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PART ONE
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A death-blow is a life-blow to some

Who, till they died, did not alive become;

Who, had they lived, had died, but when

They died, vitality begun.

—Emily Dickinson, 1866








Chapter 1

[image: ]
JAMESON

Jameson Hawthorne was terrible at hurting. When he hurt, he took risks—more and more and bigger and more risks, dancing hand-in-hand with danger and letting it all ride.

But that wasn’t what this was.

This was a private jet headed for Prague, and Jameson was a man on a mission. For more than a year and a half, he’d let this mystery lie. He’d exercised damn near superhuman restraint and resisted every impulse to look for answers about his “dead” grandmother. Jameson had pretended there was no mystery—to keep Avery safe, to keep his brothers safe.

And now Avery was gone, and Grayson was the reason why.

I told him not to even say the name Alice Hawthorne, Jameson thought dully, but there was nothing dull about the pain his brother’s refusal to stop had wrought. The enormity of it robbed the air from Jameson’s lungs with every third breath. He wanted to tear the entire world apart—but he’d start with Prague, and though it went against every instinct he had, he’d fight the pulse-pounding urge to be reckless. He’d exercise caution and discretion and a lamentable amount of self-preservation, because that was what Avery would want.

She’s fine, Jameson thought viciously, desperately. She has to be. He stared at the note Avery had left, and it stared right back at him.


I’m not missing. Don’t look for me.

The press cannot find out that I am gone.

[image: ]


Jameson had read the words a hundred times already, had scoured the message for hidden meaning, for invisible ink, for a code of any kind. Other than the lemniscate at the bottom, there was nothing. As for that little infinity symbol, either the note had been written under duress, and the lemniscate was the only secret message she’d been able to sneak in, or Avery had meant every word she’d written, in which case, that symbol might have meant something closer to I love you, always, forever.

To Jameson, that felt treacherously close to the good-bye.

Like hell, Heiress. The fact that the note said to keep the press in the dark seemed to suggest, if taken at face value, that Avery was at least hoping to return. She’d never expect them to be able to hide her absence indefinitely. But for Jameson, hope wasn’t enough. Not given the circumstances. Not when he knew that Alice was dangerous.

And I know you, Heiress. Jameson knew that if Avery had chosen to disappear, to leave them like this, if she’d willingly gone with Alice or anyone else, she’d almost certainly have done so for a noble reason. And Jameson also knew that if their positions had been reversed, if he or any of his brothers had disappeared under dangerous circumstances, there was no way in hell Avery would have just sat back and hoped everything turned out fine.

Note or no note, Avery would have looked for them, but she would have been smart about it. Cautious. Discreet. In an attempt to hold it together the way she would have, Jameson pressed his fingers to the lemniscate Avery had drawn and allowed a memory to wash over him.

Like the sun and the moon, I loved her…

A muscle in Jameson’s jaw trembled as he thought of a note he had once written, a clue in an elaborate game of his own design. During that game, Jameson had given Avery an infinity ring—and a promise that someday, he’d give her a ring of a different sort.

Prague was where Jameson had made that promise. Prague was where he’d come face-to-face with his dead grandmother very much alive. Prague was where threats had been issued, where Jameson’s blood had been shed. If the lemniscate on the bottom of Avery’s note was a coded message, that message was: Go to Prague. And if Avery hadn’t meant it that way…

Jameson was damn well going anyway. I’ll be smart about it, Heiress. I’ll be careful if it kills me. But I’m going.

Restless and feeling the confines of the jet like a cage, Jameson closed his eyes and tried to calm himself by thinking all the way back to the beginning, or very close to it, to stepping out of a fireplace and into Avery’s room at Hawthorne House. He thought about the way she’d looked in those ratty-thin pajamas of hers, tangled hair falling into her face. Right from the start, Avery Grambs had cut straight through all of Jameson’s defenses, demolishing every last layer of artifice.

Right from the start, he’d known she was something special.

Jameson swallowed but refused to open his eyes. He needed to sleep, no matter how impossible that seemed. It would be hours before he landed in Prague, and when he did, he needed to be sharp. He needed to be able to think with perfect clarity, to see nine moves ahead.

So he held the image of Avery in his mind and breathed in and out and willed his wild, churning mind to still, sinking deeper into memories of her, of them.

Heads or tails, Heiress. Heads you want me to come after you, tails you don’t, but either way, I’m coming. I won’t let anyone hurt you. I can’t.

Either way, I will fight for you.

Either way, all I have and all I am is yours.







Chapter 2
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ROHAN


In Rohan’s line of work, there was significant overlap between the art of negotiation and the art of war. If at first you did not succeed, you chose a different pressure point and tried again. Personal matters, however, were a different sort of beast, which was precisely why Rohan had always made it his policy to avoid attachments of any kind.

And then there was Savannah Grayson.

She slammed Rohan back against the wall the moment he stepped into the room she and her twin had claimed aboard the yacht on which all of them had been sequestered for hours.

Savannah’s eyes locked on to Rohan’s. “I told you to stay away from my sister.”

She had indeed—rather forcefully. Technically, Gigi was the one Rohan had approached about an alliance, the one he’d asked to accompany him back to England, but Savannah had wasted no time in shutting that down, and it was clear from the way she had been standing guard over her sister’s sleeping form that to get to Gigi again, Rohan would have to go through Savannah.

The prospect was not without appeal.

“You told me a lot of things.” Rohan smiled, a pointed smile, one meant to get a rise out of her.

Refusing to take the bait, Savannah dropped her hold on him. “I told you good-bye.”

In those words, Rohan heard shades of others she’d said to him before. You do not get to decide whether or not I betray you. All you get to decide is whether you are really that scared. Of me.

“I have a proposition for you.” Rohan let his gaze linger on Savannah’s. “One that I would wager you do not want your sister to hear.”

Wagers made. Deals struck. That was how this thing between Rohan and the formidable Ms. Grayson had gone, almost since the beginning.

“The answer,” Savannah said, her voice sharp as diamonds and clear as glass, “is no.”

Rohan glided forward and angled his head down. “Is it?” he murmured. “Because my proposition involves Brady’s sponsor—and what said sponsor offered you.”

What Savannah had been offered was the location of a body. Her father’s, to be specific. And all she’d had to do to earn that information was find a way to take Rohan out of the Grandest Game. Ultimately, Savannah had rather mystifyingly chosen not to betray him, but she had won the game. Rohan had lost, and that might be enough to earn Savannah the information she sought.

Having baited the hook, Rohan swept out of the room. As he wound his way through the yacht, as Savannah deigned to follow on his heels, Rohan wondered if she’d even once flashed back to the moment when he’d slipped his dice into her hand. The moment he’d given her the win.

What choice, he’d asked her in the aftermath, did I have? Right from the start, what choice did I have with you?

Rohan had an hour at most to win her back to his side now. The dead of night lasted only so long. One way or another, dawn was coming, and thus, Rohan lost no time leading Savannah back to the last place the two of them had truly been a team: the yacht’s hot tub. Champagne bottles that had been nestled in ice during the game lay at the bottom of the adjacent pool now.

“That’s the thing about ice,” Rohan said without turning around. “Barring freezing temperatures, it always melts.”

“I wouldn’t count on it,” Savannah said behind him.

“The laws of thermodynamics?” Rohan quipped.

“The melting of ice. A change of heart. Last I checked, neither of us has one to change.”

There you are, winter girl. Rohan turned back to face her. “You’re here, aren’t you?” he said. She’d followed him. This wasn’t over. They weren’t.

“I didn’t take you out.” Savannah cut straight to the heart of the matter. “I won. Who’s to say Brady’s sponsor would feel she owed me anything for that?”

“Who indeed?” Rohan replied.

“Even if I wanted what she had to offer,” Savannah continued, “even if I thought an argument could be made that I’d earned it, I wouldn’t need you for that.”

“You know where to find her, then.” Rohan played along. “Zella.”

“You mentioned her once during the game. You also mentioned that she’s a duchess.” Savannah deployed a pointed smile. “How hard could a duchess named Zella possibly be to track down? I’m betting there’s only one.”

“And yet…” Rohan took a step forward just to see if Savannah would step back. “The Hawthorne heiress’s head of security hasn’t managed to find her.” Another step. “Ask me how I know.”

Savannah didn’t so much as blink. “You’ve been keeping tabs on them. Avery’s people.”

Rohan had been on this yacht for hours, and he’d put his time to good use. “The heiress is still MIA,” he informed Savannah. “They haven’t found a trace of her, and for what it’s worth, I would wager that they won’t be keeping us here past dawn.”

“They’re just letting us go?” Savannah challenged. “All of us? Even me?”

Rohan reached into his jacket and pulled out a single sheet of paper, presenting it to her with a flourish. “Even you, love.”

Savannah ignored the term of endearment. “What’s this?” she demanded.

“The nondisclosure agreement they’re going to be asking us to sign.” Rohan arched a brow. Your move, Ms. Grayson.

A lesser mortal’s eyes might have flashed, but Savannah’s composure was as much a weapon in her arsenal as Rohan’s charm was in his. “I won’t be signing anything,” she said.

“I would wager that you will.”

“No more wagers.” Savannah took a step—a rather aggressive step—toward him. “I’m not playing this game with you anymore, Rohan.”

“Want to bet on that?” Rohan knew he was pushing his luck, but luck was meant to be pushed. “The NDA doesn’t say anything about your father or his death. It covers the duration of the Grandest Game and our time spent aboard this yacht, and that is all. Now that you’ve lost the element of surprise, Avery’s people clearly don’t consider you much of a threat.”

That barb drew blood. Savannah’s delicate upper lip curled back from pearly white teeth. “And Jameson Hawthorne just as clearly considers you his lapdog,” she retorted. “I assume he offered you money to help him find Avery, starting by finding out what the duchess knows about the so-called Watcher?”

That was, in fact, exactly what had happened.

“And you doubtlessly agreed,” Savannah continued mercilessly, “because heaven forbid you have to rely on a promise from me.”

Rohan had relied on Savannah’s promise—when he’d given her his dice. “Without Avery Grambs,” he pointed out, “there is no prize money for you to give me.”

“I don’t care about Avery, and I don’t care about the money.”

One of those things was true.

“You never wanted the money,” Rohan replied. “You wanted to be heard. You wanted to make the whole world listen to you.” He cocked his head to the side. “You still do.”

This time, Savannah’s eyes did flash, like lightning striking ice. “How would you know the first thing about what I want?”

Rohan’s mind went unbidden to the last time they’d kissed, soaking wet and treading water beneath a dock. Savannah’s shoulders had been bare, her pale eyes all fearlessness and frost.

I decide, she’d told him then. Not you.

“You aren’t in the habit of wanting things.” Rohan’s voice came out quieter than he’d meant for it to. “You set goals. You achieve them. End of story. Perhaps you still want your revenge against Avery and the Hawthornes. Perhaps you do not. But I would wager a great deal you’ll want that decision resting in your hands and no one else’s.”

You see, love. Rohan willed her to feel the heat in his gaze. I do know you.

“If I had any interest whatsoever in wagering with you, Rohan, which I do not, I would wager that the reason you are so desperate for money has something to do with the Mercy.”

The Devil’s Mercy was an institution of unspeakable influence, part gambling club, part secret society—and the only home that Rohan had ever known. He’d been raised in the halls of the Mercy, had risen through its ranks doing everything he could to prove himself a worthy heir to a legacy that stretched back to the Regency period. Once every generation or two, control of the Mercy passed from one Proprietor to the next. At the moment, all that stood between Rohan and the only thing he’d ever wanted was the little matter of ten million pounds.

Jameson had promised Rohan that money if and only if Rohan helped him find Avery, starting by luring the duchess out and wringing every last bit of useful information out of her. And if Rohan could, in the process of doing so, also find a way to disqualify Zella as his competitor for the Proprietorship, all the better.

The Mercy was power, and if Rohan played all of this exactly right, that power could still be his for the taking. “I’m hardly desperate, love. Desperate men rarely come out on top.”

“You don’t say.” Savannah arched one delicate brow. “How much would you like to bet that I’ll find the duchess at the Mercy? You obviously consider her a rival.”

During the game, Rohan had given Savannah a few select truths about who he was, but she didn’t fully know what was at stake for him. She didn’t know that he was playing not merely to return to the Devil’s Mercy but to lead it.

She had no idea what it took to wear that particular crown.

“You’re welcome to try to find the Mercy, of course,” Rohan told her, “but it’s remained hidden for centuries, plural. Even if you could find it, you’d never gain access, and even if you did, I can guarantee you the duchess won’t be found until she wants to be found.”

Without the Mercy, Rohan was nothing. And without the buy-in that would win him the throne, Rohan would never step foot in the halls of the Devil’s Mercy again.

Go on, love. Take the bait. Ask me.

“And what,” Savannah said, “could possibly make the duchess want to be found?”

Rohan knew then that he had her. “Leverage.”

“What kind of leverage?”

Rohan smiled. “The kind we’ll need your sister’s help to obtain.”







Chapter 3

[image: ]
GIGI


Gigi couldn’t stop running—up staircase after staircase. And everywhere she looked, there were more stairs. When she finally managed to stop, there was utter silence.

And then she heard footsteps. Coming down. Gigi whirled, but no matter where she looked, all she saw was stairs. And then—a flash of red. She turned, more slowly this time, and came face-to-face with a hooded figure.

Red cloak.

Red gloves.

Red boots.

The woman’s face, however, was bare. “Avery?” Gigi blinked.

“Remember,” Avery Grambs whispered. “Asks may be answered, invitations declined.”

Gigi’s eyes flew open, and she rapidly registered three facts: She’d been dreaming; she was curled into a little ball like some kind of human-hedgehog hybrid; and she was alone. Unfortunately, alone was the one thing that Gigi Grayson did not excel at being. That, and sensible. Maybe also dignified. But regardless—

Where was Savannah?

Gigi stared at the empty space on the bed where her twin should have been and tried to shake off the dream. So much had happened in the past few days. Gigi had entered and been eliminated from the Grandest Game. She’d been kidnapped. Twice. Kidnapping number two had culminated in Gigi getting a visit from the long-missing Calla Thorp—now, the Woman in Red, also rather ominously known as the Lily and the Watcher, who had super ominously declared that the time for watching was over.

And immediately thereafter, Avery had disappeared. Those things had to be connected, but Gigi couldn’t do anything about any of it. Unless…

The door opened, cutting off any plotting and/or planning Gigi might otherwise have been inclined to do.

“Savannah!” Gigi sprang from hedgehog position, then tilted her head to the side. “You have Savannah Face.”

“Seemingly by definition,” Savannah replied, but Gigi wasn’t fooled. She knew her twin. She knew that face. It was her sister’s trying-not-to-feel-anything-and-feeling-everything face.

“You had a rendezvous,” Gigi concluded, her eyes lighting up. “I hope it was scandalous. Very scandalous… and yet also very British.” Gigi wasn’t sure if her twin had fully forgiven her for keeping the truth of their father’s death a secret, but if there was one thing Gigi Grayson excelled at, it was having hope. “What’s he like? Rohan?”

“Heartless,” Savannah replied with a graceful shrug and all the poise in the world. “Vexing. And persistent.”

Persistent. Gigi thought back to Rohan’s offer. He’d wanted an accomplice, and though Gigi knew for a fact that she made an excellent accomplice, she’d said no—or rather, she’d allowed Savannah to say it on her behalf.

“Heartless,” Gigi echoed with an earnest nod. “Vexing. And his shoulders—they’re very broad. I shall call him Code Name—”

“Please don’t give him a code name.”

“Code Name Vex-Buddy. See also, Shoulders McBroady-Broad.” Gigi had missed this, missed being half of a pair. “If he hurts you,” she told Savannah cheerfully, “I’ll kill him.” Gigi nodded to the sheet of paper in her sister’s hand. “What’s that?”

“An NDA. We’re supposed to sign.” Without giving Gigi a chance to reply to that, Savannah crossed the room and sat on the bed. “Bad dream?” Savannah asked.

Growing up, Gigi had always taken refuge in her twin’s bed after nightmares. “I prefer to think of this particular dream as metaphorically confused,” Gigi replied.

“You were kidnapped. Twice.” That was Savannah’s way of asking if Gigi was traumatized.

“They were perfectly amiable kidnappings,” Gigi insisted, and her mind went suddenly—stubbornly—to Mattias Slater, to words he’d called after her the night before.

Let’s play a game. It’s called You Don’t Need to Prove a Damn Thing. To anyone. It’s called You’re Already Strong.

No one had ever thought of Gigi as strong before, least of all Savannah. Gigi looked down at the NDA. “I take it we’re not signing?”

“I didn’t say that.”

Gigi had the distinct feeling that there were a lot of things her sister wasn’t saying. “Does this have something to do with Code Name Vex-Buddy being persistent?”

