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Kharem strode into his operations room, nodded a greeting to both Hornet and Lomaz, and turned to the wall of screens.

He’d commandeered an empty room on the first level below ground, easy to reach from the Council building above, and had instructed Lomaz to set it up with the bare minimum of furniture. Beside the bank of screens there was a control desk to one side and a couple of chairs at the rear.

Yes, it was similar to Genna’s operations room, but he’d always appreciated that place‌—‌no fancy extras, and no distractions. It was a place for work and nothing else.

“What have you got?” he asked Hornet.

“Activity.” The warrior pointed to the central screens. “Warriors in those buildings. Been there for a couple of hours now.”

“They doing anything?”

Hornet shook his head. “Nothing visible. Got a feeling they’re building to something, though.”

Kharem nodded. Feelings could be tricky buggers, but Hornet wasn’t easily spooked, didn’t give in to his emotions. The warrior’s intuition hadn’t played Kharem false yet.

He turned to the desk, pointed to the warehouse on the screen. “Lomaz. Zoom in on that one, locate it on the map.”

“Not a problem.” Lomaz tapped away, and a red dot glowed on the map screen as the image altered. “Got auto-filters on, but I can change that if you want.”

“Auto’s fine.”

A good find, this Lomaz. Keen, worked hard, and intelligent. He’d been wasted under Garrick. At least Genna had seen his potential.

The warehouse on the screen was old, fairly small. Large metal doors hung open, and as the filters worked Kharem saw figures inside.

“They’re wearing protection,” Hornet said. “Pulling on hoods.”

“Got packs on, too. They’re serious.”

And, as if on cue, the figures emerged.

They were warriors, and they moved with confident ease despite their body armour. Most wore tinted face-plates, making identification impossible.

A nameless, faceless mass. And they approached the Dome.

“Lomaz,” Kharem said, “We ready to give them trouble?”

“All systems primed. Sensors should kick in when they’re at a quarter kilometre, trigger the first defence.”

Kharem knew this anyway, but the confirmation brought a smile to his lips. So far, Authority’s warriors had remained too far for the defences to kick in, keeping themselves busy destroying various buildings further into the northern districts. Analysis had shown those locations to be exits from the many tunnels that riddled the area, including many on the old maps Aleph had deciphered.

That made strategic sense‌—‌seal the Dome and lay those inside under siege. But Kharem wondered if they avoided the dead zone at the edge of the district through fear of the weapons embedded in the Dome’s lattice.

Kharem had heard the tales of the slaughter in Red, of course, but only now did he understand how complete the Dome’s defences were. A network of Eyes and sensors monitored constantly, relaying information, always ready to trigger guns and worse. Although much of the work was automated, there was a team of techs tracking the data, now answering to Kharem, through Lomaz.

As far as he could tell, that team respected Lomaz. It was easy to see why. Having supervised warriors, the man could be firm, but there was a gentle, relaxed side to him as well. The tech teams respected him‌—‌the man wasn’t in the same league as Aleph, but he had better tech knowledge than most.

A good man to have on the team, that one.

Kharem returned his attention to the screens, watching the warriors saunter along the street that would bring them to the open land in front of the glass. And in another screen, more warriors emerged from a decrepit residential. These ones shuffled into positions along the edge of the dead zone, spread out and then dropped to their knees, raising weapons to the Dome‌—‌Series 5s, modified R-19s. Serious hardware.

As if that would make any difference. The glass was impenetrable. Even those old riots in Red had only managed a slight chip in one of the panes.

Along with the defences, Kharem had learnt about the glass itself. There were two layers, each of a different composition, and neither truly glass. Between them, these layers protected the Dome from blunt force, from explosives and fire, and also from chemical attacks.

It was incredible stuff, this misnamed glass, but there was no way to create it now. Too much knowledge had been lost since the chaos that spawned Horace Devin’s dominion, and then the Domes.

But the Domes remained, impervious to the ages.

Almost impervious. Kharem reminded himself that nothing lasted forever, that nothing was perfect.

The warriors from the warehouse reached the end of the street and slowed. With the feed zoomed in, Kharem could see the thin microphones that curled under their face-plates. He assumed they wore ear-pieces too.

“I don’t trust this,” Hornet said.

“It’s Authority. What’s to trust?”

“Fair point.” The warrior peered closer, pointed to one of the screens. “What’s that one got?”

One of the warriors on the edge of the dead zone lifted a long tube onto their shoulder.

“Lomaz, enhance screen five.”

The image blurred for a second, then came back sharper, some of the colours washed out but the weapon easy to see now.

“They think they can damage the glass with a rocket launcher?” Hornet said. “Doesn’t sound too clever.”

It didn’t. But this was Authority. They knew as much about the nature of the glass as anyone. Everything they did had a purpose.

“This all recording?” Kharem asked.

“Triple filed,” Lomaz said. “Not like we’ve got storage issues.” He paused. “You reckon they’re going to attack?”

“Doubt they’re here for a chat. Get ready with the defences.”

“On it.” Lomaz leaned over his desk screens, fingers hovering.

As if that were their cue, the warriors erupted into action.

They ran, into the wasteland beyond the buildings, across the rubble that surrounded the Dome.

Shots from the defence systems registered as flashes of light, and dust kicked up from the ground. One of the warriors stumbled, another fell. The majority ran on, weaving from side to side.

“Larger projectiles coming into play,” Lomaz said as a blur shot out beneath one of the Eyes.

More warriors fell. Some pulled themselves to their feet and ran on, but others lay on the ground, dark pools forming beneath their bodies.

Kharem allowed himself a smile. But only a small one. The warriors jerked as they ran, bullets finding targets, but their clothing absorbed most of the force.

“Almost close enough for heat,” Lomaz said.

Kharem watched, and analysed. The warriors approached one of the huge panes of glass, and now they pushed their heads forward, pulled their hoods down further.

