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Genna swiped her screen to sleep and coughed. She looked around the circular table, meeting the eyes of each person present, starting at her left‌—‌Vanya, Rodin, Rannall, Leopold and Aleph.

“I’m going to assume you’ve all read the reports,” she said, “but I’d like a quick summary. Rannall. Let’s start with the bigger picture.”

At least the man had taken advantage of Genna’s hospitality since he arrived last night. He’d trimmed his beard and hair, and no longer wore what he called his stained and ripped ‘travel clothes’, instead wearing a shirt with the collar undone, tough trousers and boots.

Rannall sat back. “There’s a lot to summarise. Unrest as always, but there’s an undercurrent, a feeling that something’s building. There’s talk of the warriors now, and the Dome, but too many rumours to list. Definitely more stability to the south, though‌—‌it almost feels like one big district. Your work’s paying off, Genna.”

She accepted the compliment with a nod, said nothing, waited for him to continue.

“There’s more movement into the wilds, especially to the far east. Guess some folks are ready to start over.”

“Can’t say I blame them,” Genna said. “Thanks. Rodin. News from the Factory.”

Rodin’s mouth twitched as he tapped his screen then pushed it aside. The man was a killer, had gone up against warriors on more than one occasion, but still grew nervous talking in these meetings.

“Nothing much,” he said with a shrug. “Few questions about lower productivity, so they faked a failed rebellion, seemed to satisfy Authority.”

“Daventree’s idea, right?” Genna saw Leopold’s eyes widen at the mention of another man from the Dome, a kindred spirit even though they had never met.

“Or Kester. Pretty tight double-act, those two.”

“Any news on the cure for the poison?”

Genna glanced at Vanya, but didn’t catch any reaction. The warrior faced her reliance on the control with stoicism, just like Rodin did.

“Ellya’s networked with other meditechs now. Says things are progressing, but nothing definite yet.”

“Good to know others are on it,” Genna said, then turned to Vanya. “The control still coming through?”

The woman nodded. “Set up a trade route across the estuary.”

“Secure?”

“Boats could go down. But nobody’s going to talk‌—‌we’re paying well.”

Vanya glanced at Rodin as she said that, and Genna understood. Rodin’s funds were still high after the contract on Leopold, and he wasn’t the sort to waste money on luxuries. If anything, he seemed to be living a more austere life now.

“Good to know,” she said, still facing Vanya. “What about the situation in Red?”

“Not much to report. Don’t want to risk any of my team breaking through. Dephloren’s lost men, right? So we’ve been keeping an eye from a distance. Looks like Kharem’s army is biding their time. Still reckon the attacks are little more than exercises, maybe just a way to let his warriors burn off any frustrations.”

“Shame they don’t do it somewhere else, though. Leopold. An update on our standing with our neighbours, please.”

Leopold took a moment to look around the room, pulling in everyone’s attention. Genna reckoned he must have anticipated the question, and was about to give them a prepared speech.

“Slow but steady,” he said. “Miolar is, through necessity, concentrating on Dephloren’s district, but we have regular communication. Most people in that district appear to accept the current situation and are willing to work with us‌—‌I mean, with you, Genna‌—‌in order to keep themselves safe. However, the situation is not as straightforward to the east. There is a forthright minority who remain loyal to Garrick, and many others who refuse to accept any kind of rule from above, no matter how benign and light that touch might be. We have guards and others deployed, and they are doing their utmost to convince these hold-outs of the need to unite in the face of Authority, but it is a slow, painful process.”

“Any violence?” Vanya asked. “Aggressive reactions to our presence, that kind of thing? What strategies are in play?”

“Naturally, we seek to avoid violence wherever possible,” Leopold said, with a dip of his head. “Our first call will be diplomacy, but if more aggressive tactics are required, we won’t flinch from doing what is necessary.”

That brought a smile to Genna’s face. The ex-Councillor was becoming increasingly assimilated into the districts if he could talk of violence without flinching.

“As we always do,” she said. “Anything from your contact under the glass?”

Genna had only started mentioning this relationship in meetings after a long discussion with Leopold, and they’d agreed not to reveal any working details. Not that Genna knew much anyway, only that it involved some journalist and seemingly innocent messages filled with code words she couldn’t decipher.

The question seemed to catch him off-guard, though, and his brow knotted as he tapped his screen.

“Communication is becoming increasingly erratic, no doubt due to our current situation,” he said, which didn’t explain much of anything. “The last communique had nothing major to report, though. I believe we can assume that there are no changes worthy of our interest within the Dome.”

“Thank you.” Genna forced a smile. When he said ‘worthy of our interest’, was that an offhand turn of phrase, or something with more meaning? It wasn’t like Leopold to hold back.

Probably just the whole situation getting to her. When Authority seemed to be reaching into everything, it was easy to become paranoid.

She turned to her right. “Aleph. How are our systems doing?”

Aleph glanced up and ran one hand over the shaved half of her head. Genna wasn’t sure about the style, but Aleph said the process of shaving helped calm her down, and Genna couldn’t argue against that.

There was a grin on her face she tapped her screen.

“Ongoing, but I’m on top of things,” her screen said‌—‌actually spoke the words. But not in Aleph’s voice.

Leopold frowned. Rodin didn’t show any emotion. Vanya turned to Genna with a questioning look. Only Rannall responded verbally.

“She’s been recording you, Genna?” he said.

Genna shook her head. “Not quite. Just something Aleph’s been working on in her own time‌—‌a bit of relief from other stuff. Some kind of synthetic voice.”

Aleph tapped, and her screen spoke again. “Bit more complex than that.” This time, the voice had a metallic edge, but also sounded eerily like Rannall.

