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Genna stared at the wall screens in her operations room, numb, a void within.

Authority’s warriors rushed forward, emerging from buildings and alleys, converging from all angles. The group in their sights, defenders from both Dephloren’s district and her own, raised weapons, fired as fast as they could.

Some of the shots found targets. A couple of warriors spun and stumbled. At least one fell.

It made no difference.

Genna watched in silence as the warriors destroyed the defenders, tore through them as if they were nothing.

And then they stopped.

The warriors turned to survey their work. The smiles sickened Genna, and when they slapped one another’s backs she wanted to kill them all. When one of them urinated on a casualty who lay in a pool of their own blood, who only had the strength to lift one hand, Genna tasted vomit.

The warrior zipped his trousers up, then stamped on the poor sod’s head. At least that put an end to his suffering.

Other screens showed similar feeds, more people slaughtered by the warriors. Miolar had called the location a strong-point‌—‌multiple vantage points, a possible choke-point if they could set something up. But Authority must have known of their plans, or saw the possibilities for themselves. And so, they released their warriors, annihilated this strong-point before it became a threat.

The feeds froze, the recordings reaching the end. Genna turned to her companions.

Leopold stood by the desk, working the screens in place of Lomaz‌—‌although at the moment his hands hovered over the control screens, as unmoving as his face. His mouth hung open, his eyes wide.

Vanya stood to Genna’s left, and the warrior breathed steadily as she stilled her emotions. The expression on her face was‌…‌resigned.

“How many did Dephloren‌…‌did we lose?” Genna asked.

“This site, about fifty.” Vanya’s voice was calm, almost cold.

“Fifty more to be mourned.”

“The warriors have retreated,” Leopold said, his voice stronger than Genna would have anticipated. “We should do the honourable thing and recover the fallen.”

She shook her head, even though she agreed with the idea. “Too risky. We send more people in, and that gives more targets for the warriors.”

The words sounded garbled, even to Genna, and she wondered why this was so hard. Was it the sight of so many people dead, or the lack of control over the whole situation?

“It would help,” he said. “Let friends and relatives have a focus for their mourning…”

“We need to be ready for more attacks.”

“…and help encourage their determination. Haven’t you said on numerous occasions that we can’t allow our emotions to defeat us?”

“He does have a point,” Vanya said. “You know how demoralised everyone’s getting.”

“And it’s the humane thing to do,” Leopold continued. “We’re not animals. We take care of our own, even when they are no longer with us. Those who have paid the ultimate price in the defence of others should be shown the respect they deserve. It is what sets us apart from those monsters.” His face twitched, and he nodded, almost bowed to Vanya. “No disrespect intended.”

“None taken.”

Leopold’s shoulders rolled down, relieved he hadn’t offended. But there had been a moment when Vanya’s brow furrowed, when her eyes narrowed.

The situation was getting to them all. Leopold was lapsing into his old style of talking, and even though Vanya remained as professional as ever Genna doubted she was impervious to‌…‌to everything that was happening.

“When we have a safe opportunity, we’ll bring our heroes home,” Genna said. “But we can’t allow their sacrifice to be in vain. While the enemy remains a threat, our survival has to be our primary concern.” She turned back to the screens, pointed to the one showing a map of the districts. “How are we holding elsewhere?” she asked.

“Two more sites attacked this morning,” Vanya said. She reached out, pointed. “Here and here.”

“Casualties?”

“About ten, combined. They left one alive at each location.”

“To tell the tale,” Genna said. “Spreading fear.”

“Makes us easier to defeat.”

Vanya didn’t have to say any more‌—‌this was a topic they’d already discussed. The attacks by Authority had increased over the last few weeks. Reports from the western Factory‌—‌patchy and unreliable, but better than nothing‌—‌suggested constant activity, and Genna had no doubts that Authority had enough warriors to push right through Dephloren’s district, right through to her towers. But they held back, attacked odd locations. They forced their line slowly, as if they had no urgency.

As if they had nothing to fear.

“What about the wilds?” Vanya asked. “We have any news?”

“Rannall reports activity,” she said. “More than normal.” And that meant more people fleeing the wilds, more people coming into the districts for their own safety.

Vanya nodded. “Yeah. Rodin always said they stretched too far.”

There was a moment of silence, and Genna caught the rise and fall of Vanya’s chest.

“He’ll pull through,” she said. “Didn’t you say the head meditech in the Factory was one of the best?”

“Ellya. Yeah. But‌…‌you know.” She shrugged and turned her face to the screens. “There’s only so much one person can take.”

“And not only individuals.” Leopold turned to face Genna, back straight, serious expression on his face. “I’ve already stated my opinion on this, but I fear you have yet to fully understand. We are clearly weaker than Authority. Isn’t this obvious in the way these ‘skirmishes’, as you refer to them, slowly reduce our numbers? Even if they didn’t exert a major push, these smaller attacks will defeat us sooner or later. I’ve come at the problem from as many angles as I can imagine, and our options are severely limited. To continue meeting these attacks will, eventually, leave us with nothing.”

Genna forced her jaw to relax, and took a long breath before she turned to the ex-Councillor. “I heard you, and I noted your concerns. But you offer no credible alternatives to continued resistance.”

That sounded too officious, almost like something Leopold himself would say, and Genna took another breath.

“I beg to differ, but I have many times stated my opinion that we require an alliance with a stronger force.”

Genna pulled her lower lip between her teeth and bit gently. “Allies don’t suddenly appear. I’m meeting Miolar later, though. Hopefully, he’ll have some good news.”

