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			Chapter 1

			The New Symbicate

			Weznin’s astronomers were worried. 

			The shattered moon cast itself across the night sky with wisps of trailing green luminescence—but this was old news. Everyone’s eyes now turned to the streak of fractal light that tore through the ether, sliding between the broken pieces of the celestial body. To the unassisted eye, the approaching comet looked like a ball of burning white and gold light, a tail of polychromatic space dust in its wake. The colourful appendage pulsed and wavered as it dissipated into the black void behind.

			No one knew what the comet was, or where it came from. What they did know, though, was that it was getting closer, close enough to pass between the broken segments of the pale green moon that the people of the world had grown so accustomed to.

			Thomas had no time for such heavenly matters; he had to focus on what was going on beneath his feet . . . a hundred paces beneath his feet.

			“Deep breath.” Thomas blinked into existence.

			The sinewy tendrils of his symbioid split along with his body and wove back together in an instant atop the victory arch, the huge stone structure in the central district in Quartrant. He stumbled, and the solid concrete stop-fall—otherwise known as the ground—wavered in his vision.

			The last one to wield the Blink symbioid did so against its will. It resisted, causing dizziness and wheezing. But the Blink was loyal to Thomas Marrow, and it caused no such distress. The heights on the other hand . . . they were a different story.

			He took a breath and tried to focus on other things. Lovely night for a mission, at least, he told himself.

			The warm breeze caressed his dark olive skin, gently billowing his maroon cloak while the rest of him was rooted in place, weighed down by his swords and the brass armour plates woven into his leather waistcoat. The shattered moon cast a sickly green glow about the neat streets of Quartrant’s Upper District even as the warm light of the street lanterns tried to defy its foreboding lustre.

			“Okay, okay.” Thomas steeled himself to look back down to the square. “I’ve got this.”

			His target—a smartly dressed magistrate—strode across the plaza. Is he a magistrate or a councilman? Thomas struggled to remember; he supposed it didn’t really matter. What did matter was that the municipality of Quartrant had discovered inconsistencies with the cubes to rebuild the banking quarter after it was ravaged by a baulsaw many weeks ago.

			Thomas ignored the bile that rose in his throat when he remembered it was Viscount Eric Futruble who had stopped that attack.

			The crux of the matter was that workers were underpaid, corners were cut, buildings collapsed, and innocents suffered while someone got rich with red and amber cubes. A sergeant of the constables, having noticed the detectives were too fearful to investigate due to illicit reprisals, turned to someone else . . .

			The New Sym​bicate, a collection of skilled agents taking on the mantle of a crumbled crime ring to face the evils of the world. They had met some success so far, despite painting quite the target on their backs.

			“That just means we’re doing a good job,” Tara had said. “The other crime syndicates are getting desperate. Innocent people are starting to push back against them, and they think we’re the figurehead of this newfound backbone—the criminals need to take us out.”

			She had also done most of the legwork in tracking this magistrate . . . councilman . . . This aristocrat who would be the weakest link in the chain of corruption.

			The aristocrat strode with arrogant purpose across the plaza and up a set of marble steps belonging to a fancy establishment, aptly named the Establishment. Two large bouncers checked him off a list and gestured him inside. The opening door shed orange light onto the grey ground outside, and hints of dainty music frolicked across the clear night and up to Thomas. 

			Above the Establishment, Tara slinked through the shadows, almost imperceptible unless one knew she was there. Thomas knew that Billie was somewhere close by too, but she wouldn’t let him see her unless she wanted him to.

			A shifting shadow caught his eye as Tara scaled down the alley side of the building. She was a lithe figure, slight and deadly, with a long brown leather coat with a hood sewn haphazardly into its shoulders. In place of her red scarf, she now wore a yellow one, a gift from a now gone friend. She slipped through a window and disappeared from sight.

			Thomas bit back a hint of sorrow at the thought of the scarf, and the man it once belonged to.

			Focus. “Okay, time for some solid ground.” Thomas blinked and was met by the strange sensation of his body splitting into hundreds of sinewy fibres that wove through the air and reassembled a way off from the Establishment. “Let’s hope this pays off.”

			As he made his way towards the bouncers, a woman approached from the other side of the street. She was tall with dark brown skin and wore a powder-blue dress that complemented her athletic form. It had strategic slits within the skirt to allow for freedom of motion should she require—the slits also doubled as a distraction for dumb thugs, and she wore silk gloves with a smattering of jewellery. The back of her dress had wrapping wound around a long, ornate device that spanned from her neck to her calves. A strange decorative piece until you looked closer.

