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Kharem pushed his revulsion down again, and averted his eyes from the puddle of filth that coated the corner of the cell. He couldn’t avoid the stench, though‌—‌that clung to the walls now, and he knew it was already seeping into his clothing.

At least Genna offered her prisoners a bucket. At least she put an end to their suffering efficiently.

But that wasn’t Garrick’s way. Kharem had always known this, and he’d told himself it wasn’t going to be a problem. And it wasn’t. Yet.

The prisoner lay on the floor, eyes hidden beneath multi-hued swelling, hair matted with blood.

“One last chance,” Garrick said, standing over the poor wretch. “Tell me what you know.”

“I‌…‌I’ve told you everything.” The man’s words were hard to hear as he spat them through bloodied lips and broken teeth.

Garrick brought his stun-stick round, waving the end in front of the man’s face. An ozone stink rose as electricity arced between the twin nodes, close enough that the prisoner flinched.

“You’ve only given me five names. But there were six with you.”

The man’s head shook. “No. No. Only five. I swear!”

“You call me a liar?”

“No! Of course not. But‌…‌I don’t know what to say. Please. You have to believe me. I’ve told you everything. Everything!” His voice cracked, and he coughed, crimson speckling the floor.

“Everything?” Garrick hesitated, then moved the stick back. “Maybe I believe you.”

The man shook with relief, and looked up at Garrick with moisture forming in the corners of his eyes.

Kharem almost felt sorry for him.

Garrick lifted the stun-stick once more. “And if you have nothing else for me, there’s no reason to keep you around.”

The prisoner screamed as the stick slammed into his mouth, shattering his remaining teeth. Garrick thumbed the controls, and the man convulsed, his whole body spasming.

Garrick leaned on the stun-stick, his arm tense and his teeth clenched in a manic grin. Tendrils of smoke rose from the prisoner, the stink of burning flesh filling the filthy cell.

Kharem forced himself to watch. He couldn’t show weakness in front of Garrick.

When the prisoner no longer moved, Garrick stepped back. He held out a hand, and the trooper positioned by the door bounded forward, handing him a cloth. Garrick wiped the stick with long, sweeping motions before sliding it into the sheath he wore on the right of his belt.

To the left he wore his gun, some fancy snub-nosed thing. Kharem hadn’t seen the man ever draw it, but its presence was often intimidation enough.

Garrick handed the cloth back to the trooper. “Clear this crap up,” he said, waving a hand at the dead man. Then he turned to Kharem. “Come.”

The corridor was a welcome respite from the cell, and Kharem felt able to breathe properly once more. He never recalled having this kind of reaction to the cells when Genna ran the district.

“I’d be interested to hear your thoughts,” Garrick said. He walked fast, his long coat flapping around his legs, but Kharem matched his pace with long, steady strides.

“We had those names from other sources,” he said.

“Yes.”

“So we learnt nothing from his torture.”

Garrick shrugged. “Couldn’t let him live. I’ve got a reputation to keep up.”

Kharem didn’t respond. The man was a monster, but he’d rather be next to Garrick than those from Authority. At least Garrick’s violence was physical, and in plain sight.

They reached the office, and Kharem followed Garrick in. It was always too warm in here, the air stale. Genna’s plants had been replaced by an ever-open drinks cabinet, and the window remained both sealed and covered. The bright light from the ceiling tiles did nothing to relax the atmosphere.

No doubt Garrick liked it this way.

“Drink?” Kharem lifted the half-full bottle and waved it at Garrick.

“You know me too well. And have one yourself.”

Kharem poured a couple of fingers and placed the glass on the far side of the desk as Garrick threw himself into his high-backed chair. He poured half the amount into a second glass, told himself he would only sip.

He sat on the chair to the right, glanced to his left, couldn’t avoid seeing the dried blood-stains on the other chair’s upholstery.

“But the interrogation wasn’t a total waste,” Garrick said, leaning back and clumping his boots on the desk. “It confirms what I already know. And that means I’m ready.”

“Ready?”

Garrick gulped his drink, and smacked his lips in appreciation. “As comfortable as I may appear, I’ll never be at ease while she’s still out there.”

“Genna?”

“Genna.”

“You have plans?” Kharem asked. “You know where she is?”

Garrick didn’t answer immediately. He drained his glass, then turned it in his hand, the light reflecting onto his face.

“A reputation’s important,” he said. “I’m well aware that many see me as a thug, quick to anger, turned on by violence. I find it useful to have people think of me like that. It makes them believe they know me, that they understand how I work. Makes it so much easier to confound their expectations. They never expect a common hooligan to bide their time.”

He put the glass down, pulled his boots off the desk.

“I respect Genna’s intelligence. There’s even something admirable in how she’s built her little resistance. But she’s growing too strong. She’s attacked and killed too many of my troops.

“She hides underground, changing her location regularly, and she thinks this keeps her safe. She believes I’m unaware of her plans. But nothing could be further from the truth.”

He leaned in, eyes wide with child-like excitement.

“She’s been hiding her deck, ready to play her strongest hand. But I already know the cards she holds. And when I make my play, there’s going to be nothing she can do to stop her annihilation.”
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Rodin lifted his chin to the bar. The straps of the pack dug into his shoulders, even with the padding, and the weight forced him to pull harder, his forearms and biceps painful now. Sweat ran into his eyes, ran down his back, dripped from his toes. His skin felt alive, even those parts under the fabric of his shorts, the only clothing he wore.

He made another pull-up, then lowered his body, keeping tension in his arms all the time, refusing to allow himself to fall.

It was important to keep full control of his body.

The door opened, and harsh light invaded the training area.

“You training in the dark again?”

