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Chapter One

FREEZING TO DEATH took longer than expected. Auryn hadn’t moved in over an hour, lying in the snow, staring up at the stars. His toes burned and his bare fingers prickled painfully, flushed red from the cold. He’d considered a variety of other options, including shooting himself in the head, but feared screwing up and adding a traumatic brain injury to his list of grievances. He thought about hanging himself from a peach tree in Building A, but the fruit was being harvested and there were too many people around, even at night.

Forced to decide quickly, he hopped in a snowcrawler and sped off. He could’ve kept going, travelling beyond the oxygenated zone, opting for death by hypoxia, but he pulled over and picked a final resting place.

The radio in his earpiece crackled. The Special Activities Division were getting closer. It wouldn’t be long before they reached their target, terrorist Reisen Kaneko. Auryn hadn’t seen Reisen in over a decade, but his fondness for the man remained intact, uneroded by the passage of time. He’d hoped they’d be reunited one day, despite how impossible it was. No chance of that now. Abandoning his delusions meant being left with nothing, crippled under the weight of reality and longing for oblivion.

Countless stars illuminated the sky, radiant mothers to other worlds, a painful reminder of their own orphaned condition. His Holiness Emperor Haken swallowed planet Ankari’s sun centuries ago—punishment for widespread civil disobedience, or so the story went. While Emperor Haken’s fire-swallowing abilities were never questioned, it was whispered he may have simply taken credit for a dying sun’s disappearance. This explanation made sense to Auryn, but Reisen loved tearing it apart.

“A sun like ours doesn’t die the way most people expect it to. It burns bigger and brighter, swelling like an infected gash, incinerating planets nurtured from their inception. The final act of a deranged mother. Ankari is close enough to the sun that we’d all be burned alive instead of freezing our asses off.

“If the sun did disappear, it wasn’t due to natural causes.”

The radio blared with activity. Target location reached.

This was it. If he had any sense, he’d turn the radio off, but he needed to be sure someone hadn’t made a mistake.

Entrance is clear. Living room clear. Kitchen clear.

His heart pounded, chest constricting painfully.

Door’s locked. We’re going to break it down.

It wasn’t supposed to end like this.

There’s someone in the bed.

Auryn closed his eyes, inhaling deeply. The cold air choked him, scratching his throat and lungs like tiny, frozen thorns.

It’s a fucking kid. We do not have Kaneko. Repeat. We do not have Kaneko.

He struggled into a seated position, limbs stiff and heavy.

Kid says he’s Kaneko’s son. We’re bringing him in for questioning.

He pulled his hat and gloves back on, skin on fire. Reisen’s son would be sent to the capital and interrogated, treated not like a human being, but as an opportunity for promotion.

Auryn extracted himself from the snowbank he’d intended to be his tomb. He knew where they’d send the boy when they were done with him. Exhibiting the motor skills of a two-year-old, he climbed into his snowcrawler and turned the machine around, heading back to the Farm.

 

THIS WASN’T THE way Keita Kaneko envisioned his first trip to the capital—in the back of a police cruiser, with a ring of light around his neck. An electric halo. One of the officers in front operated the controls. She glared at him frequently, furious for no reason. He sat quietly, eager to avoid another shock.

Tinted windows cast a shadow over streets lined with glass towers, drowning them in darkness. Keita pressed his nose against the cold glass, trying to catch a glimpse of the rising sun. He knew it was an illusion, but wanted to see what all the fuss was about. Grids of electrified mesh and high leather seats blocked his view. He craned his neck, trying to gaze out the front window. Metal cuffs gnawed his wrists, eroding layers of skin.

The officers exchanged worried glances, united in their terror of a seven-year-old boy. Keita knew he was in deep trouble. What he didn’t know was why—why policemen armed with gas masks and guns stormed into his room in the middle of the night and stole him from his bed. At first, he thought they’d broken into the wrong house and grabbed the wrong boy, but he saw how everyone shuddered when he told them his name. Someone made a mistake. He hadn’t done anything wrong. He wasn’t even allowed outside. There were monsters outside.

The car stopped. Keita’s stomach churned, pressure rising in his chest. The officers marched him towards the police station. He scanned the horizon, hoping for some indication of the coming light, but saw only blackness.

Inside the station they escorted him to a stall with concrete walls and a drain. A guard with thick leather gloves removed Keita’s clothing, maintaining as much distance between them as possible. The cold floor stung his feet. He stood with one foot on top of the other, shivering in a corner of the stall. A masked priestess in white robes rubbed his bare skin with coarse sea salt and turned a strong hose on him, blasting him with water. The force of it rubbed his skin raw, like liquid sandpaper. Guards stuffed him into scratchy clothes without drying him, took him to another room, and then shoved him onto a metal chair.

Florescent overhead lights shone uncomfortably bright and filled his vision with colourful dots. Two men in black suits stood in front of him, wearing glasses with dark lenses.

“There’s been a mistake,” said Keita, rubbing his burning eyes.

“You are Keita Kaneko, son of Dr. Reisen Kaneko, yes?”

“Yes, but—”

“Shut up and listen. When’s the last time you saw your father?”

