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Rodin knew something was wrong, even before he opened his eyes.

He lay still, and he focused. The room was dark, the window shutters still fastened. The air was cool on his face. Rodin breathed deep‌—‌no unexpected odours. On the table by his bed, his screen hummed quietly, but he knew this was nothing but the power running through the lighting in the corridor.

He reached out, swiped the screen, and tapped for visual monitoring. He ignored the clock in the top corner‌—‌he knew it was early, didn’t need more details‌—‌and focused on the image fed from the Eye above his door.

Nothing moved. Grey walls, glowing ceiling tiles, regularly placed doors that remained closed.

The audio feed still gave its constant hum, and suddenly Rodin knew what had woken him. Footsteps.

Tapping the screen, he called up the routine he’d installed, the one that recorded Eye data. He scrolled back a couple of minutes.

Still nothing.

He scrubbed back and forth. The image flickered, yet only showed the grey floor, part of the wall opposite, and the edges of two other doors.

Another flicker, then more of the same.

He scrolled back, knew there was something‌—‌he couldn’t ignore his intuition. He watched the empty corridor, the dark grey doors. The image flickered‌—‌one of the common issues with hacked feeds.

Or with looped footage.

Rodin swallowed, his mouth dry. Sweat cooled on his bare arms.

He tapped again, calling up the hacked feeds from other door Eyes. Again, he scrolled through the data.

And saw the intruder.

The figure wore a hood to disguise their face. They were short, and wore a tight jacket that revealed a toned figure. They moved with confidence, never hesitating, and even when they reached Rodin’s door they didn’t glance around.

Because they knew his Eye had been tampered with.

Rodin watched the intruder reach into a pocket, then hunched over, their body blocking whatever they were doing to his door. Rodin tapped, bringing up another hacked feed, but this one was no better‌—‌the intruder was working too closely to the door, as if he knew Rodin might access other Eyes. Even when he crouched, his hands by the base of the door, he used his body to shield his actions.

Then the intruder stood and walked down the corridor. They pushed through the door to the stairwell, and Rodin lost sight of them.

But they’d done something to his door.

Tapping, he called up live feeds, focused on his door. There was nothing obviously untoward, so he ran the feed through filters‌—‌infra-red, grey-scale, heat, gamma residue.

Nothing. At least, nothing until he ran the last filter, the one he’d bought only to keep Jorren sweet.

High-intensity light flooded the scene for a fraction of a second, too quick to register with the naked eye. But the Eye took a screen capture, and Rodin panned over it intently.

And there it was. At the base of the door, ankle-height, was a bright line, almost too thin to see. Tripcord.

It could be there only to trip him when he left the room, but the intruder had done something before stooping to the ground. This tripcord was a trigger.

Rodin spent a few minutes zooming over different images of his door, searching for anything that looked out of place. There were no marks, no discolouration when he compared the image with one he pulled from earlier footage. In frustration, he resorted to flipping from one image to the other, back and forth, back and forth.

Only then did he see it. His jaw unclenched, and Rodin breathed out slowly.

There was a bulge in the right side of the door frame, about half way down. And Rodin knew exactly what it was.

He’d used something similar on a job a few months ago. The guard had walked through the sensor, which triggered the micro-explosive hidden in the tape on the window, over the far side of the warehouse. The diversion had worked‌—‌when the guard went to investigate, Rodin slipped passed, accessed the target and removed them with a blade across the man’s throat.

But Rodin’s intruder had not booby-trapped Rodin’s door as a diversion. Their intent was far more lethal.

Rodin slid from his bedroll and dressed, hardly needing the blue glow from the screen. Still considering options, he opened the room’s storage unit and pulled out his pack.

Neither tripwire nor explosive tape were cheap. That meant the intruder had financial resources. They knew where Rodin lived, and they acted with professional calm.

Rodin reached into his pack and pulled out his work implements. There was no time for a thorough check, so he stowed only the essentials. A blade on each hip, another in the sheath down the side of one boot. Screen inside his jacket to the left, micro-Eye and roll of tripwire to the right. Then he took his lance, careful not to stick himself with the exposed needle, and stored it in the secure pocket on the left of his jacket.

With his lance in place, Rodin felt ready. He placed the remaining tools back in his pack, then added his belongings‌—‌bedroll, spare clothing, second screen, washbag. He swung it onto his back, and pulled the straps, shuffling to allow it to sit firmly.

There was nothing else he needed.

Rodin was ready to leave, but he hesitated. The visitor was a professional, and Rodin had to treat them with respect. They would have set secondary traps, and they would be monitoring his window.

But they wouldn’t be monitoring the lift shaft.

Rodin took the two paces across the room to the storage unit, then stepped inside. At the back was a metal plate that should have been held in place by four screws. But Rodin had already widened the screw-holes and lined them with a soft putty. Gripping the edges of the plate with the tips of his fingers, he pulled it free.

There was a second plate, a hand-width away, with a vent at the top. Stale air eked through, heavy with the scent of oil and grease. Rodin picked up the screwdriver he’d stored in the space between both plates, attached the flexible neck, and stuck it through the vent.

He breathed steadily, knowing it wouldn’t do to rush. He rubbed his thumb and one finger on the screwdriver’s control panel, twisting the neck to bring the tip in line with the first screw. Then he triggered the auto-rotate, and the screw slowly turned.

As he worked, he ran through recent contracts, those who might hold a grudge against him, other assassins who wanted him gone. A job like his wasn’t conducive to making friends, and no individual or organisation stood out. There were too many people who wished Rodin dead.