			The bouncers eyed each other as she approached and produced an invitation; then they allowed her to enter. 

			Thomas followed up the step a moment after her and was halted by one of the meatheads. He was taller than Thomas as much as he was wider, with a chunky fist obscuring most of Thomas’s chest as he held him back. The second bouncer was bigger and meaner looking. They wore dark frock coats that barely closed around their barrel chests and had sabres at their sides that looked like toothpicks in comparison to their bulk.

			“Invitation?” the smaller of the two grunted.

			“I don’t have one; my name is Thomas Marrow. I . . .”

			“You ar’n’n th’ list,” the bigger one mumbled. 

			Thomas got most of the gist.

			“I know, you moonrock moron, I’m a Hired Hero. My client is attending this event and believes someone is after him. I’m just his personal security,” Thomas said.

			“Name?” the smaller one said.

			“He would like to be discreet.” Thomas coughed. “He did put me at liberty to say that the one after him might be a Baul Islander woman.”

			The two bouncers eyed each other.

			“Has . . .” Thomas summoned all of the dread his lack of acting skill could muster, “has a Baul woman entered?”

			“She had an invitation,” the smaller bouncer said.

			“Of course she would! She pilfered it from my client’s correspondence just a day ago! If she’s trying to get to my client, she’ll infiltrate this place for sure!”

			“Ca’m d’n,” the bigger bouncer said. “D’you h’v pr’f?”

			“Is he having a stroke?” Thomas asked.

			“Calm down,” the smaller bouncer clarified. “Do you have proof, identification?”

			“Oh.” Thomas fumbled around his coat and produced a leather wallet, offering it to the smaller bouncer.

			“I can’t read,” he said.

			The bigger bouncer grunted, snatched the identification from the smaller one, and scrutinised it. Thomas hoped the big guy wouldn’t scrutinise so much that he realised his mercenary licence hadn’t been renewed in a month.

			“Alr’t,” he mumbled, “No f’n’ee bis’n’s.”

			Thomas looked at the smaller bouncer and made a baffled gesture.

			“No funny business. If you see your target, bring her outside.” 

			“Thank you,” Thomas said. “I’ll do what I can.”

			The bouncers parted and Thomas was let into the Establishment. He was immediately assailed by overly polite violin tunes and shuddered. Give me a jaunty jig any day. He walked through smartly dressed waiters and past a cloakroom into the main event in the grand ballroom.

			Richly adorned bigwigs danced upon a large, smooth oaken floor. A grand staircase on the far side ended in a single landing which branched into two flights of stairs running along the wall to an all-encircling balcony around the hall. There was an enormous chandelier hanging from the centre of the ceiling which cast dazzling lights across the colours, sequins, and trimmings of the guests.

			“Nobles,” Thomas murmured.

			He saw the Baul Islander woman in her blue dress turning down an offer to dance while she homed in on Thomas’s target. She caught him staring out of the corner of her eye, and smiled. Thomas blushed and looked away, making his way down the other side of the ballroom. There were some Estakan decorations about the place, including rice paper sliding doors leading off to another room where people sat on cushioned floors and drank tea from intricate pots. The room smelled richly of herbs and sounded of bubbling water.

			One of the waiters saw him looking and offered him a tray of fortune cookies.

			“Weren’t these actually made here in Weznin?” Thomas asked as he crumbled open the cookie and ate it while unfurling the message inside.

			The waiter smiled. “It’s all marketing here. The owner has some tea deal going down with a magnate from the east and is trying to drum up interest in the culture. You aren’t a guest?”

			“I’m working,” Thomas said through a mouthful of dry biscuit. “That tea smells good though.”

			“I’ll get you a sample. Any good fortune?”

			Thomas read the little slip of paper. “Your true love is close by.”

			The waiter laughed. “Mysterious.”

			Thomas gazed at the Baul Islander as she positioned herself by the exit and signalled to Thomas that she was ready. “Very.” He turned back to the waiter, who smirked mischievously. “Don’t jam my gears!” Thomas laughed. “But cheers, mate, duty calls.”

			The waiter bowed and stepped away. Thomas moved up to the aristocrat who was conversing merrily with some poor waitress trying to pull away from him.

			“Excuse me, councilman,” Thomas said.

			The target turned around with a confused expression on his face. “I think you might have me mistaken for someone else, kind . . .” he looked Thomas up and down, “. . . sir. I am a magistrate.”

			Thomas rolled his eyes. Who cares? “My organisation has an offer for you,” he said.