“It has to do with getting off this yacht.”

“After which…” Gigi prompted, and then she made a scooty motion with her hands. “Do go on.”

Savannah bowed to the power of the scooty hands. “Rohan is, for reasons of his own, attempting to drudge up a lead on Avery’s disappearance. To that end, he’s looking for a way to pin that Zella woman down, and for that, he seems to think he needs you.”

“Am I the bait?” Gigi asked earnestly. “I excel at being bait.”

“You aren’t the bait,” Savannah told her. “Brady is.”

Objectively, Gigi barely knew Brady Daniels. Subjectively, hearing his name made her think about chaos theory and how naive she’d been during the Grandest Game, how she’d let Brady manipulate her into thinking there might be something between them.

“Alisa Ortega hired Knox to find Brady.” Gigi Grayson could do all business with the best of them. “Knox hates people, but he likes me.”

“Everyone likes you,” Savannah said.

For as long as Gigi could remember, she and her twin had each had their roles. Savannah was the strong one. The perfect one. The winner. And Gigi was the one people liked.

That isn’t all I am, a tiny voice inside her whispered. Gigi ignored the voice and the pang that accompanied it and searched her twin’s eyes. “Rohan wants to find Avery. What do you want, Savannah? Is it Rohan? No judgment if so, because boy is built like a—”

“Brady’s sponsor knows where the body is buried.” Savannah let those words hang in the air for a moment. “Supposedly.”

“The body.” Gigi felt like the oxygen had been vacuumed out of her lungs. “Dad?”

Savannah’s Savannah Face returned with a vengeance. “I know you love Grayson, Gigi. I know you’re… attached to his brothers and Avery, too. And I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t,” Gigi said. Sometimes, faith was a simple thing.

“You don’t know that.” Savannah fixed her gaze straight ahead.

“I’m an optimist. You’re my Savannah. I do know it.”

“I make no promises, Juliet.”

“I make all the promises,” Gigi replied, meaning that and willing Savannah to feel just how much. It’s you and me, Savannah. It always has been, and I can have enough faith for us both.

Could this go badly? Definitely. Was Gigi letting her twin chase a lead like this alone? Definitely not, especially since joining her sister might let Gigi find a way of helping Avery, too. So when Savannah removed a pen from her pocket, stood, placed the NDA flat against the wall, and signed, Gigi didn’t even hesitate. She added her name right below her sister’s.

“So,” Gigi summarized, capping the pen with a flourish. “Step one: Knox. Step two: Brady. Step three: Zella.”

Savannah narrowed her eyes. “You have Gigi Face.”

“I,” Gigi corrected grandly, “have a plan.”







Chapter 4
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GIGI


Gigi’s plan was going swimmingly, if she did say so herself.

“What are you doing here?” Knox Landry greeted Gigi with a very loving glare.

“Alisa’s tracking the phone she gave you.” Gigi hopped up on the barstool next to Knox’s. “And I’m on the hunt for the perfect mimosa.”

Knox snorted. “Does this look like the kind of place that sells mimosas?”

Gigi glanced around the bar. It looked… sticky. The bartender was heavily tattooed. But this fine establishment was open at ten in the morning, so… “Yes?”

Knox’s glare morphed into more of a glower. A very fond glower.

Gigi reached over and patted his hand. “If it’s any consolation, Alisa gave me a new phone, too.” As players in the Grandest Game, Gigi, Knox, and the others had all been forced to leave their cell phones behind when they’d come to Hawthorne Island. “Right after I convinced her to track yours and tell me where you were.”

“And why the hell would Lawyer Lady do that?” Knox demanded.

“Because she specializes in damage control, and I am the human embodiment of chaotic good? Also, Grayson is eventually going to realize that I didn’t go back home. Alisa doesn’t have the bandwidth or legal standing to make me do anything, so she settled for tracking me instead. Besides…” Gigi beamed at Knox. “I promised to keep her updated on our progress.”

“Our progress?”

“On the Brady front.” Gigi gave Knox what any perceptive person would have identified as a very concerning smile. “You’ve obviously already figured out where he is. You wouldn’t be drinking at ten in the morning if you hadn’t. So…” Gigi leaned toward Knox and lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “How’d Brady get off the island?”

“Swam.” Knox knocked back the rest of his beer.

“Swam? That far? In open ocean?” Gigi made a mental note not to underestimate Brady’s endurance again, and then she made a second mental note to avoid thinking the word endurance with relevance to Brady Daniels, full stop. “Swam,” she repeated. “And then he went… where?” Gigi was this close to unleashing scooty hands to an extent they had never been unleashed before.

“Go home, kid.”

“Not a kid,” Gigi reminded him. “And resistance is futile. Just ask your one true lawyerly love.”

Knox choked. “My what?”

Take him off guard and then, boom! “Where’s Brady?”

“I could just tell Ortega that myself and get paid.” Knox stood.

“And yet… you haven’t.” Gigi gestured in the vicinity of Knox’s unhappy eyebrows. “Is this about Calla?”

“It’s always about Calla,” Knox reminded Gigi. “For Brady.”

Calla Thorp. The Watcher. The Woman in Red—also known as Knox’s ex.

“Alisa complements you better,” Gigi opined. “Her power suits, your finance bro vests. Your mercenary streak, her mercenary streak. Big hearts coated in ambitious and sometimes amoral candy shells. I ship it.”

“Kid, I swear—” Knox’s phone rang. He looked at the screen, then answered. “What the hell, Ortega?” he demanded into the phone. A few seconds later, he spoke again. “Yeah. She’s here.” Another pause. “For how long?” Knox’s eyes narrowed. “How much?”

Whatever number Alisa named, it must have met with Knox’s approval, because the next thing Gigi knew, he’d accepted the offer and hung up. “Congratulations, Happy. You’ve got yourself a bodyguard for the next seventy-two hours.”

“I’ve always wanted a bodyguard.” Gigi smiled sweetly. “And on a related note, are you going to tell me where Brady is or am I giving in to the impulse to draw unsavory attention to myself by shimmying up on top of this bar and dancing until you break?”

Knox’s thick brows pulled together in a rather ominous fashion, and that was the only warning Gigi got before he picked her up off the barstool and carried her out of the bar.

Outside, Savannah greeted them both with the arch of a pale brow.

“All part of the plan,” Gigi assured her sister. She wriggled a bit, and Knox put her down. “My favorite wolverine here was just getting ready to tell us where Brady is.”

If at first you don’t succeed, wear them down with random comparisons to grumpy animals!

“No,” Knox said flatly. “I wasn’t.”

“It would be a shame…” Rohan’s oh-so-British voice emanated from the shadows. “If someone less scrupulous than the four of us got to Mr. Daniels first.”

Gigi took it upon herself to step delicately between Rohan and Knox. “Captain Shoulders-to-Waist-Ratio over there isn’t wrong,” Gigi told Knox. “We need to find Brady before Zella or Calla or anyone else does.”

Knox shuttered his eyes, but Gigi knew he cared—about Brady, about the possibly malevolent Calla. It had been hours since Knox had realized Calla Thorp was alive, that she was back. He’d been trying super hard to pretend that didn’t matter, but Gigi knew better. Knox had loved Calla once, and Calla had left him scarred.

Literally.

“So,” Gigi persisted, as chipper as chipper could be. I can do this all day, buckaroo. “Where are we headed next?”
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LYRA


A hand-carved chess set and the table that held it were all that separated Lyra from Toby Hawthorne. The chess pieces were simple and smooth. The man who’d carved them, on the other hand, was a little rough around the edges.

“What do you mean Avery is missing?” Toby’s brown hair was overgrown and streaked with auburn. He clearly hadn’t shaved in a while. He also hadn’t bothered charging his phone, hence Grayson and Lyra needing to track him to his place in Texas.

“Technically,” Grayson told his uncle, “Avery left a note saying that she was not missing, and she told us not to look for her.”

Toby’s green eyes settled with almost palpable force on the chess set, but Lyra got the feeling that he was seeing something else, that Toby was somewhere else. After four or five seconds, he stood, moving with an efficient sort of grace as he grabbed a messenger bag off the counter and crossed to the opposite wall, removing two items from the lone shelf that hung there: a leatherbound book and a small, rectangular parcel. Then Toby turned again and strode toward the door. His home was small and stark. A single room doubled as bedroom and kitchen, the chess table the only furniture in the room other than a mattress on the floor.

“You know something.” Grayson blocked Toby’s exit.

“Don’t try to Hawthorne me, nephew.” Toby’s voice was gravelly enough to make Lyra wonder how many weeks or months or years in his lifetime he’d spent not talking.

“Eve did this,” Grayson replied, giving his uncle no quarter. “Your daughter tried to throw Lyra to the wolves, and the wolves came for Avery instead.”

They didn’t know that, not for a fact, but Lyra still couldn’t help thinking, It should have been me. She was the one who’d tipped Eve off about calla lilies, the omega symbol, and Alice Hawthorne. She was the reason that the time for watching was over.

“Now would be a good time,” Grayson told Toby, his voice like tempered steel, “to tell us everything you know about your dead mother being very much alive.”

“Would it?” Toby replied. Hawthorne versus Hawthorne—it was a thing to behold.

“We know your mother faked her death.” Lyra was only capable of letting Grayson take the lead for so long. “We know she’s dangerous. We know she doesn’t work alone.”

They knew that Toby knew something.

The man stared at Lyra, hard, then made his way back to the table, taking a seat across the chessboard from her. “Tell me what else you know.” Toby Hawthorne’s eyes were intense—intensely green and intensely focused on Lyra’s.

Lyra didn’t even blink. She and Grayson had already agreed that telling his uncle everything was their best bet at dragging information out of Toby.

“We know that there are always three of them, whoever and whatever they are.” Lyra looked down at the chess pieces in front of her and chose one, a rook. “The one in red is the Watcher.” She placed the rook down in the center of the board. “Also called the Lily.” Lyra went for a knight next. “The one in black is the Omega, also known as the Hand.” The tide of dark memories threatened to pull Lyra under, but she fought it, and her control held. “The Watcher watches. The Hand acts.”

Grayson came to stand behind her, his hand making its way to the back of her neck, anchoring her in the here and now.

“And the third?” Toby asked.

“The Woman in White.” Holding tooth and nail to the present, Lyra picked up one last chess piece: a queen. “She’s called the Monoceros, and her role is Judge.”

“Who are they?” Toby asked the same question that Lyra and Grayson had asked Odette Morales not twelve hours earlier.

“Women, exclusively,” Grayson replied, co-opting Odette’s answer as his own. “We’ve been told they believe that some situations require a guiding hand and others a gilded blade.”

The word blade hung in the air, and something else Odette had said came back to Lyra. If you know where to look, history tells the tale.

“You knew Alice was alive.” Grayson stared down at Toby. “How?”

“Three times my dead mother came to me,” Toby said quietly, “back when the world thought I was dead, too. First time, I was in bad shape. My mother saved my sorry life and tasked me with leading my father on a merry chase all around the world. I agreed for reasons of my own, but it obviously served her purposes as well.”

“And the second time?” Grayson was clearly beyond niceties and segues.

“The night Avery was born.” Toby closed his eyes. “I went to Hannah.”

The way Toby said the name Hannah—Lyra couldn’t even describe it. There wasn’t a single word in the English language that could describe a tone like that. Toby Hawthorne said Hannah like the act of saying it healed something in him at the exact same time it tore him apart.

“I was going to stay with her,” Toby continued, his voice low. “Permanently. I was going to be with Hannah, be a father to her baby. Then my mother showed up and told me that by saving my life, by revealing herself to me, she’d broken a very important rule. As long as I stayed dead, that didn’t matter, but if I tried to claim a life with Hannah and Avery, I’d be a liability, and we’d all be in danger.”

“And you believed her.” Grayson did not phrase that as a question.

“It wasn’t a coincidence that I was there the night Avery was born. I’d stayed away from Hannah for years, and then someone lured me back to her side.” Toby reached into his bag and withdrew a postcard from inside the book he’d taken off the shelf. Lyra stopped breathing the second she saw the image on the postcard. A dark forest. A gothic castle. A girl in a white cloak.

Lyra stared at that cloak.

“My mother took one look at this postcard, and it was clear she knew who had sent it to me.” Anger and despair rolled off Toby in waves, aged to perfection like wine. “But all she said about the person who’d sent it was that it could have been worse.”

A white cloak, Lyra thought, staring at the image on the postcard. Not a black one.

Toby brought his index finger to lightly touch the figure in white. “My mother wore a red cloak the night Avery was born. Years later, the third and final time I saw the ghost of Alice Hawthorne, she wore white.”

Red. Lyra stopped breathing. And later, white.

Grayson stepped into Lyra’s peripheral vision, his hand dropping from her neck. “Lyra, the night your father died—”

Lyra didn’t even wait for him to finish. “Alice wore black.”

Toby reached into his bag and withdrew a phone. He pulled up an obituary, complete with photo. Alice Hawthorne. “You’re sure?” Toby pressed. “That it was her?”

Even though Lyra wasn’t able to summon up a single mental image of the woman in black, even though her brain was incapable of visualizing anything, ever, her body knew. Just looking at that photograph, Lyra could hear Alice’s voice.

You should not be here. But who is to say that you were?

“I’m sure.” Lyra swallowed and made the obvious leap. “Red, black, white. Watcher, Hand, Judge. The roles aren’t permanent. There’s a progression.”

Lyra did the math. Twenty years ago, on the night Avery was born, Alice wore red. Lyra was a year younger than Avery, and she’d come face-to-face with Alice on her own fourth birthday. Fifteen years ago, Alice wore black.

“Toby.” Lyra’s lips and throat felt far too dry. “The last time you saw your mother, when she wore white—how long ago was it? What did she say?”

“Was it before the old man died?” Grayson stared at and into his uncle. “Or after?”

“After… but not by much.” Toby stared at the chess pieces on the board. “My mother came to me when the news about Avery’s inheritance broke. She warned me again to stay away—for as long as I could.” Toby’s voice was like quiet thunder, a deep rumble just barely controlled. “She also told me everything happens for a reason.”

There was a beat of silence, and then Grayson spoke up. “Whose reason?”

Toby stood. “Exactly.”

“You think it could have been Alice’s doing?” Grayson looked from his uncle to the white queen on the chess board. “The old man’s will? Avery inheriting?”

“I think that the last time I saw Hannah, Avery was almost six.” Toby closed his eyes again, visibly willing the memory to sweep him away. “Hannah knew my mother was alive. She told me my mother had revealed herself to extend her an offer when Avery was a toddler.”

An offer. Lyra cut her gaze toward Grayson, wondering if he was thinking about what Gigi had told them, about the warning the duchess had given her. Asks may be answered, invitations declined. Gigi had been told that if she ever saw the Watcher—or anyone like her—again, she could say no. Regardless of how the question was framed, regardless of what pressure was brought to bear, she could decline.

Decline what, exactly?

“What kind of offer?” Grayson’s focus was every bit as intense as his uncle’s.

“An offer that would have required Hannah to disappear.” Toby opened his eyes. “An offer that Hannah turned down, because she would never willingly have left her daughter.”

“Disappear.” Lyra felt that word in every inch of her body. “Like Calla Thorp did.” The current Watcher. Lyra had to look away from Grayson’s eyes to continue. “Like Avery?”

Was that what this was? Had they taken Avery for the same reason that, once upon a time, they’d taken Calla?

Calla, who wasn’t Calla anymore.

“Enough talk.” Toby seemed to reach a breaking point, or maybe boiling point would have been more accurate. “I have an Avery to find—by any means necessary.”

“I would suggest you start with Eve,” Grayson said, clipping the words. “Your daughter is in possession of a file.” That, as much as the fact that Toby had known Alice was alive, was why Lyra and Grayson had flown all the way to Texas.

“What kind of file?” Toby said, as he moved once more toward the door.

“My biological father shot himself when I was four years old,” Lyra said, drawing Toby’s attention back her way. “He knew something about this group, enough that he attracted their attention. Enough that he killed himself rather than wait for the Omega—for Alice—to show up. I was there that night. The man was a total stranger to me, but he made sure I was there, and he laid out a twisted little game for me. A calla lily. Three. Omega. A Hawthorne. He was trying to tell me something.”

Something she’d had no business knowing. You should not be here, little one.

Lyra reinforced every mental wall she had. “I don’t even know my father’s real name. If there’s something in Eve’s file that could help us figure out who he was—he had to have come across this group somehow. If we can figure out how—”

“I won’t be any help on that front,” Toby cut in. “Last night, I read Eve the riot act about coming after Avery and hauled her ass back to Texas. Eve responded by banning me from the Blake compound. She won’t even look at me right now. I’ll be of more use elsewhere.” Toby shifted his gaze to Grayson. “But I think we both know, nephew, that my daughter might be amenable to striking a deal with you.”
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JAMESON


Prague at nighttime was a world unto itself, this street more than most. Vinárna Čertovka was all of twenty inches wide, narrow enough that Jameson had to traverse it at an angle for his shoulders to fit. Making it out the other side, he ignored the chill of the night air and turned back toward the narrow passageway, toward the surrounding walls and buildings.