“Works better with a larger sample,” Aleph said, by way of explanation. “Got far more recordings of Genna to work from.”

Rannall looked amused. “Intriguing. Are you doing this purely for fun, or is there some practical purpose?”

Aleph shrugged. “Just helps settle me, after trying to stop those bastards.”

“So how’s that going?” Genna asked. “Still keeping one step ahead of them?”

“You need to ask? Don’t want to get too technical‌—‌you want, I can throw together a report‌—‌but I’m detecting more attacks, plugging holes when they appear. Constant work, though.”

She gave off the usual blunt, don’t-bother-me attitude, but Genna knew Aleph well enough to hear the edge to her voice. But what could she do? Aleph wouldn’t work with anyone else on these tech issues, and even though Genna had encouraged her to step back if she ever felt overwhelmed, Aleph was far too driven to even consider that.

“They have their best minds trying to infiltrate us, and you’re holding them back,” Genna said. “Appreciate it. Moving on‌—‌Miolar. Take it you’ve all read his report, but I’ll give a quick summary.” Always best to ensure everyone knew the basics. Genna wouldn’t put it past Aleph to skimp on reading yet more reports. “The army of warriors currently in Red walked from the western Factory without incident‌—‌no opposition, not even minor skirmishes. The implications are disturbing‌—‌if they had free passage, that’s a good indication of an arrangement between Authority and those in charge of the district.”

Nods around the table, and Vanya was the first to mention the name. “The Paternas Brothers.”

“Previous intelligence suggests they don’t have much influence over the district, so it’s likely Authority promised them greater control, with weapons and tech to sweeten the deal. But it might be something else. So, thoughts.”

Leopold was the first to speak. “It seems to me that our best course of action would be to monitor but not interfere. So far, apart from those random, relatively minor attacks, the warriors in Red have not made any major move against us, so I would posit they have another plan. It would be foolish to directly antagonise Authority.”

“We’re already antagonising them,” Vanya said. “Just by standing up to those little attacks, we’re making a statement. As far as the Brothers go‌—‌they’re small-time, got lucky. Not a nice pair. Can’t see too many people missing them if they met with an accident. Right, Rodin?”

Rodin sighed. “What‌—‌because I’ve removed one of them I should remove the remaining two? That was a contract. I’ve done jobs for them, too.”

“You don’t want them dead?”

He shrugged. “Don’t see them as a threat at the moment.”

“Even if they’ve made a deal with Authority?”

“Doesn’t affect us directly. As Leopold said, their warriors aren’t making a concerted move on us.”

“Not yet.”

Genna held up a hand, watched Rodin. There was a tug at the corner of his mouth, something he wasn’t saying.

“What are you thinking?” she asked.

The tug turned into a lopsided look, and he shrugged. “Possibilities, that’s all. Hundred warriors, right?”

“From the Factory? That’s our best estimate. Why?”

“Didn’t have anywhere near that in the northern Factory. Just thinking of space.”

Vanya leaned back. “We had lots of room, though. Could’ve had twice our numbers and still been comfortable. Wouldn’t have been anywhere near a hundred, though.”

“True. So they’ve changed the western Factory.”

“Makes sense. You reckon they converted a workfloor into a training space?”

“Need more than one.”

Genna understood where this was going, but let Vanya and Rodin play their conversation out.

“Still have to keep production up, though,” Vanya said. Her eyes narrowed. “Just had a thought. Kester said they keep on getting messages about production levels. You reckon they’re trying to compensate for lower levels at the western Factory? Might indicate they’ve got even more warriors there.”

Rannall leaned in. “And if Authority has an understanding with the Paternas Brothers, then there’s nothing stopping these warriors reaching us.”

The room fell silent. Genna took a breath, then another.

“Conjecture,” she said. “There are too many possibilities.”

“So we need to investigate,” Vanya said.

“I could go,” Rodin said, nonchalantly‌—‌far too nonchalantly. “Not like I’m doing anything at the moment.”

That wasn’t a surprise, but Genna shook her head. “You’re known to the Brothers. They spot you, it’ll cause more complications.”

He shrugged. “That’s my problem.”

“Not when you’re connected to me. They see you sneaking round, they’ll take it as a direct threat. That’s not going to help our situation. It’s something to think on, but for now we deal with more immediate concerns. Before Authority makes any kind of concerted move against us, we need to build up our strength‌—‌here, to the east, and in our relationship with our friends to the west. Any ideas, let’s hear them.”

Genna sat back, opened up the floor. They were used to this by now, and it didn’t take long for words to start flowing. Genna listened, and once glanced across to Aleph. Her friend nodded, letting Genna know that she had recorders running, so nothing would be lost.

Useful, especially when Genna struggled to keep up with the discussion. Her mind wouldn’t leave the western Factory and the Paternas Brothers. Hard people to work with, especially since they’d gone from a trio to a duo. Oh, Genna had made deals with them in the past, but she never trusted them. They weren’t smart enough to keep to their side of any bargain.

Others treated them accordingly. Genna had been forced to get heavy at one point, sending in a couple of mercenaries to retrieve payment owed. They’d tried taking some of Borinoff’s business, and that had ended badly for them. They’d even tried dealing with Garrick, and had lost a great deal in that.

Garrick had been their superior in both intelligence and craftiness. And Authority had still twisted him, using him to their own ends. If the Brothers were in bed with Authority, they didn’t stand a chance.

Which meant Authority already had the district on the far side of Dephloren’s. And that wasn’t good.

