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I

- I -


Karon stood and stretched. He’d been sitting too long again. Easy to do, when nothing was happening. But it meant he was on his own, just how he liked it.

He paced, from one door to the other, past his desk and chair. It didn’t take long. And he noticed that the walls looked grubby again.

That, he reckoned, was down to the light. He gave the room a thorough clean, once every two weeks, as per his schedule, but the walls always looked off-white, like they were covered in dust.

Which was ridiculous. There was no dust down here. Even if dust or dirt clung to his shoes, it fell on the long walk in. There were Eyes along the way, and Karon swore he felt air brush his face in certain places, reckoned they had a system set up to sterilise a person’s clothing.

Because nothing should pass through the gate, should it? Those under the glass didn’t want contamination from the districts, and those outside wouldn’t want the sterile air of the Dome escaping.

The ping was high-pitched. It didn’t last long, but it still made Karon jump, and he cursed under his breath. They’d hear that, of course. They said the Eyes and other sensors were to monitor those passing through, but they checked on him too, didn’t they? Had to make sure he did his work properly.

He tapped the screen on the desk, pulled up the Eye feed that had sent the alert. He watched the figure moving along the corridor, reckoned they were more nervous than they appeared‌—‌they walked confidently, but their eyes constantly darted left and right.

Karon pulled up the itinerary, checked the figure’s face against the image in the file.

“We have a match,” he said. “Who did you say you were?” Karon tapped for the data-sheet. “Tyam. False name, right? Not that it matters. Call yourself whatever you want, pal. Doubt I’ll see you after today.”

But he’d see this Tyam in the flesh soon enough. The man had passed the various checks, so he’d done everything right‌—‌there were no alerts.

Karon tapped the left-hand button on the desk. It recognised him, and glowed green. And it would let this fool approach.

He’d only used the other button, the one that glowed red, once. That time, the visitor hadn’t answered correctly. He’d been young, about ten years Karon’s junior, and his face reddened as Karon waited. When he’d become aggressive‌—‌banging the door, swearing, kicking‌—‌Karon had told him to calm down. When he’d refused, Karon pressed the button to the right.

He watched the feed as the gas clouded the image. The man choked, grabbing at his throat as he fell, eyes bulging out, lips turning blue. He’d writhed on the floor for five minutes, but it felt like an hour.

That wasn’t the only person Karon had watched die, but it was the first he’d killed. Sure, he hadn’t done the deed personally, and he’d followed procedures, but he still saw that face in his nightmares.

Days were better when nothing happened, when Karon could embrace the boredom‌—‌draining water to keep his throat moist, pacing, eating, watching some of those second-rate entertainments stored on the screen. He could cope with days like that. Boredom meant no violence. Boredom meant nobody dying.

The man who called himself Tyam disappeared from the feed, popped up in the image from the Eye over the penultimate door. Tyam leaned in, close to the call screen. He’d shaved, his chin smooth, with no nicks or marks.

That was good. He’d prepared. Less chance of Karon having to use the button to the right.

Tyam pressed the call icon. His voice was quiet but strong and clear. “I am not here.”

He’d said it right, not like that other one. What was it he’d said? Something like “Well, I’m here.” Close, but the words didn’t follow the pattern.

Karon’s supervisor was very strict about following patterns. So was Salika. And she’d be monitoring, the same way Karon could keep an eye on anyone approaching her gate.

Karon tapped his screen. The door opened. Tyam stepped through, and Karon followed his progress in another Eye feed.

The man wore a short charcoal jacket, open to reveal a clean, white shirt, buttoned to the neck. His trousers were a light tan, tight at the waist and ankles but wide at the knees, and his shoes were light grey, with neat laces, and looked far too soft for day-to-day wear.

The clothing was totally impractical. There were no obvious places to hide a blade in the jacket, the shoes wouldn’t cope with anything but the smoothest of surfaces, and the shirt would be grimy within seconds. At least, it would be in the districts. But they had filtered air in the Dome, and all the paths were flat. And he wouldn’t need a blade, because there was no violence under the glass.

That’s what Karon understood, anyway. He’d seen images and feeds, in his training‌—‌could’ve been fake, but he reckoned they were genuine. Lots of people under the glass wore stuff like Tyam’s outfit. In fact, many wore even more ridiculous outfits, totally impractical, made them look like jokes. Dressed like that, they wouldn’t last five seconds in the districts.

So this Tyam knew what he was doing.

He walked slowly, and it took him five minutes to reach the gate. Karon shuffled from foot to foot, waiting. He didn’t want to sit. He needed to remain alert. Sure, Tyam looked the part. But there were still the procedures. And looks could be deceptive.

Karon had heard a rumour, couple of years ago, someone forcing their way through a gate. They arranged the crossing, wore the right clobber, acted the part. But they didn’t want to pay. They tried to force their way through. Killed the gatekeeper in the scuffle‌—‌they’d brought a blade, a small one hidden in their sleeve, made of glass so it didn’t show up on the sensors.

It didn’t help him. Without the gatekeeper to operate the doors, the idiot was stuck. The way Karon heard it, the supervisor left him there to starve to death. Then they sealed the whole gate, updated security at others. Did what they could to ensure it never happened again.

But people always pushed, didn’t they? Karon couldn’t relax yet.

There was a bulge in Tyam’s back pocket, and Karon reckoned that was the payment‌—‌real notes, as none of this went through official channels. They didn’t work with credits, didn’t do payment via screen. And the bulge was large enough that it could be the full amount.

The payment for a pass-through was higher than a simple goods drop, of course, and that meant Karon would get a bonus. He’d do it officially‌—‌he’d heard what happened to gatekeepers who tried skimming off the top. Wasn’t worth it. He’d do things right. and when the bonus came through, he’d treat himself. Call up Cleyne or Hya, have some fun. Cleyne had the looks, but Hya had tricks he’d never believed possible, could play him like one of those old instruments. Or maybe he’d splash out, hire them both. They’d go for that, if the pay was right.

But that was for later. Karon had to get this Tyam through the gate first. He had to concentrate.

Karon patted his waist, and let his fingers curl around the handle of his favourite blade. It was a comfort, knowing it was there. Just in case.

Tyam turned the final corner. He’d arrive in two minutes, Karon estimated.

He pressed the pad under the desk. The square of flooring to the left lifted, and Karon pulled at the lip, then tapped his code into the screen beneath the trap-door. The screen hinged up, like the flooring, and Karon counted to ten before pressing one of the four buttons. Last time it had been the green one, so now it was blue. Next time‌—‌if there was a next time‌—‌he would press the red. He’d have to remember that.

The stong-box opened with a run of three sharp clicks. Karon peered in at the four black packages neatly arranged within. They should last some time, probably a couple of years. He reached in and removed one, slipping it into a pocket before sealing the strongbox and pressing the flooring back down.

Karon was ready. When Tyam paid his fare, Karon would give him the hand-over, send him through to Salika. She’d run her checks, and then the fool would be in the Dome.

The Dome. Clean air, no violence, everyone free to do whatever they wanted. And, if they were all like Salika, the place would be insufferable. Who’d want to be around people who acted so superior? She treated Karon like an idiot, didn’t she? When Salika gave a response to a code, she’d always find a word that Karon didn’t understand. Half the time he didn’t even know if her words were real until he checked them out.

They were all smart like that, under the glass. At least, that’s what Karon had heard. Talked all the time, reckoned words could solve everything. Wouldn’t cope in the real world, though. Salika might look good‌—‌and Karon had to use his imagination here, as he’d never seen her‌—‌but she wouldn’t have a street body, would she? Get a blade drawn on her, she’d try to talk her way out, would make it worse for herself.

Still, a part of Karon was curious. Were the streets really spotless? Did everyone walk around with smiles plastered on their faces? With all the rumours about surgery and alterations, they probably had their mouths permanently fixed that way.

Of course, others were more intrigued about what went on under the glass. But for every thousand who would talk of breaking into the Dome, only ten would try. About half of these would head for the train tunnel, but that was defended. The Dome might not like violence, but it wasn’t against using guns to protect itself, was it?

That didn’t deter everyone, though, and some paid attention to the rumours. They asked around, paid well for information. They learnt the truth, and they prepared. When they were ready, they approached the gate.

People like Tyam. He’d arranged his crossing through Karon’s supervisor, a man Karon had met only once, back when he’d started. No, back when he thought he’d already got the job, but still had one more hurdle to go‌—‌convincing this old man, with his lazy eyes and his long beard and his fierce mind. Karon had been polite, and he’d been honest‌—‌even admitting he wasn’t that bright, that he got confused around people.

Maybe that clinched the deal. It wasn’t like he saw people down here that often, was it? And if he timed it right, if he left the maze of tunnels and took some of the back-streets to his rooms, he could avoid seeing anyone else for weeks on end.

Sometimes Karon wondered if he should ask if there were rooms along the tunnels, places he could make a home.

The old man had approved Tyam’s crossing. Karon didn’t know the details‌—‌didn’t need to, and didn’t want to. Tyam wanted to visit the Dome. To Karon, that made the man an idiot. Smart enough to go about things the right way, had funds to pay, but still an idiot.

And now, the idiot’s image appeared in the Eye feed from outside Karon’s door. Karon pressed his palm to the screen, gave the door a shove when the locks clicked open.

Tyam stood on the threshold. In the districts an open door‌—‌even an unlocked door‌—‌was an invitation to enter. But the Dome was all manners, all respect. Tyam had done his research, and was already playing his part.

Karon took a breath and repeated the line he’d used so rarely. “Come in, close the door, and stand facing it, back to the room.”

The man smiled and bowed his head. “I thank you for your hospitality,” he said, his voice rising and falling as if the words were a song. Tyam took a step forward before spinning, pulling the door closed. He stood facing it, hands by his side, perfectly relaxed.

Karon was impressed with the act.

“How long you aiming to stay for?”

Tyam’s cheeks bulged with a hidden smile. “What I aim for and what occurs may well differ, but I would envisage my stay being about a week. That seems a sufficient period of time in which to enjoy the delights of the place before outstaying my welcome. Of course, my plans are open to change, dependant on situations over which I may have very little control.”

In other words, a week unless things go wrong. So much easier to say one short sentence, but that wasn’t how they talked in the Dome. Tyam sounded like he belonged under the glass.

“Payment. On the table.”

Tyam pulled an envelope from his back pocket and placed it on the table. Karon would check it later. If there was a problem, he’d alert Salika, and Tyam would never see daylight again.

Karon took a step back. “Turn.”

Tyam turned, his gaze travelling around the room as if it were an amazing sight. More acting.

Karon held out the package from the strong-box. “Take it. When you get to the next gate, pass it over.”

Tyam nodded and took the package. He cradled it in his hands. His nails were clean and short, his skin smooth. Almost like he hadn’t done a day’s work in his life.

The treatments, to get that kind of effect, must’ve set him back a fair amount.

Karon opened the second door, and cool air brushed against his back. He didn’t need to turn to know that the passage beyond was dark‌—‌the lights would be triggered once Tyam entered.

He stepped aside, hand hovering over his blade. Tyam nodded and smiled at Karon, and for a moment Karon thought he’d attack, that this had all been a plot. But, once again, Tyam was playing his part. They smiled because it was friendly, under the glass.

“Shut the door after you,” Karon said.

Tyam stepped into the corridor, turned, reached for the door. Hadn’t gone far enough for the sensors yet.

“Thank you,” he said in that stupid sing-song voice. “All being well, I’ll see you again a week from now, my friend.” Then he closed the door.

My friend? Out on the streets, that kind of talk led to violence. But everyone was a friend in the Dome.

So maybe Tyam would be back.

It didn’t matter to Karon. He opened the envelope, counted the crisp, clean bills. The exact amount, as he’d expected.

He tapped the screen to contact Salika. When the screen showed connection, he spoke the code-word he’d chosen. “Smooth.”

The cold, female voice came back with her response. “Trucage.” Karon checked‌—‌first letter the next in the alphabet, the word one letter longer than his. He had no idea what ‘trucage’ meant, but that was Salika all over. Maybe Tyam would understand her.

It would take Tyam about ten minutes to walk to Salika’s gate, and he’d pass over the package. No doubt they’d talk, a few more checks to satisfy the woman, then Tyam would continue. Salika would send a message, and Karon would close things down, sit and wait for the end of the shift. Another day’s work done.

He counted the money again, thinking of his bonus.





II

- II -


Karon checked the gate every day. That was part of the contract he’d signed.

Well, made his mark. Wasn’t too good at writing, was he? Never saw the point in learning. Not when it was easier to tap on icons, or speak and have a screen translate. But this job was different, worked old-school. And the text of the contract was all twisted. Even running it through a few systems on his screen, it confused Karon. He’d asked for clarification, but his supervisor told him it wasn’t important. Visit the gate every day, follow procedures, and he’d be paid. Did he need to know any more?

Karon didn’t. So he did what the old man asked. Every morning‌—‌sometimes before the sun rose, depending on the time of year‌—‌he’d wake, shower, grab a bite to eat, then leave his room, head for the decayed building in the shadow of the glass. He’d sidle down the alley at the side of the building, pull at the fake pallet, use the key to open the door behind it.

The key sat in his pocket all the time, attached to his belt by a cord. It was the only key he’d ever owned.

Behind the pallet-door, he’d lift the metal grate in the floor and enter the maze.

That wasn’t its official name, but it did the job. There were so many dead-ends, and even with the map he’d been sent, the one that would self-erase, it had taken Karon three days to learn the correct path. It didn’t help that he had to work around the traps. Some he’d avoid by ensuring he didn’t tread on specific spots or didn’t hesitate too long at a junction. Others needed turning off with the key and a palm-print, then reactivating once he’d passed.

Tyam wouldn’t have come this way, though. There were other paths, from different start-points. Karon only knew his own route. It helped with security, his supervisor had said.

It normally took half an hour to get to the gate, and Karon would then relax for a moment. He’d seal himself in, pour a drink‌—‌he always brought a flask, as there were no refreshment facilities in the gate. He’d usually use the toilet, hidden in the recess to the left of the desk, and it no longer bothered him that he was peeing in the same room he worked in.

Then he’d wait, getting paid for doing nothing. The desk-screen would ping at the end of his shift, and he’d go home.

Sometimes there would be an alert on the screen, and he’d have to leave the room, collect the package from the hidden storage outside, then take it through the second door and into the dark passageway. He’d seal it in a container at the half-way point, return to his gate, then signal Salika.

She’d then collect it. Or she had someone else pick it up. It didn’t bother him, one way or the other. Just as it didn’t bother him what the packages contained. They were never too heavy, and there were no markings on the outside. The contents were none of his concern. He did his job, collected his pay, and asked no questions.

Sometimes he’d get a message from Salika that she’d dropped off a package, and he’d do the same procedure in reverse. Again, he never asked questions.

And, on very rare occasions, there was a message telling Karon to expect a walker.

He’d only ever had one from the Dome, and that had been a few years ago. He remembered the day well, because he’d had a scuffle on the way to work‌—‌rare that he saw anyone, and he reckoned this idiot had been out drinking until the early hours, hadn’t made it home yet. It shook Karon up, and he’d been looking forward to a day of doing nothing, sealed in his solitude. But he’d had a visitor instead.

The man had been large and muscular, but didn’t hold himself right. He wore clothes similar to those Tyam had turned up in, but also had a pendant on a gold chain around his neck. It looked expensive, and was far too obvious. Anyone from the districts with anything that nice would keep it out of sight.

And he kept asking questions. Where could he find a decent room for the night, where were the best places to buy a meal, and was this going to be enough money for his stay? He held out a handful of notes, a ridiculous amount, almost like that was a sign of friendship.

He’d been a fool. And when Karon got back to his own room, still uptight, his day ruined, he contacted a few people he kind-of knew. He told these not-really friends where the man might be staying. His asking-price for the information was the pendant.

Karon never saw any of them again‌—‌the idiot from the Dome or those cheapskates who robbed him. And he never got that pendant either.

Which only confirmed his opinion that people weren’t worth the hassle. Better to stay out of the way.

Of the four walkers who had passed through the gate into the Dome, only two had returned.

The first was a young woman, and she’d trembled the whole time she’d been in the room, had stuttered when she spoke. But she had the money, and she responded correctly, so Karon opened the door for her.

She returned after an hour. If there were as many tunnels on the Dome side as on the district side, she must’ve spent only minutes under the glass. But she beamed, and couldn’t stop talking, her eyes wide and her hands waving about. Probably the highlight of her pathetic life, spending all her money so that she could boast of having been in the Dome.

If she talked too much, she was probably dead by now.

The second was a man with long hair set in a plait so perfect Karon wondered if it was fake. He held himself tall, and he returned after a night under the glass. He didn’t speak when he came back, and Karon reckoned he wasn’t the type to boast, so maybe he was still alive.

And now, there was a message from Salika. A walker, due in a couple of hours.

It was a week since Tyam had entered the Dome. Hard to imagine anyone lasting that long, but Karon supposed it was possible.

He sat, let his eyes shut, and waited. He didn’t quite sleep, but it was close.

