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BE CAREFUL PULLING on threads. You never know what might unravel...

When the gang’s first clue in solving Kraigan’s abduction leads them to the British Museum, they think it’s going to be just another mission. But as always, the ‘other-Kerrigan’ has some tricks up his sleeve. In an act of desperation, friends are forced to lean upon some unlikely allies, but those decisions come at a cost and the price is sometimes too much to bear.

Old assumptions are questioned and friendships are tested, as Gabriel and Devon find themselves pitted against each other on opposite sides. There are rules in place for a reason, but what happens when you bend them?

What happens when they bend so far...they break?
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There are some jobs, you do for money. There are some jobs, you do for morals.

There are other jobs...you do for the love of the game.

“Echo-base to team leader. Come in, team leader.”

There was a whoosh of something dark—might have been shadow, might have been hair. A second later, it was whispering up the side of the museum, clinging with unnatural ease to the stone.

“...I thought you were team leader,” it called down tentatively.

Molly shook her head in frustration, darting from topiary to topiary as she pirouetted to the front door. “I’m the renegade commander on a mission to retake my throne. Pay attention, Rae.”

Devon took a deep breath, praying to the gods of patience. “Are they always like this?” he asked quietly, walking side by side with Luke. “I mean, what must it be like on actual missions? Imagine the transcripts. It’s no wonder their case-officer quit.”

Luke wobbled precariously beside him, five overlapping beanies stuffed atop his head. “Rudy quit because of an undiagnosed latex allergy,” he replied without missing a beat. “And you’re one to talk. Didn’t you once sneak into an Arizona pawn shop disguised as a cactus?”

The fox cracked a reluctant grin, casting a look around the empty street. “That was Julian. I just helped him add the spikes.”

“Couldn’t have been me,” the psychic interjected, walking brazenly down the center of the sidewalk. While the others were making at least some effort to keep to the shadows, he paced defiantly in the open air. “That sounds like something you’d do with a partner—and that’s not us.”

Devon sent up another prayer, then jogged to catch up with him. “I thought we were past this,” he coaxed. “I thought you’d forgiven me.”

A frosty look passed between them.

“Did it feel like me forgiving you, when I shot you in the chest?”

On second thought, I’ll keep my distance.

The fox eased backwards, rubbing absentmindedly at his sternum.

After upping their arsenal of powers by several thousand degrees, the friends had decided they wouldn’t be lowering themselves through the roof after all. Nor would they be darting through a side entrance, or tunneling through the ventilation grates, or anything else that might compromise their illustrious reputation. They were the Kerrigan Gang. They’d be walking through the front door.

Or staging some kabuki theater.

“What the... what are you doing?” Devon whispered, fingers cupped around his mouth. His eyes strayed up the side of the building, barely able to distinguish the outline of his wife. She was clinging there like a gargoyle, hiccupping occasional sparks. “We decided against the roof, Rae.”

She vanished in a poof of smoke, then appeared on the sidewalk beside him—cheeks flushed with excitement, tufts of oddly-colored feathers clinging to her hair.

“You used to see the fun in things,” she accused, jabbing a playful finger into his ribs. “You used to tell me to enjoy the simple pleasure of my ink. Come on,” she added, opening her arms as the friends ghosted up the steps, “when was the last time we did something like this together? Not since Yuri accidentally triggered that volcano—and even that ended with ice cream.”

He opened his mouth to answer, then ended up smiling instead.

His wife had that effect on people, her husband most of all. She looked the same as the day she’d turned sixteen—brimming with energy and flushed with their latest adventure, tiny shimmers of power radiating from the magical fairy inked on her lower back. She was also taking the heist a lot better than he might have expected. They all were. Instead of berating him and Gabriel with the usual questions or judgments, they’d gotten into the spirit of things. The code-names and beanies, the quiet theme music someone had playing on their phone. Even Julian had forgotten to sulk and was playing with a signal-disruptor, shooting down the traffic cams like a cowboy in the old west. 

So have some fun. Take the win.

“If you like,” he whispered conspiratorially, “this can also end with ice cream.”

She snorted with laughter, tossing back her long hair. “This is going to end with groveling and punishment. But I like your optimism.”

They came to a stop in front of the door.

Most days, they would never consider such a direct approach. There was a reason that spies operated with discretion—there was a significantly lower chance one might get shot. But given the rather extraordinary amount of power accumulated between them, there was very little that could hamper them, and virtually nothing they couldn’t achieve. Even now, they were standing in a clear patch of moonlight—trusting that between clairvoyance and the street cams, things would be fine.

“How do you want to do this?” Molly asked, somersaulting to a theatrical stop. The girl had spent the last several weeks crammed inside a remote surveillance tower, and was itching for the chance to stretch her legs. “We could melt it, incinerate it, vanish it, portal it into space. Oh, hang on!” She lifted her hands, eyes flashing with neon light. “I can just summon a little—”

“We’re in downtown London,” Luke inserted gently.