Genna glanced at Rodin. The man sat back, one hand resting on his stomach. His recent wound‌—‌why the man had taken on a warrior was beyond her, and it was only good fortune that Paskia was ready with a weapon‌—‌wasn’t bothering him much now, but he looked thinner than he used to. It might have been the light in this room, but she couldn’t ignore the impression that he was‌…‌less than he used to be.

Maybe he needed to get out. And maybe that could be useful. She’d speak to Rodin later.
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The office was Kharem’s, but only because it was the one that Viper‌—‌and, by extension, Authority‌—‌let him use. It gave him somewhere to organise the warriors, and somewhere Viper could intrude whenever he wanted. Like now.

Viper sat across from Kharem, chair angled so that he could lay an arm on the desk between them, right leg resting on left knee. The pose of someone who knew where the power lay in this relationship.

But he wasn’t happy. The man from Authority scowled as he stabbed a finger at the warrior by the door. “Do we have to have that thing in here?”

Kharem glanced at Hornet. The warrior, in loose trousers and vest-top, gazed dispassionately into the middle of the room, didn’t even register that Viper had spoken. But Hornet was good. He listened to everything, and prepared for anything.

“You encouraged me to protect myself,” Kharem said.

“And you consider me a threat?” Viper’s face contorted into its familiar smarmy half-smile.

“He’s also my chief liaison with our forces,” Kharem said, voice slow and steady.

“You trust one of our creations? If he learns even a part of our plans, what’s to stop him taking that information to others?”

“He knows I hold the key to his continued health.” He didn’t need to explain the warriors’ constant medication, warding against the side-effects of their alterations.

“So you’re bribing him to stay loyal.” A shadow of a smile crept onto Viper’s lips.

“We have, at the moment, a mutually beneficial arrangement. Much like ourselves, my friend.”

It pained Kharem to use that last word, but it had the effect he sought. Viper nodded, his stern look telling Kharem that he’d do well to remember exactly how their arrangement worked.

“Which leads to the purpose of my visit today,” Viper said, puffing out his chest. “You’ve made it clear, in your somewhat sparse reports, that you believe our warriors sufficiently trained. I trust there’s no alteration in this state of affairs?”

Kharem shook his head. “If anything, they’re over-ready. The diversions they’re causing only satisfy their need to act to a degree.” Inside, he cringed‌—‌he still couldn’t quite ape Viper’s manner of speech.

The man from Authority’s fingers tapped on the desk. “Diversions,” he said, drawing the word out. “I gave you free hand in the utilisation of our weapons against our foe, and you dismiss these missions as diversions. You still refuse to view that woman as a threat?”

Viper raised his eyebrows, and Kharem sighed.

“Removing Genna at this juncture‌—‌even pushing close to that‌—‌would be a mistake, as I’ve said before. She’s focused on reforming her district, combining it with Garrick’s old domain, and working with Dephloren. She’s too busy to pay us any attention. She poses no major threat.”

“And yet she has spies watching our district,” Viper said. “She also attempted to thwart our work over to the west.”

“Attempted. She failed. And her spies will learn nothing.” Interesting how Viper referred to Red as their district, though. “I worked with Genna for years. I know how she thinks. She won’t be a threat to us while she’s looking after her people.”

Slowly, Viper nodded. “I suppose I’ll have to accept your assessment of the situation. You do have intimate knowledge of this woman, don’t you?”

Hard to tell if there was some hint in those words, but let the man believe that Kharem had shared Genna’s bed if he wanted.

Not that Kharem would have done that. She was an attractive specimen, and there was some temptation in seeking post-coital manipulations‌—‌something Kharem had used in the past, on others. But Genna wasn’t weak enough to fall for something like that. Any intimacy with the woman would have been on her terms, and Kharem had no doubts that she’d get the better of him.

Which was why he had to work through other means, why he had to slip through the cracks in her personality. She trusted too much, and so Kharem would distrust by default. Oh, he said he trusted someone like Hornet, but that was built solely on what he gained from it.

It was all a game. And Viper played this game too. Pieces moved into position and strategies slowly unfolded.

“Very well,” Viper said, uncrossing his legs. “The situation is progressing, and you can expect orders in the not-too-distant future. I’ll report back that the situation here is satisfactory, and that our warriors are primed to play their part.” His mouth twisted into an uncomfortable smile. “I’ll also mention how you are manipulating other players with a particularly subtle sleight-of-hand. I’m sure my superiors will appreciate such actions.”

“Thank you.”

And with that, Viper rose. Hornet opened the door, stepped to one side, even gave the man a nod as he left. Viper ignored him, of course‌—‌why pay attention to animals?

And that was going to be the man’s downfall.

The door closed, and Hornet’s manner relaxed.

“Interesting,” Kharem said, still in his chair. “Looks like we’ll be in operation soon.”

“That good news?”

Ah, a man of few words. A breath of fresh air after Viper’s spoutings.

Kharem shrugged. “Good news if we play it right.”
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Rodin tapped listlessly on his screen as the others left, after Genna had said she wanted a word. Probably to complain about something he’d said again.

Vanya said she’d see him around, and he nodded as she passed through the door. But he noticed the look that passed between her and Genna. Scheming again. Things were so much easier when he worked on his own.

The door closed, and Genna sat back in her seat.

“Congratulations,” she said. “You only looked fed up a couple of times.”

“I’m getting better at withstanding torture.”

“That bad?”

This was a side of Genna Rodin couldn’t grasp. He looked for an insult or threat, but her body language spoke of friendly fun.

“I’m not cut out for meetings.”

“Which is why you want to head west. Right?”

So that’s what this was about. “Part of the reason. You know I’m better on my feet.”

“Some might call that running away.”

“And others think that everything’s going to be fine now that Garrick’s gone.”