He wondered what word Salika would use as her code. It would be something obscure, of course. Sometimes he wondered if she were trying to educate him, like he was a pet project. Most of the time he reckoned she was simply being superior, as if knowing more words made her better. Kill, butcher, decapitate, remove. All meant the same thing in the end, no matter how you spoke it.

His thoughts turned to Cleyne and Hya. They’d been busy all week, and he’d only managed to get in one appointment, with Hya. It had been good, but not what he’d built up in his mind. He hoped they were both free soon. He pictured their bodies and their smiles, imagining what they would do as he watched from his chair. He didn’t need fancy words for this, just his imagination. Salika wouldn’t do this, he knew. Her idea of fun would be discussing the meaning of life or something, but what was the point of that? The meaning of life was to enjoy yourself. Talking only got in the way.

The alert sounded, pulling him back to reality. He stretched, stood, checked the screen. Then he paced, waiting.

The code came through at the exact time Salika had indicated. A single word.

Prodigal.

Karon kind of knew what that meant. He counted the letters, and racked his brain. Next letter‌—‌Q. Typical. Eight letters, so he needed nine. Salika was making this hard on purpose.

He couldn’t think of one, so he used the screen’s dictionary routine. At one time, he would have looked for a word he’d never heard of, or couldn’t even pronounce. He’d tried to beat Salika. But why bother playing her childish games?

He found a word he knew, and sent it. Qualified.

An icon on the screen blinked, let him know Salika had opened her gate and the walker was through. Karon swiped to the Eye feed and watched the figure approach.

He didn’t recognise the clothes, but if this was Tyam, the man would’ve changed. From what he understood, people in the Dome usually changed a couple of times a day, and had any clothes they’d worn put through a deep wash. Because being clean was important to them. Like sweat was dishonest, or grime from work was wrong.

The lighting in the corridor was low, and Tyam’s stance was different. Before, he’d practically skipped through the gate. Now, he walked with more purpose, and held himself ready for a fight.

Tyam approached the end of the corridor and looked up at the Eye. His face was harsh, with no trace of a smile.

He held a package in one hand, similar to the one Karon had given him a week ago.

Karon opened the door, one hand resting on the hilt of his blade.

Tyam stepped through without being invited.

“Package.” Karon tilted his head to the table.

Tyam tossed the package onto the table. It hit with a thud, balanced on the edge. Karon would take it to the surface at the end of the day and place it in the pre-arranged drop on his way back to his room.

“Good trip?” The words fell from Karon’s lips, but it felt right to ask. A rare occasion like this deserved‌…‌something.

Tyam tilted his head and frowned, didn’t talk.

Karon only now took in the man’s clothes. They were definitely Dome fashions, but subdued. The jacket was too large, but it gave Tyam room to move. The material of the trousers looked like it stretched, and his black shoes were scuffed with dust and dirt. They had hard edges, too, looked almost like boots.

“Let me through,” Tyam said, through lips that barely moved.

Karon shivered. He opened the far door and stepped to one side. Tyam passed by, and left the gate.

“See you again?”

There was no response. The man’s back grew smaller, then Karon closed the door. He returned to the screen, typing the last message to Salika.

And realised he didn’t want to see the man who called himself Tyam again. He’d survived a week in the Dome, which meant he’d either hid the whole time or he’d blended in. But he could take care of himself in the districts too. He wasn’t someone to be crossed.

He wondered what Salika made of him, though. He wondered if he’d charmed her. But she was smart. She’d know he was from the districts. She’d know he couldn’t be trusted.

And, for the first time, it struck him how little he knew of his counterpart along the dark passageway. He’d worked opposite her for five years now, and he’d never seen her, never even spoken to her. Not really. Messages didn’t count. And they were all work, weren’t they?

His fingers hovered over the screen. But what could he say? He didn’t know her. He couldn’t start a conversation with a stranger.

So Karon waited for the end of his day.
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The envelope bulged in Karon’s jacket. Even though there was nobody in sight, he felt them watching from windows, or through Eyes. And even when he’d made the drop, the sensation only reduced, didn’t go totally.

He rushed into his building, pulled on the railing to climb the stairs. The lift was still out, and Karon doubted the landlord would ever get around to fixing it.

At least the rent was cheap.

He unlocked his door and stepped inside. He slipped his jacket off, hung it on the hook beside the door, then triggered the lighting.

“Hello, Mister Karon.”

There was a man in Karon’s chair. He sat with his legs crossed and his hands clasped in his lap. His trousers were smart, with a crease running down the front, and his shoes shone. He wore an expensive-looking jacket. There was a hat on the table by his side. His chin was free of stubble, and he’d swept his dark hair back. His mouth formed a thin line under a sharp nose. And his eyes were dark and cold.

“Who the hell are you?” Karon wanted to shout, but only managed a whisper. His hand fell to his blade.

“That’s not important.”

The line of the man’s mouth twitched, as if it wanted to break into a smile but had forgotten how to.

“You want to rob me?”

The man breathed out, almost a laugh. He opened his arms, showing Karon the fine suit he wore, then waved one hand around the room. “You think I need anything you have?”

Karon had never been into luxuries. He had his chair, a simple food-prep, a small table and fold-out seat. There was a battered screen on the single bed, tucked into the corner of the room. If this man had opened Karon’s storage, he’d have found simple clothing, nothing fancy. Even his blade was old and battered.

“So how’s your day been?”

The man’s casual tone threw Karon. “Fine,” he managed.

“Same as usual?”

Karon swallowed. He wanted to sit, looked around for another chair. But he didn’t want to bother with the fold-out, and leaning on the table seemed far too casual.

He nodded. “Same as usual.”

The man’s eyes rolled, like he was disappointed. “So who was the walker?” he asked.

Karon’s heart hammered. How did this man know about the walker? And how did he know Karon’s name? Then there was his voice, the way it rose and fell, like a song. It reminded Karon of Tyam, when he’d first passed through the gate. And the whole ‘Mister’ thing‌—‌that was how they talked under the glass. Karon was sure of it.

So what the hell was this man doing here?

“Don’t worry,” the man said. “I’m not after anything you have, as I’ve already mentioned. I simply want a chat. Please, sit down.”

Karon glanced at the table and pull-out, then shook his head. “Prefer to stand.”

“Then do me the courtesy of moving your hand away from your blade. I assure you, attempting violence against me will go badly for you. I don’t say that as a threat, merely a warning.”

Yet it was a threat, wasn’t it? Karon looked at the man’s jacket, how it hung from him, how the material folded over. No telling what it held.

But if he was from the Dome, would he even have weapons? And why would the Dome be interested in Tyam? What had he done?

There were procedures. If anyone asked anything, the old man had told him, Karon was to keep quiet.

“Tell me about the walker.” The man leaned back in the chair, as if he owned it. As if this was his room.

“Don’t have a name,” Karon said.

The man smiled. “A tad disingenuous. You have a name for him, even if it’s false. And it is false. I, on the other hand, know his real name. I know more about him than he knows himself. I knew of his intention to take a short vacation, and I had the utmost confidence that he would return exactly as he had planned.” The stranger waved one hand again. “But, please, take the weight off your feet. Then we can converse in a more civilised manner.”

Karon shook his head. He swallowed. “Prefer it if you leave.”

“I’m sure you would. But we don’t always get what we want, do we?”

The man smiled again, like one of those jackals Karon had heard about, out in the wilds. And that fitted, because he was an animal, wasn’t he? Predator or something. Might be from the Dome, but he was bad news.

And he was here, in Karon’s room, uninvited.

“I want you out. Now!”

When Karon accepted the job, they’d trained him. It had been tough, and over those three weeks he’d often thought of quitting. But he’d stuck with it, believed them when they said the bruises and cuts would heal. And he’d learnt‌—‌how to defend himself, how to use his body, and how to use weapons.

As he lunged, he unsheathed his blade. He focused on the man’s chest, knew where the point would enter. He prepared his arm for the jolt.

Then he crashed to the floor. His wrist erupted into a white surge of heat.

Karon cradled his arm. His hand hung at an impossible angle, and he could feel pain and nothing at the same time. His blade lay on the floor, half-under the chair.

The man leaned forward. He unfolded slowly, and when he stood at his full height he brushed himself down.

“I do deplore a lack of manners in a host. I apologise for your wrist, but I did warn you.”

Karon wanted to yell at the man, but when he opened his mouth the only thing to emerge was a gurgle. He closed his eyes as the room swam.

“Sit up.”

Karon didn’t want to, but he shuffled his body until he hit his bed. It creaked. He pushed with his legs, resting his back against the side of the mattress. When he opened his eyes it took a moment for the dots of colour to fade.

His attacker remained standing by the chair.

“The man who called himself Tyam is special. You know that, because you saw him twice. How often has that happened, Mister Karon? It takes a particular kind of person to achieve such a feat. And, if you search your memories, you’ll realise that this wasn’t Tyam’s first venture.” He pointed, to Karon’s arm. “Maybe the pain will sharpen your memory.”

Despite himself, Karon did think. He saw the woman, the panicked expression, the mixture of fear and excitement. And he saw the man with the long hair so neatly arranged, the one who had passed the night under the glass.

And he saw something, now, in hindsight. Images fell over each other, superimposing themselves. Cut the hair short, and the man could pass for Tyam.

The man nodded. “Your expression betrays your surprise. And you wouldn’t be alone in such a reaction. Some would see our friend’s ventures as a major achievement. Others, however, would not be so generous. You know that the Dome protects itself, because you’re a part of that protection. Many under the glass would be aghast at the very thought of a person from the districts entering their beloved society. Knowledge that this is indeed possible‌—‌and that one particular individual has managed such a feat on two occasions‌—‌has the potential to cause chaos.”

The man leaned forward. “There are those who would do anything to ensure this man doesn’t enter a third time. They’d hunt him down, following any clues they can uncover, and visiting those who have seen him. You understand the implications, I’m sure.”

He lifted his eyebrows, turning the statement into a question.

Karon might not be word-smart like Salika, but he was intelligent where it counted. “They’ll come looking for me.”

“Indeed they will. And that causes a problem for someone like myself, someone who doesn’t want this man to be found.”

Karon swallowed, and blinked. His vision blurred for a moment. His wrist throbbed constantly. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I can keep quiet.”

The man said nothing.

“I won’t say a word. It’s not like I know anything, is it? Only a false name. He’ll have changed clothes, cut his hair different. What could I tell them?” Ideas‌—‌possibilities‌—‌surged through the pain. “I mean, if they came for me direct, threatening me, I’d know the score, keep quiet. And I don’t go out anywhere, so they can’t come on to me anyway, can they?”

Which, now that Karon thought about it, was a big reason for him getting the job. No friends, no family, so he was less likely to talk.

The man sighed. “A few days ago I visited a couple of charming young women. In the course of our conversation, they talked of how their clients would relax after the physical part of the business was over. These women saw it as a part of the service, that they could help their clients lighten their burdens.” He tilted his head. “I believe you know these women. One might even say you know them intimately.”

Cleyne and Hya. Had to be.

But Karon never talked about work. They’d both asked, wondering what he did for money, but he’d been vague. Said he worked in security, that it was boring, that he couldn’t say anything more. He definitely didn’t mention the gate, or the walkers. If they brought up the Dome‌—‌which happened every now and then, because it was hard to avoid the glass when it was so close, wasn’t it?‌—‌he changed the subject.

“They know nothing.”

“Maybe, and maybe not. But ponder this‌—‌I’m here, in your room. I must have gained my information from someone.”

“I won’t talk.”

“Those who want to find your walker can be very persuasive.”

“My job pays well enough.”

“There are other means of persuasion.”

The man lifted his foot and tapped Karon’s arm. Karon winced, swallowing the pain. “I won’t talk.”

The man smiled, and the expression was cold. “I know you won’t, Mister Karon. That’s why I’m here.”

Karon pushed himself higher, pulled his legs in. The temperature dropped as the man took a step forward. Metal flashed in his hand.

A blade. Karon’s? No‌—‌that still sat under the chair. The blade the man held was superior‌—‌looked both used and new, had a moulded handle, and when the metal caught the light it flickered in different colours.

“Please understand that this isn’t personal. There’s nothing at fault with your work, and I’m sure you have no intention of talking. Well,” and he tilted his head, his eyes glinting with a dark light, “almost. Because there was that one time, wasn’t there? You let a few undesirables know about a walker, didn’t you?”

Karon shook his head. “That‌…‌that was a mistake. I’d never do anything like that again. Honest! You can trust me.”

“Maybe. But what if you let something slip after enjoying the company of those young women? And if those seeking our walker meet you‌…‌well, they can be both subtle and persuasive. They can make you open up without realising it. They’re masters at their craft. And I should know‌…‌I trained many of them.”

And Karon played back the whole meeting, saw how this man had persuaded Karon to admit to so much, had twisted the conversation so that Karon talked about Tyam.

He shook his head, but he knew how this would end. He was no match for this man, just as he’d be no match for those hunting Tyam.

Would anyone miss him when he’d gone? Would Cleyne or Hya? No‌—‌he was a client, one of many. They only pretended to enjoy his company because he paid.

The man loomed over Karon, and his arm swiped across. An icy heat opened in Karon’s throat. When the man stepped back, the blade dripped crimson.

“You’ve witnessed something incredible,” the man said. “This is the highlight of your life.”

The chill spread, an ice-burn in its wake. Karon couldn’t move, but he felt the blood run, saw it soak into his top, saw it spray in a ragged pattern that mirrored the throbbing inside.

The moment lasted forever. The man wiped his blade clean with a rag and sheathed it inside his jacket before folding the rag carefully and putting it into a pocket. He smoothed down his clothing, returned to the chair and picked up his hat, placed it on his head. He walked to the door.

The man paused. He turned to Karon and nodded. His face held the hint of a smile.

And Karon understood the truth in his words. Karon had witnessed something incredible. The one who called himself Tyam had crossed the glass twice.

But the man was not alone. He had a powerful friend, in this well-dressed, ruthless man. A man who would do anything to protect the walker.

As his eyes closed, and as the burning faded into a coldness that numbed him, Karon wondered what it would’ve been like to have a friend like that.
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Rodin knew something was wrong, even before he opened his eyes.

He lay still, and he focused. The room was dark, the window shutters still fastened. The air was cool on his face. Rodin breathed deep‌—‌no unexpected odours. On the table by his bed, his screen hummed quietly, but he knew this was nothing but the power running through the lighting in the corridor.

He reached out, swiped the screen, and tapped for visual monitoring. He ignored the clock in the top corner‌—‌he knew it was early, didn’t need more details‌—‌and focused on the image fed from the Eye above his door.

Nothing moved. Grey walls, glowing ceiling tiles, regularly placed doors that remained closed.

The audio feed still gave its constant hum, and suddenly Rodin knew what had woken him. Footsteps.

Tapping the screen, he called up the routine he’d installed, the one that recorded Eye data. He scrolled back a couple of minutes.

Still nothing.

He scrubbed back and forth. The image flickered, yet only showed the grey floor, part of the wall opposite, and the edges of two other doors.

Another flicker, then more of the same.

He scrolled back, knew there was something‌—‌he couldn’t ignore his intuition. He watched the empty corridor, the dark grey doors. The image flickered‌—‌one of the common issues with hacked feeds.

Or with looped footage.

Rodin swallowed, his mouth dry. Sweat cooled on his bare arms.

He tapped again, calling up the hacked feeds from other door Eyes. Again, he scrolled through the data.

And saw the intruder.

The figure wore a hood to disguise their face. They were short, and wore a tight jacket that revealed a toned figure. They moved with confidence, never hesitating, and even when they reached Rodin’s door they didn’t glance around.

Because they knew his Eye had been tampered with.

Rodin watched the intruder reach into a pocket, then hunched over, their body blocking whatever they were doing to his door. Rodin tapped, bringing up another hacked feed, but this one was no better‌—‌the intruder was working too closely to the door, as if he knew Rodin might access other Eyes. Even when he crouched, his hands by the base of the door, he used his body to shield his actions.

Then the intruder stood and walked down the corridor. They pushed through the door to the stairwell, and Rodin lost sight of them.

But they’d done something to his door.

Tapping, he called up live feeds, focused on his door. There was nothing obviously untoward, so he ran the feed through filters‌—‌infra-red, grey-scale, heat, gamma residue.

Nothing. At least, nothing until he ran the last filter, the one he’d bought only to keep Jorren sweet.

High-intensity light flooded the scene for a fraction of a second, too quick to register with the naked eye. But the Eye took a screen capture, and Rodin panned over it intently.

And there it was. At the base of the door, ankle-height, was a bright line, almost too thin to see. Tripcord.

It could be there only to trip him when he left the room, but the intruder had done something before stooping to the ground. This tripcord was a trigger.

Rodin spent a few minutes zooming over different images of his door, searching for anything that looked out of place. There were no marks, no discolouration when he compared the image with one he pulled from earlier footage. In frustration, he resorted to flipping from one image to the other, back and forth, back and forth.

Only then did he see it. His jaw unclenched, and Rodin breathed out slowly.

There was a bulge in the right side of the door frame, about half way down. And Rodin knew exactly what it was.

