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Rodin heard the water long before he saw it; a deep roar that grew with each step, slowly taking over his conscience, drowning everything else. And now, looking into the depths of the chasm, he could make out the raging torrent, half-hidden in a mist of its own making.

Behind him, to the south, the dusty soil gave way to scrubland, with trees growing thick to the east. But over the chasm, away to the north, the land was barren.

Last time, Rodin had been on that far side.

The memories flooded back, a cascade of images and emotions. He let them come. What used to be nightmares were now a comfort, reminders of a time before Rodin the mercenary. He didn’t even need to shut his eyes to relive them.

First came the walk across the stony ground, cold beneath his bare feet. He felt those around him stumbling, knew he did the same, the prods on his back and arms reminders to keep moving.

He was blind, his head covered by a hood, part of the sacking he wore. The fabric was harsh against his skin, and did nothing to stop the rush of cold air around him.

Then the room, and the sensation of others pressed around him, the stench of bodies, and soft moans. His legs itched, and the ground beneath his feet was damp in places, sometimes oozing; a rising miasma of human effluent. There was no dignity, and no control. Bodies around him let their waste run without shame. He had nothing left to come out. The urine had long since dried on his legs. The cloth over his face held the harsh tang of vomit, possibly his own.

Amongst the moans he heard footsteps and a door, creaking and clanging. There was a burst of heat, and the sickly smell of burning meat. This happened maybe five times. Each time the bodies around him moved to fill up space.

And then confusion.

There was blood, a sharpness cutting across the stench, and Rodin’s hand was warm and sticky. He fought his way through racks of meat, the bodies around him, ignoring the shouts, cries and yells. He ignored the faces with mouths open in shock‌—‌he could see now, the hood pulled back. He ran, arms waving wildly. The world tilted, and light stabbed across the room. But he never stopped moving.

Then the air was cold. The ground beneath his feet was rough, and he knew that his skin was torn, his soles bleeding. But he couldn’t stop. Behind him came shouts, and the sound of boots on rock. He heard the explosions of firing weapons, but that was in his imagination. If‌—‌when‌—‌they fired, the sounds would be soft cracks, not the booms he heard in his memories.

But they shot at him, and he couldn’t stop. It was night, and the moon cast waving shadows. He didn’t have time to see clearly. He needed to keep moving. If he stopped, even if he turned round, they would be upon him.

He ignored the agony in his feet, ignored the way his legs screamed at him, ignored the feeling of the cloth rubbing against his skin. He did nothing but push himself on.

And up ahead the ground split, a dark line running from left to right, growing as he forced himself forward. Beneath the shouts from behind, beneath the thumping of his heart and the throbbing in his head, a roar grew louder, a beast calling him on, mouth open wide, ready to devour.

He could not stop. He ran on, closer to the great rend in the landscape, a blackness that threatened to swallow him. The roar grew louder and angrier.

He didn’t slow down, not even when he realised there was no more ground. As one foot stepped over the void he pushed, and for a moment he was flying, free of the pain in his feet, free of the burning in his legs. He felt nothing but the air around him. The shouts from behind faded, because they would never follow him.

Then the roar increased in his ears, and he fell.

Rodin closed his eyes now, as he felt once more the air pushed from his lungs as he hit the water. He felt the shock that ran through his whole body. He felt the icy blackness take him.

With the warm sun on his back, Rodin looked into the depths, into the shadows that the rays would never penetrate. The water surged along, pounding at the rock, battering it with a force that Rodin could barely comprehend.

He had no idea how he’d survived.

Rodin turned, looking to the west. Some way off, about half a day’s walk, maybe less, a concrete tube spanned the chasm, metal struts for legs tethering it to the rock. He had followed this train tunnel from the south, from the districts he thought of as his home. He knew the train headed north, joining one Dome to others. He knew, somehow, that he had followed this tunnel before, last time he’d been this far out. But back then, he was going  south.

That was after the leap into the chasm. That was when he was out of the water.

Rodin turned away from the tunnel, looking to the east, following the water. The chasm tore through the landscape as far as he could see. Across, on the far side, the land was empty, but on his side was the forest, keeping a distance from the edge but then growing thick and deep, darkness beneath the green roof.

The forest was important. Rodin felt this to be true, and he was learning to trust his feelings. Another image came to him. He was among the trees, keeping low, trying to move silently. He could hear his heartbeat and his quick breath. There was someone else with him, an old man, and he moved easily, as if the undergrowth shifted of its own accord to let him pass. Rodin, following in his wake, fought through the branches. Some scratched, even through the top he wore.

The old man stopped, crouching down, and Rodin drew alongside and crouched too, trying to follow the old man’s eyes. It took a while, but eventually he saw the creature, down by the roots of a large tree. A rabbit, its nose burrowed into the soil.

The old man turned to Rodin, gave him a nod, and Rodin reached to his side, bringing something up. In the dream, the object was indistinct, but Rodin raised it to one eye.

The rabbit twitched, but that was what rabbits did. Rodin shifted his position.

The rabbit bounded away, round the tree. Out of sight.

The old man shook his head, but there was laughter in his eyes. The laughter, and the scene, faded.

Another memory. They all meant something. They were all pieces of a puzzle.

Rodin needed to put them together. That was why he was heading this way, heading north. He knew who he was, but not who he had been.

Rodin knew he had not been raised in any of the districts around the Dome, regardless of how comfortable he felt in them, especially in Genna’s district. He knew he had come from the north, and he had followed the train tunnel. So he was going back, keeping in sight of the concrete tube, but never too close. He knew about the weapons. He knew that the Dome protected its interests with terminal force.

He lost the tunnel at one point, yesterday morning, when it burrowed into the ground. But he trusted his feet, and followed the path they trod. The sun shone brightly all morning, but the cloud started to build up as afternoon approached, and when the tunnel once more broke out, it was dull, with a chill in the air.

Rodin knew, then, that he was getting close. The tunnel had shifted under the ground‌—‌when it disappeared it had been to his right, and now it was to his left, and it looked darker, somehow more menacing. Rodin knew the importance of keeping his distance.

