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When the target arrived he was almost giddy with nervous anticipation, shuffling from one foot to the other. He didn’t even question Rodin, no doubt viewing him as the girl’s controller, or an intermediary of some sort. He already had the money in his hands.

Rodin had investigated the target well. All those he talked to mentioned this weakness for female flesh.

It was child’s play for Rodin to use the lance, the needle piercing his flabby neck, and a push of the button sending the drug through his system. Rodin did what he could to ease the relaxed bulk onto the mat. He didn’t want to stain the floor with the man’s fluids.

He placed the bundle of cloth in the fat man’s mouth, using tape to seal it in place. Rodin wasn’t interested in what he had to say. He preferred to work in silence.

He was pleased with how the drug worked. His usual one, Slinax, would have rendered the target unconscious for a few hours. This one, Corilax, was different. It paralysed the target from the point of injection down. Something about blocking nerves, or disrupting the flow of information along the spine. Different sources gave different information.

It was new and experimental, and had cost a great deal. The single dose used on this target had set Rodin back more than the cost of his usual year’s usage of Slinax. But, of course, money was no problem now. Not since Leopold.

And Corilax was ideal for this contract. The client had been specific. The target was to be incapacitated but still conscious. There was a message to deliver, and an action was required to underline the words. It was very important to the client that the target knew exactly why this was happening. The client wanted the target’s last few seconds of life to be filled with regret and remorse.

Rodin looked down and took the man in. Receding hair, in need of a cut, covering the tops of his ears. Thick jowls, a fat face, a few days of patchy stubble on his chin. His body was large in an unhealthy way‌—‌not enough exercise, too much bad food‌—‌and gave off a stale aroma, days of sweat accumulated in his clothing. His fingers were chubby, but his work at the factory didn’t require dexterity.

He didn’t socialise. He didn’t look for companions amongst the bars and cafes in the district. Instead, he paid for his pleasures. He contacted a controller, who supplied the girls to his door. Usually once a month, sometimes more. Fairly expensive, but he had no other vices. Apart from overeating.

Paid companions. Rodin was well aware of them, and how they worked. They would do whatever the client asked, provide whatever company they requested. And, when their job was done, they would take their payment.

Rodin doubted the girls felt any physical attraction for the man. They were professional, and Rodin knew they would provide their service with a smile‌—‌unless the client wanted something different. Some did. They wanted to feel the illusion of power, and they would have the companion scream and cry, fighting back but eventually succumbing. Others would prefer a sullen bedmate, or would even become aroused when insults were thrown their way.

The activities the target indulged in were fairly standard. He simply wanted an attractive young female body to bring him to orgasm.

Rodin imagined the girls found this fairly untaxing, and may well have seen it as light relief. He didn’t manhandle them, and, if Rodin’s information was correct, he was soon spent. He would then send the companion into the food prep area to make a drink while he dozed. Easy money.

The fat man’s only vice. And yet, the old man wanted him removed.

Rodin felt there must be more than the girls. He had searched, always looking for the secret that lay just around the corner. The man had no enemies. At work he was a nonentity, and there was no animosity between him and his co-workers. He had no family. There was no obvious reason why anyone would want him removed. Rodin almost felt sorry for him.

Almost. Rodin looked at the facts with his usual cold detachment. The man was a nobody. He was making nothing of his life. If he were gone, he would not be missed. His job could be taken over by anyone else. He had no friends who would miss his company. The girls might lose out on some easy money, but that was it.

It made no sense, but that didn’t concern Rodin. It was a contract. It was work. It was what he did.

Rodin slowly removed the man’s trousers, then the stained, crusted shorts. Thick thighs, rolls of fat hanging to one side. And small, shrivelled genitals lying against one leg. Rodin wondered when the man had last seen them. He wondered if the girls had to fight against the flesh of his stomach to get into position.

Rodin brought out a cord, tied it around the base of the genitals, and tightened it. He had his instructions. At least with the Corilax. the target wouldn’t feel the physical pain. He had to be conscious to see what was happening‌—‌that was part of the contract‌—‌but the client had mentioned nothing about him feeling it.

The man’s eyes were damp, and a single tear fell down his fat face. A muffled sound, a scream trying to work its way round the gag.

“A message from my client,” Rodin said, looking straight into the man’s eyes. He paused, aware that it would add to the fear the man felt, but also conscious of having to work up to uttering the words on the script. A somewhat pathetic statement, almost childish. But the words were in the contract. It was part of the job. “You fuck, and you get fucked.”