He’d used something similar on a job a few months ago. The guard had walked through the sensor, which triggered the micro-explosive hidden in the tape on the window, over the far side of the warehouse. The diversion had worked‌—‌when the guard went to investigate, Rodin slipped passed, accessed the target and removed them with a blade across the man’s throat.

But Rodin’s intruder had not booby-trapped Rodin’s door as a diversion. Their intent was far more lethal.

Rodin slid from his bedroll and dressed, hardly needing the blue glow from the screen. Still considering options, he opened the room’s storage unit and pulled out his pack.

Neither tripwire nor explosive tape were cheap. That meant the intruder had financial resources. They knew where Rodin lived, and they acted with professional calm.

Rodin reached into his pack and pulled out his work implements. There was no time for a thorough check, so he stowed only the essentials. A blade on each hip, another in the sheath down the side of one boot. Screen inside his jacket to the left, micro-Eye and roll of tripwire to the right. Then he took his lance, careful not to stick himself with the exposed needle, and stored it in the secure pocket on the left of his jacket.

With his lance in place, Rodin felt ready. He placed the remaining tools back in his pack, then added his belongings‌—‌bedroll, spare clothing, second screen, washbag. He swung it onto his back, and pulled the straps, shuffling to allow it to sit firmly.

There was nothing else he needed.

Rodin was ready to leave, but he hesitated. The visitor was a professional, and Rodin had to treat them with respect. They would have set secondary traps, and they would be monitoring his window.

But they wouldn’t be monitoring the lift shaft.

Rodin took the two paces across the room to the storage unit, then stepped inside. At the back was a metal plate that should have been held in place by four screws. But Rodin had already widened the screw-holes and lined them with a soft putty. Gripping the edges of the plate with the tips of his fingers, he pulled it free.

There was a second plate, a hand-width away, with a vent at the top. Stale air eked through, heavy with the scent of oil and grease. Rodin picked up the screwdriver he’d stored in the space between both plates, attached the flexible neck, and stuck it through the vent.

He breathed steadily, knowing it wouldn’t do to rush. He rubbed his thumb and one finger on the screwdriver’s control panel, twisting the neck to bring the tip in line with the first screw. Then he triggered the auto-rotate, and the screw slowly turned.

As he worked, he ran through recent contracts, those who might hold a grudge against him, other assassins who wanted him gone. A job like his wasn’t conducive to making friends, and no individual or organisation stood out. There were too many people who wished Rodin dead.

He removed all four screws, bringing them back through the vent and laying them carefully on the storage unit’s flooring. Rodin slid his fingers through the vent, pushed the plate gently from the wall, twisted and pulled it inside the storage unit. Then he leaned forward and peered into the darkness.

He could see nothing, but that didn’t matter. He’d practised this. He knew what to expect in the shaft.

Reaching up, he curled his fingers around the metal rim he knew was there, then eased his body through the service vent. For a moment one leg dangled, and Rodin tried not to think of the drop beneath him. Then his boot found the lower metal rim. He pushed, as close to the concrete of the lift shaft as he could, and brought his other leg out.

These metal rims ran round the shaft every meter or so. They were something to do with the mag-drives of the lifts themselves, but Rodin hadn’t bothered with the technical details. All he needed to know was that they gave him a way to reach the ladder. It took under a minute, sliding feet and hands along these metal rims, until Rodin pulled himself onto the rounded rungs.

The ladder was in a declivity in the wall, presumably so that a worker using it would not be struck by the lift, although he’d heard tales of workers being clipped and falling to their deaths. He’d heard of one lift being sabotaged, the mag-brakes failing, sending passengers to their doom. That had been a contract, the target one of the occupants. The other five passengers were probably guilty of something‌—‌wasn’t everyone?‌—‌but Rodin considered it a sloppy job. A true professional only killed the target. Uncontracted deaths were to be avoided unless absolutely necessary.

A bolt of fear ran through him, and he strained his ears. Was his intruder the kind of assassin who would send a lift crashing down on a target?

But the shaft was silent, the air so still Rodin could hear his own heart.

At the base of the ladder, Rodin took his screen out, pulled up the routine he used to hack the building’s security. A couple of taps and the service door unlocked. There was a short corridor, a flight of stone steps, and another door. This door, like the first, responded to Rodin’s screen.

He pushed through the door, and into the alley beside the building he used to call home. He’d escaped the trap.

But that didn’t mean he was free.


Rodin paused in the doorway. The night air cleared his head, but he could have done without the reek of urine, rubbish and depression that hung heavy in the alley.

Nothing moved. Flickering light filtered in from the road ahead, but the detritus piled high against the walls remained inactive.

Rodin pulled the door closed behind him, then walked out of the alley, moving quickly through the blue-white glare from the streetlight. Horrible things. Apparently, Genna insisted on them, something about giving her district’s residents security at night, but as far as Rodin could tell they simply helped the thugs see who they were beating up.

He walked fast. Never show uncertainty. But he had no idea where to go. He should see Genna, explain what had happened‌—‌after all, she’d helped find the room for him. But she despised him as it was, and disturbing her so early wouldn’t do him any favours.

He kept to the edge of the cracked paving, a few metres from the buildings that would once have been teeming with life. But now windows were boarded up, and doors were nailed shut. The angry streetlights showed the charcoaled brickwork, and Rodin could almost smell the smoke. His building‌—‌his ex-building‌—‌was one of the few inhabited ones round here.

And so, when a shadow moved in a doorway, Rodin clocked it instantly.

He didn’t alter his pace, but he concentrated. The shadow moved, and Rodin heard the soft tapping of footsteps, in time with his own.

Maybe this wasn’t his would-be assassin, but Rodin had to assume otherwise. His hand dropped, fingers resting on the handle of a blade.

There was a side-street ahead, to the left. Rodin turned down it, under the buzzing streetlight, and sped up. Then he stepped across the street, glancing to his side as he did so.

The person appeared under the light, and Rodin saw a familiar image‌—‌tight clothing, small body, hooded top masking facial features.

Rodin adjusted the weight of the pack on his back, and walked on. To his right was a chain-link fence, a large industrial building set back behind it. On the other side of the street was a row of trees that Rodin knew bordered a wasteland, long grass hiding discarded plastic and rubble.

There was no housing. No witnesses, and no chance of interference.

Rodin slowed, patting his pockets. He shook his head, as if he’d forgotten something, then turned, letting his shoulders slump. As he walked toward the intruder he concentrated, and even without looking up he saw movement, saw the thin metal spike that protruded from the intruder’s hand.

He almost laughed. When so many assassins used blades or even guns as their primary tool, it was fitting that Rodin’s assassin would use his own tool of choice.

They rested their thumb over the button, ready to inject their drug of choice the moment the needle pierced skin. Rodin’s preference was Slinax, a powerful fast-acting sedative, but he knew he was in a minority in this. He had to assume the lance his intruder held contained something lethal.

The man bent his knees, brought one arm across his body as a barrier. The lance was firm in his hand, the needle pointed to Rodin.

Rodin walked on, muttering to himself now, keeping up his pretence. They were only a couple of paces from one another. The attacker barely came up to Rodin’s shoulders, but those who were small were often fast. Rodin had to be ready for anything.

Two steps. Rodin exhaled and shook his head again, still playing his role. One step. He saw his attacker’s right arm pull back a fraction.

Now.

As the arm flew at him, Rodin stepped in, turning sharply. Slammed his shoulder into the attacker’s chest and grabbed the man’s wrist.

The man stumbled back, but he recovered quickly. Rodin ducked to avoid the fist, spun out of the way. As the man turned, Rodin kicked hard. His boot connected with the side of the man’s knee. Bone cracked, and the man dropped to the ground.

Rodin stamped on the hand holding the lance, and the man grunted, high-pitched. Then Rodin dropped, a well-aimed knee striking the man’s chest. Rodin pulled the lance from the shattered fingers and held the needle to the man’s neck, thumb resting over the button.

“Who?” Rodin kept his voice low but firm.

The man’s masked head shook. A refusal to comply. But his eyes were visible through holes in the mask, and they were wide.

They showed more fear when Rodin pushed the lance, the needle piercing the man’s flesh.

“Who are you working for?”

But the man shook his head again.

At one time, Rodin would have admired such tenacity. But now, he saw only stupid stubbornness.

Rodin pushed the button. The man cried out, high-pitched, and started thrashing about. Rodin held him down, struggling as the convulsions grew more violent. The cry became a gurgle, and the man started to froth at the mouth. Spittle flew as his head jerked back and forth.

The convulsions eased, and finally the man lay still. Rodin checked for a pulse, found none, but used a blade across the man’s throat, just to be sure. Then he reached for the mask and pulled.

It wasn’t a face he recognised. And it definitely wasn’t what he expected.

Rodin looked down at the large blue eyes beneath the fringe of blond hair. He took in the small nose, slightly upturned, and the thin cheekbones. He noted the smoothness of the cheeks, the skin so young and feminine.

It made no difference that they’d hired a female, but she was barely old enough to be a woman. And it bothered Rodin that she was so good. Her training must have started when she was a small child. That couldn’t have been her own decision.

Rodin knew this could reflect badly on himself. Others‌—‌Genna‌—‌would see a girl first, an assassin second.

And he was being watched.

The figure stood in the shadow of a tree on the edge of the wasteland. He was tall, wearing a long coat, his hands in the pockets. His face was further shaded by a wide-brimmed hat.

The clothing was out of place, impractical. But the man stood confidently. He made no move toward Rodin.

The stranger’s head nodded, the slightest of movements. He reached up for his hat, grabbed the rim and pulled, like he was greeting Rodin.

Then he turned and walked nonchalantly away.

Rodin resisted the urge to chase after him. There was a confidence about the man that unnerved him.

The man rounded the corner and disappeared from sight.

Rodin glanced down at the girl, the lance still stuck in her neck, and then he stood. He took a breath, held it for a few seconds before releasing.

A dead assassin and a mysterious stranger. And the sun wasn’t even up yet.

This wasn’t the best start to the day.
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Jimny’s cafe was in a short, narrow street on the edge of Genna’s district. It wasn’t the best of areas, but it had its advantages, and it served Jimny well.

Walking round here always brought back memories for Rodin. Like his first official contract, one thug wanting a rival removed. Not Rodin’s finest moment, and when those he’d left alive came after him a few months later he learnt an important lesson‌—‌never leave loose ends.

Further down the street, top floor of the building with the boarded-up door, was the medic who had fixed various injuries for Rodin over the years. Good work, reasonable prices, and no questions asked.

The cafe was down a few stone steps, set in a basement, and at the moment it was in the dark. Still too early for Jimny to open.

Rodin headed down a side-road, round to the alley leading up the back of the buildings. No street lights, and the piles of rubbish strewn next to large metal containers loomed in on him. The air was heavy with rotten food and mould, and the hint of blood and violence. Rodin walked fast to the plain wooden doorway set in the wall to his left.

He used a blade to lever the catch, and stepped into Jimny’s small back-yard, barely a couple of paces long. He closed the wooden door, then pressed down on the handle to the back-door of the building itself.

Rodin paused, shaking his head. It seemed wrong, how little security Jimny had on his property. But the man was safe. He’d made sure of that, over the years. His cafe might provide good food and drink, but it also offered far more. Always listening and learning, Jimny knew what was happening better than most, and he used that knowledge well. People might appreciate his fine cooking, but it was information they really came for.

Information could be a dangerous thing, though, and Jimny ensured he never showed favouritism. His help was impartial, and he treated everyone the same‌—‌as loyal customers (even if this was their first visit) who deserved his respect and attention, at least while they were within his domain.

Not everyone understood this, though. A couple of years ago three brothers from Garrick’s district had demanded recompense after Jimny’s information helped an enemy of theirs. But they’d talked too much, and one morning all three were discovered dangling from the street light closest to the cafe. They were only taken down when Jimny complained that they made the place look untidy.

Rodin eased the door open and stepped into the back room that doubled as both kitchen and storeroom. He reached for his screen and used the soft blue glow to look around. Impeccably clean, of course‌—‌once his last customer had left, Jimny would have scrubbed the whole place, ready for the morning. Even the toilet, hiding in what was little more than a closet, was spotless.

Rodin carried on through to the cafe itself, making no attempt to tread quietly. The ten tables seemed far apart, but that was only because the chairs were on top of them, not cluttering up the floor. He walked to a corner table, removed a chair, set it down, and then sat, his back to the wall. And he waited.

It wasn’t long before he heard creaking from Jimny’s living quarters upstairs. The creaking grew louder, then there was a click of a door, and Jimny walked out of the back room. He wore his normal uniform‌—‌loose-fitting black trousers that bunched up at the bottom of his short legs, a white shirt with sleeves rolled up, and an apron tied around his ample waist.

Jimny flicked a switch on the wall, and the ceiling started to glow, the light gradually building. He looked over to Rodin, and it was impossible to read his bleary eyes. If Jimny felt any annoyance at being woken so early, he showed no indication of it.

“Sorry. I was not open,” he said as he shuffled to Rodin’s table, taking down the remaining chairs and placing them around the tables with practised precision. “If you bear with me, I will start the coffee. Black and strong, yes?”

Rodin took coffee however it was offered, but Jimny was an expert at reading his customers. Rodin was in no mood for a milky comfort drink. He needed a shot.

He nodded, and Jimny’s face erupted with a smile. He darted into the back room, rubbing his hairless head as he went. Rodin watched him prepare the coffee‌—‌pouring beans into the machine, starting the grinding, adding the water. As the machine rumbled away, Jimny whistled tunelessly.

In many ways, Rodin envied the cafe owner. He was king of his domain, a master of his work. He didn’t worry where the next contract would come from, had nothing to fear from others in his profession seeking revenge. He lived a life of peace, perfectly content with his position.

But Rodin knew this wouldn’t be the life for him. He couldn’t imagine staying in one place for so long. He’d only remained in Genna’s district because it afforded a period of stability in which he could cement his reputation. Even then, he’d moved lodgings every few months. Soon, it would be time to seek work in another district.

It was simply one more facet of the career he’d chosen.

Jimny appeared by Rodin’s side and placed a large steaming mug on the table. Rodin nodded his thanks. The aroma was dark and bitter, and he breathed in deep.

“Some food?”

Rodin nodded again, even as Jimny turned back to his kitchen. Of course, the man had known the answer before even asking, just as he knew what Rodin wanted to eat.

There were no menus in Jimny’s cafe. He could cook from requests, but Jimny had a knack of knowing exactly what his regulars wanted. Rodin was certain the man kept a database somewhere, but he’d never seen the cafe owner refer to a screen.

There were no fixed prices, either. At the end of a meal, the customer paid whatever they felt the service deserved‌—‌and that included not only the food and drink, but also everything else that Jimny provided. There was the atmosphere, and the security of this cafe‌—‌it was one of the few places where Rodin was able to relax, free from possible attack. And, of course, there was the information Jimny provided.

Wonderful aromas wafted from the back room, and it was not long before the cafe owner appeared once more, the plate in his hands containing a fluffy omelette, golden brown on top, and a side-salad‌—‌various green leaves, shiny red tomatoes, a smattering of cress. The veg, Rodin knew, would be fresh. With Jimny’s contacts, he could lay his hands on the best, no doubt at a discount, or even as a gift for ‘services rendered’.

The omelette was good, as he knew it would be. It filled a hole he wasn’t aware of, and the strong coffee jolted him back to his senses. As he placed the cutlery down on the now empty plate, he leaned back with a satisfied groan.

“I will open the doors in a moment, my friend,” Jimny called from the back room, the clatter of pots and pans momentarily silencing. “But I can afford a moment before that.” He shuffled over. “All good?”

Rodin nodded.

“I am pleased. Will there be anything else?”

That was the cue. “I do have something on my mind.”

“Ah.” Jimny pulled out a chair and sat. “I knew you were not simply here for refreshments and my company.”

Rodin felt like he should return a compliment, but he couldn’t take up too much of Jimny’s time. “Someone was looking for me.” It wasn’t a question.

“You are an important man, my friend. I hear good things about the work you do, and your services are in demand.”

“This person may not have been after my services.”

“I see. Something more personal. But maybe they found you through other means.”

Interesting. Not ‘will find you’, future, but ‘found you’, present. “They did,” he said.

“Then is that not good? They were looking for you, and they found you.”

“I’m not keen on surprise visits. I’d be interested to know who sent them.”

Both men sat silent for a moment. Jimny had his head cocked, a half-smile on his lips, his expression giving nothing away. If Rodin didn’t know better, he’d imagine the man was simple.

At last, Jimny sighed. “Your name is spoken often, but one who sought information might be of note, although he asked nothing directly. It was merely in his conversation. You understand?”

Rodin did. Mention a name and hope others talk. Get your information without others realising they are giving it.

“He was a gentleman.”

Rodin raised an eyebrow. Jimny spoke hesitantly, and Rodin got the impression the cafe owner was unsure of this ‘gentleman’.

“He spoke with no accent, but his delivery was long-winded. He used words that I do not know the meaning of. He wore clothes that I would not want to dirty.” A shrug. “He was a gentleman.”

“When was he here?”

Jimny rocked his head to either side. “Days come and go. It is so hard to keep track. But maybe five days. Yes, that feels right.”