Vanya walked in, slamming her hand on the light controls as she passed them. Rodin blinked, and straightened his knees, placed his feet on the ground. Ignoring the throbbing in his chest, ignoring the urge to bend over and recover, he slipped the pack from his shoulders, rotating his arms to regain full circulation.

The pack fell with a crash. Vanya, now on the mat next to Rodin, gave it a tap with her boot.

“You’re going to damage the equipment like that. Need to look after this stuff.”

“Using my own words against me?”

“Like you pay any attention to your own advice. How many times have you told Wren to take it easy after her injury?”

“She needs to be careful.”

“And you don’t? What about your shoulder?”

Rodin rotated his left shoulder, felt something clicking. “Nothing major. And since when do you tell me how to exercise? Thought I was the trainer.”

“That was months ago.”

She had him there. He grabbed the towel from the rack and wiped his face. As he lifted his arms he caught his own smell, knew he needed a shower.

“So, what’s up?”

“I can’t look in on an expert training?” She grinned, almost looked young for a moment. “Okay, it’s something else. We’ve got a visitor.”

Rodin froze. Only for a moment, but Vanya must have caught it.

He threw the towel across his shoulders. “Authority?”

Vanya shook her head. “Says he’s from the districts to the south. Says he’s got news.”

“You recognise him?”

“Can’t say I do.”

An image rose in Rodin’s mind, of the man who had first recruited him to enter the Dome, and he felt his stomach tighten. The last person he wanted to see was Cat.

But who else knew where he was?

“Tall?” he asked. “Well dressed? Uses too many words?”

Vanya thought for a moment, then shook her head. “Tall-ish. Practical clothing. Didn’t say much at all. Just mentioned your name, said he wouldn’t speak to anyone else. Oh, and he said it concerned a mutual acquaintance.”

He nodded, knew there was no way out of this. “I need a shower, though. You taken him somewhere comfortable?”

“Top level, first office.”

“Didn’t make him wait outside?”

“We’re watching him. He’s not going any deeper.”

Rodin nodded, made a mental note to have another word with Kester about security. “Okay,” he said. “Get him a drink, something to eat. I’ll see him in ten minutes.”

And then he left, bare feet leaving sweaty prints on the floor.

Ten minutes more to himself.

Sometimes, this place felt more of a prison now than when Machivelle ran it.



It wasn’t Cat.

The man was too short. His clothing was, as Vanya had said, practical‌—‌warm-looking trousers, waterproof jacket with many pockets, mud-stained and scuffed boots. There was a pack in one corner of the room, webbing frayed, tape over a rip down the left side pocket, stained and grubby but still serviceable.

“That been checked?” he asked Vanya, who had entered the office alongside Rodin.

“Scanned, and a physical check. Did that myself. Nothing to worry about.”

“There’s a blade in the flap at the top.”

“The visitor showed no signs of violence toward any of us.”

“You let him keep the blades on his belt.”

The man held up his hands. “You’d deny a traveller his tools?” Rodin couldn’t decide if there was mockery in his tone. “This, from the man who has a reputation for taking weapons into the Dome itself. You surprise me, Rodin.”

“You have a name?”

“Rannall. From Shorack’s family.” The man held out a hand.

Rodin reached forward, took the hand in his own. The man’s grip was firm, and his fingers were calloused. Used to hardships, then, unlike so many of Shorack’s family.

They shook, once, and then released. Rodin waved a hand for Rannall to sit, and took the seat opposite. Vanya remained on her feet, just out of reach.

“Long way from home,” Rodin said. “So you’re the walker. You walk all this way?”

“Of course.”

“Round the west of the Dome?”

“It seemed preferable than attempting the estuary. I’ve heard too many dark tales of those who try to cross.”

“Possible, though,” Vanya said.

Rannall gave her a smile. “So I understand. But I prefer a less troublesome path, even if it is longer.”

“What about the tunnel?” Rodin asked, recalling the long concrete structure that ran from the Dome, only dipping beneath the surface many miles to the north. “I doubt you climbed over it.”

“Even you’d have problems with that, my friend,” Rannall said. “My trek took me deep into the wilds. I hear you’re accustomed to such places.”

“Appears that you hear many things. Any you’d care to relate?”

“To business so swiftly?”

“You have a problem with that?” Rodin didn’t wait for a response. “How did you find this place?”

Rannall shrugged. “Kept my ear to the ground, put things together. I only approached when I was certain the rumours were true.”

“Rumours?”

The man nodded. “That the Factory was no longer run by Authority. That a certain ex-assassin had overthrown the previous owner.” He glanced across to Vanya, looked her up and down. “And that there was an elite fighting squad within.”

“You’re expecting confirmation?”

He turned back to Rodin. “I prefer to reach my own conclusions.”

“Assuming you get enough data.”

“Is that even possible?”

There was a glint in the man’s eyes, a sharpness that Rodin admired. But he had to be careful.

“I’m busy,” he said. “Why are you here?”

“Should’ve known this wouldn’t be a relaxed chat. Okay. You’re aware of the situation to the south?”

“Enough of the questions. Just tell me.”

“Fine.” The man took a breath. “My first allegiance might be to my family, but I have a great deal of respect for Genna‌—‌something I believe we both share. She’s a fighter, and I wasn’t at all surprised that she managed to escape from Garrick’s clutches. She’s been fighting ever since, building up a rebellion. There are many people in the district who remain loyal to her.”

“She’s always been popular.”

“But popularity isn’t everything. She’s growing in strength, but I fear it won’t be enough.”

His eyes held Rodin’s, and they softened now, showed a hint of pain.