The feeds burnt white as sheets of flame erupted from the Dome’s lattice. Tongues of fire raced toward the warriors, and for a moment Kharem could see nothing.

When his vision returned a couple of warriors lay on the ground, but most ran on.

“Those outfits flame-proof?” Hornet frowned. “Never heard of them before.”

“Give them another blast, Lomaz,” Kharem said.

Lomaz tapped, drenching the warriors in more flames. A couple staggered back, but the majority still raced toward the Dome, smoke wafting from their clothing.

“Again!”

Another flame, and this time Lomaz kept the pressure on long enough that the brightness forced Kharem to shield his eyes.

“Guns too!”

The flame extinguished, and the ground erupted as bullets struck. One warrior jerked back, spray erupting from the back of its head. Another spun to the ground, didn’t move.

“Give them everything,” Kharem said.

“Risk of overheating.”

“Then watch the data. I want them either bleeding out or fried.”

Lomaz nodded, turned back to his screens. Flame erupted in spurts, interspersed with gunfire.

And the warriors came closer. Ten, maybe fifteen were down, but three times that number ran on. As they approached they slipped the packs from their backs. The packs were dull grey, unharmed by the flames.

“We need them stopped!” Kharem growled as they reached the glass.

Lomaz shook his head. “Angle of the weapons won’t reach them.”

“You mean there’s a safe spot right at the edge of the Dome? Nobody thought that might be a problem?”

“Best I can do is more fire, but‌…‌doesn’t look like it has much effect.”

Kharem reined in his anger, knew it wasn’t Lomaz’ fault. “Do what you can.”

“Not like they can get through the glass,” Hornet said.

And Kharem wished he hadn’t said those words.

The angle from the Dome’s Eyes provided a top-down view of the warriors as they pushed their packs against the glass, evenly spread out over the base of the ten-meter pane. They all reached into the top, their hunched bodies shielding their actions.

“They’re setting explosives, aren’t they?” Hornet said.

“Looks that way.”

Then the warriors straightened, and ran back to the buildings. Lomaz chased them with fire and guns, brought another one down.

The feeds flared white as the packs exploded, forcing Kharem to shield his eyes again. One of the screens burst into static. Lomaz tapped frantically.

“Status!”

“One Eye down. Damage to the lower weapons.”

“What about the glass?”

“Waiting for diagnostic.”

The intense brightness dissipated, leaving dancing points of colour in Kharem’s vision. That didn’t prevent him seeing the warriors bringing their rocket launchers round, tilting their heads to look along the sights.

The launchers fired, a ripple of flashes. The lower section of the glass faded behind smoke. Lomaz swore under his breath.

The warriors lowered their rocket launchers.

“Need to know what happened,” Kharem said.

“They‌…‌they shot at the Dome.”

“Status! Have they done any damage?”

“Right. Checking.”

The man wiped his brow. He tapped his screens, head shaking, eyes widening.

“That can’t be,” he muttered.

Kharem took a slow breath, calmed himself down. “Tell me.”

Lomaz turned, his face pale. “Only got preliminary reports, but‌…‌inner layer of glass is unaffected. Outer layer’s still standing.”

“What aren’t you telling me?” Kharem forced his eyes onto the screens, where the dead warriors lay, where the survivors had already disappeared into the shadows. “I need to know!”

Lomaz’ throat bobbed and his head shuddered. “I‌…‌I think I can show you.” He tapped again, and the central screen flicked onto a new feed, one that showed the base of the glass, where the packs of explosives had rested.

The glass was tough. They said it was impenetrable. The riots in Red had only managed a small chip.

The feed auto-focused, and Kharem stared at the crack that ran from the ground, snaked its way along a good half of the lower section of the pane.

Kharem took in a breath, held it for a moment.

“Looks like the Dome’s not as secure as we thought,” he said as a chill ran through his body.







2

- 2 -


Genna had been in the Council chamber every day for the last few weeks, and still the place felt wrong. Oh, the circle of tables worked well, with everyone facing inward, but the domed ceiling drew the eye, and there were too many distractions in the carvings on the walls and those ridiculously ornate pillars.

And the circle of tables had its own problems. It sought to remove any hierarchy‌—‌Genna assumed that was the intention‌—‌but without an obvious leader in a clear focal point meetings soon became meandering discussions.

It didn’t help that too many of the Councillors liked the sound of their own voices. Or that many disliked Genna, and struggled to see her as any kind of leader, despite Kharem declaring her his proxy.

But she had to try. It was vital they get the residents on-side, or at least not openly antagonistic. Hadn’t Kharem said as much, when he’d thrust her into this role? To withstand whatever Authority planned they needed to be as united as possible.

And he’d turned this over to Genna because, as he said, she was ‘good with people’. He was the one who had executed Layman, the previous Head-of-Council. He was the one who had led the army of warriors into the Dome. He needed a soft face and voice to speak for him. He needed Genna to appeal to the people.

She sighed, then rose. The murmurs of conversation in the room subsided, and glasses clinked as Councillors took one last sip.

“Okay, let’s get back to work,” she said, turning to catch everyone’s eye. The room was full‌—‌twenty-nine Councillors, Genna, and a couple of attendants ready to fill glasses or clean up any mess. “A quick summary of where we stand. Based on Councillor Tomkin’s best estimates, our supplies will keep us going anywhere between three to six weeks. We have no way of getting more supplies from the Factories, and cannot produce anywhere near enough to sustain ourselves. We’re cut off, effectively under siege.

“And there’s the attack to consider. The glass stands, but for how long? It’s imperative that we plan for two eventualities‌—‌a drawn-out siege with dwindling supplies, and an open assault. Head-of-Council Kharem is increasing security. We’re investigating ways to stretch our supplies, but things look bleak.”

“I still question this attack,” said Porello, the Councillor who had taken the seat directly opposite Genna‌—‌a clear sign of his intentions. He wore expensive-looking clothes and his hair never appeared ruffled. He was past his physical prime, but Genna had heard stories of his youth, knew he had a wild side.