His blade was sharp, and a single cut severed the flesh. He held up the mass of tissue for the man to see. Realisation drained all colour from his sagging cheeks.

Rodin could see down to the bloody mess between the man’s legs, the crimson soaking into the mat. With the folds of skin, it was not initially clear what was missing. With surgery, it was always possible the man would survive. Maybe his manhood would even work to some extent.

Rodin wanted to finish this quickly, but there was another part of the contract‌—‌the requirement of proof. He brought out his screen and angled it to the wound, ensuring the image showed everything. He captured it, then angled the screen to the man’s face, taking an image of his wide eyes. He placed the bloody flesh on the gag‌—‌the client had said something about making the man eat his own genitals, but Rodin chose to take these words as an empty phrase rather than an official instruction‌—‌and snapped another image, making sure he included the wide open eyes. It was proof that the man had been conscious during the mutilation.

There was one final act left. Rodin stowed the screen, then brought the bloody blade up and sliced it through the man’s throat, letting the blood run down to the mat.

It had been quick. At least the man would have felt nothing in his body; only in his head. Rodin had no control over that.

He took one last look at the body, taking in the wounds, the blood and the pulpy flesh that still sat on the gag. He needed to clear up, but he needed to see first. He needed to imprint this moment.

Rodin let the image sink into his memory. He would use it later.




Rodin anticipated the dreams every night now. It was rare that none came to visit. This night was no exception.

It started with a stench of burning. Meat, fat, overcooked. The aroma clogged his nostrils, and ran into his mouth. He wanted to gag.

There was smoke, too. A thin haze to the air, grey particles floating. It was seeping through the gap under the door. Only a little, but enough.

Enough to let him know something was burning. And he knew what it was.

He shivered, his stained garment doing nothing to keep out the chill. There was a tear in the fabric across his back. Cold air stabbed at him every time he moved. Every time someone else moved.

He was not alone. He knew this, but it was not possible to focus on anyone else. He tried, turning his head, opening his eyes wider, but all he saw was grey. He couldn’t understand how he had seen the smoke. His head was covered in cloth. Grey filled his vision, the colour of rancid meat, of a corpse’s face. It was a lack of colour, a lack of life. And it was all around him.

Then Rodin was running. His legs were moving fast, and they hurt, muscles screaming for him to stop. He could no longer feel his feet. He didn’t want to look down, scared of what he knew he would see. They would be bloody, ripped to shreds. Covered in dust and grime. He had no idea how they still worked.

But work they did. His lungs fought for air, taking in icy gulps that stung as they raced down his throat, razor wire all the way. He wanted to cough, but knew he’d bring up blood. Knew he’d never stop coughing once he started. And they’d find him, hunched over, his lungs destroyed, splatters on the rocks beneath him. Everything coming up.

If he stopped, he was dead.

The stench followed him, forcing its way deep inside. Nausea rose, and everything blurred. He felt his stomach start to cramp, twisting as it fought to rid itself of the invading vileness.

Then, a shift. His throat was hot and acidic, the taste of vomit in his mouth. His back was on a cold stone floor, and a boot came flying his way once more, a blur half-seen through almost closed eyes. He felt it connect, felt the intense pressure as air was forced from his lungs. Felt the shock as his body doubled up once more.

But he wouldn’t let them win. He’d keep his silence. Whatever they forced from his body, they would never reach into his mind. He couldn’t allow that.

Pain grew. His whole body screamed. But the physical pain was not the worst of it.

White-hot shards tore through his head. His vision was a field of explosions, his eyes tight with the pressure building within his skull. He could feel it wanting to burst out. A screaming whisper, a reminder of something but obliterating everything.

Too much to take. Too powerful to keep within.

Rodin fought. He delved deep, pulled up his own image. Fat legs coated in warm, sticky blood. Between the legs, a mess of cut flesh. And there, severed, the tissue that had been removed. White showing through the bloodstained mass, mangled beyond recognition, falling apart without the rest of the body.

He’d done that. It was Rodin’s own work. It was what he did.

It was his job. That was all. Just a job.

And the nightmare retreated. It couldn’t contend with such a job. Not tonight. Not until that image had grown pale, just as the others had done.

One day, and probably soon, the sight of that bloody wound would be nothing more than wallpaper in his mind. But for now, it worked. And Rodin slept through the rest of the night.
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First thing in the morning, Rodin sent the images from his screen. A reply arrived within minutes. It named a cafe, and told Rodin to arrive no later than midday.

