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Chapter 1

-1-

“We’ve got company,” Covey said, her lips barely moving.

Rodin held his head straight. “Where?”

“Our left. Two in a doorway, another on the rooftop.” Rodin saw a smile form through her curtain of hair. “I’m surprised you didn’t spot them.”

“I’m on it.”

He could see them now. As Rodin and Covey passed, the figures in the doorway shifted, moving into step a few paces behind. The one on the rooftop followed too.

There was only three of them, so it wouldn’t be a problem. Unless they had back-up. Rodin brought his attention round to the buildings on the right. There had been little sign of movement so far. He wouldn’t expect any, not this early. Maybe in an hour or so, when daylight started growing.

There was a fourth figure, waiting in a passage between two buildings.

“You ready for this?”

Did she still take him for an amateur? “I got Tilmar, didn’t I?”

Covey sighed. “So you keep saying.”

The figure in the passageway raised a screen in his hand and inspected it. He swiped, then stowed it in his jacket. He was smiling. It wasn’t a friendly smile.

“Remember the rules,” Covey said.

Why did there have to be rules? They were carrying a package containing who knew what, they were in Garrick’s district, and yet Saltien had instructed them to avoid violence if possible. Flee before fight, every time. Unless engagement was unavoidable.

Rodin hoped the figures attacked.

The one by the passageway stepped out, directly into their path. Rodin followed Covey’s lead as she slowed, then came to a stop. He concentrated on the edges of his vision, and knew that the two from the doorway had halted, far enough to be out of reach, close enough to attack. The figure on the rooftop was crouching down, holding a weapon of some kind to his eye, balancing it in both hands.

He was clearly visible against the sky. Rodin would have chosen to use the rooftops on the right rather than be silhouetted against the moon. Then again, maybe the figure wanted to be seen. Maybe he was a warning.

But if he held a gun of some sort‌—‌which did seem to be the case‌—‌he was still a threat.

Rodin let his hands fall to his waist, hovering over his blades.

“Strange time to be out and about,” the figure from the passageway said, running a hand over his bald head. A scar ran down his face, pulling one eye to the side. As if to compensate, he twisted his head. “Off somewhere early, or has it been a late night? You need any help?”

“No help needed,” Covey said, tilting her head as the thug had, “but thanks for the offer. Maybe another time.”

The man’s eyes ran over her body. The jacket Covey wore was tight, and left little to the imagination. She was short, only reaching up to Rodin’s chin, and thin, and might have been called petite if her muscle tone was overlooked.

But she also had curves. Yesterday, as they rested in that small attic room‌—‌Saltien had instructed them to be frugal, and it was the cheapest rest they could find‌—‌Rodin had found himself wondering if he should, perhaps, give in to her advances. But he’d resisted. He didn’t want too many complications.

The thug looked up, glancing at Rodin with a sneer before turning his attention back to Covey. “Maybe you need a break. It can get tiring, walking along so much. I could show you somewhere to rest.”

His words might have been subtle, but his expression wasn’t. Rodin wanted to plant his fist in the man’s face.

Covey put a hand on her hip and seemed to hesitate before speaking. “Tempting, but unfortunately I have work to do. You know how it is. Maybe later? I could come back this way.” She inched her body forward as she rolled her shoulders back. Rodin knew the effect it would have, and he wasn’t surprised when the thug grinned, his eyes wandering down once more.

“You look tired. A gentleman wouldn’t let you suffer. I think you should come with me. I’m sure I could put a spring in your step.”

Covey tilted her head the other way, as if she were considering the notion. Maybe she was‌—‌after all, going with the man would avoid a confrontation, wouldn’t it? But there were the two behind, and the one on the roof. They would all want a turn. Rodin had met the sort before, had heard their boasts of leaving women battered and bleeding, tears and pain fuelling their lusts.

Covey would know this. She might play the innocent when it suited her, but she was far from naive. She’d be on her guard. She was in control.

Rodin was her protector. He’d follow her lead.

She was shaking her head, and Rodin caught a flash in her eyes. He felt the handle of a blade under his fingertips.

“I don’t think so.” She leaned in, looking the thug over from head to toe. “I can’t imagine you putting a spring in my step.” She straightened, both hands on her hips. “Whatever you put in me, I doubt I’d even feel it.”