Vanya raised her eyebrows. “You know something?”

Genna didn’t. She’d only said it to‌…‌to keep Leopold quiet. The man’s comments grated.

“Don’t want to raise any hopes here,” she said. “And I want you with me.”

Vanya nodded. “Thought you’d want me out there.” She waved a hand at the screens. “We need to do something about those bastards.”

“Yes.” Genna stepped forward, lifted one hand to the screens, ran her fingers over the image, along the side of a young man’s face. His mouth was stretched in pain, and his stomach was nothing but a bloody mess. “We can’t let this happen again. Not if we can help it.”

The idea wasn’t new, but she’d been pushing it down, knowing it would cause problems. But she was‌…‌they were running out of options.

“Leopold. Run the footage back to the start of the attack.”

“The very start?”

“When the warriors first appear. Vanya, watch.”

The feed on the main screen blacked out, and when it reappeared there were no bodies, only the cold, damp streets. A couple of figures moved in the distance, coming closer. In the foreground one of Dephloren’s people raised a weapon. Another one stood and shouted.

“What do you see?”

Vanya’s eyes narrowed in focus. “Guard covering the area with his weapon. Figures challenged.”

“Talk me through everything as it happens.”

“Sure. Figures approach, don’t slow down. Challenged again. Another guard in place. Couple more warriors leave an alley.”

“Closer, right?”

“Yep. Challenged again. And‌…‌and now more appear, and they run.” Her mouth twitched. “There a point to this, Genna?”

Good to know Vanya wasn’t as cold as she made out.

“Stop the feed, Leopold.”

The image froze, the warriors in mid-flow as they rushed toward the defenders.

“Why are they still upright?” Genna asked.

“What?”

“The warriors. How did they get that close?”

“They’re fast. They dodge about‌—‌makes aiming harder.”

“They’re almost on us, and we’ve only just opened fire. You see, right?”

Vanya nodded, slowly, and her mouth twitched.

“I’m afraid I don’t understand,” Leopold said.

“We should’ve opened fire sooner,” Vanya said. “As soon as they were within our sights.”

Leopold frowned. “But‌…‌but when they were first challenged, there was no way of knowing if they were friend or foe. There are still refugees coming in, from the wilds as well as the districts. We‌…‌we can’t simply make assumptions without evidence.”

Genna sighed. “I understand. Believe me, I understand. But we can’t afford to let warriors come so close without retaliation.”

“Retaliation! You’re calling for‌…‌for a ‘shoot on sight’ policy!”

Genna nodded. “Anything coming from beyond the line has to be treated as a threat, and removed as quickly as possible.”

“But…”

Genna raised a hand, felt the indignation and anger rolling off Leopold. And it was entirely justified. She knew what this policy meant.

“We have to protect ourselves,” she said. “I have to do what’s right for my people.”









2

- 2 -


Rodin was fast growing to despise this place.

The medibay was small, grey walls to three sides and a pale green curtain across the fourth. To the left of the uncomfortable bed was a collection of incomprehensible meditech devices connected to Rodin via various tubes and wires, and a couple of ugly chairs to his right. The white light was painful, and the aroma of antiseptic couldn’t quite remove the stink of sickness.

How Ellya coped all day in this place was beyond Rodin.

“The results are as we’d expect,” she said, standing by the curtain, never once consulting the screen she held.

He placed a hand on the bandages that wrapped his torso. “Didn’t need the tests then.”

“They provide confirmation.”

“And waste time.”

“You have that luxury while you recover.”

“There’s things to do.”

“And you are in no state to take part in them.”

“I need to do something.”

She glared at him. “Don’t be an idiot.”

There was no point arguing. Rodin didn’t respond.

“There were no complications to the surgery,” Ellya continued, as clinical as one of Daventree’s bloody reports. “Taking into account the risks we discussed, healing is occurring at a rate well within normal, considering the condition of your body.”

“My condition?”

“You know what I mean.”

He nodded, knew precisely what she meant. His body had suffered years of abuse, as Ellya reminded him at every opportunity. His flesh was a patchwork of scars, and her thorough probing‌—‌the first time Rodin had undergone a full meditech analysis in over a decade‌—‌showed internal trauma too. He’d been beaten, stabbed, shot and generally mistreated, never giving himself time to fully recover.

And then there was the poison.

It sat in his system, held at bay by the control that Ellya’s team created. But the control would only work for so long‌—‌eventually, his body would treat the control as an invader, countering its effects and allowing the poison to run riot.

The average life expectancy of someone infected with the poison was ten years. Average‌—‌some people survived longer, others died after only five years. Ironically, the healthier a body and the stronger the immune system, the quicker it would reject the control. The weaker a person, the longer they survived with the poison.

Despite the scarring and trauma, Rodin was healthy and strong‌—‌and so, he was dying. As he’d walked back to the Factory, relying on Paskia far more than he’d like to admit, he’d felt his body weakening, became aware of the effort to place one foot in front of the other, was constantly reminded of the energy needed to move his limbs. There had been moments when they’d rested, and Rodin had fought to keep his eyes open, dreading the bliss that giving up might bring.

If he’d mentioned any of this to Ellya, she would have said it was in his mind, that his body was simply doing what it could to limit the effect of the injuries from the warrior. As it was, she said he’d been lucky‌—‌another day without treatment might well have been fatal.

A small voice inside asked if that would have been better.

But he was still alive. Authority was still out there. He had to fight on. And he couldn’t do that from a bloody medibay.