He removed all four screws, bringing them back through the vent and laying them carefully on the storage unit’s flooring. Rodin slid his fingers through the vent, pushed the plate gently from the wall, twisted and pulled it inside the storage unit. Then he leaned forward and peered into the darkness.

He could see nothing, but that didn’t matter. He’d practised this. He knew what to expect in the shaft.

Reaching up, he curled his fingers around the metal rim he knew was there, then eased his body through the service vent. For a moment one leg dangled, and Rodin tried not to think of the drop beneath him. Then his boot found the lower metal rim. He pushed, as close to the concrete of the lift shaft as he could, and brought his other leg out.

These metal rims ran round the shaft every meter or so. They were something to do with the mag-drives of the lifts themselves, but Rodin hadn’t bothered with the technical details. All he needed to know was that they gave him a way to reach the ladder. It took under a minute, sliding feet and hands along these metal rims, until Rodin pulled himself onto the rounded rungs.

The ladder was in a declivity in the wall, presumably so that a worker using it would not be struck by the lift, although he’d heard tales of workers being clipped and falling to their deaths. He’d heard of one lift being sabotaged, the mag-brakes failing, sending passengers to their doom. That had been a contract, the target one of the occupants. The other five passengers were probably guilty of something‌—‌wasn’t everyone?‌—‌but Rodin considered it a sloppy job. A true professional only killed the target. Uncontracted deaths were to be avoided unless absolutely necessary.

A bolt of fear ran through him, and he strained his ears. Was his intruder the kind of assassin who would send a lift crashing down on a target?

But the shaft was silent, the air so still Rodin could hear his own heart.

At the base of the ladder, Rodin took his screen out, pulled up the routine he used to hack the building’s security. A couple of taps and the service door unlocked. There was a short corridor, a flight of stone steps, and another door. This door, like the first, responded to Rodin’s screen.

He pushed through the door, and into the alley beside the building he used to call home. He’d escaped the trap.

But that didn’t mean he was free.


Rodin paused in the doorway. The night air cleared his head, but he could have done without the reek of urine, rubbish and depression that hung heavy in the alley.

Nothing moved. Flickering light filtered in from the road ahead, but the detritus piled high against the walls remained inactive.

Rodin pulled the door closed behind him, then walked out of the alley, moving quickly through the blue-white glare from the streetlight. Horrible things. Apparently, Genna insisted on them, something about giving her district’s residents security at night, but as far as Rodin could tell they simply helped the thugs see who they were beating up.

He walked fast. Never show uncertainty. But he had no idea where to go. He should see Genna, explain what had happened‌—‌after all, she’d helped find the room for him. But she despised him as it was, and disturbing her so early wouldn’t do him any favours.

He kept to the edge of the cracked paving, a few metres from the buildings that would once have been teeming with life. But now windows were boarded up, and doors were nailed shut. The angry streetlights showed the charcoaled brickwork, and Rodin could almost smell the smoke. His building‌—‌his ex-building‌—‌was one of the few inhabited ones round here.

And so, when a shadow moved in a doorway, Rodin clocked it instantly.

He didn’t alter his pace, but he concentrated. The shadow moved, and Rodin heard the soft tapping of footsteps, in time with his own.

Maybe this wasn’t his would-be assassin, but Rodin had to assume otherwise. His hand dropped, fingers resting on the handle of a blade.

There was a side-street ahead, to the left. Rodin turned down it, under the buzzing streetlight, and sped up. Then he stepped across the street, glancing to his side as he did so.

The person appeared under the light, and Rodin saw a familiar image‌—‌tight clothing, small body, hooded top masking facial features.

Rodin adjusted the weight of the pack on his back, and walked on. To his right was a chain-link fence, a large industrial building set back behind it. On the other side of the street was a row of trees that Rodin knew bordered a wasteland, long grass hiding discarded plastic and rubble.

There was no housing. No witnesses, and no chance of interference.

Rodin slowed, patting his pockets. He shook his head, as if he’d forgotten something, then turned, letting his shoulders slump. As he walked toward the intruder he concentrated, and even without looking up he saw movement, saw the thin metal spike that protruded from the intruder’s hand.

He almost laughed. When so many assassins used blades or even guns as their primary tool, it was fitting that Rodin’s assassin would use his own tool of choice.

They rested their thumb over the button, ready to inject their drug of choice the moment the needle pierced skin. Rodin’s preference was Slinax, a powerful fast-acting sedative, but he knew he was in a minority in this. He had to assume the lance his intruder held contained something lethal.

The man bent his knees, brought one arm across his body as a barrier. The lance was firm in his hand, the needle pointed to Rodin.

Rodin walked on, muttering to himself now, keeping up his pretence. They were only a couple of paces from one another. The attacker barely came up to Rodin’s shoulders, but those who were small were often fast. Rodin had to be ready for anything.

Two steps. Rodin exhaled and shook his head again, still playing his role. One step. He saw his attacker’s right arm pull back a fraction.

Now.

As the arm flew at him, Rodin stepped in, turning sharply. Slammed his shoulder into the attacker’s chest and grabbed the man’s wrist.

The man stumbled back, but he recovered quickly. Rodin ducked to avoid the fist, spun out of the way. As the man turned, Rodin kicked hard. His boot connected with the side of the man’s knee. Bone cracked, and the man dropped to the ground.

Rodin stamped on the hand holding the lance, and the man grunted, high-pitched. Then Rodin dropped, a well-aimed knee striking the man’s chest. Rodin pulled the lance from the shattered fingers and held the needle to the man’s neck, thumb resting over the button.