There has to be an entrance around here somewhere. That thought pumped through Jameson’s brain like blood through a vein, like the constant, pulsing need at his core to push harder and faster and further.

But no—he was being discreet, and a discreet individual could not spread his arms, raise his head toward the night sky, and yell out, daring his adversaries to come and get him.

You did it once before, Alice. Do it again. Jameson’s memory of that night wasn’t fuzzy so much as shattered, like a broken mirror missing far too many shards, but he knew he’d disappeared from this exact spot. There had to be a trap door nearby or a wall that wasn’t a wall or something that hadn’t been marked on the old man’s map of Prague’s secret passages, which Jameson had unearthed his last time in the City of a Hundred Spires.

He searched and found nothing.

Searched more and still found nothing.

Eventually, with a roar building in his throat and pressure mounting in his head, Jameson gave up on Vinárna Čertovka and made a beeline for one of the passageways he had found his last time in Prague. But this time, the wall in question, near the Basilica of St. James, didn’t open. And neither did the next one Jameson tried—or the next or the next.

Every single hidden entrance had been disabled, dead end after dead end after dead end.

I have to think. I have to breathe. Trying not to explode and feeling like his insides were nothing but shrapnel, Jameson gave himself a moment—just one—to remember being in Prague with Avery, to picture her smiling slightly more with one side of her mouth than the other, to recall the way she’d taken her time inking a clue in a game of her making onto his skin.

We have so many games left to play, Heiress. Holding to that thought and trying desperately to stay in control, Jameson made his way to higher ground: the Royal Suite, located on the top floor of a luxury hotel that had once been Hawthorne-owned.

And, more importantly, Hawthorne-made.

Fortunately, the Royal Suite was unoccupied, and just as fortunately, Jameson’s childhood playroom had been lined with all manner of locks that he and his brothers had learned to pick.

No one needed to know he was here—discretion at its finest.

Slipping into the Royal Suite, Jameson turned to watch the door close behind him. It disappeared into the wall, into a shining, golden mural, metallic to the touch, raised in parts, depressed in others, three-dimensional in the most subtle of ways. Swirling, twisting lines made the design appear almost geometric, but if you stepped back, as Jameson had once before and did again now, you could start to pick out abstract figures—humans, objects, there one minute and, if you lost your focus, gone the next.

The first time Jameson had seen this mural, the first time he’d studied it, it had taken him seven minutes to pick out the only three perfectly straight lines of the bunch, all raised and parallel to the floor, none thicker than his smallest finger.

Three lines stacked one on top of another.

Awash in déjà vu, Jameson took the top line between his forefinger and thumb and twisted it until he heard and felt a click that allowed him to rotate the raised line clockwise forty-five degrees. He went for the bottom one next and repeated the process—counterclockwise. The ends of the two lines met at a point. The third didn’t need to be rotated, only pressed into the wall, but just as Jameson braced his fingers against it, his phone rang.

Not my phone. Jameson realized that between one breath and the next. He’d turned his phone off before he’d gotten on the plane.

From somewhere deeper in the suite, the phone rang a second time.

Either Jameson wasn’t as alone as he’d assumed or someone else had been there and left a phone, quite possibly intentionally. In either case, Jameson wasn’t about to hang back. He made his way silently toward the sound of the ringing. In a darkened dining room, an envelope lay in the middle of a grand table, the only light in the room coming through the envelope.

From the phone inside.

Jameson reached for a switch and flooded the room with light. He claimed the envelope and tore through it, answering the call with three—and only three—words: “Where is she?”

That was more important to him than other, perhaps more pressing, questions, like where are you, who are you, and what are you going to do to me?

“If I knew where Avery was,” a familiar voice replied, “I’d have blocked the jet you borrowed from ever taking off.”

“Alisa.” It took a moment for Jameson’s body to register: There is no threat here. “I don’t have time for this.”

“Make time,” Alisa suggested. “I would hate to have to tell Nash that you’re in dire need of wrangling. Do you really think Avery would want your brother leaving Libby’s side right now?”

Avery’s sister, Jameson’s sister-in-law, was pregnant with twins. The last thing Jameson wanted was to leave Libby even remotely exposed, and Alisa, damn her, knew that.

“You have three minutes,” Jameson said.

“I’ve replaced all of our phones, not just yours, as a security precaution. All the numbers you might need have already been loaded onto the phone in your hand. You don’t have to answer anyone else’s calls, but you will answer mine.”

“How fortunate that I excel at taking orders,” Jameson said. “Especially yours. See also: the chupacabra incident when I was nine.”

Alisa Ortega had grown up alongside the Hawthorne brothers. She was not easily deterred. “We both want Avery home, and we both have our limitations. Yours, Jameson, involve self-control and risk assessment. Mine involve the fact that Oren and I cannot be observed making waves. I deeply suspect the instructions in Avery’s note were for our benefit, not yours.”

Except for the lemniscate, Jameson thought. One way or another, that was for me.

“You think Avery wanted me to look for her?” Jameson asked Alisa, his voice coming out hoarse.

“I think Avery knows you well enough to know that nothing she said could keep you—or Grayson, for that matter—from looking for her.”

Even just hearing his brother’s name hit Jameson in a dark and hollow place.

“Your three minutes are almost up,” he told Alisa.

“Then allow me to be concise: I’ll run point, manage the press, and keep a lid on the situation by any means necessary. You’ll keep me up to date on your progress, and I’ll keep you apprised of anything else anyone manages to dig up. To that end, I can already tell you that the trio we’re looking for—Alice, Calla Thorp, and one as-yet unknown—seem to operate by certain rules.”

Jameson steeled himself against the sound of his grandmother’s name. For more than a year, he’d avoided speaking it, but he was done with that now, done burying his head in the sand. The time for watching was already over.

Avery was already gone.

“What rules?” Jameson said, his voice coming out calmer than he felt.

“Each member of the group has an assigned role: Watcher, Hand, or Judge. Make of those terms what you will. Alice appears to be the current Judge. From what Grayson and Lyra have determined, the group operates in the shadows—as vigilantes, possibly assassins. There’s enough of a ritualized element, in my opinion, to justify calling them a cult.”

Assassins.

Cult.

Bile rose in the back of Jameson’s throat as darkness blanketed his mind. A single shard of memory sliced through. Pain. Little cuts. And a voice, a somehow familiar voice: “I think we can agree this situation merits more than watching.”

“Members of the group appear to move up in rank over time,” Alisa continued, bringing Jameson back to the present. “Watcher to Hand to Judge. The recruitment process for new members is unclear, but it seems to require a woman leaving her old life behind, either by disappearing or by faking her own death.”

“You think that’s what this is.” Jameson’s voice caught in his throat. “Avery. You think she might have gotten the kind of invitation that Gigi was warned about. You think she said yes.”

“I think that the only way Avery would have said yes to anything was if she was given certain assurances in return. I think the rest of us are quite possibly safe now in a way that we weren’t before, and I think that Avery fully believes there might be a way back from this for her.”

“Might isn’t good enough,” Jameson said, choking on the words.

“Agreed, which is why you and Grayson will find out as much as you can about this group as quietly and discreetly as you can. If it starts to look like Avery won’t come through this—whatever this is—I want to know exactly who we’re fighting.”

“I’m in.” There was no use in Jameson pretending otherwise, not with Alisa. “And your three minutes are up.”

“You gave me four. Stay in touch, Jamie.”

Jameson hung up the phone, and he let himself imagine what Avery would have said if she were there: You and Alisa actually agree about something? First time for everything, I suppose. Jameson could almost hear her voice. He closed his eyes and summoned up the image of Avery in his mind.

Is Alisa becoming more of a wild card or am I actually developing common sense? he imagined quipping back.

Be careful, the Avery in his mind whispered.

Am I ever anything else?

And just like that, the daydream ended. Just like that, Avery was gone. Jameson stalked back to the mural, to the three lines. He put his hand on the middle one and pushed. It sank halfway into the wall. Together, the three golden lines now made an arrow that pointed to the right—to a wall that began to rise the moment the arrow was formed.

It disappeared into the ceiling, revealing a new wall beyond. Three lines. The wall behind the wall. Jameson had done all of this before. A piece of seemingly blank blueprint paper was tacked up on the hidden wall. On a white column to the front and side of it, there was a marble bust depicting a Grecian-looking woman from the shoulders up.

Elsewhere in the foyer, there was an elaborate end table made of the exact same marble as the bust, carved to look, in part, like a lion. Jameson made short work of crouching and reaching into the lion’s mouth—and down. He hooked his fingers around what he knew to be a set of pearls. He’d returned them to their hiding place last time, once he’d finished, another game for Avery to play.

He’d promised her once that there would always be more mysteries, more hidden passages, more games. Theirs was supposed to be an epic story, one with no end.

“You’re fine, Heiress.” Jameson willed Avery to come to him again or, barring that, willed her to somehow hear him, wherever she was. “You’re coming back. And if you aren’t—aren’t fine, can’t come back—I’ll find you myself.”

He cut back over to the bust and slipped the pearls around its neck. The moment he did, the foyer went dark. Black lights embedded in the wall lit up, and a map appeared on the blueprint paper—the same map that had once led Jameson to hidden passage after hidden passage throughout Prague, to tunnels beneath this ancient city, a world unto themselves. He’d assume when he’d found the map that it was nothing more than one of the old man’s games.

But now—now, Jameson scoured the map in question. There had to be something he’d missed, another entrance, a detail, no matter how small.

Hide and Seek, he thought. This is just another game of Hide and Seek, Heiress—so here I come.
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Rohan wouldn’t have pegged Savannah Grayson as a person who slept on planes, let alone one who slept with her head on her sister’s shoulder. He wouldn’t have thought her capable of it. There was a vulnerability in sleep, one that had Rohan imagining Savannah sleeping curled into him, her head on his chest, their limbs not the least bit entangled.

No passion, only warmth.

Even just entertaining the possibility had a song rising in the depths of the labyrinth that was Rohan’s mind: a lullaby, gently hummed. A warning.

“You don’t sleep in front of other people, do you?” a perky voice asked.

Gigi Grayson was as different from her sister as Rohan could possibly imagine a person being: smaller, smiley, and wider-eyed, with seemingly no filter—the type of person whom it would be easy to use and hard to discard.

“He doesn’t sleep in public, either,” Gigi continued, nodding at a close-eyed Knox. “He’s a total faker who’s faking it, probably because he doesn’t want me making conversation, probably because I’d make him tell me when his birthday is, and then I could do his star chart.”

Rohan’s lips twitched slightly. “You don’t believe in astrology, Ms. Grayson.”

“Correct!” Gigi beamed at Rohan like he’d just passed a test. “I believe in science and the fundamental goodness of humankind. And also in the powers of persistence and positive thinking. I have no problem whatsoever sleeping in front of people, but as you might have noticed, this jet has an espresso machine, and I am flying.” Gigi glanced out the nearest window. “Literally and metaphorically. Metaliterally! Litaphorically?”

“If you’re waiting for her to stop,” Knox told Rohan without opening his eyes, “you could be waiting a while.”

“Patience is a virtue,” Rohan replied. “One of my very few.”

Gigi’s eyes lit up. “Let me guess: an end justifies the means kind of guy? Just out of curiosity, would that make my sister the end or the means?”

“He’d slit her throat for the right payout.” That was Knox again, eyes still closed.

“Hush, you,” Gigi scolded.

“I’m not a villain.” Rohan had never before felt compelled to clarify that. “More of a moral nihilist, really.”

“But not an actual nihilist,” Gigi said, her big doe eyes searching Rohan’s. “Because the things that matter to you matter deeply.”

There is only one thing that matters to me. Rohan shouldn’t have had any trouble believing that. He certainly never had before.

“Guy’s not your friend,” Knox told Gigi. “Or your sister’s.”

Rohan took no offense. He’d never had friends per se. He’d learned young that people were tools to be used, the connections between them little more than levers to be pulled.

“I’m a right bastard,” Rohan agreed, “which raises a question.” He deployed his most charming smile at Gigi. “If I told you I was irredeemable, how badly would you want to help your sister find a way to redeem me?”

Knox scowled, his eyes still closed.

“Don’t mind the way his fingers are curling into fists,” Gigi told Rohan. “Knox is a teddy bear, really.”

“Metaliterally or litaphorically?” Rohan replied.

Gigi grinned. “Oh, I like you.”

Rohan was not accustomed to being liked. “You shouldn’t,” he told Gigi, just as two other voices spoke the same piece of advice in his unison with him: Knox… and Savannah.

Savannah Grayson might have been the kind of person to sleep on a plane and even the kind to allow her head to list onto her sister’s shoulder as she slept, but she did not disappoint when it came to waking up. She was fully cognizant, fully herself, and fully capable of pinning Rohan with a look the moment she opened her eyes.

“I assume we’ll be landing soon.” Savannah was not one for questions. “If there’s anything we should know about our destination, Mr. Landry, now would be the time to share.”

Knox ignored the command inherent in those words. Fortunately, Rohan excelled at making himself difficult to ignore.

“Will we find Brady Daniels at his mother’s house on Cedarbend Court, I wonder, or out in the bayou?” Rohan fixed his gaze on Knox. “Stargazing, perhaps?”

And just like that, Knox’s eyes opened.

Hit a nerve, did I? “I always make it a habit to know my competition,” Rohan told Knox. “I’d run deep background on the top ten finalists in last year’s game long before this year’s commenced. I’m well acquainted with both you and Mr. Daniels.”

And yet, when it came to the fact that the duchess had approached Brady, recruited him… Rohan had somehow missed it.

What else am I missing? That was what Rohan was going to find out. Tonight. But for now, he kept his focus—and his sights—on Knox. “For what it’s worth, you weren’t Orion Thorp’s only player in this year’s game, Mr. Landry, merely the only one to successfully locate a golden ticket.” Rohan had dispatched at least one of Thorp’s men himself.

“I’m well aware that I’m nothing to a man like Orion Thorp.” As much as Knox tried to sound like he’d stepped right off Wall Street, every so often, Rohan could hear a telltale bit of twang in his voice, rising up like a snake just barely lifting its head above the grass.

“As for our destination…” Knox reeled his accent back in. “You don’t need to know a damn thing about St. Adelaide Parish. We get in. We find Brady. We get out. And we leave Brady’s mama out of this.”

“The bayou, then?” Rohan concluded. “Ah, memories.” Yours, not mine, Mr. Landry.

Sometimes strategy dictated putting others at ease, and sometimes it called for the opposite. Rohan wanted Knox on the warpath, primed to make this search as quick as possible. “You might be nothing to Orion Thorp,” Rohan continued, poking at the bear just a little bit more, “but out in the bayou, you weren’t nothing to his daughter.” To Calla. “Were you?”

And there it is—a clench of the jaw.

“I take it back,” Gigi told Rohan. “I don’t like you.” She turned to Savannah. “I don’t like him.”

“Neither,” Savannah replied, “do I.”

“We’re all in agreement, then.” Rohan smirked. “I’m detestable and easy on the eyes.”

“What do you want with Brady?” Knox stared Rohan down like he’d never even heard the word blink. “Or is it Calla you really want?”

“If your lost love shows herself, I wouldn’t object, but I’ll settle for a chat with Mr. Daniels.” That was a lie. Rohan did not settle, and he hadn’t expended his own limited resources to charter a plane to Louisiana with the goal of picking Brady’s brain.

Rohan was far more interested in the tattoo on the scholar’s arm.

If, as he suspected, Zella had been forbidden from interfering with the Grandest Game, that tattoo was leverage. How terribly inconvenient for you, duchess, that Brady Daniels is living, walking proof that you broke the rules.

And how terribly convenient for me.
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The moon shone brighter in the bayou, bright enough that Rohan could make out the shadowy branches of weeping swamp trees as he fixed his gaze on the moon’s reflection on otherwise black water.

Dark water. Rohan forced himself to keep looking for another five seconds, just to prove he could, then he turned and made for the rather questionable ladder up which his companions had just disappeared.

Whether Severin Thorp’s abode in the bayou was best described as a shack or a shanty was a matter of some debate. It sat on stilts twenty yards away from the water’s edge. By the time Rohan stepped foot on the platform at the top of the ladder, his sense of hearing had already told him that Brady wasn’t inside, but as Rohan pushed the front and only door inward, the beams of multiple flashlights from multiple phones made it clear: Someone had been here. There was a bag on the counter—a small, worn, cloth backpack.

