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The final installment of this series!

START THE CLOCK...

After an ill-fated adventure at the London Zoo, Devon and Gabriel are prepared to write off Kraigan Kerrigan once and for all. But when the arrival of a ghastly package leaves them reeling, they’re left with an undeniable truth: their mysteries are connected.

The gang searches for answers deep in the heart of the Amazon rainforest, but the jungle guards those secrets carefully, and they’re soon in need of a rescue themselves. The shadow organization has no intention of disbanding quietly, and it’s becoming less and less likely that the ‘other-Kerrigan’ is even still alive.

The clock is ticking, and their enemy is already five steps ahead. There’s only so much that magic can bridge the gap before they’re left to consider a horrible possibility.

What if they’re already too late...?
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We stopped just long enough for Devon to grab some shoes...

That’s how Gabriel would begin the story later, when he was forced to recount the tragic tale to his wife. He would actually be forced to recount it several times, standing at different points around the kitchen, while the lovely ballerina pelted him with various household objects. He would blush and allow each one of them to strike him, muttering incoherent apologies at the floor.

At the time, it had seemed a sensible beginning. If they were going to attempt yet another after-hours incursion of the London City Zoo, it would stand to reason they shouldn’t do it in bare feet. Especially in the middle of winter. See, they were thinking about things. Not rushing in blind. It had actually been Benji who suggested it—an ironic voice of sanity, if ever there was.

In hindsight, that probably should have been a red flag. In hindsight, he probably just wanted to return to the cul-de-sac, sensing some vague opportunity to drive one of his uncle’s cars.

It didn’t take long for him to choose.

“That’s it, you’re almost there. Just take it nice and easy.” The cheetah kept a steady hand on Devon’s back, guiding him back down the frozen walkway and making no effort whatsoever to hide his smile. Quite the contrary, he was openly enjoying himself. “Those are some tricky stairs, huh?”

The fox remained oblivious, tilting back his head to stare in wonder at the twinkling mist.

“I should learn to play the flute...” he murmured in a vague reply.

Gabriel’s eyes snapped shut.

Bloody hell.

There were perhaps a thousand things that should have stopped the friends from going to the zoo that night. There were perhaps a thousand obvious reasons to delay their spontaneous plan.

Not the least of which was because there was no plan. They were simply careening headfirst, propelled on a wave of shared adrenaline. To make matters worse, half the participants happened to be outrageously drunk. They had also taken the best street drugs London had to offer.

“Nice and easy, Uncle Dev. One foot in front of the next.”

You’re lucky ‘Uncle Dev’ won’t remember this in the morning.

Gabriel watched their slow progress with narrowed eyes, keeping a mental catalogue of everything that was happening, at every given moment. The same drugs that plagued his friend weren’t affecting him. He had resoundingly decided this, forbidding it to happen any other way.

He won’t remember, but I will.

I’m going to write it down...

The drugs had admittedly made him a bit paranoid.

And a bit of a detective.

“So where were you two coming from?” he asked casually, picking tiny details off the boys’ clothes with a sweep of his eyes. Still pressed and dry, even though they’d been walking. Somewhere close, then. “You said something about a movie,” he continued in a fast-clipped mutter, unable to stop himself, “but popcorn grease is nearly impossible to mask. You actually smell like oxalic acid, that’s a popular tavern cleaner. Between that and the cigarette smoke, I’m guessing...Moretti’s?”

Alexander tensed without thinking, walking a few steps ahead. In an uncharacteristic lapse, he actually shot a swift glance over his shoulder at the cheetah. Benji merely rolled his eyes.

“Ignore it. He does this when he’s been drinking—” He cut off abruptly as Devon swerved towards a snow-frosted alder, pulling his uncle down with a gentle, let’s not climb, okay? “And given the general state of things, I’m guessing you guys have done quite a bit more than just drink.”

Allegedly.