“What did he learn?”

“Ah. Of that, I cannot say. Some people talk, others listen. He was a listener. He listened to what people said, and to what they didn’t say. He listened to their voices and their bodies.”

Rodin thought back to the girl, and the man standing by the trees. “Did he have a long coat?”

“I believe he did. A long coat to protect his gentlemanly attire. And a hat, too.”

“And his purpose?”

A shrug. “That I could not read. Too closed. He had a face that gave nothing away, and although he was cordial, I doubt he suffers fools gladly. He would make a good friend, and a dangerous enemy. That is all I can tell you, my friend.”

Jimny took Rodin’s plate and mug, and returned to the kitchen. Rodin rose, leaving a neat pile of coins on the table.

Jimny reappeared from the kitchen and headed to the front door. He slid the bolts across and flung the door open wide, the stink of the street pushed back by the warmth of coffee and cooking. Rodin nodded politely and stepped outside, ascending the short flight of steps up to street level, where the cold light of morning cast a dim glow on the greyness.

A cough made him turn. Jimny smiled. “Maybe she can help, my friend. I know you do not see eye to eye, but‌…‌she is a good woman. Maybe she can help.” Then he turned, letting the door close behind him.

Maybe she can help. Genna.
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The park was Rodin’s favourite place. Others might feel exposed, surrounded by nothing but weed-infested grass and, further out, dark trees. But to Rodin, this was security. He could clearly see anyone approaching‌—‌not that many came here. It was quiet, and the park gave him the solitude to let his mind wander. Here, he could think.

But this morning, thinking was not doing him any favours. His mind spun, the same questions rising, with no solutions presenting themselves. Why had he been targeted? Who was the Gentleman, and what did he want with Rodin? If he was behind the attempted assassination, why did he not try to finish the job? And what should Rodin do now?

They‌—‌whoever had sent the girl assassin, whoever wanted him dead this time‌—‌knew where he lived, so he couldn’t return to his room. Not a problem in itself, but it had been one of the few rooms to feel anything like home. It felt‌…‌personal. Genna had found that room for him, part of her payment for a contract. He knew, of course, that it was a way of keeping him close. Even after the difficulties when he’d removed her old Right-hand, she knew the value of having a professional assassin at hand. She never allowed feelings to interfere with business.

He really should see Genna, before she heard any rumours. But‌…‌he didn’t want to disappoint her.

Was that it? Was he really letting something personal distract him? After all, it wasn’t as if any of this was his fault. If anything, it came back to this Gentleman. He was behind this, somehow. And Genna needed to know about him.

Yes. He should see Genna, tell her that‌…‌that there was a well-dressed man up to no good.

Rodin snorted. She’d throw him out of her tower if he said anything like that. Probably have her guards rough him up first, too.

No. First, he needed more information on this Gentleman.

As Rodin turned his small circles on the grass, the early-morning mist was lifting. The tree-trunks shifted from grey to dirty brown. Leaves were sporadic, and most of the tree-tops were tangles of branches, tight enough that the breeze didn’t affect them.

But something moved lower down, by the trunks. Animals never came this far into the district, so it must be a person.

Rodin strained his ears. In the distance were sounds of the district waking‌—‌slamming doors, a few yells and cries, and a putt-putt of a motorbike, echoing far away. But there was no sound from the person in the trees.

He watched, focused on the dark shape that moved through the undergrowth. It reached for a tree, moving to the left. Rodin saw a hat and a long coat.

Rodin could assume nothing, but his intuition yelled loud. If the Gentleman had been there when he’d killed the girl assassin, he could have followed Rodin to Jimny’s, and then to the park.

Rodin stopped turning in circles, and headed for the trees. Not toward the man, but to the corner of the park, where he’d entered. He didn’t want to meet the Gentleman. Not yet. It was too soon.

The trees provided a damp, dark barrier, and Rodin had used them many times in his training. It was possible to circle the whole park in their branches, not once setting foot on the ground. The knotty tangle of branches became so thick in places that it was a struggle to even see the ground below.

But that also meant a person in the trees couldn’t easily be spotted from below.

Rodin increased his pace, conscious of how the man in the trees also sped up. But the grass didn’t slow him, and Rodin reached the trees with enough time to grab a branch and pull himself up into the boughs.

And then he was hidden‌—‌not perfectly, but who looked up round here? Gazing at the sky meant you didn’t notice the attack from behind, or from the sides.

Keeping still, Rodin concentrated on the Gentleman’s approaching steps, and then he came into view. Long fingers pushed branches aside, and his polished shoes trod steadily. Those shoes were out of place in the park, though. Out of place in the whole area. But he moved with confidence, and Jimny’s words returned to Rodin‌—‌a good friend or a dangerous enemy.

The Gentleman left the trees, stepping out onto the street. He paused, head turning one way then the other, clearly wondering where Rodin had gone. But there was a third path, straight ahead, and this one curled round to the right. If Rodin had run as soon as he left the trees, he could easily have made that corner by now.

The Gentleman strode across the street‌—‌like he owned the place‌—‌and turned the corner.

Rodin dropped to the ground and followed.

With the sun up, there was activity on the streets now. That was good‌—‌Rodin could become a part of the crowd. It was fortunate that the Gentleman was taller than most, and his hat so distinctive.

The man paused at a couple of junctions, most likely deciding which path Rodin had taken. But soon he appeared to give this up, and he walked aimlessly, often doubling back on himself. He didn’t stop, didn’t look around. Even when a fight broke out at a food stall, he passed by without turning his head.

But if he appeared oblivious to his surroundings, others paid attention to him. As he approached they cast sideways glances, and then they surreptitiously moved to one side. When he’d passed, they carried on as if nothing had happened.

Rodin jostled his way behind the Gentleman, doing his best to ignore those around, while still being on the look-out for any who would take advantage. His hand hovered close to his hip at all times, ready to draw a blade.

A youth leaned against a wall and watched the Gentleman pass, then turned his eyes and saw Rodin. He pushed away from the wall, hands sliding from his pockets, long fingers stretching. He wore a jacket that had seen better days, and Rodin knew he was an amateur.

But that meant he had to learn.

Rodin didn’t alter his course, and as he felt the youth’s hand brush against his leg, Rodin grabbed. Without breaking his stride, he pulled those sweaty fingers from his pocket and pulled them back. A cry of pain masked the snap of bone.

In his peripheral vision, Rodin saw the young pickpocket cradle his broken fingers. Maybe that would teach him to be more careful in the future.

The Gentleman turned into an alley, and Rodin followed, still at a distance. Some way into the alley were four figures. One of them tossed a blade, catching it with a nonchalance that spoke of a dangerous familiarity with the weapon. They all talked quietly, heads close, and Rodin could not avoid noticing how they turned their eyes to the Gentleman.

But he seemed oblivious, even when they peeled away from the wall and formed a barrier across the alley.

Rodin considered his options. If things turned ugly‌—‌when things turned ugly‌—‌Rodin was confident he could deal with these four. For all the menace they displayed, they didn’t look trained. But he had no reason to help the Gentleman yet. He needed more information, and it would be instructive to see how the Gentleman coped.

So Rodin slipped to one side, down a couple of steps, fading into the shadows by a rusty doorway that smelt of urine. He ignored the softness under his boots, and watched.

The Gentleman looked up when he was a few steps from the thugs, and they moved to form an arc around him. The one wearing a vest-top crossed his bulky arms and spoke‌—‌too low for Rodin to hear, but he could guess at the threats being made. The Gentleman’s reply was even quieter, and it angered Vest-top. He leaned in, finger raised, and spat another threat.

The others laughed, and Vest-top smiled.

The Gentleman didn’t move. He spoke once more, and Vest-top’s smile morphed into a scowl. His eyes jerked to one side, and the man with the blade stepped forward, weapon pointed at the Gentleman.

The Gentleman didn’t even turn. His hat never moved, so Rodin doubted he took his eyes from Vest-top. He gave every appearance of being in total control‌—‌and that chilled Rodin.

Vest-top leaned in closer, and Rodin heard his words this time, heard the demands for money, for whatever the Gentleman had. They might let him live, but that all depended on how he played the game.

Opportunistic thieves, then. The kind of people Genna wanted eradicated from her district.

Rodin studied each of the men. The man casually tossing his blade was short, with a scar on the back of his right hand‌—‌he held the weapon in his left. The man next to him had a tattoo running down the side of his neck, a swirl of lines that disappeared into his collar, the top hidden by unkempt shoulder-length hair. He was bulky with muscle, and his stance suggested he knew how to use it. The man across from Tattoo was thin, but his eyes shone with a manic glee, and he shuffled constantly. Hyperactive, possibly on something, and definitely dangerous. Maniac would fight dirty, and he’d be unpredictable.

Vest-top leaned forward, his hand reaching for the long coat. But the Gentleman raised his arm, knocking the hand to one side. Vest-top looked surprised for a moment, and then he grinned as he threw his fist.

It never hit. The Gentleman grabbed the approaching fist and twisted, kicking a leg out as he did. Vest-top yelled as he fell to the floor.

The Gentleman brushed himself down. Scar, Tattoo and Maniac watched, unsure how to act.

Vest-top picked himself up, muttering. Then he swore, loudly, spittle flying at the tall man’s face. And with a nod to his men, it started.

It didn’t last long.

The coat swirled as blades slashed through the air. The Gentleman spun, and there were cries of pain, a sharp crack, the sound of metal striking stone.

Tattoo sat on the floor, clutching his knee, his lower leg protruding at an unnatural angle. Scar rubbed his left wrist, his blade nowhere to be seen, blood running from his misshapen nose. And Maniac sprawled by a wall, shaking his head to clear it.

Only Vest-top remained standing. And the Gentleman leaned in close, said something that brought fear to Vest-top’s eyes. His whole body shook.

Scar reached over to Tattoo, supported the big man as he struggled to his feet, balancing on one leg. Vest-top moved to Tattoo’s other side, and the trio started down the alley.

That was when the Gentleman made his mistake. He turned to watch them, and behind him Maniac pushed himself to his feet, using the brickwork as support. There was a flash of metal as he unsheathed another blade. But he didn’t strike straight away. His chest rose, and his eyes darted constantly‌—‌analysing, calculating. One hand rested on the wall, and Rodin saw the fingers slowly curl round into a fist.

And then, face full of rage, Maniac lunged. His blade sliced through the air as he yelled.

The Gentleman side-stepped, spun, and grabbed.

It was over in an instant. There was a sickening crack. The wiry thug fell, stomach to the ground, unmoving eyes looking to the sky.

The dead man’s companions stumbled. Vest-top muttered something, but when the Gentleman took a step forward, his face fell, and with the help of Scar, they dragged Tattoo to the end of the alley and off into the street.

The Gentleman stood alone, a corpse at his feet. He took a few paces forward, level with Rodin. His eyes never left the end of the alley.

“It speaks poorly for a society that four hoodlums can set upon a lone man, and nobody thinks to come to his aid,” he said, enunciating each word clearly, no sign of exertion in his voice. “Fortunately, these men were mere amateurs, although I am not pleased to have some of their obnoxious blood staining my attire.”

Rodin remained in the shadows, frozen, even when the Gentleman turned his head.

“Mister Rodin, I believe we have matters to discuss.”
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Rodin stepped from the shadows and faced the tall man.

The Gentleman looked him up and down, taking his time, the thin smile on his lips impossible to read. “Yes, you are all I have been led to believe. But this place is not conducive to professional discussions. Shall we adjourn elsewhere?”

Fancy words weren’t going to have any effect on Rodin. He shook his head.

“You’d prefer us to talk here?”

“I have things to do.”

“Ah. Suitably non-committal. I’m sure you are a busy man, Mister Rodin. After all, the day is but young, and already you have achieved so much‌—‌damage to a lodging house, a spot of active surveillance, not to mention ending a young woman’s life. One wonders how you ever find time for work.”

If this fool wanted to hire Rodin, he was going about it in totally the wrong way. “I need to go.”

The Gentleman opened his hands in exasperation, although his face remained blank. “You say you need to go. But is it not more accurate to say you want to go? You don’t trust me, and so you have no wish to converse. But, my stubborn assassin, what you want and what you need are two very different things. You wanted to start this day like any other, but you needed to fight for your life. You want to go now, but‌—‌and please believe me when I say this‌—‌you need to hear my words.”

“I need nothing from you.”

Rodin stared into the shadow beneath that stupid hat, unable to see the man’s eyes. But he knew they met his gaze. His head tilted a fraction, and Rodin felt like he was being studied.

“I appreciate a man who knows his own mind,” the Gentleman said, “even if he’s wrong. But as you’re so adamant, I’ll leave you.” He touched his hat in a gesture of farewell. “At least, for now.”

Before Rodin could respond, the man turned and walked away.

Rodin followed with his eyes, only now realising how hard his heart was beating. He pulled in a breath, let it out slowly.

The man reached the body with the broken neck and paused. He looked down, nudging the corpse with a foot. “So much violence, but it is more troubling when it is targeted. I would remind you of what happened back at your building, Mister Rodin. It would be unfortunate indeed if further attempts were made on your life.”

As the Gentleman walked from the alley, Rodin again thought of Jimny’s words. He did not want this man as a friend, but could he afford to have such an enemy?


There were three tower blocks at the centre of Genna’s district, twenty storeys high, dwarfing surrounding buildings. They should have been no-go areas. In other districts, too many people crammed into such a small space was a recipe for disaster. But not here.

Rodin understood Genna’s statement in making that middle tower her base. She sat in the heart of her people, high enough up that she could watch over them, but not separated from the masses. Of course, she insisted on high security in ‘her’ tower, closely monitoring all who approached‌—‌and this led to all kinds of rumours. Some said the higher floors contained air-tight cells and torture chambers, others that lower floors were used for training her guards, with prisoners used as live target practice in specially-designed weapons ranges.

The fact that she did nothing to dissuade such rumours spoke more to her intelligence than the truth or otherwise of these tales.

Eyes watched him as he approached, and Rodin fought his desire to walk away. Bringing only bad news to Genna was never pleasant, but he knew it must be done, if only to clear his name.

There was a screen next to the main door of the middle tower, cold against Rodin’s flesh. It glowed blue, then green, and the door clicked. He pushed it open and entered the empty foyer. Of course, her guards would be watching, from both the plainly-visible Eyes and the countless that remained hidden.

There were a couple of lifts to his right, one standing open. Fast and efficient, but not for Rodin. Too confined, and too controlled. If anything went wrong‌—‌or if the guards chose to hold the lift between floors‌—‌he’d be captive. Lifts were traps.

A smaller door led to the concrete stairs, and Rodin jogged up all nineteen flights. His thigh muscles burned, blood pumping round his body, and when he reached the top he felt alert, ready for whatever Genna and her guards threw at him.

The landing was empty but for a single solid door, with a screen and simple call button to the right. According to rumour, the door could only be opened from inside. Even Genna had to rely on her guards opening the door for her‌—‌although there was talk of secret passages.

There was always talk. Rodin listened to it all, but distrusted much of it. Safer that way. Less disappointments.

He pressed the button and a voice sounded, from a hidden speaker that Rodin had never located. “What?” it spat out, the tone vibrating Rodin’s chest, the word itself seeming to come from all around.

“I have information for Genna.” He resisted the urge to shout, knew monitors would pick up even a whisper.

“Yeah?” This time, the voice came from his left.

“It could be important.”

“Yeah?” Same voice, but now from the right.

Rodin counted slowly in his head. He wouldn’t be taken in by their mind games, wouldn’t give in to anger or frustration. They’d either let him in, tell him to leave, or‌—‌and he was almost surprised this hadn’t happened yet‌—‌physically remove him.

The screen flashed, showing a single word‌—‌‘wait’. That was it. Rodin continued counting, reaching fifty, seventy-five, then a hundred. The scar on his shoulder started to itch, but he let it be. Never show signs of weakness. Remain in control of your body at all times.

Then the door slid open. The word on the screen changed to ‘enter’, and Rodin did as instructed.

The two guards were imposing in their metallic-black body suits and helmets. Each held a gun, the dangerous end pointed in Rodin’s direction. Not an assassin’s weapon, a gun‌—‌killing from a distance was never as refined as close work‌—‌but as a way of imposing order, nothing beat a large, powerful firearm.

The guard on the left spoke, the same voice Rodin had heard on the landing. “She wants to see you.”

Rodin nodded, took a step forward, and stopped when he heard a click from the guns.

“Any fucking about, and you leave the quick way‌—‌through the window. Understand?”

Rodin nodded again. He knew the threat wasn’t totally accurate‌—‌Genna wouldn’t risk a falling body causing damage to others, but she wasn’t above removing those she saw as enemies. She’d used Rodin a few times to do just that.

The other guard nodded to the open locker by Rodin’s side. “You know the drill.”

Rodin removed his pack, placing it in the locker with care. Then he pulled his tools from the various compartments in his trousers and his jacket, and placed them carefully on top of the pack before turning to face the guards.

They stood firm, weapons still angled at Rodin. One of them nodded. “And the rest.”

Rodin shrugged. They knew what he had on his body before he’d even stepped through the door, but he felt he had to try. The guards needed the practice.

