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The man called himself Duke, and Rodin had been tracking him for months.

Duke was tall and thin, with sharp eyes set in a craggy face. He wore a heavy leather coat that Rodin knew concealed many weapons while providing protection, but the man’s throat was exposed, ready to feel the blade at Rodin’s hip.

But he’d have to deal with the man’s viscounts first.

That was what he called those closest to him, the two men and two women who accompanied him everywhere. A short woman led, the two men walked either side of Duke, and a bulky woman brought up the rear. They watched all directions, even the treetops and the ground.

The forest wasn’t dense here, grey clouds visible through leaves that were starting to change colour. The path passed a broken wall, then the remains of a small building. Further on was the district, and the Duke’s intended destination.

Rodin would ensure he never reached it.

A musty odour, with the hint of decay, pushed through the scents of the forest. The mud path became a weed-strewn street.

And ahead, a figure appeared.

The lead viscount raised her hand, halting the others. Their postures shifted in readiness, and Duke reached into a pocket.

Rodin watched, motionless.

The figure in the street stumbled. He wore grey clothing, black boots on his feet. His face was twisted in pain, and one hand clutched his stomach.

No blood, though. Any injuries were internal.

The lead viscount shouted for the man to stop. He raised his eyes slowly, shook his head, continued on. The short woman drew a blade.

“Stop!” she repeated.

“Just walking.” The man coughed, wincing. “Not looking for trouble.” He continued walking.

But he lowered his shoulders, just a touch. The hand on his stomach dropped closer to his belt.

“Last chance,” the viscount said. “Stop. Turn round. Go back.”

“Or what?”

She glanced over her shoulder. Duke nodded.

“Or die!”

The man was only a couple of paces away, and the viscount lunged for him, blade held before her. She aimed for his chest, kept her head low, drove with her feet.

Trained. Professional.

Her blade never struck its target. One moment she was rushing forward, the next there was a sickening crack, a cut-off grunt, and she crashed to the ground, head turned at an unnatural angle. Her eyes were open, but Rodin knew they saw nothing.

The man glanced down at her body. He shrugged.

Duke’s jaw tightened, and his arms tensed. The three remaining viscounts had weapons drawn now, both blades and guns.

“You’ll pay for that,” Duke said through clenched teeth.

And the remaining viscounts rushed the man.

Rodin knew violence. He had wide experience of fighting. He could recognise training through a simple stance, a single move. He was an expert at reading fights.

But he’d never seen anything like this. The man was almost too fast for Rodin to follow‌—‌a viscount lunged, and then they were on the ground, the man’s blade freeing their blood. He disarmed the one with the heavy gun before a shot was fired, used the weapon to cave the viscount’s skull in. He sent the bulky woman to the ground, cracked her spine with his boot.

It was beautifully efficient, and sickeningly effective. Within a couple of heartbeats, the viscounts littered the ground, and the man stood before Duke.

Duke scanned the bodies, and then smiled at the man.

“Impressive,” he said. “I could use someone like you. Whatever your current employee pays you, I’m sure I can increase it.”

“You think you can buy me?”

And then the man’s face contorted in pain. He doubled over, clutching his stomach again.

It was an opportunity Duke couldn’t ignore. He pulled the blade from his coat and threw himself forward.

Again, the man was quick. He shifted to the right, rammed his fist into Duke’s face as the blade passed a hair’s width from his body. Duke screamed, and the cry intensified when the man punched again, then a third time. Duke staggered back, tripped.

As he hit the ground, the man slammed his boot onto Duke’s head.

The crack was sickening, even to Rodin.

The man stood, surveying the destruction he’d caused. His face remained impassive, until he grimaced again, stooping over, both hands on his stomach. Then he turned and stumbled away.

Rodin waited a couple of heartbeats and then followed.




The man stumbled along the path, still clutching his stomach. If Rodin hadn’t seen the fight, he’d think the man drunk.

They passed old stone buildings now, with missing roofs, broken walls and windows boarded up. Rodin knew that some houses were more secure, but this was nothing like the districts to the south of the Dome. Nobody chose to live with the concrete tube of the tunnel to one side and the muddy, tidal swamps of the estuary to the other.

And, of course, there was the Factory.

The man turned at a junction, grabbing hold of a wall to stop from falling. The pain was clearly growing worse. But he didn’t stop. He muttered angrily, mumbled curses.

The ground shook. The man cried out as the ground beneath his feet collapsed.

When the dust settled, he was gone.

Rodin crept forward, to the edge of the caved-in basement.

The man lay amongst the broken concrete and stone, his leg twisted at an unnatural angle. His eyes were closed, but his lips twitched, and the hand across his belly clenched into a fist.

Rodin hesitated, then made his decision.

When he reached the rubble that littered the basement floor Rodin pulled the canteen from his pack, held it out. “Here,” he said.

The man’s eyes opened, glazed and distant. He took a moment to focus, then snorted. “Won’t help. I’m dead.”

Rodin glanced down at the growing dark stain on the trouser leg. “Not yet.” He pushed the canteen closer to the man as he shrugged his own pack off. “Don’t know about setting bones, but I know about pressure points.”

The man’s shoulders shrugged, and he grabbed the canteen, took a swig, gave Rodin a pained smile. Rodin dropped to his knees and rammed a fist hard into the man’s thigh. The man didn’t cry out nearly as much as Rodin expected.

“You got a name?” Rodin said as he used his free hand to pull a length of cord from his pack. He wrapped it round the man’s thigh, pulled as tight as he could.

“Is it important?”

Rodin shrugged. “Just making conversation. Could always call you ungrateful arsehole.”