“Even with the warrior attacks?”

“You know how they treat those. Unless they’re involved, it’s like a story happening to someone else. And you always win, so there’s no danger. Not to them.”

Genna’s eyes bore into him, and he held her gaze. Eventually, she said, “You do them a disservice. Each time we repel an attack, it’s a victory to be celebrated. But they know things aren’t perfect. They know about the warriors in Red. They know the Dome is reaching out into our districts.”

“The Dome, or Authority?”

“To most people, they’re one and the same. You know that.” She leaned in. “But I know what you really struggle with. Being known.”

He took a breath, held it for a ten-count, then released. “I prefer the shadows.”

She looked him up and down. “Oh, you’re not too uncomfortable on the eye.”

“Didn’t think I was your type.”

Her smile wavered for a moment, and then she sat back. “You’re more popular than you realise, Rodin. There’s even tales of your time in the wilds.”

“Stories. Wouldn’t believe a word of them.”

“Doesn’t matter if they’re true or not. You’re a hero. And before you argue against that, it doesn’t matter what you think. It’s how you’re seen, and it helps the district, helps me. Any happiness you see out there, it’s a facade, a way of showing hope. You’re a part of that. You fight for what is right, even though you’re one of the most awkward curmudgeons I’ve ever dealt with. But you fight for those who can’t, you put yourself in danger to protect others. You’re an asset to the district, whether you like it or not.”

“So I’m another tool in your box.”

She smiled. “One time, you would’ve described yourself as a weapon.”

“Don’t feel sharp enough for that now.”

“And you still insist on pushing yourself down.”

He shrugged, flashed her a grin that hurt his face. “You know me.”

The smile dropped from Genna’s features. “I do. And so I know there’s something up. You didn’t offer to travel to the west just for me.”

She didn’t accuse him of anything, he noticed. Nor did she ask a question. Not directly. But her whole manner said she could wait for however long it took. Her body told him she’d find out the truth sooner or later.

“Okay,” he said. “Had a message from the Factory, couple of days ago. Didn’t think there was anything worth passing on. Not when you get intel from Vanya.”

She raised her eyebrows, and Rodin wondered if that had come out as some kind of accusation. But he wouldn’t deal with that now. He carried on.

“The message mentioned interest in the western Factory.”

“And you didn’t think that was important?”

“Cat’s interested in a lot of things. Hard to keep up.”

“But if his interests coincide with our own, that increases the interest. So they want to know more about the western Factory, right? I assume they’re sending out a team. Have to be small, so it doesn’t raise any alarms.” She tilted her head. “Anyone I’m familiar with on this team?”

Hell, this woman was infuriating.

Rodin nodded. “Paskia and a couple of others.”

Genna smiled. “Sweet,” she said.

“It’s not like that. She’s not ready.”

“Not ready?”

“No.”

“I heard she coped admirably when you took over the Factory. And Vanya’s reports have a lot of good things to say about her. Sounds like she’s been training hard.”

“But not for a mission like this. You know her history.” Well, she knew the basics from Rodin. But Paskia had talked to Vanya enough times, so Genna undoubtedly knew more. “She’s only been in the districts a matter of months.”

“Almost a year,” Genna said. “And Cat trained her.”

“You trust him?” Did he say that too fast?

“I trust him to look after his own interests. And that includes your friend. If he has any say in this reconnaissance mission‌—‌and I’m sure he does‌—‌I doubt he’d field any agents he thought weren’t up to the job.”

“But he can’t be right all the time.” Rodin sighed. “I just feel uncomfortable with this decision, okay? I don’t think she’s up to it, and‌…‌and I don’t want to see her fail because he’s pushed her too fast. But I won’t get involved. Not unless it’s necessary.”

Genna watched him, fingers of one hand tapping on the table. Then she nodded.

“Fair enough. Just wanted to know.”

“Before you made your decision?”

“Oh, I’ve already decided. Makes sense to use you as my envoy.”

It took Rodin a second for that to sink in. “Envoy? You want me to go straight to the Brothers?”

“I want to win their trust. Can’t do that without some kind of honesty.”

“What about my history with them?”

“I reckon you can make that work to your advantage. Cobey might hold a grudge, but I’m pretty sure Jornas accepts that was a contract, nothing personal.  You talk to them on my behalf, it shows I’m seeing this as a fresh start, willing to overlook past difficulties. We need to stop whatever Authority’s doing, but first we have to win the Brothers over, get them to join our alliance.”

“Makes sense.” There were far too many counter-arguments, but Rodin would deal with them later. “You want me gone as soon as possible?”

“When does the mission from the northern Factory get into the district?”

“That important?”

She shrugged. “Go when you’re ready. But respect me in one thing‌—‌you’re my envoy. Don’t make me regret my choice.”

Rodin laughed. “Is this a contract? You want me to sign something?”

“Would that mean anything?”

He waved a hand. “If you got Leopold to write it, I wouldn’t even understand it. But you’ll want reports, right?”

“I’ll expect to be informed of progress. Aleph can get you a decent screen if you don’t have one.”

“Thanks.” And, of course, that screen would have a way of tracking Rodin’s location. But he could live with that. “Anything else? Any instructions?”

“I trust your judgement.”

“No pressure then.”

Genna smiled. “Thought you thrived on pressure?”

She rose and left, and Rodin leaned back in his chair, wondering how she’d convinced him to work for her once more.
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Cat strode along the plain, grey corridor, five levels below ground, passing the numbered doors. The numbers were in no logical order, of course, and there was no signage to assist a visitor. Why would Authority waste resources when the only people down here were those they authorised?

The door numbered 3254 slid open as he approached, and he entered, smiling at the assistant behind her desk.

