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Content Warnings





This story contains the following content: 


	Heavy violence, including knives, guns, blood, torture, and electrocution


	Mind control


	Institutionalized slavery


	Toxic relationship


	Major character death





If this book isn't for you, no worries! But if it is, we hope you enjoy this story about a torturer and his rebel…
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Ryland hated when prisoners pissed themselves. 

Blood he could handle. Blood was just part of the job. If he wanted to get information out of a prisoner, chances were someone was going to have to bleed for that information, and it wasn’t going to be him. But the acrid smell of urine was enough to make him regret the hasty muffin he had grabbed on his way to work. He should have stuck with his usual breakfast of black coffee.

The prisoner quivered against the steel cuffs that bound his wrists and ankles to the chair. Wetness spread across his pants. Pungent liquid dripped down onto the smooth gray concrete of the floor to dilute the small pool of blood there. The man’s eyes remained locked on the bloody knife in Ryland’s hand.

Funny – he’d handled electricity just fine. Better than fine – Ryland had brought in one of the techs to make sure the current was strong enough, he’d resisted so well. But as soon as Ryland had started cutting, the man had fallen apart like a wet tissue. Ryland could usually tell which methods would break any given prisoner the fastest. Call it a sixth sense. It wounded his pride when he was wrong.

Ryland ripped off the remaining electrodes, taking no notice of the prisoner’s flinch each time the sticky adhesive tore away from his skin. He wouldn’t be needing those anymore. The knife in his hand was all he needed.

He brought it close to the trembling man’s face, the tip nearly brushing his cheek. The man pulled back as far as he could, his eyes round, his cuffs rattling against the chair as he trembled.

“All I need,” he said, “is the key to the cipher you created for the resistance.”

His eyes still locked on the knife, the man shook his head weakly. “I didn’t create that cipher.” His voice was thin, desperate, trembling with the obvious lie. “It wasn’t me. I told you.”

Ryland lowered the knife until the tip was pointing at the floor directly in front of the chair. At the scrap of what had been the top half of the man’s pinky finger, severed at the highest knuckle.

The man followed his gaze. The rattling increased.

One more finger ought to do it. Ryland sighed to himself. The thought of another gush of blood, of another round of piercing screams that had almost shattered his eardrum the first time, made him want to put the knife down and adjourn for a nap in his office – and it wasn’t even lunchtime yet. At least the man didn’t have any more piss in him.

He stared down at the bit of severed flesh. His stomach churned. Wasn’t a single mutilation enough for one day?

He clenched his teeth. Not this again. This reticence, this … weakness. None of this ever used to bother him – not the blood, not the screams, not whatever mangled mess he had to make of a prisoner before they gave up what he wanted. Not until he had started imagining Coop’s face superimposed on the face of every prisoner in his interrogation room. Coop’s blood. Coop’s screams. Coop’s severed finger on the floor.

Ryland dropped the knife at his feet. It landed with a clatter on the concrete.

“You’ve already lost one finger today,” he said. “It seems excessive to take any more. Your wife, now … she’s still got a full set of ten. For now. She usually goes to the Sub Shack for lunch, right? If she follows her usual schedule, she should be getting there about, oh…” He made a show of checking his watch. “Half an hour from now.” He laced his hands behind his back and leaned back casually, resting his weight on his back foot. “I’m willing to wait. How about you?”

Ryland’s intuition had been wrong about this prisoner before. But not this time. With a strangled sob, the man hung his head. “Don’t … don’t touch her.” His voice was a thready whisper.

“I’m waiting,” said Ryland.

When he looked up at Ryland, his eyes were dead. “You’ll need to write this down.”


      ***On his way out for an early lunch, Ryland caught the sound of tuneless whistling behind him.

He only knew one person that bad at carrying a tune.

Ryland picked up his pace. The whistling stopped. “Interrogator Eskell!” a jolly voice called. “Just the man I was hoping to see.”

Ryland briefly considered pretending he hadn’t heard. Then turned to face his boss, Elmer Norby, a diminutive man with a baby face and lips perpetually puckered from kissing his own bosses’ asses. Norby flashed him a smile. “How goes it with the Johnson interrogation?”

“Just finished with him. You’ll have the cipher – as well as a few names he knew – this afternoon. After I celebrate with a long lunch.” Ryland held Norby’s gaze, silently daring the man to heap another urgent assignment on him immediately after this victory.

