
        
            
                
            
        

    
	In Good Company

	By Nicola Kapron

	Genre: Modern

	Rating: Mature

	Trigger Warnings: body horror, child abuse, death of a child (past), death of a parent (past), harm to children, suicide (past) (mentions of), violence (graphic descriptions), vomiting (mentions of)

	Relationship: enemies to friends, friends to enemies (platonic), m/m, murder husbands

	Character Features: bipoc, doctor, murderer, ptsd, serial killer, vigilante

	Tags: attraction at first sight, drug addiction (mentions of), drug use (non-consensual), human trafficking (mentions of), imprisonment, kidnapping, past tense, pov third person limited, terminal illness (mentions of), war crimes

	 

	Copyright © 2023 Nicola Kapron

	All rights reserved. This is a work of fiction. The characters and events portrayed are a product of the author’s imagination, and business, places, and incidents pulled from the real world or history are used in a fictional manner. Any resemblance to real people or events is coincidental.

	Published by Duck Prints Press, LLC. Schenectady, New York. Find our other publications and learn more about us at https://duckprintspress.com.

	 

	ISBN (ePub Edition): 978-1-946472-81-6

	ISBN (PDF Edition): 978-1-946472-80-9

	 

	[image: The Duck Prints Press logo. It reads Duck Prints Press with one word per line. On the left and bottom sides there are eight duck prints in a row. The top left most print is black, the bottom right most print is white, and the remaining six prints make a rainbow-esque gradient from darkest to lightest.]

	Schenectady, New York

	 


The first time Haruki Aoyama had gotten close to someone rotten, he’d been heartbroken. Now he was so used to being disappointed that he’d begun to seek them out. The signs were easy to spot once he’d learned to see them: a household with a too-quiet child and a too-loud adult. Kids who were never dressed right for the weather sitting in parks and under overhangs, waiting for someone to finally let them in. People who bought kids’ toys and clothes at the counter Haruki worked and said contradicting things when he commented on how the kid never seemed to join them at the store. Yes, once you had your eyes open, it was easy to see how many children were being failed by the monsters of this world.

	Haruki couldn’t do much for them, but he could remove their tormentors. At this point, he could probably dispose of a body in his sleep, so it was easy to fall into a pattern. Cut into pieces. Dissolve in acid. Neutralize the mix and leave the resulting slurry near the vertical factory farm on his way to work. There was a pig whose stall faced out onto the side streets he walked down every evening when he began his shift at the store. The security on her prison was set to prevent anything from getting out. It didn’t stop him from leaving her little gifts.

	He looked forward to seeing her every night. Judging by the happy noises she made when she saw him, so did she. Both of them were stuck, her in a stall barely big enough for her to turn around, him at the bottom of the city.

	The snacks he gave her weren’t a real escape, just like killing one source of rot didn’t save the kids. It only held off despair for a little longer. There and then gone. Fireworks in the dark.

	He slammed the cleaver down harder than necessary, cutting through the arm he was hacking up and scoring deeply into the cutting board. Blood splattered everywhere, but everything was covered in plastic. There was nobody who might see it anyway. He’d never been good at making friends—not long-term. All his relationships ended in one of two ways: either slowly drifting apart or with his illusions about humanity broken once more. Every hand he’d ever worked up the nerve to touch had been a thin layer of skin covering rot. Now, that sickly realization was almost comforting. It meant he’d been right about his target.

	And then came the blood and, if he wasn’t careful, the screaming.

	He’d been careful this time. They’d died pretty quietly.

	One arm finished. He shoved the pieces into the acid bath and started on the second. His eyes stung behind his plastic goggles.

	He’d gotten close to Ray to get an eye on Ray’s roommate, but some piece of him really had been hoping it would work out. His life was a tightrope between lovestruck and heartbroken, always shattered, always trying to fix himself. Broken pieces seeking something to glue them into a single whole. All he wanted was a hand to hold while he stitched himself back together.

	What a pity that Ray’s hands had been holding something disgusting.

	The second arm was done. He’d finished the legs first. Time for the head, and then the torso. Haruki arranged the body like a dead animal, hauling it into position without care. Its face was still screwed up in confusion and pain. No wonder. Ray had died asking Haruki “Why?”

	Haruki hadn’t answered him. He shouldn’t have needed to. Not with a little kid tied up like a dog in the other room.

	“Don’t mind Poochie.” Ray had given Haruki a careless shrug. He’d had such an easygoing way about him. If there was joy in anything, he’d find it. Flowers coming up through the sidewalk. Rain dripping down from the upper levels of the city. The reflections of neon lights dancing in the ever-present puddles on the sidewalk. Haruki had really loved that about him. “She’s the roommate’s. If she bothers you, I’ll put her in time-out.”

	“Time-out” had been an old cage that wouldn’t have been big enough for a dog, much less a child. Haruki had asked just enough questions to confirm what he’d suspected. Then he’d hit Ray over the head, stabbed him in the throat, and held him down until the death throws were over. She’d watched the whole time, eyes wide, eerily silent. When Haruki opened the door for her, she’d backed out, keeping her eyes on him until she was certain he was too far away to catch her. Only then had she run. Haruki had stayed to get the roommate too. Then he’d started cleaning up.

	When he started hacking at Ray’s dead face, the hollow in his chest burned. Really, how pathetic. He’d suspected what the man’s roommate was doing; why hadn’t he guessed that Ray was in on it? Because Ray hadn’t smiled like a monster? Neither did Haruki. Appearances meant nothing. The shiniest façade could be rusted underneath, and only the victims would ever know.

	The victims and him.

	Haruki no longer remembered what had been going through his head the first time he’d killed. All he recalled was the sight of those he’d once loved with all the helpless force of a scared, scarred child covered in red and utterly still. He hadn’t felt grief or triumph when he realized they weren’t struggling anymore. He’d just felt—

	Empty.

	Better to be hollow than to despair.

	Better to despair than to disappoint.

	At least when people hated you, they cared if you lived or died. There was nothing worse in life than disappointing someone with power over you.

	He knew that better than anyone.

	He finished with Ray shortly before work. He headed out, freshly showered and wearing a change of clothes, and gave the pig her snack. The lack of sleep weighed on him. His reflection in the puddles was blurrier than usual, the bags under its eyes darker. Its smile was the same as ever, though: perfect and meaningless.

	The sheer pointlessness of it all was getting to him. That was why he didn’t react in time when someone yanked him down an alley and jammed a syringe into his neck. Shock made him sluggish. When it faded, whatever was coursing through his system finished the job.
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