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Genna still wasn’t sure if this was the right decision, but she was committed now. She couldn’t afford to appear fickle.

She led Leopold to the cells, two floors below her offices. She had already told him about them, and about the current occupant. She had told Leopold things could get nasty, and he had told her that he understood, but that was only words. She didn’t believe anything would adequately prepare him for this.

It had been six short months, but to see the change in the man from the Dome it seemed far longer. Some of the changes were obvious‌—‌her own trainer was pulling his body into proper shape, and his language was slowly becoming less flowery. But other changes were more subtle, like the way he kept his natural smile in check, and the way his eyes moved around a room. He was becoming used to life outside the Dome.

But so far, she had sheltered him. Yes, he could call up all kinds of feeds on his screen, and when she talked with him she held nothing back, but he had not stepped outside her tower. Most of the time he was either in her office, her training room, or the guest suite. She had confined him to the upper floors primarily for his own safety. He was not yet ready to face real life in her district.

Today would be a major step for him. She hoped it would move him in the right direction.

Kharem had simply nodded when she told him of her intention. Of course he had. Genna knew he didn’t think much of Leopold, often referring to the man as her ‘little pet’, even when Leopold was in the room. But she knew he meant no harm by this. It was how he was.

She nodded a greeting to the guard on cell duty. The sturdy man returned the nod with a smile.

“Morning, Ballayne. Your brother’s legs still okay?”

“Better than ever. Keeps on wanting me to thank you.”

She waved a hand. “Tell him its thanks enough to hear he’s up and about. And if he wants to thank me himself, I’m sure I can find a time to see him.”

“Ah, he wouldn’t want to bother you.”

Genna knew this would be true. The accident had been nasty, and she’d put her best people on repairing the man’s shattered limbs, but through it all he had been apologising for the trouble he was causing. As if he could have foreseen the falling wall.

“How’s our guest today?” Genna asked, shifting her eyes to the plain metal door.

“Abusive, angry, aggressive. Still an arsehole.” His eyes didn’t waver from Genna and Leopold. Many, Genna knew, would have glanced to the door, but Ballayne was confident in his job. He knew the door was still sealed. His role was to watch the corridor.

She heard the breath from Leopold and turned to see his smile. She thought she knew what had amused him, but this could be a good opportunity for interaction. She raised one eyebrow; a signal he was sure to pick up on.

“I like the alliteration,” he said, and Genna knew he was holding back more words. “I wonder if tomorrow’s description will start with ‘b’.”

It took Ballayne a moment, and Genna wondered if the word ‘alliteration’ had confused him. But he countered quickly, smiling. “I’d have to read more of my dictionary for that. Don’t know if the animal deserves the effort.”

No, he wasn’t confused by the word. He was searching for another ‘a’. Genna made a note to have Leopold and Ballayne spend some time together.

“Don’t underestimate him, Ballayne. A captured animal can still be a danger.”

Her guard nodded, his expression professionally blank once more. “Of course.”

“Keep up the good work.” She turned to Leopold. “Ready?”

He nodded, and his expression only betrayed a hint of his uncertainty. Genna was pleased to see him masking his emotions so well.

Ballayne tapped the screen strapped to his forearm, and Genna saw the view from one of the cell’s Eyes. He swiped, and she caught movement as a guard moved in the image.

“Door opening,” her guard said, stepping back and drawing his weapon. Genna noted how his stance was perfect, and his eyes were steadily covering as much ground as possible.

The door swung wide and Genna stepped through, Leopold a couple of steps behind. The door shut behind them, and Genna heard the soft click as four separate catches engaged.

The cell was little more than a bare box, just as she’d designed it. There was a raised section by one wall, wide and long enough to lay on, although Genna knew from experience that the covering was not comfortable. She had spent time in here, a few years ago. Of course she had. If she was going to subject others to this room, she felt it only right that she experience it for herself. Of course, she had been free to come and go as she pleased, but it was good to know what her enemies were going through. It helped her reach into their minds.

The raised section was solid underneath. She had been very clear on that‌—‌there should be nowhere for a guest to hide. There were no over-covers on the bench, just the thin cushioning.

One wall was covered with a screen, but this wasn’t any nod at luxury. Genna had researched, and she knew how effective repeated images and sound could be in breaking someone down. She didn’t use it often, but it had more than paid for itself over the years.

There was a bucket in one corner. Genna recalled using that, and the mixture of feelings she had felt; indignation, embarrassment, but also a kind of release. There was a certain pleasure in acceptance. Maybe, when all choices were taken away, there was more freedom.

She caught a sharp tang in the air. After twenty-four hours, of course the guest would need to relieve himself. At least he’d used the bucket. Not like some, who felt an urge to soil their surroundings, either in demonstration or in defiance. There had been times when a guest had been observed laying in their own filth, their clothes in a heap on the floor, and the room smeared in their own excrement.

Everyone has a tendency to become an animal if pushed far enough.

But this guest had more control. He stood, a foot raised and planted on the wall behind him, the chain between his legs at full stretch. His feet were bare, and he wore a simple one-piece suit. The clothing had not lessened his confidence. Even when he had been forced to strip‌—‌and Genna had watched the footage, knowing she needed to learn all she could of this enemy‌—‌he had stood tall, holding the eyes of the surrounding guards, barely glancing down at the weapons trained on him. When he was done, with discarded clothing stacked neatly on the floor at his feet, he opened his arms wide. There was no shame or embarrassment, and no hint of subservience.

He was strong, and dangerous. And that was why Genna needed to do this.

His wrists were chained like his ankles, and he let his arms hang down, his hands by his sides. His face was a mess, with a black eye half-closed and purple bruising that stretched from his cheek to his forehead. His stubble was flecked with blood, some of which would be from others. Genna knew there were more wounds on his body, hidden beneath the grey clothing.