“How’s work progressing?” he asked, changing the conversation before she could get any more insults in.

She understood what he referred to, and her shoulders slumped. She didn’t smile‌—‌when did she ever do that?‌—‌but she stepped away from the curtain, sat on the edge of his bed.

“There’s progress,” she said. “Slow, but that’s the nature of this kind of work. I received a chip from one of our partners yesterday‌—‌I won’t trouble you with the details, but there are some promising developments.”

Rodin nodded. If she even started to explain, the technicalities of the research into a possible eradication of the poison would go straight over his head.

He was conscious of how she gave no details of her partners away. Since getting rid of Machivelle, Ellya had been in contact with meditechs across the districts, all of them researching the poison. It was a slow process, with most communication happening through data on chips, physically carried from partner to partner‌—‌nowhere near as effective as using screens and systems, but the work had to be done beneath Authority’s radar.

“But we’re still a long way from a solution,” she said. “For the foreseeable future, we must rely on the control.”

“Which is why I need to be up and about,” he said. “Need to get things done while I still can.”

Her lips thinned, and her chest rose. “In my professional opinion you need total rest for at least another two weeks, followed by a slow, monitored return to normal activity.”

“You expect me to lounge about here for weeks?”

“If you wish to recover fully from the surgery, yes. This is my expert suggestion.”

Rodin nodded, held her forceful stare. “Suggestion noted. Different situation, I’d love to follow your advice.”

She inhaled, her nostrils flaring, and her eyes narrowed. Rodin waited for the condescending put-down, the inference that he was ruining himself, the insistence that he remain in her care.

But then Ellya exhaled, her lips parted, the air rushing out to tickle the hairs on his arm. She stood, then glanced at the bulge of his body beneath the covers. He winced, suddenly aware of the tightness from the surgery.

Ellya stowed her screen then stood.

“Just be careful,” she said.

“Always am.”

She didn’t return his smile, but she nodded, once, then slipped through the curtain.
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The last time Cat had been in a Factory, he’d been working for Authority, wary of his co-worker, and ready for the inevitable attempt on his life. He’d been on edge, unable to relax.

There was still scant room for relaxation, but at least in this Factory, to the north of First Dome, Cat didn’t have to watch his back. Here, he was amongst friends‌—‌especially in this meeting room. Here, Cat could be‌…‌not totally himself, but less of a construct that he’d been in his time within Authority.

He let his gaze take in the room. He saw the two wall screens, the drinks cabinet in one corner, the large circular table and the high-backed but comfortable chairs that surrounded it. But most of his attention was on those seated.

To his left was Paskia, and what a fine young woman she’d become! When he’d turned up at her door, unannounced (and it had taken a great deal of work to discover where Paskia had based herself since returning from the events to the west), her welcoming smile had melted away so much of his apprehension.

But there was nothing soft about her. She’d secured her new base in a decidedly professional manner‌—‌Eyes and various traps set, an escape route through the roof, and evacuation pack ready to grab at a moment’s notice.

She still had a wonderful smile, but experience showed in the lines radiated from her hard eyes, and there was a firmness to her jaw that had been absent only a few months ago. There was also the scar to the side of her forehead, the sign of a close encounter with a bullet.

Continuing around the table, Cat came to the double-act who now ran the Factory’s day-to-day concerns. Daventree and Kester complemented each other in ways Cat wouldn’t have expected, and their friendship was encouraging to see. It was hard to imagine the Factory running so well without either of them, and it was a testament to their hard work that there were no official complaints from Authority.

Don might have his suspicions, but Kester and Daventree still maintained the fiction that Machivelle was in charge. Kester had spent long enough with the woman that he could mimic her style of communication to a frighteningly believable degree.

And then there was the other person in the room, the one who leaned back in his chair, cold eyes studying Cat. Rodin had always been aloof‌—‌unsurprising, after all he’d endured‌—‌and Cat had long ago accepted the man would never view him fondly.

But there was a faded quality to Rodin now. His mouth twitched, as if he was in pain, and he rested one hand on the wound in his stomach. Cat couldn’t decide if that injury had been too much for the man, or if something else was in play.

“After such a discussion,” Daventree said, “perhaps we could recap the salient points. Cat, would you be so good as to lead?”

“Of course. While I can furnish no details at the current time, I believe it would be wise to approach anything but face-to-face communication with extreme caution. In light of the general movement of warriors from the north, it would also be most prudent to consider the Factory a target.”

“We’ve tightened security,” Kester said, reiterating his report from earlier. “The sensors within the train tunnel are now activated, as are the bulkheads in corridors leading from the platform.”

“Understood,” Cat said. “But you haven’t mentioned exit strategies.”

“Exit strategies?” Daventree’s face paled.

“It’s wise to be prepared for every eventuality. If Authority does breach your security, it is unlikely you’ll have the manpower to keep them at bay, so your best option will be to retreat.” He turned to Paskia. “And the same applies to you, my dear.”

“I’m moving location regularly. Already scoped out potential sites.”

No hint of fear in that one‌—‌at least, she kept her fear locked up inside. Cat was once again impressed by the change in Paskia, and he knew her mother would have been proud.

But he wouldn’t think of Leena now. He’d have to tell Paskia that her mother was at peace, where Authority could no longer touch her. Not yet, though. The sacrifice could well affect her in ways detrimental to their continued survival.

“It appears to me, then,” Daventree said, “that we are now playing what I believe many would call a waiting game. We have done all we can, and now we await Authority’s next move.”

Rodin snorted‌—‌about the only contribution he’d made to this meeting.