And now, at this chasm, he was forced to move even further away from that tunnel. He needed to cross over to the desolation, but he could not do that here. He needed to follow the river.

Rodin shifted the weight of the pack on his back, even though he hardly felt it, and set off, moving a few paces from the edge of the chasm.

And then he stopped, conscious of movement in his periphery.

He looked to the treeline as figures started to emerge.

He sighed. Their appearance had only been a matter of time.

There were five of them. They took a couple of steps forward, out of physical reach but close enough to communicate.

Rodin assessed.

A long-haired man tossed and caught a blade, the metal glinting in the sunlight. He didn’t watch his hand, but kept his attention on Rodin. Next to him was a larger man, muscle-bulky, wearing a vest-top that was clearly intended to reveal a physique that was not just for show. Those muscles were as much weapons as the other man’s blade.

Then the tall man in the centre of the group, the obvious leader. He stood a fraction forward of the others, and was the only one with his arms crossed. Rodin read defiance, and trust in the skills of his team.

A woman stood next to the tall man, her stance ready for action, a long blade held steady. Very steady. Rodin noted the muscle control, noted the way she remained as still as a statue. He knew she would make a formidable opponent.

The last of the group held a weapon‌—‌it could only be a weapon, but it took Rodin a moment to work out what it was. He held a finger on a trigger beneath a tube containing a dart of some kind. A wire left the tube, snaking round to the man’s back. He had shoulder straps, and clearly wore a pack of some sort.

A stunner. Fire the dart, and when it hit, trigger the charge from the pack. Rodin needed to be wary of that one. He’d been on the receiving end of such weapons before, and didn’t relish the thought of that happening again.

So, three of the five with weapons drawn, four if he included the bulky one’s muscles. And an impassive leader who knew and trusted his team.

Rodin felt his fingers twitching, curling by his waist. In his mind he ran through the position of his own weapons, the blades in his jacket, the others in his trousers. He took a mental snapshot of the terrain, the boulders that might be a hazard, the treeline that might provide cover for others, and the cliff behind him.

If they rushed him, he would have to stand his ground. There would be no retreat.

The tall man raised a hand in a beckoning motion, but it was not towards Rodin. None of the five turned their eyes as another couple of figures emerged from the trees.

They stepped forward, and Rodin knew they were not like the others. They swaggered, held their blades high, and both were smiling. One, shorter with close-cropped hair, chewed constantly. The other had a scar running down one side of his face that turned his smile into a sneer.

They stood either side of the tall man, their legs constantly twitching, their heads looking from Rodin to the tall man and back.

Rodin knew what was about to happen.

The tall man gave a nod, one hand waving forward. The signal.

The two smilers yelled as they ran. Rodin crouched in readiness. He knew how he wanted to do this.

Shorty had two blades; one longer, the other stubby. He held the longer one in front, his other arm pumping as he ran. He was falling behind.

Scar-face was quicker, but he only had one blade. He wanted to pump his arms to help him run, but he held the blade steady, side-on, ready for the first slice.

When it came, Rodin moved forward, twisting his body, bringing his shoulder sharply into the man’s throat as the blade arm knocked against his own body, the metal too far out to cut. Rodin followed through with a step and a twist, pushing hard.

Scar-face tottered, bringing a foot out as support. Rodin grabbed the man’s wrist as Shorty reached them.

Shorty raised his long blade high, and Rodin saw the adrenaline in his eyes, possibly something more, an edge of intense excitement.

But that changed to bewilderment then pain as Rodin thrust Scar-face’s arm forward, towards Shorty’s unprotected chest. The blade went deep, and when Rodin twisted the man’s wrist he felt it catch bone. When he pulled it out, Shorty fell towards Rodin.

Rodin side-stepped, letting go of Scar-face, reaching up to grab Shorty’s long blade. Rodin brought it round, following the arc in his mind, seeing the metal slice through flesh, blood welling up almost in afterthought.

The wound to the neck ended Scar-face. Rodin kicked Shorty over and made a similar incision. The chest wound would take time to kill him. Rodin didn’t see the point of unnecessary suffering.

He took a breath, dropping the blade. At least he wouldn’t have to clean any of his own tools after this. The five were watching. Blade-tosser still tossed his blade, and the woman hadn’t moved. The stunner pointed his way, and Vest-top still flexed his muscles. And the tall one held his arms crossed and his expression blank. He looked to the two bodies, then back to Rodin.

There was a nod, the briefest acknowledgement of a job well done, a sign from one professional to another. Rodin returned the gesture.

The tall man raised a hand, extending two fingers. He pointed to his eyes, then turned his hand, the two fingers pointing at Rodin.

He understood. I’m watching you.

The tall man glanced to his left, then to his right, before spinning round and heading back into the trees. The others took two steps back before they, too, turned.

They disappeared between the leaves and branches, leaving Rodin alone. With two corpses.

Fodder. A way of testing Rodin.

But testing him for what?
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The woman behind the desk wore a short jacket with a single button fastening it across her chest. She looked up from her screen and smiled. “Ah, yes. Here it is. Thank you for being prompt, Miss Paskia. Please, take a seat. Is there anything I can get you while you wait? Would you like a drink? If you would like something to read, there are screens on the table, with all the major media subscriptions. Make yourself comfortable, and Mister Jael will call for you when he is ready.”

“Thank you. I would like a glass of water, if that is not too much to ask.” Paskia already felt a dryness in her throat.

“Of course.” The woman with the short jacket turned to her companion. “Delaine, would you be so kind? Thank you.” She smiled at Paskia once more. “My colleague will bring your drink over. Please, sit and relax.”

Paskia did as requested, selecting a spot at the end of a three-seater, and eased herself onto the hard-looking grey fabric, but of course the leather-like material was soft, and surprisingly warm. She sank back into it‌—‌not as far back as she did in the sofas in Sertio’s rooms, but far enough to feel relaxed.

The one called Delaine appeared, carrying a glass beaded with moisture, and Paskia saw ice floating at the top. She could suck on an ice cube, if they were not too large. That would no doubt help her throat.