“The images we’ve been allowed to view have been of low quality,” he continued, “and it’s always possible that this supposed crack is some distortion in the image itself. I’m assured by friends in the know that filtering and rendering can introduce such illusions.”

There were murmurs of agreement, and sharp looks in Genna’s direction.

“The crack is real,” she said. “I’ve seen footage of the whole attack.”

“And will you share this with us? So far, all that has been released‌—‌even to those of us in this Upper Council‌—‌are a few still images.”

“At the moment, our Head-of-Council wishes to keep the recordings locked down to minimise panic.”

“So our self-imposed Head doesn’t trust us.”

“It’s not a question of trust. Too much data is going awry. We have doubts over the security of the Dome’s systems.”

Porello snorted. “A problem we’ve never had prior to that man’s assault on our home. In my opinion‌—‌and the opinion of many in this very chamber‌—‌our current troubles don’t stem from those beyond the glass, but from those who have insinuated themselves into our once-fine society.”

There were more murmurs, many nodding heads. But other Councillors frowned. Erinya, a strong woman seated to Genna’s left, shook her head and muttered something about unity.

“You’ve already expressed your views, Councillor Porello,” Genna said. “But they don’t change the situation. Let’s keep our focus.”

His hand hit the table‌—‌a move that made some jump. “Our situation would be improved drastically if we had a duly elected Head-of-Council, and if we removed all undesirables from our Dome.”

“Have you met them all?” Councillor Erinya leaned across the table. “Are you so quick to tar all those who have fled into our arms as worthless? Have you forgotten that our founder, the great Horace Devin himself, opened up his first dominion to all who would enter and abide by his rules?”

Porello raised a hand, stabbing a finger at Erinya. “And there you have it, my dear woman! We all saw how this bloodthirsty tyrant took control, how he cut down poor friend Layman in such a public and‌…‌and evil manner. Does this abide by our rules? Is this the kind of person Horace Devin envisaged not only living in our society but ruling it too? And while he may be a particularly despicable example of them, he is in no way alone in his deplorable nature. I’ve heard rumours that even this specimen who speaks for him is no stranger to ending lives. Personally, I don’t feel safe around any of them‌—‌not even in this sanctified room!” and here, he shot Genna a hard glare. “They are nothing but animals, and they deserve nothing more than to be sent back from whence they came!”

“You’re confused, my dear friend,” Erinya said, and there was a hint of condescension in her voice, like a parent talking down a child. “You cannot argue that our Head-of-Council has sought to keep violence to a minimum since‌…‌since the incident in our Council plaza. That army of protectors he has, while appearing most brutal, have on the whole refrained from aggressive outbursts. And many of those who have fled into our safe harbour are content to keep themselves to themselves, merely seeking a chance for peace.”

“Then they should have thought about that before starting whatever battles they had outside the glass!” Porello leaned over his table, almost on his feet. “They might wish for peace, but their ways are different from ours. To them‌—‌to all of them‌—‌disagreements are settled with blood. Any who stand in the way of their selfish desires are liable to find themselves on the end of a blade!”

“They protect themselves, nothing more!” Erinya slapped her hand on the table.

“Enough!”

Genna stood, arms out. Her voice echoed around the chamber as she stared at every Councillor in the room, all eyes on her. She stopped on Porello, held him with her gaze.

“Yes, I’ve killed,” she said, with as little emotion as she could muster. “I’ve ended lives myself, and I’ve ordered lives ended. I didn’t want to, but each one was necessary, for either my own survival or the survival of those I care for. I’ve never taken a life lightly, and I will always seek less violent methods when I can. Unfortunately, in the districts, that is not always possible.”

The seated Councillors watched in silence, faces showing fear and concerned interest. Some sat back, pretending such talk didn’t upset them, others rested on the edges of their seats, skin pale and hands trembling.

“I’ve been abused,” she continued. “I’ve been beaten, severely injured. I’ve been abandoned, imprisoned and tortured. But I’ve never given up. I’m still alive today because I refused to succumb. If I had to kill to survive, then so be it. I learnt from a very young age that life is over when you stop fighting.

“And we all fight. Even you, Councillor Porello. You use words as your weapon, and you fight for your standing, for your position. You fight for those you care for, those who have entrusted their safety to you. It’s a testament to this fight‌—‌to the fight in all of you‌—‌that this Dome has been such a peaceful society for so long.

“I know what it is to fight for others. Back in the districts I was a leader, responsible for many others, and I did all I could to protect them. You might argue that our presence in your society shows my failings as a leader, and I admit I make mistakes. But that only pushes me to improve, to keep my people safe. And now, my people are joined with your people. For better or worse, we now face a situation where we must fight for our people, against a mutual enemy.”

Porello’s mouth twitched, and Genna continued before he could interrupt.

“I have some understanding of this enemy, enough to know how they use whatever they can, to know that their ruthlessness knows no bounds. They’ve slaughtered my friends, and killed those I consider family. They’ve destroyed lives and livelihoods. They’re powerful‌—‌powerful enough to crack the glass‌—‌and in my heart I have to question if they can ever be stopped.

“But I have to try. I can’t give up. I can’t abandon all those I care for, all those I choose to protect. I’ll fight on, while there’s still life in me, because it is what I must do.”

Genna stopped, and the echoes of her voice fell away. She breathed heavily, her top clinging to her back, and she looked over the chamber, met the eyes of the Councillors. Many looked away, some scowled. Some stared in shock, some couldn’t stop the twitching of their faces.

And others nodded. Erinya offered a smile.

Porello scowled. But he didn’t respond. When her gaze lingered on him, he turned away, looked down.

It wasn’t much of a victory, but Genna would take anything she got at the moment.
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“It’s good to see you again, my old friend,” Leopold said as he sat on the bench, next to Shae. “I apologise for not responding to your invitation sooner. I’ve hardly had a moment to myself since my return.”