He eyed her nonchalantly, and Genna saw his gaze turn to Leopold. The man from the Dome was behind her and to one side, close to the door, as they had arranged. If anything went wrong, she wanted him out of here. The guards were under instructions to ensure his safety.

There were two guards in the room, one at either side‌—‌far enough from the guest to be out of range, but ready to respond if required. Genna trusted both of them. They had good records, and had displayed strong loyalty.

Rellan was young, with much still to learn, but he had proved himself to be calm under pressure, and was an expert shot. She had watched him on the firing range often. If she needed a marksman, she knew who to call on.

Braelish was his senior, with many years’ experience. He’d survived a great deal, and when the situation demanded he could become a cold machine. At times he reminded her of Rodin, but without the assassin’s unpredictability and the ego.

She would have said Braelish showed no fear, but that wasn’t totally true. His partner was expecting their first child. When he spoke of the baby growing inside her, there was excitement in his voice, but there was also trepidation at the back of his eyes. He could analyse a situation in a heartbeat, and could kill in the blink of an eye, but the thought of being responsible for a fragile, helpless life scared the hell out of him.

It proved he was still human. Genna appreciated that.

But the guest was something else. He had murdered friends and family to advance his own cause. He enjoyed inflicting pain. He had undoubtedly fathered many children, but he cared for none of them. Some of the women he impregnated had not even lived long enough for the bump to start showing.

The man lifted his hands, shaking the shackles. “You gonna get these chains off me, bitch?” It was about what she expected.

“Still haven’t learnt any manners then, Kraikov.” She didn’t approach, and made a point of looking to Rellan and Braelish, giving them both a friendly nod before meeting Kraikov’s cold stare. His lips twitched into a sneer.

“You deserve ‘em?”

She shrugged, silencing the different comebacks and insults that came to mind. She needed to remain totally in control.

His eyes left hers and moved to her left. “Who’s your puppy?”

“Nobody you need concern yourself with,” she said quickly. Although Leopold was under instructions to remain silent, she wasn’t taking any chances.

“More help? Doesn’t look up to much.” Krakov’s head dipped then rose as he took Leopold in. “Streak of piss. That the best you can find? Still, maybe he’s better than all those who you set on me. They weren’t up to much, either.”

He would continue goading her, regardless. She might as well engage. “Yet you are here in my cell. If they weren’t up to much, what does that say about you?”

His laugh was cut short by a cough, and only now did Genna notice the red mark across his throat. She recalled the reports of the assault, especially the comments on how one of her guards had punched him in the throat, bringing him to the ground.

He swallowed, and a flicker of discomfort washed over his face. “Yeah, because that was such a fair fight, wasn’t it. What was it, ten against one? And I still brought a few of them down, didn’t I? How’s your friend’s arm?” He shut his eyes, tilting his head back. “Ah, I can still hear that crack. So brittle. Such a musical sound.”

Genna shifted her eyes towards Rellan, knowing it was a close friend of his who had lost the use of his arm, maybe permanently. But he didn’t flinch.

“So, again, who’s the lanky git?” Kraikov raised his head and his voice. “What do they call you, stranger? You gonna be polite and speak to me?”

Genna took a step forward. “At the moment, the only one who talks to you is me.”

“Maybe I don’t want to listen to you.”

“My district, my rules.”

Kraikov leaned forward. “Oh, your precious little district. Bloody fairy-land. You know how weak you are, don’t you? Some of the things I’ve heard‌—‌I could hardly believe them, until you sent those bloody kids to take me down. You always have so many around to help you?” He looked around the room. “Skinny guy behind you, and two of your guards, no doubt armed with all kinds of weapons. And all to protect you from some guy you’ve got chained up. You even had me beaten up first, didn’t you?” He laughed again. “Pathetic!”

Genna held her smile in. She knew exactly what others thought of her, both allies and enemies. “I’m sure Garrick would run things differently.”

“Too bloody right.”

“And that’s why he uses people like you. He rules by threats, and so he needs a few mindless thugs to back them up. He needs his attack dogs, otherwise what are his words but hot air?”

Genna watched the change in Kraikov, the subtle shifts in his demeanour. She knew he was trained to respond to such words with aggression, but her intel showed him to be intelligent, with a strong self-interest. He often disagreed with Garrick’s instructions, even though he carried them out to the letter. She knew the game he was playing‌—‌make himself indispensable so that he could eventually take over.

But it was never going to happen. Garrick had run his district for years through intimidation, violence and fear. He was a bully, disliked even by those close to him. You didn’t survive like that for so long unless you were also very smart. Smart enough to see a threat and keep it close.

“Like you never use anyone else.” Kraikov raised his hands, pointing to her guards. “Like you didn’t send your stupid little army to get me. At least Garrick has dogs who know how to bite, not preening fools with piss-weak limbs that snap like kindling.”

Genna noted the twitch on Reelin’s face this time, but he held himself in check.

Again, there were so many comments she could make. But she refrained. She had to play this subtly.

Ostensibly, she was here to get what information she could, but she knew Kraikov would never talk. Even if he did offer her something, chances are it would be a lie, or a half-truth. He would appear defeated, but he’d only give her what he wanted to. Genna knew she’d get nothing from him.

“I’ve seen enough of his dogs before,” she said. “Bunch of pack animals sniffing round each other, drooling the instant he puts out his scraps.”

“Better that than the fucking poodles you have here.”

Genna wanted to laugh. When was the last time anyone had seen a poodle? The insult made the rounds, but poodles were history. “That the best you can do?”

His mouth opened, then closed, and he stepped back, closer to the wall. He brought a hand up to his chin, stroking his stubble as if he were in deep thought. He tilted his head, and his eyes turned colder.