He reached down and removed the blade from his boot. Only then did the guard on the left nod to the alcove opposite. The scanner.

Rodin stepped in, as he had many times before. Light played over him‌—‌pointless, except for the possible psychological effects it had. It didn’t bother him, though. And when the guards told him to step out, he nodded a sarcastic ‘thank-you’. He thought he heard one of them mutter, call him a smart-arse. But neither of them let their annoyance drive their actions.

Genna only hired the best.

A third guard appeared, and said, “Come.” This one‌—‌and Rodin thought it might be a female, even though her voice was deep‌—‌led him away. A fourth guard appeared from somewhere, following a few steps behind.

Interesting. He usually only warranted a single escort. He must be going up in the world.

They stopped at a door Rodin had seen many times, and they waited. There was no need to knock‌—‌Genna knew he was here, and she could liaise with her guards through their comms, feeding data to their visor displays. Rodin wondered, briefly, what it must be like to view the world at a remove like that.

The door clicked, opening a crack. The female guard pushed, and it swung wide. Then she tapped Rodin’s back with her gun.

He entered.

The room was functional, the colours neutral, off-white. A potted plant provided a splash of green in the corner, its rubbery leaves turned to the soft glow that came from the ceiling. On the wall to the right was a large screen, powered down at the moment, the glass providing only a dark reflection of the desk that stood in the centre of the room.

The desk looked heavy, with a solid wood-effect finish. It was also functionally clear, containing only a hand-held screen and a single glass of water. Rodin was unsurprised to see no drink waiting for him.

The window in the far wall looked over Genna’s district, sunlight filtering through the low clouds, a smog rising in the distance. The Dome was still visible, though, light reflecting on that huge glass surface, that imposing barrier that separated the districts from the utopia within.

There were two chairs this side of the desk. One was already occupied, and Rodin recognised Kharem, Genna’s Right-hand. Her new Right-hand. The replacement for the one Rodin had removed.

Genna, in her chair‌—‌good quality, but nothing ostentatious‌—‌regarded Rodin, her head to one side. She showed no emotion. She wore shadow round her eyes, drawing attention to those large brown orbs, cold and so piercing. Her thick black hair was tied back, a few strands escaping to fall down her face. Rodin couldn’t tell if that was on purpose or not.

Too often, he found Genna difficult to read.

She turned to Kharem and nodded. The man gave Rodin a sneer. “You sure?” Genna raised one eyebrow, and Kharem shrugged, then rose. As he reached the door he spoke into the ear of one of the guards, too low for Rodin to catch his words. The guard’s head turned, and although Rodin could see no eyes, he knew the guard watched him.

Of course Genna’s Right-hand wanted the guards to pay attention to Rodin. Kharem didn’t trust Rodin one iota‌—‌and for that alone, Rodin respected the man. His predecessor might have succumbed to promises of riches, but Kharem was a solid protector and confidante.

And then the man was gone, and the door clicked shut.

When Genna spoke, her voice was low and deep. There were undertones that suggested, in the right mood, she could be an accomplished seductress, and Rodin was certain she had disarmed many an opponent with it. But it wouldn’t work on him, and she knew it.

“I was hoping I’d seen the last of you, rogue. But like a persistent virus, you’re back. And like a pox, you leave chaos in your path. I believed we had an agreement.”

No, he thought. An order, not an agreement. She had said she wanted no more trouble from Rodin. She had warned of dire consequences‌—‌nothing specific, but he knew what she was capable of.

“I repeat‌—‌I believed we had an agreement.”

Rodin nodded.

“You’re forgetting your place, rogue. Speak!”

“Yes.”

“Yes what?”

“Yes, we had an agreement.” You spoke, and I agreed to listen, because it was the only way to get out in one piece.

“So why are you causing trouble again?”

“I didn’t cause any…”

Her hand shot up, cutting him off with her long nails, polished blood red.

“The corpse of an unidentified girl left in the street. A potentially lethal trap on your door that required a solid hour to defuse safely. Not to mention the damage within the room itself.”

“I didn’t want to do any of it.”

“The girl was practically a minor!”

“But she was trying to remove me.”

“I’m almost annoyed she failed. The corpse of a mercenary would be so much easier to deal with. I know of many who would be thankful to see the back of you.”

She gritted her teeth, and for a moment one hand balled into a fist, resting on the desk. Then she breathed out, and placed the hand flat. “You exasperate me, rogue. You do me service, professional and timely, but you’re a mercenary. You consider only the pay, never the consequences. As much as you have been a benefit to my district, there have been times when I have considered how best to remove you.”

Rodin remained impassive. Why argue against the truth?

“I should have you exiled. Make you someone else’s problem. I could name you an open target, an enemy of the district. You set foot in here again, and you’re fair game to anyone who wants to try.”

He couldn’t hide the smile, even though her expression grew angry. He chose his words carefully, not wanting to rile her. “But you know I’d protect myself. How many would I remove in self-defence before someone succeeded in removing me?”

“You believe there are no better assassins than you? Do you really think I don’t have the funds to hire the best?”

There was no outward threat in her words, but they struck Rodin hard. He thought of the girl‌—‌not the best assassin, but one sent to kill him. Was Genna wanting rid of him so badly?

“But at the moment this is not an option. My hands, to some extent, are tied.” She sighed, and waved at a chair. “Sit.”

That was unexpected. He’d only sat in this office once, a mistake he never repeated. He’d been younger, full of himself, and had taken the summons to her office as a sign of respect. He’d sat as soon as he entered the room.

She hadn’t said a word. The glare had been enough.

But now she was offering him a seat. To refuse would be wrong.

The chair was not as comfortable as he recalled, and it creaked when he shifted his weight. He heard no sound from her own chair.

“People die every day, so maybe I shouldn’t be so hard on you protecting yourself‌—‌although your professional status would suggest a little more control. And I’m grateful you took it upon yourself to come to me, because it saves me the bother of summoning you.” She sighed again, and Rodin caught a waft of some floral perfume. It wasn’t strong, but he’d never known her wear scent before. He wondered who she was trying to impress. “I needed to speak to you. Or rather, there is someone else who needs to speak to you, and he requests my presence.”

Her hand reached beneath the desk, and Rodin heard the door behind him click. He looked up to the window, saw a shadow of a reflection. Only when Genna looked over his shoulder did Rodin turn.

The man’s shoes were clean, almost shining. His long coat reached down, leaving only a short stretch of his black trousers visible. And on his head, shielding his eyes, sat a wide-brimmed hat.

The Gentleman stepped into Genna’s office.
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“Pain in the arse, meet one of my bigger headaches.” Genna’s voice sounded weary.

The Gentleman smiled, lifting the hat from his head. “Good morning once again, Mister Rodin. And Miss Genna, thank you again for availing yourself and your office to me.” He sat in the chair next to Rodin and placed his hat on the desk. His coat was unbuttoned, and Rodin saw a smart jacket, with a shirt collar at his neck. And there were no signs of blood anywhere.

“Rodin, this gentleman wishes to talk to you. He assures me it’s in your best interest to listen.”

“I don’t trust him.”

“Fair enough. But let him speak.”

Rodin balled his fists. “No. I told him earlier I wasn’t interested. I don’t want anything to do with him. He was there when the girl tried to remove me. If I’ve caused you any trouble, Genna, it’s because of him. Whatever he wants, he can find someone else.” He opened his hands, pushed down on the arms of the chair, and rose to his feet.

“Sit down, Rodin. Just listen.”

“No. I’m leaving.”

Genna opened her mouth to say something else, but Rodin spun, striding to the door. He didn’t glance at the Gentleman, didn’t trust what he’d do.

The guards stepped in from either side of the door, blocking his exit. They didn’t raise their weapons, but Rodin noted how their fingers rested on the triggers. Not a good sign.

“Leaving isn’t an option,” Genna said from behind him. “Sit down!”

Rodin took a breath, saw how the situation was getting out of control‌—‌how he was losing control. He held the air in his lungs, counted to five, then turned. Genna glared at him, leaning in to her desk, both hands on its surface. The Gentleman faced her, his back to Rodin.

Rodin nodded slowly. “Okay. But not until I’ve had some answers.”

“You’re in no position to make demands.”

“And you shouldn’t let him dictate what you do.”

He wasn’t sure where that came from, but it struck home. Genna’s mask slipped, and anger burned bright on her face. Anger, and frustration. Her jaw was set firm, her teeth clenched.

“Oh, I’m sure we can accommodate our hot-headed assassin’s request,” the Gentleman said, his voice rising and falling almost musically as he picked a non-existent piece of lint from his trousers. “A couple of questions to settle his mind, and then I can have my say. Yes?”

“That seems fair,” Genna said, eyebrows arched. Rodin nodded. It was the best he was going to get. “Then sit, and let’s be civil about this.”

Rodin sat, but he took his time about it. He crossed his legs‌—‌it felt strange, but mirroring this Gentleman’s pose seemed important. He even brushed imaginary dirt from one knee.”

The man smiled wryly. “A man of action, but also a man with self-control. So, what would you ask of me, Mister Rodin?”

There were so many questions, but Rodin settled on a straightforward one. “Were you behind the attempts on my life this morning?”

The Gentleman laughed. “You need to ask that? When I was attacked in the alley, you were barely a step away in the shadows. If I wanted you removed, don’t you think I could have done the deed myself, there and then?”

That made sense, of course, and Rodin cursed himself for asking such an obvious question.

“Incidentally, Miss Genna,” the Gentleman continued, “I do apologise for leaving that particular piece of rubbish behind earlier this morning.”

“There won’t be many who grieve his passing,” she said, shrugging the matter off. “But maybe we can get on with business now?” And the upturn in her voice at the end, turning what should have been a statement into a request‌—‌that wasn’t Genna’s normal style.

“Another question,” Rodin said, holding up a hand.

Genna looked daggers at him, but the Gentleman raised his own hand. “I see no harm in letting Mister Rodin ask one more.”

“Fine. One more.”

Rodin turned to the man, stared into that placid face. It was almost mocking in its lack of emotion. And in his peripheral vision, Rodin saw Genna, her eyes darting between himself and the Gentleman.

“What have you got over Genna?”

Her fist slammed onto the desk. “Out of place!” she yelled. “You have no right to ask that, rogue!”

Interesting that she was so riled. “I’ve already asked it.”

“He won’t answer.” She jabbed a finger at the Gentleman. “I forbid it.”

“Can you do that?”

Rodin took a breath, forced himself to calm. Hatred washed off Genna, and he tensed, expecting her to signal for the guards.

“Oh, so mistrusting,” the Gentleman said, the slightest of smiles on his face. “That is only to be expected from one in your profession, Mister Rodin, but in this case you are reading too much into things. Miss Genna and I, we have a mutually beneficial arrangement, and that is all you need know.”

There was a coldness to his final words that hinted of violence. Half the thugs Rodin encountered aimed for the same tone, but they sneered as they spoke, and were nowhere near as chilling as this man.

The man raised his eyebrows, as if anticipating a come-back. But Rodin knew he needed to tread carefully. He wouldn’t get any more out of this man‌—‌not on this subject, anyway‌—‌so the sensible move was to back down.

Rodin nodded. “Fair enough.” Even though fairness had nothing to do with it.

Genna’s shoulders sagged, the tension fading. “So can we continue?”

“Of course.” The Gentleman nodded politely, raising a hand as if to tip a hat, even though it still sat on the desk. “You deserve to know who you are talking with, Mister Rodin, and it would be remiss of me to fail to introduce myself. I go by many names, but Genna knows me as Cat. I work for certain powerful people. Naturally, they don’t appreciate others interfering with their concerns, and when matters require morally ambiguous solutions, they call on my services.”

“So this is a contract.”

“Naturally.”

“No.”

The man’s expression didn’t change, but Rodin saw Genna stiffen. He wondered if many people got to say no to this man more than once.

Cat. It was a stupid name. Weaker than dogs, cats were scavengers, scrawny things that lived on the edges. But they were independent, and they could be vicious when cornered.

“But you haven’t heard the details yet. This contract is ideal for one with your unique skillset. I have searched hard for someone capable of completing this little job.”

“If you’ve researched, you’ll know I’m particular about who I work for.”

“And this shows integrity as well as intelligence. I also know that you relish a challenge. And this, my dear Mister Rodin, is a challenge unlike any other.”

“For a client I cannot trust.”

“Do you trust any of your clients?”

The response was lightning-fast, and Rodin knew the question was rhetorical.

Rodin had trusted, in the past. And he’d paid for that trust. The scar on the back of his leg itched at the memory, a reminder that he could never trust a client. Not even Genna.

Oh, he respected her. She did a wonderful job keeping her district together, and she had many strong friends. No, maybe friends was the wrong word. Allies.

Like Cat.

“Enough posturing,” she said, her voice weary. “Just listen to the man. I don’t want you in here all day.”

She had a point. “Okay. I’ll listen. But that doesn’t mean I accept.”

“Of course. I wouldn’t hire someone who rushed their decisions. No, I require a consummate professional. This contract has many unique facets, and it requires an assassin with particular skills. This person needs to focus on the target, avoiding all collateral damage. Fast and efficient, yet also cautious, and with an eye for fulfilling the contract with exactitude. You come highly recommended, Mister Rodin, and I believe you are possibly the only one who could fulfil this contract with the degree of success we seek.”

Empty words. “Enough flattery. Just tell me.”

Cat looked to Genna. “Is he always this hard to please?”

“You’ve caught him on a good day.”

“No doubt his early start helped.”

Rodin breathed deep. This lanky fool wasn’t going to goad him. And it was his own time he was wasting.

“So, the contract,” he said, turning back to Rodin. “There are a couple of unique features. The first is the location. You‌…‌sorry, the one who accepts this contract‌…‌will need to spend time in a place not so far physically from Miss Genna’s fine district, but one that is a society totally unlike any of the districts.”

The man was playing more games! And now, he was gazing off into the distance.

Rodin followed his eyes as Cat looked over Genna’s shoulder. She turned, and all three of them stared through the window, where the sun glinted off the glass structure in the distance.

“You’ve got to be joking,” Genna whispered.

But the man wasn’t. “The Dome.”

Rodin tried to stifle his laugh, and it came out as a strangled cough.

“That’s not possible,” Genna said as she turned away from the window.

Cat raised his eyebrows. “Mister Rodin has an excellent record. He’s infiltrated heavily guarded locations. He’s assassinated targets as they slept in their beds, leaving their partners to wake next to a cold corpse. If anyone can do the impossible, it’s this man.”

“But‌…‌but it’s the Dome!”

Cat nodded, then turned to Rodin. “Tell me, what do you know of the Dome?”

Rodin took his eyes from the window, the image of buildings behind the glass burned into his mind. He took a long breath.

What did he know of the Dome? What did anyone know?

“Please, don’t over-think. Tell me the first thoughts you have when I mention the Dome.”

Rodin shrugged. “Perfect society, all hidden under glass.” There was so much more he could say, but he needed to know where Cat was going with this. How much did the man know?

“But what of its history? You’re an intelligent man. You read, and you listen. I would be interested to hear your impressions.”

“Can you not read this for yourself?” Rodin forced a friendly smile to hide his annoyance.

“Indulge me, please. I have good reason for asking this.”

The man used too many words. Rodin had heard speech like this before, and it unsettled him. He realised he was copying the style. His last question‌—‌why did he say so much, when a simple ‘read it yourself’ would have been sufficient?

He knew why, of course. And that disturbed him even more. He needed to be careful.

He gave another shrug. “The basics? The world went to crap, and a group of people barricaded themselves in, threw out those who didn’t meet their standards. They covered themselves in that toughened glass dome. Other groups elsewhere copied the idea, but this one,” and Rodin nodded to the window, “is the first. The Dome.”

Cat waited. Rodin kept his mouth closed. He’d said enough.

“That’s it? The whole of the Dome’s long history summed up in a few terse sentences? No interesting facts? Come, Mister Rodin‌—‌someone as fastidious about research as yourself must have uncovered some fascinating details. I’d venture you know far more about the Dome than many others in the districts. I imagine you’re something of an expert.”

“I focus on my work. The Dome doesn’t feature strongly in the contracts I accept.”

“Quite, quite. And yet you must have other interests. Your life cannot consist solely of your work.”

Rodin snorted. “This morning, someone tried to ensure I never left my room alive. Through my work, I’ve made too many enemies to afford ‘other interests’.” And again, Rodin realised he was being drawn into a discussion.

After a few moments of silence, Cat turned to Genna. “Possibly our friend is correct. But as a leader yourself, what do you think of this perfect society?”

“If the rumours are to be believed, there’s no such thing as violence inside the Dome. I find it hard to imagine how such a thing is possible.”

“Oh, it’s true, believe me. And that is why this contract presents so many unique difficulties. To reach the target, our mercenary must assimilate himself into this society so thoroughly that nobody will suspect him to be anything other than a true citizen of the Dome.”

“And before that, he needs to get across the glass,” Genna said, shaking her head.

“It’s impossible.”

Rodin knew he’d said that too quickly. And from the way Cat smiled, Rodin knew that the man was aware of Rodin’s past. Far more than Genna.

