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BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU wish for...

When Devon and Gabriel take over as Co-Presidents of the Privy Council, they think the hardest part will be finding a way to work together. But more difficult by far is trying to fill Carter’s shoes.

After their disastrous first day of work ends with a body and a missing canister of uranium, they scramble to pick up the pieces. But before the day can finish, they receive a mysterious call.

The clock is ticking. A life may be on the line.

Armed with a box of clues and mysterious riddles, the men embark upon a wild scavenger hunt to rescue Kraigan Kerrigan. But an invisible hand is working in the shadows, and his abduction may not be what it seems. Can they find a way to pull together? Can they solve the riddles in time?

Or has that luck of theirs finally run out...?
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“This cannot be real.”

Devon and Gabriel sat in the car with the engine running, idling along the same curb in a pocket of downtown London. Twenty minutes had passed, but they hadn’t noticed. Other people had pulled up behind them, honking to take the space, but they hadn’t noticed that either. Their entire world had shrunk to fit inside the walls of a tiny wooden box. Even now, they couldn’t tear their eyes away from it. Those four words had been the first either of them had been able to speak.

“Are you sure it’s from Kraigan?” Gabriel continued, gesturing to the little chest, though he seemed unwilling to actually touch it. “Are you sure it’s for you?”

Devon pulled in a deep breath, balancing it on his knees. “A priest found me the second I walked inside. He knew my name.”

That had been disconcerting enough. Given the box had apparently been constructed on behalf of his psychotic brother-in-law? It was a step too far.

“Are you sure he was an actual priest?” Gabriel pressed, searching for an escape as those walls inched a little bit closer. “It couldn’t have been Kraigan in disguise?”

It sounded ridiculous, but given the man in question, they couldn’t take anything off the table. The friends had once spent an entire evening at an upscale restaurant in Paris, only to have their server reveal himself with a flourish after the dessert course, ripping off an unlikely moustache and a prosthetic chin. Sometimes, in the dark of night, they could still hear him laughing.

“I think it was a priest,” Devon answered bracingly, wondering how he could actually know for sure. Should he have proffered a code-word? Spritzed him with holy water? “He was dressed like a priest, and I...I was unable to slouch in his presence.”

Gabriel gave him a long look, then nodded abruptly. “Yeah, that’s real.”

He started to say more, then trailed off with an involuntary shiver, those green eyes lifting without permission to the cathedral looming up just behind. Devon finally took the wheel and eased them around the corner, double-parking just out of sight. Neither man said a word to acknowledge it.

“But this can’t actually be happening,” Gabriel insisted, like if he said it enough times, the problem would simply go away. “There’s no way Kraigan let himself get kidnapped.”

Devon chewed his lip, still staring at the box. “It happened before,” he said softly.

“When?”

“He was arrested. They held him in a PC cell for weeks. The guy’s not infallible.” Devon shook his head, reciting the same words he said to himself each night before bed. “He can bleed.”

In a strange way, that was what made the notion so frightening. It wasn’t just that they were dealing with a potential kidnapping, it’s that they were dealing with the potential kidnapping of Kraigan Kerrigan. There weren’t many people capable of such a thing. Most of them were family.

“Well, that’s a lovely image,” Gabriel murmured, staring at the box like it was about to grow fangs, “we should get him to bleed more often. But something like this...?”

“I agree, something like this is highly unlikely.” Devon sucked in a tight breath before forcing himself to continue. “But I can’t believe he’d make you come here.”

There were a few sacred points of conversation still left between the friends. A few areas that had earned a place of exemption—that could never be taken lightly or used for sport.

St. Stephen’s Cathedral was top of the list. A wound so deep, even Kraigan wouldn’t prod it.

“You asked before if I thought Kraigan had something to do with the uranium?” Devon considered a moment, then shook his head. “No, I don’t. But riddles and a box of clues?”