Before any of the others could claim that bag, Rohan gave Knox one last, calculated push. “I know who this place belonged to.” Rohan’s knowledge of Severin Thorp was hardly extensive, but he knew the gentleman had been Knox’s mentor, that he was dead, and that Knox had only recently discovered that Severin was gone. “You have my most sincere condolences, Mr. Landry.”

There was nothing glib in Rohan’s tone, but he was well aware that some people did not want condolences. Some people were wired to rage instead of mourn.

Knox snarled, and Gigi popped in between them.

“Brady!” Gigi reminded Knox. “You can punch and/or double-punch Rohan’s obnoxiously symmetrical face later. First: We find Brady.”

“Stay here,” Knox growled, slamming out of the shack.

“He meant you two,” Gigi said decisively, scurrying after Knox. Savannah went to follow her sister, then halted when she realized that Rohan showed no signs of moving.

“Go on, love,” he said.

Savannah narrowed her eyes. “You want me to leave.”

“Do I?”

“You’re up to something.”

Rohan flashed her a smile. “Always.”

Icy eyes narrowed just a fraction more. “You’re letting Gigi and Knox do the work of tracking Brady down. Why?”

“Your sister will doubtlessly let you know when they find him. Soulful little thing, isn’t she? And quite intent on making the past up to you.” Rohan almost hated to probe at that wound but needs must.

“My relationship with my sister is none of your business.” Savannah’s body betrayed her in ways her face did not. Her delicate lips, strong jaw, and silvery eyes were all dangerously neutral. The muscles in her shoulders and neck, however…

The secrets your sister kept from you still hurt, but the pain is duller now, isn’t it, love? No longer bleeding, starting to scar. Rohan had done some of his best work with scars—kissing them, tracing his fingers around them.

Ripping them open at opportune times, the Proprietor whispered somewhere in his mind.

Rohan resisted the urge to reach out and touch his quarry. “Aren’t you going to ask what we will be doing while your sister and Knox are finding Brady for us?”

“Do you think I need to?” Savannah reached for Brady’s backpack, her tone making it perfectly clear that cities had been felled by creatures far less capable and fearsome than she. “You’re hoping for leverage that you can use to make Brady more pliant or, barring that, some kind of insight that might allow you to more effectively manipulate him.”

“Manipulative? Me?” Rohan allowed Savannah first stab at the bag and turned his attention to searching the rest of the shack. If I were a secret, where would I be? A full minute passed before Rohan allowed himself another glance in Savannah’s direction.

She’d removed three books from the backpack, and Rohan helped himself to them. “It appears our Mr. Daniels has a fondness for poetry, particularly of the French variety.” Rohan could—and probably should—have stopped there. “A match, I believe, for the gentleman’s taste in fairy tales.” Rohan dragged his eyes upward to Savannah’s. “Such as Les Fées.”

He waited to see if the winter girl would take the bait. She did not.

“I would very much have liked to see the scholar’s expression,” Rohan continued, “when you let it be known that you would no sooner spit diamonds than snakes.”

“Brady tried to play me.” Savannah kept her tone tantalizingly neutral as she continued her search of the bag. “But I am no one’s piece to move around the board.”

That’s my phrasing, love. My way of looking at the world. “Tell me, Savannah…” Rohan sidled up beside her. “What is the board right now?”

Savannah did her best to pretend the proximity of his body had no effect whatsoever on hers. “You indicated that Jameson Hawthorne was headed for Prague,” she said crisply. “The Mercy, I assume, is in England. The Hawthornes’ home base is in Texas. Calla Thorp vanished years ago from the oh-so-charming backwoods where we find ourselves now.”

“St. Adelaide Parish is more than backwoods,” Rohan informed her. “It also includes a rather quaint collection of towns where Calla Thorp’s family controls just about everything. The Thorps were transplants from New York in the early nineteen hundreds, old money—by American standards, at least. They bought up all the property hereabouts, razed more than one plantation to the ground, and rebuilt the entire area to their own tastes.”

“And the duchess?” Savannah finished her search of the bag but made no move to drop it. “Where is she from?”

So demanding. That thought was a low, warm buzz in Rohan’s mind as he turned his face toward hers. “As the press tells it, That Duchess met her duke at Oxford, where she was an international student and he was a young man no one expected to inherit a dukedom. It was, by all accounts, true love.”

“Love is a story people tell themselves in moments of weakness.” Savannah went to turn away from him, but Rohan closed his hand around the strap of the backpack, his fingers coming close to but never brushing hers.

Drop the bag and back away, love. If you dare.

Savannah didn’t back away—or down. “We’re going to need some ground rules,” she said, her voice austere, her chin angled just so. “No touching. No calling me by terms of endearment of any kind. This is a business arrangement, Rohan. I need you to take me to the duchess. You, for whatever reason, want Brady with you when you do. Business, and that is all.”

Rohan arched a brow, waiting. Expectant. “And…?” he prompted.

“And the board,” Savannah finished crisply, “is the world.”

Rohan had a sudden urge to ask: Has anyone ever promised you the world, Savannah? But instead, he snaked his free hand into the bag, his dexterous fingers probing the fabric and seams, his body not touching hers. A most thorough search revealed what Savannah had missed: an object sewn into the bottom of the bag.

Rohan tore the fabric—no hesitations, no regrets. Something metal fell into his hand. Something on a chain. He withdrew his hand from the bag and spread his fingers wide, presenting for Savannah’s inspection the object on his palm.

A necklace. A silver-and-gold fleur-de-lis, a highly stylized one, distinct in its proportions, an exemplary bit of craftmanship on a simple chain.

When Savannah reached to claim it, Rohan closed his fist. “Ask first, love.”

One rule broken: a term of endearment. Savannah reached to peel Rohan’s fingers back. And there’s the second. Touching. Rohan caught her wrist in his free hand. More touching.

“Show it to me,” Savannah demanded.

“Since you asked so nicely.” Rohan let loose of her wrist and opened his fist, flipping the necklace over in his palm as he did. He’d always had a magician’s knack for presentation.

On the back of the fleur-de-lis, there was an inscription, words engraved into the metal:


Pour celui á qui il a été promis

Pour la fille qui serait reine



“For the one to whom it was promised,” Rohan translated. “For the girl who would be queen.”

“French.” Savannah reached for the necklace again, and this time, Rohan allowed her to lift it by the chain. “What do we think the chances are that this belonged to Calla Thorp?”
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Just so you know, cardio is not my strong suit!” Gigi called to Knox, who wasn’t exactly making it easy to keep up with him as he pushed deeper and deeper into the bayou, skirting the water but not by much. “Lungs,” Gigi wheezed. “Hate me.”

Knox was the very picture of sympathy, empathy, and concern. “No one asked you to come with me.”

“You’re my bodyguard,” Gigi labored to remind him. “And I’m your very favorite thorn-in-side.”

Knox snorted, but he slowed his pace. Slightly. “You going to tell me why you, your sister, and that British asshole are looking for Brady?” he said.

Gigi decided to take the fact that Knox had tired of stormy silence as a good thing. “Are you going to tell me when your birthday is?” she countered.

“I don’t do birthdays.”

Gigi officially had a new mission in life, once life had returned to normal: Project Birthday. See also: Confetti Pants.

“Brady’s sponsor knows things.” Gigi figured she owed Not-Yet-Confetti-Pants an answer of some sort, but she kept it vague. “And we might need Brady to draw her out.”

Knox had been there when Gigi had told Jameson and Alisa all about the duchess and the Woman in Red, Zella and Calla, and the fact that they’d been sisters, once upon a time. Knox had just been thoroughly pretending that none of it mattered to him.

“I don’t like this.” He picked up his pace again as their path twisted away from the water. Gigi shined the light on her phone after him, but it did very little against the velvety blackness of the night.

“Where are we?” Gigi asked.

“Heaven or hell, depending on who you ask.”

Gigi wondered what this place looked like during the daytime, wondered if it was beautiful or just wild, wondered what Knox felt coming back here.

“This is where you trained, isn’t it?” Gigi knew she was pushing her luck, but cardio always made her a little reckless. “You and Brady and Calla. Severin trained you out here.”

Gigi still wasn’t sure exactly what that “training” had entailed. Fighting, clearly, but she had the general sense it went beyond that. She knew that Calla had been an archer, and that Severin Thorp had been former military and comfortable living in the wilderness, so hunting, tracking, and intense survival training also seemed like real possibilities.

“Let it go,” Knox ordered. “And watch out for the roots.”

“What r—” Gigi’s foot caught on something, and she pitched forward. Knox turned and caught her before she could face-plant. Gigi took that as an opportunity to give his hand a little squeeze. “You and Brady, you became brothers out here. You trained together. And Calla—she was part of it, part of you.”

Even Gigi wasn’t brave enough to say You fell in love with her, let alone Brady fell, too.

“Calla was a Thorp,” Knox said abruptly, like that was all Calla had been. He set off again, like a half-mad hound who’d scented prey. “Watch out for the damn roots this time.”

Gigi struggled to catch up and managed a record ninety-three seconds of silence before she tried again. “You haven’t asked me. About Calla.”

“What about her?”

“Anything?”

Knox went very still. At first, Gigi thought she’d finally pushed him too far, but then she realized: He was listening. To something? For something?

Brady?

“Wait here,” Knox ordered, taking off full-speed into the dark.

It was a truth universally acknowledged that Gigi Grayson was not particularly good at waiting. She aimed her light in the direction Knox had gone, but he’d already disappeared. Gigi heard a twig snap somewhere in the distance, and then Knox’s voice cut through the night.

“What the hell have you gotten yourself into, Daniels?” Knox said. That rather questionable greeting was followed by the sound of someone being shoved into what Gigi could only assume was the trunk of what she hoped was a very sturdy tree. She had no idea whether Knox had been the shover or the shove-ee.

“I can take care of myself, Knox.” Brady. “And it’s none of your business, either way.”

“You’re my business, Brady.”

“Since when?”

“Since always.”

Gigi headed in the direction of their voices and hit a clearing. Moonlight directly overhead illuminated the outlines of her former teammates’ bodies—more specifically, the outline of Brady’s forearm getting up close and personal with the outline of Knox’s windpipe.

“Not on my watch, boys!” Gigi called, jogging toward them and catching them in the beam of her flashlight. “This is a place of nature and peace.”

Brady let loose of Knox and turned toward Gigi. She gave herself a second to look at him—just one. When in doubt, rip the bandage right off.

“Calla’s alive,” Gigi blurted. “I saw her.”

Gigi had always thought Brady had gentle eyes, but right now, in the light of the moon, his velvety brown irises were like roiling waves, like churning lava barely contained by earth.

She had his attention. His full attention.

“In my mind,” Gigi said, forcing her voice to come out steady, “I called her the Woman in Red—capital W, capital R. Her entire body was covered—gloves, boots, cloak, hood, a scarf over her face, all red. But I saw her eyes. She showed me her eyes. One blue eye. One brown.”

“That doesn’t mean that it was Calla,” Brady said. “Heterochromia might be rare, but anyone with colored contacts could fake it.”

To Gigi’s ears, he sounded like a skeptic desperate to believe. Calla had been missing for six years. Her disappearance had broken Brady. It had broken Knox. It had broken Brady-and-Knox.

And now Calla was back—only she wasn’t Calla anymore.

Gigi pushed down the urge to shiver. “The Woman in Red, she knew things, Brady. About Calla’s life. About her family.”

“What sort of things?” Brady asked quietly.

Gigi didn’t particularly trust Brady, but she didn’t have to trust a person to feel for them. “She told me that Calla was the first Thorp daughter born in three generations and that having the first girl was more important to Calla’s father than the fact that Calla wasn’t really his.”

“Helena Thorp made Orion the family heir because he had the first daughter.” Brady studied Gigi like she had hieroglyphics on her face, like he was the only one who could possibly decipher them. “But Calla never said anything about her father not being her father.”

“To you,” Knox interjected. “She never said anything about it to you.”

Brady swiveled his head toward Knox. Three or four seconds passed in utter silence. “You’re telling the truth,” Brady said. His next breath hitched as he looked back to Gigi. “He’s telling the truth. And that means…”

Gigi could practically see Brady’s heart and lungs and soul seize up, all at once.

“One blue eye, one brown,” Brady whispered. “Your Woman in Red, Calla—what else did she say?”

She said that you love a memory. That you love a dream. Even after everything, Gigi couldn’t bring herself to tell Brady that. “She told me that there was no Calla Thorp anymore. She also said that hers was a higher law.”

“Brady.” Knox’s voice went dangerously low. “Whatever you’re thinking, don’t.”

“This doesn’t sound off to you?” Brady demanded, his voice strained. “It sounds like Calla to you? Calla, who always knew exactly who she was. Calla, who never gave up on herself—or you. Damn it, Knox, we’re talking about the girl who taught you to read through sheer force of will when you were fourteen and nothing but a ball of rage. The one who saw you. Saw us.”

“I don’t need you to tell me about Calla.”

“Who’s had her all this time, huh?” Brady shoved Knox, trying desperately to get a response. “What have they been doing to her? Because disavowing her own name and citing a higher law sure as hell sounds brainwashed to me.”

Gigi could see the logic in that argument, but she couldn’t help thinking that the Woman in Red hadn’t seemed like a victim of any kind. Zella had referred to Calla as ambitious.

“Gigi.” Brady reached out and touched Gigi’s face, angling it up toward his, his hand gentle and warm. “There must be something else you can tell me. You’re the kind of person who notices things that other people miss.” His thumb stroked her cheekbone. “You—”

Brady went flying backward.

“Keep your damn hands off her,” Knox growled.

Gigi shot Knox an offended look. “Even I’m not naive enough to fall for it twice,” she told him, and then she gave herself a mental pep talk: I’m not a wounded dove. I am an angry koala. And you do not want to make a koala angry.

“Touch me again,” Gigi told Brady, steeling her voice, “try to manipulate me again, and see what happens.”

Behind his thick-rimmed glasses, Brady looked down. “I owe you an apology.”

Gigi wasn’t sure she wanted one. “All you had to do was ask,” she told him quietly.

“This is me,” Brady replied, “asking.”

Gigi swallowed. We need him, she reminded herself, but deep down, she knew she would have told Brady everything regardless, because she wasn’t cruel. “The Woman in Red called herself the Watcher and the Lily.” Memories washed over Gigi the moment she said the words. “I got the sense that those were titles, ones she was proud of. She and Zella obviously knew each other. Zella said they were sisters, once upon a time. She kidnapped me to lure Calla out, I guess because Calla had left me a cryptic lily, which was supposedly some kind of warning that I was being watched, whatever that means.”

“Who’s Zella?” Brady asked intently.

“Your sponsor,” Gigi replied. “You didn’t know her name?”

“I do hope we’re not interrupting,” an accented voice called. Gigi turned just in time to see Rohan stepping into the clearing, Savannah at his side.

“Did I mention that I turned on location sharing with Savannah as soon as I got this phone?” Gigi asked Knox. “On a related note, I’m impressed there’s even cell service out here.”

As Savannah drew closer to them, she held something up. By the time Gigi had realized the object dangling from her sister’s fingers was a necklace, Brady had already surged forward to try to snatch it—try being the operative word.

One second, Brady was moving toward Savannah, and the next, he was on the ground. Rohan was that fast, like lightning in broad-shouldered, morally nihilistic form.

Gigi glanced at Knox, who didn’t seem to care much that Rohan had just put Brady on his ass. “Where the hell did you get that?” Knox demanded, staring at the necklace.

“They stole it from my bag,” Brady answered. “My sponsor sent it to me as proof that she had information about what happened to Calla after she disappeared.”

“We found the inscription quite fascinating,” Rohan told Brady. “For the one to whom it was promised. For the girl who would be queen. I take it your Calla was quite the princess?”

The only girl born into her family in three generations, Gigi thought, her head pounding.

“Calla was no princess.” Brady climbed back to his feet and turned to Knox. “Admit it, Knox. Something is very wrong. Calla needs us. All these years, I told you—

“And I told you: Calla left.” Knox brutally grabbed the collar of his own shirt. The moment he did, Gigi knew: We shouldn’t be here. Not me. Not Savannah. Not Rohan. As Knox bared the brutal scar at the base of his neck, the one he’d called a Calla Thorp good-bye, Gigi did the only thing she could think of to do: She turned and fled.

“Savannah,” Gigi called back over her shoulder. “Come on.” This was between Knox and Brady and no one else.

But Savannah didn’t come.

“The night Calla left”—Knox’s voice reached Gigi no matter how hard she tried to block it out—“she told me to meet her here at midnight. I was standing right here when Calla dug the head of an arrow into the base of my throat and warned me not to come after her, not to look for her. Ever. She made it crystal clear to me that she was meant for greater things than St. Adelaide Parish and a barely literate, backwoods nobody who’s broken inside and always will be.”