			The magistrate released the anxious waitress, who scurried off, and he looked around like a squirrel sensing prey. “Are you sure this place is discreet enough for this kind of business?”

			“Not really,” Thomas answered truthfully. “It would be better if we were to go somewhere private.”

			Thomas’s ears prickled, a lifetime of training and instinct instructing him that the house security was cluing on to him, but he felt other eyes watching as well. His team’s eyes, well, he hoped they were their eyes, at least.

			“Before I saunter off into lonely places with you, sir, may I inquire as to the nature of this offer and the name of your organisation?” the magistrate said.

			Thomas cocked his head. “We would like to offer you a deal, a chance to share information in regard to the cube embezzlement from the Banking Quarter rebuild.” The nearby partygoers shuffled away as the magistrate’s eyes bulged and the colour drained from his face. “And my organisation is called the New Symbicate.”

			The violins stifled with a spine-shuddering scrape as the musicians halted their song and the guests turned to stare at the disturbance. The gobsmacked magistrate stuttered as he took a hesitant step back.

			Yep, Thomas thought, that’s a guilty bloke.

			Thomas drew his sabre, eliciting a shocked gasp from the partygoers, and pointed it at his target—who threw something down at Thomas’s feet. A splooge of yellow gloop squelched out of the magistrate’s hand and plopped onto the edge of Thomas’s boot.

			“Huh?” Thomas tried to stamp out of the gloop, but it hardened and stuck him to the floor. “Cogrust!” he cried as the magistrate barged through the dancers to the alley side exit. “He’s woven with some kind of excreting symbioid!” Thomas warned as Eleanor—the Baul Islander woman—stepped before the exit, drawing her sword-shield from the back folds of her dress.

			The magistrate skidded to a halt and lobbed gloop at her.

			With a flourish she expanded her blade with the symbioid woven into the mechanism, and it fanned out into an all-encompassing tower shield which took the gloop impact.

			“Help!” the magistrate cried as he made for the stairs. “Guards!”

			The guests cleared out with a panicked hubbub as Thomas tore his foot from the gloop and Eleanor made after the target. Thomas strode forward, each step with his glooped boot halting his momentum. He struggled to keep ripping the thing from the ground each time it stuck, until a hand grabbed his shoulder, a big, meaty hand. With a sigh he turned to face the smaller of the two bouncers glaring down at him.

			“We said no funny business,” the bouncer said, with a tinge of hurt feeling.

			“Well, to be fair,” Thomas’s eyes darted frantically between the bouncer and the guards armed with blunderbusses filing into the encircling balcony up above, “no one seems to be laughing.”

			Knowing the bouncer’s next move, and fully aware that his foot was still stuck to the floor, he closed his eyes and waited for the first hit.

			It walloped him against the nearby wall and knocked the wind out of him.

			***

			“Ooft!” Tara pushed through the clustered onlookers on the above balcony just in time to see Thomas slam into the wall. Eleanor was at the base of the stairs and crouched behind her shield as the guards around the room levelled their blunderbusses at her.

			The volley was marked by ridiculous trumpeted explosions as the flanged barrels launched shots pretty much anywhere near Eleanor except for her shield. Tara guessed it was probably safe for Eleanor to move around under a blunderbuss volley at that distance, but she also knew she couldn’t really judge her for seeking cover, seeing as she wasn’t in their sights herself.

			She decided to take out some of the shooters as they reloaded. She pulled her brown leather hood in place, pushed some stray light brown hair aside, secured her yellow scarf across her pale face, and drew her two long knives. Time to work.

			She sped from the onlookers and moved around the encircling balcony, clobbering with the pommels of her knives and fly kicking the guards from the side before they even knew she was there. One poor man—endowed with just considerable enough reflexes—was unfortunate enough to sense her presence, and turned in time to cop a full boot to the face.

			There was a yelp from the stairs as Eleanor grabbed the magistrate by the collar on the first landing; he spun and glooped her hand to the wall with a squelch. He turned to continue his escape up the next flight of stairs only to find the final member of the New Symbicate—Billie, who had appeared out of thin air. 

			She had traded in her black assassin’s robes for a long, navy-blue cloak and hood that obscured her face. A single brass goggle with a blue lens jutted out from the sinister darkness. Before the magistrate could react to her presence, she kicked him down the stairs.

			Then the wall behind her exploded.

			The bigger bouncer emerged from the new hole in the wall with even more enormous muscles bulging from his jacket. The brawn was sinewy and throbbing, threatening to pop the buttons that were already struggling to contain his bulk. He caught Billie off guard and tackled her through the banister and onto the dance floor with such a deafening crash that the chandelier bucked and swayed.