Gabriel threw up his hands, aching to toss it out the window. “It’s fake, Dev.”

“Yeah, maybe. But we still have to—”

“I know, we still have to check.” The assassin let out a sigh, raking back his hair. They had almost managed to finish out the day. If they hadn’t taken that last phone call... “The woman I love has started to rust,” he recited, glancing at the note. “Any idea what he means by that?”

Devon shook his head, feeling just as tired. “With our luck, it’s probably literal. You know Kraigan, maybe he transfigured Camille in some late-night catastrophe, then left her out in the rain—”

There was a sharp knock on the window.

The pair glanced over in surprise to see a policeman standing outside the door, his gloved knuckles still raised from rapping on the glass. Behind him stretched a long line of cars—some of them were merely cloistered, some of them had been anxiously waiting to take the spot.

Devon closed his eyes for a split second. Crap. He rolled down the window, changing his grimace into a smile. “Good evening, officer.”

The man was all business, gesturing with robotic stiffness to the row of impatient drivers behind them. But he was thrown a little by the car, his eyes widening in childlike surprise.

“Good evening,” he echoed back, forgetting his usual script. “I was going to tell you...” He trailed off, shaking his head in wonder. “I’m sorry...is this a Tuatara?”

Gabriel rolled his eyes and turned forward while Devon stroked the dash with a grinning blush. It was the same question he asked himself each morning—always with a varying degree of smugness—before hopping gleefully inside. Hundreds of times, the friends had been chided for their inability to fly under the radar. Hundreds of times, they’d been reprimanded for extravagant taste. It was an impossible vice, but they refused to give it up. More often, they played games with the transportation department, testing the limits of what could be actually driven on a public road.

“Yes, sir.” He leaned back with a touch of pride, allowing the man to gawk to his heart’s content. “Came off the line a few months ago. Twin-turbo engine, butterfly doors...”

The officer gripped his belt, openly salivating.

These were the kinds of moments that could go either way. One never knew if they were to be congratulated on having scored such a prize, or ticketed out spite.

“It’s perfect,” the man whispered reverently.

Yes, it is. So let it drive away.

“I’m afraid I’ll have to give you a ticket,” he continued apologetically, pulling a pad of paper from his vest. “It’s a public street, you can’t double-park here.”

Devon’s knuckles tightened on the wheel as Gabriel smirked beside him. “Of course. I’m sorry about that.” He reached through the window, taking the slip of paper with a fixed smile. “We’ll be more careful in the future.”

“He’ll be more careful,” the assassin corrected, kicking his feet on the dash. “I had nothing to do with this little catastrophe. Terrible driver, this one. He does stuff like this all the time.”

Jerk.

“Right.” The officer stared between them with a touch of confusion before gesturing down the street. “You kids had better get moving. Don’t want it to start raining on that car.”

Devon nodded curtly, flipping it into gear. “Will do, officer.”

He rolled up the window a second later, watching as the man walked back to his squad car and flew off down the street. It wasn’t until they were completely alone, that he turned routinely to Gabriel—yanking his feet off the dash and smacking him for good measure.

“Thanks for that.”

“No problem.”

They sat in the silence after, that box of clues still balanced on the fox’s knees. He stared at it for a few seconds, fingers tracing absentmindedly around the carved edges.

“When do you think people will stop calling us kids?” he asked after a while.

Gabriel shook his head, rubbing distractedly at his arm. “I have no idea.”

*   *   *
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INSTEAD OF HEADING back to the school, the friends decided to drive home. It was late enough in the day that the secretaries had probably left, and a mobile command unit had already been set up in the Wardells’ living room to deal with the fallout from the uranium.

They weaved slowly through the traffic, both lost to their thoughts. If Devon was being honest, he didn’t know what worried him more: the missing uranium, or his missing brother-in-law. Considering the volatility of both substances, it was a bit of a toss-up. But while there were at least procedures to help him locate the first, he hadn’t the faintest idea what to do with the second.