As the only person without ink—the one who’d been raised in a draconian monastery—it often fell on him to give his impulsive friends these little reminders. Unfortunately, they rarely listened. And he happened to be rather impulsive himself.

“Just kick it down,” he concluded.

At that point, Gabriel stepped forward with a little smile.

While the others had gotten swept away in their games, he was calm and methodical—eyes flashing with cautious regularity across the empty roads, golden hair knotted practically behind his head. One hand swept over the door in a strange caress—gauging the thickness of the metal, what locks might be carved above the handle—as the other beckoned silently for Rae.

“Can you freeze whatever’s on the other side?” he asked.

She glanced at the door, feeling rather deflated. No doubt she’d envisioned a cyclone, or a trebuchet, or perhaps travelling to a time before the invention of doors. But she nodded obligingly and flicked her fingers. There was a slight tightening in the air around them, like salt drying on skin.

“Done,” she said softly, eyes flicking upwards. “The whole museum’s locked down.”

Atta girl.

“Jules?” the assassin called, glancing over his shoulder.

The psychic turned away from the street—dark hair swinging to cover his face, as his eyes glowed to life. A moment passed, and the rest of them stared. They usually stared, no matter how many times they’d seen it. Casual as it had become, it was nearly impossible to look away.

He tilted his head to the side, racing through a thousand hypothetical futures the rest of them would never know, before the glow subsided and he blinked to the present.

“We’re good,” Julian said.

With a little nod, Gabriel passed a hand over the door again. This time, the fox’s ears perked up with a dozen metallic clicks, as the locking mechanisms slid out of place. There was a deep crunch, like the shifting of boulders, then the door swung open onto the steps.

The friends crowded together, peering curiously into the dark.

In those first tender years, this would have been the moment that derailed them. The breath before that first step inside, where anything in the world might happen. They’d seen rookie agents shrink back, plagued by their own superstitions and insecurities. They’d seen veteran agents make a final check with their handlers—haunted by scars of previous missions they could never take back.

But if one pushed past those initial uncertainties, broke through the crust of that fear, the opening of a door felt like standing on the edge of a great precipice. Anything could happen. Anything at all. The next adventure was just a step away, tingling at the edge of their magical fingers.

Devon took a deep breath, and stepped inside.

The museum felt entirely different without the crowds that usually filled it—hollowed and empty—like a great bell, waiting for the stick to strike. The slightest sound echoed up nine stories of marble. The grand chambers and winding corridors lay dormant and deserted, awaiting the people that would wake up in the morning and clamber inside. Despite the scale, it was almost tomblike.

Yet the friends were followed every step by a hundred pairs of watchful eyes.

“This is so creepy,” Molly muttered, reaching the tip of her fingernail towards the nose of a stuffed bison. “It feels like they should lock this stuff away at night, doesn’t it?”

“Why?” Luke teased, weaving an arm around her waist. “Because someone might break in?”

She considered a moment, then gave the bison a pat. “...because they might get lonely.”

Rae grinned in spite of herself, studying her reflection in a Mesopotamian vase. “Those are the martinis talking,” she interjected, throwing a look at her own husband. “And yes, we pre-gamed a little before coming. Not that you’re in a position to judge.”

“A little?” Julian muttered under his breath, lifting onto his toes to examine a reconstructed triceratops. “The guy who runs the mini-mart had to cut you guys off.”

Devon pursed his lips, glancing between them.

That’s why she’s taking this so well.

Julian is sober. Julian shot me.

“The security guards are frozen, but I should take control of the feed.” Luke hopped over a partition at the front desk, pulling a miniature disk from his pocket. He typed a few sequences into the computer, then slipped it into the drive. “That EMP you guys placed outside was adorable.”

“It’s standard government issue,” Molly countered indignantly.

“Adorable,” he repeated, eyes reflecting the glow of the screen. He typed a few seconds longer, then squinted up towards the ceiling. “Can I get a little light?”

Rae abandoned the vending machines and cupped her hands together, shaping and molding, gathering photonic particles, then she tossed a great ball of light into the air. It hovered beneath the chandelier like a miniature sun, illuminating the darkness and bringing every shadowy corner to life.

Alright, that’s a nice trick.

“So what’s the target?” she asked briskly, dusting off her hands. “Are we going for Persian antiquities? A Neapolitan sword? Personally, I’m hoping for something in the Egyptian wing—”

“Wait a second,” Devon blurted before he could stop himself, “you don’t already know?”

The words echoed over the marble as the friends came to a sudden halt.

In hindsight, he’d never know why he asked the question, why he drew the spotlight. His friends were already in the building. He could have just given them a target—trusted they would see it through. But the words flew unbidden from his lips...drawing his wife’s inquisitive eyes.

“Know what?” she asked carefully, reading his every expression.

The others gathered behind her, staring as well.