“I realise this doesn’t feel particularly productive,” Cat said, “and I wish I was the bearer of more favourable tidings. For the moment, we need to keep up the subterfuge that nothing has changed in this facility, and that Machivelle is still in control. Even if Authority suspects the truth, we must furnish them no confirmation.”

“We understand,” Daventree said. “I’ll begin work on an exit strategy right away.” He nodded. “That term is far preferable to retreat, I believe.”

“Always good to have a strategy.” Cat placed his hands flat on the table.

Daventree and Kester both nodded as they collected their screens and rose. Paskia pushed her chair back, but Cat raised a hand.

“If you have a moment, my dear‌—‌you too, Rodin. There’s a matter I wish to discuss with the pair of you.”

She nodded, then turned to Kester. “I’ll catch you when I’ve finished up here.”

“Sure.” The door opened, and Kester and Daventree departed. Cat waited until the door resealed before leaning against the table, drawing Paskia in closer. Even Rodin sat up straighter, although he kept his arms folded.

“You don’t appreciate our cautious strategy, I take it,” Cat said to Rodin.

The man shrugged. “Can’t hide from them forever.”

Cat nodded‌—‌the answer he’d hoped for. “Indeed not. And so, we must be pro-active.” He paused, saw the questioning look on Rodin’s face, and the cautious suspicion on Paskia’s.

“We have another option,” he said.
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When Cat had finished, Paskia shook her head. The idea was madness. “You want to break into the Dome?”

Cat nodded. “Authority’s actions make no sense on the surface. They forcibly take over a Dome they already control, then arrange more warriors into attack positions. But we know Authority always has a purpose, and so we must endeavour to uncover their plans. My avenues of information are now limited, and it appears to me that our best source of data will come from within the Dome itself.”

Rodin tilted his head‌—‌and it worried Paskia that he was paying more attention now. After his apathy throughout the meeting, once Cat started on his ridiculous scheme Rodin perked up. His participation should have pleased her, but‌…‌but it was out of place.

“Use a gate?” Rodin said.

“Too risky. Even the unofficial ones are under surveillance. But there is another way.”

“So go,” Rodin said, waving a hand as if to dismiss the man. “Not like you need our permission.”

“It’s not that simple.”

Rodin rolled his eyes. “Course not. Using us again, right? More lies.”

“Have I ever uttered a falsehood to you?”

“Withholding information is lying by omission.”

“Or it’s freeing individuals up to concentrate on their required tasks without becoming distracted.”

Cat’s voice never rose above a conversational level, and his face displayed no aggression. But Rodin sat back now, and Paskia felt the anger rolling off him.

She reached forward. “This isn’t helping.” She let her hand rest on Rodin’s forearm, and although he flinched he didn’t pull it back. “Let’s hear him out.”

He glared. “You shouldn’t stick up for him. Not after what he did to you.”

It was his expression that made her want to laugh, the pout and the furrowed brow. “You mean taking me under his wing when you left me? You mean helping me survive in the districts?”

“He only did that so you’d work for him.”

“Oh, not this again! You’re acting like a child.”

Rodin’s jaw hardened, like his eyes, and for a moment Paskia saw how he could kill so easily, saw how he could be a monster. But the expression passed in a flash, and he shut his eyes, shook his head.

“Fine. Let him go back under the glass. Let him do whatever he wants to. Not like he listens to anyone else anyway.”

“I’ve been listening to your exchange with great interest,” Cat said.

As if that would calm the situation down!

And Rodin sat upright. He opened his eyes as he took in a deep breath, stared at Cat. “Glad we amuse you.” he said.

“I never said I was amused. But let’s return to the matter in hand, shall we? As I implied, there is a way to enter the Dome without using the gates, but it’s tricky. It will require certain equipment, and the route will be dangerous.”

“I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

Paskia fought the urge to kick Rodin under the table. But Cat smiled and continued.

“Naturally, I put myself forward for this mission‌—‌I’m sure neither of you has any complaint about that. However, there is one aspect of the route that is beyond me. I will, regrettably, require some assistance.”

“We’ll do whatever we can to help,” Paskia said. “The warriors have been training others. If you need fighters, we can supply them.”

Cat shook his head. “Blunt force will not be our tool of choice. Much like Rodin’s initial contract on Leopold, this is something that requires a far more subtle approach. I require the assistance of someone with particular advantages, as well as someone who will not stand out within the Dome itself.”

Paskia shook her head, knew Rodin would never agree. She’d only convinced him to attend the original meeting after badgering him for half an hour, promised he wouldn’t have to say anything. And she only did that because Cat insisted Rodin be in the room.

Rodin could join the dots. He’d see Paskia as complicit in Cat’s scheming.

He shot her a sharp look, jaw set firm. But there was a grimace too, and his hand rested on his stomach again.

He turned to Cat. His shoulders rose, then fell.

“I’m intrigued,” he said in a quiet voice.

“What?”

He turned to her and shrugged. “You wanted me to hear him out.”

“Fine. But you can’t volunteer for this.”

He raised his eyebrows.

“You can’t! Ellya told you to rest.”

“She isn’t my boss.”

So that was it. Rodin was restless again, and he wanted to rebel. He’d never liked Ellya anyway.

“No,” she said, as calmly as she could, even though there was no way to keep the sarcasm from her voice. “The only one who decided what Rodin does is Rodin himself. Doesn’t matter that you were almost killed by a warrior. Doesn’t matter that you’re in no condition to even set foot outside this facility. Rodin’s got itchy feet, so he has to get moving.”