“Been called worse. Name’s Trip. Well, has been for the last year.” He winced as Rodin tightened the ligature. “You?”

“Rogue.” It was what they called him in the wilds. Probably an insult, but it was as good a label as any.

The man’s head tilted. “I know that name. Heard it a few times.”

“It’s possible. But I wouldn’t believe everything you hear.”

“No? Shame. Kinda like how one of them described you‌—‌like a stubborn rash, but without the night’s pleasure beforehand.”

That sounded familiar. “The one who said that‌—‌short, hasn’t seen a bath in years, face like a warthog’s arse?” Rodin forced a laugh. “Like he’d know anything about those kinds of pleasures.”

“Never surprises me what people’ll do for money.”

Rodin tightened the tourniquet one last time, then shifted so that he sat opposite Trip. The man slumped, and Rodin knew he’d already given up. Rodin could pull the leg straight, splint it‌—‌either to its partner, or using one of the branches that lay around this ruin‌—‌but there was no point. Trip would never walk again.

“You don’t sound like a fan,” Rodin said, keeping things light.

Trip shrugged. “Just some goon I came across.”

“Right.” Rodin glanced up, at the cloudy sky and the broken walls. Tree branches bounced in the wind, and foliage on the ground rustled. “You passing through, or is this home?”

“Home? Haven’t had one of them for years. And the only place I’m passing is on.”

“So what brings you to this dump?”

Trip hesitated, eyed Rodin. “Could ask you the same question.”

Fair point. “Work.”

“What kind?”

Rodin shrugged. “Help people with their problems.”

“The ugly bugger back there in the long coat‌—‌he the problem?”

“One of many.”

“Sounds about right. Nothing but problems round here.” Trip’s gaze intensified, and it was good to see more determination. “Reckon you know that, though. You been following me?”

Rodin shrugged. “Following that ugly bugger. You saved me a job. Thanks.”

“Sure.” A pause. “What did he do?”

No reason not to say. “Pulled youngsters from their homes in the wilds. Force or manipulation, whatever worked. Sold them to perverts mainly, a few to the Factory.”

The man’s eyes widened. “That place? Yeah, makes sense. Mind you, he’s small fry compared to the bastard runs the Factory.”

Trip coughed, and clutched his stomach. Rodin glanced up, caught movement over to the left, by the bush teetering on the edge of the collapsed room. He let his hand slip to his hip, let his fingers caress the handle of a blade.

“Serious cough,” he said when Trip had recovered.

“Could say that.” Trip took in a long, rattling breath. “Goddamn medics.”

“Contagious?”

“Side-effect.” He coughed again, but the wince that ran across his features only lasted a moment. “And out here, I don’t have any of the control.”

“Control?”

“Stuff that stops it.” Then he looked at Rodin, and his eyes were no longer glazed over. They were sharp, and Rodin saw into the man’s soul, saw torture mixed with a resigned relief. “Well, keeps it at bay. Only one thing stops it.”

Rodin nodded, understanding. “You got any of this control on you?”

Trip’s shoulders shrugged in a laugh. “Like they’d let us carry it with us. Nah, it’s all back in the Factory.”

Rodin fought to keep his expression as blank as possible. Nobody got out of the Factory, at least none of the workers. “You a guard, then?”

Trip shook his head. “It’s complicated.” His face contorted again, and he groaned as his stomach clenched. It was a bad shot of pain‌—‌his whole body twisted round. He curled up, one leg trailing out at an ugly angle. He muttered something Rodin couldn’t catch, and then he drew in a long breath.

His shoulders shrugged, and from Rodin’s position he could see Trip’s chest rising and falling in shuddering movements. He sniffed, and moisture crept from the corners of his eyes.

It must be bad, Rodin thought, for a man like this to be reduced to tears.

He drew his blade, rose to his feet, and stepped across to Trip. He rested one hand on the man’s shoulder.

“Let’s stop that problem,” he said as he drew the edge of the blade across the man’s throat. And as the blood gushed out, Rodin held the man, gave him a few final moments of comfort.

When the shuddering of Trip’s body stopped, Rodin wiped the blade and sheathed it. Then he stood, picking up his pack.

A sigh on the wind, like someone gasping. Stones clattered, and the bush shook. Something moved. Rodin concentrated, saw the retreating shape of a person.

Turning his back on the dead man, Rodin climbed, and then followed the watcher.
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Daventree had used the station many times before, but this time was different. He hesitated on the brink of the concourse, taking in the mass of residents crossing the vast space, a sea of humanity that ebbed and flowed, dancing to its own peculiar rhythms. A susurration arose; echoes of salutations and valedictions, a froth of pleasantries. There was no way Daventree could hear the precise words spoken, and yet each brief conversation brought forth nods and smiles. Travellers slid through the crowds, heading to the eateries and boutiques that lined one wall, or making for the platforms where trains awaited, ready to transfer people around the Dome.

But Daventree’s destination lay across the concourse, through the dark arch that everyone else avoided.

His luggage’s handle was warm under his hand, and his fingers rested on the controls. His throat was parched, and he would benefit from a drink, but he couldn’t afford to become distracted.

He gently massaged the controls, and the luggage trundled forward, sensors keeping it a respectable distance from not only Daventree but everyone else he might encounter. As it headed into the crowds, Daventree followed.

There was no reason to feel such trepidation, and Daventree scolded his irrational fears. Travel between the Domes might be uncommon, but it was not unknown, and Daventree would only be gone for a few days. Everything was arranged‌—‌Sertio and the other artists would be cared for, and Daventree had ensured his requirements for the whole week were already fulfilled. All that remained was for him to board the train and travel to Ross Dome.