The assassin regarded him coolly, refusing to give anything away. It would be a cold day in hell before he admitted such thing to his opportunistic nephew. But if the fox actually had been a little more coherent, he would have laughed at the irony.

How many times had the situation been reversed? How many times had he given the same lecture? How many times had he dragged himself out of bed to rescue his nephew from the latest in a series of drunken escapades? One could argue, the man was owed. Several hundred times over.

But the fox was marveling at the snowflakes. And the assassin was taking notes.

“A worthy deflection,” Gabriel muttered, adding in the same breath, “one that fooled no one.” He was hovering on the periphery, that legendary focus fixed upon the target. Painfully unaware he was speaking out loud. “The boy was hiding something. The question is—what.”

The cheetah gritted his teeth, trying to restrain a grin.

“He also narrates everything out loud, like he’s in his own spy novel,” he explained, keeping his own attention on Devon. He’d already steered him in the direction of a vintage Ferrari, one he’d been openly salivating over since he was thirteen. “The man’s literally scribbling on a fake notepad.”

Gabriel flashed a startled look at his own hands, lowering them to his sides.

“Besides, we don’t want to distract this guy,” the cheetah added with an encouraging smile, easing his uncle gradually forward. “He’s making such good progress. Don’t you think so, Alex?”

The shifter kept his eyes forward, hands dug into his coat. “Leave me out of it.”

Alexander Hastings had been involved in enough of the Kerrigan gang’s famed debacles to avoid actively seeking one out. In one of the more recent and memorable, he’d actually died.

But there was a part of him that craved the companionship like oxygen. The same part that kept walking down the sidewalk. A part that remained secret, most days, even to himself. He’d also had quite a bit to drink at Moretti’s—a fact he was now certain the assassin had deduced as well.

He flashed a quick look to the side, only to see Gabriel already staring at him—those famous green eyes seeming almost to glow as they peeled back the layers to whatever was hiding underneath.

For a fleeting moment, their gaze held. The shifter’s pulse quickened, the assassin smiled.

That’s right, you little weed. I see you.

Without another word, the strange companions made their way down the snowbank, leaving behind a set of tracks that would confuse even the most experienced ranger. If it wasn’t Alexander’s dragging footprints, constantly debating whether to take a cab home, it was the distractible fox’s ceaseless attempts to escape—tugging endlessly against his nephew’s restraining hand. It wasn’t even that he particularly wanted to go anywhere, save for the inexplicable need to perch. He was simply processing too many stimuli to walk in a straight line. The sudden bursts of commentary didn’t help.

“This is the perfect weather for paper airplanes,” he murmured, kneeling down abruptly to examine the crunch of his footprint in the snow. “Where do the butterflies go, when it’s this cold?”

Benji stared a split second, then rifled in his pocket—fishing out his phone.

“Say that again, would you?” he requested. “Into the camera?”

Gabriel confiscated it just as quickly.

“We’re on a top-secret mission, Fodder.” He deleted the video, waving it chidingly between them. “If you can’t take it seriously, then maybe you should stay at home.”

It was a brief moment of lucidity, already fading, and bristling with such hypocritical self-righteousness, it was all his nephew could do to keep from laughing out loud.

“I’m not taking it seriously, huh?” he answered, those bright eyes dancing with merriment as they plodded onwards through the snow. “Because I didn’t drink my weight in whiskey, like the rest of you? Or because I’m not actively impersonating a squirrel?”

There was a moment of silence, then the assassin glanced at his wayward partner—halfway up the base of the nearest tree. They watched him scramble a moment, before falling into the snow.

Damnit, Devon.

“Just take it seriously,” he repeated in a mutter, refusing to otherwise engage.

Strangely enough, the young men had asked very few questions, past that initial invitation to the zoo. They seemed to take it as a matter of course, that the older generation would have business there and likely wouldn’t find it necessary to share the reason why. Instead of wasting time, picking apart the details, they had focused with singular attention on the question of transportation instead.