Delaine bent down with a creak of her trousers, and Paskia thought how impractical it must be to wear such tight garments. But she understood them to be the height of fashion at the moment, and had seen many being worn at the party last night. Those Delaine wore were more serviceable for day-wear, and where they clung to her thighs and calves Paskia could see how the material would stretch. Some of the ones she had seen last night seemed far too rigid, and she had almost laughed when one woman appeared to be walking with both legs pinned straight.

She had never bothered with fashion, not to that extent. Maybe she had, at one time, but she thought it unlikely. It was hard to know with any certainty, when so much of her past was under a sea of mist and fog.

She thanked the woman for the drink, and took a sip, relishing the chill. It was warm in this room.

Paskia glanced around, correcting her first impressions. This was not so much a room as a space in which to wait, a larger part of the corridor. The desk was high, and Paskia knew the two women were standing, or maybe they had tall stools on which to rest their frames. As she glanced up, from her recumbent position, she was conscious of them looking down at her.

She wondered what they saw. Did they know why she had been summoned to the Council buildings, especially to the fourth tower? Did they know how much she feared Authority?

The one with the short top smiled, and Paskia returned the gesture. But there was no warmth in the woman’s smile. The overriding impression was one of pity.

The interview request‌—‌a summons by any other name‌—‌had arrived on her screen that morning, as she was preparing her own breakfast. After the previous evening, she knew Sertio would not appear for a few hours, and even then he would be in no fit state to eat, maybe taking in a glass of juice at the most. A few hours later, after a bracing coffee, he would request a light snack, and by the evening he would be back to his normal appetites.

Paskia didn’t know if she would be joining him. The message had requested her attendance, specifying the room and time, but had not informed her of the minutes or hours the interview would take.

She had informed Daventree. Of course he was already in his office, and as efficient as ever. He had appeared to be matching the artist drink-for-drink at the party, but he was wily, and Paskia wondered if he had been tipping some away on the sly. When she spoke to him, a few hours ago, he had appeared as brisk‌—‌and as brusque‌—‌as always. Of course he would step in to help. After all it would not be the done thing to disregard an interview request from the Council, at whatever level. He could rearrange his plans for the day, and it was a comfort to know that there was food already prepared in the cooler. Yes, he was sure he could cope with heating it, and he thanked Paskia for her forethought and concern. She had nothing to worry about‌—‌he would care for his client in her absence.

But Paskia had caught the edge to his words, the resignation at being put out. It was almost as if Daventree had been expecting Paskia’s appearance in his office. Maybe he knew of the interview request before she did. He always appeared to know what was going on, and it wouldn’t surprise her.

Paskia glanced at the screen on the table, but she didn’t pick it up. Part of her wanted to, a part of her that needed to lose itself in some mindless gossip about those in the public eye. Maybe, she thought, there would be a review of the event last night, and she could read of Sertio’s unveiling of his new sculpture. There might even be mention of herself, his assistant and model, and the small part she played in the creation of the artwork. Herself and the other model.

Terrell. But also Rodin. The man with two names, two jobs and two lives.

She didn’t want to read anything about that. She had heard all the stories of how Terrell had done something unspeakable, and had been taken by Authority. She knew the rumours of his abuse, of the way he allowed his hands to run far too freely, and his forceful request for longer sessions to ‘help with their joint modelling.’

They were all lies, of course. She had never felt safer than when he held her, and not only because Sertio was a constant presence, sketching away, muttering to himself as his charcoal flew over the paper. Paskia knew Terrell would not overstep the bounds, because he treated her as a perfect gentleman would.

Even in Shae’s rooms, when those two men had tried to kill him. Even then, she had trusted him, although she could not understand this, even now. One of those men grabbed her, holding that cold blade to her throat, and she feared that her life would be over, and the man she knew as Terrell feigned indifference. Maybe, for a moment, she had believed his words, but that changed when he threw his own blade and killed the man.

That thought brought her back to the present, to this comfortable sofa in the Council’s fourth tower, the one that dealt with security. This was the home of Authority. This was where the Council kept a watchful eye on everyone in the Dome, ensuring nobody transgressed the bounds of decency. They watched for any sign of unsociable activity.

Killing a man was definitely in this category. Paskia had not done the deed‌—‌there was no way she could even consider taking the life of another, even if they were, like that man, such a monster‌—‌but she had been party to the deed. She had not reported it and, worse still, she had accompanied Terrell‌—‌or Rodin‌—‌to his meeting with Councillor Leopold.

That was something else she knew about‌—‌the truth behind the Councillor’s disappearance. Officially he had been granted leave to visit another Dome, something he was known to have a keen interest in. But the rumours said he had been taken against his will, or that he was being held somewhere, maybe in Correction. The rumours spoke of how his thinking had strayed, and he had overstepped the line between acceptable questioning and seditious lies. There were even rumours that he was no more, or that he had been cast out of the Dome.

The last was closest to the truth, and Paskia knew this because she had been there, and had seen Rodin come up behind Councillor Leopold. She had watched the Councillor fall, believing for a moment that she had witnessed another slaying. Then Rodin placed her hand over the man’s neck, and there was a rhythm under her fingers, and then his breath on her flesh. She listened as Rodin explained that he was merely unconscious, that he would have a headache when he came to, but would otherwise be unharmed. She had not seen Rodin take the man through the secret passage and across the glass, but he had told her that was his intention, and she had no reason to doubt him.

She knew all this, yet she had not informed Authority.

She was guilty through association, and that could be the only reason for the summons.

Her throat felt dry, even as she sucked on a cube of ice. Her arms felt clammy, and she was pleased she had selected a long-sleeved top‌—‌at least it would hide the more obvious signs.

Maybe she could pass this off as natural nerves. Of course anyone being requested to attend such an interview, especially at such short notice, would be nervous.

“Miss Paskia?” The woman with the short jacket looked down at her, and Paskia nodded in response. “Mister Jael is ready for you now. He can be found behind the green door over there.” Her hand swung to her left, Paskia’s right, and there was indeed a green door in the wall, next to a broad-leaved plant that grew to the ceiling.

“Thank you.” Paskia rose, taking a last sip of the water, crunching on the ice cube. She hoped she was offered more water once inside.