A few days ago, he’d been playing in the basement of his house and entered his dad’s laboratory without permission. He accidentally knocked over a beaker of inkworm, the black slime responsible for killing his mother. Tendrils of sludge shot across the tile. It tried to creep away, but he didn’t let it escape. He stomped on the slime over and over, cutting his bare feet on the glass, until the inky goo stopped moving. He expected his dad to be furious, but the man hugged him and gently extracted the glass, healing his wounds with a swirl of luminous energy; a spiral galaxy of slowly spinning stars. His dad left shortly afterward, and Keita hadn’t seen him since, which wasn’t unusual. Dr. Kaneko worked with sick people—rarely sleeping, rarely eating, pausing only to stand by the window and light a cigarette. Keita’s dad often went away for days at a time, helping those who needed it. Those who’d been neglected or abused by the emperor.

“Did something happen to him?” asked Keita, voice raised in panic. He couldn’t survive without his dad. There’d be no one to protect him from monsters. No one to bring him food or play games with him.

“Take a look.” One of the men pushed a button on the table, displaying a photograph on its surface—a lady with part of her head missing, insides leaking outside. Keita’s eyes hurt so badly he couldn’t see straight. He felt dizzy and disoriented. Deep rusty reds and violent purples blurred together in a sea of human debris.

Keita bit his lip, swallowing the warm, sour fluid rising in his throat. “It looks like a monster got her.”

“Your father is the monster.”

“He’s not.” Keita closed his eyes, head reeling. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Your father has blown up more buildings than most demolition crews, kid. We have witnesses and security footage.”

“My dad doesn’t kill people. He heals them.”

“Does this look like the work of a healer to you?” Another photograph. An elderly woman torn in half. “We’re afraid he’s very sick. Healthy people don’t blow up old ladies.” Keita saw himself reflected in the man’s glasses, wet and annoyed. Shaggy blond hair stuck to his head in matted clumps. Blue eyes full of invisible stinging sand. “We’re not going to hurt him. We’re going to help him. You want your father to get better, don’t you?”

“My dad isn’t sick!” Keita didn’t like losing his temper, but he was tired, angry, and in a lot of pain. These idiots weren’t listening to him, resistant to the truth. “He’s a doctor, I told you! He wouldn’t hurt anybody!”

“We can’t do our job if you deny the truth, Keita.”

The use of his name threw him off, a human gesture from someone who otherwise failed to act the part. They were a bunch of fakers. It was a trick to make him feel like they were on the same side, and he wasn’t falling for it. “You’re a liar.”

“Listen to me.” The officer grabbed him by the shoulders, shaking him. “You can either cooperate or face the consequences of being a stubborn little shit.” He gripped Keita’s arm, twisting it. “Choose wisely.”

Keita had nothing more to say.

 

A WINDOWLESS RAILCAR shuddered along unseen tracks. Bound and gagged, Keita focused on the monotonous vibration of the train, trying to disappear among the hypnotic clacking. He shared the car with an unknown number of passengers. They were silent for a long time, then all at once burst into muffled wails and muted prayers, forming a ghoulish chorus. Their destination was unclear, but he had the terrifying suspicion it was final. After weeks of trying to extract information he didn’t have, the government goons finally gave up on him. The experience left him convinced the monsters his dad spoke of wore human skins.

The train stopped. Swift hands unfastened Keita’s bindings, removing his blindfold and a chunk of rubber from his mouth. They’d travelled deep underground and entered an immense cavern. An artificial sun beamed overhead, small but bright, filling the cave with light. He recognised it right away—a hologram. Under different circumstances, he would’ve been thrilled to see it. Holograms tricked people into seeing something that wasn’t there. Like the sun that rose in the capital. Everyone knew it wasn’t real, but his dad said it gave people hope.

It was much warmer underground than on the surface. High walls wrapped around a massive collection of buildings. The wall surrounding an entrance marked Building C was painted with colourful animals. Smiling pigs. Dancing cows. Suddenly, Keita knew where he was. The Farm. The source of all the food in Terasyn.

“Move!” Soldiers with electric cattle prods kept the small group of people in line, herding them towards the building.

They stopped at a station manned by medical personnel, where a woman silently drew his blood, her face concealed behind a gas mask. She failed to warn him of the impending sting and didn’t appear to care when he flinched. She shoved him forwards, moving on to the next in line.

He stumbled and collided with the back of a fellow prisoner. She steadied him with a hand. “It’s okay, sweetie. I know it hurts.”

“I don’t recall giving you permission to speak,” interrupted a solider, raising the tip of his weapon.

“Sounds like someone needs a nap. Stay close,” whispered the lady.

The soldier grabbed her, shoving her against the wall. “Hold on. You’re coming with me. Research purposes. I’m developing a vaccine for problematic bitches.” He gripped the tattered fabric of her shirt in a fist and squeezed her. “All it takes is a quick stab.”

“I’ll bet.” The woman glared at the solider and spat in his face. He slapped her, forcing her to the ground, plunging a boot into her stomach.

“Leave her alone!” Keita’s throat was dry and swollen, his voice barely audible. He pounced and sank his teeth into the soldier’s thigh—a long-toothed cat, taking down its prey. He tasted blood and bit down harder. The soldier clubbed him on the head with the hilt of his prod and he hit the ground, moaning.