“I need to be useful,” he said, his voice flat.

“You can be useful here. People listen to you. They respect your opinion.”

“You’re repeating yourself.”

“What?”

“Tried that one on me before. Or maybe it was Vanya. Said people looked up to me. You were wrong then, and you’re wrong now. They might be scared of me, but that’s it. And what the hell do I know about running a bloody Factory?”

“You know about defending against warriors.”

“Worked out to the west, didn’t it?”

Paskia almost choked. “Are you serious? You pulled everyone together! Us, Dephloren’s people, Borinoff’s.”

“And they were slaughtered.”

“That wasn’t your fault. You know what the bloody warriors are like!”

But his expression changed. He held Paskia’s eyes, but there was a softening in his face. Nothing much, and she almost missed it. His mouth twitched, and his throat bobbed as he swallowed.

“I can’t stay cooped up down here.” And now, there was a pleading edge to his voice.

“You can help me,” she said, reaching a hand out again. Rodin pulled his arm back. “In the district. You could run surveillance missions. You don’t have to go back into the Dome. Not now, when‌…‌when it’s so much more dangerous.”

“I’m not going to do anything stupid,” he said. “Not in any condition for fighting, so I’ll keep a low profile. I managed it before, right?”

How could she forget?

“Much as I can’t stand this man,” he said, waving an arm at Cat, “he’s talking sense. Can’t let emotions get in the way of what needs to be done.”

She swallowed, and nodded. “Fine.” It was far from fine. “Don’t understand why you want to go back under the glass, though.”

Rodin sighed, and his lips twitched. They were cracked, she noticed, and surrounded by stubble‌—‌he hadn’t shaved in a few days now. She wasn’t sure if that was a sign of neglect, or something else.

“Unfinished business,” he said.

Paskia frowned. Rodin shook his head, looked back at Cat. As if that was the end of their conversation.

“You still think you can pass as a resident?” Cat asked.

“They have warriors in there now. Things aren’t the same anymore.”

“Quite. There’s no telling what might be waiting.”

“If we can get in.”

And, with those five words, Paskia knew Rodin had shut out any arguments. Like a fool, he was disappearing again.

“Ah, yes,” Cat said. “The route in. While I still have certain access to systems, I’ve already said that the gates are too risky. But the glass is not a vacuum. The glass might be strong, but air and especially water still need to enter the Dome.”

Rodin raised his eyebrows. “Don’t fancy going into one of those sewers again.”

“The so-called rivers from the districts?” Cat shook his head. “The water passes through fine grilles and filtration tanks‌—‌there’s no way a person could gain access. Likewise, where the great river enters to the west, the water is filtered as it runs through a whole tangle of pipes. But what goes in must come out, yes?” He sat back. “You’re familiar with the estuary, I believe.”

“He’s only been there once,” Paskia said. “And only survived because of Vanya and the others. Isn’t that right? Your ship was attacked, and the warriors defended it. And even before that, you needed Vanya’s contacts to get a boat.”

Rodin nodded, but he didn’t turn to look at her, kept his eyes on Cat. “I’m familiar with the estuary. You?”

Cat shrugged. “In all my travels, that’s one area I’ve never visited. But I understand that the crews are hard to convince.”

“They’re open to bartering. Easy to take something they’d appreciate from the Factory.”

“They have a reluctance to work for strangers, I believe. But one who has proved his worth to them‌…‌well, they might listen to someone like that.”

The words made little sense to Paskia. But Rodin nodded, and continued to hold Cat’s gaze. And she knew he was leaving her again, with no guarantee that he would be back.
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Rodin let Cat set the pace. He thought it only fair. The man carried extra bulk, tubes wrapped around his body under his coat, looked like he’d been eating too much. Something about the way into the Dome.

The tubes didn’t slow Cat down. Unfortunately, walking fast didn’t stop the man talking.

“How certain are you about getting us a boat?” he asked Rodin.

“Owed a favour. Got enough new tech in my pack.” Because even if Heeka, the captain Rodin had encountered before, agreed, he’d still want payment.

There wasn’t much else in the pack. Cat’s route across the glass would only allow for the clothing they wore. And nothing metal. Something about sensors‌—‌Cat hadn’t said why.

He’d explained the basics, gone on about airtubes and filters, motion sensors connected to automatic weapons. Apparently it all dated back to the original construction of the Dome, and was something to do with maintenance.

If it was that old, Rodin questioned if the security even worked now, but Cat said it would be fine.

“You realise what we require is not simple passage, don’t you?” Cat said.

Rodin forced the tension from his arms. “Sure. Special charter. Small vessel, sturdy, nothing with an open cockpit or whatever they have.”

“I’m glad you’ve been listening.”

They walked, and at last Cat shut up. Rodin let the man gain a couple of paces, content to walk in his stead.

Over time the smell of trees and plants gave way to a combination of mud and salt, and in the distance Rodin swore he could hear the lapping of water.

The ground dipped, and Cat slowed, drew close to Rodin again.

“We should see this as a fresh start,” Cat said, drawing closer to Rodin. “I understand your reticence in trusting me, but you must realise that it was a necessity to keep certain secret closed away. I’ve never sought to antagonise you on purpose.”

“Just a bonus.”

“We need to work together.”

“Thought we were.”

“True. But‌…‌You should know that I have a great deal of respect for you, Rodin. You’re a man of rare skills, not least of which are your perseverance and your will to survive.”

“Comes through healthy distrust of others.”