The door was unlocked, and swung open freely. The room behind was large, with a desk against one wall, covered in a hard-looking fabric, like images she had seen before, from old history books. Someone had shown her these images, someone who was keen on olden times, but she couldn’t recall his name.

There was a knee-high table across from the desk. Four chairs were arranged around the table, all with backs that arched cunningly into arm-rests. They seemed, to Paskia, out of place when compared to the desk, but they looked comfortable.

Two of the seats were taken, but both figures rose as she entered the room. The one closest smiled, holding out both his hands in a warm greeting.

“Ah, Miss Paskia, so glad you could make this appointment. I do apologise for the short notice, but it was unfortunately unavoidable. I am Mister Jael, and my colleague here is Miss Yolan.”

The woman nodded, but said nothing. She wore eye-glasses, surely a fashion statement, and a grey suit, the jacket longer than that worn by the woman in the waiting area. Beneath this jacket was a white top that circled her neck, and tight cuffs protruded from her jacket sleeves. Her face was stern, her hair tied back firmly.

Jael was bigger. Not large like Sertio, but bulky, and his arms bulged in his shirt sleeves, undone at the cuffs and turned up, as if he did not want them interfering with his hands. Where the woman, Yolan, looked severe and business-like, he appeared relaxed, professional yet approachable.

He spoke again. “Please, take a seat, Miss Paskia. Would you care for a drink, maybe a glass of water? We can accommodate your desire for anything else, of course. Whatever you would like.”

“Thank you. Water would be fine.” She sat at his bidding, followed by Yolan. Jael himself walked over to a small alcove, where Paskia only now saw a water cooler and a row of glasses. Three were missing‌—‌two were on the table, before the chairs Yolan and Jael had been using.

He returned, placing the glass in front of Paskia, before taking his own seat. The water was not as chilled as the previous drink, but it was liquid, and it would help ease her throat. But she dare not reach for it yet. She dare not show how much her hands were shaking.

“So, Miss Paskia, I will get to the point quickly. There is no reason for us to beat about the bush, and it is something of a luxury afforded to us in the fourth tower that we may, in certain circumstances, dispense with some of the more long-winded pleasantries of polite interaction.”

Yolan reached forward, taking a screen from the table, glancing at Jael as she did so. “Miss Paskia, I would like to show you some images. They were taken a few months ago, even though they only came to our direct attention about a fortnight back. We think we know what they show, but their precise meaning is something of a mystery. We believe you may be able to offer some clarity.”

“Of course.” Paskia brought the glass up to her lips, concentrating on keeping her hands steady, dreading what these images would show.

Yolan placed the screen in front of Paskia. There was a flashing icon and nothing more. “Take your time.”

Paskia put down her glass, feeling it clink on the table. Had she put it down too hard? What would they think of that?

The room seemed to shift, but Paskia knew it was one of her moments. She closed her eyes for a second, an image playing on her eyelids, a room similar to this one. Similar, but there were differences. It was smaller, with less opulent artwork on the wall and less comfortable chairs. One figure sat, and another stood. They asked her questions, and she answered.

The images were always vague, and Paskia had no idea if they were genuine memories or something else. They came too often, and they troubled her.

She opened her eyes, took a breath, and reached for the screen, noting at once the soft casing, letting her fingers dig into the tactile surface. She tapped the icon. She didn’t want to look, but what choice did she have?

The first image showed a street at night, bathed in a soft illumination from sparsely-placed lights. There were two figures at the end of the street, one larger and well-built, the other slight. Paskia knew who they were.

The next image showed the same street, but only one figure this time. He wore a hat and long coat, as if he were attempting to disguise himself. Paskia wasn’t fooled by the subterfuge.

The third image showed the same street, again with one figure. But this was a small female, and she was walking away.

Paskia’s finger swiped, bringing the images round again and again, running through them like stills that told a story‌—‌because they did. Two figures approaching, a third making his way in disguise, then a figure leaving.

She remembered walking along that street with Rodin. She remembered Leopold arriving. She remembered walking away.

There was no image of Rodin and Leopold leaving, because they were gone. They would never be seen in the Dome again.

Her hands were wet, and only the casing of the screen prevented it from slipping.

“Well, Miss Paskia?” Jael said, his voice distant. “What can you tell us about these images?”

She had seen two men killed. She had talked calmly with their murderer. She had willingly gone along with his plan to abduct a Councillor. She had begged him to take her across the glass.

Murder and abduction. Even thinking the words took the blood from her skin and sent a shudder through her whole body.

“Do you have anything to say?” Softer tones, so this must be Yolan, but Paskia heard more voices, all urging her to speak, all desiring that she unburden herself, all promising that this would help.

Paskia had spent over ten years in Correction. She’d heard these voices every day, so she knew they offered nothing but the illusion of comfort. She knew that they only wanted her words to confirm that they already knew. They wanted her to talk only so that she might condemn herself.

There was nothing she could say that would stop Authority.
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It was cool under the trees, almost cold, and that was good. It helped keep him alert. It forced him to keep moving.

There were tracks through the undergrowth, flattened paths showing bare ground between thick tree trunks and tangled undergrowth. Rodin instantly spied a bush he recognised, berries showing as black dots amongst thorns. Barrackberry‌—‌that name sounded right. He picked a few, popping them into his mouth, enjoying the sweetness as he burst through their skin. He picked more, walking on with a handful, eating slowly, wanting to savour the experience.

But he was ready to drop them in an instant. Although the trees were not tight, they still restricted his view. Rodin was aware of the sounds he made through the undergrowth, and he stored that as background ambience, conscious of the rustle every time he moved. He focused his ears on similar sounds from elsewhere.

He wouldn’t let the group get too close.

He could no longer see the chasm, but he trusted his instincts. This place wasn’t bringing back any clear memories, but it felt right. He had passed through it before, although not at this exact point. Then he’d found the train tunnel, and followed it to the Dome.

And now he was returning. To what, he couldn’t say, only that it felt like something he had to do. To the south, moving around the districts, he had given himself a life and a purpose, something he believed in. But it was all fake. It wasn’t who he truly was. After years, and countless deaths at his hands, he had woken up.