“Who?” Rodin kept his voice low but firm.

The man’s masked head shook. A refusal to comply. But his eyes were visible through holes in the mask, and they were wide.

They showed more fear when Rodin pushed the lance, the needle piercing the man’s flesh.

“Who are you working for?”

But the man shook his head again.

At one time, Rodin would have admired such tenacity. But now, he saw only stupid stubbornness.

Rodin pushed the button. The man cried out, high-pitched, and started thrashing about. Rodin held him down, struggling as the convulsions grew more violent. The cry became a gurgle, and the man started to froth at the mouth. Spittle flew as his head jerked back and forth.

The convulsions eased, and finally the man lay still. Rodin checked for a pulse, found none, but used a blade across the man’s throat, just to be sure. Then he reached for the mask and pulled.

It wasn’t a face he recognised. And it definitely wasn’t what he expected.

Rodin looked down at the large blue eyes beneath the fringe of blond hair. He took in the small nose, slightly upturned, and the thin cheekbones. He noted the smoothness of the cheeks, the skin so young and feminine.

It made no difference that they’d hired a female, but she was barely old enough to be a woman. And it bothered Rodin that she was so good. Her training must have started when she was a small child. That couldn’t have been her own decision.

Rodin knew this could reflect badly on himself. Others‌—‌Genna‌—‌would see a girl first, an assassin second.

And he was being watched.

The figure stood in the shadow of a tree on the edge of the wasteland. He was tall, wearing a long coat, his hands in the pockets. His face was further shaded by a wide-brimmed hat.

The clothing was out of place, impractical. But the man stood confidently. He made no move toward Rodin.

The stranger’s head nodded, the slightest of movements. He reached up for his hat, grabbed the rim and pulled, like he was greeting Rodin.

Then he turned and walked nonchalantly away.

Rodin resisted the urge to chase after him. There was a confidence about the man that unnerved him.

The man rounded the corner and disappeared from sight.

Rodin glanced down at the girl, the lance still stuck in her neck, and then he stood. He took a breath, held it for a few seconds before releasing.

A dead assassin and a mysterious stranger. And the sun wasn’t even up yet.

This wasn’t the best start to the day.
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Jimny’s cafe was in a short, narrow street on the edge of Genna’s district. It wasn’t the best of areas, but it had its advantages, and it served Jimny well.

Walking round here always brought back memories for Rodin. Like his first official contract, one thug wanting a rival removed. Not Rodin’s finest moment, and when those he’d left alive came after him a few months later he learnt an important lesson‌—‌never leave loose ends.

Further down the street, top floor of the building with the boarded-up door, was the medic who had fixed various injuries for Rodin over the years. Good work, reasonable prices, and no questions asked.

The cafe was down a few stone steps, set in a basement, and at the moment it was in the dark. Still too early for Jimny to open.

Rodin headed down a side-road, round to the alley leading up the back of the buildings. No street lights, and the piles of rubbish strewn next to large metal containers loomed in on him. The air was heavy with rotten food and mould, and the hint of blood and violence. Rodin walked fast to the plain wooden doorway set in the wall to his left.

He used a blade to lever the catch, and stepped into Jimny’s small back-yard, barely a couple of paces long. He closed the wooden door, then pressed down on the handle to the back-door of the building itself.

Rodin paused, shaking his head. It seemed wrong, how little security Jimny had on his property. But the man was safe. He’d made sure of that, over the years. His cafe might provide good food and drink, but it also offered far more. Always listening and learning, Jimny knew what was happening better than most, and he used that knowledge well. People might appreciate his fine cooking, but it was information they really came for.

Information could be a dangerous thing, though, and Jimny ensured he never showed favouritism. His help was impartial, and he treated everyone the same‌—‌as loyal customers (even if this was their first visit) who deserved his respect and attention, at least while they were within his domain.

Not everyone understood this, though. A couple of years ago three brothers from Garrick’s district had demanded recompense after Jimny’s information helped an enemy of theirs. But they’d talked too much, and one morning all three were discovered dangling from the street light closest to the cafe. They were only taken down when Jimny complained that they made the place look untidy.

Rodin eased the door open and stepped into the back room that doubled as both kitchen and storeroom. He reached for his screen and used the soft blue glow to look around. Impeccably clean, of course‌—‌once his last customer had left, Jimny would have scrubbed the whole place, ready for the morning. Even the toilet, hiding in what was little more than a closet, was spotless.

Rodin carried on through to the cafe itself, making no attempt to tread quietly. The ten tables seemed far apart, but that was only because the chairs were on top of them, not cluttering up the floor. He walked to a corner table, removed a chair, set it down, and then sat, his back to the wall. And he waited.

It wasn’t long before he heard creaking from Jimny’s living quarters upstairs. The creaking grew louder, then there was a click of a door, and Jimny walked out of the back room. He wore his normal uniform‌—‌loose-fitting black trousers that bunched up at the bottom of his short legs, a white shirt with sleeves rolled up, and an apron tied around his ample waist.

Jimny flicked a switch on the wall, and the ceiling started to glow, the light gradually building. He looked over to Rodin, and it was impossible to read his bleary eyes. If Jimny felt any annoyance at being woken so early, he showed no indication of it.

“Sorry. I was not open,” he said as he shuffled to Rodin’s table, taking down the remaining chairs and placing them around the tables with practised precision. “If you bear with me, I will start the coffee. Black and strong, yes?”

Rodin took coffee however it was offered, but Jimny was an expert at reading his customers. Rodin was in no mood for a milky comfort drink. He needed a shot.