Last time, he had been given a residential address, and had met the old man in what Rodin assumed were his own rooms. Nothing ostentatious, but comfortable enough, especially as Rodin quickly reached the conclusion that the old man had lived on his own for some time now. Some later research showed this to be the case. His last partner had died about six years ago. He didn’t seem to get out much, and kept himself to himself. He didn’t appear to work, but still had an income from somewhere. Further research brought up a number of jobs, all paying well, and little in the way of extravagant spending. The old man had a great deal of money stashed away.

He had explained the contract in stark terms, barely more than a name, an address, and what he wanted done to the target. He gave no reason, and Rodin asked for none. That was unimportant.

The reward was low. Understandable, with the ease of the job, but Rodin still had standards, and he pushed the old man up. More for appearance’s sake than anything else‌—‌if word got around that Rodin was taking jobs for such a pittance, his reputation would suffer. Rumours would start‌—‌he was desperate, or that he was losing his skills. The rumours would invite interest from those who held a grudge. Associates of previous targets, or other mercenaries who wanted more business for themselves.

So Rodin had negotiated a higher fee, and after some haggling the old man had named a figure Rodin felt he could live with. The contract had been arranged, and completed. Now it was time to collect his reward.

He could not imagine the old man at a cafe, so Rodin expected to meet an intermediary of some kind.

The place was busy, and a low-level sea of voices washed over Rodin as the door swung shut behind him. Groups were talking amongst themselves and, while no particular voices stood out, it would have been easy to eavesdrop on conversations. Rodin preferred to conduct business in less public places. He was tempted to walk, but forced himself to stay. Let’s see what happened.

He assessed his surroundings. The lighting was low, and the walls looked faded‌—‌whatever colour they had been originally, they were now a nondescript grey. The tables and chairs didn’t match, and from the sound it was clear that many of the legs needed attention. Underfoot, Rodin felt a tackiness to the tiles, and could see many that were cracked.

Eyes turned to Rodin. No open stares, but fleeting glances, peripheral vision stuff. Nothing Rodin was unused to. Nothing he didn’t expect. He was a stranger in a sea of locals.

A tall man wearing an apron approached. The apron was stained, just enough to give the appearance that the wearer worked behind the scenes as well as out front. His hands were immaculate, with the nails trimmed and scrubbed. Rodin knew there was no way this man had been working in the kitchen today.

He wore the smile of someone who saw others as potential profit, and bowed slightly as he welcomed Rodin to his cafe. The bow was in place of shaking hands‌—‌the man didn’t want to dirty himself. Rodin nodded his head in return.

Behind the cafe owner, Rodin noticed movement. A man who had been sitting at a table on his own was rising, leaving behind a glass still half-full of something warm and frothy. The man was short and stocky, and he moved with confidence. Rodin knew his type. He would not let his size allow others to push him around. He was the type to use preemptive violence.

As the stocky man made his way across the room, the cafe owner turned, and his manner relaxed. There was a history between the two of them.

The stocky man was watching Rodin the whole time, and his face remained neutral. As he approached, Rodin was aware of how blue his eyes were. Some blue eyes looked friendly and inviting, but these were cold, like a sharp blade.

He held out a hand as he closed in, and Rodin instinctively reached for it. Right handed, Rodin thought. The man’s grip was firm, and Rodin felt his own hand being twisted, palm slightly up. The man showing superiority in his handshake. Rodin let him accept this illusion.

“Midday. Right on time. I like a man who is punctual.” His voice was confident, if a little forced.

“Ah, this is the man you were waiting for?” said the cafe owner, fawning over the stocky man. “Do you require another seat at your table?”

There was a fleeting annoyance in the stocky man’s manner as he spoke. “No. I have business with this man. My usual room.”

The cafe owner bowed again, muttering, “But of course,” and waved his arm to one side, indicating a door towards the back of the room. The stocky man’s eyes rolled as he motioned for Rodin to follow.

Through the door was a flight of stairs and a corridor, the walls a pale blue‌—‌possibly the original colour of the cafe itself. More doors led off, and Rodin guessed they were fairly solid. Whatever happened behind them, it would be awkward for someone to eavesdrop without bugs.

The cafe owner led the way to the far room, opening the door to allow Rodin and the man through. He enquired if the men would like refreshments, all his attention on the stocky man, who answered that he would like his usual, before turning to Rodin with one eyebrow raised.

“Water will be fine.” This was business, after all.