“You have no idea what we can do.” He spoke slowly and quietly, weighing each word.

Genna folded her arms and raised an eyebrow, giving him time.

“Your poodles and your precious district? They won’t last long. Garrick’s pack will rip your throats out.”

“A threat I’ve heard too many times before.”

“But one that will soon come to pass.”

“Why should I believe you?”

Kraikov jutted out his chin. Genna had studied the records, and knew that meant he was thinking. It made him look less than human, but she didn’t trust appearances. If he was thinking, he was a danger.

“Even if a dog grows a set, it’s no match for a wolf.”

“So Garrick’s the big bad wolf.”

Kraikov shook his head. “He has a wolf. A whole pack of them. And they’re going to take this district from your severed head, bitch.”

Genna wanted to make some comment about that last image. Taking a district from a severed head? It didn’t work. But maybe that was what Kraikov intended. He wanted her to focus on the glaring error so that she missed the important part.

The pack of wolves, far stronger than dogs.

Garrick had a weapon of some sort, and he was preparing to use it.

“It doesn’t matter what you do to me, or anyone else who wanders across into your pathetic patch. When he unleashes those hounds, you’re dog food.”

He was back to threats. But Genna stored the information. She’d follow it up later, once she’d settled matters here.

“And what about you? Garrick going to get you out?” She looked around the room, noting how his eyes followed her gaze. “Don’t see any sign of him. Only one door, and that’s guarded.” She smiled. “But of course he’s not coming, is he? Because he doesn’t care about you. You’re just a little pet. You were a favourite of his, I know, and I’m sure he’d let you snuggle up to him,” and Genna was pleased to note the flash across his eyes, pleased that the hint of homosexuality had upset him, “but what use is a dog who gets lost? What use is a dog who allows himself to be taken away.”

Kraikov straightened, pulling himself to his full height. He was imposing, she had to admit. Even with his injuries, he looked tough.

“Go on, then. Get one of your poodles to put me down. But I warn you, I can still bite.” He looked to one guard then the other. Both, Genna was pleased to see, remained impassive.

“Oh, they’re not going to touch you.” Genna opened her jacket, shrugging it off her shoulders. “I wouldn’t want them to catch anything.” She held her jacket out, and felt Leopold take it from her hands. If he had something in his hands, he was less likely to do anything rash.

She let Kraikov take her in. She might not be as tall as him, but she took care of her body. She worked hard to ensure it was all it could be. She saw his eyebrows raise when his gaze dipped to her waist, and she knew he’d spotted the belt she wore, with the twin blades held tight.

“Unlike certain people running districts not too far from here, I’m not above doing what needs to be done personally.”

Kraikov rattled his chains. “So brave!” But there was the slightest of cracks in his voice. It could have been nothing more than his injured throat, but Genna wanted to believe it was more. The man must know he’d never see the outside again.

But she wasn’t into slaughter. She didn’t agree with torture as a matter of course. She stepped towards Braelish and held out her hand. He handed her the key, and she threw it to Kraikov’s feet.

He looked down at it for a moment.

“So what happens now? Let me guess. I reach for the key, and the minute I put it in the lock you stab me. Or maybe this is all mind games. Yes, I can see how that might work. I walk free, but the minute I get close to you, one of your puppies shoots me in the back.” He waved his arms round. “One of me, three of you.” He glanced over Genna’s shoulder. “Okay, three and a half. But it’s still not good odds for me, especially when you’re all armed.

“And then what do you tell your people? I wonder what story gets circulated? What footage will slip through the cracks?” He looked over to the corners of the room. Even if he couldn’t see any Eyes, he must know this cell was monitored. “What will the people see? The wonderfully benign Genna allowing her prisoner some freedom from his chains, but then he attacks, because he’s nothing more than a dumb animal. But fear not, because the brave guards are ready to protect their leader.”

Genna grabbed one of her blades, her fingers fitting into the grooves on the handle. She freed it from its sheath, twisting her wrist to let the metal catch the light coming from the ceiling, making the reflections dance over Kraikov’s face. She took a step forward, almost within striking distance, and then she bent, placing the blade carefully on the ground, the handle towards Kraikov.

She retreated, bringing out her second blade so that it was raised in front of her, tilted slightly in a half-defensive posture. Just as her trainers had taught her.

She hoped all the rest of their lessons paid off.

“I don’t take any pleasure in slaughter. I do what has to be done.”

Kraikov was watching her closely now, his head leaning forward. She knew he’d be looking for the catch, searching for her secret gameplay.

She had to do this. Kraikov couldn’t be allowed to live, but she couldn’t risk turning him into some kind of martyr for Garrick. Because she knew that was how the man would play it‌—‌one of his people, on nothing more than a reconnaissance mission (ignoring the fact that Kraikov had already murdered so many of Genna’s residents), taken by force and then killed while in custody. He would use the incident to show how weak Genna was, how she couldn’t face a threat like a man‌—‌and that was the kind of language he’d use, just like so many others. She wasn’t his equal, because she wasn’t a man. Nothing but a weak female, only good for one thing. She needed to be shown her place.

It amazed her that there were still people who thought like that, but she wasn’t surprised that so many of them gained positions of power.

Kraikov reached down for the key and unlocked the manacles at his ankles, twisting his feet as he did so. Then he inserted it into the lock by his right wrist, never moving his gaze from Genna, before moving on to his left wrist. The chains fell, the clank echoing in the still air. He rubbed his wrists and a smile crept over his face. He stood tall and rolled his shoulders back, preening himself, letting Genna imagine the muscles working underneath his clothing.