Norby’s eyes fell to Ryland’s cuff. He wrinkled his nose. “You might want to get yourself cleaned up first.”

Ryland followed Norby’s gaze. There was a single speck of blood on his cuff. Somehow, despite supervising a building full of interrogators, Norby still hadn’t gotten the idea that interrogation was a bloody job. Probably because he got to sit behind his desk all day and keep his hands clean.

There was a time he used to meticulously check himself for blood before he left the building. Coop had always hated it when he showed up with traces of his work still on him. It reminded Coop of all manner of things he preferred not to think about. 

“It was a hard interrogation,” was all he said now.

“You’ve been going above and beyond lately.” Norby gave him a hearty pat on the shoulder. Ryland held still and endured it. “That’s exactly why I wanted to talk to you. I’ve got something that’s about to make your life a lot easier.”

Ryland, adept at reading prisoners, caught the not-so-subtle signs of strain in his boss’s too-wide smile. He looked like someone trying to convince a kid that a cup of foul-tasting medicine was going to taste good.

“I’m sure you’ve found yourself wishing for an extra pair of hands from time to time,” Norby continued, his voice painfully bright. “Someone to fill out your paperwork for you, or hold your … tools … in the interrogation room … ” He made the grimace he always did when he was forced to talk, however obliquely, about what actually happened during interrogations.

Ryland sighed. “Not another intern. The last one fainted at the sight of blood.”

“You won’t have that problem with this one!” Norby promised. “He’s not an intern. He’s something better. Obedient, highly trainable, and he’ll never ask for a raise.” He chuckled too hard at his own joke.

Ryland tried to parse this. When he worked it out, he stared. “Tell me you’re not considering bringing a chipped worker into a secure facility.”

A wince cracked Norby’s smile. “It’s no secret how you feel about chipped workers – ”

“I’m not the only one. They’re a security risk – that’s been established. The technology isn’t infallible.” Chipped workers were the government’s answer to a surfeit of rebels and a shortage of workers. The chip, inserted just behind the ear, promised to make a former rebel docile and obedient, with little memory of their past and no desire to rebel. By all accounts, they made highly useful factory workers, and chip failures were rare. But rare didn’t mean nonexistent, and giving a potential time bomb free run of a factory was a far cry from setting one loose here.

Besides … privately, Ryland found the idea grotesque. The fact that the technology existed to strip someone’s past from them, their will, their humanity, was something he preferred not to think about.

“I took a careful look at the data before I agreed to this,” Norby assured him. “The chips are a lot hardier than they used to be. Left alone, they’ll keep working for a hundred years – longer than any chipped worker’s lifetime. And there’s no physically damaging the chip, short of shooting the worker in the head or shorting it out with enough electricity to stop their heart – and both of those would solve any problems before they started, wouldn’t they?” He gave another too-loud chuckle.

“What about the effects on higher cognition?” Ryland asked. “There’s a reason chipped workers are normally assigned to menial jobs. My work requires more than pulling a lever for ten hours a day.”

“There have been major advances in the technology. The chips are not only more resilient, they have less of an effect on essential brain functions. That’s why the technology division wants to do a trial run expanding the uses of chipped workers – and you’re one of the first lucky beneficiaries.” Norby’s smile was back, even more strained around the edges now.

“I appreciate the offer,” Ryland lied through his teeth, “but I’m sure someone else would appreciate it more. Assign this worker to someone else.” Anyone else.

“You’re considered the best equipped for this trial, because of your … ability to respond quickly and decisively should the need arise.” There came that grimace again.

“You mean I have a reputation for brutality,” said Ryland. “Just in case I’m right and this worker is a security breach waiting to happen. I’d rather not take the risk in the first place.”

“Consider this an additional job responsibility,” said Norby, his smile dying away. “One that comes with some added benefits. I know you could use that extra pair of hands.”

“You pay me to interrogate prisoners,” said Ryland. “Not to be a test subject for the technology division. Tell me, how much extra funding did your bosses promise you for next year in exchange for signing us up as guinea pigs?”

Norby’s smile faded. His cheeks went pink. “Well, it’s too late to send him back now, so you may as well make the best – ”

“Send him back? He’s already here?”

“The technology division delivered him this morning,” said Norby. “He’s waiting in your office.”

With a muttered curse, Ryland turned his back on his boss – he could worry about the ramifications of his rudeness later – and hurried down the hall toward his office.