Gigi stumbled in the dark, her heart hurting for Knox, because it couldn’t have been more obvious that the words he’d just said were a direct quote. Belatedly, Gigi remembered her flashlight. Her eyes tearing up, she shined it on the ground in front of her—and then she stopped.

Stopped fleeing. Stopped breathing. Stopped thinking in words.

Because there, at her feet, artfully arranged on a massive, twisted root, was an enormous white calla lily.
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A person could only play chess against herself so many times before giving into the urge to ransack dozens of online historical databases for information related to mysterious cloaked women who sat in judgment of others—women who watched, women whose hands wielded blades.

If you know where to look, Odette had promised, history tells the tale.

Well, Lyra apparently didn’t know how or where to look. It had been hours—hours she’d spent alone, locked down at Toby’s place, hours during which Grayson had been doing who-knows-what to try to get that file out of Eve.

And still, Lyra had found nothing.

She should have been used to that—finding nothing. She’d spent years unable to piece together answers about her father’s death, about the Hawthorne family’s involvement in it. But the Grandest Game had changed everything.

Grayson had.

Together, he and Lyra had solved riddles that Lyra hadn’t even realized were riddles. They were so close to finding answers Lyra had wanted for so long, but this was bigger than that now, bigger than Lyra.

As she waited for Grayson to return, she kept thinking about his words back on Hawthorne Island, when he’d said that he would choose her, not over his family but as a part of it. It defied all logic that he could be that sure of this thing between them so soon, but Lyra knew he’d meant it. Grayson Hawthorne was a man made for oaths, the kind of person who would never make a declaration like that lightly. Family meant everything to him. And Lyra knew that Avery Grambs was at the very heart of Grayson’s family. Grayson would have died for her, no questions asked, and Lyra was absolutely certain that if Avery wasn’t okay, Grayson wouldn’t be okay, either.

Not ever again.

Where the hell is he? Lyra thought. The sun had long-since set. The entire day had passed. Lyra had slept—not much but some. She’d dreamed, and in her dreams, she’d heard her father’s voice, heard him pronouncing her name wrong, heard her preschool teachers saying how very alike the two of them looked.

What’s taking so long? The more time passed, the more Lyra regretted not going with Grayson. She’d agreed that he’d stand a better chance of getting information out of Eve alone, but Lyra had made a deal with Grayson back on Hawthorne Island: She got to pull him back from cliffs, too, and she couldn’t do that if she wasn’t with him.

She couldn’t do a damn thing here.

“That’s it.” Lyra said the words out loud, because the alternative was to scream. If there was room in here, I would dance. That thought, vehement and restless, took Lyra by surprise. It had been so long since she’d been the Lyra who felt everything and could dance like she had nothing to lose. She’d thought that Lyra was gone.

Regardless, there was no room to dance in here, so she resorted to pacing the room instead, stopping in front of Toby’s bookshelf. Of the five books it held, Lyra recognized three: A Little Princess, The Secret Garden, and Carrie. The fourth book appeared to be about a girl and a horse. The fifth was The Westing Game. Lyra reached for that one, but a knock at the door froze her in her tracks.

Grayson had made her promise to keep the door locked.

If that was him, Lyra realized, survival instincts unfurling inside her, he wouldn’t just knock. He’d say something to let me know it was safe to open the door. Lyra crept toward the kitchen counter and silently opened drawer after drawer until she found a knife.

Another knock—and then: “We come in peace.” The voice that issued those words was male and unfamiliar, the speaker’s utter lack of intonation unnerving.

Lyra tightened her grip on the knife. “Who’s we?”

“Me, my associate, and your boyfriend.” That voice, Lyra recognized. Eve. The sound of a key being inserted into the lock told Lyra: Eve has a key to Toby’s place.

“I wouldn’t say boyfriend.” Lyra shoved the knife behind her back just as the door swung inward.

“I would,” Grayson murmured. His voice was oddly liquid, his Armani suit rumpled, his blond hair mussed in a distinctly un-Grayson kind of way. “I would say boyfriend.” Grayson arched a most dignified brow. “Boyfriend, Latin, meaning more than a friend who’s more than a boy.”

“Not Latin,” Lyra told him. She narrowed her eyes at Eve and her muscle, Mr. We Come in Peace. “What the hell did you two do to him?”

“Drink or Dare,” drunk Grayson replied archly. “I did not much care for Eve’s dares. Her scotch, however, was of an acceptable vintage.”

“Pour him onto the mattress,” Eve told her companion, who slipped his shoulder under Grayson’s arm and did exactly that. Lyra didn’t trust the way the guy moved, like Grayson’s weight was nothing, like there was no order this guy could not carry out. Blond hair hung in his face, but that did nothing to mask charcoal eyes that narrowed at Lyra as he straightened.

“Give me the knife,” he ordered.

Lyra did not give him the knife. He must have decided against trying to take it from her, because he just stood there, staring holes in her instead.

“So,” Eve mused, “this is the place my father built for himself—away from me. It’s telling. He’s clearly trying to re-create another time, mattress on the floor and all.” Eve’s gaze fell on the chess table. “Except that. This place is practically a shrine to Toby’s precious Hannah, but the chess table has Avery’s name written all over it.”

Jealous, Eve? Lyra’s hand tightened around the hilt of the knife. “And the books?” she said. “Whose name is written all over those?”

Eve turned toward the shelf—and froze. When she spoke again, her voice was quiet. “It hardly matters.” After another second or two, Eve managed to shift her gaze back toward Lyra. “Grayson gave me what I wanted, so you get what you want. Lucky girl. Slate?”

The dangerous, dark-eyed boy produced a file folder with one hand and held out the other hand, staring Lyra down. “The knife,” he said flatly.

Lyra glanced at Grayson, who inclined his head subtly—so subtly that Lyra suddenly doubted he was actually drunk at all.

Taking quite-possibly-not-drunk Grayson’s cue, Lyra exchanged her knife for the file.

“I hope Grayson’s efforts were worth it,” Eve told Lyra. “I hope you are worth it. I hope you’re ready.”

“I usually am.” Lyra didn’t give Eve the satisfaction of asking: Ready for what?

“Good,” Eve replied sweetly. “Because I give it a matter of days before the press discovers that Grayson Hawthorne has a girlfriend. I could tip the paparazzi off myself, but I won’t, just like I won’t say a word to anyone about our missing heiress.”

Grayson told her Avery’s gone? That seemed risky to Lyra, but Grayson knew Eve better than she did. “Why hold your tongue?” Lyra asked.

“She’s going to try to make you feel sorry for her,” Grayson warned, and then he fell drunkenly off the mattress.

Laying it on a little thick, aren’t you? Lyra thought, but Eve didn’t seem to notice.

“When I was a kid,” Eve said softly, “there were four children’s books I read over and over.” Eve looked back to Toby’s bookshelf. “I got lost in them every chance I could, dreaming that someday I would matter the way the girls in those books did, that I would belong.” After a long moment, Eve reached up and pulled the only non-children’s book off the shelf. Carrie. “I was older when I read this one, older and angry and desperate for adult attention. My English teacher gave it to me—a copy of Carrie and his attention. I was sixteen. The man groomed me, used me, branded me a liar, and threw me away.”

Eve stared at Carrie a moment longer, then slid it back on the shelf. “So in answer to your question, I’m holding my tongue about Avery’s disappearance because it suits me to do so. I’m done waiting to matter, done being thrown away or overlooked. I have plans of my own.” Eve made her way to the door and cast one last look back at Grayson. “I was made for grander things,” she said, “than Hawthorne boys or a self-important billionaire’s little games. Grander things than any of you.”

An instant later, she was gone. Slate went to follow, pausing in the doorway. “Whatever’s going down, I’ve got Eve’s back,” he said, “but someone needs to have Gigi’s.”

The door slammed behind him a second later.

“Note to self,” Grayson said, rising effortlessly from the floor and straightening his suit, “kill Mattias Slater if he goes near my little sister again.”

Lyra snorted, then her gaze went to the file in her hand. “You fake drunk pretty well,” she told Grayson, walking over to the table. She swept the chess pieces aside and set the file down.

“I have an impressive tolerance,” Grayson replied, “second only to my aunt Zara’s.” He reached a hand to her face and tilted her eyes up toward his. “And you, Lyra Catalina Kane, are stalling.”

Lyra didn’t deny it. She allowed herself to lean into Grayson’s touch, and then she took a seat and stared bullets at Eve’s file. “What if there’s nothing in here? No real leads?”

“What if everything makes sense after you read it?” Grayson took the seat opposite her. “What if it’s exactly what you’ve been looking for?”

His hand made its way across the table to hers. Lyra’s fingers bent, interweaving with his. She breathed, and so did Grayson. They breathed, together.

“You don’t have to be okay,” Grayson told her. “You don’t have to be fine.”

“I’m not,” Lyra admitted. And then she flipped open her father’s file.







Chapter 11
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LYRA


The first page was nothing but names. Aliases. Thomas, Tomasso, and Tomás appeared most frequently, but there were other first names peppered in. Among the dozens of surnames listed, three and only three were asterisked.

Drakos, Reyes, and Aquila.

Lyra turned the page with her free hand, but instead of details on those asterisks, what she got was a police report. The second Lyra saw it, her field of vision narrowed, her breath coming more quickly as individual phrases jumped out at her.

Gunshot wounds—

Self-inflicted—

No witnesses.

“No witnesses?” Lyra whispered. She forced herself to read the report, word for word, from the beginning, never letting go of Grayson’s hand. The report, dated two days after Lyra’s fourth birthday, indicated that the dead man had broken into a stranger’s home while the owner was on vacation and shot himself inside. It wasn’t his house. The fatal injuries listed in the report tracked with what Lyra remembered, but there was no mention anywhere of a calla lily, a symbol written in blood on the wall, or a child.

No mention that Lyra had been there at all.

There was, however, documentation of a note that the victim had supposedly left behind, explaining his financial woes and laying the blame for his suicide squarely at the feet of billionaire Tobias Hawthorne and his predatory business practices.

“My father didn’t write this,” Lyra said. She felt that in her bones. Her father hadn’t killed himself for run-of-the-mill financial reasons, and Tobias Hawthorne wasn’t the Hawthorne he’d held responsible for his death. A Hawthorne was. “But why would Alice connect my father’s death to the Hawthorne family at all?” Lyra asked. “Why forge this note?”

“To ensure the local sheriff’s department wouldn’t question why a man like Tobias Hawthorne might want the whole affair put to bed quickly and quietly,” Grayson replied. “Cleanly.”

He was right, Lyra realized. It was like the entire case had been tied up with a billionaire’s bow. Quickly. Quietly. Cleanly.

“This doesn’t make any sense,” Lyra bit out. “I was there. How could anyone cover that up? The police would have found me first. I remember running out into the night—footsteps on pavement. I remember—”

Lyra stopped suddenly, because she didn’t remember, had never remembered the moment when she’d been found. She’d only recently remembered seeing Alice Hawthorne that night.

You should not be here, the black-cloaked woman had told Lyra. But who is to say that you were?

Grayson shifted his chair around to Lyra’s side of the table. Together, they read the report again, from the beginning. The investigation had identified the victim as Thomas Valasquez via a driver’s license found on the body. If forensics of any kind had been run to confirm that identity, the report didn’t contain them. If the sheriff’s department had any idea that Thomas Valasquez was not their victim’s real name, the report gave no indication of that, either.

Tied up with a bow. Put to bed. Something like fury rose in Lyra, and she forced herself to go past the end of the written report this time—to the crime scene photos.

Blood. His face is gone.

It was just like Lyra remembered, but the wall—the wall on which her father had drawn the omega symbol in his own blood—was nothing but bloody streaks, the symbol destroyed.

“You don’t have to do this,” Grayson murmured, his voice a low, warm hum that cut through the ice in Lyra’s veins.

“Yes, I do.”

The next few photographs were of the victim’s effects. A wallet. Credit cards. The driver’s license they used to identify him. Lyra stared at a close-up of the license, and Thomas Valasquez stared back.

Lyra stopped breathing.

She flipped to the next page and the next and the next and the next until she was through with the police report and onto the results of a private investigation that was date-stamped as being less than a year old. The PI’s notes made it clear that the investigator had been charged with finding a teenage girl, the daughter of the dead man.

“Eve was looking for you,” Grayson inferred. “My guess would be that she intercepted our calls somehow and—”

Lyra barely even heard him as she made her way through the PI’s report, the world threatening to spin around her. She stopped on the second-to-last page, which contained copies of two more driver’s licenses and a mugshot. She registered the names.

Thomas Aquila. Tomasso Drakos. Tomás Reyes.

“I don’t understand,” Lyra said harshly. Aquila, Drakos, Reyes, and Valasquez—they were all very clearly the same man. But that man—

“Lyra?”

These photographs, all of them—

“This isn’t him,” Lyra whispered. The man in these pictures had eyes that looked nothing like Lyra’s. The shape was wrong. The color was wrong. And the rest of the man’s features—Lyra couldn’t visualize a damn thing, let alone her father’s face, but she knew.

Looking at these photographs, at this man, Lyra felt nothing. She couldn’t so much as hear her father’s voice.

Not him. Not him. Not him. Lyra flipped to the final page in the file. One last photograph. In it, the man from all the other photographs—the man that no part of Lyra recognized—was holding a dark-haired, chubby-cheeked baby who looked to be clapping her hands.

And standing next to him in that picture was Lyra’s mother. This doesn’t make sense. None of this made any sense.

The next thing Lyra knew, she had her phone in her hand.

Her mom picked up on the third ring. “If this is a telemarketer, be warned that I’m a writer, and I am always looking for people to fictionally kill.”

“Mom. It’s me.”

“Lyra? This isn’t your number. Say something to prove you’re you and not an AI hoax.”

“Toothpick,” Lyra said, her voice coming out hoarse. “Ice cube. Bikini bottoms.”

“Things that could be weapons. It is you!”

“Mom.” Lyra stared at the photo in front of her and tried to form a question—a coherent, cogent question—but came up short. “I’m switching you over to a video call,” Lyra said, and then she did, aiming the camera at the page.

“A picture of you and me with Tomás.” Lyra’s mom was infamous for rolling with the punches. “Not his best angle, but you’re adorable, and I look cute.”

“No.” Lyra’s voice shook.

“I assure you, Lyra Catalina, those bangs made perfect sense at the time.”

None of this makes sense. Lyra couldn’t form a single word. She couldn’t even feel Grayson next to her anymore.

“What’s this about, baby? Where did you get that photo? You know if you have questions about your bio-father, you can always—”

“No.” Lyra felt like the word had been ripped out of her, like the earth should have trembled with the sound that had just left her mouth. “You always said he left when I was three days old.” But that wasn’t the really the problem. That wasn’t—

I’m your father, Lyra.

Happy birthday, Lyra.

A Hawthorne did this.

“This isn’t him,” Lyra whispered. She knew she wouldn’t be able to take back what she was about to say, but she wrenched open Pandora’s box anyway, consequences be damned. “This man isn’t the man who took me—the man with the gun.”







Chapter 12
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JAMESON


The old man’s map was a map to nowhere and nothing. Jameson had scoured it over and over again, and when that had proven a fool’s errand, he’d turned his attention to the Royal Suite itself. His grandfather had built the place; the wall-behind-the-wall, the pearls, and the map were a testament to that. There had to be something else here.

There’s always something else, Heiress. Another layer. More games. Traps upon traps. Riddles upon riddles. By four in the morning in Prague—seven at night for Jameson’s body, which was still back on Pacific time—he had hit a wall. He ended up back in the foyer, staring at the mural with its intricate, swirling lines. Carrying tension in every muscle, Jameson stepped back, willing the seemingly abstract design to solidify into something more concrete before his eyes. He’d been over and over this, but there had to be something—

Yes. Do you see it, Heiress? If he fixed his blurring gaze just so, Jameson could pick out eight human figures, four male and four female, composed of those swirling lines. The objects were harder to decipher—at first. A wall. A lion. A tree. A horse. A ship. A harp-like instrument of some sort. A cavern. A snake.

Jameson had always had the ability to let a puzzle or mystery utterly consume him, the way light was consumed by a black hole. His focus unparalleled, he saw nothing but the wall. Every curve. Every swirl. Every figure.

Without warning, the mural split as the door to the suite swung inward, sending Jameson’s body surging into threat mode—fight mode. He was already hurtling toward the intruder when said intruder called out: “I come bearing cranky pastries!”

Xander? Jameson stopped himself just short of going for his brother’s throat. Xander didn’t even bat an eye. He simply nodded to the mound of baked goods in his hand, impressive both in their number and the fact that he’d managed to acquire them before dawn.

“Cranky pastries?” Jameson repeated. His body was thirsting for the fight it had been promised, but this was Xander, so Jameson forced his pulse to slow and the red haze to recede.