Keita closed his eyes. He curled up, waiting for the electric sting to come, but a deep, firm voice pre-empted the shock.

“Hyder. Stand down.”

“The little bastard took a chunk out of me!”

“You’ll live.”

He opened his eyes. A tall, blond soldier crouched nearby, healing Hyder’s leg, closing the gouges left by Keita’s tiger teeth. The soldier wore more medals than the others, more decorations. He must have been more important. Some kind of soldier boss. His eyes studied Keita critically; bright blue and very serious.

“Who’s the boy?” asked the soldier boss.

Hyder scanned his collar with an electronic reader. “Kaneko, Keita, sir. Age seven. Terrorist contact; awaiting sacrifice on orders of His Holiness. Only child of known terrorists Kaneko, Reisen and Glass, Naida—deceased.”

The soldier boss’s gaze softened, but it did nothing to water down Keita’s fear. He stood there, shaking, heat slowly draining from his body.

“I’ll deal with the kid. Put the young lady back in line where she belongs.”

“Yes, sir.” The soldier saluted and turned to collect the woman from the floor, forcing her to her feet.

Keita clutched his stormy stomach.

“My name is General Auryn Tyrus. Follow me.”

Keita knew he was going to die.

Auryn led him away from the others. Machines worked noisily in the distance, humming and grinding behind bright white walls. Their clatter gave way to the gentle lowing of animals. Keita approached a pigpen and peered inside. He felt Auryn’s gaze on him as he leaned over, reaching out to run his fingers over the prickly, leathery skin of the nearest pig.

“Reisen Kaneko is your father, correct?” asked Auryn.

Keita flinched, expecting to be struck. That question meant bad, bad things were going to happen. He pressed his palms to his forehead and shut his eyes tight, breath catching in his throat. When nothing came, he lowered his arms, peeking at Auryn, terrified and confused.

Auryn didn’t look angry. He frowned instead. “I’m sorry, son. I’m not interrogating you.”

“Why are you being so nice to me?” asked Keita. They were on opposite sides. Auryn worked for Emperor Haken, and the emperor wanted Keita dead. Erased from memory.

“Good question.” Auryn crouched beside him, patting a sow on the hindquarters. “I was friends with your father. I know he’s not a bad man, despite what people say.”

“Why does everyone think my dad is dangerous?”

“It’s a lie Emperor Haken told. He wants your father captured because he’s afraid of him.”

“Why?” Keita swallowed a lump in his throat, blinking rapidly and trying not to cry. He didn’t want Auryn to think he was a baby, but his resolve was melting, and he hurt all over. Nothing made sense.

“Your father knows things that could get Emperor Haken into a lot of trouble. As a result, Haken goes to great lengths to discredit your father, minimising the threat of anyone taking him seriously.”

“My dad told me Haken is horrible,” stammered Keita, shivering, tucking his clammy hands beneath his armpits, trying to warm them.

Auryn stood up. “He’s not wrong.” Keita’s heart pounded rapidly, his breath coming in strangled hitches, gasping for oxygen, swallowing so much air he belched uncontrollably. He worried he’d throw up or piss himself or pass out or do all three at once. “Keita.” Auryn picked him up with ease, carrying him away from the animals. “Let’s get you fixed up.” Keita clung to him, terrified.

 

HAD ANYONE ASKED Auryn why he was carrying a distraught detainee, he would have told them he was taking Keita for questioning. One final attempt at extracting information. He was grateful that hadn’t occurred. He didn’t want to give Keita the wrong idea and risk frightening him further. The boy was already trembling in his arms. He unlocked the door to the Director’s Quarters and stepped inside. The previous Director of Operations set up housing in the basement of Building D—research and development—away from the barracks, granting him the privacy to do whatever he wanted. Auryn preferred not to think about what went on down here; when he’d first moved in, the floors and walls had been covered in stains of dubious origins.

He carried Keita into the bathroom, standing him next to the sink. “I need to see where you’re hurt. Please remove your uniform.”

Keita shook his head, protectively clutching the bloody fabric covering him, eyes wide and fearful.

Auryn held his hand out, demonstrating his intentions, light pooling around his fingers, spinning into loose spirals. “Keita. Let me help. Your father would never forgive me for standing around watching you bleed.” He focused on healing the wound on Keita’s head while the boy shakily manipulated the buttons on his uniform, working his way out of it.

Seven years old. A year younger than his son, Sasha, had been at the time of his death. Buried two months before his eighth birthday.

Sasha’s memory haunted him like a relentless ghost, never drifting far from his thoughts. Auryn no longer experienced an erratic fluctuation between anger and grief, as he did in the aftermath of the incident, only a sense of pervasive agony. Without rage, there was nothing to mask the suffering.

Keita’s distrust appeared well-founded, his torso a macabre rainbow of colour—purples so dark they were nearly black, green, yellow, hints of blue from within the last few hours. Burn marks circled his wrists and ankles. Dried blood coated his inner thighs, the result of a recent circumcision. Sacrificing someone unclean was unthinkable.