			“Whistling steam!” Tara swore in awe.

			She took stock of the situation from her rampage upon the balcony. Thomas was dealing with a large but manageable brute, Billie was smooshed against the floor by a muscled monstrosity who was growing more massive by the second, and Eleanor was pinned against the landing wall with gloop, shielding herself from blunderbuss fire—albeit unnecessarily as those weapons were hilariously inaccurate—from new henchmen entering from below.

			“I have to do everything around here!” She wove deftly through the henchmen above and flung a throwing knife at the chandelier.

			A rather large chunk of crystal broke off and lodged itself into the muscle-y mass of the monster bouncer pinning Billie. He reared and screamed in a pained rage, allowing Billie to slink out from under him.

			Tara continued around the balcony until she reached the stairs—the flight with the banister that Billie had not been crash-tackled through. She slid down the intact banister and onto the landing. She dropped a smoke bomb to obscure herself, the stunned magistrate, and Eleanor . . . at least, that’s what she envisioned doing. 

			In reality—the moment she hit the chandelier with her throwing knife, the gunmen below were drawn to her presence. Something tingled down her spine—a regular occurrence since Masonville—as the trumpeting explosions followed her around the balcony; she hit the banister at the wrong angle and tumbled down the stairs as the wall erupted into splinters behind her. She landed awkwardly on top of the magistrate, and her smoke bomb went off in her face.

			She coughed and hacked her lungs clear—as did her target—but at least they were obscured for the time being. She slapped the magistrate unconscious and ignored her coughing fit to feel through the smoke for Eleanor.

			***

			While Tara was stumbling around, Thomas slashed at the smaller bouncer’s knee with his blade and kicked at the other knee simultaneously. The bouncer cried and stumbled back as Thomas leaped up and kneed him in the face, knocking him down.

			For good measure Thomas stomped on his head—and immediately regretted it as the remaining gloop on his boot stuck to his opponent’s jaw. With a swear, Thomas half hopped, half fell onto the ground.

			“This is getting annoying!” he said.

			The bigger bouncer was lumbering up with a scream that caused the swaying chandelier to tremble. Tendril upon tendril of sinewy symbioid muscle burst through his shredding frock coat. He filled the room and loomed ever more dangerously over Thomas and Billie.

			“Do we have a plan for the big one?” Thomas cried.

			Billie launched the grapple mounted on her forearm in brass gauntlets and swung around the room in a low arch. As she sailed around the growing bouncer, she launched the grapple gauntlet on her free arm to lace around the muscled monstrosity’s legs. With a flex of the symbioid woven into the tethers and latching mechanisms, her grapple unlatched from the ceiling—allowing her to drop to the ground—and the tether tightened around the bouncer’s legs. With a confused grunt his legs snapped together, and he wavered unsteadily.

			“Hit him high!” Billie screamed, straining on the tether to pull the monstrous bouncer’s legs towards her.

			As one, Tara and Eleanor leaped from the smoke on the stair landing and slammed into the bouncer from the back. He toppled like a felled tree, and the women sprung over him into action against the advancing gunmen.

			Eleanor fanned her blade into a shield, and Tara hugged closely behind her. The sword-shield blocked several more shots as they charged and then Eleanor snapped it shut into a sword again. She swung it around to cut a blunderbuss in half and followed up by skewering the gunman. She fanned the blade into a shield which tore the man in half, and his nearby companions fled in terror.

			Tara lashed out with knives to distract and confound the henchmen but ultimately ended up resorting to kicks and punches to subdue them more humanely.

			Billie had grappled upstairs to deal with more henchmen rushing in to fire from above, and Thomas had just wrenched his foot from the smaller bouncer’s face. He turned, hopping on his unaffected foot to survey the battle. The growing, sinewy bouncer was getting up slowly, so Thomas readied himself to fight him.

			A buzzing whirring drew his attention, but he was too slow to turn.

			A guard blindsided him. 

			The guard wielded a small brass fork with a large crank at its base. The guard worked the crank, which caused the whirring sound and generated sparks that leaped between the prongs.

			“What is tha . . .” Thomas went into rigid convulsions as the guard jammed it into his side. The power coursed through him, and the Blink convulsed too. He was vaguely aware of being flung across the room and blinking right into the middle of one of the rice paper walls. It crumbled under his weight, and he found himself in the cushioned tea section.

			He shook himself off and stood. “Cogrust, what was that?” he said to no one in particular.

			“That thing is called a taser, sir,” the waiter from earlier said. He was hiding behind a tea cart and peeked over it meekly.