As if on cue, Benji came to a sudden halt on the sidewalk—within reaching distance of a sleek sports car, half-covered beneath a protective shade. His fingers touched the edge without thinking, aching to rip it off. But he’d been fantasizing about the moment too long to risk it now.

“Do you know what I just realized?” he said instead, turning to the fox with a look of false surprise. “The zoo is way too far away to walk. We’re going to have to drive.”

Alexander snorted with laughter, keeping his eyes on the street.

Gabriel was taking mental notes.

...you don’t say.

Devon’s eyes flicked towards the silhouette of the city, gauging the distance, like he’d only just realized the conundrum himself. Truth be told, it didn’t seem to sway him. The drugs had him floating; he could just as effectively walk as drive. He gestured to his feet with a shrug.

“I’ve got shoes now—”

“It’s a long way, uncle.”

“A zoo is never very far—”

“I’m cold,” Benji interrupted abruptly.

Perhaps it was the bluntness of the declaration. Perhaps it was the fact that Devon had been zipping up jackets and buttoning sweaters for his nephew since he was a few months old. The habit was ingrained, weaving inextricably with all those same instincts he’d developed upon becoming a father himself. It was enough to lift him out of his opiate fog, if only for a passing moment.

His eyes found the boy’s face before flitting to the tiny flakes of snow, drifting lazily past the glow of the streetlamps. It was cold. And the zoo wasn’t exactly within walking distance.

“Oh,” he said simply, scanning around the street. His eyes fell upon the car—his prized Ferrari, the one the children had been forbidden from touching. How convenient it was already so close. “We should get you inside,” he murmured distractedly, trying to remember what they’d been planning at the zoo. “I’m not sure if—”

But the cheetah was already reaching into his jacket, drawing out a set of keys. Those blue eyes dilated with a kind of reverence as he clutched them to his chest, holding his uncle’s gaze.

“Don’t worry about a thing, Uncle Dev,” he said bravely, like they were standing on the edge of some great abyss. “I’ll get us to the zoo.” He unlocked the car with the press of a button, making a Herculean effort to hide his grin. “I remember how you made me promise never to drink and drive,” he added quickly, in a preemptive attempt to dissuade any objections.

He needn’t have bothered. His capable, infallible uncle had been replaced by a child who could only see the wonder of the world. While the cheetah waited with bated breath, he knelt once more to the ground, running a fingernail along the frozen curb as his cheeks dimpled with a smile.

“It’s just like ice-skating...” he whispered.

Benji seemed to take this as permission.

“So I guess I’m driving, huh?” he said with a grin, ripping off the protective cover and beckoning the others inside. With the expression of someone who’d imagined it a great many times before, he slid into the driver’s seat, cracking his knuckles and lowering his hands to the wheel. A look of sheer giddiness swept over him as he threw a look at the rest of them in the mirror. “No matter what happens later, this is going to be remembered as a great night!”

Famous last words.

“I don’t see why you automatically assume that you’ll be driving,” Alexander said mutinously, though he piled into the backseat. Truth be told, he’d never expected otherwise. But the car was such that he couldn’t help but try. “I have better reflexes. It should probably be me.”

“You are oafish and slow,” Benji replied without hesitation, drumming his fingers excitedly as he adjusted the mirrors. He’d spent enough years tip-toeing around the moody shifter to be completely unfazed by him now. “I have the reflexes of a young god.” He spoke the words with utter confidence, but then stared a moment at the dash—a slab of chrome with enough levers and buttons, it bore greater resemblance to a small spaceship. There was a slight pause in momentum as a look of uncertainty flitted across his face. “Okay, so how do I—”

“Are you serious?!”

The question came from two different directions, and he quickly threw the car into gear, easing into the street with a distinct flush coloring his pale cheeks. Only the fox remained oblivious, whistling to himself as he traced a garden of wintery flowers into the window steam.

“A little joke,” Benji said quickly, fooling no one. His eyes flashed across the center console to the assassin, lingering a split second too long. “So what’s at the zoo?” he continued innocently.