He thought he knew who he was, but everything was based on a lie. He couldn’t continue like that. He needed to know the truth‌—‌who he had been, and where he had come from.

He had been amongst these trees before. The berries‌—‌he had not learnt of them through a screen, but had been shown that they were safe to eat. There was an old man, at the edge of his memories, an old man who showed him how the world worked out here, which plants could be eaten and which were poison, which branches could be used to make a shelter and which would burn without smoke. An old man who had shown him how to move with the undergrowth, and to creep up on the creatures that made this place their home. He taught Rodin how to fashion traps using rope, like something out of an ancient history text, and how to disguise pits that held sharpened sticks.

Even before he reached the edge of the districts, Rodin knew how to survive. But he had still been a child, in experience if not in body. He still hadn’t understood how to survive amongst people.

The sunlight filtered weakly through the green canopy, but Rodin could tell it was getting late. Soon, he would need to look for a place to rest, maybe a chance to grab a few moments of sleep.

He walked on, following his internal compass, his feet finding their own path. He stuck to clear paths, places where the undergrowth had been trampled down and killed off. Places where stone showed through the soil. Rodin wondered if these paths had been made by people or animals.

And the trees started thinning. The light increased, despite the lateness of the afternoon. Looking up, he saw sky, white clouds, patches of pale blue.

The undergrowth fell away, and Rodin found himself on the edge of a meadow. A path led through the thigh-length grass, ending at a collection of buildings.

They were not like buildings around the Dome, and definitely not like those he’d seen beyond the glass. Where those held themselves distinct, these appeared to lean in to one another. Where the buildings of the Dome were clear-cut and sharp, these merged and blurred. Even where the buildings on the edge of the districts were falling into disrepair, they still held a certain squareness.

But there was something about the softness that drew Rodin to these buildings. They looked old, and possibly abandoned, but still they welcomed him. They were not the functional boxes of the districts, but living, breathing homes.

Or they had been. As he focused, Rodin saw boards at the windows and greenery creeping up walls and over roofs. No sign of habitation reached his ears. He could hear a few birds, the rustle of leaves on the breeze, and the distant rumble of tumbling water. But no voices. No indication of people moving around.

From the safety of the undergrowth, Rodin scanned the meadow. The grass stretched out in a wide circle. From any point in the trees, Rodin calculated that it would take a couple of minutes to reach the buildings, even at a sprint. Anyone in the village would see an approach. Rodin considered using the grass, but a body his size moving through it in a crouch, even in a crawl, would be too obvious. It might not be clear what was approaching, but the flattened grass in his wake would give him away. He could return to the trees, make his way around the meadow, and look for another approach. But he doubted that would help. It was too likely that the village buildings were in the centre of the meadow for safety. There would be no way to sneak up.

The village looked deserted, but looks could be deceiving. And Rodin had no idea where the tall man and his gang were.

If this was a trap, he would approach with confidence. One of his mantras‌—‌better to walk willingly into a suspected trap than be caught out by an unanticipated one.

His hand hovering over his weapons, Rodin made his way along the path, treading firmly. He would approach in peace.

As he neared the houses, their disrepair became more apparent. Doors hung from hinges, and many of the tiles had gone from the roofs. Creeping plants covered many of the walls, and in some cases spread through the boarded windows. One building had a wall missing, and Rodin saw into the single storey dwelling, saw what might have once been a seat, possibly a bed, covered in greenery. A shrub of some sort clung to a corner, reaching up to the hole in the roof.

And it all seemed vaguely familiar. Rodin walked the streets (if they deserved such a title) without thinking, his body leading him on, his feet treading a sure path.

He reached the centre. Even without the certainty he felt within, he would have known this was the heart of the village. Everything stemmed from this point.

The buildings surrounded an open space, and there were a few broken benches near the edges. The buildings here were larger, maybe better constructed‌—‌at least, they were in less disrepair than those at the edge. Some of the windows even held glass, glinting in the sun, shining down on a round stone construction to one side, with a roof over the top.

He recognised the structure. He’d seen these in old texts, and knew they were for bringing water to the surface. There would have been a bucket once, and a rope or a chain. He knew that, when there was no piped water, this was how people used to function.

But this one seemed very familiar. Rodin was sure it had only been used on occasions, when the water system failed.

In the wilds, everything might fail. Rodin thought back to the house he had seen, the one with the missing wall. He had seen a fireplace, like in the old texts, but also like others he had seen. He recalled wood in the base, flames dancing up into a flue. He recalled a shelf set just above the fire, pots aligned so that they might catch the heat.

The water system might fail, but so might the power. With a fire, people here could still have warmth and light, and a means of cooking food.

And there was something else about the houses, or more accurately about the spaces surrounding them. Although they appeared to bunch together, they each had an area close by where the soil was flattened, and even though weeds and creepers now covered them, Rodin knew they had once been carefully tended. These people grew their own food. They also used the forest itself. It would provide wood for their fires, but also meat for their stomachs.

Assuming they didn’t have to turn on one another.

That was one of the stories. People in the wilds were cannibals, little more than animals. They lived in holes in the ground and ate whatever‌—‌or whoever‌—‌they could. They mated with their own offspring, and had no language.

All rubbish, and Rodin knew it. He knew the stories were there to frighten children, and to keep others content with what they had. They were similar to the stories he had heard in the Dome, of how the people on the other side of the glass were lawless and violent, living in a pit where it was every person for themselves, and where there was no such thing as a smile.

People were taught to fear what they did not know. The Dome looked down on the districts, and the districts looked down on the wilds.

And those in the wilds looked up with a smile, making the best of what they could. They would not eat one of their own, or even a stranger. They would be friendly, but also wary.

Rodin stopped and cast his gaze around the meeting place, for that was what this place had been. The buildings overlooking it were the most important. That one, to his left, the one with the gaping hole‌—‌that was an old store. Rodin pictured the wooden shutter being lowered, legs hanging low, a table for their wares. The room beyond served as both storeroom and home. Why have dedicated living quarters when living was done outside? What more did anyone need beyond a comfortable surface to sleep on? A bedroll in one corner, a bench to keep off the chill of the ground.