			“Oh . . .” Thomas said.

			The buzzed whirring approached from the din in the main room, and Thomas readied to face the taser again. The guard lunged through the hole in the rice paper and jabbed the weapon at him. Thomas sidestepped and grabbed the man by the wrist; he struck him in the groin with his knee and manhandled the now groaning enemy by the arm to turn the taser against him. The guard convulsed and flew back through the hole in the wall.

			Thomas kept hold of the taser and flourished it. “This could come in handy.”

			“Wait!” Thomas was halted from returning to the fray when the waiter approached him with a small paper parcel held with shaking, feeble hands. “Your tea sample.”

			“Oh, thanks.” Thomas took the parcel of tea with a grin and pocketed it. Then he pulled out a small green cube, tossing it to the waiter. “Buy yourself something nice.”

			“We’re being overwhelmed!” Eleanor cried from the ballroom.

			“Oh, right.” Thomas made haste through the hole in the wall.

			He was greeted by dozens of men entering the room as the giant muscle-symbioid bouncer rose to his feet and roared.

			“We need an advantage!” Tara cried.

			“On it!” Billie grappled out from the balcony where she had been running interference with the gunmen and pulled herself out onto the chandelier. She fired another grapple at the gas lamp control dial on the lower wall and flexed the latch on the grapple to turn it off. She cut the chandelier cable with her blade, and it fell onto the massive bouncer with a titanic crash, showering the room with crystalline shards and blanketing it in darkness.

			Thomas dove behind the bar to avoid the shards while Tara and Eleanor ducked behind the sword-shield.

			The henchmen were assailed with hundreds of tiny cuts.

			The monstrous bouncer was down, for now.

			“Cogrust, Billie!” Thomas yelled. “You’re the only one who can see in the dark!” He ducked back behind the bar as a henchmen fired in the direction of his voice.

			The room was lit with the sudden flash of light from the powder ignition, and Tara flung a knife an instant later. A cry signalled that the henchman regretted his hasty action.

			Billie smiled to herself from her vantage point, gripping the chandelier cable and hanging above the room. She adjusted her goggles, the symbioid within them utilising different wavelengths of light to paint her a picture in the dimness. The trembling henchmen were bright colours in her sight, as were her companions, who were tentatively peeking from behind their cover and peering into the gloom. The massive bouncer writhed under the shattering chandelier with shifting heat signatures—the symbioid was bundling sinews to add to his mass. He would be up again soon.

			“Best make quick work,” she said to herself.

			Thomas, Tara, and Eleanor waited patiently as violent sounds rang out in the dark room. There were punch impacts, there was the wet ringing of blade through flesh, and cries of pain and terror as Billie went to work cutting down the blinded men. After a few brief moments and a few cracks and crashes, Billie found the dial and turned up the gas in the wall lights.

			The room shone in dull luminescence. The henchmen were either dead or unconscious—except for the monstrous bouncer, who was stirring, causing a cascade of crystalline shattering as the chandelier shifted.

			Thomas hopped over to him on his unimpeded foot while cranking the taser and jammed it into the bouncer’s neck. The sinewy muscle fibres of the symbioid trembled and receded as the man convulsed, shifting broken glass while he shook, and finally left an unconscious, regular-sized strongman beneath the shards.

			“That was harder than we thought it would be,” Eleanor sighed.

			“We knew the Establishment wouldn’t take to uninvited guests kindly,” Billie said, standing from a fallen man and cleaning blood from her rapier. She let her hood down, revealing a young woman with pale olive skin and dark hair, bearing resemblance to Thomas.

			Her goggles only had the one lens, as her other eye was covered by a brass patch fitted onto the goggle’s leather bindings. She lifted the goggles from her face via a hinge with a flick of her head—beneath the bronze eye patch was an eye scarred white and protected with a monocle set in place with a separate strap around her head. The edges of the monocle whirred with copper gears as they readjusted the lens to compensate for her injury. She smiled. “Besides, that was good exercise.”

			“Let’s just get the judge and get him to Matchins,” Thomas said, eyeing Tara.

			She was standing over the man who copped her throwing knife in the dark. She was trained from a young age to be an assassin, like Billie, and took life when she needed to, but it never sat well with her.

			She pulled the knife from her victim and turned, pulling her brown hood lower over her face. “Magistrate,” she corrected Thomas without her usual mirth. “Can we be gone?”

			“Sure,” Thomas said, hauling the unconscious magistrate over his shoulder and making for the exit with a half hopping motion, making sure to walk only on the heel of his glooped boot. His companions followed, leaving the silent, wrecked ballroom in their wake.