The name flew around his mind, and with it arose both promise and uncertainty. His contact within that fine Dome had repeatedly assured Daventree that everything was in order, and that there would be an opportunity, after business had been settled, for the agent to visit some of Ross’ fine institutions. And yet, Ross was not Daventree’s home. He belonged here, in First Dome.

At least, he had done for many years now.

But he refused to think back to the years when he squandered such opportunity, when Daventree was a child in a man’s body, still so immature and so foolish.

No! Those times were long gone. Daventree was a respected agent to some of the Dome’s finest artists, artists whose renown stretched across the whole country. His name and character were known in many Domes, and he’d spoken to a multitude of important personages. His work was important, requiring steady nerves and a calm demeanour. He wasn’t one to become flustered by uncertainty, or bullied by words and notions. Daventree stood up for his artists, and his determination always won them the best deal possible.

He had nothing to fear from travel on this particular train. He was one worthy of movement between the Domes, a citizen of standing. Even now, as he wove his way through this sea of fellow residents, he nodded greetings to those who called his name, and returned the smiles of those who recognised his face.

A young woman approached now‌—‌although as she came closer, Daventree adjusted his initial assessment, and decided that she was closer to his own age than she at first appeared. Her smile was friendly and warm, and it grew as her eyes met his. It only happened for a moment, and he knew it meant nothing, was simply a polite gesture, yet it made him feel‌…‌younger, maybe. Boyish‌—‌yes, that was the word. Like a boy, full of hopes and dreams, knowing no fear, possessing no uncertainty about the future. A boy who had his whole life ahead of him, to do with as he wished.

Ah, the follies of youth!

The woman wore a lightweight jacket over a plain but elegant blouse, both items clearly tailored to make the most of her figure. But Daventree found his eye drawn to the pocket to the left, where the corner of a screen showed beyond the hem.

It was the kind of thing he used to notice, as a far younger man.

They grew closer, Daventree and the woman, and he nudged the controls of his luggage, conscious of the need to allow her enough personal space, as manners dictated. He smiled again, uttered a fleeting “Good morning” as they passed, and breathed in her floral perfume.

When he glanced down, his hand clasped her screen.

Daventree’s luggage whined as his thumb pressed two buttons simultaneously. He was conscious of concerned looks from those around, but he couldn’t turn his gaze from the screen.

He blinked, bright colours swirling in his vision. The skin across his face pulled tight, and there was a sheen of moisture on the back of his hand. The hand trembled, screen threatening to slip from his grip.

The woman’s screen. The one he’d stolen.

A voice enquired if he needed assistance. He lifted his hand from the luggage’s controls, and the whining ceased. His face ached as he smiled, and somehow he told the individual that he was fine, thank you very much for your concern.

A part of Daventree, deep inside, wondered if this person worked for Authority, if they hadn’t considered his debts yet paid.

He spun, searching for the woman, and spied her retreating back. Soon, she would be consumed by the crowds.

He raised the screen, only partially aware of his own actions. “Excuse me, madam,” he called out. “I believe you dropped your screen.”

It was the best he could do in the moment.

She turned, confusion giving way to surprise when she saw her screen held aloft. Daventree gave it a jiggle, and managed a smile as she trotted over to him.

“Thank you,” she said as he lowered his arm and allowed her to take what was rightfully hers. “It’s fortunate you spotted it before it ended under someone’s foot.”

Daventree nodded. “Maybe you have an inner pocket where it could be stored more securely?”

She turned the screen in her hands, inspecting it. “Yes. Yes, of course. You know, my dear mother always admonished me for my lack of care. It appears she’s still correct.”

She smiled sweetly as she tucked the screen beneath the fold of her jacket, and for a moment Daventree saw her blouse, saw the pattern of birds flying across it. They were little more than outlines, embossed rather than of a different colour, but they were unmistakable‌—‌a line of birds flying away. Yet they’d never escape that blouse. Undoubtedly, the line passed round her side, across her back, and then met up with its tail, a never-ending circle with no escape.

“Thank you once again,” the woman said. “I’ll be more careful in the future.”

Daventree nodded as she turned and walked away. The smile remained awkwardly on his lips, and he thought of those birds, then of what he’d done.

He hadn’t abused someone in such a manner‌—‌and it was abuse, Daventree had no doubt about that‌—‌for years. He hadn’t even considered doing something so wrong.

His hand shook as he brought it down, and he struggled to press the correct button. But the luggage rolled forward, leading Daventree to the train that would take him away from his home.




Once Daventree stepped through the archway, the crowds became a memory, the hubbub from the concourse flattening to a soft murmur. He breathed deeply of the cool air as the sound of his own soft tread echoed back at him.

The passage angled down as it curved to the right. Glancing over his shoulder, Daventree could see nothing but the passageway, with its pristine tiling and subdued lighting.

After a couple of minutes, he reached the platform, a musty odour seeping into the atmosphere, possibly from the train tunnel itself. Not that he could see that, though, as the train nestled next to the platform with barely a gap. The sides of the carriages were polished silver, and although they contained swirling, flowing patterns there was no text. Even on the occasional doors there was nothing to indicate the purpose of each carriage.

Daventree tried to open a couple of these doors, but they were sealed, and he assumed these carriages were reserved for the transport of goods‌—‌after all, that was the primary use of these trains. So he walked on, passing fifteen carriages, until he arrived at one with a strip of brilliant blue just beneath the roof. When he tried the first door in this carriage, it slid aside as soon as his hand brushed the screen, and with nobody around to tell him this was not permitted, he stepped aboard.