“The pastries,” Xander explained in a lofty tone, “do not appreciate being kept in the dark, especially about things that matter. People who matter.”

“Did Alisa send you?” Jameson didn’t have time for this.

“Alisa doesn’t even know I’m here,” Xander replied. “Imagine a game of Where’s Waldo where Waldo is devastatingly handsome, handy in a fight, and capable of visualizing in four dimensions and yet no one is even looking for Waldo. Or making use of his substantial skillset.”

In other words, Xander had found out that something was up and had gone rogue.

“You shouldn’t have come.” Jameson shifted his gaze back to the wall, to the mural.

Xander set his pastries down, and the next thing Jameson knew, he was airborne. He really should have seen that flying tackle coming.

“Not in the mood, Xan,” Jameson said, as they crashed to the floor and he tried to extract himself from beneath his younger brother, but Xander was tall, wiry, and had an advanced understanding of Newtonian physics, and it was suddenly very clear: For once, Xander Hawthorne was not playing around.

“She’s my Avery, too,” Xander said fiercely, once he had Jameson pinned. “I know she disappeared leaving behind nothing but a highly suspicious note, and I know the other thing I’m not supposed to know, too.” Xander, unlike Grayson, didn’t say Alice’s name. “I’m not afraid of you, Jamie. I’m not afraid of whatever this is. And you are going to deal me in, whether you want to or not.”

She’s our Avery. Dozens of memories hit Jameson all at once: Avery and his brothers, his brothers and Avery and all of them, together. Secret Santa. Hawthorne Capture The Flag. Hot Potato And Avery Is The Potato And The Potato Is Not Amused.

Jameson felt something give inside of him—or maybe break. “Fine, Xan. You can help.” Accepting Xander’s help was the smart thing to do. The Avery thing.

Xander held Jameson’s gaze for a moment, then let loose of him. “We shall seal this agreement, as all civilized gentlemen do, with baked goods.” Xander retrieved his pastries, took a giant bite of one, and handed another to Jameson as he turned toward the mural. “What am I looking at?”

Jameson stood, accepted Xander’s offer, and answered the question. “Something.”

The mural had to be something, because Jameson didn’t have anything else.

“The old man’s work, I take it?” Xander executed a visual sweep of the wall.

“You have to let your focus blur and look for the images,” Jameson told him. “See there? A man. And that one’s a woman.”

Xander tilted his head to the side.

“That’s a wall between them,” Jameson continued. “And…”

“A lion?”

Xander sees it, too. That thought grounded Jameson. He wasn’t seeing meaning where there was none. He wasn’t just making things up out of desperation. That realization propelled him onward. A man. A woman. A wall. A lion.

It took Jameson the span of two more seconds to get there. “Pyramus and Thisbe,” he breathed.

In Greek mythology, the two lovers had fallen for each other by talking through a crack in a wall. They’d been meant to meet under a mulberry tree, but a lion had scared Thisbe away, and when Pyramus had discovered her torn cloak, he’d thought her dead—and killed himself.

Something, Heiress. This is something. Jameson turned to the next section of the wall. “A ship. A horse. A woman.”

Xander didn’t even hesitate. “Helen of Troy.”

Jameson’s mind raced as he turned to the final section of the mural. “And last but not least: a man and a woman, a string instrument of some sort, a snake.”

“Is that a harp?” Xander asked. “Or a lute?”

“A lyre,” Jameson said, the rush of adrenaline into his blood more powerful than any drug. “It’s a lyre, and the man and woman are Orpheus and Eurydice. She was bitten by a snake and died. You see this?” Jameson gestured to the lines surrounding the figure. “That’s the underworld, and this is Eurydice following Orpheus out of it.”

There was one last image to the right of that: a male figure, alone.

“There was a test,” Xander recalled. “Orpheus was told that his love would be returned to the world of the living if he kept faith and led her out of the underworld without looking back. But eventually, he gave into his doubts and turned, and then she was gone for good.”

Gone for good. The words reverberated through Jameson. If he had to go to hell and back to find Avery, he would.

“What’s the pattern?” Xander said, his voice buzzing with the kind of energy Jameson recognized all too well. “The puzzle. The clue.”

“Myths. Tragic love stories.” Jameson’s brain turned over possibility after possibility as he thought about his grandfather, about Alice. “Maybe it isn’t a puzzle. Maybe it’s a story—their story.”

The old man had always said that when you loved the way a Hawthorne loved, there was no going back.

“Love.” Jameson stared at the mural, thinking out loud. “Thisbe and Pyramus—a love that, in the eyes of the world, was not meant to be.” Jameson walked forward and touched the spot where he’d seen a lion the moment before. “A death that wasn’t a death.” Jameson stepped back so that he could make out Orpheus again. “He would go to the ends of the earth to get her back, but it’s hard for him to believe, hard to have faith. He needs to see her.”

“And this one?” Xander asked, nodding toward the woman and the ship. “Helen of Troy?”

Jameson flashed back—suddenly and abruptly—to the feeling of blood trickling down his neck, to a voice saying I think we can agree that this situation merits more than watching. Jameson tried—desperately tried—to remember more, but there was nothing except the faintest smell of smoke and something about the price of wheat.

“Maybe it wasn’t an accident,” Jameson said, his voice coming out hoarse. “Launching all those ships. The Trojan War. What if Helen knew exactly what she was doing? What if she was the one in control the whole time? Damn it. If I could just remember—”

Jameson closed his eyes. For a moment, there was nothing, and then… the smell of smoke… voices.

And then Xander was calling his name, and Jameson realized he’d lost time—how much, he wasn’t sure. He opened his eyes to see Xander at the wall, running a hand over it, up and down, left to right.

“Xan?” Jameson’s body practically vibrated. “What is it?”

“You know how the old man liked to say that the mind tricks you into choosing between two options when there are really seven? This mural—is it a mesmerizing, swirling but somewhat random design? Is it a story? Is it a puzzle? Or…” Xander was moving faster across the wall now, his fingers skimming over the swirling lines of the mural like a roller coaster on a twisting track. “Is it a depiction of a complicated system? A Rube Goldberg machine of sorts.”

Xander, a four-time national Rube Goldberg champion, came to a sudden stop—at the arrow.

Jameson’s stomach twisted and sank. “I’ve already solved that part.”

“You might have solved it.” Xander probed the arrow with his fingertips. “But I haven’t.” Xander tested the lines of the arrow until there was an audible click, and the next thing Jameson knew, Xander was sliding the middle line leftward and rotating it counterclockwise until the three lines formed a triangle.

The wall-behind-the-wall began to rise, and the voice of Tobias Hawthorne—a voice Jameson would have recognized anywhere—filled the air.

“Alice, my Alice.” The old man lingered on his beloved’s name. “You should have known I wouldn’t be able to stop looking—for you, for answers. But I can assure you, my love, my love, my one and only love, that I will not be caught. Love letters may take many forms. What I know is for your ears only—if you care to play. You always did love puzzles.”

Jameson took in yet another wall, newly revealed. It held a single shelf. On that shelf was a bottle of wine and what looked to be an offering plate—gold, like the mural.

“And if you don’t want to play, Alice, my Alice,” the voice of Tobias Hawthorne continued, “well then, I suppose you’ll have to find a way to stop me.”

Silence filled the air. Jameson had the wine bottle and the offering plate in his hands in an instant. “A game,” he whispered. “The old man made one of his games for Alice. He built this suite and left a map of Prague for her, marking the hidden passages, showing off what he’d managed to figure out about her secrets.” About their secrets, Alice’s and this group’s.

“He left the mural for her, too,” Xander replied.

“Pyramus and Thisbe, Orpheus and Eurydice, Helen of Troy.” Jameson’s mind was racing now. “Love letters may take many forms. And I would bet my life there isn’t wine in this bottle.”

Xander dug into one of his pockets and held an object out to Jameson. “Armadillo?”

The armadillo in question was a one-of-a-kind pocketknife Xander had made himself when he was seven, fashioned to look like his favorite animal at the time.

“You and your armadillos,” Jameson said, but what he was thinking was my love, my love, my one and only love. Those words, the old man’s words—they resonated with Jameson in ways he couldn’t even describe.

He took the pocketknife from Xander and popped out a corkscrew. In short order, the bottle was open—and, based on the smell, it definitely wasn’t wine. Jameson poured the liquid into the offering plate.

What next? It took him twelve and a half seconds to zero back in on the Grecian sculpture. “The pearls.” Jameson grabbed them and dropped them into the offering plate. The liquid bubbled, and the beads on the necklace began to dissolve. When the process had finished, where a pearl necklace had once been, there was now a silver one. Retrieving it, Jameson saw letters engraved on the silver beads.

He read them aloud: “A, C, Y, S, U, T, N.”

Do you see it? Avery asked in Jameson’s mind, her voice as clear as day.

I see it, Heiress, Jameson thought. The old man might have left this game for Alice, but it was theirs now.

“Scrambling those letters, I can make the words… any cuts?” Xander spit-balled.

“No,” Jameson said, memories coming to him, rapid-fire. A Hawthorne villa. A vineyard. A triangular mirror. “Tuscany.”







Chapter 13

[image: ]
ROHAN


There were moments in life when one was forced to choose: The guaranteed payoff or the risk? The long game or the short one? To protect what was yours or let it all ride?

Personally, Rohan had always had a taste for bigger fish, so when Brady had taken off into the wilderness like a warrior possessed after seeing Gigi holding that calla lily, Rohan hadn’t even hesitated. He’d torn off after the scholar before Knox Landry could even think of doing the same.

Calla Thorp, the so-called Watcher, was a sizable fish indeed. The woman was a player of games, clearly. A person of interest—and then some. Thus, for the past two hours, Rohan had chosen to allow Brady a significant tether, trailing him through the night, sticking to him like a living shadow as Brady had scoured the bayou in search of Calla. It was only when the scholar began doubling back to the same locations that Rohan reached the limit of his patience.

He swept Brady’s feet out from beneath him. “That’s enough,” Rohan said in an almost bored tone.

“Get out of my way. Now.” Brady climbed to his feet.

“As much as I would love to retread what I can only assume are all of your old childhood haunts,” Rohan said, “we both know that doing so would be futile.”

“I don’t care.”

“Come now, Mr. Daniels, you’re the sort of gentleman who cares far too much.”

“Leave. Me. Alone.” Brady’s tone promised violence, but Rohan and the scholar had been down that road before, and Rohan was the one who’d come out on top.

“I would, but I don’t want to.” Rohan stepped into Brady’s personal space and lightly tapped the man’s forearm. “Unless you’d care to part with that.”

“My arm?” Brady’s jaw tightened. “My tattoo. That’s what this is about?”

Dancing over Brady’s skin was a sequence of spiraling letters that Rohan couldn’t make out in the moonlight. Regardless, the tattoo was proof enough, for Rohan’s purposes, that the duchess had interfered with the Grandest Game. That made the scholar a means to an end for Rohan, useful as both leverage and bait, but now it was starting to seem like there might be a more direct path to victory.

Whatever Zella knew about the disappearance of Avery Grambs, the mysterious Watcher likely knew a great deal more. If Rohan could capture Calla Thorp, that in and of itself might be enough to earn him the promised payday from Jameson Hawthorne, at which point, Rohan wouldn’t need Brady or Zella or anyone or anything else at all. Once the money was in hand, the Mercy would be his.

“Tell me, Mr. Daniels,” Rohan prodded, “what would you have done if you’d found your Calla out here?”

“I don’t know.” Brady’s voice was thick.

Young love did not always scar, but when it did, it scarred deeply. Rohan could use that. In games of highest stakes, one could never have too many paths to victory. “You don’t know what you would do if you came face-to-face with her. You only know that the last time you spoke to Calla Thorp cannot be the last time.”

Motivation. Weakness. One and the same.

“What do you want, Rohan?” Brady’s fingers curled to fists, the muscles beneath his tattoo rippling with the movement. “Other than my arm?”

“Everything.” Rohan did his opponent the courtesy of a truthful answer. “I want everything, and I always have.” For Rohan, the Mercy was everything. “You might try asking me what your options are,” he advised Brady. “There are only three.”

“Far be it from me to deprive you of the sound of your own voice.”

“Option one: You agree to come with me to England, and I use you to flush out your sponsor, whereupon you can demand from her the answers she owes you about the lovely Ms. Thorp.”

“And option two?” Brady said.

“Identical to option one, but you travel to England unwillingly—and unconscious.”

Brady didn’t bat an eye. “You said there were three options.”

“During the Grandest Game, your sponsor used Gigi Grayson to bait Calla out. I have no idea why it worked, but it did, and it strikes me that it might well work again if the Watcher is indeed hanging about. The mere fact that Gigi has now received two calla lilies suggests a certain fixation on her, don’t you think?”

“You’re a real piece of work,” Brady retorted. “You know that?”

“Option three, I take it?” Rohan replied lightly. Three options. Three paths. All roads lead to Rome. “Using the girl.”

Brady didn’t reply, but he did start making his way back toward the shanty. When it came into view, Rohan’s sense of hearing told him that the others were already inside. Good. Rohan waited for Brady to disappear up the ladder, into their custody, and then, once he was alone, Rohan turned his senses to the world around him. To the trees. To the night. To the water.

Dark water.

Rohan heard nothing except the sounds of the bayou, but he refrained from reading much into that. For a certain type of person, silence was an artform. Perhaps the person who’d left that calla lily was close, camouflaged by the night, perhaps not. But Rohan believed in covering his bases, so he seeded one last path to victory, throwing his voice out over the water into the darkness, offering up four and only four words to any cloaked women who might be lurking there.

“Make me an offer.”







Chapter 14
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GIGI


For the past couple of hours, Gigi had chosen to operate under the assumption that Rohan and Brady’s Bayou Adventure had been out there unfolding like some kind of perfectly harmless, madcap buddy comedy. Knox and Savannah had not been so convinced, and if even ten more minutes had passed before Brady’s reappearance, Gigi might not have been able to put either of them off for much longer.

Fortunately, Brady was now present and accounted for, looking only a little worse for the wear as he quietly closed the door behind him and met Knox’s gaze with a silent message that Gigi heard loud and clear.

“You didn’t find anything,” Gigi said. You didn’t find her. Calla.

That was, of course, assuming the Woman in Red had been the one to leave the flower. All Gigi knew for sure was that the calla lily hadn’t been there when she’d tread that path the first time, so the person who’d left it had to have put it there while Gigi was in the clearing with Brady and Knox. Maybe it had been placed before Savannah and Rohan had stepped into the clearing and they just hadn’t noticed it, or maybe it had been placed there less than a minute before Gigi found it.

Either way, whoever left the calla lily had been close.

“I looked everywhere,” Brady said. To Gigi, that sounded like an accusation, one that said that Knox hadn’t looked at all.

“You’re lucky you didn’t catch an arrow,” Knox told Brady flatly.

Brady’s gaze went to Knox’s collarbone, where his scar was covered by his shirt. “You should have told me.” Brady’s voice shook slightly. “Years ago, Knox. I deserved to know.”

“Told you?” Knox repeated, his voice dangerously soft. “About the way Calla warned me not to try to find her? The way she reinforced that warning by pressing the tip of an arrow to my neck?” There was something almost animal in Knox’s eyes. “Maybe I should have given you a play-by-play of the way I leaned forward into that arrow, forcing the first cut as I swore to the woman I loved that I was not afraid of her.” Knox’s voice was nothing but darkness now. “Calla didn’t even flinch. Neither did I. The two of us just stood there, not flinching. But you’re right, Daniels, I owed you a detailed description of the way she pushed that arrow in deeper and deeper as she ripped my heart out and threw it away, because at the end of the day, despite everything that had passed between us, she was a Thorp, and I was nothing but Landry trash.”

A barely literate, backwoods nobody who’s broken inside and always will be. Gigi’s heart couldn’t take it, but all Brady said was “You could have told me.”

“You loved her.” Knox said that like it was a thing he’d always known, like he hadn’t loved Calla, too. “And I was okay with you hating me if that was what you needed to do.”

“You were okay with being hated because that’s what the dark place tells you that you deserve,” Brady shot back. “Don’t put that on me.”

“Speaking of the dark place,” Gigi said, eyeing Knox warily, “would anyone like to take a deep breath and share their favorite woodland creature and/or upbeat song lyric?”

Before anyone could respond, the door swung inward. Rohan. Gigi breathed an internal sigh of relief, because the second British von Saucypants graced them with his presence, Brady’s gaze swiveled from Knox to Savannah—or, more specifically, to the necklace Savannah was now wearing.

“That isn’t yours,” Brady said roughly.

“I’d be happy to give it back it to you,” Savannah replied. “In England.”

They’d come here to find Brady, and they’d found Brady. For Savannah, maybe it really was that simple, but for Gigi, nothing felt simple right now. In the past two hours, she hadn’t even managed to set down calla lily number two.