Cat sighed. “A fair comment. But sometimes that scepticism is misplaced. Sometimes what we view as obfuscation is in fact protection. Sometimes those who hold back certain facts do so with our own interests at heart.”

Rodin held up a hand, didn’t slow his pace. “Don’t bother,” he said through thin lips, his teeth pushing together so hard his jaw ached.

In his peripheral vision he saw Cat shrug, saw the man move a step to the side, then drop back. Having the man behind him might have been unsettling, but Cat trod without stealth, and the sound of his boots in the mud was a constant companion.

Besides, if Cat stabbed him in the back‌—‌physically, not metaphorically or whatever‌—‌he’d have problems getting a boat. At least while Rodin was useful he had this man’s protection.

That thought troubled Rodin. Was he really after Cat’s protection? And how far would that go, now that the man had cut himself off from Authority? Surely he was nothing more than another outcast, just like Rodin himself. Or Paskia.

They walked on, past the house where Rodin and the warriors had sheltered. Further on, the concrete building came into view, the one without windows, the one where the boat crews met.

This time, in daylight, Rodin could see further, to the edge of the estuary itself. Much of it was hidden by trees with twisted trunks and tangled branches, but there were boats on the black, undulating water. At least, he assumed they were boats. They floated, but there was no uniformity of design. Some looked almost sleek, wedges to cut through the water, all soft angles and smooth sides. Others looked like blocks stacked up haphazardly. There were masts and poles, some upright, some at angles, many strewn with fine wires and ropes.

Sheets‌—‌wasn’t that the proper name? Rodin recalled his research, before he went out on Leopold’s stupid boat. Sheets and halyards and jibs and a whole host of other ridiculous names. Like sailors had to have their own impenetrable language, like they were above everyone else.

And there were sailors‌—‌or crew or whatever word they used‌—‌swarming over the boats in the estuary. They called to one another in barked half-sentences, and their thumping and clanging drowned out the sound of the water.

“We’re here,” he said, pointing to the concrete building.

“Do whatever you need to.”

Rodin reached the door and pressed the button, just as Vanya had done last time. As before, a hatch opened high up, and a pair of eyes peered out.

“Yeah?”

“Heeka in?”

“Who?”

“Heeka.” Rodin reminded himself to keep things civil.

“Who’s asking?”

“Had business with the man some months back. Me and my colleagues helped him out.”

“Nice of you. And?”

“Here to discuss more business.”

“Yeah?”

Rodin took a breath. “Got goods he might be interested in.”

The eyes shifted, looked over Rodin’s shoulder. “Preferred the woman you were with last time. Maybe Heeka did too.”

“Maybe. Knows his own mind. Doesn’t seem the sort to let others speak for him.”

The eyes hardened, then jerked in a kind of nod. “Wait.”

The hatch shut. Rodin waited, listened to Cat’s steady breathing. Neither of them moved.

After a few minutes the door opened, and Rodin stepped inside, followed by Cat.

The room inside was much as Rodin recalled it‌—‌dimly lit, a servery and bar at one side, old wooden tables and chairs throughout the rest of the space. The hubbub of voices was loud but not angry, a sea of sound that joined the fug in the air, softening edges and smothering the men and women who eyed Rodin and Cat warily.

Heeka sat at a table in one corner, with three others. They were younger, seemed to respect the older captain. Nothing too obvious‌—‌they all looked like they could take care of themselves, all firmly independent. But there was something in their manner that suggested respect.

“Buy you a drink?” Rodin asked, glancing at the other three but focusing his attention on Heeka.

The man’s brow furrowed, and he ran a hand through his lank hair. It was thinning on top, something Rodin hadn’t noticed last time.

Then the lines in his forehead eased and he nodded. “Not one as turns down a wet. And I’ll listen while the glass isn’t dry. Dock yourselves.” He waved a hand at the open side of the table.

Rodin didn’t like the idea of sitting with his back to this room, but that wasn’t his decision.

He raised a hand, caught the attention of the tall man behind the bar, circled a finger over the table. The man nodded, reached for fresh glasses from the shelf.

Rodin and Cat sat. Heeka and his three companions didn’t speak, just watched. The barkeeper brought six glasses over on a tray, held out a hand for payment, only slid the tray onto the table after Rodin passed over a few notes. And only after the barkeep had returned to his position behind the counter did the men raise their glasses, taking long gulps that drained a good third of each drink.

Rodin and Cat did likewise. Beer, weak, too warm for Rodin’s taste. And he was certain Cat preferred his drink more refined. But neither of them commented, both professionals.

“Memory of you,” Heeka said. “Fine fighters. Those women! Still owe you.”

Rodin nodded. “Seeking something different this time. Smaller vessel, special job.”

“Crossing?”

Rodin tilted his head. “Different landing.”

Heeka’s companions frowned, glanced at the older man.

“Then terms alter.” Heeka’s face was steady as his bearing on the bridge of his vessel, ready to take whatever buffeting came his way, ready to do what was best for his boat and crew.

Rodin shuffled his pack into view. “Should have enough in here.”

“Need to inspect.”

And Rodin became more conscious of the glances toward that pack from others in the room, remembered the smaller office, the one where Vanya and Heeka had finalised their deal.

He shook his head. “Not here. Don’t want to influence your decision.”

“Wise. Tell.”

“Not a crossing to the other side,” Rodin said, trying to match the cadences of this man’s speech. “Upstream.”

Heeka’s head tilted. One of his companions drew in breath‌—‌smaller man, with a scar over his left eye, fresh enough that the surrounding skin was still red.