“They cut me.” Keita stared at him with swollen blue eyes, searching for an explanation.

“Emperor Haken believes the skin they cut off makes men behave badly. He helps us avoid temptation by removing it.” Auryn related to being born outside the system, remembering nothing before arriving at a government orphanage, no idea where he came from or what his parents looked like. His first memory was of being stripped and gawked at, the cold metal of crushing forceps.

Auryn healed Keita with the same meticulousness employed in counting body bags, energy slow draining from his body. He drew a bath and helped Keita into the warm water. Whether it was exhaustion, relief, or absence of pain, the boy’s body listed. Keita remained barely awake for the duration of his bath, numbly enduring Auryn’s presence.

He dried Keita with a towel and wrapped it around him. Auryn glanced in the mirror, verifying he appeared as worn out as he felt. Despite approaching 75 years of age, he still looked in his mid-20s. After age 26, cellular degeneration slowed to a thin trickle of sand in a human hourglass, barely flowing for at least another 500 years. Emperor Haken’s gift of extended life.

Auryn carried Keita to the second bedroom. Had he not seen it for himself, he never would have known the room was used by its previous occupant as a torture chamber/necrophiliac retreat. A fresh coat of paint went a long way.

He sat Keita on the edge of the bed and reached for the pyjamas he’d laid out earlier, blue with white snowflakes, helping him dress.

“Whose clothes are these?” asked Keita, voice thick with sleep, blinking tiredly.

“They belonged to my son.”

“Where is he?”

“He died.”

“How?” Keita rubbed his eyes with closed fists, crawling beneath the covers.

“That’s not a pleasant bedtime story. Get some sleep, Keita. You’re safe here. Don’t worry.”

Keita put his head down and yawned widely. “You must really like my dad.”

“He was a good friend.” There were plenty of stories Auryn could tell about Reisen, but he’d be forced to omit the best parts. The parts that kept him awake at night.


Chapter Two

YEAR 2056

Six Years Ago

 

Idyn, Capital of Terasyn

 

Auryn’s son, Sasha, liked to pretend. In Idyn, pretending was easy. An artificial environment encased the city in luxuries like light and warmth, sparing its residents from the relentless cold. The city was a carefully constructed escape from reality. It even rained on occasion, but rain always made Auryn think of Reisen.

Reisen loved the rain.

Auryn watched Sasha fish for aquatic monsters, painfully aware this was as close to contentment as he got.

“Target is responding to the bait!” Sasha set the hook, laughing as he reeled in a thrashing beast. “Objective obtained, sir!” Sasha held the fish in the air, grinning. “Sharkface will finally pay for his crimes.”

Auryn snapped a photo, beaming with pride.

Their apartment was on the top floor of a downtown high-rise. During the day, large windows filled the rooms with artificial sunlight, but it never felt quite right. He had no basis for comparison, but was plagued by an innate nagging that real sunshine was stronger, warmer. It didn’t feel like basking in the glow of a refrigerator.

Sasha showed his catch to his mother. “Mom, look what I caught! It’s Sharkface, Terror of the Sea!”

She ignored him, lost in the preparation of small, intricate pastries. Lately she’d been disinterested and disconnected, occupying her own little world. It would have concerned him if he didn’t like when she pretended he didn’t exist.

“Can I gut him?” Sasha asked Auryn, beaming up at him, eyes shining with shameless enthusiasm over getting his hands sticky with gore. He liked digging around the flesh-lined cavity in search of roe, or evidence of what the fish had for its final meal.

“Go ahead, son. Be careful with the knife.” He ruffled the boy’s hair, leaving him to the task. It wasn’t the first time Sasha had used a knife; he was well-instructed in proper safety and handling. The precision of his cuts rivalled most butchers.

“You never had a chance against me, Sharkface. You shouldn’t have eaten all those people.”

“Sasha!” His wife. “What’re you doing?”

“Dad said I could cut Sharkface’s guts out.” Sasha sounded offended. “Didn’t you hear him?”

“He did, did he?”

He never heard his wife enter the living room. She tended to creep like a stalking cat. He wasn’t sure if it was all the years of military training or something intrinsic to her nature.

“Auryn.” The sound of her voice made him cringe. He swallowed his resentment, sentencing it to the pit of his stomach where it would dwell for a while before rising again.

“There’s something wrong with our son.”

“What’s the matter with him?” He saw no reason for concern. His wife enjoyed blowing things out of proportion, making extravagant productions out of nothing. Her goal was usually to make him feel guilty, and when that failed, she went to other options. Like a good soldier, she always had a backup plan.

After years of feigning an interest in her body, their relationship was more like a bad dream than a marriage—a constant barrage of saying and doing things he wanted no part of. The thought of touching her disgusted him. When he had to it was ideally brief and in the dark. Sasha was his only consolation, a bright star in an otherwise aphotic expanse of space.

His wife folded her arms across her chest, glaring. “He plays such violent games. He might as well join the army.”

“He may have a hard time enlisting at his age.” He didn’t hide his amusement, smiling at the idea of something so obscene. The gulf between slitting the throat of a man and a fish was vast. Sasha had a penchant for the macabre, but within normal parameters. It wasn’t as if he was slinking around the neighbourhood strangling cats.