“She needs your help, Rodin.”
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Genna pulled her hood back, letting her hair fall across her shoulders. She breathed deep, and a dart of fear ran down her spine.

But nobody would recognise her. The mask might not stand up to close inspection, but from across a couple of tables it was fine. She was lucky that, despite the destruction of his body-mask workshops, Shorack still had enough equipment‌—‌and, more importantly, competent technicians‌—‌to make a good mask.

Jimny came over to her table, beaming. For a moment she thought of pulling him up on that, of making it obvious that he knew her. But then she reminded herself that he greeted everyone with a smile. As far as Jimny was concerned, if you were in his cafe, then you were a friend.

“Good morning, good morning,” he said, laying down some cutlery and a napkin. “You want something to eat, something sweet maybe? I baked a strawberry and white chocolate cake earlier.” He leaned in close. “And I still have access to high-quality ingredients, despite the‌…‌current difficulties.”

Genna smiled, despite herself. And her stomach grumbled, reminding her of the simple breakfast bar she’d eaten earlier, washed down with that rank coffee Shorack had stockpiled. She had to add sweeteners‌—‌it was the only way to force it down.

“Tempting, but maybe later,” she said. “I’m meeting someone, so just a coffee.”

“Of course.” His mouth twitched, and he rubbed his hands down his stained apron. “I’ll bring cream in a separate jug. My usual supplier is having problems, and I could only source inferior stock. I apologise most profusely.”

“I’m sure it’ll be fine.” And it would‌—‌Jimny wouldn’t offer it otherwise. “And the same for my colleague, when he arrives.”

Jimny beamed. “Coming right up.”

He shuffled away, stopping by a couple of tables, talking to his clientele. And it warmed Genna to see so many smiles.

But she wasn’t here to relax. This meeting was important. And being away from the base was always a risk.

She wasn’t alone, though. Her gaze drifted across the room, and in the far corner sat a couple of her new guards. Not as well trained as she would have liked, but it was hard to bring everyone up to her usual high standards now.

Jimny hovered over his drinks machine, enveloped in noisy steam, and for a moment Genna envied him the simple pleasures he derived from his work. Yes, he put in long hours, and he worked hard to provide the best he could, but this cafe was his whole world. She suspected that, when he retired to his room upstairs at the end of the day, he did so reluctantly.

Genna glanced to the frosted window, to the hazy shapes that passed by on the other side. It was comforting to experience daylight for once. Yes, the base was safe, but being underground felt too claustrophobic.

There were too many of them, for one thing. Even with some hiding out in other abandoned underground stations, the base held too many people, too close together. Every time she left her room, Genna bumped into someone.

Maybe Rannall had the right idea. Technically a part of Shorack’s Family, Rannall searched the edges of the districts and the wilds, on the pretence of bringing back information. But maybe he simply wanted distance, longed for his own space.

The bell over the door chimed. A man entered, shoulders hunched beneath a long coat that he pulled tight to his body. Not too surprising, considering the cold and the rain outside.

Jimny approached‌—‌summoned by the bell‌—‌and welcomed the newcomer. He indicated a seat by the window, but the man shook his head, and beneath the shadow of his hat his lips moved. Jimny looked surprised, and glanced across to Genna.

She sat up straighter, took a breath.

This could be one of the most important meetings of her life.



Leopold studied the screen, tapping to bring up the various feeds, images and data sheets.

His breath misted the screen with condensation, but inside Leopold was on fire. The data swirled in his mind, forming patterns and painting a picture far deeper than any he could see with his naked eyes.

Byrnia leaned over his shoulder. “How are we looking?”

“Good,” Leopold said, the single-word answer coming so easily now. In a situation like this, talking wasted energy.

“Show me.”

Leopold angled the screen and tapped, highlighting images as he talked. “Target one‌—‌large warehouse. Three attack groups‌—‌here, here and here. First group creates the diversion, allows the others to cross the open ground and lay the explosives. Snipers in surrounding buildings‌—‌here and here, decent views of all known exits.”

“Live feeds?”

Leopold tapped, brought them to the fore. The images were distorted, but showed the warehouse in some detail. Enough that, when the plan was executed, he’d be able to follow the action.

“Second target?”

Leopold swiped to bring up another set of images. “Building in front of us. Appears abandoned, but used as a tactical command centre. Intelligence tells us they have blast doors to both front and rear, so we’re forced to use an alternative means of entry.” He expanded a couple of images. “The adjacent buildings are separated only by narrow passageways, enabling us to utilise planking as bridges, providing access to the target building’s roof. Intelligence suggests that the door up there is only secured by a standard lock, and should be easy to circumvent or remove, whichever makes more sense at the time.”

He glanced down, saw Byrnia rest a hand on his arm.

“No need to be nervous,” she said.

“I’m not nervous.”

“You’re using too many words.”

“Yes.” He forced a smile, pushed back the rising arguments and diversions. “I’m terrified.”

“Don’t be. You stay here, keep an eye on things. You’ll be away from the action.”

“Oh, I’m not scared for myself,” he said, the lie rising far too easily. “Rather, my apprehension is for you and the others. You’re the ones thrusting yourselves into danger.”

“With Garrick in control, everything’s a risk.”

“But this is different.”

“Yeah. We’ve planned this. It’ll be fine.”

She gave his arm another squeeze, then turned away, watching the building from their supposedly safe vantage point.

Leopold turned to survey the small room. The window was boarded and the walls were bare. The only light came from the temporary lamp Byrnia had set in the corner, just by the bag of weapons.

Leopold breathed out another cloud of condensation, and this time he shivered.
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If Genna was holding this meeting in an office, she would have stood, offered her hand to the man. But here, she remained seated as Jimny brought the man over to her. Some of the other patrons looked up, including her two guards‌—‌but she was pleased to note that they turned away before their gazes could become suspicious.