“Good morning, my dear,” he said. “Is our esteemed colleague ready to receive me?”

There was no need to introduce himself, as the Eyes would have already alerted the assistant to his presence, and she would have checked his image against her schedule.

“You’re right on time, sir,” she said, the cheerful lilt to her voice matching her smile. “Please enter whenever you’re ready.”

“Thank you.”

She dipped her head in a nod, followed with her shoulders. That move was practised, and it was no accident that her top was cut just so, allowing a glimpse into her curves. A childish move, really‌—‌but she was an attractive thing, and at one time Cat might have followed up on such an invitation.

Invitation‌—‌a word that sounded so innocuous, yet the invitation he’d received to meet with Don had been a thinly-veiled summons.

There was a door beside the assistant’s desk, and Cat pushed it open.

The office was much as Cat had pictured it, similar to so many others, both here in Ross Dome and elsewhere. There was the subtle lighting, the ornate desk, the easy chairs around a low table, the drinks cabinet, and the art adorning the walls. Everywhere Authority set up its command, it carried its own particular aesthetic.

“Ah, my dear friend!” said the man behind the desk, rising and holding his arms out wide. “Would you care for a drink?”

“Only if you’re having one, Don” Cat said. He didn’t want a drink, but refusing would be a breach of etiquette, even so far beneath the streets of the Dome.

“Something light, then.” Don pulled a couple of glasses free and opened a bottle. “Please, take a seat. It’s been too long since we last caught up with one another.”

Cat understood the implicit instruction‌—‌this meeting was to take the guise of a friendly chat rather than a formal interview‌—‌and he eased into one of the chairs, resting his jacket over the arm.

Don placed a glass of clear liquid in front of Cat, then sat in the chair opposite, retaining a firm hold of his own glass before smoothing down his tailored trousers. He wore a crisp white shirt today, buttoned to the neck, and his jacket hung by the door‌—‌again, the impression was one of informality designed to put others at their ease.

And once at ease, as Cat well knew, people were wont to open up a fraction too much, to lower their guard sufficient for a skilled operative such as Don to extract those details one wished to remain hidden.

Cat sipped his drink‌—‌chilled water, with no hint of anything else‌—‌and gave Don an appreciative nod. The man lifted his glass to his lips, but it was impossible to tell if any of the liquid entered.

Don didn’t speak, and his eyes widened a fraction‌—‌enough to encourage Cat to open the conversation. And Cat obliged‌—‌this man was his senior in role, after all.

He turned his head, made a point of glancing at one of the artworks hanging on the wall. “You’ve purchased a new piece, I see,” Cat said. “An early Borallio, if I’m not mistaken. Reproduction, of course‌—‌the woman’s brush-work was far more aggressive in her younger years, but this rendering has that anger washed out somewhat. Still a striking piece, though‌—‌a fine interplay of contentment and frustration. Apt, I would venture, for much of your work.”

“Your appreciation of art always catches me slightly off-guard, my friend,” Don said. “Yes, a reproduction‌—‌the original resides in the office of my counterpart in Sousie Dome.” He leaned forward, placing his drink on the coaster before him. “But I’m unfortunately pressed for time, so we must get down to business.”

Again, there was the widening of the man’s eyes, the cue for Cat to take the next step.

“You wished to discuss First Dome’s primary Factory?”

“Indeed. Many of my colleagues would find such a rebellion very disturbing.”

“Rightly so. It is fortunate, however, that this uprising failed, as the footage clearly shows.”

Don nodded. “And the way you edited the footage gives a very clear story of the whole incident.”

Was there something in that comment? “I believed it best to provide an overview, although the individual Eye files are available to view, should you require a more detailed study.”

“Oh, your report was as extensive as ever. Once more, your attention to detail and your many years of fine service show through.”

“I do my best.” Cat lifted his shoulders‌—‌not quite a shrug, but a sign of meekness. Don would most likely read it as false, but it was no more false than the praise he’d thrown in Cat’s direction.

“Of course you do,” Don said. “But the rebellion‌—‌I apologise, failed rebellion‌—‌is still troubling. Many of the Factory owners pride themselves on running tight operations, and such a disturbance would be of great personal unrest. Yet Machivelle’s communications seem to indicate an attitude that veers dangerously toward the blasé, wouldn’t you say?”

Cat nodded, wondering how far Don’s suspicions went. “I would. But her communications have always been this way. They are reflective of her personality.”

“So I understand. I find her concerning.”

“You don’t approve of how she runs her facility?”

“Oh, not that. Her ruthlessness in weeding out potential trouble surely accounts for her Factory providing continual advances in production‌—‌well, until now. No, it’s rather that I believe her to be‌—‌how can I put this without seeming indelicate?‌—‌somewhat unstable.”

“Oh? Last time we spoke, I seem to recall you holding her up as an example for others running Factories.” This could be the moment to turn the conversation toward the facility to the south of Ross Dome, the one Cat needed information on. “Didn’t you suggest that Therrick spend some time with his counterpart?”

Don’s lips flickered into a smile. “A suggestion only. The man is not all we anticipated, is he? But let’s return to Machivelle.” He brought his hands up, elbows resting on the chair’s arm-rests, fingers together. “There are concerns over her dealing with those who attempted to escape. One might have expected her to execute all five of them, but four were simply remanded in custody.”

“That sent a very clear message, didn’t it?”

“Possibly. But she had someone else carry out this execution, and not one of her usual assistants. Someone from the workfloors, I believe.”

“That’s true,” Cat said. “But she saw potential in this person, and this execution was as much a test for him as it was a message to anyone else who considered crossing her.”