Warning number two.

“I can’t leave,” Brady said roughly. “If there’s even a chance that Calla is here, that she’s close, I can’t leave.” He looked to Gigi, to the lily in her hand. “This is me asking you to tell me everything you know about that.”

Everything Gigi knew wasn’t much. “I was told it’s a warning of sorts.”

“What sort?”

“The floral sort?” Gigi guessed.

The scholar in Brady wasn’t satisfied with that. “What good is a warning if the recipient has no idea what she’s being warned about?”

“Valid point,” Gigi replied.

Brady’s gaze flitted from the calla back to the necklace Savannah had claimed. “Fleur-de-lis literally translates as ‘flower-of-lily,’” Brady commented.

“Because what we really need right now,” Knox muttered, “is a French lesson.”

“Where did Calla get the necklace?” Gigi asked. “And on a related note, who named her? Because I’m really sensing a theme here.” Fleur-de-lis. Calla lilies. The Lily. Calla.

“Helena Thorp gave Calla that necklace for her fourth birthday,” Brady replied. “Calla never took it off. Given the way that family operates, I’d lay a lot of money on the family matriarch having been the one to name Calla as well.”

Gigi pondered that.

“Perhaps, instead of aimlessly theorizing about all of this,” Savannah said, “we should consider going to someone who has actual answers. The person who gave you that necklace, Brady. The person who told Gigi that calla lilies are warnings.”

The duchess. Savannah, as always, kept her eye on the prize.

“It’s too late to go anywhere tonight,” Rohan pointed out. “I believe some rest is in order.”

The look Savannah sent him in reply to that was what Gigi would have described as genital-withering, but Rohan seemed to be fully immune. He was also, Gigi suspected, her best bet for an ally in what she was about to propose.

“Before we lock down for the night,” Gigi said brightly, “can we all just agree that I would make excellent bait? Maybe this lily of doom was for me, maybe it was more of a broadly targeted, pseudo-threatening hello—but either way, look how helpless I can look!” Gigi demonstrated. “And my talent for being kidnapped, surviving without a scratch, and kind of enjoying the experience is pretty much unmatched.”

“No.” Knox did not seem compelled to elaborate on that.

“I understand where you’re coming from, but it worked when Zella did it and—”

“You are not using my sister as bait,” Savannah told Rohan, cutting Gigi off.

“Wouldn’t dream of it, love.” Rohan’s tone made it perfectly clear that yes, yes, he would.

Excellent! Gigi raised her hand. “Does anyone have a small and easily camouflaged GPS tracker? Hypothetically.”

“No.” Knox punctuated that by stomping to the ramshackle closet and pulling out a mound of faded blankets, which he dumped unceremoniously in Gigi’s arms. “You and your sister can take the loft bed.” Knox crossed his arms over his chest. “I’ll sleep outside and keep watch.”

“Keep watch for mysteriously cloaked figures?” Gigi asked. “Or keep watch to make sure I don’t mosey off anywhere?”

“Both.” Knox’s tone strongly implied that moseying anywhere would not go well for Gigi.

“I’ll join you on watch, Mr. Landry,” Rohan volunteered. “You can take ground level, and I’ll take the platform. The intrepid Mr. Daniels can sleep in here on the floor.”

In other words: Rohan wasn’t about to let Brady mosey off anywhere, either.

“Oh, I can, can I?” Brady sounded contemplative, but Gigi was pretty sure that what he was contemplating was a very zen punch to Rohan’s solar plexus.

Rohan flashed his teeth in a wolfish smile. “None of us knows what tomorrow holds, Mr. Daniels. I suggest you and the ladies sleep while you can.”







Chapter 15
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GIGI


Gigi couldn’t sleep. She could, however, fake sleep like a champ—much more convincingly than Knox had on the plane. So convincingly, in fact, that eventually, Savannah bought it and crept down from the loft bed. Victory! Gigi gave it another few seconds, then peeked down over the railing. In the glow of a flickering electric lantern, she could make out Brady’s form below. He appeared to be asleep, but appearances—and recovering physicists—could be deceiving.

Regardless, Gigi quietly staged her escape from the loft and tiptoed toward the door her sister had just exited, pushing down a stab of guilt as she pressed her ear to the door. It wasn’t really spying if a person had good intentions, and it didn’t count as eavesdropping if you and your target had ever shared a womb.

The first voice Gigi heard was Rohan’s. “Can’t sleep, love?”

“Not tired,” Savannah replied. “What’s your excuse?”

“As it happens, life has trained me to survive on very little sleep.”

“Life,” Savannah repeated, “at the Mercy.”

The Mercy? Gigi thought. What’s that?

“Life before the Mercy, actually,” Rohan clarified. “I woke up underwater on more than one occasion as a child—the river, most often, but holding me under in the bathtub did in a pinch.”

What kind of monster would do something like that to a child? Gigi was horrified.

“And then there’s the fact, Savannah, that the last time I allowed myself to fall fully asleep, I woke up to find you’d left me all by my lonesome in your bed.”

They slept? Together? Gigi tried to make that compute. Like, just slept-slept or…

“It is not as if you expected me to stay,” Savannah said haughtily, “any more than I expect you to tell me what your real endgame is here.”

Gigi was pretty sure Rohan’s endgames had endgames, but to her surprise, Code Name Vex-Buddy didn’t deflect the question.

“Leadership of the Mercy passes, at most, once every generation or two. Should I fail to win the crown, it will default to the duchess instead.” Rohan paused ever-so-slightly. “So now you know, love. What I’m playing for. What my endgame has been from the start.”

“And you’ll use my sister to get what you want without a second thought.”

Gigi had been expecting that. It was the reason she was eavesdropping. Rohan had clearly been amenable to the Gigi-as-bait plan, and Savannah had just as clearly been strongly opposed.

Go ahead and say it, Savannah. Gigi braced herself. Tell him I’m weak. Tell him I am in constant, dire need of supervision.

“I know you,” Savannah told Rohan instead. “I know that you’re incapable of trusting anyone, incapable of truly working with anyone. You don’t know how to want anything but the win.”

“There is one other thing that I want.”

It couldn’t have been clearer to Gigi: He wants you, Savannah. Gigi wanted to stop there, but her brain wouldn’t let her. He wants you in a way that no one has ever wanted me.

“Make me an offer,” Savannah told Rohan.

“And what precisely is it that you want, love?”

Just hearing the question, Gigi wanted. Not Rohan. Not even what the two of them had—whatever it was. Gigi just… wanted.

“Promise me that you won’t use my sister as bait,” Savannah demanded. “I want Gigi out of this altogether as soon as that is an option. I want her safe and out of the way.”

Like a doll on a shelf. Gigi’s throat tightened. What about what I want? Don’t I get a vote?

“Give me your word, Rohan.”

“And what will you give me in return, love?”

“The opportunity to prove that your word is worth something, to prove that you are capable of seeing a deal through to the end.”

“In exchange for doing what you want me to do,” Rohan summarized, “you will give me the opportunity to prove… that I can do what you want me to do?”

“That sums it up. Yes.”

If Gigi hadn’t been trying to avoid getting caught, she would have laughed. Or maybe cried. Or maybe both. It was the most Savannah thing Gigi had ever heard.

“It’s rarely a good idea to put your biggest weakness on display so brazenly, love,” Rohan advised Savannah, his voice going silky and low.

Her biggest weakness. Gigi flinched. Me.

“Nonetheless,” Rohan continued, “you have my word.”

Gigi wanted to fling the door open and object, but she didn’t. She couldn’t. She’d only just gotten Savannah back, and she didn’t want to fight with her, especially when no amount of fighting would change the fact that Gigi wasn’t the formidable one, the strong one. She wasn’t the one that anyone wanted, ever. Gigi was smiley and endearing and good at loving people and believing that everything would be okay, and that was all.

But hey, it wasn’t nothing.

No moping, Gigi told herself as she retreated to the loft bed. Not even a little bit. She pulled the covers up around her and rolled over, staring through a crack in the boards out into the darkness of night. This is me, not moping.

“I know you’re out there,” she whispered instead. She’d said those words many times before. As she said them, Gigi pictured Mattias Slater’s dark eyes, the scar through his eyebrow. She knew now that some of the times she’d called into darkness, he had been out there.

Do you want to play a game? The memory of his voice washed away everything else. It’s called You Don’t Need to Prove a Damn Thing. To anyone. It’s called You’re Already Strong.

Gigi tried to believe that. She steeled herself and thought about calla lilies and warnings and Calla’s fleur-de-lis necklace.

I know you’re out there, she thought, and this time, Gigi wasn’t just silently addressing those words to Slate. She imagined herself throwing down a gauntlet—for the universe, for the Watcher.

One that said: I’m already strong.

One that said: And I don’t need anyone’s permission to prove it.







Chapter 16
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LYRA


In Greek mythology, Pandora had unleashed death, sickness, and assorted evils onto the world the moment she’d opened the box. No amount of slamming the lid down could undo it, just like Lyra couldn’t take back what she’d revealed to her mother on the phone.

You remember? Her mom’s initial, shocked response still echoed in Lyra’s mind hours later, as Grayson turned onto a long, winding dirt road. The BMW he was driving had been waiting for them when they’d landed at a private airstrip in northern Kansas.

The farther down the dirt road they went, the more clearly Lyra could hear her mom in her mind: You remember?

Oh, baby—come home.

Either you come to me, Lyra Catalina, or I’m damn well coming to you.

Grayson hadn’t even hesitated. He’d called Alisa, who had arranged for a jet. And now, in what felt like the blink of an eye, Lyra was sitting in a BMW on a gravel drive she knew all too well, Eve’s file on her lap. It was one in the morning, but the porch light was still on. Lyra had always loved that wraparound porch, loved the white rocking chairs and the blue porch swing that looked out on Kane land as far as you could see.

Mile’s End.

Lyra opened her car door, and Grayson followed suit. He was wearing shoes that almost certainly cost more than some cars, but he didn’t seem to give dirtying them in gravel a second thought. By the time he and Lyra reached the stairs up to the porch, the front door was open.

“You came.” Lyra’s mom flew down the steps and engulfed her in a hug.

No matter what else she was feeling at the moment, Lyra could never shrug off her mother. She hugged her back, breathing in the familiar smell of lavender and coffee and Mom.

“And…” Her mom pulled back and shot Lyra a look. “You aren’t alone.”

In any other circumstances, Lyra would have responded with a look of her own, one that said Behave, Mom, but Lyra didn’t have it in her to sink into that kind of comforting back-and-forth right now.

She took a step back. “Mom, this is Grayson. Grayson, this is my mom.”

“You can call me Darby.”

“And you can call me Keith,” a voice said from the porch. “Or Coach.” Lyra looked up to see her dad, who opened his arms. Despite everything, Lyra ran up the steps and into them like she was nine years old.

Down below, Grayson held out a hand to Lyra’s mother. “Grayson Hawthorne,” he said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am.”
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“Why don’t you start from the beginning, Lyra?”

The kitchen table at Mile’s End was large, a testament to the size of the families who had sat around it in generations past. Lyra knew each and every chip in the old wood, and she pressed her fingers into one, a soothingly familiar groove, as she replied to her dad’s suggestion: “You two first.”

Her parents were seated next to each other, across from Lyra and Grayson, none of them at the head of the table.

“Tell me what you should have told me years ago,” Lyra continued quietly. “Tell me about my fourth birthday.”

Her mom was the one who replied. “We tried to tell you, baby. For more than a year, with three different therapists, we tried, but they all told us to take your lead, and you never said a word about what had happened—not to the therapists, not to us, not in play, not even if someone else started the story as a fairy tale and asked you what should happen next. You showed no signs of regression. You displayed no hallmarks of trauma, not even a hint that you remembered that day at all. You were just—” Her mom smiled in what Lyra recognized as an attempt not to cry. “A very happy little girl.”

“A normal girl.” The words caught in Lyra’s throat, because when the memories of that day had resurfaced, that was what she’d lost. Feeling normal. Feeling right. Feeling real. Afterward, she couldn’t even dance without feeling like she was pretending, like she was a fraud. But Lyra hadn’t come home to try to explain that to her parents, not after years of going out of her way to avoid doing exactly that.

Lyra had come here to make sense of Eve’s file and the man in those pictures. “You said that this was Tomás.” Lyra opened the folder and turned it around toward her mother. “My biological father. But this isn’t the man who took me.”

“You thought Tomás took you?” Lyra’s mom stared at her. “Why in the world would you think that?”

Because the man who took me told me he was my father. Because the teachers said he had my eyes.

“Why don’t you start at the beginning, Darby?” Grayson co-opted Lyra’s dad’s earlier suggestion, gentle but no-nonsense tone and all. “The morning of Lyra’s fourth birthday. She remembers bits and pieces, but she needs to hear it from you.”

On the other side of the table, Lyra’s mom reached for Lyra’s dad’s hand and then spoke. “You woke up at the crack of dawn that morning,” she told Lyra, “and I made you Wonder Cakes for breakfast. That’s what we called pancakes with cream cheese icing and—”

“Rainbow sprinkles,” Lyra finished. Her body felt odd—not numb exactly, but like she wasn’t quite in it anymore.

Her dad picked up where her mom had left off. “We put candles in the Wonder Cakes, and you blew them out and made your wish. You weren’t forthcoming on the exact details, but you did let on that your wish involved cotton candy and a tractor.”

Lyra knew somehow that beneath the table, her dad was running the fingers on his free hand over one of the grooves. Like father, like daughter.

“We were going to keep you home from preschool,” her dad continued, his jaw visibly clenching, “to spend the day with us, but you wanted to go.”

“You insisted on wearing a new dress and your soccer cleats.” Lyra’s mom smiled slightly. “There was no talking you out of it. We apologized to your teachers about the cleats, but they took it in stride. You adored them and that school.” Anger and pain flashed across Lyra’s mother’s face. “We never brought you back again. After.”

Lyra’s dad’s jaw visibly hardened. “Those teachers we trusted, those teachers you loved so much—they just gave you to him. Didn’t even ask for his ID. Just handed you over like it was nothing, like you were.”

“Your dad hadn’t adopted you yet.” Lyra’s mom’s eyes blazed like hellfire. “But the school knew your bio-father wasn’t involved, that he had no custody. And then a man waltzes in off the street, claiming you’re his, and they just hand you over? Because his hair was black, and his skin was the same color as yours, and that was apparently all it took.”

Lyra had never looked a thing like her mother.

“You’re saying that the man who took me wasn’t my father—he only claimed to be?” I went with him. They handed me over, and I went. “But I remember—” Lyra gritted out the words. “He had my eyes, not just brown but amber. The teachers kept saying he looked just like me.”

I’m your father, Lyra. Words rang through her memory.

Lie-rah.

Lie-rah.

He’d pronounced her name wrong, like he’d only ever seen it written down.

Grayson slipped his hand into Lyra’s beneath the table. “What happened next?” he asked her parents calmly. “From your perspectives.”

“I went to pick Lyra up, and she wasn’t there. They told me her dad had her, so I called Keith, and that’s when the school clarified what they meant. At first, I assumed that it had been Tomás. I hadn’t seen him in years, but he was always a smooth talker, always conning someone out of or into something. Then the school’s director pulled up some security footage, and I realized that the man who’d walked out of that school with my little girl—I’d never seen him before in my life.”

Someone had taken Lyra—just not her father.

“We called nine-one-one, but my baby…” Lyra’s mother let go of her father’s hand to reach across the table. “You were gone, Lyra. They put out an Amber Alert, tried to identify the man’s car—and then around nine o’clock that night, they found you, barefoot on the pavement, on the street right outside the sheriff’s office.”

Lyra flashed back to running out into the night, but this time, as she attempted to grab on to the memory, to force it to solidify into something more than smoke and fog, she realized: “Running—but not away from the house where it happened.”

Had there been a car? She couldn’t remember.

“What house?” Lyra’s dad asked. “And what happened there, Lyra? Your mom said that on the phone, you mentioned a gun.”

For years, Lyra had believed that her parents knew: what she’d seen, what she’d lived through. But it was clear now that they hadn’t known. They’d known she was taken. They’d known she’d come back, but that was all.

“The man who abducted me…” Not my father. It was never my father. “He took me to a house.” Lyra flipped back through Eve’s file. “Nine-four-seven Onomo Crescent. Three towns over.”

Lyra’s mother took possession of the file, and Lyra watched as her parents read through it. She knew the instant they got to the crime scene photos.

He blew off his own face.

Lyra’s mother visibly gritted her teeth but kept turning pages. And then she got to the driver’s license.

“Tomás.” Lyra’s mom drew in a shaky breath, then flipped into mystery-writer mode. “According to this report, authorities found this body two days after Lyra was taken and less than forty miles away. Level of decomposition was consistent with death thirty-six to forty-eight hours earlier. The deceased was a recent kidnapping victim’s biological father, his death coincided with the timing of the kidnapping, and somehow that just never came up in their investigation?”