The cafe owner left, and Rodin looked around the room. It was fairly small, with three easy chairs around a low table, and a couple of stools by a waist-high shelf. There was no window; just a large screen on one wall, currently blank. Light filtered through the ceiling tiles, bouncing off the smooth faux-wood flooring.

Clean but functional. For business purposes, far better than the cafe itself.

The stocky man sat in an easy chair, indicating that Rodin was to do likewise. Only when they both allowed their bodies to recline did he talk.

“I saw the images. Good work. Although the gag in the man’s mouth was unfortunate. I believe my father would have preferred the man to taste his own flesh.”

“The gag was to prevent him talking. If I had removed that, he would have spat anything else out.”

“Even with a blade hovering over him?”

“He would have known what was coming.”

The man seemed to consider for a while, before nodding. “True. Even without that act, you fulfilled the contract. This is for you.” He reached into his jacket, pulling out an envelope. There was a name on the front‌—‌that of the fat man. He handed the envelope to Rodin, who made it disappear into his own jacket.

“You are not going to check the amount is correct?”

“If it isn’t, I know where to find you and the old man.”

He had never seen this man before, but he was a regular at the cafe, and tracking him down would not be hard.

It was still fairly common to receive cash payment, although for the fees Rodin usually commanded bank transfers were safer‌—‌and those who often paid for his services preferred dealing with money in a less physical sense. But this had been a lower paid job. He had expected cash.

There was a muffled knock at the door. The man yelled out, and the door was opened. The owner appeared, carrying a tray which he placed on the low table.

“Here are your drinks. Would you care for anything else?” He rubbed his hands together as he straightened, all the while looking at the stocky man.

The cold blue eyes fell on Rodin, and the expression seemed to say ‘can you believe this man?’ This was business, between the two of them, and a lowly cafe worker was trying to make himself look important.

“Just the drinks will be fine.”

The owner nodded and left. The stocky man waited until the door was shut before moving.

He added sugar to his glass‌—‌something frothy and milky, like the half-finished drink downstairs. After stirring, he placed the spoon down deliberately and eased back once more.

“I should introduce myself. I am Mallos. Last time, you met my father. He was keen to meet you in person at least once, but he is becoming frail in his old age, and it makes more sense for you to deal with myself now. I will work as an intermediary between yourself and my father.”

Rodin waited, knowing Mallos wanted to continue talking. He listened, but started paying close attention to what the man was not saying. Already, alarm bells were ringing. It was possibly an over-reaction, but Rodin had learnt long ago to trust his initial feelings. There was something else going on here.

“My father is satisfied with the manner in which you dealt with the first contract, and would like to offer you another one. This will be slightly more involved, although from what I understand of your past you should have no difficulties in fulfilling it.”

“The first contract was little more than a training exercise for me. Before too long I will be looking for a contract that gives me a challenge.”

Mallos nodded. “I understand. The word is that you are in something of a holiday period. Something about a major contract that pushed you almost to your limits. I appreciate you taking on these lesser contracts for my father while you rest.”

Rodin kept his expression blank, thinking of the major contract, wondering how much Mallos had heard. Even though Rodin had talked to nobody, he knew how rumours grew.

If others knew the truth, Rodin knew his standing would vastly improve. He had gone undercover in the Dome: that supposed perfect society under the glass. He had passed himself off as one of their own, working his way to get close to a high-ranking Councillor. And he had removed the man.

That was where things got tricky. There were ideal opportunities to kill Leopold, but Rodin found the man’s words intriguing. He held back.

The Dome was supposedly sealed. Those inside lived a life of luxury, while those out here in the districts made do however they could. Inside, there was no aggression, no need to kill for money, no need to fight. Inside, the greatest technological advances were commonplace. Inside, people would change their bodies almost on a whim, growing muscles and keeping signs of ageing at bay with drugs and surgery.

In the districts, people struggled to get what they felt they deserved, and the only surgery was to repair wounds. Even that was a risk, with many meditech facilities working with old technology the Dome had discarded.

And Leopold had talked of bridging this gulf between the two places. He had shown Rodin how someone from the districts could function in the relaxed yet rule-bound Dome. He had talked of the potential for change. He talked of how the Dome was stagnating, and had been ever since its inception half a millennium ago. He described how struggle was important to development, and how the best ideas came out of potentially bad situations.

The man was only a danger to those who wanted things to remain as they were. Rodin saw no reason why he should be killed.