Usually, trains in the Dome had seating throughout their carriages, but this one was different. A corridor ran down one side, and doors led from this at regular intervals. Trying one of these, Daventree discovered a more private room, with a couple of comfortable-looking chairs and a large screen affixed to the wall where one might expect a window.

There was storage space to the right, complete with container straps, and with his luggage stowed and powered down, Daventree sat. The cushioning moulded itself to his body, and by using the controls on the arm-rest Daventree extended the foot-rest and tilted the back support. Yes, this would be a relaxing journey, maybe even enjoyable.

He let his head fall back, and closed his eyes, running through his itinerary. When he reached the main station in Ross Dome, he would be met by a representative of Halliman, who would show Daventree to his temporary lodgings, offering a few moments to freshen up before taking him to Halliman’s private office. But before that, Daventree had a ninety-minute train journey. He considered how to utilise that time to its fullest, whether in relaxation or in preparation.

But a dull clunk from the corridor interrupted his contemplations, and he opened his eyes as the door slid aside. A man stood in the doorframe, wearing a tailored uniform with gold epaulets that matched the banding in his cap.

“Mister Daventree?” The man glanced from Daventree to his screen and back.

“Yes. I’m sorry, is this compartment reserved? There was nobody on the platform to ask, and so I rather rashly made an assumption…”

The man held up a hand. “Oh, no, sir. You’re in the correct place. Or rather, you would be, if I hadn’t found you. You’ve been upgraded, sir. I’m pleased to inform you that you will be spending the journey in one of our executive suites. We aim to provide the best journey possible, and so if there is space in the finer rooms, we naturally fill them first.”

“Well, that is‌…‌but this room will suffice. I don’t want to put anyone to any trouble.”

“No trouble at all, sir.”

“Then I’m in your debt. Thank you.” He rose, and went to free his luggage. But the employee reached a hand out.

“No need for you to burden yourself with that, sir. I’ll take it for you.” He unfastened the straps. “Ah, a Mark Five! I’m excited to discover if it drives as smoothly as the reports suggest.” He raised his eyebrows, turning the phrase into a question.

“By all means. Be my guest.”

They left the carriage, the employee guiding the case along the narrow corridor, through some kind of rounded doorway that led into another corridor. They must have walked for a good few minutes before the uniformed gentleman ran his hand over a door screen.

The room was, indeed, superior to the previous one, with exquisitely upholstered seating, complete with cushioned headrests. A table nestled between the chairs, on which sat a glass and a bottle of clear liquid. The air was crisp without being cold, and contained a fresh, autumnal fragrance that matched the pastoral scenes rolling across the screen.

“If you require a repast, gratis, the screen contains a menu. If you wish to freshen up, this door leads through to your private shower room.” The man leaned in close. “There is a standard air-dry, but I’d recommend the luxury of enveloping yourself in what must be the softest towels I’ve ever encountered.”

“I’ll bear that in mind,” Daventree said. “But for now, I believe I’d like to simply sit and relax.”

“Of course.” The man stowed Daventree’s case, then stepped to the door. “And there’s a call system in the screen. If you require anything at all, you have but to ask.”

He left, the door sealing softly behind him.

Daventree eased himself into the chair. He breathed in deep of that aromatic presence, closing his eyes to savour its finer qualities. It really was most agreeable, and Daventree leaned back. The chair moved with him, providing support for his whole body as he stretched toward horizontal.

Maybe, he thought, this journey wouldn’t be so traumatic after all.







3

- 3 -


As Rodin followed the female, he studied her. Tall and thin, with cropped hair. Her jacket and trousers were dark green, hard to see against the trees, and there was mud around the edges of her boots. She moved confidently, always alert, hand never far from the holster on her hip.

She headed deeper into the district, although via a meandering route, often doubling back on herself‌—‌clearly an attempt to confuse anyone following. The houses she passed were all abandoned, but not in as much disrepair as those on the edges. Many still had all their walls and their roofs, although windows were either missing or boarded over. She glanced up at a few, and following her gaze Rodin caught Eyes attached to the stonework.

Interesting that someone was watching this area.

The woman turned into a wide street of two-storey houses set back behind weeds and gravel. When she came to the fourth building on the right, she climbed the three grey steps and waited.

There was no door screen. She didn’t knock, or attempt to use a key. She simply stood before the damp-stained door.

The door opened.

From the darkness behind, a face appeared, and Rodin chocked in surprise.

The face was small, almost petite. Her hair was tied back, possibly shorter than when Rodin had seen it last. Her eyes darted left and right, and then she smiled as the woman Rodin had been following stepped inside.

The smile shone, igniting memories Rodin had pushed deep down.

Paskia!

It made no sense that she was in a place like this. What did Paskia know of life beyond the Dome? Even under Cat’s protection, she was too naive to survive out here.

Yet it was her. Rodin was certain of that.

Paskia greeted the other woman with a hug. They went inside the building and the door sealed behind them.




Rodin checked the area around the house, and selected a building across the street. There was easy access to the rear, and the top floor would provide a suitable base.

His first priority‌—‌always‌—‌was his own security. Physical check on the building‌—‌walls, windows, doors, roof. He set up tripwire, connected to alerts, and forged a connection to his screen. He set up a couple of micro-Eyes, with motion detectors, and again fed their signal to the screen. He tested everything thoroughly, and was satisfied.

Not perfect, of course. Nothing ever was. But it would do the job.

And then he turned his attention to the house across the street. The one containing Paskia.

When Rodin tried to picture her, the image never settled, merging between different versions of the woman. There was the timid, frail creature he’d held in the Dome when they modelled for the artist. Then Paskia’s image would smile, and he’d see the younger woman from Ross Dome, full of life and rebellion, before Authority had come down.