Rodin suppressed a laugh as he watched the thug’s face, the smirk hovering, the eyes twitching, and then the mouth opening. The man took a deep breath, his brow furrowed.

“What?”

“You heard. You think I’d be interested in some streaky piece of piss like you? What, you going to have your two friends hold me down while you jerk away for a few seconds? You think I’d feel anything beyond contempt? And what about your friend on the roof? He going to be watching too?”

Rodin felt alive. He noted where the figure crouched on the roof, within distance of a well-aimed blade. He had made such a throw in practice, and there was no reason why he couldn’t make it now. Then he would turn to the two behind. He’d have to rely on Covey’s help, but she was tough. She wore blades, close to where her hands now rested, just in the waist of her trousers.

“I don’t think you understand.” The thug talked in a low voice, and Rodin saw his hands dipping towards hidden weapons. “I’m not interested in what you want. I’m telling you what’s going to happen. You’re coming with me.”

Covey laughed, loud and high-pitched, her hands on her stomach. Closer to her blades.

What happened next was a blur, and it was only in hindsight that Rodin saw it clearly. Covey’s hand shot forward, metal flashed in the moonlight, and the thug doubled over. At the same time Rodin twisted, his arm reaching out, his wrist snapping as the blade left his hand. He had no time to see if it hit.

He ducked instinctively, and a figure stumbled, a blade hovering over Rodin’s head. He stabbed forward, his hand suddenly warm and wet. As he pulled away, blood splashed against his jacket.

Covey turned, both arms flying, sharp edges catching the other figure. Rodin saw droplets arcing in the moonlight, and the figure fell back. Covey kicked hard, the body doubling over, then she dropped, slicing across the neck.

Rodin shifted to the one he had brought down and reached for the figure’s hair, pulling the head round. The eyes looked lifeless, but Rodin had to make sure. He reached down with his blade, pushing the straggly beard to one side as he exposed the throat. He sliced deep; a professional incision.

Covey stepped back toward the thug from the passageway. He was unmoving. She stood over him, as if contemplating what to do next.

“Shame. Looks like he’s got a good body.” She shrugged. “Oh, well. He started it.”

She kicked hard, between his legs. The body shuddered, but it offered no resistance. Rodin preferred his own way of ensuring a body was dead.

When Covey looked to Rodin she was smiling. She reached down, wiping her blades on the thug’s clothing before sheathing them, making them disappear beneath her jacket. She continued watching Rodin as he did the same, although he struggled to find a clean enough spot of clothing on his victim, eventually settling for a trouser leg. As he sheathed his blade, she nodded, looking up and over his shoulder.

“You want your other blade back?”

He turned, looking to the rooftop, where nothing but a boot was now visible.

“It was a good blade. Shame to leave it for someone else.” And he needed to make sure the hit had been fatal.

“Go on then.” She moved closer, laying a hand on his arm. “I’ll be fine on my own for a minute.”

The building was easy to scale, and when Rodin was at the top he made for the fallen figure, the blade embedded in the masked head. He pulled it out, using his foot to gain leverage, feeling softness beneath his boot. He didn’t want to remove that mask‌—‌it didn’t matter who this was; it only mattered that they had been a threat.

Rodin used the blade across the man’s throat before wiping it clean.

Covey was waiting as he had left her, surrounded by the three corpses. She nodded as he joined her.

“Fun?”

“So much for not engaging.”

She waved a hand. “If we got round them with words, they would have followed. Better to get them out of the way. Besides, he started it.”

Only because you goaded him, Rodin thought. But she had a point. They would have attacked, sooner or later. Better to push them into making the first move. Better to stay on top of the situation.

Covey turned. “Not much further. Should be there before sun-up.”

She set off, and he strode by her side, feeling almost as if they were equals.



Chapter 2

-2-

They reached their rendezvous within the hour. The building was detached from its neighbours, and they walked down one side, stopping by a metal doorway covered in faded graffiti. Covey woke the door screen with a swipe. Symbols appeared, and she tapped in the code. Rodin watched, trying to catch the pattern, even though he knew this would be useless. The symbols would change their order, possibly even their orientation. Maybe the code changed daily.