Rodin never failed in a contract, and didn’t intend to start. He searched for a solution. And he found one, within the words of the contract. A phrase that had been repeated often, as the ultimate aim. Leopold needed to be removed.

A common euphemism, and in a place such as the Dome, where violence against another was anathema, using blunter language would have been admitting too much. So the phrase was repeated. Remove Leopold.

And that is what Rodin did. He arranged for the Councillor to leave the Dome.

Leopold was still alive, being looked after by Genna. But Rodin had fulfilled the contract‌—‌Leopold had been removed from the Dome. They had to pay.

And they paid well. Rodin could retire. He could give away most of his money, and still have enough to see him through. He never needed to work again.

At least, not for financial reasons. But the dreams had started in the Dome, and had continued once he was back in the districts. Nightmares in which he was running, or fighting for his life. Images and impressions of suffering, burning and pain.

The only way to silence them had been to bring up what he had seen in his own life. The imagined pain in the nightmares could only be pushed back with the real pain he had seen in others. Like the fat man.

Rodin needed to work in order to sleep at night.

He reached for his water, taking a sip. He kept his eyes on Mallos and, when he placed the glass back down, he asked, “And this next contract?”

Mallos reached into his jacket once more, removing a single sheet of paper. “I don’t imagine it will be the challenge you are after, but it might be a more involved training exercise than the last one.” He handed the paper over. Rodin took it, but did not look down. He waited for Mallos.

“A couple. Names are on the sheet. They are fairly good folk, but they have a secret. That is why my father wants them removed, and that is how you can get at them. He wants this contract fulfilled with haste, and I believe the follow-up contract will be something that you can really get your teeth into.”

“Any special instructions?”

“Like last time, there is a script, and certain actions my father would like to be performed. Again, proof will be required for full payment. All the details are on the paper. Questions?”

Now was not the time, not for the questions that Rodin wanted to ask. “I’ll be in contact if there are.”

Mallos nodded, then rose. “Please stay and finish your drink. I have other matters to attend to.” He held out his hand. “I expect to hear from you soon.”

Rodin shook the man’s hand once more, without rising from his chair. There was a smile on Mallos’s face, but it was not genuine. The man was hiding something.

As the man left the room, Rodin eased himself back, took up his coffee, and started to read the paper.



3

- 3 -


This time there were two targets, as Mallos had said. The paper named them as Fallim and Alleia, and gave a current address in an area Rodin was not familiar with. The contract was to remove them together, after delivering a message and a set of actions, as detailed on the paper.

Not many clients would specify actions, but Rodin had long ago learnt to detach himself when he read or listened to those who did. Often the actions were barely short of torture, something Rodin did not agree with. There had been one time when the requested actions forced Rodin to turn down the contract. The thought of using a child in such a way made Rodin’s stomach turn.

The actions the old man requested were not that extreme, but still made Rodin pause for a moment. Cutting off the fat man’s genitals had been fairly standard‌—‌when a client wanted a target removed, and the reason was of a sexual nature, such actions were perhaps understandable. For the couple, the actions would be worse.

But it was a contract. And, if the actions requested were extreme, the images that Rodin could store in his mind might keep the nightmares at bay for longer.

He started his investigation using public resources, searching reports using his screen, before delving deeper. Although he would not call himself an expert, Rodin had picked up enough tech know-how over the years to be able to hijack and ride certain data streams, and could often hack into private correspondences.

Both targets worked for Dephloren. He was the figurehead of the district, and ran the place through a swathe of advisers and practitioners. Dephloren himself was rarely seen, and when he did appear in public his clothing made it impossible to make out his features. He only spoke through one of his team, and his own voice was never heard.

Rodin, like many others, considered the man to be a front. There was most likely a number of bodies who could ‘be’ Dephloren at any given time. Rodin thought it likely that a small group were running the district from behind the scenes, using the fictional Dephloren as a focal point, enabling them to work in private.

It might seem sinister, but from what Rodin could make out the district was running pretty well. Not as smoothly as Genna’s, obviously. There was not the same sense of ease among the residents, nor the loyalty she engendered. But there was not the sense of fear that pervaded the streets in somewhere like Garrick’s district, or the confusion that held sway under the Paternas Brothers down to the south.

That was why Rodin had chosen this district. After coming out of the Dome he had needed some time away, figuring that a change for a few months would be good. He had found a room easily, and had spent a few weeks walking the streets, wearing in his new home like a new pair of shoes. He’d paid for a couple of other rooms, too, using constructed identities.