He tried to call me, he realized suddenly. In the last few days, Kraigan called a dozen times.

A pang of guilt twisted his stomach, and he stepped on the gas.

On the one hand, Kraigan was a psychopath. Not in a charming way, like the friends used to joke about each other. But on a slightly more serious level, where the people who knew him best sincerely wondered if the man was capable of human emotion. If someone had truly abducted him, there wasn’t a doubt in the fox’s mind—they had a good reason. There had been countless times over the last few years when he’d nearly grabbed a pair of cable ties and done the honors himself.

On the other hand...Kraigan was a psychopath. The kind that repurposed land mines and had gotten himself banned from seventeen countries. The kind that hosted sleepovers in pet cemeteries, trolled the neighborhood watch, and spent his days giddily knotting the fabric of space and time.

If someone had gotten close enough to catch him...?

His eyes drifted to the wooden box, still lying innocently across his knees.

I’m not sure that’s a person I want to meet.

“Should we tell the others?” Gabriel asked softly as they pulled onto the street. His eyes had been locked on that same box for the better part of a mile. “They’re going to lose their—shall I say, they’re going to be ticked? Especially your wife.”

Devon considered a split second, then shook his head.

“Not yet. We have a missing canister of uranium—let them focus on that.” He stared at the box a second longer, then tucked it under his seat. “Let’s just...sleep on this tonight. I’m not sure about the box, but the robbery is for certain. We can figure everything else out in the morning.”

He expected Gabriel to object—if for no other reason, than it wasn’t his idea—but the assassin merely nodded and stepped out of the car. The air was crisp and they both tightened their jackets, turning with the same wearied expression towards the house. The friends might have lived on the same block, but they were also famously lazy, and most of them had opted to drive. Half a dozen cars were strewn across the front lawn. The smell of coffee was drifting over the grass.

“You actually think you can keep a secret?” Gabriel asked suddenly, lifting his eyebrows with a pointed grin. “You think any of those people won’t know something’s going on?”

The fox scoffed and swept up the walkway. “Are you kidding? I doubt they even noticed we were gone.”

*   *   *
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“WHERE HAVE YOU BEEN?! I’ve been calling you for hours!”

Devon knocked backwards as a streak of raven hair barreled into him, pausing just long enough to bestow a habitual kiss, before punching him square in the arm. A rather typical greeting from his wife. She used his own tatù, smug in the knowledge that it was going to leave a mark.

He caught his breath, head spinning from the impact.

Honey...I’m home.

“Do you see this?” Rae continued, pulling the phone from his jacket and slapping it into his hand. “We have these for a reason. You want to play James Bond for a living? You answer your bloody phone.” She tossed back her hair with a scowl. “My husband told me that, and on the rare occasions I happen to forget, the bastard delights in reminding me. We do not miss calls in this house, Devon.”

Those reprimands had grown increasingly forceful as the years wore on. In earlier times, the friends hadn’t thought twice about falling off the grid—ducking into a movie, ducking into a high-end security vault, casually fleeing to Scotland on a mission to save the world. But as their missions racked up, the scars racked up with them. Phones were no longer a precaution—they were the law. 

Before he could say anything, she leaned forward with a sniff.

“Have you been drinking?” she demanded. “We’re trapped in here trying to correct a shift in the nuclear balance, and you two are sipping whiskey at the local pub?”

A celebratory toast with the King of England might have been a plausible excuse in another household, but it was a rare week when Rae hadn’t been at the palace herself. Instead of trying to rally, Devon simply turned the phone off silent and pressed an apologetic kiss between her eyes.

“I’ll answer my phone,” he promised.

Probably not the best time to mention the parking ticket.

Definitely not the best time to mention Kraigan.

“Yes, you will.” Rae pulled back and studied him for a moment before leaping onto her toes with another kiss. “You look really nice, by the way. I’d totally jump you—if we didn’t have a houseful of people.” She spotted Gabriel a second later. “You too, Alden. Minus the jumping part.”