Shae knew this, through her research. Leopold had returned to the Council, and had even regained his old office. He’d travelled throughout the Dome, meeting important residents from all walks of life. If his departure from the Dome all those months ago had covered him in notoriety, his return had turned him into a celebrity.

“Then I must thank you for finding the time to meet,” she said. “And I thought you might appreciate this location.”

Leopold looked down to the lake, pleasure and sadness crossing on his face. His skin wasn’t as smooth now, his brow lined, and Shae was certain the close-cropped hair was a way to hide the grey.

“I never did replace Guinevere,” he said. “I enquired, only last week, but the records had been mislaid, and nobody could tell me what had happened to my dear yacht. But maybe that’s for the best. This is hardly the time for such extravagance.”

Shae picked up on his cue. “Indeed there is much to discuss,. I’m working on an extended piece that will, I hope, lay bare our current situation, allowing residents to better understand what we now face.”

He sighed. “So this isn’t a social meeting. I suppose that is to be expected, and any opportunity to talk with you is worth grabbing. I hardly think I can add much to your piece, though.”

Was that false modesty? The old Leopold wouldn’t have taken that tack.

“Yet you speak your thoughts freely in meetings, and you’re in something of a unique position, having been involved in the precedent to our current problems.”

His mouth twitched, and he nodded. “I suppose you’re correct. And I should speak out. In fact, I have been approached by others, and‌…‌yes, I believe I should accept some of these offers now.” He grinned. “Of course, you will get the first exclusive.”

Except for the speeches at all those meetings, Shae thought. It wasn’t as if Leopold’s thoughts and ideas weren’t common knowledge.

He pointed to the screen in her lap. “Are you already recording?”

She shook her head. “I was catching up on some correspondences when you arrived, that’s all.”

“I wouldn’t mind if you did wish to record our conversation. I know you’d treat the recording with the respectful privacy it deserves.”

“Thank you, but I believe I’ll rely on my memory and notes this time. If there’s something you wish quoted verbatim you can prompt me to write it down just so.” She felt the pendant against her neck. There was no reason to tell Leopold that this was already operating. It was for her private records only.

“Of course.” He straightened his back. “So how do you wish to proceed?”

Shae took a moment to study the man. The conflict within was clear to see. Leopold was desperate to talk, yet something held him back. Knowing Shae’s support of his prior ideas on free travel, did he fear her displeasure at his more recent thoughts?

“I suppose we could start with your impressions of the Dome, now that you’re back home.”

She’d chosen the word ‘home’ with purpose, and it was telling that there was no reaction to it from Leopold.

“Are you seeking an outsider’s view, or thoughts on how much has changed in my time away?” He held up a hand and shook his head. “I’m sorry‌—‌you’re the one asking questions. And I doubt I can give you an answer from a single perspective, but I’ll do my best. I see so much as if through fresh eyes, but those visions often conflict with my memories of our Dome. Take the Council gardens, for instance. They still possess the wonderful structure I recall, but seeing them now I feel constrained, and yearn for something wilder. And while these clothes are of a far higher quality than the garb I was forced to don in the districts, I can’t ignore certain impractical elements in their design.” He shook his head. “I’m not certain this is making much sense. Perhaps a few more examples, yes?”

Shae let him talk on, of the Dome’s fine architecture that now contained a cold edge, of his own splendid rooms and how they differed from some of the squalid accommodation he was forced to accept beyond the glass. Yet he thought of those rooms as homes, not so much because of the buildings but because of those around, of how the lack of secure belongings forced a new appreciation of friendship and companionship, a greater understanding of relationships.

“For someone who has never expressed interest in joining another in any permanent fashion,” she said, “it’s strange to hear you speak so strongly of connections to others.”

It was a gentle nudge, but it worked.

“Oh, I don’t talk of cohabiting. Rather, I speak of those around us. You know, even though I met so many residents in the course of my work on the Council, I don’t believe I fully appreciated the importance of others until I found myself in danger. I was forced to trust others, and from that grew strong bonds of companionship.”

“You made friends with those in the districts?”

“Oh, absolutely, despite the dangers, and the abundance of unsavoury characters, I found many fine individuals. A man named Shorack took me in at one point, forging a new image for me when I was still being hunted. The man was the head of a large family, and he‌…‌he would do anything for them.”

“You speak of him in the past tense.”

Leopold nodded and looked over the lake again.

“I apologise,” Shae said. “I shouldn’t pry into painful memories.”

“You have no need to apologise, my dear. The memories, despite their discomfort, are important in honouring the man and his family. I should never forget the sacrifices they made, even to save my own life at times.” His mouth twitched, and he waved a hand. “But there were many other wonderful characters, and I am in debt to them all.”

“You say that many in the districts helped you?”

“Most definitely. Without their help, how would I have survived beyond a day, even a few hours? Ah, the stories I could tell‌—‌violent and disturbing, yes, but also full of loyalty and honour. There was Vanya, and Rodin, names already growing throughout the Dome. Genna is especially important to me, as she was the one who took me under her wing when I otherwise would have surely perished on the streets. And then there are newer friends, such as Lomaz. I see you’re familiar with that name?”

“I’ve heard of him in passing, I believe.”

“And I’m sure you’ll hear more in the near future. He’s a hard worker, now assisting our new Head-of-Council in matters of tech. For a man from the districts, he is easy company, and possesses an incredibly sharp mind. He’s one of the few people from beyond the glass who can play chess. He not only already knew the game when I first suggested we play, but also proved a tough opponent.”

“I’m intrigued‌—‌you play regularly? I’d be interested to hear who wins.”

“Oh, it’s become a most pleasing ritual, to meet up every day or so and relax over the board for a few hours. He wins on occasions, but I believe I’m more often victorious.”