			He noticed Eleanor’s glooped hand had no issues, but she was missing one of her silken gloves. It was still stuck to the wall on the stairs. The glove was no real loss; she only donned them for the night.

			They heard the commotion before they even got to the door; Tara, Billie, and Eleanor took the magistrate and slinked away to other exits. Thomas sighed and entered the circus. He was immediately assaulted by the flashes of box cameras and a barrage of questions as the reporters of Quartrant rushed to the latest site of the New Symbicate’s campaign.

			“Mister Marrow, Mister Marrow, can you comment on your group’s actions here tonight.”

			“No.” Thomas pushed through the crowds to where Sergeant Matchins stood stoically with a team of constables in their navy-blue uniforms.

			“Can you comment on why you’re the only one who is seen at these sites?” a reporter asked.

			“I’m the only one of my team who doesn’t give a crumbled moon rock about you lot,” Thomas said as they crowded in. “Sergeant,” he greeted Matchins as his constables moved in to separate the reporters from Thomas.

			Matchins nodded his greetings, his thick brown moustache obscuring any small smile he might have given.

			“Can you comment on the rumours that the New Symbicate was involved in Eric Futruble’s death?” another reporter asked.

			Matchins’s stoic demeanour broke, and he barked at the rabble. “That is out of line!” he roared. “Now clear off and leave this do-gooder in peace before I have you all done for disturbance!”

			The rabble backed away and the constables moved to enforce Matchins’s threat. Many retreated to the far side of the plaza while still snapping pictures.

			“Evening, Thomas,” Matchins said. “My lead paid off?”

			“Not yet, Sergeant, the target was . . . not cooperative. Some bodies in there for you and maybe a few street ruffians on your lists. We can question the magistrate safely at the usual place,” Thomas said.

			“Very well,” Matchins sighed. “It sickens me our own detectives are too fearful to touch this.”

			“Their fear is well placed. This guy was backed up by serious muscle . . . woven muscle.” 

			“If you say so,” Matchins said. “I’ll be there to discuss the new intelligence with you tomorrow, with a team to transport the magistrate to a very long incarceration.”

			“Only bring men you trust, Sergeant,” Thomas said. “Keep your lumps of wet coal here. Our hideout is kinda nice, and I’d hate to see it wrecked by a reprisal.”

			“I trust my men with my life,” Matchins said. “The only reason I don’t send them on these missions is because they also trust me with their lives. You and your team are the only ones willing and able to engage in this level of crime fighting.”

			“It’s what Eric would have wanted,” Thomas said.

			“Indeed.” Matchins looked at the ground. “If you would excuse me, I have a long night ahead of me.” Matchins moved past Thomas and led his constables into the Establishment.

			“Evening, Sergeant,” Thomas said in his wake as he gazed up at the pale green celestial night.
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			Chapter 2

			The New Symbicate

			“So are you going to apologise?” Thomas asked.

			“For what?” The magistrate sat handcuffed to the table with a straight back and drooped head.

			“My boot! I had to throw it away, and even then it stuck to my hand!” Thomas slammed his palm against the table, rising to stand over the trembling aristocrat. “They were brand-new! Best adventuring boots I ever owned!” The magistrate whimpered under Thomas’s onslaught. “Imported from Lathridge—do you know how expensive their crafts are?”

			“Pl-Please!” the magistrate stammered.

			Thomas’s fury paused as the door creaked open, and Eleanor stepped in. “Thomas, can we stay focused please?”

			“But my boots,” Thomas fumed and crossed his arms.

			“Take a break, I’ll handle this one.” Eleanor smiled and Thomas huffed, storming out the door.

			The door slammed shut behind him, and he marched down the corridor to the next room, where Tara, Billie, and Matchins turned to him with bemused looks. They were watching from the double-sided mirror set into the interrogation room.

			“You sounded genuine,” Billie joked. “Must have been some boots.”

			“Imported from Lathridge?” Tara raised an eyebrow.

			“Well, that’s what the merchant said.” Thomas gave a sly wink and leaned against the wall.

			“I must say,” Matchins said, “I didn’t realise the good cop bad cop routine was actually a real thing.” He stroked his moustac​he thoughtfully. “I always got the impression that Eleanor would be the bad cop.”

			“What are you talking about?” Thomas said, pushing off from the wall and taking a spot beside Billie. “I was just venting about my boots. Eleanor is all business.”

			“I hope this ‘business’ is legal,” Matchins said. “I’m copping the Perversities from my superiors over letting an unofficial organisation take point on this.”