“You really want to die like this? You know I’m a better fighter. You know I’m stronger. You want me to stick that blade between those tits of yours? And then what‌—‌one of your silly little boys shoots me? You know, that doesn’t sound too good to me. How about we talk. Maybe we can come to some kind of arrangement.”

Mind games. Yes, he was stronger than Genna, at least if he were not weakened by his injuries. And yes, if he did defeat her, the guards would kill him. She had given them such instructions. But she had given them other instructions too, and Kraikov must suspect there was something else going on here.

But an arrangement? The man did nothing that was not for his own gain. There could be no arrangement.

“Yes, you die today, in this cell. You had an opportunity to talk, and you wasted it on threats. But look at it this way‌—‌maybe you can beat me. Maybe you’ll be known as the one who finally got rid of Genna. You won’t be around to take any of the glory, but that won’t change the facts, will it? How often has Garrick talked of killing me, I wonder? And now, you have a chance to do what he doesn’t have the balls to do himself. You have the opportunity to prove you’re better than him.”

He smiled as he reached for the blade. Genna kept her expression blank, but inside she smiled too.

Sometimes men were so predictable.

He held the blade up, mirroring Genna’s stance. “It’s a good blade.”

“You expect me to use anything else?”

“I expect you to have the best. How well you use it is a different matter.”

“Then let’s find out.”

She tightened her pose while flexing her legs, her weight alternating between front foot and back. Kraikov did likewise.

The cell shrank, just as the training room did when things got serious. Genna knew Rellan and Braelish both stood ready, with weapons drawn. She knew Leopold had his back to the wall, keeping himself as far from danger as possible. She knew the Eyes were watching every move, and that their feeds were being monitored in real time. But none of that mattered. All that mattered was the opponent in front of her. He was taller and better built than her. He held a blade that was the equal to the one in her hands. He was a skilled, accomplished fighter. He knew the rules of combat, and would ignore them to gain any advantage he could. He would fight dirty, with determination and cunning. He was a formidable opponent.

But she was Genna. She had trained hard. She was strong and supple. She was uninjured, and on her own territory. She had planned this, and so she had the upper hand.

His first lunge was quick, but Genna responded instinctively, moving to one side and swinging her blade round, hearing the sound of metal clashing, and catching the stench of old sweat from Kraikov’s body. She twisted, keeping her blade pointed towards him.

He recovered from the lunge, and she knew it was a test, nothing more. He was smiling. He was enjoying himself.

He lunged again, but this time Genna read the shift in his stance and brought her arm round, blocking his move even as he feinted to the right, looking to trick her. But the twist of his foot had given him away, and Genna brought her blade hand round, slicing sharply. He was ready, but not quick enough. She felt the pressure in her forearm as he grunted.

As they parted and regained their stances, Kraikov’s eyes dipped to his side, to the line of red that grew through the grey fabric. It wasn’t a deep wound, hardly more than a scratch, but it was a wound. First blood was hers.

“Fucker!” He spat the word out quietly, then brought his head up straighter. There was no pain in his expression. “Lucky hit. You’ve trained well, I see. So let’s start properly. Enough dancing. Let’s fight.”

He launched himself before he’d finished talking, and Genna barely had time to move. She stepped round, away from his attack, and staggered back as an elbow caught her in her chest. She sucked in air, determined to recover, and brought her blade round as he swung, ducking low. She stepped into the opportunity, pushing hard. He wavered, but brought a foot back and held himself.

She saw his smile, closer this time, yellowing teeth showing between cracked lips, his stubble now glistening with sweat. And she read so much into that smile, so much in that brief fraction of a second. He was excited by the thrill of the fight, and relished the thought of pain. But there was also annoyance that she had drawn first blood, and maybe, deeper down, a sliver of fear.

Genna didn’t give him the opportunity to counter. She thrust forward, bringing her blade up sharply, keeping her wrist strong but flexible, her arm bent to take the force into her muscles, into the rest of her body.

She felt a hammer strike her arm, and her blade missed his body by a fraction. His own blade was held high, but his body was next to hers, and she could feel his heat, could feel his foul breath on her cheek as he pushed. She heard a grunt and thought it was from him.

She staggered low, forcing a leg forward to retain her balance, one hand out ready to push from the floor. She knew he would be there, following through, taking advantage. He would bring his blade round while her back was turned, while she was recovering.

She dropped lower, twisting her body round. She swung her blade up with a yell as he came at her, and she felt the blade bite. Even as she fell backwards she powered her arm up, making the wound as deep and wide as she could.

She rolled, pushing up with her hand, and almost as soon as she was on the ground she was back on her feet, twisting her body to face Kraikov. He was on his knees, and she could see the blood flowing from his stomach, a hand thrust into the wound. As if that would do any good.

And she stepped forward, slightly behind him. In one movement she grabbed his straggly hair and pulled his head back, exposing his throat to her blade. She sliced deep, as she had been trained to do, feeling his trachea open, releasing a crimson arc into the air.

Then she pushed herself back as his corpse fell forward.

For a moment she thought it was too warm in the room, but it was her own body, with sweat holding her top to her back and her trousers to her legs. She brushed at her hairline and the back of her hand was warm with the moisture. Maybe that was Kraikov’s blood.

Genna turned to Braelish, giving him a nod. He stepped forward and checked the body before rising and pulling a rag from a pocket. He tossed it to Genna, and she used it to wipe her blade, then the back of her hand. Her top was stained. She’d have to throw it out.

She looked to the guard as she sheathed the blade. “Thank you, Braelish. How’s Lareia?”

“Bigger by the day. Should only be a couple of weeks now.”

“You could take some time off, you know. Look after Lareia before the birth.”

He shook his head. “I’d only get in the way. It’s better for me to be working, bringing in the money.”

Genna nodded, understanding. She turned to Rellan. “Thanks. Good work. Can I leave the two of you to deal with the rubbish?”