“And yet she has made no more mention of this person. I find that intriguing.”

“Is it not likely that she’d only mention this individual again if he wasn’t performing adequately?” Cat pushed his uncertainties aside. Kester had spent long enough studying the woman that he could ape her style of communication well enough to fool anyone.

Don nodded without smiling. “A possibility, although it once again shows her willingness to take her own path. You’ve met her, I believe? I can’t say I envy you there. But you share certain qualities with the woman, don’t you?”

Cat forced his body to relax, to counter the alertness that built as Don tilted his head, the man’s reason for this meeting drawing close.

“I’m not sure I follow,” Cat said.

“No? You both work for Authority, yet have enough leeway to choose your own methods of execution‌—‌if that isn’t a poor choice of vocabulary. You both exhibit a willingness to go beyond what many would consider acceptable. I say this without judgement, of course‌—‌the results are what matters, aren’t they?”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Even though you don’t like the woman.”

“Personal preferences have nothing to do with my professional manner,” Cat said. He wanted to reach for his water, but sat steady‌—‌Don would read such a move as the result of nerves.

“To a point. Your preferences are what make you unique, my friend.” Don gave a false smile here. “Where many of us settle for the security of the glass, you prefer to wander amongst the depravity outside‌—‌and this puts you in an ideal position for certain tasks. Where some of us work best as overseers, your natural inclinations make you more suited to field-work.”

“And so,” Cat said, wanting to push this meeting toward its focus, “you have a task for me.”

Don tapped his finger-tips together. “Always in a rush. An effect, no doubt, of time spent amongst those with less refinement. But your eagerness could be viewed as a positive, I suppose.”

He let his hands drop and sat back. “I’m interested in your opinion,” Don continued. “I’ll return your attention to Machivelle’s Factory. Yes, the attempted rebellion was thwarted in good time‌—‌but news has a tendency to spread, despite our efforts to curtail unwanted communication. Ideas of dissension work like a virus, infecting those they come into contact with. If word of even a failed rebellion were to reach workers in other Factories, seeds would be planted. I’m sure you can appreciate how damaging that could be.”

“Which is why we run assessments on all the Factories,” Cat said. “I believe the local facility was visited only a few months ago.”

“Indeed it was. And I’m sure you’ve perused the report, yes?”

Cat nodded‌—‌of course he had. “There are areas for improvement, as is to be expected, but nothing to warrant undue concern at this time.” Then he pushed. “At least, on the workfloors and in the administration departments.”

Something shone in Don’s eyes, impossible for Cat to interpret.

“An interesting addendum,” Don said. “But we both know that there are more to Factories than the workfloors, don’t we?”

An opening, then. Cat took it. “And there is a feeling that the more clandestine functions of this particular Factory might warrant further investigation?”

Don smiled, and Cat returned the expression. Now that they’d reached the point of mutual aims he could afford to relax a touch. And it was always easy to appeal to Don’s conspiratorial nature. It had been that way from the start, back when Cat first recruited the man.

“We’d need a finely-qualified agent for such an inspection, though,” Don said.

“I couldn’t agree more.”

“One who understands much of our work that is‌…‌obscured to many others.”

“And those who understand the importance of the work going on beneath the workfloors.”

Don nodded, smiling. “You know, I believe I can name some agents who fit that bill. In fact, there’s one not a million miles away from me.”

Cat allowed his face to drop in confusion, for his eyes to narrow then widen as understanding hit.

“You think I’d be suitable for this role?”

Don nodded again.

“I’m honoured, obviously. But why me? I might know a lot about the districts, but I’ve only entered a few Factories, and others have a far more detailed understanding of the places.”

“Oh, there are others, clearly. But you have the right kind of mind for the more covert nature of these inspections. I think you’re ideal, and I’d encourage you to accept this honour.”

“I‌…‌This is something of a surprise. But of course I’ll accept.”

Cat allowed his smile to surface.

Sometimes, it was far too easy to manipulate people. Especially when they believed that they were the ones doing the manipulating.
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Rodin had always welcomed the rain. It washed the streets, and there was refreshment in the moisture dripping down his face. But most of all, rain cast a shroud over the districts, and it was easy to believe that Rodin’s whole world was a few steps wide, all that he could see. Anything beyond could be pushed aside, be that the depressing nature of the streets he walked, the desperate individuals who hung back in the shadows of doorways, or the ever-present arc of the Dome above the buildings.

At least, he used to be able to push the Dome from his mind. But no longer. As he strode into the gloom he knew it lay ahead, just the other side of Red.

Genna had suggested he travel via Dephloren’s district, possibly liaise with Miolar. But that would mean too much talking. Better to walk in solitude. Besides, there was no clear intel on Red. It never hurt to find out more.

Kharem’s district now. But he was being used by Authority, so Red was their domain.

The buildings around Rodin‌—‌ragged two-storey affairs set back from the street by weed-strewn paving‌—‌were covered in shadow, the storm turning early afternoon to dusk. Blades of light crept round window shutters, and any sounds lay submerged under the constant downpour, muffled by walls.

Rodin scanned his surroundings, saw nobody observing, no obvious Eyes, and ducked into the next alley.

The rotten meat stink was unmistakable, and as Rodin’s eyes adjusted to the dimness he could see the open wounds left to fester, the twisted limbs, the face whose features had been battered into a bloody pulp.

Every body told a story. Rodin paused, examined. Female, small, good muscle tone. No sign of sexual assault, but a deep slice across her throat, a gash to her left side. Robbery, most likely. Or a vendetta.

Not his concern, though. He stood, listened. The rain ricocheted off the metal barrier, but there was a shout, a second. Metal creaked.