He nodded, and Jimny’s face erupted with a smile. He darted into the back room, rubbing his hairless head as he went. Rodin watched him prepare the coffee‌—‌pouring beans into the machine, starting the grinding, adding the water. As the machine rumbled away, Jimny whistled tunelessly.

In many ways, Rodin envied the cafe owner. He was king of his domain, a master of his work. He didn’t worry where the next contract would come from, had nothing to fear from others in his profession seeking revenge. He lived a life of peace, perfectly content with his position.

But Rodin knew this wouldn’t be the life for him. He couldn’t imagine staying in one place for so long. He’d only remained in Genna’s district because it afforded a period of stability in which he could cement his reputation. Even then, he’d moved lodgings every few months. Soon, it would be time to seek work in another district.

It was simply one more facet of the career he’d chosen.

Jimny appeared by Rodin’s side and placed a large steaming mug on the table. Rodin nodded his thanks. The aroma was dark and bitter, and he breathed in deep.

“Some food?”

Rodin nodded again, even as Jimny turned back to his kitchen. Of course, the man had known the answer before even asking, just as he knew what Rodin wanted to eat.

There were no menus in Jimny’s cafe. He could cook from requests, but Jimny had a knack of knowing exactly what his regulars wanted. Rodin was certain the man kept a database somewhere, but he’d never seen the cafe owner refer to a screen.

There were no fixed prices, either. At the end of a meal, the customer paid whatever they felt the service deserved‌—‌and that included not only the food and drink, but also everything else that Jimny provided. There was the atmosphere, and the security of this cafe‌—‌it was one of the few places where Rodin was able to relax, free from possible attack. And, of course, there was the information Jimny provided.

Wonderful aromas wafted from the back room, and it was not long before the cafe owner appeared once more, the plate in his hands containing a fluffy omelette, golden brown on top, and a side-salad‌—‌various green leaves, shiny red tomatoes, a smattering of cress. The veg, Rodin knew, would be fresh. With Jimny’s contacts, he could lay his hands on the best, no doubt at a discount, or even as a gift for ‘services rendered’.

The omelette was good, as he knew it would be. It filled a hole he wasn’t aware of, and the strong coffee jolted him back to his senses. As he placed the cutlery down on the now empty plate, he leaned back with a satisfied groan.

“I will open the doors in a moment, my friend,” Jimny called from the back room, the clatter of pots and pans momentarily silencing. “But I can afford a moment before that.” He shuffled over. “All good?”

Rodin nodded.

“I am pleased. Will there be anything else?”

That was the cue. “I do have something on my mind.”

“Ah.” Jimny pulled out a chair and sat. “I knew you were not simply here for refreshments and my company.”

Rodin felt like he should return a compliment, but he couldn’t take up too much of Jimny’s time. “Someone was looking for me.” It wasn’t a question.

“You are an important man, my friend. I hear good things about the work you do, and your services are in demand.”

“This person may not have been after my services.”

“I see. Something more personal. But maybe they found you through other means.”

Interesting. Not ‘will find you’, future, but ‘found you’, present. “They did,” he said.

“Then is that not good? They were looking for you, and they found you.”

“I’m not keen on surprise visits. I’d be interested to know who sent them.”

Both men sat silent for a moment. Jimny had his head cocked, a half-smile on his lips, his expression giving nothing away. If Rodin didn’t know better, he’d imagine the man was simple.

At last, Jimny sighed. “Your name is spoken often, but one who sought information might be of note, although he asked nothing directly. It was merely in his conversation. You understand?”

Rodin did. Mention a name and hope others talk. Get your information without others realising they are giving it.

“He was a gentleman.”

Rodin raised an eyebrow. Jimny spoke hesitantly, and Rodin got the impression the cafe owner was unsure of this ‘gentleman’.

“He spoke with no accent, but his delivery was long-winded. He used words that I do not know the meaning of. He wore clothes that I would not want to dirty.” A shrug. “He was a gentleman.”

“When was he here?”

Jimny rocked his head to either side. “Days come and go. It is so hard to keep track. But maybe five days. Yes, that feels right.”

“What did he learn?”

“Ah. Of that, I cannot say. Some people talk, others listen. He was a listener. He listened to what people said, and to what they didn’t say. He listened to their voices and their bodies.”

Rodin thought back to the girl, and the man standing by the trees. “Did he have a long coat?”

“I believe he did. A long coat to protect his gentlemanly attire. And a hat, too.”

“And his purpose?”

A shrug. “That I could not read. Too closed. He had a face that gave nothing away, and although he was cordial, I doubt he suffers fools gladly. He would make a good friend, and a dangerous enemy. That is all I can tell you, my friend.”

Jimny took Rodin’s plate and mug, and returned to the kitchen. Rodin rose, leaving a neat pile of coins on the table.

Jimny reappeared from the kitchen and headed to the front door. He slid the bolts across and flung the door open wide, the stink of the street pushed back by the warmth of coffee and cooking. Rodin nodded politely and stepped outside, ascending the short flight of steps up to street level, where the cold light of morning cast a dim glow on the greyness.

A cough made him turn. Jimny smiled. “Maybe she can help, my friend. I know you do not see eye to eye, but‌…‌she is a good woman. Maybe she can help.” Then he turned, letting the door close behind him.

Maybe she can help. Genna.
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The park was Rodin’s favourite place. Others might feel exposed, surrounded by nothing but weed-infested grass and, further out, dark trees. But to Rodin, this was security. He could clearly see anyone approaching‌—‌not that many came here. It was quiet, and the park gave him the solitude to let his mind wander. Here, he could think.