There were a couple of others, at a table closer to the door, who kept their heads down as the man entered. Genna noticed how they held a screen, angled it to observe the rest of the cafe.

“Miolar,” she said, and the man nodded. “Good to see you.”

“Likewise, my dear.”

The man sounded old, older than he had when they’d communicated through the screen. He groaned when he sat, and removed his hat to reveal thinning, white hair. It was neatly trimmed, as was the beard that coated the lower part of his craggy face. His nose was large, as were his ears, and his eyes were sunken, the flesh around them sagging and deeply lined.

But there was a fire in his eyes, and even though he shuffled and grunted as he adjusted his position on the chair, Genna suspected this was little more than an act.

“I’ll bring your drinks immediately,” Jimny said, then turned to Miolar. “Your companion suggested strong coffee?”

“That would be ideal. Thank you, friend.”

Jimny shuffled away, and Miolar watched him for a moment. Then he turned back to Genna, eyes questioning.

“I’m surprised you chose somewhere so public,” he said.

“For an innocent conversation? Anywhere else would arouse suspicion.”

His smile was subtle. “Quite. But I take it this is not to be a social chat.”

“I hope it doesn’t become unsociable.”

“Of course. We are not like other certain individuals, are we?” He raised his eyebrows, and Genna understood the reference to Garrick.

“Not many are that bad.”

“Agreed. And I presume he is the topic of this meeting?”

She nodded, just as Jimny appeared. She leaned back, as did Miolar, and Jimny placed a mug before each of them, adding a jug of cream. The rich, bitter aroma wafted over Genna.

“If this tastes as good as it smells,” Miolar said, “then your reputation surpasses itself.”

“Thank you.” And Jimny turned, shuffling off to see to his other customers.

They both took sips of their drinks, and Miolar allowed an appreciative smile. Genna reached for the cream, added enough to lighten the darkness.

“So let’s talk business.” Miolar placed his mug down. “What do you want?”

The bluntness was surprising, but not unwelcome. “You can’t work that out?”

“Presumptions can be dangerous. I‌—‌we‌—‌have suspicions, but confirmation would be appreciated.”

Genna took another sip, but barely tasted the drink. Her eyes darted around the room, at the occupants around other tables, hunched over in private conversations. If she strained her ears, she could hear the murmur of voices, but no specific words.

She put the mug down, using that as an excuse to lean in closer.

“Let’s start with a question,” she said. “I’ve been attempting to contact Dephloren for some time, and eventually I received a response‌—‌an agreement to the meeting. But not with Dephloren himself.” Or herself, she thought. Or the group who go under that name. “I’m intrigued‌—‌why send an envoy?”

“An envoy? You believe there is more than one?”

She shrugged. “Most communications are via text only, could be with anyone. I’ve had these communications for years. If Dephloren is so reticent to meet up, even through another party, I doubt there is only one envoy.”

“A fair assumption.”

It didn’t escape Genna’s attention that this wasn’t confirmation or denial. “So how far does your mimicry go?”

Miolar regarded her through sharp eyes. “Explain, please.”

“You pass messages between Dephloren and others. But if a meeting requires a speedy decision, how much power do you have?”

“Ah. I understand. For our purposes, you can think of me as his voice and his mind.”

“That’s a lot of responsibility.”

“Yes.” The man took a breath. “Look on it this way. The one you wish to speak with chooses to remain at a distance. But, in the nature of our work, communication is vital, and this includes meetings such as the one we are now having. For this reason, the one you wish to speak with sends another, but one imbued with the power to speak for the original.”

“So you’re his mouthpiece.”

“In a manner of speaking.”

“And your own thoughts, if they differ from those of your boss, are kept beneath the surface?”

“That would seem a sensible option.”

There was something not right here, something Genna couldn’t put her finger on. “And that isn’t hard?”

He sighed again. “As I said, I speak for the one you wish to communicate with. If this is not to your liking, then we can end this meeting now.”

The man placed his hands on the table, but a noise from the street pulled his head round. Genna glanced at the window, saw a couple of shapes connect, heard another muffled shout.

“I meant no disrespect,” she said, turning her attention back to Miolar. “Please relay my appreciation to Dephloren for agreeing to this meeting.”

“He’s already aware.” Miolar gave an unsettling smile.

“And I’m sure he’s also aware of the seriousness of my position.”

“We’ve been paying close attention to your situation.”

“It pays to be attentive.”

“It does indeed. And this is why you have a couple of your people in this room, should they be required.”

“As do you.” Genna nodded her head to the table by the door, where the two people still watched the screen.

“Of course. Only a fool would ignore occurrences on their doorstep.”

“Especially when there is danger to themselves.”

Miolar gave her another of those smiles. “You believe our mutual enemy will seek to extend his sphere of influence?”

“There’s a strong possibility.”

“But no direct evidence.”

“Not yet.”

There was another shout from outside, this time accompanied by a crash. Genna sat straighter, but kept her eyes on Miolar. He glanced at the door, raised his eyebrows as if to ask if things were okay.

“You know this cafe’s reputation?” she said.

“Indeed. A place where enemies can meet, safe in the knowledge that any attacks will hold until they are far away.”

“And so you understand why I chose this location.”

Miolar nodded. “But I also understand how things change.”

Genna glanced to the window once more.



Aleph turned the lighting down a notch and hunched over her desk. She scanned the three screens that lay flat, lifted her head to read data from the two on the wall. Her left hand danced on the control panel, and numbers swirled.

Another tap threw the data into an algorithm, displayed the output as a graph.