Rodin trotted to the end of the alley. He pulled out his screen, attached a micro-Eye, adjusted for low light. The image was monochrome but a few alterations brought it into sharper focus, and Rodin looked on the barrier that sealed in District Red.

Impressive, what a hundred slaves could achieve. Especially ones as strong as the warriors.

The barrier was a metal structure, two storeys high, topped with razor-sharp edges. At certain points along its length observation posts protruded from the top, and there were rumours that they were manned every minute of the day.

Then there were the gates, like the one Rodin focused on now. He could see the huge hinges, could make out the thin gap where the two opening sections met.

And as he watched, metal groaned. The gate opened.

The process was slow, and Rodin counted ten thumps of his heart before a crash told him the gate was fully open. He didn’t move, watched the rain-smeared screen as figures emerged.

They wore long coats, some with hoods pulled up but many with their heads exposed. Stubble on their scalps, harsh expressions on their faces. They moved in lines, not strictly regimented. They didn’t saunter, but moved with easy confidence.

Rodin counted. Five abreast, fifteen lines. Seventy-five.

Warriors. Had to be.

And one more figure appeared, just as the metal gate creaked closed. Long coat again, but more hair on his‌—‌definitely male, this one‌—‌exposed head. His collar was pulled up, but he appeared unaffected by the weather.

Kharem! And he was taking the majority of the warriors out of Red.

Rodin pulled his screen back, fired a message off to Genna, described what he’d seen.

A group that size would be easy to track. It wasn’t as if they were keeping quiet‌—‌Rodin heard no voices, but the tread of their boots echoed around the buildings. The path they took led them away from Red, toward Dephloren’s district. But there were many other streets, many junctions.

His screen vibrated with Genna’s reply‌—‌faster than he’d anticipated. It scrolled across the rain-speckled glass.

Thoughts?

He had too many, let his fingers type out the most pertinent.

This far round Red, doubt they’re heading toward you. Maybe top of Dephloren or back to the Factory. If K is with them, who’s left in charge?

The clomp of boots grew dim, and Rodin rose, stretched to relieve the tightness in his thighs. Must be the damp making them ache.

Good question. Your intentions?

Rodin had his mission. And Paskia was out there somewhere. But the appearance of the warriors was a concern.

We need to know more.

Agreed. Others have been alerted.

That was quick. Rodin wondered if this communication was being patched through to these ‘others’, or if Genna had another screen running.

He eased his head around the corner. The barrier was silent, but there would be Eyes watching. Safer to head back along the alley.

You want me to trail them? he asked, and a tingle of adrenaline surged through his body.

You’re in a good position, Genna replied.

That wasn’t a definite answer, and Rodin understood‌—‌she was leaving it to him. And he was in an ideal position. He knew how to track, knew how to move without being observed. Even though the warriors had heightened senses, he could stay far enough away, follow the sounds of their mass movement.

He reached the end of the alley, turned right, heard the soft tread of boots ahead. Rodin settled into their rhythm as he followed. This was his original direction anyway, so it wasn’t as if he had to make a decision yet.

There was a major junction a short way ahead. When he reached it Rodin paused, listening, studying the ground. Then he looked up, orientated himself.

If the warriors had continued straight on, they’d be heading toward Dephloren’s district, possibly the Factory. But they’d turned to the right, taking a street that ran parallel to Red.

Rodin followed. At each junction he checked, saw clear signs of their passage, and trailed after them. Soon, he was close enough to see their forms in the distance.

Not close enough to make out details, though. And he couldn’t tell if Kharem was still at the back. Rodin couldn’t imagine the man leading from there‌—‌he’d be either at the front or protected in the middle.

Unless he had other orders from Authority.

No way of knowing, though. And that was the problem‌—‌there was so much unknown at the moment.

Like where were the warriors headed? Red was narrow here, and so in effect the group tracked the edge of the Dome. This close, the rain on the glass glistened in what little light of the day remained, a constantly shifting mirage, as if the whole monstrous structure was alive.

Rodin shuddered, shook his head to push the thoughts aside. He needed to concentrate.

He didn’t know how far the Paternas Brothers’ influence stretched, what constituted their district, but he had to be at the edge of it now. If he continued following the warriors, he’d leave them and the Factory behind, turning his back on his mission.

He pulled out his screen, sent off a message.

Warriors heading north. Others in place?

He could still hear them, but the sounds were further away now. And the heavy clouds didn’t have to block out as much sunlight now‌—‌true dusk was fast approaching. In a couple of hours, Rodin would be struggling through both rain and night.

Following as best we can, Genna replied. Tell me what you know.

Whatever they’re doing, doesn’t involve the Brothers. No additional risk to the original plan.

The message cursor blinked, and Rodin looked up, took in the area. No lights leaking from windows, no sounds beyond the warriors. Turning his back on the Dome, old buildings faded into the rain.

You don’t take orders from me, Genna sent. Do whatever you think best.

Kharem’s warrior army faded into the hammering of the rain. But Genna had people everywhere. So did Dephloren. And there were spies around the northern Factory, keeping a lookout on the local area. It would be hard for an army to carry on unobserved.

But Paskia was out there somewhere, further to the west.

Rodin turned, leaving the warriors behind, and did what he needed to do.
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The rain eased as night thickened, one shroud exchanged for another.

There were more signs of life‌—‌normal life‌—‌as Rodin headed west, veering to the south when he could. Lights appeared in windows, and faces peered out of alleys. Rodin kept to the middle of streets, let his hands hover over his hips but drew no weapons. Not a threat, but ready to protect himself.