Rellan nodded, and Braelish said, “Of course.” Genna turned to Leopold, who still held her jacket, his eyes shifting from herself to the body. She tried reading his face, but it told her nothing.

“I need a shower.” She left the room, Leopold following behind. She almost expected him to talk, but was pleased that he remained silent.

Her pet project, as Kharem said. But he was his own person, and she couldn’t protect him forever. Sooner or later, she’d have to let him go.
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Genna stole a glance at her screen, allowing her eyes to focus on the reflection of the window behind her, the arc of the Dome clearly visible in the afternoon sun. Clouds were building, and there would be rain later. Rain was always good for washing the stink away.

Then her eyes focused on the screen itself. It showed the statistics she had on Garrick’s district, as accurate as her sources could provide. She tapped, bringing up the more accurate stats for her own district. The numbers didn’t give her much comfort. Garrick had more resources, however she played with the figures.

“I think you’re in danger of becoming obsessed with the man,” Kharem said. He sat in one of the two chairs on the other side of Genna’s desk, his right leg up on his left knee. He was relaxed in here, otherwise he would have both feet firmly planted on the floor. Maybe he was too relaxed‌—‌Genna didn’t look kindly on people taking too many liberties in her office.

But this was her Right-Hand. When she was in public he was always slightly behind her, ready to back her up or protect her. In meetings he sat at her right, and she sought his counsel. At times he worked as her envoy, speaking and acting with her authority. And if anything happened to her, he would step up to take control.

So she allowed him the indulgence of being relaxed in moments like this. He’d earned that privilege.

“I’m not obsessed,” she said. “I’m careful. Garrick wants to expand his district, and the only way he can do that is by taking mine.”

“I still do not totally understand why the man cannot extend his sphere of influence further to the south,” said Leopold, seated in the other chair, next to Kharem. “Surely, if the edge and the wilds are disorganised, it would be a fairly easy matter to send some of his troops in that direction with the intention of subduing the local residents and bringing them into his fold. Why does he feel such a compunction to force his way into this district, with all the extra difficulties that must present?”

Genna smiled as she saw Kharem roll his eyes.

“Because there’s no glory in taking something easily,” her Right-Hand said, slowly, like he was talking to a child. “It’s not just a case of gaining territory. It’s a matter of pride.”

Leopold nodded. “And this matter with Kraikov will surely inflame his desire for Genna’s district.”

The slightest of grins broke on Kharem’s face. “That’s why it was a bad move on your part, Genna. Especially with the Eyes watching.”

She shook her head. They’d been over this already, and she was tempted to refuse to explain once more. But she needed understanding, from both Kharem and Leopold. “The man was a danger as long as he lived. And Garrick has a constant hard-on for my district, regardless of what I do. I simply sent him a message that I wasn’t prepared to take any of his crap.”

“Which will do nothing but make him angry.”

“He’s always angry.”

Kharem raised his eyebrows in challenge, and Genna sighed. Of course he was right‌—‌Garrick was not always angry. He was calculating and, for most of the time, emotionless. But his anger was always just beneath the surface, ready to erupt with the slightest provocation. And, Genna knew, whatever she did would provoke him. In his eyes she would either be a murdering bitch or a weak women who somehow defied his superiority. He was an expert at using his anger to get whatever he wanted.

“Anyway, what news do we have?”

Kharem reached for the screen in his lap and swiped. The wall screen to one side of Genna’s desk lit up. “More disturbances, which I’m sure you’re aware of. At first glance, they look like random incidents.”

The screen displayed a map, showing the area to the south of the Dome, with Genna’s district to one side and Garrick’s to the other. There were no clear lines between the two, but a merging of colours, green for hers and blue for his, reaching a greyish purple as one morphed into the other.

Just like the reality. The districts didn’t have hard lines. Genna’s sphere of influence radiated from her tower, and Garrick’s spread out from his compound. Those closest were the most loyal, or the most invested in their district. But as the spheres of influence spread out, the effect reduced, and people were less definite in their allegiance. Many in that grey area would say they belonged to no district, but lived as they saw fit.

Of course, there were anomalies. It wasn’t marked, but Genna’s eyes were drawn to Shorack’s area, in the south-east of her sphere of influence. Technically, she could include this in her district, but in reality Shorack ran his few streets as he saw fit. She had an agreement with him, and the relationship had so far worked well, but she knew his loyalties would always be to his ‘family’ first.

Garrick would probably stay away from Shorack’ streets. About three years ago, when there were a number of smaller districts separating her green from his blue, Garrick had tried an aggressive move on Shorack. The family man hadn’t taken kindly to this, and had stood firm, a move that only made Garrick more determined.

Genna had approached Shorack, making an offer that would protect him from Garrick, at least in the short term. After some debate, Shorack had accepted, and Garrick had been pushed back.

“That looks like a lot of disturbances,” Leopold said, and Genna brought herself back to the map, looking at the flashpoints between the districts. Leopold was right‌—‌there were a lot of them. But that didn’t necessarily mean anything important. Things were always happening. The data was filtered. If every incident was shown, the map would be covered in dots.

“What do these ones show?” she asked Kharem, giving him the opportunity to show his intelligence networks off. She already had access to the information, and he knew this, but it was still worthwhile letting him talk through his findings.

“I’ve removed incidences that were clearly local disputes, and only left the ones showing outside influence. In all these cases, the problems were started by a person or persons from the east.”

“How far to the east‌—‌edge or closer to his compound?”

Kharem shrugged. “No definite info in many cases. But these ones,” and he swiped, cutting out about two-thirds of the flashpoints, “were definitely from deep in the district. We’ve tracked the aggressors as far as we can.” Thin lines appeared on the screen, stretching away from the flashpoints, heading to the right of the screen, to the east.