And then there was the third Paskia, the one from the Bunker, the Paskia with the broken body of the artist’s model encasing a reignited fighting spirit, thrust into a nightmare but determined to battle through.

That Paskia had killed. Such an act, as Rodin well knew, left its mark. After taking a life, Paskia was changed once more.

A fourth Paskia.

Rodin set up Eyes, one aimed at the door, a couple covering the street, and another two behind the building, watching the two rear doors. And then, he waited. And he watched.

The windows were boarded. No light or heat eked out, and there was nothing else to indicate any life within the house‌—‌until the door opened, about an hour after the sun had set.

The tall woman appeared, in the same clothing as before. The hallway behind her was dark, so Rodin couldn’t see inside the house, and she shut the door quickly. She trotted down the steps, turned left, and walked off.

She returned about an hour later, waiting before the door just as she had last time. And again, Paskia opened it, greeting the woman with another smile. But this time, Paskia peered round the door-frame, looked up and down the street before closing the door.

Rodin grabbed a few hours sleep, and when he scrubbed back over the footage in the morning there was nothing to see. He opened another food pack, took a drink from his flask, and continued to watch.

Around mid-morning on the following day, the door opened again. This time, a man appeared. He wore dark grey clothing, baggy enough to conceal his physique. His hair was long and unkempt, his chin covered in a straggly beard. His eyes darted left and right, and he set off along the street at a quick trot, head constantly turning.

Ten minutes later, the man scurried back up the street. He wore a bulky pack now, one that had seen better days, and when he waited on the top step he wound a frayed strand of webbing round his fingers. When the door opened, the tall woman stepped to one side and he darted in.

Rodin watched for a few days. The woman appeared about three times each day, disappearing for about half an hour each time, although on one instance she was gone for almost two hours. The man left the house once more, carrying an empty pack. When he returned ten minutes later, it was without the pack.

But all he ever saw of Paskia was her face when she opened the door.

Rodin checked his supplies every day. His water supply was running low. There was a stream a few streets away‌—‌he recalled passing it when following the woman‌—‌but he was loathe to break off his surveillance. Even though the Eyes would record everything, he didn’t want to miss Paskia if she did leave the house.

He thought.

Three occupants. They must have decent supplies. The man appeared unkempt, but not dirty. The woman was healthy, and Paskia‌…‌Paskia looked good. Yes, they had food and water, probably soap too.

Rodin looked round the room, at his stained bedroll and pack. His toothbrush lay atop his washbag, bristles twisted, handle worn. There was a damp patch on the bag from his flannel, and he knew it must be starting to smell.

He looked again at the screen, imagining the comforts within that house‌—‌chairs, beds, showers. Especially showers.

Surely, Paskia wouldn’t turn away an old friend.
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A savage thumping ricocheted around the compartment, and Daventree’s eyes sprung open. His mouth was clammy, and his tongue brushed against the coating on his teeth.

The hammering sounded again, now accompanied by a voice. “You awake yet?” It was uncouth, with poor annunciation. The man’s tone reminded Daventree of the few occasions he’d been persuaded to attend performances where actors were called upon to play ruffians and other unsavoury characters.

But this man didn’t sound like he was acting.

“Have we arrived?” Daventree asked, and then coughed. It was too warm in the compartment.

“Course we’ve bloody arrived. Don’t feel the train moving, do you?”

“I do apologise. I must have fallen asleep. I’ll be with you in a moment.”

“You’ll be with me a bloody mite sooner than that. Come on! I can’t hang around.”

Daventree was about to comment on the man’s manners, but something told him this would likely provoke more ill-tempered abuse. There was no option but to comply with the man’s demands.

Daventree stretched, his neck cracking and his knees complaining. He turned, ready to retrieve his case.

But it wasn’t there. The straps hung to either side of the empty storage space.

The man hammered on the door again. “Stop wasting my time, you lousy maggot.” The door rattled, then opened.

The man wore some kind of uniform, although it was unlike any Daventree had seen before. The top and trousers were tight-fitting, and black, although the material seemed to shimmer, as if it contained flecks of metal. He wore a belt from which hung a couple of oddly-shaped pouches, and his feet were encased in sturdy boots, the kind that were clearly for practical purposes rather than making any fashion statement.

The man had at least a day’s worth of stubble on his chin, and one eye hung lower than the other, accompanied by a rough marking on his cheek that must have been a site of a previous injury. He sneered, revealing gaps where a few of his teeth were missing.

“Move.” The man stood to one side, arms folded.

Daventree left the room, and with a shove he walked along the corridor. Another shove‌—‌Daventree wondered what kind of greasy marks now stained his jacket‌—‌and he departed the carriage.

The platform was much the same as the one he’d boarded from, but the air was cold. The walls were of a rougher material, and the tiling on the floor was cracked and loose. Clearly, Ross Dome did not take much pride in its station.

“I thank you for waking me, sir,” Daventree said as he turned to the man, “but I appear to have mislaid my belongings. Were they, perchance, taken ahead of me?”

The man made a sound, somewhere between a snort and a laugh, and in the process sprayed Daventree with flecks of spittle. “Taken ahead. Yeah, right. Now move.”

Once more, the man’s hands propelled Daventree forward.

They walked along the platform, leaving via the only exit Daventree could see. This led to a tunnelled walkway, in a similar state of disrepair as the platform, with unnerving patches of damp at regular intervals and a musty odour.