“This isn’t a joke!” His wife’s long, light brown hair hung in wild tangles, hiding her eyes. “Do you want him to end up like us? Have him rounding up people who are branded as sinners because they don’t want the government recording everything they do?”

“When did you become so self-loathing?” asked Auryn. “His Holiness Emperor Haken is a God, exempted from the rules of men. Enforcing His will is our primary objective. The undermining of social stability must not be permitted.”

“Fuck you.” His wife’s fingers curved around a vase, snatching it from its resting place. She hurled it hard and struck the wall just above his head, pelting him with shards of porcelain. Auryn suspected he knew why she was angry.

Several months ago, she’d received a promotion and been assigned the task of supervising at the Farm. The farm secretly swallowed anyone unfortunate enough to make the emperor’s list. Those whose sins could no longer be forgiven. He’d heard about the list from Reisen and initially refused to believe him. People on the list vanished. Their disappearances were accounted for in different ways, depending on what kind of mood the emperor was in. Sometimes the culprits were radical Ibaran nationalists, intent on eradicating the Terasian population, because being at war with Ibara wasn’t enough. They were demons summoned by Ibaran clerics, because believing the people of Ibara were devil-worshipping degenerates was engraved in the collective consciousness, easy to exploit. They were Reisen Kaneko, which was the worst of all possibilities, because Reisen was not an outsider or an opposing force, he was one of them. Reisen didn’t hate them for being different. His reasons were more obscure, more terrifying.

Reisen was many things, but a terrorist wasn’t one of them. Emperor Haken had to discredit him, to ensure no one would believe Reisen if he came forwards to discuss things like how the inkworm infection spread or what really happened to the sun. Auryn had been telling his wife this for years, but she’d never believed him. Now, on her daily patrols, she was confronted by the faces of Reisen’s alleged victims as they were herded to their deaths, and she knew he’d been right all along.

“What broke?” Sasha, his shirt covered in shiny fish scales.

His wife walked past their son without stopping. “It was an accident,” she muttered, retreating into the kitchen.

“Dad?”

Auryn smiled. “It’s okay, Sasha. Don’t worry. Mom’s just tired.” He hugged his son reassuringly. “Everything’s okay.” The boy sought out the company of his toy giraffe, Mr. Bumpy, for additional comfort. Last year Emperor Haken released a line of toys featuring long extinct animals, the likes of which they may have the chance to see someday, if humanity behaved itself enough to justify the restoration of the sun. The three of them built a pillow fortress on the couch until dinner was ready.

He couldn’t sleep. The city lights dimmed to a barely visible glow, just enough to reassure everyone they would return in the morning. His wife shifted in bed next to him and pressed against his bare back, kissing his neck. He could pretend to be asleep, but she knew better.

“You’re so mean to me,” she murmured, slipping a hand inside his pyjama bottoms. Her bony, silky fingers felt all wrong. Nothing about her body appealed to him, soft in places that should have been hard. There was no enticing musk, no allure of the familiar.

“Am not,” he protested, his cock slowly hardening from the heat and friction of her hand. The reaction was both unwanted and unavoidable, diluting any pleasure he got out of it. An orgasm at the hands of his wife was less fulfilling than alleviating a full bladder and took considerably longer.

“All you do is follow orders.”

“This coming from someone who turned in her own sister.”

“Reisen corrupted her. I had no choice.”

“Do we have to talk about this right now?”

“You never have time, Auryn. Trying to talk to you is like trying to hammer nails into a board with my forehead. It hurts and it’s utterly fucking pointless.”

“I’ll make time, okay?” He wanted her to stop talking. Blocking her out was harder when he had to listen to the sound of her voice.

“Fine.” He wondered if he should be more worried than he was, if something more than job frustration was eating away at her. It wouldn’t be a bad idea to sit her down and have a serious talk, but it would have to wait until she didn’t have his dick in her hand. He didn’t want to be within striking range when he got to the root of the problem.

She clawed at his shoulder, rolling him onto his back, and tugged his bottoms off. The warmth of her mouth almost consoled him, but even that made him wish he was somewhere else. As her tongue swept over the crown of his cock, he thought of Reisen.

Auryn awoke with pale morning light shining on him. He couldn’t feel it on his bare skin, but knew it was there. He shifted away from his wife, making a break for the edge of the bed, only to be apprehended mid escape, her arms wrapping tightly around him.

“Morning,” she murmured, nuzzling his neck. “You’re not going into work today, are you?”

“For a little while.” It was a day of rest, but he needed to get away from her. Needed time to himself, even if it was sitting in a temple for eight hours, contemplating all the ways in which his soul was damned.

She leaned back, rubbing below the ridge of her brow bone, trying to relieve the pressure in her skull. Another headache. She’d been getting them for years, but lately they’d become more frequent. “Maybe you should see a doctor.”

“No.” She shook her head. “They’ll say they want to keep me overnight for observation, then kill me in my sleep and use my guts to fertilise Emperor Haken’s plants.”

“You’re being paranoid.” He placed his hands on her shoulders, trying to be a decent husband. “All the more reason to see a doctor. Want me to make you an appointment?”