The red mark wasn’t a worry yet, but something to keep an eye on. A possible leak in the water system. Could be serious if it continued.

They’d probably move before then, though. Couldn’t stay in the same underground dump for too long, just in case that woman with Garrick remembered a bit more of the rail system or something.

“Aleph, you there?”

Crevan, his voice coming from the speaker she’d rigged up.

“Like I’d be anywhere else,” she said, loud enough for the microphone on her collar to pick up, but quiet enough that he’d imagine she was talking to herself. Might make the old fool think about his words.

“Been trying to contact Genna. Might’ve been useful having her around when things start.”

Aleph’s eyes wandered over the second wall screen, the one displaying feeds from around this old rail station, their current base. One of Shorack’s great secrets. Yeah, right! Such a secret that Genna’s pet from the Dome figured it out in, like, a nanosecond.

But he was smart, that one. Came over all polite, almost condescending, but there was a fire in his eyes that was‌…‌interesting.

“Said she had other business,” Aleph said, not wanting to give too much away. Not that Genna had told her a great deal anyway. Still kept things too close to her chest. “Everything’s planned, right?”

“Can’t plan for everything. We’re getting reports of activity.”

“Activity?” Couldn’t this clown just tell her?

“Troops.”

“Location?”

Another pause. “Probably means nothing,” Crevan said. “The reports are vague. Could just be routine patrols.”

Aleph knew the irritation wouldn’t leave her, even when she held her breath and counted to ten, like Genna had shown her. With a shake of her head, she pulled up visuals. Crevan’s smooth face filled the box, and behind him was Shorack, hair over his eyes and beard looking more unkempt than usual.

“You ask if I know where Genna is, then talk about Garrick’s dogs prowling around. If there’s nothing to worry about, why are you bothering me?”

Crevan nodded. “You’re right. Sorry. Our sources say the troops are making a move of some kind. Sending you location data now.”

Aleph accepted the incoming message, and pulled up the location.

With mounting dread, she tapped, called up the hacked feeds from Eyes close by. She saw the streets, and the dark figures scurrying about with weapons drawn. And, in one distorted feed, Aleph could make out the steps leading down, and the frosted window of the cafe.

“Shit,” she said.
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“Another bloody meeting,” Rodin muttered as he sat at the table. There was a glass of water in front of him, no doubt thanks to Kester, and he placed his screen next to it, swiping to wake the device.

“We didn’t have one yesterday,” Vanya said, easing herself into the seat to Rodin’s left.

“Third this week, though.”

“There’s a lot to sort out.”

“Then why waste time talking?”

“At least look as if you’re concentrating.”

“I am. Doesn’t mean I have to smile like Kester. Or Daventree.”

Those two sat to Rodin’s right, and were already talking together, sharing some data on their screens. Like a couple of kids with a new slingshot‌—‌only Daventree would have no idea what to do with something like that.

No. That was unfair. He’d been training with weapons over the last few months, under the personal instruction of Kester.

Daventree and Kester. They made a strange pairing, but Rodin had to admit they worked well. Without them, he’d have to endure meetings every day. Even now, they both looked far too relaxed‌—‌Kester leaning back in his chair with a contented smile on his face, and Daventree tapping away on that note-taking app he always pulled up on his screen.

Paskia sat across from Rodin, one of her rare showings at meetings. Luckily for her, she spent much of her time outside, working with Jerone. Wasn’t all good, though‌—‌she seemed in constant contact with Cat these days.

She was busy up there, he was busy down here. It felt like he only grabbed fleeting moments with her, rushed conversations before duty called. And Rodin rarely left the lower levels anyway. Too many fearful, uncomfortable looks from the workers, and conversation always stopped when he appeared.

But not for Paskia. She strode the corridors of the Factory with her head held high, greeting many workers by name. They’d often run their eyes over her body‌—‌Rodin couldn’t fault them for their interest‌—‌but she never led any of them on, was always polite and professional.

She caught his eye and tilted her head‌—‌a clear signal.

“Okay,” Rodin said, resting his hands on the table and glancing down at the itinerary on his screen. “Let’s start. Kester. News?”

The man leaned forward, tapped his own screen. “A message. Sending it to you all now. Thought it was best to discuss it as a group.”

“You couldn’t share it before?”

Kester shrugged. “Only just came through.”

“Fine.”

The message appeared on Rodin’s screen and he read, aware of others glancing down and doing likewise.

It was from Authority, and it took a while to decipher the combination of formal Dome-speak and the kind of bureaucratic jargon Kester and Daventree got off on.

“They want the warriors?” Rodin said after a couple of minutes.

“As far as they’re concerned,” Kester said, “they own the warriors anyway. But yes‌—‌they want us to send warriors to the south.”

“Why there?” Paskia asked, and she shot Rodin a glance he couldn’t decipher.

“I think we can all guess,” Kester said.

“More forces for Garrick.” Vanya voiced Rodin’s own thoughts. “We know anything about the original ones he had?”

“Started with six.” This was from Paskia, who had already pulled up a report. Cat had given her some link, or increased her security clearance. Something like that. Upshot was, she had access to more information now. “One taken out in the initial assaults. Another killed in one of the many clashes with residents.” She grinned. “Bet that annoyed the others, having one of their own taken out by untrained and unaltered amateurs.”

Vanya shrugged. “Nobody’s immortal. So, Authority’s planning something.” She looked at Rodin. “Ties in with Rannall’s thoughts.”

Rodin nodded. “Be helpful to know more.”

Daventree raised a hand. “Can I see if I have this clear? This Rannall wants our help, because he’s working with Genna, and she is horribly outnumbered. He requests as many able bodies as we can spare to rush to her assistance. And now we have instruction from Authority for our warriors to travel to the same area.”