The assassin ducked his head with a wave, but she’d already vanished into the kitchen. The two of them stood there a moment in silence before he cast the fox a sideways grin.

“Won’t even notice we’re gone, huh?”

The two shared a look, then ventured further into the house.

Maybe it was the word nuclear, maybe it was the nine pots of coffee. But the team had surpassed their usual level of chaos and was teetering on the edge of total oblivion.

Luke had casually removed the fireplace and installed a command station with eight active computers. Some of them were tracking weather patterns, others were monitoring international checkpoints, while still others were nothing more than descending patterns of neon-green code. A pair of giant headphones was strapped to his head, and if anyone ventured too close to the hearth, he would shout incoherently and stab at them with the fire-poker. Luke was the best case scenario.

When it came to incoherent shouting, there were few people who did it better than his wife.

The living room was apparently too small to contain Molly’s enthusiasm, so she was pacing a manic trail up and down the stairs. There was a phone glued to both hands, another lodged in her collar, and a Bluetooth stuck in her ear. It was a masterclass in multi-tasking, but while there were assumedly people on the other end of each of those devices, she wasn’t letting any of them speak.

Like a general barking orders, she fired out commands one after the next, reprimanding foreign embassies and actual generals for a slow response time, demanding boots-on-the-ground assistance from whoever was closest to any refinery too remote to otherwise reach.

If anyone listening ever grew confused as to whom she was speaking, the tiny redhead would let loose a string of profanities that would make the world’s mightiest sailor blush in shame.

She didn’t relocate to the stairs. She was clearly banished.

Angel was missing—that was troubling by itself. Even more troubling was the fact that she’d laid all her weapons carefully across the coffee table and armed herself with nothing but a whisk.

Her husband was sitting in his usual recliner beside what used to be the fireplace—his hand draped around a steaming cup of tea, his eyes glassed over with an iridescent white. A sole point of steadiness in an otherwise churning sea, but ironically enough, Julian’s task was the most difficult of all. While the others had been charged with monitoring things in the present, he was tracking the ripples in a hundred futures as well, drifting in and out of worlds the rest could only ever imagine.

...and getting secondhand burns.

Devon looked for only a moment, then paced to the recliner—easing the mug from his friend’s hand while simultaneously reaching down to check his pulse.

Over the years, those kinds of things had become second nature. Staying too long in a clairvoyant state took a toll on the body, but it also left one completely vulnerable to whatever was happening in their own time. The psychic had once averted a ballistic catastrophe in Moldova whilst inadvertently slipping off the sidewalk. He awoke with a start to find himself ankle-deep in a canal.

Hot drinks had been banned. So had chewing gum.

“You’re back,” Luke said abruptly, surfacing long enough to notice the two new people standing in the room. He lowered the headphones, nodding a distracted greeting. “I’ve been checking on his vitals—everything’s fine. I also told my dad what happened at Bradwell. He was coming by later this week anyway for some interagency housekeeping, but he’ll keep you appraised on anything the Knights find. He expects you to do the same,” he added a bit sharply. “He wasn’t thrilled the call came from me. That’s supposed to be you now.”

Devon and Gabriel froze at the same time.

“...who are you talking to?” the assassin finally asked.

“You”—Luke waved distractedly in their general direction—“either of you—both of you. I don’t know, whoever picks up the phone.” A computer beeped in front of him. “Go away now.”

If they didn’t happen to be searching for the missing component of a rather terrible bomb, his friends might actually have laughed. As it stood, they eyed the fire poker and backed away.

“Where’s uh...where’s the fireplace?” Devon asked lightly.

Luke kept his attention on the computers, his eyes lit with a neon glow. “It was getting in the way,” he muttered.

Fair enough.