“Hold on.” She folded her arms across her chest, glowering. “I see what you’re trying to do. Make me feel like I’m going crazy. Bet you’d love to lock me in the attic and have Sasha all to yourself.”

“You’re right where I want you.” He caressed her cheek, hoping he sounded sufficiently convincing.

“Promise?” Stretched out on the bed, casting aside the sheets, her hands roved over her body.

“Promise.” He did what any dutiful husband would do, preoccupied with thoughts of hanging himself from the showerhead. Afterward, he stood in the bathroom, unsurprised to find himself seriously considering the idea.

The thought of leaving Sasha alone with her was enough to dissuade him, indicating he probably wasn’t as miserable as he thought. He tried to think of something more cheerful, but positive thinking required more energy than he was willing to expend.

He brushed his teeth, getting the taste of his wife out of his mouth. He turned the shower on and stepped into the spray. Her scent was all over him. Even with soap and water, he didn’t feel clean. Self-disgust was deeply ingrained, part of his skin, impossible to wash away. That didn’t prevent him from trying. Auryn scrubbed harder. Water burned as it hit reddened flesh, but it never helped. The heat brought no catharsis.

He tried to clear his mind, to find a moment of clarity, and ended up with his cock in his hand. Reisen’s body was etched in his mind, like hieroglyphs carved in rock. Weathered, but still prominent.

Auryn’s feelings for Reisen hadn’t crept up on him. Reisen intoxicated him from the start. Two long strands of hair grew well past Reisen’s ears, dyed a vibrant, unnatural hue of red, trailing down the front of his chest in slender tails. The tails were accented with alternating white and black stripes, like the bands of a snake. His hair was shorter at the top of his head, grouped into slanting black-tipped tapers, long in the back.

Irrationally long.

Reisen’s dark eyes told of limitless possibilities and in them Auryn was not lost, but found.

His wife’s hair conditioner helped bring him to orgasm.

Auryn dressed and joined his family for breakfast. He hugged Sasha and kissed his wife goodbye, hating her, hating himself, hating everything.

It was late when he returned home, finding the apartment unusually dark. “Sasha? Where is everyone?”

He noticed the smell before reaching the kitchen. Wet, rusty iron that had somehow gone bad. His wife stood with her back to him, chopping mechanically. Dried blood stained the floor, so dark it was almost black, following the grooves between tiles, forming perpendicular lines. Auryn stood there, numb. She turned to him, eyes glazed, lost in a distant inferno.

“Sasha is gone, Auryn. One of the shadow people took over his body. I made sure it wouldn’t bother us anymore. I chopped it into little pieces.”

He didn’t remember much after that. He did recall finding his wife dead in the bathtub and realising he had no idea how she got there. By the time the investigators arrived he’d gathered his senses enough to create a convincingly garbled recollection of how he’d found her that way.

Elia, the prince of Terasyn, wasn’t far behind them. He’d known Elia for as long as he could remember, long enough to know the prince knew he was guilty, but there was no discussion of his involvement. No mention of the scratch marks on his neck or the crack in his wife’s skull. Instead, Elia went to work, burying the incident, ensuring no word of it was spoken to the media and keeping the news confined to the royal family and those directly involved in the investigation. An autopsy revealed a malignant brain tumour, leading to the official conclusion his wife had taken a bath after killing Sasha during an unfortunate psychotic episode. She’d experienced a seizure, hit her head, and drowned. A plausible scenario. As far as Auryn was aware, no one ever questioned it.

The ensuing grief covered Auryn in a heavy shroud. There wasn’t much to say about grief, apart from the fact that it hurt. Everything else was secondary.


Chapter Three

AURYN AWOKE WITH Keita thrashing beside him. He’d fallen asleep next to the boy, afraid of letting him out of sight. Keita cried out in his sleep, turning over again, nearly rolling off the edge of the bed. Auryn grabbed him and woke him, adding to Keita’s apparent terror and confusion. Keita fought him, forcing him to pin the boy’s arms to his sides, gently squeezing him. The struggle gradually subsided, replaced with hysterical tears. Auryn held him until the crying stopped.

He managed to entice Keita to the kitchen table and began an inspection of the refrigerator’s contents. “You must be starving. What do you want to eat?”

Keita shrugged and stared vacantly at the table. Auryn wondered if discussing what had happened to Keita would be of therapeutic value, but didn’t want to pry—didn’t want to ask questions the boy may be uncomfortable with answering, placing him in the same category as Keita’s tormenters.

“Let’s see… There’s eggs, cheese, bacon, sausage… If you want, I can make pancakes.”

Keita shrugged again. Auryn wondered if he knew what any of those things were. Reisen would have had limited access to food supplies, being a wanted criminal and all.

“I know what you might like. Apple pie.” Auryn cut Keita a slice—he’d picked the apples himself from a greenhouse in Building A—and topped it with a scoop of vanilla ice cream. “Don’t tell your father I let you eat this for breakfast.”

Keita wearily studied the confection. It was disconcerting to see someone so sceptical of pie. “When will I see him again?”

“When it’s safe.”

“How long’ll that be?”