But this morning, thinking was not doing him any favours. His mind spun, the same questions rising, with no solutions presenting themselves. Why had he been targeted? Who was the Gentleman, and what did he want with Rodin? If he was behind the attempted assassination, why did he not try to finish the job? And what should Rodin do now?

They‌—‌whoever had sent the girl assassin, whoever wanted him dead this time‌—‌knew where he lived, so he couldn’t return to his room. Not a problem in itself, but it had been one of the few rooms to feel anything like home. It felt‌…‌personal. Genna had found that room for him, part of her payment for a contract. He knew, of course, that it was a way of keeping him close. Even after the difficulties when he’d removed her old Right-hand, she knew the value of having a professional assassin at hand. She never allowed feelings to interfere with business.

He really should see Genna, before she heard any rumours. But‌…‌he didn’t want to disappoint her.

Was that it? Was he really letting something personal distract him? After all, it wasn’t as if any of this was his fault. If anything, it came back to this Gentleman. He was behind this, somehow. And Genna needed to know about him.

Yes. He should see Genna, tell her that‌…‌that there was a well-dressed man up to no good.

Rodin snorted. She’d throw him out of her tower if he said anything like that. Probably have her guards rough him up first, too.

No. First, he needed more information on this Gentleman.

As Rodin turned his small circles on the grass, the early-morning mist was lifting. The tree-trunks shifted from grey to dirty brown. Leaves were sporadic, and most of the tree-tops were tangles of branches, tight enough that the breeze didn’t affect them.

But something moved lower down, by the trunks. Animals never came this far into the district, so it must be a person.

Rodin strained his ears. In the distance were sounds of the district waking‌—‌slamming doors, a few yells and cries, and a putt-putt of a motorbike, echoing far away. But there was no sound from the person in the trees.

He watched, focused on the dark shape that moved through the undergrowth. It reached for a tree, moving to the left. Rodin saw a hat and a long coat.

Rodin could assume nothing, but his intuition yelled loud. If the Gentleman had been there when he’d killed the girl assassin, he could have followed Rodin to Jimny’s, and then to the park.

Rodin stopped turning in circles, and headed for the trees. Not toward the man, but to the corner of the park, where he’d entered. He didn’t want to meet the Gentleman. Not yet. It was too soon.

The trees provided a damp, dark barrier, and Rodin had used them many times in his training. It was possible to circle the whole park in their branches, not once setting foot on the ground. The knotty tangle of branches became so thick in places that it was a struggle to even see the ground below.

But that also meant a person in the trees couldn’t easily be spotted from below.

Rodin increased his pace, conscious of how the man in the trees also sped up. But the grass didn’t slow him, and Rodin reached the trees with enough time to grab a branch and pull himself up into the boughs.

And then he was hidden‌—‌not perfectly, but who looked up round here? Gazing at the sky meant you didn’t notice the attack from behind, or from the sides.

Keeping still, Rodin concentrated on the Gentleman’s approaching steps, and then he came into view. Long fingers pushed branches aside, and his polished shoes trod steadily. Those shoes were out of place in the park, though. Out of place in the whole area. But he moved with confidence, and Jimny’s words returned to Rodin‌—‌a good friend or a dangerous enemy.

The Gentleman left the trees, stepping out onto the street. He paused, head turning one way then the other, clearly wondering where Rodin had gone. But there was a third path, straight ahead, and this one curled round to the right. If Rodin had run as soon as he left the trees, he could easily have made that corner by now.

The Gentleman strode across the street‌—‌like he owned the place‌—‌and turned the corner.

Rodin dropped to the ground and followed.

With the sun up, there was activity on the streets now. That was good‌—‌Rodin could become a part of the crowd. It was fortunate that the Gentleman was taller than most, and his hat so distinctive.

The man paused at a couple of junctions, most likely deciding which path Rodin had taken. But soon he appeared to give this up, and he walked aimlessly, often doubling back on himself. He didn’t stop, didn’t look around. Even when a fight broke out at a food stall, he passed by without turning his head.

But if he appeared oblivious to his surroundings, others paid attention to him. As he approached they cast sideways glances, and then they surreptitiously moved to one side. When he’d passed, they carried on as if nothing had happened.

Rodin jostled his way behind the Gentleman, doing his best to ignore those around, while still being on the look-out for any who would take advantage. His hand hovered close to his hip at all times, ready to draw a blade.

A youth leaned against a wall and watched the Gentleman pass, then turned his eyes and saw Rodin. He pushed away from the wall, hands sliding from his pockets, long fingers stretching. He wore a jacket that had seen better days, and Rodin knew he was an amateur.

But that meant he had to learn.

Rodin didn’t alter his course, and as he felt the youth’s hand brush against his leg, Rodin grabbed. Without breaking his stride, he pulled those sweaty fingers from his pocket and pulled them back. A cry of pain masked the snap of bone.

In his peripheral vision, Rodin saw the young pickpocket cradle his broken fingers. Maybe that would teach him to be more careful in the future.

The Gentleman turned into an alley, and Rodin followed, still at a distance. Some way into the alley were four figures. One of them tossed a blade, catching it with a nonchalance that spoke of a dangerous familiarity with the weapon. They all talked quietly, heads close, and Rodin could not avoid noticing how they turned their eyes to the Gentleman.

But he seemed oblivious, even when they peeled away from the wall and formed a barrier across the alley.

Rodin considered his options. If things turned ugly‌—‌when things turned ugly‌—‌Rodin was confident he could deal with these four. For all the menace they displayed, they didn’t look trained. But he had no reason to help the Gentleman yet. He needed more information, and it would be instructive to see how the Gentleman coped.