“So rather than being a friend through your fight against adversity, this man is a friend through shared interests, yes?”

Leopold beamed. “An excellent observation. I believe our personalities compliment too. I feel no need for pretence when we talk.”

“It must be good to have a person like that in your life. But if I may, I’d like to return to someone you mentioned earlier. What are your thoughts on our new Head’s proxy?”

If possible, Leopold’s smile grew larger. “Ah, the intriguing, wonderful creature that is Genna. As I mentioned, it was Genna who took me in and kept me safe, and who instructed me in the ways of the districts. She showed me their beauty as well as their ugliness, and she opened my eyes to their possibilities. And, like the districts themselves, the woman herself is multi-faceted. She can be as supple as a fern or as steadfast as rock. Being in her presence can be relaxing, joyful even, but at other times it can be tense and fraught with danger. She cares deeply about those close to her, and through wanting the best for them she won’t hesitate to use violence when she deems it necessary.”

“So I’ve heard.” Shae leaned in, tilting her head. “And this is something I know perplexes many people. It is known that the woman has shed the blood of others and ended lives. Can such transgressions be forgiven? Can someone who had killed ever be trusted?”

Leopold had hinted at these matters in their communications, but as he’d talked of Genna she’d sensed a hesitation, as if he was saying only what he wanted her to hear, not what he truly thought.

He sighed, and absently brushed one hand over his knee.

“You have to understand that life beyond the glass is very different to what we are accustomed to. Here, we might be slapped by harsh words, but out in the districts fists and weapons are never hidden for long. It’s nowhere near as bad as the stories say, but there is a minority who use violence as their primary weapon. Such people cannot be swayed by diplomacy, unfortunately. Genna always aims for peaceful resolutions, but there are times when‌…‌when her only recourse is to use force, fatal if necessary. Those who follow her‌—‌those who are protected by her‌—‌would say that this is a good thing, that Genna has the inner strength to use violence when it is required.”

Shae frowned again, needing to draw more out of the Councillor. “Many would say that true strength is shown in avoiding violence, and that lashing out indicates a loss of control.”

Leopold took a moment to consider that, as Shae had suspected. She thought of a recent conversation with Erinya, who had indicated that Genna needed all the help she could get. The Councillor said that her arguments were sound, and her presence was imposing and strong, but she didn’t come across as a true Councillor. Many, Erinya said, refused to listen to her words at all.

“Nobody’s perfect,” Leopold eventually said. “We all make mistakes, and Genna is no exception. At times, our strengths can become our weaknesses. In Genna’s case, her determination could, potentially, tip into obstinacy.”

That was interesting‌—‌and not what Shae was expecting. She waited, using her silence to urge Leopold on.

“I cannot fault her beliefs in herself,” he said. “And it should be remembered that she had suffered a great deal, and has been through a cavalcade of traumatic events, even in the short time I’ve known her. She’s lost almost everything to‌…‌to those who now surround our Dome, and‌…‌and I believe this has clouded her judgement. She cannot see them as anything but monsters, and so she dismisses any notion of dialogue with them.”

“But she speaks for the Head-of-Council in this, surely. It is not her ultimate decision.”

Shae spoke quickly, not too sure what she was saying, unclear in her mind how Kharem felt in this matter. He saw those across the glass as the enemy, and she knew he had no love for Authority. But he’d worked with them in the past, for personal gain. Was there any reason to assume he wouldn’t do the same again?

Leopold nodded. “Yes, but her influence is strong. Even though many on the Council don’t want to listen to her, she has a certain notoriety across the general population. Her views can be persuasive. But in this instance I believe her to be totally wrong. We cannot engage in physical combat with those on the far side of the glass. Don’t you see this, Shae?” He leaned closer, arms waving, eyes wide. “If we choose to fight with force, then our opponents will overcome that force with ease. Refusal to even consider dialogue will condemn us, which is why we must talk to them. Our only hope lies in appealing to their humanity, in striking some kind of a deal with them.”

He took a long breath, and swallowed. Shae didn’t interrupt.

“As much as I admire Genna as a person, I must speak out. As a Councillor and a resident of this Dome, to remain silent would be a dereliction of my civic duty. I have no option but to explain myself, and let the people know that there is an alternative to fighting those beyond the glass. We need to see them not as the enemy, but as‌…‌adversaries who are not so unlike ourselves. They seek a peaceful solution to our current situation, and I truly believe that this can only be achieved through open discussion with them.”

Shae recognised the fire in his eyes, that idealistic yearning she’d seen so often in the Councillor over the last few years, and she knew he spoke from the heart. She also knew that he wouldn’t baulk at telling others, that he’d do everything he could to spread his message.

And then she realised he’d never once mentioned Authority by name, and she wondered if that was important. At one point, they’d wanted him dead, and had even hunted him down in the districts. Yet now, he wanted to make a deal with them.

Her hand rose to her chest, and she ran a finger across the pendant, dreading what would happen once his words spread.
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Vanya pressed the door screen. She could’ve over-ridden the building’s system, and a part of her wanted to burst in, to punch some answers out of him, but she waited. And waited.

“Yeah?”

His voice was strained and distant.

“It’s Vanya.” Even though he could see that‌—‌there was an Eye above the door.

“Want to be left alone.”

“Yep. And some of us want to know what’s going on.” That was good‌—‌leave it open to interpretation, make no accusations.

“We’re screwed. Anything else is only details.”

So she’d have to go the hard way. She took a breath, reached for her screen. As soon as her hand slipped inside her jacket, the door slid open.

Vanya walked into his room, the stink enough to make her eyes water.

“How the hell can you live like this, Rodin?”

He sat on a chair, one of two by a small table, a half-finished meal and a mug in front of him. The sofa, over the other side of the room, looked unused. Through an archway covers lay rumpled on a bed, a pillow on the floor. The door to the shower room was open, a towel hanging from a hoop by the sink. There was no indication the shower itself had been used.