Genna looked hard, searching for patterns. There were a couple of points close together to the north, almost at the Dome, but otherwise the points appeared isolated, with a random spread.

Of course, there were different degrees of random. Totally random points would include some clumps, and these showed none, apart from the two by the Dome. Maybe one of these was an anomaly, which would make the random spread of the flashpoints extremely uniform, and therefore not at all random.

“You think it’s co-ordinated?”

“Follow the lines.”

Genna did so. In some cases, the lines where the aggressors had been trailed ended soon after reaching the blue, but others were longer, and travelled further in, towards the centre of Garrick’s district. Genna looked at the shorter lines and mentally extrapolated them, seeing how they, too, tended towards the centre. Towards Garrick’s compound.

Of course, this proved nothing. Anti-Genna sentiment was sure to be stronger closer to Garrick. There was also a greater concentration of people in the centre of his district. Where there were more people, there were more groups. Even if all these acts originated in a small area, it did not mean there was a connection.

But the suggestion was there. And Kraikov had warned her that Garrick was moving.

“So we assume it’s co-ordinated,” she said.

“As long as we understand that’s only an assumption.”

That surprised Genna. “You think there is something else?”

“I merely advise caution. It could be nothing. We don’t want to act on false assumptions.”

Of course that made sense. “Noted. So any of the incidents stand out?”

He shook his head. “A few fires,” and he swiped his screen to highlight these, “a few beatings, and a couple of executions. Again, no clear pattern.”

But, Genna noticed, each type of incident was spread out, almost like they were planned.

“Okay. What else?”

“Who says there’s anything else?”

He was almost smiling. Cold as he could be, there was a playful side to Kharem, although it could also be annoying. He liked his little games, and was a ‘student of psychology’‌—‌a term Leopold had used to describe the man after their first meeting. It was a good description. He dropped clues to his real thoughts, and waited for Genna to pick up on them. And she always did.

Today, the clue was his nonchalance. Normally he would become more engaged in his reports, and would be reeling off facts and figures. But he was playing it cool, as if there was something more worthy of discussion just beneath the surface.

“There’s always something else,” she said.

He glanced to his side, towards Leopold. Maybe that was another reason for this game. Kharem didn’t think much of the man from the Dome. Genna hadn’t spoken a word of Leopold’s origins, but her Right-Hand was intelligent enough to have figured it out. But he showed no indication of being bothered. He didn’t dislike Leopold as such, but his attitude was definitely dismissive. It frustrated Genna that her Right-Hand found it so hard to back her up where her guest was concerned.

And since Genna had started bringing Leopold along to some of their meetings, Kharem had become a fraction more subdued, maybe a little more tentative in his choice of words. Maybe he distrusted Leopold.

“It’s something important, yes?” She gave him a head tilt, and widened her eyes. Enough for him to know she wasn’t wanting to play.

Kharem sighed. “Maybe, maybe not. There have been rumours from within Garrick’s camp. He’s got a training facility near the Dome.”

Genna nodded. “Yes, we know of that. Part of his ‘trooper academy’ or whatever he calls it.”

“But security has become tighter. I’ve lost one of my sources, and I don’t think I’ll ever hear from her again. We can’t get any solid info, but the rumours are‌—‌could be‌—‌disturbing.”

“Go on.”

“We know Garrick pushes his troops hard, and we’ve seen some of the results. But now, there are stories that, to be honest, I have great trouble believing. I trust my sources, but even so, I cannot trust their sources.”

“Understood.” And Genna wondered why he was being so reticent.

“Okay.” He took in a breath and let it out with a sigh. “There is talk of men who can run for days non-stop, and of men who can easily beat ten or more in a straight fight. There are even tales of men being stabbed with no ill-effect, although I personally doubt that one.”

Genna thought for a moment. Like so much intel from their various sources, the truth was often hidden under layers of rumour and misunderstanding, but the truth was there all the same. “First thoughts,” she said, holding one finger aloft. “The stabbing thing could be explained by some kind of body suit, although that would require top quality tech, probably more advanced than Garrick can access. Second,” and she raised another finger, “there are drugs that can increase certain body processes, so this could explain the running. And the fighting?” Her third finger joined the first two. “We don’t know if the ten were trained or raw, and we don’t know the exact situation. I think it would be wrong to leap to any conclusions here.”

“Agreed. But there are too many rumours for them to be ignored out of hand.”

“Of course. We need to keep up intel and recon.”

“But again I would advise caution. If there is anything in these rumours, Garrick will not take kindly to anyone snooping around.”

“Does he ever?”

“True, but now he’s likely to be more easily agitated. Especially after losing Kraikov.”

Genna sat in silence for a moment. Her Right-Hand’s words made sense, but they seemed over-cautious. Of course there were dangers in sending out spies, and of course Garrick wouldn’t take kindly to Kraikov’s execution. Even Leopold understood that. And yet the way Kharem spoke, she almost felt that he was afraid. No, that wasn’t the right word. But it felt like he didn’t want her to get too involved.

“Leopold. What do you make of all this?” Genna saw Kharem shift, assuming the position of an elder willing to humour a child. She’d seen such body language so many times, struggling to survive as a child herself, pushing through the barriers of her sex, her age, and her apparent vulnerabilities. She understood why Kharem looked on Leopold in that way, but she didn’t agree with it. The man from the Dome was intelligent, and with his different take on matters he had a great deal to offer.

Leopold tilted his head and bit at his lower lip. She’d seen this more frequently over the last month or so. It meant that he was thinking before speaking, and was weighing his words carefully.