Only when he felt comfortable did he start seeking contracts.

He initially anticipated problems with this. In Genna’s district he was a known quantity, and he knew that a mention of his name in the right ear would get results. It was where he had built up most of his reputation, and he was known as one of the best. But different districts had their own peculiarities, and he had not known how far his reputation stretched. He had also not known if those in this district would want to ‘keep to their own’. Some districts were more insular than others.

Thankfully, Dephloren’s district was fairly open, and Rodin found his reputation preceding him. Getting work had not been a problem.

And now, the contract on the couple. They worked for ‘Dephloren’. The same as countless others. It was not hard to discover what they got up to.

Alleia was involved in housing, middle-management on one of the district’s experiments. The project looked to create an approved list of landlords, sticking to an agreed set of regulations. Many landlords had no interest in this. Alleia dealt with complaints against those who had already signed up.

Fallim’s role was listed as ‘adviser’. He was connected with district security, although his exact role was not clear. Even with Rodin’s more in-depth scrutiny, he could discover only a little. Something to do with monitoring footage from Eyes that watched public spaces. And, Rodin suspected, many private spaces as well.

This could be a reason for the contract. Security work, access to those who ran the district and, by association, delicate information.

Rodin could simply follow the instructions in a contract‌—‌find and remove the targets‌—‌but he preferred to understand what was going on. It was easy to do what someone asked, but Rodin often found himself asking a more awkward question. Why?

It was a question he asked himself, too. Why did he accept a particular contract? Why did he think one plan was better than another? Why was he working as a mercenary?

He had his stock answers to this last one. It was what he was good at. He had a reputation, and it made sense to work with that. It paid well, especially at the level he normally worked at. And, more recently, it helped him sleep.

Why this contract? Why did the old man want Fallim and Alleia removed? They were well-liked, and seemed to hold no grudges against others. The only thing so far was their work.

Another thought came to Rodin. There was not just the old man himself now. There was the intermediary, his son.

Mallos might be helping his father for honest reasons, but Rodin doubted it. The man had too much self-interest, and didn’t seem the type to help others out, even family. Rodin wondered if this contract was more to do with Mallos than the old man.

But that was for another time. Idle speculation would get him nowhere. Rodin needed to investigate Mallos and his father in more detail at a later date. For the moment, he needed to concentrate on the couple.




Fallim and Alleia had one address listed, and Rodin had to use a map to find it. It soon became clear why Rodin was unfamiliar with the area.

He had been looking for low-level contracts, and had naturally gravitated to the areas where squabbles would be most likely. High-density areas, with problems spilling out onto the streets. Places where walking the streets was a risk. Places where people lived on top of one another, and each movement sent ripples and waves that needed to break somewhere.

Fallim and Alleia’s area, in contrast, was serene. They lived in a house. Detached, two storeys, with a garden. There was grass, a few bushes, and what appeared to be a tree at the back. And there was a gate.

The gate was six foot tall, the metal rungs spaced wide enough to pass an arm through. Overlooking it was an Eye, and to one side was a screen, clearly used to call for attention from inside the house. The front courtyard was paved, and even though some weeds were showing between slabs, it was well cared for.

The house front consisted of a door and one large window, the glass tinted, making it impossible for Rodin to see inside. But he figured there was one large room, maybe two. He had seen such houses before, and had been in a few. Some kept the whole downstairs open-plan; one large area with comfortable furnishings, a decent sized kitchen area, somewhere to eat in style. Others segregated the areas, having a cosier space for relaxing and another area for cooking and eating.

From the single large upstairs window visible to the front of the house, Rodin considered there to be a couple of bedrooms and a bathroom upstairs. All would be of a decent size.

It was a world away from what most people had. If others were lucky to get more than one room, their bedroom would be only slightly larger than the bed itself. For many, a single room was all they could get‌—‌bed, chair, food prep area all in one space. Probably a cupboard-sized shower room as well, although for many communal wash areas were the norm.

Fallim and Alleia were either fairly wealthy or their jobs came with certain perks. It added another factor‌—‌it was something else that could make them targets. They had what many envied.

Not the old man, though. He seemed content where he was. He had the funds to buy a place like this if he wanted.

Mallos? Possible, but Rodin thought it unlikely.

Save the speculation for later. Concentrate on the contract.

It would not be easy to get to the couple. The Eye on the gate led Rodin to believe there would be further security closer to the house itself. Even walking past, grabbing a quick look from the corner of his eye, would be enough to cause his image to be stored somewhere. His mere presence in this neighbourhood was likely to be cause for concern.