“That about sums it up,” Vanya said as she turned to Kester. “There any further instructions from Authority?”

“Nothing beyond what you’ve already seen.”

Rodin re-read the message. “Suggests the warriors make their own way.” He turned to Vanya. “What do you think?”

She frowned. “You want to help Authority?”

“Exploring options.”

“Right.” She paused, thinking‌—‌and Rodin knew that everyone else in the room was watching her, waiting for a response. “Yeah, doable. Two possible routes, east or west. Skirting round the wilds would take too long, would anger Authority. That leaves the estuary. Can be done, but getting a decent boat and captain wouldn’t be cheap.”

“Lucky we have a factory that produces all kinds of goods for bartering,” Rodin said. “Those boat crews would like some new tech, I take it?”

“But this is all hypothetical, surely,” Daventree said. “We can’t assist Authority.”

“If we don’t do what they request, they’d know,” Kester said.

“Maybe we could fabricate some excuse. Is it feasible to inform Authority that the warriors are not yet ready for such a venture?”

“They’d want to investigate,” Kester said. “Machivelle always said it was safest to give them exactly what they wanted.”

Machivelle. At the mention of her name, Rodin’s face twitched, an involuntary action that annoyed him. But around the table he sensed postures stiffening too. He wasn’t alone in his hatred of that woman.

“Sorry,” Kester said.

Rodin raised a hand. “It’s her name.” Then he corrected himself. “Was.”

And in his mind, he replayed her final moments, when she was curled in a ball of pain, skin raw from self-inflicted wounds, body little more than a flesh-covered skeleton.

“She’s gone,” Paskia said. “Doesn’t matter.”

She’d never approved of denying Machivelle the control that would keep the poison at bay. She’d called Rodin barbaric. Yet he knew she understood. Machivelle had infected everyone in the factory with the poison, knowing that the control only worked for about ten years anyway. She’d placed everyone, workers, warriors and guards, under a death sentence. And so, she had to suffer the torture that awaited everyone else. They had to see her pay the price for her actions.

There had been cheering when she finally died, but not as much as Rodin had expected. Many simply watched, gave a smile, and then continued with their work.

People died all the time. Death was inevitable.

“You’re right,” Rodin said, and turned to Kester. “So we should send the warriors?”

“I don’t want to,” Kester said. “But I can’t see any other option. If we want our presence here to remain a secret, we have to give Authority what they ask for.”

“But only in part.” Daventree leaned forward, casting his gaze around the room, as if ensuring he had the attention of all present. “Both Authority and Rannall request assistance in the south. Why not send one party to meet both requirements?”

Vanya frowned. “You mean send warriors and workers?”

“They know the number of our warriors,” Daventree said, giving Vanya a placatory smile. “If we sent too many extra personnel, they’d become suspicious. But you and your team, I’m sure, will be able to assist Genna.”

“Even though Authority will be expecting us to work for them.”

The room fell silent, and Rodin watched the expressions with interest‌—‌furrowed brows, a fair amount of twitching mouths.

“The districts are always chaotic,” Rodin said. “From what Rannall said, it’s worse now. Garrick’s got a lot on his plate‌—‌I’m sure he won’t be able to keep tabs on everyone working under him.” He smiled, possibilities rising in his mind. “But we can’t just send the warriors. They’ll need someone with them.”

“You think we can’t cope on our own?” Vanya glared at him.

“Authority see you as objects. They’ll expect some kind of supervision.”

Vanya pulled a face, but nodded. “Suppose. Needs to be someone who won’t slow us down, though.”

“And it can’t be anyone from this room,” Daventree said. “We all have our roles in running this facility‌—‌and ensuring the security of the outside space,” he added, acknowledging Paskia. But she focused on Rodin, her skin pale.

She knew what he was going to say, then. But he couldn’t back out. “There’s only one choice,” he said.

Daventree’s face fell as understanding rose. “But‌…‌you’re our figurehead! The workers need someone to look up to.”

Rodin snorted. “Most of them are terrified of me.”

“But you beat Machivelle!”

“Which makes me more dangerous than her. And you don’t need me here. You and Kester do all the work anyway.”

“But‌…‌but‌…”

Rodin raised a hand. He kept his focus on Daventree, but saw Paskia sit back, saw her skin grow pale.

“No buts. I’m going with the warriors.”

Rodin felt more alive than he had done in a long, long time.
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Leopold viewed three screens now, each split to show different Eye feeds. He toggled between the selection of about twenty‌—‌shoulder mounts, Eyes that had been carefully placed over the previous week, and feeds Aleph had hacked.

They’d learnt a great deal from those hacked feeds, and Leopold had been a part of the group monitoring the activity around these two locations, the residential building and the warehouse a street over from his current position. It had been clear that they were being utilised as outposts or bases for many troops.

“You got visuals, Leopold?” Byrnia’s voice came through his earpiece, replete with the usual tinny echo.

He turned his attention to the feed from her shoulder-mount, the one that showed part of her team waiting in readiness in the dark alley.

“All working fine.” He tapped, calling up another image, this one from the roof of a building, looking over the parapet to the warehouse. “Fallon, I’ve got visual on you, too.”

“Good to know.” The man had a soft voice, at odds with his imposing bulk. “We ready to go, Byrnia? Zallah’s getting restless.”

The image shook, presumably as Zallah gave Fallon a playful punch.

“Almost there,” Byrnia said. “Joriff? Ready?”

Leopold glanced at the feed from Joriff, showing the warehouse from another rooftop.

“Aye.”