So Rodin slipped to one side, down a couple of steps, fading into the shadows by a rusty doorway that smelt of urine. He ignored the softness under his boots, and watched.

The Gentleman looked up when he was a few steps from the thugs, and they moved to form an arc around him. The one wearing a vest-top crossed his bulky arms and spoke‌—‌too low for Rodin to hear, but he could guess at the threats being made. The Gentleman’s reply was even quieter, and it angered Vest-top. He leaned in, finger raised, and spat another threat.

The others laughed, and Vest-top smiled.

The Gentleman didn’t move. He spoke once more, and Vest-top’s smile morphed into a scowl. His eyes jerked to one side, and the man with the blade stepped forward, weapon pointed at the Gentleman.

The Gentleman didn’t even turn. His hat never moved, so Rodin doubted he took his eyes from Vest-top. He gave every appearance of being in total control‌—‌and that chilled Rodin.

Vest-top leaned in closer, and Rodin heard his words this time, heard the demands for money, for whatever the Gentleman had. They might let him live, but that all depended on how he played the game.

Opportunistic thieves, then. The kind of people Genna wanted eradicated from her district.

Rodin studied each of the men. The man casually tossing his blade was short, with a scar on the back of his right hand‌—‌he held the weapon in his left. The man next to him had a tattoo running down the side of his neck, a swirl of lines that disappeared into his collar, the top hidden by unkempt shoulder-length hair. He was bulky with muscle, and his stance suggested he knew how to use it. The man across from Tattoo was thin, but his eyes shone with a manic glee, and he shuffled constantly. Hyperactive, possibly on something, and definitely dangerous. Maniac would fight dirty, and he’d be unpredictable.

Vest-top leaned forward, his hand reaching for the long coat. But the Gentleman raised his arm, knocking the hand to one side. Vest-top looked surprised for a moment, and then he grinned as he threw his fist.

It never hit. The Gentleman grabbed the approaching fist and twisted, kicking a leg out as he did. Vest-top yelled as he fell to the floor.

The Gentleman brushed himself down. Scar, Tattoo and Maniac watched, unsure how to act.

Vest-top picked himself up, muttering. Then he swore, loudly, spittle flying at the tall man’s face. And with a nod to his men, it started.

It didn’t last long.

The coat swirled as blades slashed through the air. The Gentleman spun, and there were cries of pain, a sharp crack, the sound of metal striking stone.

Tattoo sat on the floor, clutching his knee, his lower leg protruding at an unnatural angle. Scar rubbed his left wrist, his blade nowhere to be seen, blood running from his misshapen nose. And Maniac sprawled by a wall, shaking his head to clear it.

Only Vest-top remained standing. And the Gentleman leaned in close, said something that brought fear to Vest-top’s eyes. His whole body shook.

Scar reached over to Tattoo, supported the big man as he struggled to his feet, balancing on one leg. Vest-top moved to Tattoo’s other side, and the trio started down the alley.

That was when the Gentleman made his mistake. He turned to watch them, and behind him Maniac pushed himself to his feet, using the brickwork as support. There was a flash of metal as he unsheathed another blade. But he didn’t strike straight away. His chest rose, and his eyes darted constantly‌—‌analysing, calculating. One hand rested on the wall, and Rodin saw the fingers slowly curl round into a fist.

And then, face full of rage, Maniac lunged. His blade sliced through the air as he yelled.

The Gentleman side-stepped, spun, and grabbed.

It was over in an instant. There was a sickening crack. The wiry thug fell, stomach to the ground, unmoving eyes looking to the sky.

The dead man’s companions stumbled. Vest-top muttered something, but when the Gentleman took a step forward, his face fell, and with the help of Scar, they dragged Tattoo to the end of the alley and off into the street.

The Gentleman stood alone, a corpse at his feet. He took a few paces forward, level with Rodin. His eyes never left the end of the alley.

“It speaks poorly for a society that four hoodlums can set upon a lone man, and nobody thinks to come to his aid,” he said, enunciating each word clearly, no sign of exertion in his voice. “Fortunately, these men were mere amateurs, although I am not pleased to have some of their obnoxious blood staining my attire.”

Rodin remained in the shadows, frozen, even when the Gentleman turned his head.

“Mister Rodin, I believe we have matters to discuss.”
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Rodin stepped from the shadows and faced the tall man.

The Gentleman looked him up and down, taking his time, the thin smile on his lips impossible to read. “Yes, you are all I have been led to believe. But this place is not conducive to professional discussions. Shall we adjourn elsewhere?”

Fancy words weren’t going to have any effect on Rodin. He shook his head.

“You’d prefer us to talk here?”

“I have things to do.”

“Ah. Suitably non-committal. I’m sure you are a busy man, Mister Rodin. After all, the day is but young, and already you have achieved so much‌—‌damage to a lodging house, a spot of active surveillance, not to mention ending a young woman’s life. One wonders how you ever find time for work.”

If this fool wanted to hire Rodin, he was going about it in totally the wrong way. “I need to go.”

The Gentleman opened his hands in exasperation, although his face remained blank. “You say you need to go. But is it not more accurate to say you want to go? You don’t trust me, and so you have no wish to converse. But, my stubborn assassin, what you want and what you need are two very different things. You wanted to start this day like any other, but you needed to fight for your life. You want to go now, but‌—‌and please believe me when I say this‌—‌you need to hear my words.”

“I need nothing from you.”