“Might be a while.” Auryn sat across from Keita, digging into his own slice of pie. Nothing made one feel like a responsible adult quite like having dessert for breakfast. “In the meantime, you can stay here with me, okay?”

“Okay.” Keita impaled a chunk of apple and nibbled it tentatively. Small bites turned into big bites, and next thing he knew, Keita was devouring mouthful after mouthful, filling Auryn with a sense of purpose he’d nearly forgotten existed.

Auryn cut Keita off after four slices of pie, concerned the boy’s stomach had reached maximum capacity and anything additional would do more harm than good.

“I have to get to work. Stay here and make yourself at home. There’s toys in your room.” They’d belonged to Sasha. He’d tried to throw them away when he moved and thrown up his lunch instead and, oh god, he couldn’t do it. He set the spare bedroom up to look like Sasha’s room, for days when he really wanted to torture himself, and it worked wonderfully. “Watch TV if you like, but remember Emperor Haken controls everything you see. It’s not an accurate picture of the world. There’s a lot of lies, particularly about your father. Might be something you want to avoid, but I’ll leave that up to you. Any questions?”

Keita peered up at him. “If I get hungry later, can I have more pie?”

“Help yourself.”

 

IN ANTICIPATION OF Keita’s arrival, Auryn deleted the record of an earlier visitor. A nine-year-old boy classified as noncompliant—asking too many questions in class, arguing with his teachers. Like most additions to the Farm, the boy and his parents had been taken at night.

The boy’s remains were vacuum packed and labelled with Keita’s ID number. Almost nothing was wasted. Emperor Haken had a taste for his subjects. Only the head and genitals were exempted from consumption, soaked in consecrated oil and set alight.

Auryn began his daily patrol in Building A—over 200,000 square feet of greenhouses rigged with artificial lights, producing food for roughly 100,000 people on the surface and the animals in Building C. Fast-growing, genetically modified crops maximised output, largely the product of Reisen’s research.

Hot, humid air swirled around him, making Auryn’s uniform uncomfortably warm so the fabric stuck to his back. Finding staff willing to work under such conditions was easy. It beat working in the capital, where the emperor’s growing contempt for a population fumbling towards enlightenment at the speed of limbless babies resulted in fewer luxuries and colder temperatures.

The sun shone overhead, clearly visible through sheets of polycarbonate. An illusion, but an important one. When Emperor Haken swallowed the sun, millennia ago, there was 300 years of absolute darkness. A time of penitence and self-reflection, during which the suicide rate climbed until roughly half the population were dead and Haken reluctantly agreed to give people a glimpse of what they were supposed to be working for. His Holiness was nothing if not merciful.

Climate controls checked out. Crop yields looked good. They kept up with demand and stored what little surplus they had, praying they never needed it. Auryn paused at a peach tree, indulging in a moment of quality control. He liked peaches, though they inspired an inexplicably mixed reaction. The texture seemed off. Too smooth. He wasn’t sure what he wanted instead. The fruit tasted fine, but lacked sweetness. It fell short of unreasonable expectations and never failed to confound him. The taste reminded him of something he couldn’t identify. Something buried in the back of his mind, resisting recovery.

Once assured everything in Building A was running smoothly, Auryn moved on to Building B—packaging and shipping. As Director of Operations for the Farm, his main interest was efficiency, reaching and maintaining production goals. Any disputes or practices interfering with achieving these goals were not tolerated.

Building C housed a variety of animals—cows, pigs, fish, and chickens. Maintaining them was ridiculously expensive and consumed more far resources than Auryn deemed practical—the largest cows consumed over 60 pounds of feed per day—but Emperor Haken insisted, refusing suggestions for optimisation. The animals of Building C aged quickly, reaching full maturity after several months, after which they were either utilised for breeding purposes or slaughtered.

Chickens were housed in an area jokingly referred to as the “chicken wing,” crushed into thousands of tiny cages, beaks trimmed to prevent stress-induced self-mutilation and cannibalism. Cows and pigs lived out the duration of their short lives under the same roof. A small number were spared terrifying confinement and raised in the “Massage Parlour,” a special section where the pens weren’t overcrowded and the animals occupying them were well cared for. Unlike the others, they were content. Oblivious to their fates. Their muscles and hides were massaged with alcohol on a regular basis, producing meat of exceptional quality with a price tag to match.

Auryn stepped onto the kill floor, at which point he usually caught himself thinking of inventive ways to die, involving things like meathooks and air saws. It felt strange to walk past a hide fleshing machine without experiencing the urge to stop and stick his head inside. Keita needed him, at least for now.

Those like Keita—political dissidents, sexual deviants, heretics, and other “undesirables” inevitably ended up here. Human sacrifices appeased the emperor and his family, buying much-needed patience and tolerance for their subjects. Sacrifices were ritualistically slaughtered in a secure section of the building, hidden from civilian eyes. Civilians never questioned the disappearances of their neighbours, knowing what happened when you doubt the integrity of a living god. An omnipotent being who saw everything. Heard everything. Owned warehouses full of surveillance equipment.