A rebel with a head full of questionable technology. In his office, alone with a computer full of secure files. And he had been there how long?

But when he threw open the door to his office, there were two men waiting for him, not one. The first, wearing the blue uniform of the technology division, was sitting in Ryland’s chair. He looked up with a frown. “It’s about time. I’ve been waiting here since – ”

He probably said more. Ryland didn’t hear it.

He stared at the man standing in the center of the room, and forgot how to breathe.

The standing man was wearing a darker blue than the other, his shirt and pants rough and plain. His hair was shorn nearly down to the scalp. He stood with his arms pressed tightly to his sides, staring at a point just below his eye level. His face was expressionless, his eyes blank and glassy.

But Ryland remembered when those shorn curls had been long enough to hang into his eyes. He remembered that face creased with laughter, and blotchy with fury as he threw one of Ryland’s blood-flecked shirts at his head. He remembered the softness of those lips on his, and those glassy eyes bright with adoration.

Coop, he mouthed, barely stopping himself from saying the name aloud.

Cooper Byrd. The rebel he had fallen in love with, even though he had known better. The rebel who had haunted Ryland since his arrest. Ever since Ryland had failed to save him – because trying to save him would have meant risking his own life.
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The last time Ryland had seen Coop, they hadn’t been speaking. Ryland hadn’t looked at Coop as he had pulled his shirt back on, their planned liaison cut short because of yet another argument. When he had glanced up at Coop, Coop had been sitting on the edge of the narrow bed in the one-room apartment. Ryland could still picture his face as it had been that night, tight with anger, staring into Ryland’s eyes as if daring Ryland to look away again. 

He hadn’t said a word – they were all done with words for that night, the familiar tense silence all that was left between them. But their arguments still echoed off the thin walls.

“You’re never going to leave, are you?”

“I got us both new identities – good ones. A bank account that can’t be tracked. I bought us a cabin, for god’s sake, in a little town in the woods where no one will look for us.” Ryland could still hear the defensiveness in his voice, could still feel the tightness in his throat.“Is that not enough commitment for you? What more do you want?”

“How about for you to actually do it?”

“It’s not the right time.”

Another image, burned into Ryland’s brain: Coop’s hair flying into his eyes as he shook his head.“You’ve been saying that for months. It’s never going to be the right time, is it? I don’t think you want to give it up – the good job, the nice house, the secret boyfriend on the side. You don’t care that you’re paying for all that with the blood of my friends.”

“You mean your friends who are willing to let the world burn so long as it means people like me burn first? I thought we were done with that argument. I’m willing to give up everything for you. Isn’t that enough?”

“Are you willing? Because you’re sure not showing it.”

Ryland had hurried out of the apartment with his shirt still half-buttoned, unable to face Coop’s accusing gaze one second longer. In this neighborhood, there were no cameras – even an obvious rebel around here would have had to worry more about a stolen wallet than an arrest. Even the streetlights were broken. The anonymity was the reason they had chosen this place to rent for their illicit nights together. Still, Ryland had looked up and down the street as he turned away, looking for signs of Coop’s people watching, looking for his own. Unsure which would be worse for both of them.

He had told himself not to look over his shoulder, but he had done it anyway. Coop had been there at the window, lips curled in disgust, judging Ryland’s twitchiness about surveillance. As if he wasn’t just as worried about being discovered with Ryland as Ryland was about being discovered with him. As if he wasn’t ashamed of sharing a bed for two stolen nights a week with a man who wore an interrogator’s uniform during the day.

Coop hadn’t shown up for their next planned meeting. Ryland had assumed he was still angry. Until a fit of what he had thought was irrational fear had made him check the database at work, and he had seen Coop’s name staring out at him from the screen like an accusation.

How many times since then had Ryland longed for one last look at Coop, one more glimpse of him to erase the terrible memory of those eyes full of bitter condemnation? Now, as the man who used to be Coop stared through him with empty eyes, Ryland regretted every time he had made that wish.

The tech sitting in Ryland’s chair checked his watch. “There some kind of problem? Or will you go ahead and sign off that he’s been delivered? The agreement says you’re responsible for him during the standard workday. The facility is obligated to provide storage at night, and basic care on weekends and holidays. If he dies, one of us will have to certify that it was natural causes, or there’ll be a fine. Basic stuff.” He held out a screen to Ryland. “I’ve got other places to be today, you know. I didn’t expect to be here so long.”
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