“Abnormal passage,” Heeka said, the upturn in his voice turning the words into a question.

“No. Special charter. Only the two of us. One way.”

Heeka’s face broke into a smile, and his shoulders shuddered as a rattling laugh emerged. “One way,” he repeated. “One way to Poseidon!”

That triggered laughter from his companions. They shook their heads as they looked at Rodin.

He nodded, kept his face blank, stared hard at Heeka. “So full payment up-front.”

The laughter faded. Heeka sat back, ran a hand through his hair again.

“Not the first time,” the smaller companion said, his beard shifting as the words emerged. “There’s ways.”

Heeka nodded. “Ways to swim.”

“Can’t get too close,” said the man to Rodin’s right, the heavier one with his sleeves rolled up, tanned and leathery skin etched with ink. “Stay away from the reflection.”

“Open water only,” said the third.

“Still possible,” said the smaller one. “Waves from the moon, reflections from the sun.”

“Fighting forces. Never good.”

“Memorium Lagor?”

“And Wallen. Good men.”

“Fish-food now.”

“Fools!”

Rodin let the conversation roll over him, watched Heeka. The captain didn’t take his eyes from Rodin, showed no emotion. Then he nodded.

The conversation stopped.

“Serious, you,” he said. “Likely final swim.”

Rodin nodded. “Open eyes.”

“Daylight outside. Not night-madness. Brave, but fearless can wash into senseless.”

“It’s a thin line.”

“Sheet-thin.” Heeka nodded again, turned to the smaller of his companions. “Willing?”

The man took a deep breath, looked to the others. They gave almost imperceptible shrugs.

“Can’t force,” Heeka said. “Offer, though.”

“Trust?”

“Honest man, him. Payment as previous, then fine reward.”

Inky-arms shook his head. “Too close to swimming.” He turned to Rodin. “To the glass?”

Rodin looked to Cat, face asking the question.

“Rocks close by,” Cat said. “South shore, long spit.”

“Know them,” said the small man. “Details.”

“Far end should provide.”

“Nothing there.”

Cat shook his head. “It’s a drop-off.”

“And then?”

“We make our own way.”

The man’s beard twitched, and he looked around the table, finally resting on Heeka. The captain shrugged.

“Only concern with cargo while on-board.”

That quietened the table, let the sounds of the room intrude. Then the small man nodded, and Heeka smiled, turned to Rodin. He raised a hand, and Rodin heard someone moving behind him. He didn’t turn, knew this was the tall man from behind the bar again.

Heeka looked over Rodin’s shoulder. “Deal,” he said. “Needs finalising.”

“I’ll prepare a room,” the tall man said, and Heeka grinned.
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Genna led Miolar into her operations room. Leopold was already there, his face drawn as he watched the recordings of yet another attack.

Miolar sighed. Despite freshening up after arriving‌—‌Genna had a suite assigned for him, close to her own‌—‌there were bags under his eyes, and his shirt was wrinkled, his shoes rimmed with mud.

One of the screens was inactive, the surface black, and Genna caught her reflection. She didn’t look too good herself.

“Good afternoon, Leopold,” Miolar said, extending a hand. “Still keeping abreast of our ever-changing situation, I see?”

“It seems the most prudent use of my time. And I sympathise with your losses.” He took Miolar’s hand, and they shook.

“Not only my losses‌—‌we had the support of Genna’s people too. Seventy men and women now gone, their blood on Authority’s hands.”

He gave Genna one of his nods, and she returned the gesture, the acknowledgement of help and the bonding of suffering. Not that her people were able to do much.

She turned to Lomaz, at the desk in the corner. “Can you show the main map? Thanks.”

He swiped away, the screen altering to show the map of the area, the Dome to the top, Genna’s district beneath, Dephoren’s district to the left. Coloured markers dotted the map, blue and green strongholds in the districts and red spreading in from the edges.

“You want a legend with it?” Lomaz asked.

Genna shook her head. “It’s clear as it is.”

Yes, it had been a sound move, having Lomaz assist her like this. Garrick had wasted the man by having him a controller of personnel, when the man’s true skills lay in tech. Not as good as Aleph, but she was one of a kind, and Lomaz was still an expert.

He nodded, then glanced to Leopold and smiled. And that was another factor worth considering‌—‌the easy company between the two men, despite their wildly different histories. It was good, Genna thought, for her man from the Dome to have someone he could talk to as a friend.

“I know you’re trying to remain positive,” she said to Miolar, “but things grow worse by the hour. The advances into your‌…‌into Dephloren’s district increase, and Authority gains more ground. At this rate you’ll be routed within a few days.”

“I am aware of the situation. Which is why my time would be better spent organising what resistance I can.”

“This needs to be a joint effort. I thought we’d agreed to be allies, us against Authority, but you’re increasingly‌…‌focusing on your own concerns.”

“Rather than putting all my efforts into protecting your people? Isn’t that a touch hypocritical?”

Genna knew he’d bring up this argument, and she was prepared. “I care for the people in our districts who want a peaceful life. Our districts‌—‌mine, Dephloren’s, what used to be Garrick’s. We all want to survive Authority’s attacks, but if we’re spread too thin we become easy targets. We need to stand together, in a central location.” She sighed. “I don’t understand why I have to repeat myself.”

“My allegiance has to be to those in Dephloren’s district,” he said‌—‌and in different circumstances Genna might have found it amusing how he still pretended that Dephloren was someone different, and not another side of Miolar himself. “And it appears that we are already protecting you, if only through the geography of our districts.”