“Apparently so,” Cat said slowly. “And yet, this is what the contract will entail. The target is a man of high standing, a Councillor whose career is rising fast. But this man is becoming a nuisance to those I answer to. He is spreading discontent, upsetting the natural calm within the Dome. Those above me have tried diplomacy, but the time has come for a more permanent solution.”

“So why Rodin?” Genna asked. “Why not find someone in the Dome?”

“Your thoughts on this, Mister Rodin?”

He’s trying to trick me, Rodin thought. So he chose his words with care. “If there’s no violence under the glass, who would they find?”

“Precisely. Beyond contact sports, any kind of physical aggression is simply not accepted. Those within the Dome are extreme pacifists. And so, the assassin must come from elsewhere.”

“Again, why Rodin? I’ll admit that he’s good, but if there’s no violence in the Dome, what’s to stop even the worst amateur from completing the contract.”

“And here we reach the truly interesting facet of this particular contract. The target’s unorthodox ideas are gaining him a following, and those above me have no wish to turn this Councillor into a martyr. Therefore, the removal must appear natural. There must be no questions of foul play. You see, perhaps, the fascinating challenge this poses?”

Of course Rodin did. And already, his mind was travelling on lines of thought, seeking possibilities. But he couldn’t take this contract.

“And I’m sure whoever you hire will relish it.”

“You still refuse?” Cat shook his head. “That is disappointing. And possibly dangerous.”

Was that a threat? “Dangerous?”

“Dangerous to yourself, yes. Think of what occurred this morning, Mister Rodin. Your room was booby-trapped, and an assassin attempted to end your life. You asked earlier if I was responsible, and maybe I was too hasty in replying in the negative. I didn’t hire the assassin, and I am pleased they failed. But the attempt was intricately entwined with this contract.”

Rodin didn’t like where this was going. “Explain.”

“This Councillor is not without friends, and there are those who wish to protect him. They are aware, in a vague way, of our intentions, and like us they know that you, Mister Rodin, are the ideal candidate for this contract. Where I wish to hire you, those protecting the Councillor are determined to ensure that you can’t take the contract. Ever.”

That made sense. But Rodin saw a way to avoid this. He smiled as he spoke. “So I turn you down, and I’m no longer a threat to this Councillor. I said I’m not interested, and nothing you’ve told me has convinced me otherwise.” He turned to Genna. “I won’t take up any more of your time, Genna. Okay if I see myself out?”

He rose before she answered. But Cat held up a hand.

“Things change, Mister Rodin,” he said. “Just because you refuse this contract now, those who wish to protect the Councillor will still view you as a threat. There is only one way they can be certain you won’t change your mind.”

There was no emotion in the man’s face, and Rodin countered with a straight mouth. “Then I suggest,” he said, moving his lips as little as possible, “that you find someone else for this contract, before Genna’s district becomes overrun with dead assassins.”

He gave Genna a nod, then turned to the door. His hand fell to his hip, to where he should be wearing his blades, and he stepped toward the two guards who blocked the door.

They viewed him dispassionately, then the guard on the right glanced over Rodin’s shoulder. With a nod, he stepped aside, as did his colleague, and the door slid open.

They both followed him down the stairs, though. Not that Rodin minded. At least he was leaving that stranger.

There was no way he could take that contract. Not in the Dome.

Rodin never wanted to set foot under the glass again.
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The air outside tasted so good, even though it stunk. But at least the smell of waste‌—‌human and otherwise‌—‌was honest. The same couldn’t be said of Cat.

The man wasn’t pure Dome, but he was close enough, and Rodin knew he should have spotted it sooner. The fine clothes, the manners, and the flouncy way of talking. But his words all contained hidden threats. And then there was the way he’d dispatched those thugs in the alley.

There was no way Rodin could accept that contract. Cat talked of ‘those he worked for’, but he gave no names, nothing for Rodin to check. After his stupid mistakes in the past, Rodin always assessed potential clients. There were too many out there who would hire an assassin to kill an assassin rather than pay for a completed contract.

And how did Genna play into this? What Cat said about their mutually beneficial relationship was crap. Anyone could see who had the power in that room. Nobody used Genna’s office for a meeting to discuss a contract! Even Genna conducted that kind of business elsewhere.

The whole situation stunk, and Rodin was pleased to be out of there.

Not that he was free of problems. As he walked the streets, he mulled over them.

He was homeless, for one. Not such a bad problem, and he could always turn this into an opportunity to go elsewhere. Dephlorin’s district had been good to him in the past. Borinoff worked from there, and he was one of the few who openly respected Rodin’s work.

Or maybe he should focus on training. Spend a few hours each day on stamina, a couple of decent sessions working on strength, maybe hire someone to spar with. Or a couple of people. And he could always use more practice with his blades and lance.

He’d walked without caring where he went‌—‌not aimlessly, but with no fixed destination. He kept his senses open, remained alert for any signs of attack. There was a glint from a rooftop, but it was only a couple of kids playing. One, a lad with messy hair and a torn shirt, gesticulated and shouted out, but Rodin ignored him. They were only kids. They’d learn who to insult and who to ignore soon enough.

And if they didn’t, their adult lives would be short indeed.

As he walked, Rodin noticed the growing stench, the mixture of mud and sewerage that seeped round the houses. His stomach flipping, but at least he knew where he was. That stink only came from one place.

Breathing through his mouth, he headed into an alley. The sound of gurgling water grew louder, and when the alley came to an end, Rodin looked down into the murky water. The oily scum of its surface swirled as the river oozed past, and every so often Rodin saw shapes just beneath the surface. It was probably best not to think what they might be.

There was a path alongside the water, raised and separated by a rusty barrier that had broken in far too many places. Rodin walked, following the effluent downstream, toward the Dome.

Under the glass was a truly stunning river, a majestic swathe of blue that wound around impressive buildings and grassy banks. Bridges spanned it, alive with lights and decorations. People reclined on the grass by the water’s edge, or leaned from the bridges, waving to those who passed beneath in their boats.

And this rank sewer fed into that river, as did every other stretch of foul running water in the districts.

Rodin had followed a few of these streams, to the point where they disappeared underground. The stink was overpowering there, and the water oozed rather than flowed. Apparently, there were numerous banks of filters, and chemicals that scrubbed the water clean. It wouldn’t do for the Dome to be contaminated by the filth from those who lived outside the glass.

Some people tried to use these streams to enter the Dome, but that never worked. The lucky ones pulled themselves out in time, covered in grease and feces and who knew what else. The unlucky ones were still down there, slowly decomposing.

The Dome. Even when he tried to ignore it, it wouldn’t let him be. And now this Gentleman appeared, speaking in riddles as he offered Rodin an opportunity to return.

He wondered how Cat knew about those previous visits.

There was supposed to be no way across the glass, but nothing was impossible. Gates existed, deep underground, guarded by gatekeepers on both sides. To find them required many questions and a lot of money.

Rodin squeezed along the path, treading carefully. Buildings pushed up on either side of the river, derelicts that threatened to collapse with the slightest push. The sun didn’t reach here, and moisture hung like a heavy miasma in the air. His boots splashed through grime-filled puddles, the sound echoing off the decrepit walls.

So unlike the paving in the Dome. That was as smooth as the inside of any building, and teams of workers were on hand to remove any debris. It had astounded Rodin that other teams actually washed the paths.

Another splash bounced from the brickwork. But Rodin hadn’t trodden in a puddle.

Someone else.

He walked on, but he concentrated. His follower was trying to match his own steps, and they were doing a pretty good job of it. He guessed they were about ten paces behind. Only one person.

This place was ideal for opportunists. A problem, but one Rodin could easily deal with. He walked on at a steady pace.

Ahead, the path turned as the water sloshed round a bend. On the far bank, the browned brickwork was punctured with grimy windows behind metal bars. There was no movement in those windows. No witnesses to the approaching attack‌—‌except the figure on the path ahead.

He‌—‌and Rodin guessed this one was male‌—‌rested with his back and one foot on the wall. He held a blade, twisting it lazily, casting a subtle threat. And when he turned his head a fraction, his eyes fell on Rodin and his lips parted in a dark smile.

The footsteps continued from behind, and now Rodin heard a rustle of material, like someone unsheathing a weapon. Could be a blade, or a lance‌—‌or something worse.

Rodin breathed, ignoring the stench in the air. His chest expanded, and blood pumped through his veins. His vision sharpened‌—‌ripples on the oily surface of the water, a rodent scurrying along a ledge and, when he shifted his head a fraction, movement behind. An arm outstretched, small metal object held aloft. Aimed at Rodin.

The man pushed away from the wall and angled his body, blocking the path. One side of his face was grey with scar-tissue, but even though one eye hung low, the man’s gaze was sharp and dangerous.

A click from behind. Like the safety of a gun being released.

Rodin swallowed as his hand dipped to his hip. His breath rubbed against his dry throat.

This wasn’t an opportunist attack, but an ambush. The man with the blade had the poise of a professional, and the one behind moved with practised stealth.

Cat’s words came back to Rodin. Another attempt on his life. Another attempt to prevent Rodin taking that contract.

“You’re wasting your time,” he said, lowering his centre of gravity, twisting one foot slightly. “I’m not taking the contract.”

The man with the blade shrugged. “Not my concern.” He took a step forward and angled his blade toward Rodin, body side-on. Smaller target, more control.

And Rodin understood. These assassins had a contract for his removal, and nothing else mattered.

In that moment, Rodin’s training took over. Adrenaline raced through his body, and his unconscious mind directed his limbs.

He ducked and spun, the blade flying from his fingers, tumbling end over end.

A blur, and the figure with the gun threw themselves to the wall. The blade caught the light as it twisted past them, over the river.

A laugh, from across the river. Rodin glanced across, saw a head by an open window, barrel of a weapon resting against the metal bars. Saw a finger resting on the trigger.

Pounding footsteps behind, approaching fast. Movement in front‌—‌the figure by the wall turning, raising the gun once more. And the slightest tensing of the finger resting on the trigger, the head angling a fraction, taking aim.

No way to fight, and the path blocked. Only one way out.

The metal barrier was rusty, sharp against his palms as Rodin grabbed then pulled himself up.

A sharp crack, a tug as a shot grabbed his pack, pulled against his shoulder. But Rodin was already over the barrier, already plummeting.

As he hit the water, the stench was overpowering. But he forced his lips tight together, wrinkled his nose as best he could, and clenched his eyes shut.

He kicked, forced himself deeper. The water tugged at him, and he went with the flow, pulled himself along. Away from the assassins. Soft plops sounded around him, shots of some kind, but he felt nothing beyond the suffocating water.

Shouting, distant and incoherent, became drowned out by rhythmic thudding, his heart pounding, his lungs squeezing, telling Rodin that he needed to breathe.

But not yet. Not until the blackness threatened to overwhelm him.
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As soon as Rodin stepped through the door on the landing, the guards hit him with the hose. They didn’t even let him remove his clothes, just sprayed him with hard jets of icy water as he stood in the corridor.

Not that Rodin could fault them for this. But he pitied whoever had to clear up afterwards.

He wasn’t sure how he’d dragged himself out of that foul river, although he remembered breaking the surface and gulping so much rancid air that he threw up. There were vague recollections of staggering against a wall, and of someone shouting insults. And there was the thug who’d come forward, but the menace on his face had turned to disgust, and he’d let Rodin pass.

The barrage of water stopped, and Rodin almost fell forward, so great had the force been. “Now strip,” one of Genna’s guards said. “And make it quick. We need to get this whole place fumigated.”

Another guard muttered something Rodin couldn’t catch, and there was muffled laughter. He didn’t respond, didn’t even look up. He didn’t care that they found amusement in his situation.

With aching arms, he peeled off his sodden clothing, dropping each item in a pile at his feet. Somewhere in his travels he’d lost his pack‌—‌probably at the bottom of the water‌—‌so everything he owned was in the congealed mess on the floor.

The water hit him again, pummelling his flesh, and he couldn’t tell if the pain that washed through him was from old wounds or new. His skin stung, but the water felt so good. He stretched up, head back, arms out.

Oh, so good to be alive!

The hoses stopped once more, and someone threw Rodin a towel. “Cover those scars, you ugly bastard,” one of the guards said, the one who had previously spoken. Rodin caught the towel and wrapped it around his waist.

“This way.” The one who had thrown the towel set off, but Rodin shook his head.

“I have things in my pockets.”

“Weapons?”

Rodin nodded.

The guard tilted his head, then turned to a colleague. “Pollick, rinse those rags, and then seal them in a locker. He can sort through them if she lets him leave.”

Not ideal, but Rodin knew he wasn’t going to get a better option. Not after he’d hammered on the door, demanding to see Genna and Cat.

The guard led him away, saying something about dunking him in a decent bath before he came anywhere near Genna.

And Rodin smiled. It might not seem much, but that bath would be the best thing to happen to him so far that day.


The bath was hot, and the water had been mixed with some fruity, flowery lotions. He stayed in the water for a good half-hour, submerged with only nose and mouth clear of the surface. He slowed his heart, and concentrated on his body as the pleasant tingling of his flesh gave way to a dull ache.

He thought of the Dome.

Three times he’d crossed the glass, paying his way and taking his chances, trusting those who could have easily gunned him down in those dark, narrow tunnels. Three times he’d entered that alien environment, where the air was fresh, and the paths were clean enough to eat from.

The first time, he’d stayed for under an hour, terrified of being discovered. He’d walked barely a dozen steps from the door, sticking to the side of the building. He’d been so scared his body had been drenched in sweat, and the warmth around his crotch made Rodin fear he’d lost control of his bladder.

The second time was easier. He’d walked the streets, even forced himself to greet others. And talking to strangers like that had felt so uncomfortable. They’d smiled, and he’d panicked, wondering what they were going to do, until their looks of concern told him that he, too, should be smiling.

Because people did that in the Dome. They smiled at each other. They wished one another a good day, and they stopped to ask after one’s health. And even though Rodin studied them hard, sure there must be ulterior motives in their actions, he could find none. This was simply how they acted.

His whole time under the glass held a dream-like quality, but he reminded himself that it was real. And he was going back.

One of the guards came for Rodin after an hour. He was dry and dressed by then, clothes provided by Genna. He’d expected them to fit poorly, a small way of her needling him, but they were his exact size. It unsettled Rodin that he was being treated as a guest.

He wondered if Cat was behind that. It wouldn’t surprise him in the slightest, especially when he saw the man seated in Genna’s office, his ridiculous hat once more on the desk in front of him.

The man turned, and smiled with an expression that Rodin didn’t trust. Genna waved at the empty chair. Rodin sat, nodding in greeting, but she didn’t respond. She looked weary, and the lines under her eyes were no longer disguised by the shadow she wore.

Rodin turned to Cat. “They’re not going to stop, are they? Even if I turn the contract down.”

“As I said before, you’re the ideal candidate. While you still live there is always the chance you will accept.” Cat raised his hands in a ‘what can you do?’ gesture. “It’s unfortunate how often we are judged not on our actions, but on the perceptions others have of us.”

Was he talking of himself? The comment was barbed, and it worried Rodin that he couldn’t quite figure it out.

“So I have no choice.”

“There is always a choice. Even your targets have a choice, Mister Rodin. They can accept what is coming to them, or they can struggle against the inevitable. But I have to hear you say the words. For the sake of clarity, you need to tell me your intentions.”

Rodin took a breath. “I’ll take the contract,” he said.

Cat beamed, but Genna simply looked relieved. And why not? If he was going into the Dome, he’d be away from her district.

She’d have to find another scapegoat for the violence now.

“Excellent,” Cat said, and he looked Rodin up and down. “Of course, you will need time to ready yourself‌—‌we have a facility for such a purpose, and I envisage a few days of intense research and preparation. It goes without saying that you will not be permitted to carry any of the usual tools of your trade, and your own attire will not be suited to the rich society in the Dome. But we can supply appropriate clothing.”

Rodin turned to Genna. “My clothes can stay here?”

“You want those rags back?”

He shrugged. “I have things in the pockets.”

She nodded. “The locker will remain sealed.”

Cat reached for his hat. “So it’s settled. I’ve taken the liberty of acquiring transport, and even now it awaits. Shall we adjourn, Mister Rodin?”

“One moment.” Genna held up a hand. “I’d like a few words with Rodin. Alone.”

There was an up-tilt on that final word, like she was asking Cat’s permission. But the man nodded, and stood. “I’ll wait outside your door.”

Genna watched Cat, her expression remaining cold and unreadable until the door closed behind him. Then she turned to Rodin, and her mouth twitched as she sought for words.

“He told me,” she said finally. “Said you’d been in the Dome before. That true?”

Rodin shrugged. “Nowhere’s impenetrable.”

“What was it like?”

What was it like? Rodin thought back, to the spacious, clean buildings and the tree-lined streets. He thought of the fancy meals and the drinks with all their ridiculous names. He thought of the constant talking and smiling.

“Fake.” He saw a flicker of surprise, and felt the need to expand. “Everything’s surface. There’s no depth.”

“But it’s a perfect society.” Her brow was furrowed. “There’s no violence, everyone’s happy. Everyone’s safe.”

“I feel safe here.”