Rodin stared into the shadow beneath that stupid hat, unable to see the man’s eyes. But he knew they met his gaze. His head tilted a fraction, and Rodin felt like he was being studied.

“I appreciate a man who knows his own mind,” the Gentleman said, “even if he’s wrong. But as you’re so adamant, I’ll leave you.” He touched his hat in a gesture of farewell. “At least, for now.”

Before Rodin could respond, the man turned and walked away.

Rodin followed with his eyes, only now realising how hard his heart was beating. He pulled in a breath, let it out slowly.

The man reached the body with the broken neck and paused. He looked down, nudging the corpse with a foot. “So much violence, but it is more troubling when it is targeted. I would remind you of what happened back at your building, Mister Rodin. It would be unfortunate indeed if further attempts were made on your life.”

As the Gentleman walked from the alley, Rodin again thought of Jimny’s words. He did not want this man as a friend, but could he afford to have such an enemy?


There were three tower blocks at the centre of Genna’s district, twenty storeys high, dwarfing surrounding buildings. They should have been no-go areas. In other districts, too many people crammed into such a small space was a recipe for disaster. But not here.

Rodin understood Genna’s statement in making that middle tower her base. She sat in the heart of her people, high enough up that she could watch over them, but not separated from the masses. Of course, she insisted on high security in ‘her’ tower, closely monitoring all who approached‌—‌and this led to all kinds of rumours. Some said the higher floors contained air-tight cells and torture chambers, others that lower floors were used for training her guards, with prisoners used as live target practice in specially-designed weapons ranges.

The fact that she did nothing to dissuade such rumours spoke more to her intelligence than the truth or otherwise of these tales.

Eyes watched him as he approached, and Rodin fought his desire to walk away. Bringing only bad news to Genna was never pleasant, but he knew it must be done, if only to clear his name.

There was a screen next to the main door of the middle tower, cold against Rodin’s flesh. It glowed blue, then green, and the door clicked. He pushed it open and entered the empty foyer. Of course, her guards would be watching, from both the plainly-visible Eyes and the countless that remained hidden.

There were a couple of lifts to his right, one standing open. Fast and efficient, but not for Rodin. Too confined, and too controlled. If anything went wrong‌—‌or if the guards chose to hold the lift between floors‌—‌he’d be captive. Lifts were traps.

A smaller door led to the concrete stairs, and Rodin jogged up all nineteen flights. His thigh muscles burned, blood pumping round his body, and when he reached the top he felt alert, ready for whatever Genna and her guards threw at him.

The landing was empty but for a single solid door, with a screen and simple call button to the right. According to rumour, the door could only be opened from inside. Even Genna had to rely on her guards opening the door for her‌—‌although there was talk of secret passages.

There was always talk. Rodin listened to it all, but distrusted much of it. Safer that way. Less disappointments.

He pressed the button and a voice sounded, from a hidden speaker that Rodin had never located. “What?” it spat out, the tone vibrating Rodin’s chest, the word itself seeming to come from all around.

“I have information for Genna.” He resisted the urge to shout, knew monitors would pick up even a whisper.

“Yeah?” This time, the voice came from his left.

“It could be important.”

“Yeah?” Same voice, but now from the right.

Rodin counted slowly in his head. He wouldn’t be taken in by their mind games, wouldn’t give in to anger or frustration. They’d either let him in, tell him to leave, or‌—‌and he was almost surprised this hadn’t happened yet‌—‌physically remove him.

The screen flashed, showing a single word‌—‌‘wait’. That was it. Rodin continued counting, reaching fifty, seventy-five, then a hundred. The scar on his shoulder started to itch, but he let it be. Never show signs of weakness. Remain in control of your body at all times.

Then the door slid open. The word on the screen changed to ‘enter’, and Rodin did as instructed.

The two guards were imposing in their metallic-black body suits and helmets. Each held a gun, the dangerous end pointed in Rodin’s direction. Not an assassin’s weapon, a gun‌—‌killing from a distance was never as refined as close work‌—‌but as a way of imposing order, nothing beat a large, powerful firearm.

The guard on the left spoke, the same voice Rodin had heard on the landing. “She wants to see you.”

Rodin nodded, took a step forward, and stopped when he heard a click from the guns.

“Any fucking about, and you leave the quick way‌—‌through the window. Understand?”

Rodin nodded again. He knew the threat wasn’t totally accurate‌—‌Genna wouldn’t risk a falling body causing damage to others, but she wasn’t above removing those she saw as enemies. She’d used Rodin a few times to do just that.

The other guard nodded to the open locker by Rodin’s side. “You know the drill.”

Rodin removed his pack, placing it in the locker with care. Then he pulled his tools from the various compartments in his trousers and his jacket, and placed them carefully on top of the pack before turning to face the guards.

They stood firm, weapons still angled at Rodin. One of them nodded. “And the rest.”

Rodin shrugged. They knew what he had on his body before he’d even stepped through the door, but he felt he had to try. The guards needed the practice.

He reached down and removed the blade from his boot. Only then did the guard on the left nod to the alcove opposite. The scanner.

Rodin stepped in, as he had many times before. Light played over him‌—‌pointless, except for the possible psychological effects it had. It didn’t bother him, though. And when the guards told him to step out, he nodded a sarcastic ‘thank-you’. He thought he heard one of them mutter, call him a smart-arse. But neither of them let their annoyance drive their actions.

Genna only hired the best.

A third guard appeared, and said, “Come.” This one‌—‌and Rodin thought it might be a female, even though her voice was deep‌—‌led him away. A fourth guard appeared from somewhere, following a few steps behind.