It was something they’d been working on‌—‌not wasting words. Initially (at least, after he’d overcome the majority of his fears) he’d talked far too much. Every answer was a speech, and his questions were so convoluted that Genna often struggled to follow him. Apparently it was how everyone talked in the Dome.

But he was improving.

“I can appreciate both sides of the argument,” he said at last, drawing his words out slowly. “Although I understand Garrick to be a man with scant consideration for the feelings of his fellow citizens, he will undoubtedly view the loss of Kraikov as a strategic set-back, like one who has lost a favourite weapon, to speak in terms that are maybe more appropriate to this situation. I can also see how he would seek some kind of recompense for his loss. If these incidents, indicated on this map, were to have occurred over the next couple of days, I would posit that they were, indeed, some kind of retaliation.”

Leopold was starting to move his arms more freely, and Genna knew he was getting into his flow. She glanced over to see Kharem, impassive at the moment, still with that slightly condescending expression. If Leopold went on too long, the boredom within would show itself.

“Yet we must also consider these fascinating rumours. I believe that to be an appropriate word, because they do have the feel of a fascination, of something woven from the imaginations of too many people. But, as you noted, Genna, rumours often contain some kernel of truth. It would seem likely that Garrick is working on a project that is yielding impressive results. Of course these results will be exaggerated with each telling, but it would be distinctly unwise to ignore them. And, I would suggest, they must be investigated further, if only to ascertain that they are little more than stories.”

“Which is what we’ve already pointed out,” said Kharem, his fingers drumming on the arm of the chair. “You have any of your own thoughts to add?”

Genna shot him a glance. He didn’t look her way, but she knew he caught it. Leopold was a guest, here in this room at her own request. Kharem knew better than to be like this.

But Leopold was smiling, with both hands raised in surrender. “I apologise. Old habits‌…‌are hard to break.”

Interesting how Leopold stumbled there. Wasn’t the normal phrase ‘old habits die hard’?

“My suggestion would be to investigate further, but to proceed with caution. I do not know details of your operatives, but maybe it would be advisable to send only a handful to this training camp, but to ensure that these select few are some of your best. A greater number could be sent to investigate other areas of Garrick’s district, possibly in a more obvious way that would draw his attention away from your true intent.”

Genna couldn’t hide her smile. Such a move was sneaky, and would rely on extremely careful placing of operatives. It wasn’t a suggestion she would have expected from Leopold, but it did make sense.

“Also, I would advise further investigation and analysis of the incidents along the border of your two districts. There can be chaos at the heart of apparent order, but also patterns in apparent randomness. Personally, I am drawn to how regularly these incidents are spaced out, and in that I see indications of intent.”

“Thank you, Leopold. Kharem?”

The man shrugged. “Not a bad analysis. But sending decoys out while investigating all these incidents will stretch us.”

“But we have the manpower?” Although Genna phrased it as a question, she knew the answer. She’d already gone through the numbers, as she grabbed a bite to eat after her shower earlier. “Things are quiet along Dephloren’s border, so we can safely withdraw some groups stationed there.”

“And Red?”

Genna tilted her head. District Red was in constant flux, but it was small, and posed no immediate threat. “I think we would be wise to keep a steady eye out that way. But we should have enough people if we draw some from the west. We could also lighten the patrols to the south.” The edge of the wilds, down to the south, were of no threat at the moment either. True, the thought of the wilds scared many people, but those who lived at the edge were uncoordinated, and generally kept to themselves. Genna’s patrols in this area were more for appearance than anything else.

Kharem was still, and his gaze moved from Leopold to Genna. She wondered if he saw Leopold as a threat to his position. Ridiculous, but the thought rose nonetheless. Leopold might be useful for strategy, but he didn’t have‌—‌and never would have‌—‌the understanding of the district that Kharem possessed. Leopold might be able to learn to live out here, but he wouldn’t have the natural instincts she required in a Right-Hand.

“I trust I can leave the arrangements to you, Kharem. Leave those with greater ground knowledge at Dephloren’s border, but pull off whoever you need. And get some analysts looking into these incidents. Even if they are random, we need to know for sure.”

“Of course.” He pushed with his hands and rose to his feet in one smooth, fast movement. “I’ll keep you updated.”

“I know you will. Thank you, Kharem.” She allowed a smile to pass her lips, knowing it would be met only with a dip of his head. When they were in discussion he might be more relaxed, but when he received orders he was a cold professional.

Yet there was so much more going on beneath that coldness. Sometimes Genna wondered if she knew him at all.
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Leopold watched Kharem leave, and the instant the door closed he felt his whole being relax. Genna’s Right-Hand was a hard man to read, and his presence always troubled Leopold.

“I could do with a drink. Would you, Leopold?” Genna waved towards the small cabinet against one wall of her office.

“Of course. I myself feel a tad parched. What would you like?” Leopold rose and walked across the room.

“Just water. I need a clear head.”

“Ice?”

She nodded as he turned, and he saw the slight smile on her lips. Maybe it was because he’d only used a single word to ask that question. He knew she was constantly monitoring his progress, as if he were some creature to be studied‌—‌and, he supposed, in many ways he was. And he was doing the same with her, and Kharem, and the others he had the opportunity to meet. He was doing his best to learn all he could about this strange place, so different to what he had been led to believe in his previous life.

There had been so much misinformation before, when he’d been safe in the Dome. Of course the districts were dangerous‌—‌just listening to Kharem’s report was enough to show that‌—‌but the people out here were not, on the whole, the animals of popular belief. Even Terrell‌—‌and Leopold still thought of the man by his assumed name, rather than Rodin‌—‌has defied the common conceptions. He was sent to take Leopold’s life, but instead he removed Leopold from danger, at least one particular danger. It would, Leopold had no doubt, have been far easier for the assassin‌—‌and that was a new word to him, and one that still felt other-worldly‌—‌to have used one of his blades against Leopold’s throat. And yet he took the harder route, and saved Leopold’s life.