			“Consider us private contractors.” Tara leaned in, cocking her ear towards the mirror. “Now quiet, she’s just cracked him.”

			“Already?” Matchins and Thomas said as one.

			They all leaned in. The magistrate was practically spluttering actionable intelligence while Eleanor watched on with a steely-eyed gaze.

			“See? All business.” Thomas grinned. “In ya pop, Sergeant.” Thomas clapped Matchins on the shoulder and ushered him into the room with his notepad.

			***

			Billie sighed as she strode out onto the balcony of their hideout. Formerly a concealed smuggler’s bunker, back when it was formerly an over fortified constable station, back when it was formerly a military outpost built into the side of the coastal cliff.

			It had changed many hands and was marred by a hodgepodge of tastes both practical and not. It was set into the head of the cliff by a beach that Billie now looked out over. The sand was the colour of shale and was littered with strewn boulders which spread out along the whole beach where Matchins’s men had set up camp on the bleak, coastal expanse.

			The constant waves broke on the cliff side bunker, sending salty spray to kiss at her neck. Dawn was breaking, but it was dulled silver grey as the morning mists drifted lazily over land and out to sea. Tinrod—the derelict fishing town that lined the upper edge of the beach—was silent.

			The cliff bunker fortification and the lack of nearby innocents made this place ideal for the New Symbicate to set up shop. The villagers had vacated the area recently when the coast was plagued by attacks from symbioid woven giant squids—or SWiGS as Tara and other younger people liked to call them. Smugglers moved into the derelict fort after the local constables moved out, and then the New Symbicate took them down, finding a nice new base in the process.

			She removed the goggles from her face, rubbing salt and grit from the mechanisms set around the lens and cleaning her geared monocle sitting over her injured eye with a silk cloth.

			“That salt will get into your grapple mechanisms too,” Thomas said, exiting the doors behind her. “It was always a battle to keep them maintained living along the coast.”

			“I know how to take care of my equipment!” Billie snapped. Thomas hesitated, and Billie sighed again. “I’m sorry, it’s just, I was trained as an assassin my whole life,” she explained. “I can take care of my equipment.”

			“Fair enough.” Thomas leaned against the balustrade. “I just . . . we missed out on a lot of time. I was supposed to be there to look out for you.”

			“That wasn’t your fault, Thomas. The Symbicate took that from us. And we got them back for it; we found each other.”

			“Have we though?” Thomas looked hard at her. “I still have nightmares about when they killed Dad, about you screaming as they carted you off while I drifted out of consciousness . . . and about everything that I had to do since. Killing Eric . . . he’s been there in my nightmares too. And here you bite back at me when I try and make up for lost time?”

			“You think you’re the only one with nightmares?” Billie spun on Thomas with venom. “You think the things you had to do as a Hired Hero would do anything but pale in comparison to what I had to endure growing up as an enslaved assassin!” She shoved him. “Damn you! How dare you blame me for being distant?”

			“So because I was a child mercenary and not a child murderer, I’m less justified in my trauma?” Thomas squared up against her.

			“Guys!” Tara appeared over the balustrade out of nowhere. “Guys! You’ve both had bad lives, okay?” She leaped between them and raised her hands in a placating manner. “It’s gonna be hard but you can move past that, okay?”

			“Where did you come from?” Thomas asked.

			“She’s a Night Assassin, trained from childhood like me,” Billie said flatly. “She came from wherever she wanted to.”

			“We aren’t Night Assassins anymore,” Tara grunted. “We left that life. Now we’re a brand-new family.” She gave Billie a hard stare.

			Billie crossed her arms. “Sorry, Thomas.”

			Tara turned her stare onto Thomas.

			Thomas also crossed his arms and turned away. “I’m sorry too, Sybilla,” he muttered. “It’s just hard, going from guarded to . . . not guarded.”

			“I agree. But don’t call me Sybilla, I’m Billie . . . Sybilla Marrow is a name that still eludes me.”

			“It was a name that was taken from you. I will support you until you can embrace it on yo​ur own again,” Thomas said with a sad smile.

			“Speaking of guarded,” Billie changed the topic, “don’t think you caught me off guard, Tara.”

			Tara had a distant look. “Huh? Oh? You should have seen the look on your face, Miss Master Assassin!” she chided.

			Billie lashed out at Tara playfully, and Tara lashed back. Before Thomas could react one of them had dropped a smoke bomb—one coughing fit later and they had vanished from the balcony. No doubt embroiled in epic, unseen combat throughout the compound.

			He shook his head as he wiped the smoke-induced tears from his eyes. “Gear jammed ninjas.”