People who lived in such houses were naturally suspicious. It paid for them to be so. Only a fool would ignore a stranger on this street.

Rodin needed to know what went on behind those large windows. He walked for a while longer, getting a feel for the surrounding area, before he came to the area at the back of the house. There was another row of properties behind, all joined. They would have back gardens, and one of these might give him access. But first, he’d have to get through a house. Too risky.

Back in his own room‌—‌nothing like those the couple lived in, but perfectly adequate for Rodin‌—‌he researched. He needed to find out when the couple would be at home, so he needed to know their work patterns.

He would start easy, with Alleia. She began each day at an office, and it was straightforward for Rodin to sit in a cafe just down the road, sipping a drink as she approached and entered.

He planned. He needed a way to gain access to their house when both of them were inside. He needed some way to ensure he was not seen going in, coming out, or while he was inside. And he needed time to complete the actions the contract called for.

His mind kept returning to housing. That, somehow, was the answer.


 

Slowly, a plan formed. Rodin looked at the other rooms he had paid for, investigating the landlords. One had signed up for the housing experiment Alleia was working on. He did a little more digging, and Rodin had enough information that might make the landlord of interest to Alleia and her team. A few incidents of harassment, a few neighbours complaining that he came down too hard when they missed a rent payment. There were stories of him making use of thugs to scare people into leaving. True, those he wanted gone were not particularly pleasant people themselves, but it could still be twisted to make the landlord look bad.

Rodin used the room he had discovered he’d rented from this landlord, cooking a few meals and leaving a mess. The weather was warming up, and with the windows shut and their coverings open, the room heated up nicely. Especially when he turned up the temperature controls. The energy usage would rise, and it would cost a little more, but what was money to Rodin?

He received a notice a few days later. He hadn’t used the room since leaving the food, and had undoubtedly missed the neighbours hammering on his door.

The message on his screen was a politely worded request, explaining that there had been indications of an unpleasant smell emanating from his room. The message requested that Rodin sort out this problem, or the matter would have to be taken further. There was no indication of what this further action would entail, leaving the taste of a threat.

Rodin did nothing, knowing the smell would increase. Another message came, a few days later. Either Rodin sort out the problem, or others would sort it out, and Rodin would lose the room. And anything of his that was in the property.

Rodin went round to the landlord’s office. He was angry and belligerent, shouting loudly that he had gone away for a few days, only to come back to threats like this.

As he expected, such an approach didn’t go down well. The landlord, sitting behind his desk, didn’t move, but his ‘assistant’ appeared in front of Rodin, arms folded, blocking him. Rodin pushed‌—‌nothing aggressive, simply the actions of an annoyed resident‌—‌and received a shove in return. He made sure he stumbled, falling against the table. Hopefully there would be a decent bruise in the morning.

He was asked to leave, and Rodin threatened he’d take it further. The landlord remained seated, but told Rodin in no uncertain terms that he’d take that as a personal insult. He’d make Rodin suffer for it.

Shouting vague threats, Rodin left, and then walked to Alleia’s office, first ensuring she was there. He made for her as soon as he entered the place.

She tried fobbing him off to someone else, as he had suspected she would‌—‌it was not her role to take reports and complaints directly, and she was only there because they were short-staffed that morning, something Rodin was already aware of. But he was insistent‌—‌she looked like someone he could trust, and he didn’t want to get angry again. He knew he had problems keeping a lid on things, and he didn’t want to get passed from pillar to post. He needed someone trustworthy like herself to give him just a few minutes.

He’d judged her professionalism accurately. Despite her annoyance at the scene he was making, she sat Rodin down, and he explained about the threats. He showed her his leg, where the bruise was already developing.

And then he waited. A day later he received communication‌—‌his complaints had been investigated, but there appeared to be grounds for the landlord’s actions.

The angry Rodin’s response was to return to Alleia’s office, feigning ignorance of the initial problem, loudly stating that this was nothing short of harassment. He had received no complaints from neighbours‌—‌not surprising, as he had not used the room for over a week now.

He kept his anger under control, letting it simmer just beneath the surface, certain those in the office would pick up on this. He made straight for a desk where two women sat. He addressed the one who appeared timid. He complained. He didn’t want to be fobbed off. He didn’t want to repeat himself. He didn’t see why he was being treated like this. Where was the tall one, with the long hair? The one he spoke to before?

