
        
            
                
            
        

    




[image: Tales Of Dominions by TW Iain]






This collection copyright © 2025 T.W.Iain. All rights reserved

 

Cover designed by Deranged Doctor Designs  www.derangeddoctordesign.com

This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, businesses, events, or locales is purely coincidental.

Reproduction in whole or part of this publication without express written consent is strictly prohibited.

 

www.twiain.com

Sign up to receive a free novella.









Introduction


Introduction

Dominions consists of nine novels, written to be read sequentially‌—‌in effect, one very long story. But in writing any series there are chapters, sections and ideas that don’t make the final version. There are mentions of back-story that never get expanded, or references to events that are never explored. There are characters who appear in a single scene but have the potential to be the hero of their own story.

Most of the time, these ideas remain unexplored. But in writing a long series, breaks are important. When those ideas grow insistent, they can start to expand. They become short stories. Some don’t stop there. They become novellas.

Novellas deserve more popularity. Before digital books, it was expensive to produce novellas, and hard to market. Who would pay for a book that was only a hundred pages? But with the rise of ebooks novellas have become more common. And they’re a wonderful form for story-telling. A short story can provide a coffee-break escape, and a novel can become an immersive experience lasting days, even weeks. But a novella can be read in a couple of hours. Novellas provide more than a short story, yet can be consumed in a single sitting. In TV terms, a short is like a stand-alone episode, and a novel is akin to a full series. But a novella is closer to a movie‌—‌a couple of hours of enjoyment and escapism.

It’s no wonder that many popular films are based on novellas.

But back to this collection. It brings together six stories; three shorts and three novellas. All are stand-alone‌—‌there’s no need to know about the longer Dominions series to enjoy them. But if you’re familiar with the novels, you’ll uncover all kinds of references in these tales. And while many of them were influenced by ideas I had while writing the novels, some of the ideas in these short tales ended up in later Dominions novels, even becoming important plot points.

These stories don’t need to be read in any particular order. Grab a coffee and read a short, or settle in for an evening with a novella. It’s your choice.
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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.






III
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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.







Endnote

This story was first available to read on my website, then later became an ebook. It works as a prologue to the complete series. If you’re familiar with Dominions, I’m sure you’ll recognise Rodin and Cat in this story.

When I came to work on the last three Dominions novels I re-read everything to that point, looking for characters and places with potential. I couldn’t very well bring Karon back (there might be some advanced tech in Dominions, but resurrecting the dead is a step too far), but there was Salika. Karon doesn’t like her, but he’s never met her in person, only knows her through those code-words they use. But in the closing books of Dominions, the reader can get some on-page time with Salika.

It’s things like this that almost make it look like I had everything planned from the very start!









Control

[image: Control (A Dominions Story)]










Control






The wound in Rodin’s chest throbbed as he heaved himself to the top of the wall. He hoped it wasn’t bleeding again. Of all his wounds, it was the only one that was yet to heal. But he couldn’t wait. He only had until midnight tonight. Only forty minutes to go.

He nudged the pole he’d used as a ladder, let it drop to the grass below. It was less obvious that way. Then he turned to the tree that reached over the wall‌—‌the reason he’d chosen this spot‌—‌and clambered onto it. The branches swayed as he eased himself over the path the guard would use.

Rodin had been watching for an hour, monitoring. The guard was now at the corner of the property, starting to turn. He’d be under the tree in about five minutes.

There were other guards, on other parts of the perimeter wall, and manning the two security gates. There would be others inside the building, watching footage from Eyes, but the leaves on the tree would hide Rodin from them.

He could see the house, though. It was an imposing building, three storeys high, and old. Floods illuminated the front and the back, thin light sliding round to the side Rodin watched.

And inside was his target. The one responsible for this mess.

The guard ambled along the path, gun swinging by his side. Rodin pulled the lance from his pocket. The guard kicked a stone, didn’t look around. Rodin primed his tool, readied his thumb over the plunger as he twisted his legs around the branch, shuffled into position.

When the guard was beneath the branch, Rodin lowered his body. He muffled the guard’s mouth, felt hot air pushing against his glove, and before the guard could react Brice stabbed the lance down. The needle slid into the man’s neck. He pressed the plunger, sending a dose of Slinax into the man’s system.

The drug worked fast. Rodin grabbed the guard under his arms, supported the dead weight. He pulled, ignoring the hot pain in his chest, dragged the man onto the branch, man-handled him toward the truck. Almost slipped as he swung himself round, grimaced with the exertion.