Then there was Genna. She genuinely cared about those in her district, and Leopold understood how she wanted what was best for them, even if it caused difficulties for her. But she was tough, and many of the things she did were uncomfortable for Leopold.

He pushed that thought from his mind. He didn’t want to relive what he’d witnessed earlier, although he knew that he must dwell on it soon, and that it contained many lessons for him. Only, not at the moment. Not when they were about to share a drink and, he hoped, another instructive conversation.

Leopold returned to her desk, handing her a glass, beads of moisture coating the outside and dampening his skin. She thanked him, and he sat, placing his own glass on a coaster on the desk. He’d opted for water too‌—‌it only seemed right to follow the lead of his host.

“Thank you for your thoughts just now,” she said after taking a sip. “Although the decoys are a bit sneaky.”

“And you wonder how someone so accustomed to the trust of the general population could posit such an underhand move, yes?” Such a question would have felt out of place a few weeks ago, but he trusted that this was indeed Genna’s thinking, and he knew she would take no offence.

“It did cross my mind.”

“I did what I could to use logic, without my feelings clouding my mind. I suppose, in a way, I looked on the problem as one might view a puzzle, or a situation in a game of strategy. I have found this one of the best methods for coping with much that is around me now.”

There was far more he could say on this subject, but he would be delving his thoughts as he spoke, and would surely talk around the subject before circling round to his point. So he kept it short, almost to the point of rudeness‌—‌although, as he had to constantly remind himself, such modes of speech were not viewed as insulting out here.

“Makes sense. So expand a little‌—‌why the decoys?”

Leopold took a breath, collecting himself before starting. He’d try to make this as succinct as he could. “It appears to me that this Garrick is by nature a suspicious character, and is also constantly seeking something he can use against those, like your good self, who he views as his enemies. If he were to build up the notion that your voyeuristic activities were directed towards one particular point, his interest would be aroused to the point of possible retaliation. However, if you are merely looking into as much of his business as possible, he is more likely to accept this as normal behaviour, and it will only feed his paranoia to a less provocative degree.

“Additionally, if those seeking information unrelated to this training camp are discovered, or at least suspected, this will give Garrick a sense of satisfaction in uncovering your work, and will make him feel falsely superior to you. Then, when you learn the truth of his operations and are able to use this as a defence against his advances, you are at a natural advantage.”

Leopold held her eyes as he spoke, and she showed nothing. He had no doubt it was a look she had spent many hours perfecting.

“Where did you learn such underhand behaviour, Leopold?”

It was a good question, and Leopold had to admit that he was expecting it. And, he realised, he was turning this conversation into a game. It almost reminded him of the sparring in the Council rooms.

“Just because the society in which I was formed does not have the chaos that you are accustomed to, do not assume that I have no experience in such chicanery. True, back in my old life such deviousness would not be acceptable when dealing with Council issues, but some of our games of skill and strategy could become heated, and at times grew more important, at least for the duration of the game, than perhaps they should have.”

Again, he stopped the urge to elaborate. He’d tried introducing Genna to some of those games, but she had not taken to them, and he was beginning to understand why. Such pastimes were, he now realised, an outlet for certain ways of thinking that, in the Dome, would be problematic if allowed to proliferate into normal life. Yet out here, Genna was constantly called upon to use similar modes of thought simply to get through her day. In many ways, her whole life was a game of strategy.

She put her glass down, nodding. “Again, makes sense.” She coughed, and Leopold got the impression this was for effect rather than necessity, a means of punctuating their conversation. “But there is another matter we need to discuss, from this morning.”

“Ah, the incident within your cell.” He tried to keep his face still, like hers, but the bobbing of his throat told him he’d failed. He took a couple of breaths, allowing his eyes to fall to the glass in his own hands. Before it started to betray him, he placed it carefully on the table, hearing only the slightest of chinks as it hit the coaster.

“I cannot say that was a pleasant experience, and I believe I am still coming to terms with what happened. Maybe that is the wrong phrase to use. I am not sure that I am ready to ‘come to terms’ with it, and can only go so far as to attempt to understand it at the moment.”

For a moment he was back in that cell, transfixed in cold horror as Genna sliced open Kraikov’s throat and the blood flew free. It wasn’t the first time he’d seen death and mutilation, but everything prior to this had been on a screen, and even that had, on more than one occasion, caused his stomach to jettison its contents.

Sometimes, the violence was in self-defence, and often Leopold felt he was watching a fight for survival, and he could use that to resign himself to the fact that such actions might be necessary in extreme circumstances. But other times the deaths were uncalled for, often perpetrated by those who remained indifferent throughout, as if the taking of another’s life was a totally meaningless act. It was these deaths that stunned and shocked him the most.

It all seemed so alien to him, so unlike anything he’d experienced before‌—‌and that gave him something to use. It was so far outside his world that he could view it objectively.

“If I apply my strategy game thinking, I can grasp the logic in the removal of the piece referred to as Kraikov. From the information you have allowed me to view, it is clear that he was a danger to the honest, peaceful citizens in your district, and it was unlikely that his frankly murderous intentions and actions could be held in check by mere words alone. I did wonder if a more permanent incarceration might be an option, but I can understand, in the cold logic of the game, how this would cost you resources that could be utilised better elsewhere. If he were held somewhere secure, he would always be seeking an exit, and it is a fair assumption that there would be others looking for a way to extricate him from his situation. I understand that the majority of the residents of your district show a loyalty to yourself, but individuals can be co-opted into actions that run counter to what they believe to be correct. They can be bribed or threatened. And so, holding Kraikov indefinitely would be a course with an uncertain outcome.
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