“And you’re losing. Authority is taking your district.”

“Our enemy is relentless,” he said. “We both know this. So what would you have me do?”

Genna forced herself to still the frustrations Miolar’s ridiculous attitude brought. Was the man being abstinent on purpose?

“We agreed to join forces to fight against Authority,” she said, choosing her words with care, the same arguments wrapped in different language. “We knew neither of us on our own were strong enough, knew our only hope of survival was in alliance. But that alliance fails if one of us is destroyed. It makes sense‌—‌strategic sense‌—‌to pull our strengths together, to reduce any weakness through consolidation.”

Miolar glanced in Leopold’s direction. “Do I detect your hand in these words? Or is your influence rubbing off on our feisty friend.”

Leopold’s mouth twitched. “This is Genna’s argument. I merely serve as an assistant.”

And that wasn’t what Genna wanted. Leopold was more than an assistant. She didn’t want to use the term‌—‌not when those previously in such a position had proved themselves so untrustworthy‌—‌but Leopold was to all intents and purposes her Right-hand. He was another part of her position in this district, her proxy when she couldn’t be present herself. He should speak her mind, act as she would. And in a meeting like this she expected his support. Any argument could wait until they had privacy.

She already knew his thoughts on the matter, though. But this was her decision. She was in charge.

Miolar turned back to her. “So you want a tighter alliance, is that it?”

“I believe it would be sensible to unite our forces in a more central location.”

“You want my people to rush to your side.”

“I want us to stand together, with our people around us. I don’t believe we should be spread so thin.”

“Then pull your guards back from the east.”

Another move Genna had anticipated. “Garrick’s old district is still in flux. We need as many people with us as possible, so we can’t afford to abandon everyone to the east. We can’t afford to let Authority take them.”

She had logic on her side, but when she’d discussed the east with Leopold he’d been wary, arguing that Authority surely had spies in place, from Garrick’s time. Better, he said, to abandon any potential infiltration.

Which didn’t tally with his ideas of meeting with Authority and calling for mercy.

But Miolar was more pragmatic, and his head nodded. “That, I’ll grant you, sounds sensible. But you still ask a lot of me. You ask my people to abandon their homes, to become refugees around your towers. What when they arrive? Will you grant them rooms, and expect them to glance up in the hope of catching a glimpse of their new leader?”

Interesting choice of words. “I go out when I can. You know that.”

“I also know that you’re increasingly busy here‌—‌in this very room, in fact. Didn’t you used to work more often from your office?”

“Hasn’t felt the same since that man infected it with his presence.”

It was a weak argument, and she knew it. Garrick had used many of her rooms in this tower, including this control room. He’d even used her bed, and even though she’d destroyed the bed and linen, had brought in a new one from another room, she still had problems sleeping there. Often, she’d sneak away to Aleph’s quarters. Messy, yes, but also more peaceful, more‌…‌homely.

She’d suggested Aleph stay in her room on occasions, but Aleph always turned her nose up at that. And Genna didn’t press the matter, understood the reticence far too well.

Miolar turned to Leopold once more. “Genna’s made her position clear, I believe. But you’re of an independent mind, my friend. You’ve heard her arguments, and I’m equally sure you can understand my position on this. What’s your assessment of the situation?”

Genna’s mouth was dry. She glanced at Leopold, forced herself to remain calm. His eyes met hers, then looked away.

“You both make equally valid arguments.”

“We know it’s a hard decision, Leopold,” Miolar said. “Don’t dance with your words. Tell us where you stand.”

Leopold swallowed, and Genna prepared herself to counter his arguments.

“Miolar,” he said, his tone steady, his words slow, “when you first gave us sanctuary, I was a wreck. I couldn’t think straight, and seriously questioned if my continual existence was a blessing or a curse. Only after accepting my safety was I able to think beyond my immediate situation‌—‌only then could I be of any use to Genna. Before this, I could only think of my immediate survival. And I am forced to apply this understanding to those in your district. They too will be struggling to survive, wondering if each day will be their last. But give them security, even if it is not absolute, and they once again become masters of their bodies and minds. Give them comradeship with others, give them firm support, and they will flourish.”

His arms fell. His mouth twitched, as if he wanted to say more. But he didn’t. He looked from Miolar back to Genna, then nodded.

“In this situation, knowing what you both aim to do, I believe a consolidation of forces makes the most sense.”

Genna’s mouth twitched, wanted to pull into a smile. She held it back, searching Leopold’s words for something she’d missed.

Miolar turned to Genna. He tilted his head, as if he was also looking for another meaning. And Leopold watched them both with nervous anticipation.

And then Miolar nodded.

“Our wordy friend has an unerring habit of casting logical light on the darkest of dilemmas,” he said. “I desperately wish to find fault with his words, but it pains me to admit that he’s right.”

“And?” Genna said.

Miolar took a deep breath. “And my course of action is now clear. Your request is the most sensible option. If we are to stand any chance against Authority, we must combine forces.”
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Rodin sat in the small cabin, peering through the smeared window as the muddy land disappeared from view. Cat, his face tinged green, sat on the other end of the seat, and he didn’t talk.

The water was choppy, and Rodin’s stomach churned in sympathy with the boat. Not seasickness, he was sure of that. Seasickness didn’t leave limbs aching, did it?

Cat had let Rodin lead their negotiations, in the back-room with Heeka. Heeka took the whole of Rodin’s pack as payment, and kept hold of it, even though he wouldn’t be the one to take them onto the water.
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