Very subtle.

“Never you mind,” the assassin murmured, turning his attention forward. A layer of heavy mist had enveloped the city, but a few stars were already poking through. His eyes fixed upon them, as that feeling of adventure stirred in his chest. “Just get us there before the drugs start to fade. I have a feeling we might rethink this, once we’re fully sober.”

The cheetah stiffened with a trace of alarm, casting him a sideways glance. Even Alexander flashed a look from the backseat, his eyes worried. It wasn’t often they would be the ones reining things in. Most days, they were the ones hatching fantastical schemes themselves.

Most of which had earned fierce condemnation from the older generation.

Most of which had required a supernatural rescue.

“Well, maybe that’s not such a bad idea,” Benji said lightly, seeming hesitant to pull onto the main street. It was a caution that looked absurd on him. One that posed great risk to his plan of joy-riding around the city, after his uncles got distracted and forgot they wanted to go to the zoo. “We could stop somewhere first, drink some water. You could tell us—”

“Somewhere like Moretti’s?” Gabriel chimed in with a smile.

There was a beat of silence, then the car eased forward.

Yeah, that’s what I thought.

*   *   *
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BY THE TIME GABRIEL and Devon arrived at the zoo, they were in no better condition than when they’d hatched their little scheme. In fact, one might say things were arguably worse. By now, the assassin had recreated Botticelli’s Venus with his fingernail in the steam on the window, while the fox had broken free of his safety belt, and was perched with a boyish grin upon the roof.

Alexander had tried to get him down, twice. On the second occasion, he’d narrowly avoided a broken nose. That was around the same time he’d decided there wouldn’t be a third attempt.

“This is all your fault,” the shifter muttered as the car glided into a parking space in the furthest corner of the London City Zoo. Only through a series of hairpin turns and a great deal of luck, had they avoided the traffic cams. “We wouldn’t have even run into them, if we hadn’t been on the sidewalk. And the only reason we were on the sidewalk—instead of sitting in a movie theater like I wanted—was because you insisted on drinking away our sorrows in a corner booth at Moretti’s.”

Aha!

“I knew you were at Moretti’s!” Gabriel exclaimed, lifting his fist in triumph. He lowered it slowly at the look on their faces. “But that’s not important right now. Please continue.”

Benji flashed him a strained look before glancing in the mirror at Alexander.

“Okay, first off, I’m not the one who was having some kind of mental breakdown, so pardon me for suggesting we grab a drink instead of watching the latest Darren Aronofsky. And second, I’m not drinking away my sorrows. What sorrows? You’re the one with a shit-terrible life.”

Gabriel’s eyes passed slowly between them.

Not the best thing to tell someone having a mental breakdown...

Instead of denying it, the shifter merely set his jaw, defiantly meeting those blue eyes in the mirror. Devon was stargazing on the roof. The rest of them didn’t seem to notice.

“No sorrows, huh?” he asked icily. “Then why are you avoiding my sister?”

Benji glanced back in genuine shock. “I’m not.”

“You are, she told me.”

“You’re lying,” the cheetah insisted, but he twisted around anyway—trying to read past the cold mask of sarcasm on her brother’s face. “I’m not avoiding anything. I’m there when she wants to look at table settings. I’m there when she wants to try recipes of scones.” His voice was picking up speed, building into a quiet frenzy. “If anything, I’m the one who’s been trying to—”

“He’s deflecting,” Gabriel said quietly, looking down at his nails.

There was an abrupt pause in momentum, then Benji leveled a finger at the tiger’s chest.

“You’re deflecting,” he declared, proud as if he’d come up with it himself. “I’m not avoiding anything, but you are. Well that’s some more bad luck, Hastings. Because whatever happens tonight, you’re not going to pin the sidewalk on me.”

I’m an illuminating presence. People should rent me out for parties.

“I should remember that,” Gabriel whispered, scribbling it at the bottom of the Venus:

People should rent me out for parties.