She snorted. “Two attempts on your life, and it’s not even the middle of the day?”

“At least I know what to expect.”

Genna shook her head. “It shouldn’t be that way. The Dome gets everything‌—‌the best tech, the best medical aid. They say people live twice as long under the glass, that there’s no need to work, that everything is provided. But what about us? What do we get? Smile at someone out here, and you risk a blade in your gut. We get the Dome’s outdated tech, most of it broken. They have everything, and we have nothing. Does that sound fair?”

She doesn’t like the Dome, Rodin thought. No, that’s not it. She likes the way it treats its residents, but not its selectivity.

Yet at the same time, Rodin knew she wanted that for her dominion. She wanted the people‌—‌her people‌—‌to be safe and happy. She wanted them to be comfortable and secure. And she was willing to come down hard on any who stood in her way.

He knew, because he’d worked for her. That was one luxury she’d never have if she were in the Dome. Under the glass, you couldn’t remove an obstacle with terminal force.

And yet, Rodin had accepted a contract to do just that.

“I have a request,” she said. “Regardless of how I can’t stand you, I appreciate your abilities. I know you don’t do loyalty, but neither do you bear grudges. I ask this as‌…‌as a favour. No payment, no commitment.”

Her throat bobbed, and Rodin saw how hard this was for her. This was as close as Genna came to opening up, at least to someone like Rodin. He nodded, giving her permission to continue.

“When you go in, I want you to learn for me. You’re not a mindless thug, despite what some might say. You’re observant, and you’re intelligent. So see how they run things, see how they make things work. And if there are any inside who‌…‌who might consider contact with someone on this side…‌I know it’s unlikely, but if there is any way…”

She coughed, and reached for her glass of water. Her hand trembled, and she sipped quickly.

“But why should I expect anything from a mercenary? If I’m not paying, you don’t care, do you? Just go. Do Cat’s job, and take his money. That’s all you’re interested in, isn’t it?”

Her hand reached under the desk, and the door behind Rodin clicked as it opened. She glared at him, her mouth a firm, hard line. He rose, nodded politely, and walked out.

He felt her eyes on his back the whole time. Even when Cat appeared, all smiles, Rodin knew Genna didn’t glance at the man.

And he realised something else. He’d accepted the contract, even though he only knew a few vague details, and even though he had never discussed the pay.

Genna was wrong‌—‌he wasn’t only interested in the money. Killing people was what he did, and he did it well. He was a professional, and a true professional always sought opportunities to improve. The harder the contract, the greater the challenge, and the higher the personal satisfaction.

And this contract was truly unique. This was an opportunity unlike any other.
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As Cat had said, there was a car waiting at the side-entrance to Genna’s tower, a small, black vehicle that drew little attention to itself. The pilot slid back the door, and Cat thanked him. As they sat, and the smiling pilot adjusted the controls, Cat named a location‌—‌Border Street.

Rodin knew the place. District Red, close to the Dome‌—‌too close. Nobody wanted to live so near the glass, so the buildings were abandoned, fallen into disrepair. It was practically a ghost town now, occasionally frequented by gangs with nothing better to do. A bad place.

Just like everything in the Dome’s shadow.

That area had been popular one, before the uprising against the Dome. Some said the protests only started with a handful of people before more took up their call, but others called it an organised assault, with thousands appearing overnight, armed and organised.

Whatever the truth, a mass of people had attacked the glass. They’d swarmed against it, using anything as weapons, hacking away with axes, firing whatever guns they could find, using long wooden poles as battering rams. Some even set explosives.

The glass took the battering for hours. And then, one panel cracked.

According to most tellings, the crack was no longer than a man’s hand, barely noticeable on the immensity of the glass wall. But it was enough for the Dome to wake.

The huge glass panels were held in place by a metal frame, but this lattice held a secret. Where supporting girders met, apertures now appeared, and tubes protruded. They swivelled, pointing toward the swarming masses below. And then death rained down.

The assault was short, but it was heavy and brutal. Those guns left thousands dead, either from direct hits or from falling brickwork as buildings collapsed. Most of the versions of the story said that nobody survived.

The Dome might eschew violence inside, but they were not above using it to protect their interests on the outside.

The car sped toward this area, the pilot talking all the while. Rodin had been in only a few cars, and the pilot always talked. It was a defence mechanism‌—‌if you had your back to a stranger, you kept them distracted. You didn’t want to risk an attack. Even though there were security measures in every car‌—‌the gas that could be released, safe for the pilot who wore nose-plugs, and the barrier that could be raised between pilot and passengers‌—‌it was better to ward off attacks than deal with them when they came.

Rodin grunted an occasional response, but Cat constantly bantered with the pilot, like someone from the Dome would. The two of them talked about the weather, then moved on to the areas they drove through. Rodin stared out of the window, feigning disinterest, but he listened with interest.

Cat definitely knew a great deal about Genna’s district, and as they passed through the grey border-area and on into Dephloren’s district, he still commented on places they passed. And when the pilot mentioned names, Cat responded as if he knew the individuals.

At one point, the pilot mentioned the Paternas brothers, names Rodin was very familiar with‌—‌as both clients and targets. Cat didn’t appear to think much of them, and the pilot recited stories of both their ruthlessness and their incompetence. As Cat joked along, and the pilot bad-mouthed the Paternas brothers even more, Rodin again realised how subtly dangerous Cat was.

They drove for about half an hour, the streets becoming increasingly empty of people, and the buildings falling into disrepair. Eventually, the pilot pulled into a small alley, the tarmac cracked, walls piled high with rubbish, window frames blackened by fire. The car stopped, and Cat placed some notes in the pilot’s outstretched hand. The door opened, and Rodin and Cat stepped out.

The car sped away as Rodin looked at the rusted metal door before them. It was held by an old-fashioned padlock, the kind that could be broken with only a little force.

“Not the securest of doors, is it?” Cat said. “Come.”

Rodin followed him up the alley. Sensible move, giving the pilot a false destination. Never assume confidentiality. Under enough pressure, everyone talked.

They walked along the street, then down another alley, as depressing as the first. The air was stale‌—‌not even the smell of human degradation remained. The building on their left was nothing but a shell, the roof missing.

Cat turned to the building opposite, two storeys high, with three steps leading up to a door covered in peeling paint. He bounded up them and placed his hand on a grey plaque that must have hidden a screen. There was a click, and the man pushed the door open, beckoning Rodin inside.

He stepped into a small entranceway, and before the door slammed shut to seal the darkness in, Rodin saw a second door of shiny metal, with the black circle of an Eye above it.

Cat brushed past him, and must have triggered the door somehow, because it slid open, revealing a flight of steps, cold and solid. Dim light filtered in from panels in the wall, and as Rodin followed Cat down, he understood‌—‌the decrepit exterior was merely a shell.

The stairs led to a corridor, just wide enough for the two of them to walk abreast. Cat didn’t talk, didn’t even turn to Rodin. They continued, to another flight of steps and along another corridor, as featureless as the one before. Rodin fought to keep his breathing steady. He didn’t like not knowing where he was, and he knew they were a long way from the building they’d originally entered.

The corridor ended in a door, and Cat opened it, leading Rodin into a small room. Four Eyes blinked down at them. There were three holes in the wall to Rodin’s right, and a door directly ahead.

“Just a short wait,” Cat said. “Put your hand in a hole.”

Rodin stuck his hand in tentatively, but noticed that Cat placed his in without a care. He felt a tingling, and knew samples were being taken.

“We’ve already been monitored, but we find it useful to carry out a more physical check too. And, of course, there’s a psychological value in making people wait.” Cat smiled, like he was letting Rodin in on a secret. Rodin didn’t respond.

“You should consider yourself honoured, Mister Rodin. Very few people know of this place, and even fewer have passed through. We are fastidious in keeping its location secret. Terminally so.” There was surely a threat in that, but Cat’s voice remained cordial. “And I should tell you that, once this door opens, there is no going back. I hope you aren’t having any second thoughts.”

“Bit late for that now.”

A green light shone above the door. “Yes, I’m afraid it is.” The door slid open, and at Cat’s beckoning Rodin stepped through.

His first impression of the room beyond was how bland it was‌—‌cream walls, grey stone flooring, and soft ceiling lighting. There were three doors to the left, three to the right, all grey and unmarked. The only thing of any interest was the grey desk against the back wall, tall enough that Rodin had to tilt his head to see the woman standing behind it. She wore a smart jacket over a white blouse, and had her hair tied back severely. Her eyes were cast down, and her arms twitched, which suggested she was tapping away at a screen.

But then she looked up, ignoring Rodin but making eye contact with Cat.

“Good evening, Miss Cora. I believe we’re expected.”

“Door two,” the woman said in a monotone. Cat gave a nod that extended down his body, almost a bow, before heading to the middle door on the left. Rodin followed.

“Oh, Cat.” There was more animation in her voice now, and both Cat and Rodin turned. The smile on her face was almost pleasant. “Good to have you back, sir.”

“Good to be back, my dear.” Cat tapped at the front of his hat. The woman blushed, then looked down at her screen.

Cat led Rodin through the door. “Pleasant young woman, that one,” the man said, as if to himself. Then he turned to Rodin. “Only a short walk, and then you can rest.”

The corridor, as bland as all the others, twisted left and right, and Rodin also detected a slope to the floor. So they were going even lower. He wondered how far underground they were.

Another door, yet another corridor, then Cat stopped before one of many doors, all as featureless as each other.

“This will be yours while you are with us, Mister Rodin. It contains all you should require. There are basic food-prep facilities, and we can provide raw ingredients or prepared meals, whichever you prefer. There’s a large wall screen‌—‌some guests use that to mimic a window, to stave off the claustrophobia‌—‌along with a hand-held one. This has been pre-loaded with information concerning the contract‌—‌details on the target, background information, as well as a vast database on the Dome itself.”

“I’ll visit twice each day, to check on your progress and to address any concerns. You have five days in which to fully prepare yourself. After those five days, you’ll leave this room and be escorted to the Dome itself. It will be something of a rebirth‌—‌not only in a new place, but also as a new person.” Cat smiled. “I’m sure you understand that Rodin the assassin can never enter the Dome. Rodin’s manners are too uncouth, and his means of dealing with situations too violent. And so you will enter the Dome as a new person, with a new name and a new history. You will have employment as an assistant to one of our society’s finest artists, working and living with the man.”

Cat opened the door. “Welcome to our illustrious First Dome, Mister Terrell.”





9

- 9 -

The room was basic, but Rodin had stayed in worse. It had surveillance, of course‌—‌they hadn’t even attempted to hide the Eyes embedded in the corners, although it did take him longer to uncover five others. Rodin left them intact‌—‌there seemed little point in trying to hide.

After checking the place out, he took a shower, allowing himself to wallow in the harsh downpour of water, first hot enough to redden his skin, then cold enough to burn. He even used the air-dry rather than the towel.

The people in the Dome were fastidious about hygiene and appearance, and so Rodin used the powders and sprays arrayed on the shelves. There were clippers and a file, so Rodin saw to his nails. A tub to one side contained a blue waxy substance that appeared to be hair gel, and Rodin experimented with a little of it. Not that it did much to the short cut he had.

The room contained a storage unit stocked with clothing, nothing like his usual garb. But he’d have to get used to wearing fashions‌—‌shirts with fancy sleeves and collars, jackets with strange fastenings and false pockets, and shoes that would do nothing to protect his soles from rough terrain or broken glass. Totally impractical, designed to be admired.

When he tapped the wall screen to select the mirror setting, it was no longer Rodin who stared back.

Terrell. Not the first new identity he’d worn and, as with the others, he knew the secret wasn’t in looks alone. To play this part, he needed to understand who this Terrell character was.

He woke the hand-held screen, pulled up the relevant file, and read about the person he must become.

Terrell was in his late thirties, older than Rodin believed himself to be. This made sense, of course‌—‌when physical alterations were so commonplace, a face like Rodin’s would undoubtedly appear aged. But maybe Terrell’s hard life could also account for his weathered looks. Born and raised in Ross, one of the northern Domes, his childhood was marred by an independence of thought that led him into petty misdemeanours. Twice he stood before Authority, and he was placed under what was referred to as ‘supervision’‌—‌as a child, Terrell was too young for Correction itself.

Previous times he’d ventured into the Dome, Rodin had heard these terms, and understood vaguely that Authority ran the Dome, and that Correction was a form of incarceration. The references he’d found to it before stated that Correction wasn’t punishment, but was a way of helping wayward citizens realise their errors, and so turn themselves into perfect members of society.

This didn’t fool Rodin, though. Correction was nothing more than a way of controlling the masses.

He continued reading about Terrell. The youth buckled down to his studies, and while he had no discernible talent at creative endeavours, he did develop a keen appreciation for art, especially painting and sculpture. Rodin made a mental note to research this area in greater detail‌—‌if he was to become Terrell, he’d need to at least bluff his way through artistic conversations with conviction.

So Terrell worked hard at his studies. But he still had a rebellious streak, and was in communication with other like-minded souls. This could not be allowed, and Authority came down.

That was the phrase the reports used‌—‌Authority came down. It sounded dramatic and exciting, but Rodin knew it would have been subtle‌—‌a stranger approaching Terrell and the others, maybe ushering them into a waiting car. There would be no scene, no violence, no insults. The car would drive off, and Terrell would find himself in a comfortable room, but cut off from the outside world.

Much like the room Rodin found himself in now, he thought. And this brought home a different angle on this contract, one Rodin wasn’t too happy about.

Normally, he’d receive information on the target, maybe some specific instructions regarding the nature of the removal, but that would be it. He’d conduct his own research. But here, everything was laid out for him. Rodin was being guided, and he couldn’t shake the notion that Cat was controlling him.

But he couldn’t go back. He’d accepted the contract, and he’d see it through.

Terrell was not considered in need of Correction, but was instead ‘given the opportunity’ to start afresh in a new Dome‌—‌and there was no way Rodin could avoid the euphemistic nature of that phrase. Travelling between Domes was a rarity, something most people never even considered, so Terrell was basically being exiled.

And when Terrell arrived in Kern Dome, down in the south-west, he would have felt the judgment of those he met. Oh, they’d be civil enough‌—‌this was a Dome, so manners would be upheld‌—‌but someone travelling from another Dome was naturally treated with suspicion.

The file stated that he settled well in Kern. He found employment at an art gallery, dealing with acquisitions‌—‌Rodin understood this to mean that Terrell was involved with the buying, selling and borrowing of works of art. He ventured out into society, and even became emotionally entangled with a girl called Evonney. There were files on her‌—‌attractive without being anything out-of-the-ordinary, could trace her lineage back to Councillor Heraldo (who was, apparently, considered a great man), had a solid future ahead of her in what was referred to as guided therapy. This, as far as Rodin could make out, was some mumbo-jumbo about talking to make things better, which sounded about right for the Dome.

Rodin read on, knowing this happiness in Terrell’s life couldn’t continue. Sure enough, about a year into his time in Kern, Terrell’s life was turned upside-down once more. He acquired many pieces for the gallery‌—‌and Rodin had to remind himself that ‘acquire’, in the terminology of the Dome, did not automatically imply anything underhand. But some of the pieces turned out to be fakes, and although there was no indication that Terrell was aiming to mislead‌—‌in fact, the reports made it clear that he was as much a victim as anyone‌—‌it painted a stain on his career, and he requested transfer. With his previous record taken into account, transfer was granted, and the poor man now prepared to move to the First Dome.

Fake artworks. That must have been a major incident within a Dome, and Rodin dug deeper into the files. There were official-looking documents concerning the matter‌—‌news reports that struggled to disguise shock and disbelief beneath cold language, and opinion pieces that questioned how people could even contemplate such a fraud. Names were rarely mentioned, though, and Terrell’s did not appear.

There were a few reports labelled ‘Case Notes’ that had smaller print reading ‘Not for general consumption’, and these did mention names, along with many other details. In at least three of these reports, Terrell’s name appeared.

This was unsettling, but Rodin wasn’t sure why. He put the screen down and rubbed his eyes. Too much reading was starting a headache, and he knew he needed a break.

He exercised‌—‌if he couldn’t work his mind, and he didn’t feel tired, then he’d work his body. He stripped‌—‌there was something about exercising naked that was particularly invigorating, and to hell with the Eyes‌—‌then ran through his usual routines.

As sweat coated his body, and as he focused on the pull and release of muscles and tendons, his mind ran free. It kicked the issue of Terrell’s name around, and slowly Rodin grew to understand why things felt off.

Terrell was an assumed identity‌—‌the man wouldn’t exist until Rodin stepped into his shoes when he entered the Dome. This meant that the records were false, nothing more than fictions to help Rodin play his part. But the reports on the art forgeries looked official. And that meant one of two things‌—‌the reports could (ironically) be excellent forgeries, or Terrell’s name could have been added to help Rodin’s cover.

That felt like too much work, as well as being too risky. There was always a chance of discovery unless every single record had been altered, both in First Dome and elsewhere. Rodin couldn’t see anyone going to such extremes.