The tunnel continued for many paces. Daventree’s unsavoury companion didn’t make conversation, and Daventree thought it best to refrain from asking any questions, despite the growing catalogue of concerns building in his mind.

When they reached a plain metal door the man uttered a sharp “In here,” and gave Daventree a shove as the metal slid aside, revealing a square area that must have been some kind of service lift. The walls were tarnished, and the air hung heavy with grease and sweat.

“I must say, this isn’t quite what I expected. From what I’ve learnt of your fine Dome, I was led to imagine something more pleasing.”

The man sneered again. “Dome. Right.”

The door clanked and the lift jerked into action with an uncomfortable whine just on the edge of hearing. With the vibrations shuddering through his body, Daventree’s stomach churned. He rested one hand on the wall, despite the nauseous sensations of moisture and warmth it encountered.

Eventually, the lift shuddered to a halt and the door slid open. Beyond was another corridor, with plain walls and a concrete, nondescript floor.

“Out.”

Daventree disembarked before the man could use his hands. With a glance behind‌—‌and the man’s sneer was exceedingly perturbing‌—‌Daventree started to walk.

“May I enquire where we are headed? I have a number of important meetings, and I would appreciate the opportunity to freshen up after my travels.”

“Shut up. Any more talk, I close your mouth with my fist.”

This really was beyond anything Daventree could have imagined! He’d heard fine things about Ross Dome, and it seemed unbelievable that he’d been so misinformed. He wondered if he’d somehow ended up in a tradesman’s area, but even there he would have expected the normal societal pleasantries to prevail. This‌…‌this hooligan had not even introduced himself, or spoken a single civil word to Daventree.

Even those who worked for Authority had better manners than this lout.

The lout led Daventree along more corridors, all alike in blandness, a maze of cold concrete that sucked all the joy from his body. They passed no others, and the only sounds were the soft tread of his own shoes and the heavy thump from the man’s boots.

“Stop.”

The man slapped a screen by a nearby door, as featureless as all the others they’d passed. It slid across, but the light crawling in from the corridor did little to pierce the darkness beyond the threshold.

“In.”

As Daventree stepped inside, light flared up, so bright he was forced to shield his eyes with his arm. The man laughed, and gave Daventree a shove that sent him into the brilliance. His lower leg struck something hard, and he cried out, at which his uncultured companion laughed, then muttered something Daventree couldn’t quite catch, but that was clearly derogatory.

Either the light dimmed, or Daventree’s eyes adjusted, because now he was able to view the room‌—‌if such a small space deserved that name. With arms outstretched, Daventree might just reach across the whole width, and the length was only about four paces. Down one side ran a narrow bench covered in thin padding, and this was clearly what his leg had hit. Further down the room was a hard-looking chair tucked beneath a bland desk, on which sat a screen that did not appear to be of recent design. At the rear of the room was a door, and the smell that emanated from beyond told Daventree that therein lay some kind of unsanitary hygiene area.

He turned to the man. “There must be some kind of mistake. Is this really Ross Dome?”

The man did that sickening laugh again. “Ross Dome? This look like some stupid Dome?”

“But this is surely a case of mistaken identity. My name is Daventree, and I…”

“Your name means nothing, chum. You’re here because this is where you need to be. My job’s to collect you from the train, bring you to your room. The boss’ll see you when she’s ready.”

The man reached one arm out and slammed his palm against the screen. The door slid shut.

Daventree turned slowly, gazing at what he could only assume was his new room. But how was he supposed to settle in such a space? The bench would not provide any comfort, there was no room to stretch, and Daventree feared for his health if he were to utilise the facilities behind the rear door.

Then there was the man’s uncivilized manner, his words and actions unfit for any Dome, as well as the man’s denial that this was Daventree’s intended destination.

This wasn’t Ross Dome. There was no sign of Halliman or his representative. Nor was there any sign of Daventree’s luggage.

He cast his eyes around his room, memories of his time under Authority returning, accompanied by a throbbing behind his eyes.

If this wasn’t Ross Dome, where was he?
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Rodin climbed the three worn steps and waited before the door. The wood was perished in places, and it wouldn’t take much to break it down. But there was an Eye situated just above, hidden in the hole left by a half-missing brick. They‌—‌Paskia‌—‌knew he was here.

So he stood, breathing deeply, clearing his mind and keeping his senses alert.

The door opened. Rodin glanced at the tall woman’s stern face, then at the gun she held, finger curled around the trigger.

The woman ran a visual check of Rodin, lingered at his waist. He raised his arms, showed he had no intention of reaching for his weapons. She gave a brief nod, then spoke.

“She said we can trust you. I’m not convinced, so I’m keeping this handy.” She waved the gun. “But come in.”

She stepped to one side, giving Rodin room even as her stance with the weapon became more solid. He nodded, muttered a “thank you”, and stepped into the small entranceway.

It was square, only a few paces wide, and opposite the outer door was another door, this one solid metal, set in a strong-looking frame. The woman closed the outer door, and only then did the metal door slide open.

The woman prodded the small of his back with her gun, and Rodin entered.

The room was large, with a utilitarian colour scheme of greys and creams, muted, stained in places. There was a food prep in the corner, with a large table and four metal chairs. There was a sofa and two easy chairs, stairs that ascended, and sturdy storage areas built into one wall.

There were Eyes in two corners, set to capture the whole space.

But what most drew his attention was the long trestle table by the storage units, the surface dinted and scarred, and clearly in much use.

Rodin scanned the items scattered on its surface, saw at least three different guns, blades, a couple of micro-Eyes, and other pieces of tech he couldn’t name. It reminded him of Aleph’s work-space, albeit with a more organised appearance, and with none of the half-finished bowls of food, or the mould-growing mugs.