The timid woman’s colleague interrupted. “Oh, you mean Alleia? Unfortunately, she’s otherwise engaged at the moment, but I’ll pass on your kind comments.”

Keeping his seething anger under control, Rodin asked if it were possible to make an appointment to speak to Alleia, and although this was slightly irregular, the woman said she’d see what she could do.

She kept to her word, and Rodin had an appointment the next day, in a private room which Rodin was fairly certain was her office. They talked for a long time, and gradually Rodin the angry resident admitted his faults, and agreed to sort out whatever this strange smell was.

The problem seemed to be sorted out. The landlord said no more when Rodin cleaned the room, and Alleia’s office sent a short communication thanking Rodin for his time.

But Rodin had far more. He had used all his time in the offices‌—‌both the main one and Alleia’s own‌—‌to check out their own security. He had enough information to enable him to gain access one night, and to copy the complete contents of her desk screen. In itself, this would be of little use. But by analysing the contents, especially the more private correspondences that left their mark no matter how well deleted, he was able to find out more information.

He found out when she was born. He discovered names and addresses of friends, their contact details and birthdates. He found a link to her bank account, and spent some time looking through the purchases both herself and Fallim had made. He uncovered their likes and dislikes. He read her most recent correspondences with a sister living in a different district, the one who had run off to be with some man Alleia believed to be bad for her.

And he discovered a link to their house security.

They had an Eye monitoring the front door, and another watching the rear of the house. But also, surprisingly, they had one set up in the open-plan living area, and another watching their bedroom.

Rodin was able to ride the data stream and watch what they got up to.

It wasn’t what he expected.
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For most of their time at home, Fallim and Alleia did what Rodin would consider normal long-term couple things. They sat and talked, ate together, went out‌—‌although they never stayed out long‌—‌and slept together. Watching their activities for a few days, Rodin got the impression that they had long ago settled into a routine where work provided their main stimuli, with home life a pleasant kind of dull. They would give the occasional cuddle, but if Rodin had expected to see any activity in the bedroom, he was mistaken. They went to bed to sleep, and that was it.

But on the fourth day of his observations, their routine was broken. Over the evening, they received a call from a young woman. She looked out of place as she waited by the gate‌—‌Rodin had an excellent view of her through their Eye, and could see the heavy shadow applied to her face, and the almost sheer top she wore beneath her open jacket. She was small, with an obviously good figure, and stood with confidence.

The gate opened, and she walked up to the house. Fallim was already waiting in the open doorway. She showed him a card, possibly some kind of identification. It satisfied the man, and he led her into the house. There, Alleia greeted her before making her way to the food prep area, pouring three drinks in tall glasses.

The young woman sat, and the three of them talked a while. It was not long before she removed her jacket, and Rodin was aware of Fallim staring with undisguised interest at her chest. Strangely, Alleia either didn’t notice this, or it didn’t concern her.

There was no audio on this feed, and the Eye was not always able to catch lip movements. Rodin could make out the odd word or phrase, but not enough to follow their conversation. They seemed relaxed, and the whole thing felt like a social meeting, yet when he made out words such as ‘transaction’, Rodin wondered if business was involved too. There was some to-and-fro, and then they seemed to reach a decision. Alleia said something and sat back in her chair, and the younger woman nodded and rose. She walked over to Fallim, who was also sitting back, a broad grin on his face.

Soon, his trousers were round his ankles, and the woman’s head was in his lap, moving rhythmically. Fallim’s eyes were shut, his hands resting lightly on her hair.

Alleia was watching intently, sipping her drink. Rodin noticed a slight shake to her grip, and it was not long before she placed the glass on the table beside her, giving her own hands free rein to move over her body‌—‌under her top, a few buttons undone to allow access, and then down beneath the waistband of her trousers.

Rodin watched as the scene developed. Fallim was soon spent, the young woman’s manner suggesting she had enjoyed herself too. She licked her lips in a way that was far too obvious, and moved over to Alleia’s chair. It was now Fallim’s turn to watch his partner and the woman excite each other, removing their clothing and using hands and mouths any way they could. After a while, Fallim was once more aroused and ready, and he walked over to join them.

Rodin had nothing against this kind of activity; he had taken part in the like on a few occasions. Beyond a brief burst of pleasure, he found little that made him want to indulge again, but those occasions had been useful in gaining the confidence of others, and of getting closer to them. He had used that supposed connection to his advantage, gaining knowledge that helped him reach other targets.
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