“On my mark,” Byrnia said, and one of the feeds showed her team shuffling to the alley entrance. “Three. Two. One. Go.”

On both roofs, the teams extended wooden platforms across the gap. Leopold held his breath as the teams raced across, nobody placing a boot awry. Chatter flowed from his ear-piece as they communicated in tense phrases, and they fanned out. Some ran to the small structure in the corner, where Leopold knew stairs led down into the heart of the building. Others ran to the parapet around the edges of the warehouse roof, attached rope to anchors then to their belts, and threw themselves over the edge.

The precision and sheer skill on display was breathtaking. Those attached to the ropes flew out, then rushed toward the unprotected upper windows of the building, guns blasting the glass away. And on the roof, those around the structure retreated, and an explosion ripped open the door. Before the smoke dissipated, they raced forward.

“We’re in,” Fallon said. “No trouble so far. Descending to secure the building.”

Those on ropes disappeared through the broken windows, their Eye-feeds too disorientating for Leopold to follow.

“Any troops?” Byrnia asked.

“None so far,” said Fallon. “Joriff?”

“Nope.”

“Then head down,” Byrnia said. “But be careful.”

There was an edge to her voice that Leopold read as unease, and he shared her fears. Their monitoring suggested the upper levels were in use for much of the time, most likely for rest and recreation, so why had there been no resistance so far?

Joriff’s feed was easier to follow as the man raced down a twisting flight of stairs. He reached a sealed door, and a few of his team hammered on it with long metal poles, tearing the door from its hinges. Joriff and a few others bounded through, guns blazing.

The space beyond was the heart of the warehouse, a large open area that contained nothing but a few crates to one side. There was a door to Joriff’s left, and Fallon and his team tore through this.

“Where the hell is everyone?” Fallon whispered. But that didn’t stop him racing across the open space to the far doors, the one that surveillance suggested led to the building’s entrance lobby.

That too was deserted. A couple of Fallon’s team bounded onto the desk, firing indiscriminately into the space behind. But they needn’t have wasted their ammunition.

Fallon pushed against the outer doors, and they swung free. “Not even locked,” he said. Then, louder, “We’re open.”

“Going in.”

That was Byrnia, and Leopold watched as she led her group out of the alley and across the deserted street. They looked almost comical, hunched over, with their weapons drawn.

“Something’s wrong,” Leopold said, his mouth dry.

“Operation’s going to plan,” Byrnia said, a little out of breath. “We need to secure the building, remove the troops.”

And that was the problem. There were no troops. The building was empty.

Off the lobby were offices, and Leopold watched the rebels enter empty room after empty room. Joriff and his group ran to the rear of the building, checking the service doors were sealed.

And there was nobody to stop them.

“Is there any signs of occupation?” Leopold asked, resisting the urge to explain his reasoning, knowing that there was no time for debate.

“Troops must be hiding in the basement,” Fallon said. “Zallah, check it out.”

“On it.”

She ran off, followed by six others, and Leopold followed their jerky movements as they tore open a service door and climbed down a small stone staircase.

“I don’t like this,” Leopold said.

He switched images, pulling up feeds from the side-streets. Some of the rebels remained out there, as back-up. But behind them, up on a rooftop, something moved.

Leopold zoomed in, and the figures were unmistakable. They wore black, with hoods covering their heads, and they held weapons. One of them knelt, then brought up a heavy-looking tube to rest on his shoulder. Leopold had never seen anything like it, but when the man angled the tube toward the entrance to the warehouse, Leopold screamed out. On the screens, Byrnia and the others turned sharply, confused expressions on their faces, and Leopold took a breath before repeating the words.

“It’s a trap!”
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“You know where Genna is?” Crevan asked. “Can you contact her?”

It felt like a betrayal‌—‌Genna had sworn Aleph to secrecy, after all‌—‌but the movements of Garrick’s dogs changed that.

Aleph had already brought up her contact list, as soon as she’d realised the danger. She’d tapped, sent a couple of standard messages. But the ping-backs told her Genna had gone dark, hidden her screen.

“Trying,” she said, her fingers flying over her control panel, sending code scurrying through the system.

“Any success?”

He couldn’t shut up and let her work?

“Using an old triangulation technique. Shouldn’t work with this tech, but there are ways round that. Uses power pulses, modulation coefficients.” She knew Crevan wouldn’t understand a word. “Need a co-eff below point seven, combined with a beta-phase burst every five point three seconds minimum.”

“Sounds good.”

She smiled, and a part of her mind remembered what she’d said, the crap she’d made up on the spot. As if there was such a thing as a beta-phase burst! The man was a fool.

But this wasn’t about him. Genna was in danger.

Messages streamed across her screens, pings and ping-backs, phase shifts. The data blurred, but in that blurring clarity grew. As her fingers danced, shapes emerged, and Aleph followed their pattern.

The pattern pointed to the location of Jimny’s cafe. Aleph dove deeper, and the data highlighted Genna’s screen itself.

“She’s at‌…‌the location,” she said.

“Jimny’s.” Crevan didn’t say the word as a question. His face paled. Behind him, Shorack shook.

“Yeah.” No point hiding it now. “Can’t get through to her screen yet. Need to try something else.”

She’d already scanned the data. Port-force entry denied. Sub-routine burrow sluggish against aggressive privacy settings.

But there was the worm.

It had been a breach of privacy, true, and Aleph had only set it up in a moment of‌…‌of what, she wasn’t sure. She told herself it was for Genna’s safety, promised herself she wouldn’t set it loose unless there was no other option.

It was after Genna wouldn’t shut up about Leopold that Aleph had released it. And now, it was deep in Genna’s screen, waiting for a connection.