Interesting. He usually only warranted a single escort. He must be going up in the world.

They stopped at a door Rodin had seen many times, and they waited. There was no need to knock‌—‌Genna knew he was here, and she could liaise with her guards through their comms, feeding data to their visor displays. Rodin wondered, briefly, what it must be like to view the world at a remove like that.

The door clicked, opening a crack. The female guard pushed, and it swung wide. Then she tapped Rodin’s back with her gun.

He entered.

The room was functional, the colours neutral, off-white. A potted plant provided a splash of green in the corner, its rubbery leaves turned to the soft glow that came from the ceiling. On the wall to the right was a large screen, powered down at the moment, the glass providing only a dark reflection of the desk that stood in the centre of the room.

The desk looked heavy, with a solid wood-effect finish. It was also functionally clear, containing only a hand-held screen and a single glass of water. Rodin was unsurprised to see no drink waiting for him.

The window in the far wall looked over Genna’s district, sunlight filtering through the low clouds, a smog rising in the distance. The Dome was still visible, though, light reflecting on that huge glass surface, that imposing barrier that separated the districts from the utopia within.

There were two chairs this side of the desk. One was already occupied, and Rodin recognised Kharem, Genna’s Right-hand. Her new Right-hand. The replacement for the one Rodin had removed.

Genna, in her chair‌—‌good quality, but nothing ostentatious‌—‌regarded Rodin, her head to one side. She showed no emotion. She wore shadow round her eyes, drawing attention to those large brown orbs, cold and so piercing. Her thick black hair was tied back, a few strands escaping to fall down her face. Rodin couldn’t tell if that was on purpose or not.

Too often, he found Genna difficult to read.

She turned to Kharem and nodded. The man gave Rodin a sneer. “You sure?” Genna raised one eyebrow, and Kharem shrugged, then rose. As he reached the door he spoke into the ear of one of the guards, too low for Rodin to catch his words. The guard’s head turned, and although Rodin could see no eyes, he knew the guard watched him.

Of course Genna’s Right-hand wanted the guards to pay attention to Rodin. Kharem didn’t trust Rodin one iota‌—‌and for that alone, Rodin respected the man. His predecessor might have succumbed to promises of riches, but Kharem was a solid protector and confidante.

And then the man was gone, and the door clicked shut.

When Genna spoke, her voice was low and deep. There were undertones that suggested, in the right mood, she could be an accomplished seductress, and Rodin was certain she had disarmed many an opponent with it. But it wouldn’t work on him, and she knew it.

“I was hoping I’d seen the last of you, rogue. But like a persistent virus, you’re back. And like a pox, you leave chaos in your path. I believed we had an agreement.”

No, he thought. An order, not an agreement. She had said she wanted no more trouble from Rodin. She had warned of dire consequences‌—‌nothing specific, but he knew what she was capable of.

“I repeat‌—‌I believed we had an agreement.”

Rodin nodded.

“You’re forgetting your place, rogue. Speak!”

“Yes.”

“Yes what?”

“Yes, we had an agreement.” You spoke, and I agreed to listen, because it was the only way to get out in one piece.

“So why are you causing trouble again?”

“I didn’t cause any…”

Her hand shot up, cutting him off with her long nails, polished blood red.

“The corpse of an unidentified girl left in the street. A potentially lethal trap on your door that required a solid hour to defuse safely. Not to mention the damage within the room itself.”

“I didn’t want to do any of it.”

“The girl was practically a minor!”

“But she was trying to remove me.”

“I’m almost annoyed she failed. The corpse of a mercenary would be so much easier to deal with. I know of many who would be thankful to see the back of you.”

She gritted her teeth, and for a moment one hand balled into a fist, resting on the desk. Then she breathed out, and placed the hand flat. “You exasperate me, rogue. You do me service, professional and timely, but you’re a mercenary. You consider only the pay, never the consequences. As much as you have been a benefit to my district, there have been times when I have considered how best to remove you.”

Rodin remained impassive. Why argue against the truth?

“I should have you exiled. Make you someone else’s problem. I could name you an open target, an enemy of the district. You set foot in here again, and you’re fair game to anyone who wants to try.”

He couldn’t hide the smile, even though her expression grew angry. He chose his words carefully, not wanting to rile her. “But you know I’d protect myself. How many would I remove in self-defence before someone succeeded in removing me?”

“You believe there are no better assassins than you? Do you really think I don’t have the funds to hire the best?”

There was no outward threat in her words, but they struck Rodin hard. He thought of the girl‌—‌not the best assassin, but one sent to kill him. Was Genna wanting rid of him so badly?

“But at the moment this is not an option. My hands, to some extent, are tied.” She sighed, and waved at a chair. “Sit.”

That was unexpected. He’d only sat in this office once, a mistake he never repeated. He’d been younger, full of himself, and had taken the summons to her office as a sign of respect. He’d sat as soon as he entered the room.

She hadn’t said a word. The glare had been enough.

But now she was offering him a seat. To refuse would be wrong.

The chair was not as comfortable as he recalled, and it creaked when he shifted his weight. He heard no sound from her own chair.

“People die every day, so maybe I shouldn’t be so hard on you protecting yourself‌—‌although your professional status would suggest a little more control. And I’m grateful you took it upon yourself to come to me, because it saves me the bother of summoning you.” She sighed again, and Rodin caught a waft of some floral perfume. It wasn’t strong, but he’d never known her wear scent before. He wondered who she was trying to impress. “I needed to speak to you. Or rather, there is someone else who needs to speak to you, and he requests my presence.”
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