The building next to the store‌—‌he pictured a young woman in the doorway, smiling at the man in the store. She had her hair cut short, and she held one arm close to her body, the hand hidden in a fold of her top. It was burnt, the fingers no longer functioning. It had been like that since the accident in her childhood. She should have died, should have been left to the wilds, but her parents were strong and determined. They had passed that on to the young woman. She still had one hand; still had all her other faculties and limbs. She could survive.

And so could Rodin. While there was breath, there was hope.

He’d heard that phrase, many years ago. He’d been tired‌—‌no, exhausted, and not only physically. He wanted to give up, seeing no point in continuing. He’d lost everything. But a still, strong voice told him he had to carry on. He was alive‌—‌what more did he need? While there was breath, there was hope.

The voice was old, speaking with the wisdom of experience, and Rodin trusted it.

That voice was close. The one who had spoken those words was connected to this place. It wasn’t his home‌—‌that was somewhere else, for Rodin to find later‌—‌but the owner of the old voice was known in this village. Known and respected.

Rodin thought of the old man, and then in his mind he saw a room in a house, a food prep area unlike any back in the south. This was what the old texts called a kitchen. There was a large structure that gave off heat, with doors that opened up, behind which the old woman placed food. Above this were four rings that could spout flames, again for heating food. The old woman did this on a daily basis.

She was connected to the old man, and Rodin had stayed with them. He knew this, because he pictured himself sitting in that kitchen‌—‌the word sounded strange in his head, yet also comforting. There was a wooden table, and one of the chairs had a wobbly leg. The old couple and Rodin used the other three chairs, facing inward as the old woman served up food from various pots, the ones that she had been heating up for what felt like far too long. She brought something out of the heating compartments, and the smell preceded it, making Rodin salivate at the memory.

But the smell had been present for a few hours. That was how long it took to prepare food in this way. While the old man had been showing Rodin all that the woods had to offer, the old woman had been working hard to prepare food.

Rodin had helped. Not on this occasion, but at other times. Too poorly to leave the house, barely able to make it into the kitchen, he wanted to be of assistance. He felt the strange soil-like texture on the potatoes as he ran a blade over their surface, removing the skin. At the table, seated because he could not stand for too long, he sliced misshapen vegetables, ones the old woman told him came from their own land.

The old man and the old woman had names, but they escaped Rodin. He closed his eyes, seeing her walking by his side through these streets, talking to those in the village, telling others of Rodin, making him welcome. He remembered greeting villagers with a nod, reluctant to hold out his hand.

He opened his eyes and took a deep breath, for a moment unsure what to do. Then a cloud blocked the sun, and the reflection from the panes of glass shut off. Rodin felt the chill in the air, and heard the distant roar of the water rushing through the chasm. He looked around at the abandoned buildings.

It would be good to rest within four solid walls once more.
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“Well?” Jael said, leaning forwards. “Do you have anything to say?”

Paskia shook her head, knowing it wasn’t the answer he wanted, and knowing there was too much she could say.

Yolan reached for the screen, calling up the first image. She swiped, zooming in on the two figures. Paskia looked down at her own face, and she thought how young she looked, even though it was only a few months ago. It felt like an age had passed since that night.

Rodin’s face was blank, his lips sealed tight. He had talked, she remembered, on the train journey. When she had asked him‌—‌no, begged him‌—‌to take her when he left the Dome, he had been eloquent in his response, but firm in his refusal. She could not go where he was going. When they reached the house, and when they were joined by Leopold, she had to go.

She understood, truly, but still the rejection hurt. He had been stoic, refusing to elaborate on his response. He hadn’t attempted to ease her into the bluntness of his decision.

Not like Brodie would have done.

And again, she saw the similarities, at least to the image of Brodie in her mind. A close friend, one she had been intimate with‌—‌there were others, she knew, but he was the most important, possibly the first, at least the first to mean anything more than childish fumblings and experimentation. He was the one she thought about when she was worried. In her memories, such as they were, the room lit up whenever he entered.

If she could see Brodie now, after all these years, she thought he might look a little like Rodin. He would not have all the scars, and his face would, she was certain, not have such a harshness, but there would be similarities. Rodin was like an alternative Brodie, one from the Dome, one from Outside, twins separated at birth.

“I would be very surprised if you could deny who this is,” Yolan said, a finger pointing to the screen, and Paskia dragged herself back to this room, and to the unspoken accusations. She followed Yolan’s digit, although she knew it pointed to herself, scared but also excited, and surprisingly at ease. “But this man is something of a mystery to us. We would appreciate whatever enlightenment you could offer.”

That man, Paskia thought, is a mystery to me too. A caring killer, someone I saw end two lives in the most brutal manner, but still someone I chose to go with, someone I chose to trust.

They must know him as Terrell. There would be records of his time as Sertio’s assistant. Authority would have talked to Daventree, and he would have told them everything. He was working in the Dome, so he must be in the system somehow.

“His name is Terrell.” Paskia spoke hesitantly, concentrating on the shape of each word, determined to tell them only what they already knew. “He worked as an assistant to Sertio, and I modelled with him.” She recalled the feel of those times, focusing on the first, the one when she had disrobed and had allowed herself to be so close to him, to feel their skin touching, his breath on her neck, the warmth from his body reaching through to her very core. It had been so easy to hold those poses, and there were moments when she could forget the presence of the artist, almost believing the two of them were alone, somewhere more intimate. She pictured a room, and in her mind they were moving, shedding clothes, hands rushing to reach new places, and she could smell his sweat, knew how excited he was, but that didn’t matter, because she was just as excited. She was his, he was hers, her Brodie.

Paskia shut her eyes. “I’m sorry, but my memory is not always clear,” she said, knowing how it sounded like a feeble excuse, despite the truth in those words.

“We know this man went by the name of Terrell, and we have his records.” Jael spoke slowly. “But consider these images in sequence. You and this man enter a street from which there is no other exit. A short while later another man appears. Later still, you leave. We have examined the video feed, and there is no sign of your Mister Terrell or this other man leaving. It is a mystery, is it not?”