He took a deep breath, pulled a cord from an inside pocket, tied the guard into position. Then he dropped to the ground and checked his work.

The guard was still visible, but not from a casual glance. And he’d be out of it for a few hours, wouldn’t be able to call for help until Rodin was long gone, one way or another.

He prodded gently at his chest. The wound was tender, but it wasn’t going to be a problem. Rodin wouldn’t let it.

Then he turned his attention to the house.





1

- 1 -


It had started some weeks earlier, with the contract on Tarrick.

Rodin had been contacted in the usual way, a message through to his secure drop, giving a time and place. Private details, untraceable‌—‌as he’d expected. He checked out the location, agreed to the meet when he was confident it wasn’t a trap.

The man he met was tall and thin, and very nervous‌—‌a messenger new to the role. When Rodin offered his hand the man flinched. The handshake, when it came, was quick, as if the man was afraid he’d catch something from the mercenary.

The contract was on a man named Tarrick‌—‌removal, no restrictions, no message to be delivered prior to death. Rodin pushed for more information, but the messenger had only been told the basics.

The pay was high for a job that seemed so straightforward, and that worried Rodin. But he’d been out of the loop for too long, funds drying up, needed to get some scores under his belt again. So he accepted, and started to work.

To many, a mercenary’s job was easy‌—‌find the target and kill. But they didn’t understand the complexities. Before the kill, before the approach, came the research and planning.

Rodin had the target’s name and last known address, nothing more. The man had moved on. The supervisor at the address was able to give a description, but it was fairly generic‌—‌Rodin was looking for a shifty-looking guy, well-built, with close-cropped hair. That didn’t narrow things down.

So Rodin delved deeper. He asked around. He sat in cafes and bars, listening. He dropped hints, and let the name slip his lips. He paid attention to what people said, and what they didn’t say; the look in an eye, the way they reacted. He learnt what others thought of Tarrick.

The man moved around a lot. Nobody seemed to know how he made a living, but he had funds, could pay for rooms and meals. Some hinted he worked for gangs, whatever they asked. They said he was strong and ruthless. They were wary, didn’t want to ruffle feathers, didn’t want to get on the wrong side of him.

All hearsay. But rumours often held a kernel of truth. Rodin thought it likely this Tarrick could use his fists, had killed.

After three days he obtained a current address. Another day watching, and he had his man. Trailed Terrick for another couple of days, noted those he came into contact with, noted his habits.

Others, Rodin knew, would have gone in as soon as they’d identified the target. But he didn’t work like that. He didn’t accept collateral damage‌—‌the contract was on the target, and there was no reason anyone else had to die. Besides, he enjoyed this part of the work. The final act might involve his body‌—‌which he kept in condition, always‌—‌but the planning gave his mind a work-out. It kept him in shape in other ways.

Tarrick had no obvious friends, only acquaintances‌—‌much like Rodin himself. He spent funds‌—‌not extravagant, but neither was he miserly‌—‌but didn’t appear to work. He was in good condition‌—‌Rodin had caught him running through exercises in his room, jerky but repetitive movements seen via the micro-Eye Rodin trained on the man’s window.

He walked the streets with confidence, sure of himself without being cocky. And he’d sometimes disappear.

This started to concern Rodin. The target would too often turn into an alley, and when Rodin reached its entrance Tarrick was nowhere to be seen. Rodin would walk on, conscious of his surroundings, and he’d feel eyes on him. More so than normal. He’d get that tingle-in-the-neck sensation of being followed.

He analysed. The feeling of being followed was stronger when he lost sight of the target.

Pieces of the puzzle started falling into place, and Rodin was uncomfortable with how they lay.

Tarrick was like himself in too many ways. And that included how he made his money. Rodin had taken a contract on another mercenary.

And when Rodin was not trailing Tarrick, Tarrick was trailing him. Which meant Tarrick knew about Rodin.

He’d been careful, but this man was good. He wasn’t quick to react, either‌—‌took his time, planned his approach.

Approach? Yes, because Tarrick would approach Rodin, wouldn’t he? Swap the positions, and Rodin would want someone trailing him to stop, one way or another.

But‌…‌but there was more. The way Tarrick seemed almost content to let Rodin follow at times, the calmness, the professionalism‌—‌it all built to a different picture. Tarrick paid too much attention to Rodin, almost like Rodin was his target.

Almost like Tarrick had a contract on Rodin.

It felt ridiculous‌—‌two mercenaries, each with a target on the other‌—‌but it made a strange kind of sense. This was a set-up, a battle.

And the only way Rodin would stop it was by completing his contract.