For a fleeting moment, he and Gabriel locked eyes. A single, lingering glance. The kind that would sear forever into his brain. Then the assassin melted into the shadows—thanking the gods of mercy that his sister and his wife were the only people who hadn’t come to the museum—and the fox was left to bear the weight of those eyes alone, freezing in the beam of that terrible spotlight.

Just...ease into it.

“Well to start, it isn’t that big a deal,” he began diplomatically, edging away from a display of Paleolithic hatchets, lest they get any ideas. “There wasn’t even a reason to tell you—”

Rae crossed her arms slowly, levelling him with a cold stare. “I’m feeling less tender towards you, the longer you keep talking.”

...ease into it quickly.

“A little over a week ago, I got this call. Me and Gabriel both.” He resisted the urge to point, anything to divert some of the blame. “It was right after we found out about the uranium, and everything was up in the air, and we weren’t even supposed to be—”

“A lot less tender, Devon.”

There was a strangled pause.

“...it’s about your brother. Half-brother.”

For a single moment in time, the world and everything in it seemed to suspend. The clock stopped ticking, the wind stopped howling. The leaves on the trees hung breathless and still.

“My brother,” she repeated slowly, mouth twisting with the word. “Half-brother,” she corrected, before she could help herself. Her blue eyes narrowed. “What about him?”

Another pause, longer than before.

“He’s been kidnapped?”
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“Trespassing.”

Gabriel sat with the others in general holding, arms resting on his knees, eyes lowered to the floor. There was a constant hum of conversation, the sudden clank of metal as someone opened a door, but for the most part, the monotony had slowed things down to a crawl.

All except Molly. She couldn’t stop pacing.

“Trespassing,” she said again—louder this time, in case they hadn’t heard. “Can you believe that? Can you believe that I’ve been arrested for something so trivial? At this rate, we should have at least taken a souvenir from the museum. I could have fit some of those Mesopotamian necklaces in my bag...” She plopped onto a bench next to the assassin. “Trespassing. Kill me now.”

Gabriel shrugged sympathetically. “They got Capone for tax evasion.”

She shocked him in the ribs.

Unsurprisingly, it wasn’t the first time she’d been incarcerated. It wasn’t the first time for any of them—not by a long shot. Part of what it meant to be an intelligence operative, was to spend a not insignificant amount of time browsing the various international penal systems. Angel had once been detained for three months in a Tibetan holding facility. Julian and Devon had been caught up in a raid outside Monrovia, and found themselves carted away with the rest of the mob.

Gabriel himself had become something of a connoisseur.

He’s done time for gambling in Algiers, for assault in Barcelona. He’d once turned himself over to the authorities in Singapore just to secure an asset he’d been charged with acquiring.

He’d considered blogging about it. Rae told him to get a juicer instead.

Speak of the devil...

“I can’t believe I’m sitting here,” she muttered, dark hair swirling like a storm cloud around her. Those blue eyes flashed to her husband, dangerous and severe. “I can’t believe you got caught up in some of Kraigan’s nonsense, and didn’t tell anyone about it.”

Devon bowed his head like a chastised schoolboy, rubbing dispiritedly at the finger-printing ink smeared over his hands. “I had Jules and Luke check up on him.”

“Yeah, we said he was off the grid,” Luke countered, sitting closest to the bars. “Don’t try to turn this around on us. What—we didn’t sleuth out your evil plot? We assumed our friends weren’t actively keeping something from us?”

Yeah, that’s right.

Molly got up calmly from the bench, and shocked Devon in the ribs as well. 

“Those must be some might sharp nails you’ve got, little lady.”

Not for the first time, the friends turned in unison to assess the people who’d been locked up with them. All of them were men. All of them were just as confused to find women in the general vicinity, as the officers who’d locked them up. That had been Rae’s doing. Just the slightest bit of persuasion as they were being processed—mostly so she could continue yelling at her husband.

It wasn’t the way things were normally done. It wasn’t remotely safe for the women. At least, it wouldn’t have been...if they were dealing with different women.

“Yeah, they’re pretty sharp,” Molly answered without missing a beat, waving her pointed manicure in the man’s face. “You want to see for yourself?”

He stared a split second, then shuffled to the other side of the room.

Gabriel sighed, lowering his face into his hands.

It could have been a lot worse—he’d been expecting it to be a lot worse. The only reason they hadn’t been harassed more times already, was because of their proximity to Devon—who was apparently a regular and held some degree of prestige. But he wasn’t concerned with their time spent in jail. He was still back in the museum, staring at that statue and the gleaming metal underneath.

How could it have been THAT metal? How could it have been tambor?

There was movement in his periphery, as Julian sat down beside him. He studied the assassin’s profile for a moment, then put a hand on his shoulder. “Hey, you doing okay?”

Gabriel startled and glanced towards him. “Sorry—what?”

The psychic tilted his head towards the door. “Try not to focus on the bars, they’re just here for decoration.”

The assassin stared a moment, then cracked a smile.

He
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