Jael tapped the screen, bringing up the second image. “Do you recognise this man?”

Paskia looked, but she didn’t need to. In her mind, she saw the man at the doorway, a smile under his hat as his eyes met Paskia’s. She saw him step across the threshold as she bid him enter, forcing a smile onto her own lips, telling herself that Rodin was not going to harm this man. She remembered, now, how the man had undone the buttons of his jacket, and she wondered if this was an automatic reaction on entering a building, even one such as this, so unloved and un-lived in.

Of course she recognised this man. “That is Councillor Leopold.”

“Yes. The same Councillor Leopold who disappeared from public life. The last time he was seen in public, by any reliable witnesses, was on the night this image was taken. He had attended his usual meetings in these Council Buildings, although not in this tower, obviously. He was observed walking to his rooms, and he spoke to a few friends on his screen. Later, he was observed leaving his rooms and making his way, on foot, across the Dome. We have calculated that this walk took him a little over an hour, in which time he was caught on a number of video feeds. He spoke to nobody that we know of, although there are those who saw him, and at least one who recognised him, despite the fact that his attire makes it problematic to see his face.”

The stop was sudden, and Paskia looked up from the screen. Yolan’s eyes seemed to burn into her, wide open, glaring through her glasses. Or maybe the lenses accentuated their size.

“I am impressed that you were able to identify him from this image, as his features are in so much shadow. From our records, I was not aware that you were so perceptive when it came to recognising individuals from their bodies, especially when also covered in large coats.”

Paskia felt her skin shrink, pulling at her face, and she knew her colour was draining. She couldn’t take her eyes from Yolan’s, and started to see herself in those glasses, a small figure cowering in a chair like a trapped animal.

She had determined to tell them nothing, but she had already failed.

Yet they already knew. It was clear in the way Jael spoke of Councillor Leopold. They knew it was the Councillor who had entered that street, just as they knew it was herself and Rodin‌—‌no, Terrell‌—‌who had entered a few moments before. And they knew that only Paskia ever returned.

But they didn’t know what had happened in the building. Rodin would have been careful‌—‌he would have selected a building without Eyes, where he could work in privacy. So Authority had no knowledge of what truly occurred.

Yolan continued to stare at her. Jael sat back, but his gaze was as intense. Neither of them moved.

There was nothing she could say.

“Let me make a supposition,” Jael said. “You accompany this Terrell to an area adjacent to the glass, for some as yet undisclosed purpose. It cannot be for the architecture, not in that locale, and there are no known businesses in operation, especially at that late hour. Maybe you were looking for a venue where you could be alone, wanting to spend some time away from the eyes of your aunt.”

He raised his eyes on that last word, and Paskia thought of Shae, her guardian. It was easier to introduce her as an aunt, although there were no blood ties between them. But she had acted like an aunt, and she had truly cared for Paskia.

But Jael’s words, and the notion that herself and Rodin‌—‌no, Terrell, think of him as they knew of him‌—‌were looking to be alone, did make sense. She would not have chosen such a venue, but maybe this was Terrell’s choice, maybe he had a friend who owned a property in the area. Maybe he had a room already set up, with soft lighting and comfortable furnishings, where they could ignore the prying eyes of others.

“But that does not bear up to closer examination. Another figure appears, an esteemed Councillor. He is acting in a manner that can only be described as furtive, wearing a long coat and a hat that are not his normal attire. He walks along the very same street, and he is clearly nervous. You cannot see it from this one image, but the feed shows him in a state of some agitation. There are other clues, apparent to the trained observer, in the manner he moves. He is nervous, possibly even scared.

“He enters a building. Although there is no footage of him doing so, we have other means at our disposal, and our investigations have led to this conclusion. He entered the very same building yourself and Mister Terrell had gone to.

“Then there is this final image, the one that shows you leaving that street, to return to your aunt’s rooms.” Again, Paskia noted the stress on the word ‘aunt’. “This was observed by others‌—‌you didn’t waver in your journey back. You slept late the following morning, but by the evening you were summoned to Sertio’s rooms, where you met with Daventree, and were offered the position of assistant. This position had, until a few hours previous to this meeting, been held by none other than this mysterious Mister Terrell.

“But returning to our street by the glass, you were observed leaving. The footage continues, but there is no more movement. Terrell and the Councillor never leave. So the question remains‌—‌what occurred in that building?”

Paskia could say nothing. She looked to the screen, then to her glass of water. She wanted to reach out for it, to take a sip and quell her parched throat, but she dare not move.

“Miss Paskia, this is a very serious matter, as I am sure someone of your intelligence can understand. You are involved in events that are questionable at best, and may well prove to be extremely important, not to mention shocking to many. We have the disappearance of two people. One is an esteemed Councillor, someone who was popular with many, controversial to some, but a highly public face. The other was apparently an attentive worker, but who came to this Dome from elsewhere only a short time prior to these events.” Jael spread his arms. “I realise you have some understanding of moving between Domes, but it does raise suspicions in the minds of many. It casts doubts on the trustworthiness of this person, and to many it would appear that a person moving between Domes has something to hide.”

Paskia knew he referred to herself as much as to Terrell, but a thought flew through her mind, and she wondered how much Authority truly knew about Rodin.

“You were the last person to see Terrell and the Councillor, at least,” and he moved his head forward a fraction, “the last person to see them in the Dome. They disappeared, but people do not simply disappear. They must have gone somewhere. The question is, therefore, where did they go?”

There was a soft throbbing in the room, and it took Paskia a moment to realise it was her heart. She was warm, but felt chilled. Where did Rodin and Leopold go? Was there any way she could say that they went across the glass? Rodin had told her there was a passage, somewhere within the house. She hadn’t seen it, of course‌—‌Rodin did not want her to know too much, and had made her leave as soon as she had calmed down, after she knew the Councillor still lived. Rodin was adamant that she knew too much as it was.