Rodin would use one of his rooms.

He kept a few properties, mainly in commercial blocks with high tenant turnarounds, places where it wasn’t uncommon for a room to be unoccupied for a while. They were handy bases for resting, and for meetings.

He chose the one closest to Tarrick’s current residence, and double-checked the security. Then he continued trailing the target. Tarrick gave him the slip, and Rodin once more felt himself under observation. He walked, giving the pretence of searching for Tarrick while making his way to the room.

There were risks in this. Tarrick might know Rodin rented the place, might pull away. But there was nothing to lose. Rodin let himself in and walked round the desk, the one he’d placed at an angle so that it was impossible to see what lay behind it from the door.

He pulled a screen from a drawer and powered it up. Two Eyes covered the whole room, and by bringing up their images on the screen he could observe everything. A third Eye over the door focused on the corridor, and showed Tarrick approaching.

Tarrick paused by the door, glanced around, then carefully reached out. He didn’t grab the handle‌—‌he wasn’t that green‌—‌but instead placed his hand firmly on the door itself, and pushed.

Rodin didn’t know if Tarrick expected the door to swing free, but it did.

There was a blur of movement as Tarrick stepped to one side, out of any line of fire. The door started to swing shut. A boot shot forward to stop it closing.

Opposite the desk was a sofa, pulled away from the wall. Rodin had positioned it to be another potential hiding place. At the time, he had only considered where he might want to be, but now he saw a problem.

And Tarrick saw an answer.

The man was quick. He sprang into the room and dived behind the sofa. There was no time for Rodin to engage.

At least Rodin could see the target. One Eye was above the sofa, and a tweak of the screen focused the image of the man behind it. Tarrick crouched, a blade in one hand, a pocket screen in the other. He angled the screen around the edge of the sofa, the reflection catching the room.

The door closed with a click.

Tarrick spoke with a deep, controlled voice. “Why are you trailing me?”

Good. Conversation. A chance to learn. But Rodin couldn’t lower his guard. As he spoke, he watched his screen. “I believe you followed me here.”

“True. But before, why were you following me?”

“It’s something I do.” Non-committal. True, but saying nothing.

“But only when you’re paid to.”

“So you have your answer,” said Rodin. “What of my question?”

There was a pause. “It’s my job.”

Confirmation. Both mercenaries. But why would someone pit two mercenaries against each other?

Rodin tried a different tactic. “You sure you’ve got the right man?”

“Oh, yes. Rodin. I’m sure.”

Confirmation again. But Rodin needed more. “A suggestion. We both know why we’re here. Maybe only one of us leaves this room. So we share, like for like.”

A laugh rolled out from behind the sofa. “Not what I would have expected from you.”

Rodin smiled to himself. “It’s good to be unpredictable.”

In the screen, Rodin saw Tarrick adjusting his weight. He also saw hesitation. The blade rose, then fell, the tip pointed to the floor. Then he said, “Okay. But you first. Contract instructions?”

“Removal. No need for contact. No restrictions. You?”

“Same.”

“My question. When were you contacted?”

“Ten days ago. You?”

“Ten days.” So Tarrick took his time. That meant he was good at his job. Professional. Dangerous.

Tarrick took his turn. “Details of client.”

Rodin almost laughed. It was what he’d wanted to ask, but betraying client confidentiality was a bold move. It did tell Rodin one thing. They were both thinking along the same lines‌—‌why were they targeting each other?

Tarrick, in the screen, shook his head. “Anything you can say,” he said. “I wouldn’t expect a name.”

You wouldn’t get it anyway, Rodin thought. The name he had been given was false, a trail that led nowhere.

“The messenger was nervous, with a weak handshake. That any good?”

“Describes a lot of people.” Then, in a quieter voice, “Including my messenger.”

Rodin’s turn. “Pay. Average, below, or higher?”

“Higher.” The answer was instant. “Quite a lot higher.”

“Same here.”

Inside Rodin’s mind cogs turned, but found no purchase. It made no sense! Whoever had hired himself and Tarrick‌—‌he was now sure it was the same person‌—‌was paying an awful lot of money to get one of them removed. What would happen to the other? Would someone else be sent to remove them in turn?

“I think we should talk,” Tarrick said.

“We are.”

“No. Face to face.”

“Why?” Rodin knew the answer, but he wanted to know he wasn’t missing something.

“Because it makes no sense that we have contracts on each other.”

That was what he needed to hear.

“Okay.” But they were still professionals, both with a contract to fulfil. “How do we do it?”
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