Which left one more option‌—‌that Terrell was a real person. Maybe a troubled young man, caught up in this art fraud, was even now preparing to leave Kern Dome. Maybe he’d board one of the few trains that travelled between the Domes, through the tunnels and the concrete tubes that stuck out from the glass structures. Maybe he’d have his own carriage, somewhere secluded.

But he’d never arrive. When the train pulled up in this Dome, his carriage would be empty.

Of course, the Dome would never do such a thing‌—‌at least, not officially. But wasn’t Rodin being pulled in to do something similar? Wasn’t the fact that there was this strange half-way house, an unofficially official gateway to the Dome, an indication that things were not as they appeared?

Maybe this contract would provide more interest than Rodin first thought.


Days passed, although with no window and no clock, Rodin had to trust the appearances of Cat to gauge how many. The man would send an alert to the wall screen, then turn up a few minutes later. He said he did this twice a day, and that felt about right.

The first visit, Cat asked about his childhood. Not Rodin’s, but Terrell’s. And this was easy to talk about. After reading Terrell’s history, Rodin had already created false memories‌—‌the time he had fallen in a river when a tree-branch snapped, how he had sworn off alcohol after his first evening’s serious drinking, the time his parents had woken earlier than normal and discovered the girl in his bed, and how they both responded so differently.

Maybe this was easy to do because Rodin had no childhood memories of his own. For ten years he’d been a mercenary, slowly developing his skills, gaining scars as he learnt from his mistakes. And before that, before his very first paid job, there had been two years walking the districts, doing whatever he could to survive. He could recall being hungry and scared, surrounded by cold grey buildings with cracks in the walls. At times he thought he had once walked through a forest, big enough that he lost sight of any buildings. But before that time, there was nothing.

“It’s pleasing to hear you embellishing the basic facts,” Cat said, although there was no sign of pleasure on his face. “But tell me something of the Dome. What do you know of the Council?”

Rodin shrugged. “It runs the place. As far as I can tell, lots of people making pathetic decisions on unimportant matters. But that seems to keep the people happy.”

Cat shook his head. “That won’t do at all. I wish to talk to Mister Terrell, not some thug who can barely string two words together. Let’s try again. What do you know of the Council?”

As frustrating as Cat’s attitude was, Rodin understood. If he was to pass himself as a resident of the Dome, he had to become Terrell almost unconsciously.

He took a breath, recalled what he’d read of the Council, and talked. “The first Dome rose from Horace Devin’s dominion, and that was founded on four principles, ideals the society would strive for. He wanted security for his citizens to exist in peace with their neighbours, freedom from violence and oppression, comfort in having all their physical, intellectual, spiritual and emotional needs met without struggle, and opportunities to develop in all areas without censure.” Rodin waved his arms, punctuating this recitation.

“These principles still hold firm today, and they form the basic ideology behind the four branches of the Dome’s Council,” he continued, speaking slowly so that he could plan his words. “One section focuses on security, with Authority seeking to keep individuals safe from themselves as well as other groups looking after the physical structure of the Dome itself. There is another section that offers freedom from oppression through providing a voice for members of society, via open meetings and friendly one-on-one discussions‌—‌the living embodiment of the notion that open dialogue will always defeat tyranny. A third section concerns itself with comfort through not only mediating in disputes but also through attempting to prevent any such issues arising. And finally, there is the section involving the wide range of cultural and sporting activities the residents might enjoy, thereby providing opportunities for each individual to develop.”

Not the best speech, and Rodin wasn’t sure if he’d explained things clearly, but at least the answer was verbose enough. Cat must have thought so too, as he nodded, and his cheeks twitched as if he were about to smile.

“Very good,” he said. “A fine attempt to dilute a complicated matter into something succinct. But let us move on. I take it you’ve read of the position of employment awaiting Mister Terrell, correct?”

Rodin nodded. He‌—‌or rather Terrell‌—‌would be working for, and living with, an artist named Sertio, something of a celebrity within the Dome. Apparently, his fame (and the pieces he created) had spread to other Domes too. His earlier works were in paint, but now he focused on sculpture.

“What are your initial impressions of the man?” Cat asked, and Rodin answered after a few moments collecting his thoughts.

“I think he carries his art into his personal life,” Rodin said. “Where so many others have alterations to achieve a healthy, young impression, he opts for a size approaching obesity, yet he uses his mass to make a statement, to be larger than life.” That sounded like bad poetry, but Rodin continued. “His lack of hair can be understood as a symbol of his openness‌—‌he is honest in his art, and he has nothing to hide as an artist.”

“An intriguing assessment, Mister Terrell, although possibly you’re reading too much into things. I believe it more likely he simply finds comfort in being hairless. But what of his public persona?”

“The word ‘avuncular’ comes to mind. He’s gregarious, well respected, enjoys the company of others‌—‌but at the same time he is also secretive about his work. I notice that, while he might hint at his current project, he gives nothing away until it is unveiled. I would also add that, from watching some of the unveiling videos, he encourages others to praise him through mock self-depreciation.”

“An astute observation, and one that calls for elaboration.”

It didn’t, because the look on Cat’s face told Rodin the man understood, but Rodin had to play the game. “In each of his unveiling speeches, he talks of the troubles creating the finished piece, and then he lists what he sees as its shortcomings. His tone is apologetic, and he promises that his next project will rectify these faults.” He shrugged. “I can’t say I find such false-modesty attractive.”

Cat nodded, but said nothing more on the matter. Instead, he asked what Rodin thought of the man’s work.

The pieces, when Rodin studied the files, were surprisingly violent. They focused on the human body, but limbs were deformed and broken, sometimes missing altogether. Flesh was ripped and bloody, and on the few occasions Sertio focused on faces, expressions were tortured, the pain as much emotional and mental as physical.

They seemed to fly in the face of the Dome’s non-violent nature, and Rodin was at a loss to explain what he thought. Rodin compared them to other pieces he’d studied‌—‌Anatov’s Charred, with those blackened, twisted figures sprouting vivid green shoots, or Bewarney’s Reversal, where the flickering monochrome images flashed up faces etched in agony. Then there was the Sanem sequence of performance body art pieces by Lilithong, and the way they blurred the line between cries of sexual ecstasy and screams of pain.

Of course, there were the comments from critics and reviewers, and Rodin repeated these words to Cat. The man nodded, but his expression remained impassive.

“Very good,” he said when Rodin had finished. “But I asked what you thought of Sertio’s work, not the waffling of self-important journalists whose primary motivation is the next free lunch. Tell me what you think.”

Rodin snorted. “It’s art. Frivolous and unimportant.”

Cat leaned back. “And that is the response of the enthusiastic art-lover Mister Terrell, is it? Please, try again.”

Rodin clenched and unclenched his fist, annoyed more at his inattention than at Cat’s condescending attitude. “I believe I already gave that answer. In my role‌—‌former role‌—‌in the art world, my own thoughts were immaterial. I said what was required to buy any particular piece for the best price possible, and I took my cues from those more adept at understanding art.”

He, too, sat back, pleased at his performance.

“Not bad,” Cat said. “But that was too confrontational. And I believe you will need to ponder this matter in some depth. Art is more important than you realise.” Then he raised his hands, and a cold smile spread on his lips, never reaching his eyes. “But onto other matters. Tell me about the target.”

Rodin took a breath. This was the kind of work he was comfortable with. “Councillor Leopold. Thirty-two, impressive academic record, works in the section of the Council tasked with listening to residents. One of the youngest Councillors to rise to tier four. Many name him as a potential leader of the Council. In error, obviously.”

“As long as you succeed in removing him. What else?”

“Patron of the arts, wide social circle, lives alone but has been romantically linked to various others, both female and male. Physically active, enjoys running and sailing especially. Liked by many, but starting to ruffle feathers. Seems to speak ideas others find off-putting.”

“And there is a reason why you mention this?”

“The contract states that his removal must look natural, which will likely involve getting close to the target. This will be easier to achieve if I build up some kind of rapport, some kind of trust. Aligning myself with his world-view seems like a good place to start.”

“You seek to befriend the man?”

“I don’t have friends. If Terrell befriends Leopold, it is so that I can fulfil the contract as instructed.”

The corners of Cat’s mouth turned up. “And here I was thinking that Mister Terrell had taken over. It’s most pleasing to know that Mister Rodin has not forsaken us.”

“You don’t get rid of me that easily.”

But the comment felt too light-hearted, and although Cat still smiled, the coldness had returned to his eyes. Rodin held the man’s gaze, and he once more wondered what he’d got himself into.

Jimny’s words‌—‌a good friend, and a dangerous enemy. Rodin still had no clue which Cat was.
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In his dream, Rodin ran.

The muscles in his legs burnt, new flashes of pain every time his bare, bleeding feet slammed into the harsh ground. He staggered, arms flailing. But he couldn’t stop. His chest tightened, each breath a struggle, and his eyes saw only shades of grey. Those shapes ahead might be only shadows, but they could be something‌—‌anything‌—‌else.

The stink of burning flesh and the taste of smoke smothered him, had done since before he started running. He tasted copper in the air, too, and he swallowed to keep the vomit down.

He stumbled, one hand grazing the rocky ground. But he didn’t fall. Couldn’t. If he hit the ground, he’d never rise again.

Rodin heard them behind him, through the pounding of blood in his ears and the hammering of his heart. Shouts, stomping boots. Sharp cracks that sparked against rock.

And ahead, a roar. Through the distortion of his eyes, he saw a black line, a crack that stretched and deepened as he approached. The roaring grew louder, and he knew this was not the evil roar of flames but something else, the roar of a force that could tear through rock, that could carve him an escape. If only he could reach it before they caught up with him.

He had no air to scream. He couldn’t see, couldn’t think. Only escape mattered. The pain in his feet was exquisite‌—‌if he still felt that, he was still alive.

And then the daggers of pain stopped. The ground fell away as Rodin plummeted through the night sky.

The air was cold, filled with moisture. Droplets hammered into his body, drenching him even before he hit the surface, crashing into the depths where the suffocating darkness enveloped him.


Rodin jerked awake. The sweat on his skin was already cooling, and the sheets of his bed were drenched.

He pulled in a stuttering breath, held it, forced his body to relax. Eyes closed‌—‌even though the darkness was absolute, and he could see nothing anyway‌—‌he concentrated on his racing heart.

When it beat at a slower pace, and when the trembling in his body had subsided, Rodin threw back the top sheet and stepped onto the cool floor.

Just a dream.

But it wasn’t. Rodin didn’t dream. He’d trained himself to sleep well, and to wake refreshed. Even when the assassin had woken him, Rodin was alert the moment his eyes opened.

Groaning, he stood. The memory of pain remained in his feet as he took the few steps to the shower-room.

Nerves? But what did Rodin have to be nervous about? He’d spent the last five days preparing, learning everything he could about the Dome and the target. He’d absorbed his new identity, and knew that he could become Terrell. He was ready to fulfil this contract.

When the warm water sprayed onto his body, Rodin shivered, and he recalled the moment of falling, and the impact when he hit the water. Should he remember a dream so vividly? He wasn’t sure.

Turning the temperature first up, then down, he pushed the images from his mind, and focused on the contract. Today was his final day in this half-way house. The records in the Dome would contest that this was the day Terrell boarded the train and made his way to First Dome.

If everything went to plan, within a few days Terrell would disappear, apparently unable to cope with yet another change of situation. There would be an ambiguous note, and no other trace of the man. And then, someone would find Leopold.

He wondered how those in the Dome would mourn the passing of such a rising star. Would there be a celebration of his achievements, or bitterness at what such an accident had taken from their society?

Not that it made any difference to Rodin. As soon as he returned to the districts, he could forget the Councillor.

Rodin ran through some light exercises, ate a quick breakfast of fresh, juicy fruit and sharp yoghurt, showered again, and changed into Terrell’s clothing. He manicured his nails and applied cologne‌—‌it stunk, but apparently this was how those in the Dome believed men should smell.

Then he waited, scanning through a few of the files on the screen.

The wall screen buzzed, and Rodin looked up as Cat entered. He was in shirt sleeves today, but still wore his smart trousers and shiny shoes.

“Good day, Mister Terrell,” he said, with a mocking bow. “A new future awaits. Shall we adjourn?”

Rodin nodded and rose, and when Cat raised an eyebrow, spoke. “I’ve anticipated this day for some time. I’m eager to embark on this new adventure.” Meaningless, but it seemed to please Cat.

The man led Rodin along a corridor, eventually passing through a nondescript door that led to a platform. A single-car train waited on narrow rails. Looking either way into the tunnel, Rodin could see nothing, and Rodin was uncomfortable as he joined Cat inside. The two seats faced each other, but when the door sealed and they moved, Rodin was pleased to find he was facing the direction of travel.

Cat said nothing, and Rodin sat happily in silence. The ride was smooth, but the odd light outside told Rodin that they were moving very fast. The vehicle leaned occasionally as it rounded a corner, and after about ten minutes the engine whined, and Rodin felt the train start to slow. The lights grew more regular, and as they brightened and the train drew to a halt, Rodin saw another platform. They disembarked.

There was nothing to distinguish this platform from the one before, and Rodin felt a dull throb behind his eyes as they walked down yet more bland corridors. For all he knew, they could be back where they started, all this movement a ruse. It seemed the kind of thing the Dome would do, building up anticipation, making something bigger than it was.

Rodin chose to believe that this was a different platform, though, if only because the corridor he followed Cat down appeared slightly brighter. The doors were just as nondescript, although the one Cat eventually opened had a handle, and opened on hinges rather than sliding across.

It led to another small room, with a table and a couple of chairs, and two doors in opposite walls. Cat bade Rodin sit, taking the other chair for himself. They had no padding, but were surprisingly comfortable.

“I feel the need to say a few words,” the man said, and Rodin detected a hint of hesitation in his voice. “We’ve done all we can to assist in your preparations for this contract, but now that time is at an end. When you step through that door,” and Cat indicated the door opposite the one they had used to enter, “I cannot promise any further help, even if you try to contact me. For all intents and purposes, you will be on your own.”

Rodin nodded. “I understand.”

“Of course. And I’m sure you prefer it that way.” That might have been a dig at Rodin, but he ignored it.

Cat rose, holding out a hand. Rodin stood too, and they shook hands. Cat’s grip was firm, as Rodin had expected.

“Welcome to the Dome, Mister Terrell.”


The door opened onto a large concourse that Rodin recognised as the train terminus. To his right, through an ornate archway, he could see the sleek nose of a train, and the signage hanging from the ceiling informed him that it had just arrived from Kern. A few people pushed carts along the platform, their green uniforms surely too smart for manual labour, but there were no passengers to be seen.

Rodin strode across the great hall, senses on full alert but keeping his pace steady. There was a balcony running round three sides, filled with shops and eateries, and there were many people up there, moving behind great pillars that would provide ideal cover for an assassin. And those walking across the hall itself ambled, talking in groups, a few carrying bags. They glanced at Rodin, and he nodded in greeting. Many spoke, and Rodin responded with vague pleasantries, hardly listening to his own words as he analysed what they said, searching for hidden meanings.

But there was no threat here. Despite the mass of people, despite the wealth on display, this place was safe.

That would take some getting used to. But Rodin had managed before, and he was certain this time would be even easier.

The flooring was polished stone, but what little sound Rodin’s soft shoes made was swallowed in the ambiance of the hall. There were echoes, but they weren’t harsh, and slowly he grew to hear the subtle, ever-shifting waves of something close to music. He breathed in through his nose, expecting to smell the people, but there must have been a sensory system at play, because he caught the distinct aroma of fresh flowers.

He’d experienced this before, the third time he’d entered the Dome. That time, he’d stayed for a week, and he’d eventually built up the courage to explore the underground train lines that so many used to get around. These lines spread like a spider’s web, but were all centred around this main terminus.

He recalled his nervousness, standing on a platform, only a few steps from the edge. As the train had hummed into the station, he had tensed, ready for the shove that would surely come, the attempt to send him under the wheels.

But that would never happen here. Even if someone knocked into him, there would instantly be hands ready to pull Rodin back from the edge, to avert a disaster.

And now, fulfilling the role of Terrell, Rodin waited a pace from the edge as the train pulled in, a smile on his face and his hands by his sides. There were only a few others on this platform, and he nodded in greeting as they too stepped up, ready to board the train. When the air rumbled, they all turned expectantly, as did Rodin.

But he flexed his legs, just in case.

When the vehicle stopped and the doors opened, he stood to one side to allow others to enter before him. There was a tall gentleman whose short-sleeved top showed the hint of a well-developed physique, and a woman whose face was so smooth it was impossible to tell her age. They both thanked him‌—‌and the woman winked and smiled in a manner Rodin wasn’t sure he understood‌—‌then took seats.

Rodin grabbed an upright pole, swaying as the train turned corners. He concentrated on his legs, tensing in anticipation, aiming to remain as still as possible despite the slight rocking of the vehicle. Every bit of exercise helped.

“There’s a spare seat, if you care for it.”

He turned, saw the man indicating the abundance of seating.

“Thank you, but I prefer to stand. Helps keep the blood flowing in the legs.”

“There is that. Personally, I’m always seeking more comfort. I’d prefer to use a car, but the expense would soon mount up.” The man’s eyes ran over Rodin’s body. “Of course, you’d understand that.”
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