The fox threw a glance at Gabriel—only to find him texting Angel—before turning in a slow circle to take in the rest of the room. In a way, it felt almost like the old days—when the stakes were high enough that the gang would forget about the well-equipped campus just a short drive away and close ranks, deciding to handle the crisis from the security of one of their homes. It wasn’t the first time a piece of the house had been removed as an inconvenience. It wasn’t the first time that an international call center had been constructed in the kitchen. Over sixty people and twelve agencies on four continents, all mobilized and combing the countryside to recover what had been lost. 

That being said, they didn’t seem any closer to finding it.

This isn’t working. They had too much of a head start.

There was a buzz in his pocket and he pulled out his phone, only to see nine missed calls from his wife, and a string of texts from Benji:

I’m with Jase and Lily at the shipping yard in Brighton.

Nothing so far, but there are a few other places still to try.

Stopping for tacos. 

I’m also going to need a few beds.

Devon stared blankly, wondering if it had been autocorrected by mistake.

...beds?

A mere second passed before the cheetah replied.

Those new transfers—where should I put them?

The fox’s eyes snapped shut.

Crap, that’s right.

He started typing a message, then gave up and simply called. The children were merciless when it came to phone etiquette. His quick-fingered nephew was the worst of the bunch.

It rang twice, then Benji’s voice rang across the line.

“You’re calling?” he asked incredulously. “I didn’t know this even phone took calls.”

There were a flurry of conversation behind him, very little of it in English. A sizzle of oil flashed hot on a skillet, followed by a burst of steam. His uncle paused, before remembering.

We send them out in the hopes of preventing nuclear disaster, and they stop for tacos along the way.

He let out a sigh, rubbing weakly at his eyes. “I was going to text, but you kids have this shorthand that I don’t—” He cut off suddenly, glancing at the phone. “Your phone takes phone calls, Benji. That’s quite literally what it’s for.”

Luke glanced up as though he’d said something very quaint while his nephew howled with laughter. “Dude—thank you. That was exactly what I needed to cheer me up.”

The fox ground his teeth together, trying to remain calm.

He’d been momentarily distracted by the fact that a member of his extended family was having some kind of fictional crisis. Truth be told, it was oddly grounding. But the frenzy of the house had been rubbing off on him. And despite having checked every single one of his never-ending boxes, he had a sinking feeling there was someone he’d forgotten to call.

“I don’t have an answer yet about the shifters. There are six of them, right?” He tapped his finger distractedly on the phone, planning on the fly. It was becoming clear that the day would never actually be finished. One thing just kept blending into the next. “I’ll have an answer by the time you get back. But in the meantime, put them in one of the spare cottages. My dad won’t mind.”

There was a rustle of paper, followed by a loud crunch.

“Sure thing, Uncle Dev. How are things going back at the house?” The cheetah took another bite, slurping loudly at his drink. “Did you bite the bullet and tell Carter, yet?”

Devon froze a split second, then hung up the phone.

...that’s who I forgot to call.
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Chapter 2
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Gabriel had seen people turn that precise shade of grey only twice in his life. The first had been a fateful morning in Algiers, wherein he’d needed to untangle his little sister from the remains of a camel. The second had been when he’d ‘accidentally’ forgotten to feed a captive pedophile, went to the nearest hardware store, and made a delightful plate of things the man could eat instead.

Today, he decided to do something wildly out of character. He decided to help.

“Dev—wait up!”

For whatever reason, the fox had decided to take the call in the upstairs bathroom. Maybe he was hoping to mask the inevitable shouting from the rest of them, maybe he was just looking for a convenient place to throw up. He paused on the landing, as the assassin jogged up the stairs.

“What’s wrong?” he asked shakily. “What do you need?”

What do you need?

How many times had they been asked that question over the last forty-eight hours? How many angry voices and grasping hands had pulled them in a thousand directions? That office Carter left them was a death-trap. Already, the question was spilling too easily off the tongue.