			“Mister Marrow?” One of Matchins’s constables was in the doorway. “We have deciphered the intelligence into something useable.”

			“Ah, excellent.” Thomas strode into the office from the balcony.

			The interior of the cliff bunker was chilly, a lighter shade of grey than the beach outside as it was constructed from reinforced concrete. It had heavy iron doors on bronze fixtures, and steam-driven gear mechanisms powered from a boiler in the basement. It was sparsely decorated save for the eclectic assortment of trophies the smugglers had the time to fill it with.

			Thomas sat behind the desk and swung his feet onto it. Eleanor was sitting against the wall, sharpening her sword-shield, and Matchins was consulting his notepad.

			“So what do we have to work with?” Thomas asked, leaning back in his chair with his arms behind his head.

			“We . . .” Matchins was cut off by a pained roar and the sound of some kafuffle moving around the room. “. . . what’s that?”

			“Tara and Billie are bantering,” Eleanor said without looking up. “Sounds like they are fighting throughout the ventilation system this time. It could go on for some while; just carry on.”

			“Ah.” Matchins looked at Thomas uncertainly.

			“Ninjas.” Thomas shrugged.

			“Right, well. The magistrate offered up his contacts of where the cubes were going after they went through his administration’s accounts. It seems he was a middleman coerced to funnel illegal profits elsewhere,” Matchins said.

			“To who?” Thomas asked.

			“Slavers.”

			Eleanor’s whetstone slid off her sword-shield with a shriek, and she snapped her gaze over to Matchins. “Where?” Her voice cut through the sudden silence like a bolt through the heart.

			Matchins did not react to the change in her tone. “Not too far south actually, a small trade town just on the edge of the Weznin Coast. He also talked about how some of their profits were moving around as a direct result of . . . well . . . you guys. The New Symbicate has taken down a few crime rings since it formed, and they’re getting nervous. There are rumours of people trying to set up shop in Crankod in the moors between the highlands. You know, forcing out little players and getting in with the big cubes there, but they aren’t enough of a presence for my superiors to bother warning their municipality about. So far your group hasn’t done work there, so perhaps they’re running. We also have word about big moves being made by certain organisations you may have had contact with. The Night Assassins have been forcing out the other assassin dens in the region . . . I know some of your members have a dubious history with them . . .”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Thomas said.

			“Of course.” Matchins scratched his chin. “Just be careful, these kinds of organisations don’t forgive easily. And the New Symbicate is on their list.”

			“And they’re on ours,” Thomas said.

			Matchins nodded. “I’ll be back in a few days with some constables, and we can trade intelligence again.”

			***

			As bleak grey morning progressed into bleak grey day, Matchins and his constables loaded the magistrate into the steam engine paddy wagon. It was a two-carriage transport with copper-hued caterpillar tracks—opting to use the shoddy road rather than the rickety, rundown train track that terminated in Tinrod, with big rotting stoppers standing guard on the ridge of the rocky beach.

			Thomas and Eleanor watched from the balcony as the engine spewed steam and churned itself to life, chugging off through the abandoned town on its way inland to Quartrant.

			“Would be more reliable to take the boat by river rather than brave that rundown road,” Thomas said.

			“Less eyes on an abandoned road; people would be watching the waterways for strange constable activity,” Eleanor said.

			“I guess. It’s a shame they let the train tracks run down,” Thomas said.

			“They were maintained by my people in generations past, unwillingly.” Eleanor’s voice hardened. “Perhaps it is a good thing the tracks fell into disrepair.”

			“Hmm,” Thomas hummed, “I have much more to understand about the world than I realised. Now that I am not solely focused on hunting down my family’s enemies, struggling from contract to contract to keep me going, it’s like there is so much out there I once neglected.”

			“What else have you been neglecting, Thomas?”

			He tried not to meet her eyes, but their dark warmth drew him in despite his best efforts.

			“Much.”

			The silence stretched between them, a moment that each tried to draw out into eternity. Finally, Eleanor broke away from it. “So we’ve got our work cut out for us, eh?”

			“I guess so,” Thomas replied.

			“So what’s the news?” Billie swung down from the upper balcony with her grapple, and Tara appeared at their side.

			They were both ruffled and sweaty but seemed in good spirits.

			“We have preventative and reactive plans,” Thomas said, settling down from being startled by Tara. “The Night Assassins are making big moves in the world. I should go to Bronstone Port and contact the Hired Heroes, warn them about potential trouble. Bronstone is right near the Night Assassin headquarters at Copper Cobble.”
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