“Besides,” Benji continued, “this could actually be fun.” He hesitated a moment, reassessing the situation. “It could be funny,” he amended, flashing a look at the window as his uncle’s foot slid across the glass. “At the very least, we can use it for blackmail later.”

Gabriel’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly.

I think they might be talking about us...

“Fine. Whatever.” Alexander folded his arms, glaring sullenly through the glass. “Let’s just deal with this mess so we can get on with our night. Not everyone signed up to chaperone a full-on midlife crisis at the London City Zoo.”

...definitely talking about us.

“Yeah,” Benji said on sarcastic laugh, “because you’ve totally got other plans—”

A hand flashed out of nowhere, smacking the back of his head.

But what was the shifter hiding? What was he trying to deflect?

“Was it about the girl?” Gabriel asked suddenly, ignoring the vengeful scuffle taking place on the other side of the car. “The breakdown, it was about Elise?”

He should have guessed it from the moment the two groups collided. The reddened glaze around the shifter’s eyes, the hard set to his jaw. He remembered the look on Alexander’s face when they’d run into Elise that night at Guilder. The same night she slapped him across the face.

You’re slipping, Alden. What would the other detectives say?

“Crap, uh...it’s another drunken habit.” Benji swatted his uncle into silence, trying to fight back a grin. “He once profiled my grandmother after drinking half a bottle of cognac. Pretty sure he bears the scars of it to this day.” He turned with sudden interest. “Hey Uncle Gabriel, do you still have those bite marks on your arm—” He caught himself again, changing gears just as fast. “Hang on, there’s something going on between you and Elise Callaway? Isn’t she, like...a little bit crazy?”

Pot, meet kettle, kid.

“That’s pretty rich, Benjamin. Coming from you.” The words had bite, but Alexander’s face lacked the usual composure. It had been cracked by a single name. “And for the record, there’s nothing going on between me and Elise Callaway. Now can we please get out of this bloody car—”

“We were in that bar for hours,” Benji interrupted in exasperation, “we were talking about this for hours!” He shook his head, torn as always between laughter and intense frustration. It was a familiar sentiment. “In all that time, you never thought to mention that you had feelings for the girl?”

The shifter let out a frustrated cry. “I don’t have feelings!”

It came out quite a bit louder than he’d intended. It didn’t help in the slightest that he’d thrown out his hands at the same time, making an infinitesimal crack in the glass. Three sets of eyes found it at once, before lifting to the ceiling, like they could see the man lying on the other side.

A few seconds went past, and nothing happened. Another few seconds, then Gabriel leaned across the car to whisper loudly in the cheetah’s ear, “I think he does.”

Benji nodded slowly, matching Alexander’s gaze. “I think he does, too.”

The shifter cursed in frustration, banging his head against the chair.

Another case solved...
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Chapter 2
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I have never been this hungry in my life.

Devon lay on his back on top of the roof, tracing tiny constellations into the endless patterns of stars. It felt like hours had passed since the car had stopped moving. Or maybe it had only been minutes. It was hard to keep track of those kinds of things when he was so far off the ground.

And he was miles off the ground, a single point of connection beneath a never-ending sky.

In the weeks and months that followed his sixteenth birthday, he used to spend countless hours on the roof of his Guilder dormitory doing the exact same thing—wrapped like a burrito in the blanket from his twin cot, lifting his eyes pensively towards the heavens as he contemplated his place in all that splendor. Despite the breathtaking drop and inherent danger in such an activity, it seemed the appropriate place for such thoughts, wedged between the gothic spires like so many pious churchgoers and insomniac philosophers who had come before.

A few times, he’d gotten Rae to come with him; vacuum-sealed in the warmest fleece she was able to conjure. She quickly lost sight of the magic, declaring, there are easier ways to accidentally kill myself, and returning inside. But he and Julian had developed such a habit of going up there together, it had turned into a devoted practice—one with props and traditions, wine, and favorite books.

On a few occasions, when they were
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