She shook her head. “I don’t know where they went.” She swallowed. It was not so much of a lie. She left them in the room. Rodin had talked about a passage, but she never saw them use it. For all she knew, they might have left through the door, or gone upstairs and made their escape across the roofs; Rodin was more than capable of carrying the Councillor’s inert body. Maybe they lay low for a few days, hidden somewhere secret‌—‌and an image flashed in Paskia’s mind of a small room, benches down each side, no windows, the door little more than an outline in one wall.

“Do you have any suggestions?” This was Yolan, with her head to one side and her lips in a half-smile.

Paskia shook her head once more.

Jael sighed. “That is unfortunate. We had hoped you would be more forthcoming, Miss Paskia. We had hoped that you would be more willing to assist us.” He stood, making his way over to the desk, his back to Paskia. His shoulders were slumped, but Paskia knew this was an act, that he was not truly sorry for anything that was about to happen. “It is unfortunate for our investigation, but also for yourself. We know of the‌…‌let us call them ‘difficulties’‌…‌you faced back in Ross Dome, and we have detailed records of your time undergoing Correction. Back then, you insisted on defying Authority, did you not? Maybe some of that can be explained by the immaturity of youth, although that does not excuse your actions. And it would appear that you have not yet outgrown this state. It is unfortunate that, once again, you find yourself unable to assist Authority with their‌…‌with our‌…‌queries. And this begs a further question. What should we do with a person who repeatedly refuses to comply with requests from Authority?”

The image of that small room surfaced again. She was there, on one bench. There was some kind of soft material, maybe because she could stretch out and rest on the bench if she desired. There was someone else, and she knew, without seeing his face, that it was Brodie. He was angry and kept on muttering something, as if he was waiting for someone.

They were both waiting, and she should know who the third person was to be. There should have been more, and for some reason the number six came to her mind. But now there were only three. And one of them was absent.

Authority came down. That was the phrase used to describe how Authority would move in to take someone away. It wasn’t talked about, but it was a phrase that was occasionally heard, when something strange happened, such as someone disappearing from public life.

In that small room, Authority had come down. In an instant, Paskia saw the confusion, the blinding lights arcing through the room. She saw and heard Brodie struggling, saw the figures descend on him, heard yells that were not only his, although his shouts did their best to drown out any other sounds.

They dragged Brodie, and they took Paskia.

She knew what happened to those who turned their back on Authority.
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Rodin turned his attention to the buildings, seeking one that could serve as a shelter. Many he rejected quickly. He didn’t relish the thought of using something with missing walls, or where a non-existent roof would leave him too open to the elements. Nor did he want somewhere that looked like it might collapse around him.

For a while he considered a taller building, one of the handful that had a second storey. It would be good to have a higher vantage point. But that worked both ways. The tall man and his group were still out there. If he was higher up, he would be more easily seen.

Rodin selected a smaller building just off the meeting place, one that had both a front and rear entrance. But he could still make use of higher points. He set up a few remote Eyes by the upper storey windows of a taller building, forging a link with his screen. He’d be able to see an approach across the meadow.

He walked the village, selecting the most obvious ways in, setting up what protection he could, either with tripwire and tech, or using rubble to block paths. It was good to be working, and after an hour he felt more secure. Not totally safe, but he had done what he could.

As he ripped open a foodpack, he caught the scent of an open fire and cooking meat, and it triggered more memories. The scare-stories of savages ripping into raw flesh with their teeth were ridiculous. He had eaten well, both in the house with the old couple and in the village itself. Yes, the food took longer to prepare, but the slow build-up of aroma made his stomach yearn for the food, and when he bit into the tender meat he savoured each mouthful.

There was a short woman holding out a plate, and she was flanked by two men, both towering over her, and both keeping their eyes fixed on Rodin. They didn’t trust him, because he was a stranger. But the old man was by Rodin’s side, and that meant Rodin was vouched for. As he took the plate from the woman and raised the sandwich to his mouth, juices already soaking the bread, he saw her eyes shift to his right, to the old man. When Rodin smiled, the food warming his stomach and filling the void, she too smiled, and the old man said something. The words escaped Rodin, but they must have affected the two men, because they both relaxed.

Days later, maybe months, Rodin walked through the village on his own, and he was greeted with waves and voices. He talked to the villagers, but in his recollection there was still a wariness. Even though he was now known, he was still other. He was not the same as them.

Nor were Missy and Massy.

As those names came to him, Rodin almost laughed. They seemed childish, and at first he could not match them to the old couple and the reactions they garnered in the village. Maybe they were not their true names, but labels that had stuck. Missy and Massy, the old woman and man who were caring for Rodin.

There was another name that appeared, dragged along, as if it were connected to Missy and Massy. Again, it was a label. Two labels. The tiger man and the light-dark man. Maybe two different people, but the terms seemed interchangeable. Someone connected with Missy and Massy, but someone the villagers were even more wary of. Someone to be treated with respect, but also with fear.

The memories were flooding back now, as if they had been held in this place, waiting for Rodin to return. He saw the insides of some of the buildings, sharing meals, often some kind of stew. Helping a woman gut an animal, possibly a rabbit, although he had never seen one like that before, not that long, and the fur was too pale, the eyes too glassy. Another woman showing him cords, teaching knots that would tighten a loop when pressure was applied, knots that would help when he went hunting with the old man.

There were men in the village, and although he talked to some, he spent most of his time with the women. In retrospect, he understood. Although he was physically a man, he had never lived in a place like this, and lacked so many basic skills. He was little more than a child in his knowledge, and out here, it was the women who brought up children. Maybe, if he developed well enough, he would be allowed to join the men.

Maybe he did, or maybe that was only the old man. He had gone hunting, and he had fashioned traps. He had learnt more than the lessons in the village itself.

And he had explored on his own. This must have been later, when he was allowed out of the house unescorted, when the old couple, Missy and Massy‌—‌those names still felt strange‌—‌trusted that he knew the way through the trees, and trusted that he could cope with whatever happened.

But there was still so much Rodin didn’t know. How long had he been in their care? How had he got to the house? Why were they helping him?

Night fell, and Rodin forced these recollections from his mind. He checked his screen, ensuring any movement in the images from the Eyes would trigger an alert. He walked round the buildings, making a final check of the tripcord, taking a last look around.
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