His surroundings became familiar‌—‌locations from old contracts, places he’d stayed, bars and cafes he’d used. People around here weren’t friendly, but treat them right and they were okay. Wouldn’t always stab you in the back, might even help you if there was something in it for them. Normal people, doing whatever it took to survive.

Of course, there were always those who took things too far. And with experience it was easy to spot them.

The trio up ahead huddled by a building that might have once been a store, or maybe an eatery. Three males, all with padded jackets and harsh eyes that studied Rodin as he walked by. Youthfully arrogant, didn’t trust their elders.

Rodin made no eye contact, didn’t register their presence. He kept his back straight, walked as if he had every right to be there.

And they followed.

They made no pretence at subtlety, muttering to themselves‌—‌so no open threats yet. As Rodin turned into a wider street, then into an alley, they followed. The clomp of their boots echoed from the walls. There was a pile of rubbish to Rodin’s right, a vegetable smell that hid something chemical, surrounding puddles coated in an oily film. Rodin trudged through, making a mental note to give his boots a decent clean when he got the chance.

The trio didn’t make their move in the alley, or in the next street. But when Rodin entered an area with large industrial buildings‌—‌facades of metal, few windows, large expanses of concrete broken by weeds‌—‌they closed the gap. They spread out, one either side and one still behind.

Rodin kept to the middle of the street. Hammering came from a building, hard to tell which one, interspersed with loud cursing and laughter. Steam escaped from a vent, and the air filled with the smell of hot steel. The thugs to either side of Rodin closed in, the light catching metal in their hands.

The one behind wasn’t close enough to be of immediate concern. Not yet. Rodin held his hands off his hips, but his fingers twitched in readiness.

As the street arced to the left the two to either side took a couple of fast steps, moved past Rodin, and then they angled in. At the same time the trailing thug sped up.

Rodin slowed, then stopped. It was what they wanted.

A lone streetlight burned an intense yellow that reflected from the slick tarmac. The moon was hidden by clouds, and Rodin couldn’t make out details. But he could see enough.

The figure to Rodin’s right was tall, lank hair merging with a thick beard. He held his blade by his side. His partner to the left was stocky, looked tough. Long hair again, but no beard. He chewed, lips smacking softly as he breathed out a stink of tobacco.

Rodin didn’t turn to the one behind, but he knew they were only a couple of paces away, could hear their heavy breathing.

Chewy snorted, then said, “Whatcha up to?”

“Walking. That a problem?”

“Mebbe. Where ya walking?”

“Forwards.”

The man sucked up a line of drool, then turned to his bearded colleague. “Hear that? Funny bugger, this one.”

“No. Nobody laughing.” Beardy’s voice was low and rough. “Where you from?”

“Does it matter?”

Chewy snorted again, “Does it matter? Stranger walking round our place at night like a drenched rat? Course it matters. We wouldn’t ask otherwise, would we?” His head twitched‌—‌hard to see the eye-roll, but Rodin knew it would be there.

Amateurs. They went for intimidation over action. Beardy stood too steady, with legs straight as rods. Chewy’s audible sneer told Rodin all he needed to know about the man’s attitude.

But the one to Rodin’s rear was still an unknown. At least this trio understood distractions.

“I’m not looking for trouble,” Rodin said. “But I am looking for a couple of people. Reckon they run this place.”

Chewy’s shoulders shook with silent laughter, and he looked around‌—‌taking his eyes off Rodin. Could have been the moment to counter, but Rodin stood firm.

“Reckon they run this place,” Chewy said. “Right. Like anyone tells us what to do.”

Rodin shrugged. “Never said they were doing a good job. Gotta say, things look pretty desperate here. Wouldn’t have come if I didn’t have business, you know what I’m saying?”

The taunt worked. Chewy leaned in. “You saying our place ain’t good enough for you?”

“I’ve been in worse.” Rodin let the implications hang in the air.

“You disparaging us?” Chewy puffed himself up, proud of using such a big word. “You puttin’ us down? Three of us, and you’re on your lonesome. Getting on a bit, too. Old bugger like you, need to show a bit of respect. You hear what I’m saying?”

“Haven’t gone deaf yet.”

Beardy still hadn’t moved, but the one behind had shifted closer, enough that Rodin caught the pungent smell of sweat beneath the heavy breathing. A boot splashed in a puddle as the unseen member of this trio steadied their stance.

“But you ain’t thinking straight. Walkin’ round here all alone. Stupid, right?” Chewy glanced to Beardy, got the laugh he sought. “Maybe you need to be taught a lesson.”

Rodin saw the glance, knew this was the moment. He side-stepped as the breathing from behind became a grunt. He turned, grabbed the approaching arm, gripped the wrist, and twisted.

It only took a second.

Rodin held a small, wiry man, pulled him back so that he was off-balance, held him up so that he couldn’t get a decent purchase on the ground. The man lashed out, but Rodin ignored the kicks to his legs.

He tightened his grip and pressed the blade against the man’s throat. The man’s blade, still in his own hand, but now controlled by the grip Rodin had on it.

The man stopped kicking.

Beardy hadn’t moved, blade still by his hip. Chewy held his blade high, stood side-on, but his arm shook.

“Not a bad ploy,” Rodin said, knowing he needed to play this just right. “Your friend here’s fast, I’ll give him that. Smart, too‌—‌knows what could happen. Good blade. Nice and sharp.”

The wiry man swallowed.

“We don’t want trouble,” Chewy said. Rodin waited. “Just lookin’ out for ourselves, weren’t we? Area like this, we can’t be too careful.”

“You were being careful?” Rodin tilted the man’s blade, enough to act as a reminder. It hadn’t broken skin yet, but it wouldn’t take much.
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