He told himself it didn’t matter. Why would he come back here on his own? He was simply following Covey, an extra pair of hands if things got tough. He wasn’t important enough to know door codes.

Covey sealed the door behind them, then headed up the stairs. Rodin followed, matching her pacing, keeping the echoes to a minimum. She stopped in front of another door, tapped in a second code‌—‌Rodin was certain this was different to the previous one‌—‌and they entered.

It was not what Rodin expected. As the soft light grew‌—‌none of the sudden glare of cheaper lighting‌—‌he looked round the room. There was a plump sofa behind a glass-topped table, a vase of flowers in its centre, high-class synthetics. There was a bed by a wall, the covers smoothed and an array of pillows by the headboard. Over to one side was a food prep area, the surfaces shiny, the appliances looking new‌—‌even the sink looked unused. There was a door, and as Covey opened this and disappeared within, Rodin saw a shower room that, while not large, looked high quality.

The whole room seemed out of place in this building, in this area. But Covey seemed at home here, so he might as well enjoy a little luxury.

Rodin lowered himself onto the sofa, surprised that he didn’t sink in further, and spread his arms out. His legs were tired after walking for so long, and he could do with a decent rest.

Covey came out of the shower room and made for the bar by the food prep area, placing the cosmetic bag down and unzipping it. There was always such a pack waiting for her.

She squirted some gel on her hands, rubbed it until it foamed, then massaged it into her hair. Rodin knew it would take about ten minutes for the gel to take effect.

“Might as well get comfortable.” She shrugged off her jacket and laid it over the back of her stool. There were darker patches under her arms, something Rodin had not seen before. Maybe the fight was more work than she let on.

Rodin took off his own jacket, the soft creak of dried blood reminding him that it needed a wash. Then he removed the belt from around his waist, the one that held some of his blades. There was another blade strapped to his right leg, and a smaller one in his waistband.

His jacket held a couple more, including the thin stiletto in the collar, at the back.

He almost felt naked as he let the jacket and belt fall to the floor.

Covey reached down and removed her boots and socks, leaving her feet bare. She had a ring round the big toe on her right foot. That meant something, but Rodin couldn’t remember what. One of those supposed secret messages, an indication of some sexual preference. Did it mean she preferred women, or was she dominant? Or maybe it meant nothing, and was simply a fashion she liked. If it indicated a sexual preference, he doubted she stuck to it.

“You taking anything else off?” she asked, the usual hint of possibilities in her voice. “Relax. Take your boots off at least.”

He didn’t like being barefoot. It was something he had worked at, training with his soles on the hard ground, but it unsettled him. He preferred the comfort and the protection of something tougher. His feet carried his weight‌—‌if they were damaged, his whole body would be compromised.

But he was safe in this room. It wasn’t as if Covey was going to attack him. And there was a rug, under the table. He wouldn’t even have to step on cold wood.

He untied his own laces and removed his boots, hesitating before removing his socks, momentarily wondering if his feet needed a wash, if their aroma would be too strong. But he caught nothing as he eased the material off. Maybe he was immune to his own smell.

The rug felt pleasant between his toes, and he could almost ignore the patches where he felt nothing. He kept the soles down, not wanting Covey to see the criss-cross of scars.

“Anything else?” Covey stretched, her upright arms pulling her top free from her trousers, exposing a thin band of pale skin. “You know we’ve got about ten minutes. Might be able to stretch for more. Anything you’d like to do?”

Was she leaning back like that on purpose? Of course she was. The top was tight over her chest, but it did nothing to disguise her figure. Just the opposite. Rodin could clearly see that she wore nothing underneath.

But he couldn’t, not like this. He was working. She was in charge. And even if she wasn’t, it wouldn’t feel right, almost like a betrayal.

He’d tried, at other times, with other women. The act itself was enjoyable, but the aftermath was a drip-feed of torture. Every time, he regretted his decision, and told himself it wouldn’t happen again.

The only time he didn’t feel this guilt was with a paid companion. Maybe it was because that was a transaction. He paid, and the woman performed her role. There was no other expectation, and there was no wondering what she was getting out of it. Whether she enjoyed it or not was of no concern. He liked to think the moans and sighs were genuine, but if they were merely an act, wasn’t that part of what he paid for?
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