But the man seated by the tech was nothing like Aleph. Rodin recognised him as the rat-like man he’d seen leave the house twice, but now Rodin saw the grey hairs and the lines around his eyes, and his sallow complexion. There was a residue of muscle tone in his arms, but the man wasn’t in the best of health.

The man scowled. “You shouldn’t have let him in,” he said.

The woman stepped round Rodin, still keeping her weapon trained on him. “Better than leaving him on the doorstep. He was making the place look untidy.”

The man reached across the table, grabbed one of the guns. “We don’t know anything about him, though.”

“I do.”

The voice came from the stairs, and Rodin couldn’t mistake that voice. Nor could he stop his smile.

“Hello, Paskia.”

She looked older‌—‌no, more mature. Her hair was pushed back rather than styled, and her eyes sagged with weariness. But she still looked good. She wore grey trousers and T-shirt, and Rodin was impressed by her muscle tone. She’d clearly been in training.

“Good to see you,” she said, nodding. “Maybe. So what do I call you?”

The rat-like man’s chair scraped on the ground as he turned. “Thought you said you knew this guy?”

“It’s complicated.” She rolled her eyes. “I need to go through this again? Back in Ross Dome, he was Brodie. Next time I saw him, he went under the name Terrell. But that was a false name. For his work in the district, he was called Rodin.” She turned to Rodin, crossing her arms. “Any of those names current, or are you using a different one now?”

This wasn’t going quite how Rodin had imagined it. “People call me Rogue now, but maybe we should stick to Rodin.”

Paskia nodded. “Rodin. Fine. Be interested to know why they call you Rogue, though‌—‌as if I can’t guess.” And then she sighed, and her shoulders rolled forward. She uncrossed her arms. “You want a drink?”

“Wouldn’t say no.”

“Anything in particular?”

“Whatever’s easiest.”

Paskia raised her eyes, shrugged, and walked over to the food prep. The man at the table watched her, then returned his attention to Rodin.

The other woman hadn’t moved, and she still held her weapon solidly. Her eyes darted from Rodin to Paskia to the man and back.

“Who are your friends?” Rodin asked as Paskia flicked the water heater on and pulled mugs from a unit.

“You don’t need to know that,” the man snarled, then turned to the woman. “This isn’t secure, right? We can’t let just anyone in here.”

“Paskia vouches for him,” the woman said, her voice calm and level. “We know his history.” She smiled. “And I’ve heard a few tales about this Rogue. Might be interesting to get to know the man himself.” Then she twirled the gun‌—‌not before clicking the safety on, Rodin noted‌—‌and slid it into its holster. “I’m Cali, and the grumpy one’s Jerone.”

“Good to meet you,” Rodin said. “Looks like a decent set-up you’ve got here.”

Jerone snorted. He still held his weapon raised. “Might be the last place you see,” he muttered.

Water hissed, and Paskia poured drinks. “You want yours sweetened, Jer?” she asked.

“Never said I wanted one.”

Paskia shrugged, walked over to the work-table, and put a mug down by the man. “You want a lid on it then, keep it hot?”

“It’ll be fine.” His eyes darted around, never settling on Paskia’s face.

Paskia turned to Cali. “Table?” she asked. Cali nodded, then looked at Rodin and waved an arm, beckoning him over. Paskia had placed the three other mugs on its surface.

They sat. Cali took one side, Paskia next to her, and Rodin opposite Paskia. His mug steamed, the liquid dark and aromatic.

“Black and unsweetened,” Paskia said. “Thought you’d want your wits about you.”

Rodin tried to think back to the last time they’d shared a drink. Probably in the Dome, when he was Terrell. “Perfect,” he said.

Cali clasped her hands around her mug, and her eyes never left Rodin. “Just for the record, I’m still not convinced by you. Don’t reckon you’re an immediate threat, but you’re an unknown.” She held a hand up as Paskia opened her mouth. “You left Paskia some months back, and from what I’ve heard Rogue is a law unto himself.”

“And I’ve still got a gun on you,” Jerone said from the work table.

Rodin wondered if he could shoot straight enough to hit his target, even from that distance. But he ignored the man, focused instead on Cali and Paskia. “Understandable. So what do you need to know?”

“Obvious one first. What are you doing here?”

He grinned. “Enjoying a coffee,” he said, taking a sip. It was strong, but the flavour was good‌—‌Paskia and her colleagues might be on some kind of mission, but they weren’t slumming it. “But you mean what am I doing in this district, right?”

“To start with.”

“Work.”

Jerone snorted again. “Looking for someone to kill, then.”

“Not necessarily. Always good to keep up the practice, though.”

The man swallowed, and his finger twitched on the trigger. Rodin smiled, though. That gun was no danger until the man took the safety off.

Cali turned to Paskia. “He always this mean?”

Rodin held up his hands, looked to Cali. “Apologies. No‌—‌not that kind of work. I’ve been‌…‌helping out in the wilds. You say you’ve heard stories?”

She nodded. “Rogue. Travels from community to community, helping those in need. A saviour to some, a devil to others. You worked as an assassin, over in Genna’s district, right? Guess those skills still come in handy for your new job.”

“Not everyone listens to reason.”

“Unfortunately for them, from what I understand. So you’re helping someone‌—‌but why here? This isn’t the wilds.”

Rodin shook his head. “No. But there’s certain individuals, use gangs to take innocents from the wilds, drag them into the districts.”

“And you’re here to stop that?”

He shrugged. “Just doing what needs doing.”