“You’re looping in Carter?” Gabriel asked, reaching the top of the stairwell. “I’ll do it with you. We both sit in that office now. No need for you to make the call alone.”

He tried to make it sound as casual as possible, and there was a chance the fox even believed him. At any rate, Devon was too out of sorts to refuse. He just stood there a moment, then nodded, gesturing halfheartedly to the bathroom. It had been a strange idea before, it felt even stranger now.

“Really?” the assassin said lightly, following him inside. “Still?”

Devon shrugged despondently. “It was already the plan.”

They took up position on either side of the room—one standing by the sink, as the other leaned against the shower. Gabriel pursed his lips, watching as his friend pulled out his phone and stared at it for a full minute before holding down a button. Of course, Carter was on speed dial. He had been assigned the same number since the fox had turned sixteen and adopted him as a surrogate father. A sudden twinge of sympathy caught Gabriel off guard, and he almost volunteered to make the call himself. Given his expression, it was just as likely the fox was going to collapse on the floor.

“Breathe,” he said softly as Devon lifted it to his ear. “It won’t be as bad as you think.”

He was absolutely right. It wasn’t as bad.

It was much worse.

After just a single ring, the line clicked open and Carter appeared on the screen.

At least, they were assuming it was Carter. The man answered on video, and wasn’t exactly himself. The friends leaned instinctively closer, trying to make sense of what they were seeing. The man definitely had Carter’s voice, but his head had been somehow turned into a goats. An app mistake that Devon must have touched or maybe Carter had done at it on his end.

Then the yelling started and they leaned back just as quickly.

“Forty-eight hours! That’s how long it’s been. Forty-eight hours since you LOST a canister of weapons-grade uranium, and only NOW am I getting a call! I guess I should be happy you deigned to inform me at all, given that you’ve taken the agency I gave you and ran it into the ground! I’m surprised you have time, sifting through the rubble!”

Yes, it was much worse.

Gabriel froze perfectly still, then his eyes flicked to Devon. The fox was standing beside him without moving, without blinking. Since the shouting began, he’d been unable to pull in a breath.

“This is what happens when you get attached to people! This is what happens when you give them a long leash! They disregard the rules, they forget every semblance of their training, and when you present them with a single ounce of responsibility—THEY BLOW THE BLOODY THING TO PIECES!”

The words echoed back from a hundred directions, each one ringing louder than the last.

Gabriel wanted so badly to extract himself. He wanted to duck his head, point a childish finger at Devon, and ease unnoticed from the room. But for the very life of him, he couldn’t manage it. His feet were glued to the bathroom tiles, and he couldn’t tear his eyes away from the screen.

“You’re lucky I’m not already on a plane, but Beth has taken my keys and refuses to return them. She insists this is a problem you boys can handle on your own. I DO NOT share her optimism!”

The assassin tried to swallow, but his mouth was dry. Almost half of his life, he’d been working for the agency. The fox had been working even longer than that. But a single phone call, and they were kids in the schoolyard—curling fingers into sleeves, pawing their boots on the floor.

A crushing silence fell over the room, louder than anything that had come before.

Carter let it stretch on for ages, his eyes flashing between each one.

“Have you been struck dumb?” he finally demanded. “Has some cosmic alignment rendered you incapable of speech? SOMEONE BLOODY ANSWER ME!”

Devon opened his mouth, but no words came out. He took a breath and tried again. “We’re getting the situation under control—”

“The SITUATION is so far beyond your control, it’s almost not worth mentioning! Now since you didn’t bother to make this call earlier, Devon—I’m going to tell you what to do. You’re going to set up checkpoints along every border. You’re going to call in a favor with Admiral Whitaker and relocate his surveillance drones. You’re going to create a joint taskforce between the Knights and the Council, and apologize PROFUSELY for not having done it sooner. And most importantly, you’re going to call me every two hours with an update. Or so help me, I will WALK back to London and take care of this disaster MYSELF!”
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