To do his job, Auryn needed to be detached. Being under orders helped dilute any sense of responsibility, but the greatest sense of distance came from progressive desensitisation. He’d seen his first dead body at age twelve—a suicide, jumped out a window, skull split open, brains everywhere. It haunted him for years, but as the disturbing visual was joined by others, it became less visceral, less traumatic. Just a splash of colour on the sidewalk.

Auryn drove a utility vehicle back to Building D and settled into his office, reviewing financial statements for the upcoming budget, losing himself in a sea of numbers. He usually worked late, preferring distraction to being left alone with his thoughts, putting in more hours than required, but for the first time in recent memory, he left his desk early. He descended into the basement and unlocked the door to his quarters, eager to check on Keita.

He found the boy in front of the TV, eyes glued to the screen, listening intently to the news.

“Twenty-seven-year-old Keera Denkawa’s body was found this evening in a dumpster on 19th street. Her eyes, ears, and tongue were removed, an all too familiar calling card of terrorist Reisen Kaneko. Occult symbols used in dark magick and demon worship were found burned into her skin and leading experts to conclude she was victim of a perverse sacrifice. Our thoughts and prayers go out to her family.”

Auryn switched off the TV. “That’s enough of that.”

Keita stared at the blank screen. “If my dad didn’t hurt her, who did?”

“Do you remember what I told you before I left?”

“Don’t believe everything you see on TV,” muttered Keita.

“That’s right. Saying someone found a dead body doesn’t make it so. The only thing we know for sure is that the lady on TV is being paid to say whatever the emperor wants her to.”

“Then how do you know what’s real?”

Auryn sat beside Keita on the couch, considering a variety of responses before settling on the most honest, but least reassuring. “You don’t. That’s why you question everything.”


Chapter Four

KEITA LAY ON the floor of the interrogation room, cold cement biting him in places where his clothing was burned or torn. It hurt to breathe, his ribs bruised where the men kicked him. His nose stung from the acrid fumes exuded by bright flares, drowning out the stench of blood and urine. He wiggled a loose tooth with his tongue, tasting damp coins. His wrist throbbed, dangling at an unnatural angle.

Keita wiped his eyes on his sleeve. The stupid tears wouldn’t stop flowing out of him in a stubborn trickle. He heard the door unlock. Footsteps. Voices.

An explosion of light.

Fire.

Keita kicked and screamed, held tight by strong arms. As the nightmare faded, his terror remained. How long before Auryn decided he was more trouble than he was worth? A rotten kid who cried too much, ate too much. A baby who couldn’t sleep through the night without throwing a fit.

Auryn lay next to him, rubbing his back. The repetitive motion soothed him somewhat, but he dared not go back to sleep, lying there breathing harshly in the dark. Auryn squeezed his hand, holding it until the shaking stopped. Keita managed to stop crying, only occasionally gasping for air.

Auryn got up and turned the light on. Keita curled into a ball. This was it. Auryn was finished with him. Should he beg for his life? For one more chance? Auryn opened the closet, digging through it. “Aha. Here it is.” A gun, perhaps. Or a big sword. He was afraid to look, but curiosity got the best of him. The last thing he expected to see in Auryn’s hands was a toy frog with a propeller sticking out of its back. “Frogcopter. The Froggiest Copter of them all.”

Still dressed in his pyjamas, Keita followed Auryn to a section of the basement with high ceilings and lots of open space. After a quick lesson, Keita gripped the controls, carefully navigating the flying frog. The whirring blades inspired a sense of freedom he’d never felt before. Frogcopter could go anywhere. Do anything. He imagined himself in the cockpit, surveying distant worlds, soaring over lakes and mountains, seeing the sun rise from way up high. He flew from one end of the room to the other, excitement swelling in his chest.

“You’re very good at that, son.” Auryn smiled at him. “Before I met your father, I flew planes for the emperor.”

Keita slowed the frog down, hovering in place. “You were in the air force?”

“I joined the military when I was sixteen. They needed volunteers to design and test a series of stealth aircraft intended to fly undetected over Ibaran airspace. I was half engineer, half test pilot.” Keita listened intently to every word, captivated by Auryn’s obvious love of flying. “I could spend all day up there. I told Haken I wanted to fly higher than anyone. All the way up to the moon.”

“My dad has pilot wings. They’re silver with a sun in the middle.” Keita flew up and up. The moon would be a neat place to visit. Maybe he’d go there one day. “He said someone special gave them to him.”

At first, he thought he’d hurt Auryn’s feelings. A look of sadness briefly overtook his face, replaced by a slight smile. “I’m glad he kept them.”

 

YEAR 2043

Eighteen Years Ago

 

Hallowed Mountain Complex, Military Base

 

“Before you go in, there’s something you should know. Your roommate is a bit eccentric. Last guy he shared a room with had to be taken away in a straitjacket.”

“Thanks for the warning, but I’m sure I can handle it.” Auryn’s curiosity overrode any concern. He’d heard Reisen Kaneko could be difficult—stubborn and highly irrational—but this was what he’d trained for. He was ready.

Auryn opened the door. An overhead sprinkler was triggered, soaking everything. Reisen sat in the middle of it all, wearing a white lab coat. Dark, circular sunglasses shielded his eyes from view. Red hair stuck to him in wet tendrils. A large pair of white headphones crowned his head.
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