Rodin waved a hand, wiped the other down his greasy top. “You want a seat?”

“Not particularly.” She studied him‌—‌hair sticking out at all angles, beard growing thicker, eyes drooping. “Just came round to see how you’re doing.”

“Not up for social calls.”

“No. That would involve making yourself look presentable. Guess that’s not in your morning routine anymore.”

He flinched at that, and Vanya knew he’d abandoned his routines‌—‌the exercise, the silent centring, the checking and cleaning of his tools. She doubted his meals were that good, either‌—‌the air was both greasy and sugary, once she got through the patina of stale sweat.

“Just waiting for the end,” he said, and drained the contents of his mug. He grimaced, and Vanya noticed the lack of steam. How long had he been sitting there?

She pulled the second chair out, sat opposite him. She rested one arm on the table‌—‌at least there wasn’t much grime on this side‌—‌and let the other fall to her lap, close to her weapons.

“It’s not over yet.”

His shoulders shook in a silent laugh. “Right. Because we can beat Authority. Doesn’t matter that they’re far more powerful than us, know everything we’re doing.” He shook his head, muttered something she didn’t catch.

“Thought you never gave up,” she said.

“Guess you thought wrong.”

That hit hard. The old Rodin might have been a realist‌—‌if he couldn’t win a fight, he’d always look for a way out‌—‌but the man before her was‌…‌was an empty shell.

Maybe she’d be doing him a favour if she broke his neck right now.

“Genna could do with your help,” she said instead, and watched closely.

There was a flicker at the mention of her name, but nothing more.

“Proves my point. If she’s that desperate, we’re fucked.”

Not the kind of language he normally used, but it hinted at strong emotion somewhere. But did Vanya dare push further?

“Anything you can do for her would be appreciated.”

He looked up, and there was a flash of anger in his eyes. “For her, right? Not for you.”

She sat back, waited for him to explain. The anger‌—‌had she read that correctly?‌—‌flared bright for a moment, and his arms tensed.

“You never trusted me, did you?” he said. “You never believed I’d got through the warriors on my own.”

She shrugged. “Seemed a pretty wild story.”

“And you didn’t trust my motives.”

“I’ve seen betrayal too often.”

“Wren, right?”

She nodded, remembering her one-time friend, fellow warrior from the Factory. The one who had gone over to Garrick, who had become another of Authority’s tools. A constant reminder that allies could always turn to enemies.

And in mentioning her, Rodin had diverted the conversation. Annoying, but also a relief‌—‌it meant the old logical Rodin was still pushing through. It meant he hadn’t totally given up.

He pushed his chair back from the table. “Got something for you,” he said as he stood, shuffled across to the jacket that hung by the door. He wore no boots‌—‌wasn’t ready for action‌—‌and his red feet left sweaty smears on the flooring.

Rodin reached into the jacket, and Vanya tensed. She released a blade, readied it to throw, prepared to defend herself.

He pulled out a screen. Vanya slid her blade back into the sheath as he shuffled back. He sat, pushed the screen across the table to her.

“Decent quality,” she said. “Pick that up in the Dome?”

“Kind of. Was given it. Part of a job.”

He swallowed, and sniffed. His eyes remained on the screen, refused to meet Vanya’s. And, again, she tensed.

“What job?”

He looked up. “You were right not to trust me, Vanya. I was hired to remove Genna.”

She was on him in an instant. His chair tipped back with her weight. She landed astride him, blade against his throat, other hand raised as a fist.

He didn’t resist. His hands remained by his side. Beneath her, she felt his body relax, even though he winced.

“Tell me why I shouldn’t slit your throat right now!”

He smiled. “Go ahead.” And he lifted his head, pushed his flesh against the blade.

Vanya backed off, kept the blade close to his neck. He let his head fall.

“Thought you’d be ready to help a friend,” he said.

“Friends don’t take contracts on other friends.”

“Didn’t have much choice. And I never went through with it. She’s still alive, right?”

That was true. It wasn’t like Rodin hadn’t had opportunity. If he’d meant to kill her, Genna would be dead by now.

Vanya stood, one fluid movement that gave him no time to respond. She sheathed her blade and rounded the table, picking up his chair, stood to the side. “Sit,” she said. “Tell me.”

He did. Made too much of putting his chair straight, even going round and picking up Vanya’s chair. And even when he’d sat, he spent an age brushing himself down, as if the floor would have made him grubbier than he already was.

Vanya gave him time to prepare.

He told her of his capture, of meeting Don. Said how the man had shown feeds of Paskia in a Factory cell, tortured by some woman in black. Then he told Vanya of Don’s ultimatum.

“So it was Genna or Paskia?” Vanya said.

Rodin nodded.

“Means he must’ve known about you and Paskia.”

Another nod. “Knew us both, back from Ross.” He tilted his head. “Don’t think I told you about that.”

“You, Paskia, a few others,” Vanya said, recalling conversations with Paskia‌—‌of course Rodin hadn’t told her anything about his past. “Rebelling, and then you were sold out to Authority. Take it Don was the one behind that?”

Rodin nodded. “He’s the reason Paskia went into Correction, and the reason I ended up in the districts.” His head tipped back, eyes closed. “We had a thing back then, me and Paskia. Guess he thought it was still ongoing.”

“And he guessed right.”

His chest rose, then fell. He swallowed.

“I couldn’t do it,” he said, his voice breaking. “Perfect opportunity, more than once, but I couldn’t kill her. When I told Don, he gave me another chance. But‌…‌I was past being used. I turned him down. And‌…‌and he ordered his bitch to kill her.”

He looked straight at Vanya, his eyes moist. “She’s dead. That bastard had Paskia killed.”

The anger flared again, but it was close to being swamped by sadness. And Vanya felt a lump in her throat.

“I’m sorry,” she said, knowing the words were inadequate.