“Very noble.” Cali took a sip‌—‌coffee, but Rodin could smell the whitener along with a hint of cocoa. Too much of a comfort drink for him. “So,” she continued, “these people who are disappearing. They going anywhere specific?”

Rodin didn’t answer straight away. In this part of the district, it didn’t take a genius to figure out the answer to that question.

“Depends on the operation,” he said eventually. “Some sell youngsters for sex, others want victims to torture. And then there are those persuaded to work in the Factory.”

Cali’s face didn’t betray her interest, but the tightening of her body did. Paskia’s eyebrows shot up, and over by the work table Jerone shuffled.

“The Factory?” Cali said. “I’d be interested to hear what you know of the Factory.”

“Just the usual,” he said, keeping his tone as light as hers. “Supplies the Dome with all its essentials, even a lot of the fancy stuff. There’s another one over to the west, more round other Domes. All huge, all underground, and they’re all prisons.”

“Prisons?”

“Not officially, but nobody comes out.”

“Nobody?” Cali tilted her head. “What about the man you killed?”

Rodin glanced at Paskia. She appeared nonchalant, but she avoided his eyes.

“Okay‌—‌a few guards or whatever come out. Guess he was one of them. But he was dead anyway.” When Cali raised her eyebrows, Rodin continued. “Some kind of poison.” He glanced at Paskia. “At least I was able to end his suffering quicker.”

“Poison,” Cali said. “Something he ate?”

Rodin shrugged, then realised he had nothing to lose in telling more. “More likely administered. He spoke of a control substance, something to ward off the side-effects. Said he could only get it in the Factory.”

“Side effects from what?”

“You tell me. You’ve been watching the Factory.”

Jerone slammed a hand down on the table. “Who says we’ve been watching it? You don’t know anything.” He shot Cali an angry glance. “Still reckon we should have left him outside.”

“Wasn’t your decision to make,” Cali said. “He’s on our side.”

“Yeah? Those tales you told us, about Rogue‌—‌far as I can see, the only side he’s on is his own. I don’t care about all that crap Paskia said, the guy’s trouble. Cat needed him, saved his life, and this bastard just walked off. You seriously think you can trust someone like that?”

Good to have confirmation that they were working for Cat.

“Cat trusts him,” Cali said.

“So do I,” Paskia said. “He’s still fighting Authority.” She looked to Rodin. “Right?”

He sighed. “Not my battle. It’s why I went into the wilds‌—‌to get away from all that.”

“And now you’re back,” Paskia said, quietly.

“Only because of‌…‌what I’m doing in the wilds. I’d prefer to be further north, somewhere I can’t see the sun glinting off the Dome.”

“See?” Jerone said. “He’s not on our side! You’ve let in a bloody traitor. Probably compromised the whole mission. Years of work down the drain, all because you were easily led by a stupid crush!”

The gun jerked back and forth, and Jerone’s face turned red. At least, Rodin thought, his finger was no longer on the trigger.

Cali clenched her jaw, took a deep breath. Rodin saw her fist tighten then relax, twice, three times. And Paskia’s eyes were wide.

“I might not be fighting down here,” Rodin said, as calmly as he could, “but that doesn’t mean I’m Authority’s friend. If the whole organisation imploded, I’d be the first to cheer‌—‌especially if they took the Domes with them.”

Maybe that was a bit strong, but it did the trick. Jerone’s mouth opened and closed, and his eyes flitted from Cali to Rodin. He sat back, and the gun stopped jerking around.

“Reckon that came from the heart,” Cali said. “You might not want to fight, but you know what’s coming. Way I see it, you tried turning your back on it all, but even in the wilds it’s calling you back. Authority’s spreading‌—‌we all know it. Keep running north, sooner or later you’ll hit another Dome, have to cope with more interference from Authority.” She smiled. “But even if you’re not strictly one of us, you’re still an enemy of my enemy. If even half the stories are true, I’ll take you on those terms, and call you friend.”

The room grew quiet Jerone shuffled in his chair, lowered his gun. Paskia’s face fought a smile, but her eyes sparkled, just as he remembered them, so many years back.

And Cali sat there, eyes on Rodin, expectant.

Rodin took a deep breath. Everything she’d said was true‌—‌there was no escaping Authority. Rodin couldn’t run forever.
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Daventree considered lying down on the cushioned bench that he only now realised was a bed, but how was one supposed to get comfortable on something so rough? It didn’t help that there was a damp patch in the corner of the room, directly above where his head would rest.

Instead, he opened the storage unit, using the sleeve of his jacket to protect his hand. Inside were ten identical garments akin to overalls, with arms and legs, made of a coarse material. On the ground of the storage unit was a pair of ugly, cumbersome boots with straps and bulky clips, and on a shelf lay a pile of off-white, nondescript shorts and socks.

Whoever chose this wardrobe clearly had no sense of style or comfort.

Someone hammered on the door, and Daventree spun. He closed the storage unit as the uncouth man who had previously escorted Daventree stepped into the room. Behind him stood a woman dressed in black, and she held a smooth stick in her hand. Her face was severe, and she glared at Daventree like one might glare at an errant child who had escaped the restraining hand of their guardian.

“Change,” the man said, and then folded his arms.

Daventree forced a smile. “That does sound a most welcome suggestion, but as I previously attempted to inform you, my luggage has been mislaid.”

The man’s top lip twitched, rose into a distasteful sneer. “Bloody change, arsehole. Take off those fancy togs and put your new stuff on.”

Daventree frowned. “My new stuff?” Really, this lack of manners was most discomforting.

“Storage unit. New clothes.” He rolled his eyes. “Thought you Dome fuckers were supposed to be intelligent.”
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