up, brushing the dirt off his pants. I want to stand, but despite my best efforts, I can’t. Black spots are still dancing at the corner of my vision. I need to recover- quickly. I rush to stand again, but fall back down onto my knees. The impact of our head was too much for me. How is Edric functioning right now? He seems completely fine. Still, I need to hold onto whatever semblance of consciousness I can. Edric kneels beside me and puts a hand on my shoulder, but I mumble for him to stop touching me before crawling away from him. I doubt he understood anything I said. I can barely understand myself. Sloan watches me struggle to move my body away from him and sighs, running a hand through his hair. “Luxie, you have to forgive me sometime. I did all this to save you.”  
 
    I look up to see Edric giving me a lopsided grin like he has so many times in the past. It makes me sick to see him trying to act so familiar now, as though nothing’s happened. It’s like since Dryden is taken out of the equation, Edric’s back to his normal self. Somewhat. He still isn’t acknowledging the carnage around us, and Dryden’s unconscious body lying only a few feet away. I whimper at his smile and back away from him until my head bumps into a tree. I hiss and hold it in my hands. Now, the pain’s setting in. Edric saunters toward me, taking his time. He knows I don’t have the strength to go far. “Don’t be scared of me, Lux. That hurts. I was only trying to protect you, and now look, the threat is gone, and we can finish our mission in peace.” My tears finally spill over, leaving a hot trail down my cheeks. I try to stand for another time on shaky legs. It feels impossible to fight with my head this clouded, but I’ll give everything left in me to get away from Edric. As I finally come to a full stand, still leaning on the tree for support, Edric reaches me and tenderly cups my cheek. “If this is about your head, I’m sorry. But, everything will be okay if you just let me take care of you.” Edric’s eyes take on an eerie glow as he cocks his head to the side in an unnatural angle. “I’ll take care of you forever.”  
 
    I gasp a choked breath, my throat still thick with blood from my injured tongue, and push him away with as much force as I can muster. He stumbles back for a moment before quickly recovering. I know my shove wasn’t strong, but it caught him off guard enough for me to get away and that’s all I wanted. Before he can lunge for me again, I run around the tree and try to sprint deeper into the forest. If I can make it farther into the darkness of the trees, it will be easier to lose Edric. My head is pounding and my vision’s fading fast, but I need to find a hiding spot. That’s all I have to do- find a spot where I can finally let myself pass out, one that’s hidden from Edric’s stalking eyes.  
 
    Suddenly, I hear shouts coming from, what sounds like, all around me. I care less about what they’re saying than their volume. My head was already pounding from smacking into Edric’s. I must have a concussion- and a bad one at that- if I’m this sensitive to noise. I cover my ears, trying to do anything I can to quiet the voices, but even with my throbbing head, I don’t stop running. I run until a glaring white light overtakes my vision, making it impossible to see two steps in front of me. Navigating the dark forest wasn’t easy before, but at least I could make out shadows and outlines. I can’t with this light blinding me.  
 
    I groan and put my hands in front of my eyes to block out the brightness, but it barely works. I can’t make sense of anything happening around me, but I don’t have enough time to try. The cacophony of voices couples with the painful light in front of me is too much for my fragile senses to handle. I’m trying so hard. I’m struggling to hold on. I’m putting my last bit of willpower into hanging onto consciousness, but it’s a losing battle. Only moments after the light hits me, I crumple into a heap on the forest ground, blissfully unaware of the commotion happening around me. I just can’t hold on any longer.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    “She’s waking.” 
 
    “How are her vitals?” 
 
    “Exemplary. I doubt she feels any pain, which should surprise her considering the intensity of her concussion.” 
 
    “Good. And the boy? The one that snapped?” 
 
    “His chip was outdated. He was used in an earlier version of Project Artian. Currently, his software is being updated. He should be good to go in no time.” 
 
    “And the one he attacked?” 
 
    “Alive. Still unconscious, but the attack won’t leave him with any lingering side effects. He most likely won’t remember much of the night, though.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter. We have the three of them here and that’s all I need.” 
 
    “But, sir, how will you convince them to join our cause?” 
 
    “Simple. We have the boy’s mother and girl’s sister- and her parents were dedicated to the cause, killed by our enemies. I think we’ll have no problem convincing them to join Project Artian.” 
 
    “She’ll want to see Isoline. She has too many questions about her.” 
 
    “An oversight on our part. Isoline should have never returned to the boy, but it seems she allowed herself to become too emotionally attached. She’s been dealt with accordingly.” 
 
    “Then, everything is going according to plan?” 
 
    “For the most part, yes. We have our work cut out for us.” 
 
    “Sir, she’s calling out for her friends. I fear she’ll be too angry to talk if we wait much longer.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll go myself.” 
 
    “You? But I thought you preferred to stay behind the scenes. Is she that important?” 
 
    “Her and the boy both are. The other one is more of a… body guard. But, yes, I will go myself. Who better to explain the situation than the leader of Project Artian- the leader of the very Scarlet Reapers she spent so many years trying to find.” 
 
    “Will you use your real name? How much information will you give her?” 
 
    “Calm down. I choose how much to tell her. I am in charge here. Don’t make me regret allowing you into our inner sect. Yes. I will use my real name. With Ulric dead, my name will hold no significance to her.” 
 
    “Then should I tell the guards to bring her to the conference room?” 
 
    “Please do. It’s time we put the next phase of our plans into motion.” 
 
    “Do you want an introduction?” 
 
    “I don’t want too much pressure on the meeting. Allow me to introduce myself. All you need to tell her is that Henrick is ready to meet with her.” 
 
    Henrick gazes at the screen, watching Luxem’s panic with a smile. With each pummel of her fist into the door, each scream, and each tear, his grin grows wider. It’s only a matter of time until the next phase of Project Artian is initiated and his plan is complete. Just a matter of time.  
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