“Not your fault.” He shook his head, waved a hand, and that seemed to wipe away his own emotions. “All comes back to Authority. They do whatever they want to.”

“But they couldn’t control you.”

He shrugged. “They’ll try something else, keep on going until they get their way. We don’t stand a chance.” He reached out, tapped the screen‌—‌somehow, as Vanya had leapt over the table, she hadn’t disturbed it. “But if you insist on fighting, might be worth letting Aleph have a look at that. Smart kid. Good choice by Genna.” He slid the screen closer to Vanya, and she reached for it.

“Not my fight any more,” he said, then pulled his fingers back from the screen as he nodded toward it. “That’s all I’ve got.”
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A shadow fell over Daventree, blocking the sun’s warmth from his face. He turned, and smiled as the silhouette revealed itself to be Kester.

“My dear friend!” He patted the rock next to him. “Please, take the weight off your legs.”

“Cold stone. How comfortable.” But Kester sat anyway, shuffling in a manner that was entirely an act.

“You still don’t appreciate the beauty before your eyes, I see,” Daventree said, waving an arm to take in the view.

Kester shrugged. “I like the forest. But this? The river looks cold, and over there it’s all rock and dust.”

“You’re forgetting the trees.”

“If you can call them that. No roots‌—‌not deep enough anyway‌—‌so they’re all stunted and ugly.”

Daventree shook his head. “I’d say that you’re layering your own fears over this landscape, rather than enjoying it for what it is.”

Kester laughed. “Take away your spreadsheets, and suddenly you’re a philosopher?”

“I’m merely observing the beauty before my eyes. See the way the light plays on the water, how those eddies and rapids sparkle with life. Then there’s the way the river has carved a path through this landscape, the water slowly working away at the hard rock, never rushing, never relenting. It is a thing of such majesty!”

“It’s cold and dangerous. Don’t need to know more.” But Kester spoke those words in mockery‌—‌Daventree knew his friend’s manners too well now. “And what about the desolation on the far side? Nothing positive in that.”

“No? You don’t find it inspiring that, in such a dry, rocky landscape, there are still plants that cling to life, some even flourishing? You don’t find it incredible that, despite their weak roots, those trees still tap water, enough to keep them alive?”

“No real roots, and a decent downpour will send them into that cold river.”

“That may be true, but other seeds will plant themselves, and new trees will grow. Who knows what may happen in the future? It may be that this desolate landscape becomes a grassy plain, or even a forest to rival the one on this side of the chasm? Over time, anything is possible.”

“Over centuries. We’ll never see it, though.”

“Does that make a difference? Isn’t the knowledge that this transformation could so easily occur not wonder enough?”

Kester shook his head again. His hair continued to grow out, and it waved around his ears now. Daventree preferred the man’s look before‌—‌there was something strong in his shaved head, a strength that was offset by the life burning in his eyes. Kester’s hair seemed to hide his true self, and Daventree found that sad. The man should be proud of who he was.

“Can’t make you out,” Kester said. “Yeah, being out of the Factory’s a good thing. And meeting Rannall and Fuego’s crew was lucky. But we’re still fighting, right? You remember why Rannall brought us all the way up here, don’t you?”

Daventree’s face fell. “Believe me, our purpose is never far from my thoughts. I’ll admit again that I fail to see what is to be gained from investigating this abandoned building, even if it is adjacent to the train tunnel, but I could hardly remain close to the Factory. For all we know, Don has set his hounds loose, and they already have our scent. At least once we cross the river they might hold off.”

“Always so pessimistic! At least we’re free for now.”

“And that is precisely why I take solace in moments of beauty like this. When so much is uncertain, it is vital to take pleasure wherever it may be found, even simple enjoyment in the sights around us.”

Kester shook his head, with a smile on his face. “And now you tell me once again how you’ve never experienced the open sky, because you’ve always been under glass or under ground.”

“It appears I have no need to repeat my words. I suppose we must agree to differ in this matter.”

“Suppose so.” Kester shuffled, an indication that he wished to move the conversation on, and Daventree saw no reason to retread this familiar ground.

“They came across a whole community half a day’s walk to the north,” Kester continued. “Everyone slaughtered, bodies left where they lay.”

“Do they know the culprits?”

“They have theories. Could be some local dispute, but Rannall reckons warriors, and Fuego agrees.”

“In the wilds, so far from Dome or Factory? Is that likely?”

“It’s possible. Might be a rogue group.”

“Like Vanya and our warriors?”

“Unlikely to be friendly. We’re working on the assumption that Authority’s involved somehow.”

“We?”

Kester shrugged, looked out over the river. “Had a few meetings, Fuego, Rannall and me. Would’ve invited you, but I didn’t think you’d want that. Get the impression you want your own company these days.”

Was that a rebuke? While it was true that Daventree enjoyed quiet, and while it was equally true that he found Fuego’s team hard to socialise with, time away from his friend Kester was never pleasant.

“I’m sure I wouldn’t have anything to add,” he said, as diplomatically as he could.

Kester hesitated before responding, though, and Daventree felt a twinge inside.

“Mainly talking in circles,” he said. “Practical stuff, like the lookouts and traps around this camp, but also vague ideas of what we might expect over there.”

He jerked his head toward the rocky land over the river, and Daventree shuddered.

“And what can we expect?” he asked.

Kester shrugged. “No idea. Rannall says the bunker’s abandoned, and the entrance to the tunnel’s no longer used, but Fuego says we shouldn’t trust those Dome bastards‌—‌his phrase. Best to assume there’s some kind of automated defences.”

“And we’re heading there, correct? The more I hear of our purpose, the more my anxiety grows.”

Kester smiled, and placed a hand on Daventree’s shoulder, shaking roughly. “We’ll be fine. We stay at the back, let Fuego’s team deal with whatever’s there. They know what they’re doing, yeah?”

Daventree nodded, and even managed a smile of his own. But he didn’t feel it inside.