Aleph called up the routine. A dialogue box sprung to life on the primary desk screen. Words flew as the fingers on her right hand scurried over the surface.

Aleph sent the message.

Another box showed data, the progress of the message. It wouldn’t be instant‌—‌the worm was as-yet untested, and there would be layers of protection to work around.

“Got contact,” she told Crevan. “Message sent.”

“Hope it gets there in time,” Crevan said.

Aleph grimaced. Did he have to say that? Before he’d opened his stupid mouth, it was easy to pretend that Genna would pick up the warning, that she’d leave well before the troops arrived. But now?

Now, all Aleph could do was wait.



“Trouble’s spreading,” Genna said as Miolar once more glanced toward the door. “It’s usually quiet around this place. But with Garrick in control, everything’s changed. I’d say that’s enough to persuade your boss to seek more protection.”

“By aligning ourselves with public enemy number one?”

“You’d prefer to side with Garrick?”

“Does it have to be one or the other?”

It was a good question, but Genna had anticipated this. “In Garrick’s eyes, if you don’t side with him, you’re an enemy. And he always looks to take out his enemies. You know that. He works by attrition, always goes for the weaker opponent first.”

“Something that makes a great deal of sense, regardless of our personal thoughts on the man.”

“At the moment, he’s focused on destroying me. Can’t deny he’s in the stronger position, too. And when I’m gone, he’ll look to push further.”

She took a sip of her drink, her throat too dry.

“And you’re suggesting we’re weak?” Miolar said.

This wasn’t going the way Genna had planned. “My sources suggest he’s getting reinforcements.”

“Really?”

She nodded. “No details, but he’ll be stronger in a few weeks. Strong enough to defeat you. But if we combine our strength before those reinforcements arrive, we can push him back into his own district.”

“And so, you want us to join together so that you can regain the ground the man has taken from you.”

Something hit the window, causing both Genna and Miolar to turn. Those at tables close to the window stood, and backed away. Jimny rushed over. Genna couldn’t catch all his words, but he seemed to be saying something about strengthened glass. And, after the dark shape against the glass disappeared, everyone returned to their seats.

“I apologise,” Jimny said to Genna as he passed on his way back to his kitchen. “The street is not as peaceful as it once was.”

“Nowhere is, Jimny,” she said‌—‌while looking at Miolar. “But nothing’s going to happen to your place. Everyone knows that.”

He shuffled off, and Miolar watched him, then turned back to Genna.

“You guarantee the safety of his cafe?”

“Not me. The people. It’s always been that way.”

“And always will be?”

She took another sip of her drink, hardly tasting it, concentrating on keeping her hands steady. “What’s your point?”

“You can’t know what’s going to happen. And so, you can’t accurately predict what will happen once our mutual antagonist has settled his very personal vendetta against you.”

Genna took a breath. “So you refuse to help?”

“We refuse to be drawn into someone else’s argument. I’m sorry, but we can offer no direct assistance at the current time.”

It was like a punch to her stomach, and Genna coughed, momentarily struggling for air. Miolar sat calmly, watching her, eyes devoid of emotion.

But he wasn’t a real man, was he? He was an envoy, a stand-in for someone who was too afraid to appear in public. He was a mouth-piece, nothing more. He spoke only what he was told to say.

And that meant his words were pre-prepared.

“You’d already made up your mind, hadn’t you?” she said, her lips hardly moving. “Before you even stepped through that door, you knew you wouldn’t help.”

“The situation was analysed, and the best course of action‌—‌for us‌—‌was decided upon. But nothing is set in stone. Meeting with you always had the possibility of providing a fresh perspective.”

“But it didn’t.”

“I’m afraid not.” The man pushed his chair away from the table, and reached for his hat.

The shadows by the window moved. Inside her jacket, Genna’s screen vibrated.

She pulled it out. Strange that she had a message‌—‌she’d have to have words with Aleph, see if her friend could figure out what was up with her security‌—‌but she tapped to bring it up anyway.

And raised a hand toward Miolar. “Wait,” she said.

She re-read the message, letting the words sink in.

Miolar hesitated, half out of his chair. Behind him, shapes blurred across the window. The murmuring in the cafe was broken by the sharp crack of a gunshot outside.

A second followed, then a third.

Genna looked at Miolar. He watched her, expectantly.

“We have to get out of here,” she said.



Leopold repeated the words again, and watched the screens. In the building’s lobby, Byrnia raised a hand, and everyone paused.

“What?” she said.

“Troops are moving in. You need to call a retreat.”

“Hold positions!” she yelled. “We need to assess. Joriff, what’s the back look like?”

There was no response. Leopold tapped, trying to locate any of Joriff’s team. The images showed nothing but green static.

Byrnia swore.

Leopold’s eyes moved to another screen, the one that followed Zallah and her group as they descended into the basement.

Her back was to the Eye-feed, and she suddenly stopped. Her head dipped, and the angle of the Eye tilted, showing her feet.

There was a wire, tight against her ankles, stretched from wall to wall.

She swore, and the feed exploded into a white glare.

The boom rumbled out of Leopold’s ear-piece. He saw Byrnia glance up, saw others look around in shock.

Byrnia thrust her screen into her jacket and ran, heading for the door. Others followed.

But, in other feeds, rebels raced up the stairs.

“Not onto the roof,” Leopold yelled.

One feed showed a rebel push through the broken door before being flung back, blood erupting from gunshot wounds. In another image, troops on the roof aimed their weapons.

The figure with the long tube aimed too. There was a burst of brilliance, and a streak of grey. Then the building on the warehouse roof exploded, loud enough for Leopold to hear through the walls around him.
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