Across the river, the twisted tree that clung to the base of the small cliff twisted in the wind, creaking as if in pain.
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Aleph kept her windows covered. That way, this room could be anywhere, or nowhere. If she couldn’t see her physical surroundings, she could concentrate on her work.

The Dome’s systems were a mess. It had been easy to dive into them‌—‌how the hell could these people consider themselves superior to the districts when they had such basic security?‌—‌but navigating the various systems and sub-systems was convoluted beyond relief, bringing on a constant, dull headache.

She always had water on hand now, had even considered asking someone for pain relief. She didn’t want to bother Genna though‌—‌the poor thing had too much on her plate at the moment‌—‌Aleph she didn’t trust anyone else.

Water would have to do.

Despite the mess, the systems were fascinating. There were relics from centuries ago, file types Aleph had only heard of through deep research. She’d let loose all kinds of algorithms and routines, and had only cracked the coding on a few so far.

Elsewhere there was mass duplication of data, sub-systems that served no purpose, communication systems that touched other points so often that a child could have intercepted them. Some areas were tighter, like the Dome’s defence systems that Lomaz had slipped her access to‌—‌easier than hacking her way in, but only slightly. These systems were constantly self-monitoring and recoding, although she spotted newer code at play, and this tallied with what Lomaz had told her. The man had tightened the alignment between the different subsystems, pulling data into a central point.

Good tech, that Lomaz. Tried too hard to be liked, but knew his stuff.

Her door screen buzzed, and Aleph glanced at the Eye feed.

Vanya. Strange‌—‌the woman hadn’t been to see Aleph at all, seemed to be spending most of her time with that Hornet guy. Cosying up to the boss, probably. And ignoring Genna.

Could never trust these warriors. Might not have any loyalty to Authority now, but they were all looking out for themselves.

“Busy,” Aleph said as she tapped.

“Got something might interest you.” And Vanya held up a screen.

It was new, maybe an O-45 processor. Looked like a slimmed-down version, though, internal memory cut back. Basic, designed for connectivity above everything else. And this one looked hardly used.

“Very nice, but I’ve got enough screens,” Aleph said.

“Not like this. Something on it you’re going to want to play with.”

Play with? That was intriguing. “And I suppose you can only tell me in person, right?”

“Yep.”

Aleph sighed, then pressed to release the door. “This had better be good,” she said to herself as Vanya entered.

The warrior glanced around the room, expression as ambiguous as always. Not that Aleph cared what she thought.

She handed the screen over, and Aleph turned it in her hand. Lightweight, with a single port. She tapped to wake it, swiped to enter shell mode.

“Nice toy,” she said, waiting for the initialisation to start.

“Can you tell what connectivity it has?”

Aleph frowned. “That a challenge? You want me to hack this thing?”

Vanya shrugged.

“Why don’t you tell me?”

“Be more interesting this way.” Vanya still looked around, eyes never settling on one item for long. “You got any spare seats?”

“Didn’t invite you to stay.”

But the warrior moved a pile of clothes from a chair, put them carefully on the table, then sat, pulling herself close enough that Aleph could hear her breathing.

Aleph turned back to her desk. The outer shell gave her base info, but for more she had to go deeper. The screen was protected‌—‌no surprise there‌—‌so she hard-connected to her hacker screen, let her routines fly.

As the data came through, Aleph translated them for Vanya.

“Standard formatting. Not much internal memory, hardly any files on this thing. Seems to be connected to a remote source, though‌—‌guess it pulls files through a system.”

“But what system?”

Was that a trick question? “Whatever system it’s connected to.”

“Can you tell what it’s been connected to?”

“Should be in the log.” She tapped, called up the relevant addresses, fed them through more code. Results weren’t instantaneous, so there was secondary encryption somewhere‌—‌rare, but not unheard of. And definitely not a barrier for Aleph.

“Last used‌…‌weeks ago. No wonder it looks in good shape. This thing’s hardly been touched. Only focus-initialised forty days ago. And connectivity was‌…‌hang on. Don’t recognise that.” She looked over to Vanya. “Where did this come from?”

“Rodin.”

“Rodin? He still around?”

“Obviously. Got this screen via Authority.”

Aleph sat up, eyed the screen. “This thing safe?”

“Far as I know.”

“Rodin steal it from someone?”

“Given it. Long story. Important thing is that it allowed Rodin to communicate with the northern Factory without connecting to any of our normal systems. He said it used something‌…‌special. Mentioned boxes in the sky.”

Aleph stifled a laugh. “That old story?”

“You know of it?”

“It’s in historical records, questionable accuracy. Some notion of stuff spinning around in space, bouncing signals about. Connected the whole world.”

“All the Domes?”

Aleph rolled her eyes, reminded herself that Vanya was a glorified thug. Might be smart, but she didn’t know stuff. “Far more than that. Lost tech, theoretically possible. No way of getting everything needed now, though.”

“Unless the old set-up is still working.”

“Possible.” Thoughts collided, and Aleph turned back to the screen. “So this connects to the Factory, yeah?”

Vanya nodded. “Rodin mentioned communication protocols for video and audio. Don’t know how important that is, but if that thing can connect to whatever system Authority use, then‌…”

She trailed off, letting Aleph finish the thought. “Then we might be able to intercept their communications, figure out how they always stay one move ahead.”

“That’s why I brought it to you. Figured the best would be able to crack it.”

The flattery was cringe-worthy, and Aleph rolled her eyes‌—‌but soon returned them to the screen. Another thought surfaced.

“Genna know about this?”

“Was on my way over. Thought if I dropped it off here, you might have some positive news for her.”

“You expect me to crack it that fast?”

Vanya shook her head. “I reckon you’ll know if it’s possible, though.”

Her voice lifted at the end of that sentence, turning it into a question. Aleph slid another screen close, pulled up more code, set up recording algorithms. “I reckon I’ve got my work cut out.”
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