No one made that connection. Because no one dug deep enough to realize that Thomas Valasquez wasn’t his real name. Because this case was tied up with a billionaire’s bow. Because Alice Hawthorne was the Hand, and she wanted me kept out of it.

“The dead man wasn’t Tomás.” Lyra was certain of that. “But whoever he was, he kidnapped me and brought me to that house so that I could witness his death.” Lyra tightened her grip on Grayson’s hand. “The bastard gave me a flower.” She didn’t specify what flower. “And a candy necklace.” With only three pieces of candy. “He wished me a happy birthday.” Lie-rah. Lie-rah. Lie-rah. “And then he walked upstairs and shot himself—twice.”

Once in the stomach.

Once in the head.

“I saw the body.” Lyra tried her best not to whisper. She tried her best to be strong. “I remember… I remember stepping in his blood.”

Not her father’s blood but someone else’s. Whose?

“When the police found Lyra,” Grayson cut in, “was there blood on her feet?”

“No,” Lyra’s mom snapped. “There wasn’t a drop of blood on her.”

Lyra could feel her memory twisting, contorting. Bare feet on pavement. Blood on my feet. But was that one memory—or two?

“The authorities took her straight to the hospital.” Lyra’s dad was fighting tears now. “The doctors examined her, and she was fine. No sign of—anything. The medical team noted that she seemed confused about how she’d gotten there. She asked them why she wasn’t at school. She asked where her soccer cleats were.”

“She lost time,” Grayson summarized. “Did they do a tox screen at the hospital?”

“They did, and it was clear,” Lyra’s mom said fiercely. “There was nothing in her system. She had no memory whatsoever of what happened. She was fine, and eventually, even her therapy team agreed that if she truly didn’t remember ever being taken, maybe it was a blessing.” She fixed her gaze on Lyra. “How long?” she demanded. “How long have you been living with this all alone?”

“Three years, Darby.” Lyra’s dad was the one who answered. “It’s been three years.”

Lyra’s throat felt so dry she thought it might crack and bleed, but somehow, she summoned the strength to speak. “I thought you knew.” Every breath she took burned her lungs. “I thought Tomás took me. I thought I saw him die. And I thought you both knew.”

As horrific as all of this was, Lyra felt like she was being pieced slowly back together, because her parents very clearly hadn’t known the worst of it. They hadn’t kept it from her.

“None of this makes sense.” Lyra’s dad stood abruptly, walked over to the kitchen window, and stared out into the night.

“Dad,” Lyra said evenly. “You can’t demand answers.” She knew Keith Kane very well. He was a man of action. “You can’t call the sheriff’s department and raise hell in the morning.”

“Why not?” her dad said calmly.

“And does it have anything to do with the fact that there’s a Hawthorne in our kitchen?” Lyra’s mom added.

Not just a Hawthorne, Lyra thought, the words a low hum in her mind. My Hawthorne. The moment her brain issued that unlikely proclamation, Lyra flashed back to the first phase of the Grandest Game, to Odette telling her, Draw your Hawthorne, the way I once drew mine.

“Grayson.” Lyra suddenly made a connection they should have made as soon as it had become clear that there had been a cover-up, tied up with a billionaire’s bow. “Odette.”

Odette Morales was a lawyer and once-lover of Grayson’s grandfather’s who’d told them that she’d done a favor for the billionaire fifteen years earlier. A favor that Alice Hawthorne had revealed herself to her husband to request. During the Grandest Game, Odette had told Lyra and Grayson that she didn’t know anything about Lyra’s father or his death, but the man who had really died at 947 Onomo Crescent—he hadn’t been Lyra’s father.

Technicalities. Loopholes. Odette was a master of them. She knows something about all of this. She knows more than she said. She has to.

Grayson stood. “If you’ll excuse me,” he told Lyra’s parents, “I have to make a call.”

Neither of Lyra’s parents said a word until they heard the screen door open and close, and then Lyra’s mom folded her hands on the table in front of her. “I have so many questions,” she said. “Beginning with: Can he sword fight?”

Lyra recognized the attempt to lighten the tone, but she was also pretty sure that if she wasn’t careful, the male lead in her mom’s next book might end up being the suit-wearing son of a billionaire. “Mom.”

Lyra’s dad snorted, and Lyra made the mistake of glancing at him, and once her dad’s steady eyes caught hers, there was no looking away.

Lyra had always been a daddy’s girl.

“I’m sorry, Lyra,” he said quietly. “Sorry about what you went through. Sorry we couldn’t prevent it and that you’ve been all alone with this for years.”

“You didn’t know.” Lyra’s voice was just as quiet as her dad’s.

“I knew something was wrong. Your mom and I, we both knew. We should have pushed you to tell us what.”

“Because that would have gone well,” Lyra’s mom said, walking to stand beside him, wrapping an arm around his waist. “Because no Kane in the history of the world has ever dug their heels in harder when pushed.”

“You aren’t actually suggesting she gets her stubbornness from me?” Lyra’s dad retorted.

“I plead the fifth,” her mom said, then she looked back to Lyra. “You needed space. We gave you space. But we would do anything for you, baby. You know that, right?”

Lyra knew.

“You’re ours,” her dad said gruffly, and Lyra knew that, too. She’d always known that. Her dad glanced out the window. “And for the record, that Hawthorne boy? I don’t like him.”

Lyra’s mom rolled her eyes. “Liar.”

“Not my fault no one’s good enough for her.”

“He’s a good person.” Lyra hadn’t meant for her voice to come out sounding like that. Soft. Sure.

Her mom smiled slightly. “Is he your person?”

This time, Lyra made sure her voice wasn’t soft. “We’ve known each other for four days, Mom.”

“Ask me how long it took for me to know with this gentleman,” Lyra’s mom replied, leaning into her dad. “This gentle man right here.”

“I’m not that gentle.”

“Keep telling yourself that, Keith.”

The front door opened again before either of Lyra’s parents could say another word. When Grayson stepped back into the kitchen, Lyra knew just by looking at him that he hadn’t gotten ahold of Odette.

Yet.

“Alisa’s on it,” Grayson said, meeting Lyra’s eyes. “She should have something for us in the morning. In the meantime, she says to try to get some sleep.”

Lyra had gotten a little at Toby’s, but at this point, Grayson had been up for thirty hours straight, and if he was even entertaining the idea of sleeping, Lyra was guessing Alisa had issued some pretty pointed threats.

“Come on, son.” Lyra’s dad clapped a hand on Grayson’s shoulder. “I’ll show you to the spare room.”

To Lyra’s surprise, Grayson didn’t argue. As her dad escorted him out of the kitchen, Lyra turned back to her mom. There was one more question she needed to ask, a question she hadn’t been able to bring herself to raise around her dad.

“Do you have any idea where Tomás is now—the real Tomás?”

He could still be involved in all of this somehow. There must have been some rhyme or reason to the decision to plant his ID on that body. Whoever did it would have needed to be sure he wouldn’t pop up somewhere immediately thereafter, drawing attention to himself, inconveniently alive.

“There is no real Tomás, baby.” Lyra’s mom came to sit beside her at the table. “The man could be anyone he wanted to be. Charming. Irresistible. I swear, he could talk anyone into anything.”

“You said you left him when I was three days old.”

“I know.” Her mom looked away, then down. “But the truth is that he left me. More than once. Left and came back, left and came back, and I let him, again and again. I was naive and in love, and he was your father. We were together almost a year, but I never really knew the man. I barely knew who I was back then.”

“That’s hard for me to imagine,” Lyra said.

“It was my starving artist era.” Her mom shrugged. “You saw the bangs. But being a mom, being your mom—it grounded me, Lyra. By the time I met Keith, by the time I met your dad, I knew exactly who I was, and I knew from the moment I met him, from the moment we met him, that Keith Kane was real. He was solid, what-you-see-is-what-you-get real.”

Lyra had never thought much about the fact that, growing up at Mile’s End, she’d always known what love looked like—real, solid, day-in, day-out love.

“And as it turns out,” Lyra’s mom said, reaching for her hand and giving it a little squeeze, “when you know who you are, when you know exactly who the other person is, falling in love can be as easy as just… letting go.” She smiled. “Ten days. That’s how long it took me to know with your dad.”

Lyra swallowed, unsure why she needed to. “I should try to get some sleep,” she said. In the morning, she and Grayson could try to find a way to obtain the file on her kidnapping without raising any flags at the sheriff’s office. By morning, Alisa would hopefully have something to report back regarding Odette, and they could figure out their next move.

In the morning, Lyra couldn’t help thinking, as she made her way up to her old room and laid down on her old bed, it will be day number five.







Chapter 17
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JAMESON


Jameson’s eyes were closed, but he wasn’t fully asleep. In the Tuscan countryside, in the back seat of a private car, he wasn’t dreaming. He was remembering:

“How’s Tuscany?” Avery asks.

Even with an ocean between, the sound of her voice makes Jameson want to play. “The birthplace of the Italian Renaissance? Full of winding roads, hills and valleys, where a morning mist rolls out in the distance, and the forests are littered with leaves so golden red that the entire world feels like it’s on fire in the best way? That Tuscany?”

“Yes. That Tuscany.”

“I’ve seen better.”

“Jameson!”

The part of Jameson that wasn’t asleep felt the car come to a stop, but he refused to let go of the memory—of Avery.

“Give him a moment.” That was Xander, addressing their driver. “He’s communing with the beast.” Xander, in typical Xander fashion, did not specify what the beast was.

“I was thinking,” Jameson corrected, opening his eyes and taking in the sight outside the car: the rolling hills; the world-on-fire trees; the vineyard—and the villa. It was one of a handful of Hawthorne vacation homes that Avery had not divested herself of yet.

Jameson climbed out of the car and walked toward the gate—not a grand gate like the one at Hawthorne House, but a simple one that came up only to Jameson’s waist. It was surrounded by much taller hedges, and as Jameson stepped through the gate and onto the property, he made a mental note: I didn’t search the hedges before.

Xander stepped through after him and looked up at the stone villa, two-thirds covered in ivy.

“Seventeenth century,” Jameson told him.

“What are we looking for?” Xander rocked back on his heels. It was the first time he’d asked, despite the conversation he’d overheard Jameson have with Alisa on the way here.

“Follow me.” Jameson made his way into the villa, which was unlocked—Alisa’s doing, no doubt, since Jameson had made good on his promise to keep her up to date on his progress.

Inside, there was no real foyer to speak of, so it didn’t take Jameson long to reach the room with the hearth. A massive stone fireplace took up nearly an entire wall. Overhead, wood rafters met stone walls. To Jameson’s right, a wooden staircase led up to the second floor, but right now, Jameson wasn’t concerned with the steps or the rafters or the kitchen visible through a stone archway to his left.

He hopped up onto the hearth and ducked into the fireplace. “Two years ago,” he told Xander, “I found something in here.”

Somewhere in Jameson’s memory, Avery responded to him telling her that. A clue? she’d said.

Probably, Jameson had told her. But to what puzzle?

At the time, Jameson had been focused on a different mystery. But now, he knew. The old man had left that mirror for Alice. A love letter. A game, telling her what he knew.

What he’d been able—somehow—to uncover about secrets he definitely was not supposed to know.

Inside the fireplace, it was pitch black. Jameson turned three hundred sixty degrees and ran his hands over the stone. His fingers found the remnants of the glue that had once held a small object in place, hidden.

“A triangular mirror,” Jameson said out loud.

“That’s what you asked Alisa to fetch from the House and send you.” The closeness of Xander’s voice was the only warning Jameson got before his brother popped up inside the fireplace next to him.

Even a massive fireplace was a tight fit for two Hawthornes.

“Our favorite lawyer will have it here as soon as she can,” Jameson told Xander. “And as discreetly as she can. In the meantime, you and I are going to search this house from top to bottom to see if we can turn up anything else.”

Where there was one object in a Hawthorne game, there could be others.

“Roger that,” Xander replied.

Finding nothing else inside the fireplace, Jameson ducked out of it, stepping onto the hearth and jumping to the floor.

“How big was the mirror you found before?” Xander asked, landing beside him.

“About like this.” Jameson made a triangle with his forefingers and thumbs. “Equilateral, and I could hold it in one hand.”

“Mirrored on both sides or just one?”

“Both.”

“Aluminum coating or silver?” Xander was clearly just winding up. “And did you try to scratch the coating off?”

“Silver. And no, I didn’t.” In the two years since he’d found the mirror, Jameson had barely paid it any attention at all. “At the time, I got distracted.”

By Eve. Jameson didn’t say that out loud. Unlike Grayson, he’d never trusted Eve. She’d reminded him too much of Emily, right from the start.

“How thoroughly did you search the rest of the house two years ago?” Xander asked.

Jameson walked over to inspect a Renaissance painting on the wall. “I’d give it a nine out of ten.” He removed the painting from the wall and popped off its frame.

“Full throttle this time?” Xander looked up at the soaring ceiling.

Jameson crouched and executed a series of probes of the seam where wall met floor. “We hold nothing back,” he confirmed. “For Avery.”

“For Avery,” Xander echoed. “Race you to the rafters.”
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There was more than one room in the villa with rafters. Jameson dropped down from searching the ones in an east-facing bedroom and landed in a crouch. The room was sparsely and simply furnished, an iron bed the only item in it aside from an old-fashioned light fixture that hung from the ceiling and cast minimal light on a herringbone brick floor.

Jameson thoroughly examined the bed, the light fixture, and each and every brick. Nothing. He walked to the window, examined its thick wooden framing, and then threw it open. “Let there be light.”

Said light fell on the floor just so, and Jameson examined the pattern. Nothing. Again.

And so it went: room after room, rafters after rafters, window after window, until Jameson and Xander were done—with the inside of the villa at least.

They turned their attention to the terrace next. Located on the side of the house, it offered an unvarnished view of miles and miles of countryside, but Jameson directed his gaze upward instead of outward. Greenage covered the terrace rafters, reminding him that the hedges still needed searching as well.

“Alley-oop!” Xander practically ran up Jameson’s back, then launched himself at the rafters.

As his brother searched above, Jameson turned his own attention to the terrace door. The color of the surrounding bricks suggested that this portion of the villa had been updated—perhaps more than once over the years, given the pattern of wear and tear. The doorway was arched, and beside it hung a bell made of aged copper.

Jameson probed at the bell—first the outside, then the interior, then the ringer that hung dead center, the last of which gave Jameson pause, because it was seamed.

By the time Jameson got the metal ball out of the bell, Xander had finished with the rafters. He leapt down beside Jameson.

“Gimme,” Xander said. Jameson complied only because Xander had always had a way with mechanical things. Turning the ringer over and over in his hands at rapid speed, like he was working a Rubik’s Cube, Xander began humming the Star Wars theme under his breath.

“Got it!” Xander didn’t even try to keep the ringer in his possession once it popped open.

Jameson went straight for the object inside. Copper wires. As Jameson withdrew them, the wires uncoiled, forming a shape. A circle.

“A triangle. A circle.” Jameson was hit with a feeling somewhere between déjà vu and the electric, hair-raising anticipation of an imminent lightning strike.

The two objects he’d found in this villa were almost certainly part of the same game, the game the old man had left for his Alice.

My love, my love, my one and only love. As his grandfather’s voice echoed in his head, Jameson gave into the siren’s call of picturing Avery standing right there beside him. He willed himself to hear her voice.

A copper circle, her voice said in his head, the energy in her tone palpable, the way it always was when the two of them were standing on the verge of something. And a triangular mirror.

They’re connected, Heiress. Jameson imagined bringing his lips within half a centimeter of hers, and then, without warning, the daydream shattered, leaving Jameson staring at the objects, his mind utterly devoid of Avery’s voice.

He didn’t have the luxury of feeling bereft.

A copper circle. Jameson forced himself to think the words. A triangular mirror. Connected. All he had to figure out was how.







Chapter 18
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ROHAN

River water hits the dock. The boy can hear it, but he can’t see it—not the water and not the dock. He can’t see anything. Jerking himself out of the dream would have been a sign of weakness, so Rohan instead allowed the nightmare to continue, forced it to continue. The woman holds him close, hums a quiet, soothing song, and in that song, he hears what she is not saying, words she has said before: Don’t cry, don’t cry. Whatever you do, my beautiful boy, don’t cry.

The boy knows: This is her punishment as much as his.

Of their own accord, Rohan’s eyes flew open. He’d slept with his back to the door of the shack, securing the assets inside, even in sleep. The night before, after extracting that promise from him, Savannah had returned to bed, unaware that little sister had heard every word. Rohan, in contrast, was always aware.

He grounded himself in that awareness now, in the sights and sounds and smells of the bayou just before sunrise, when the world was bathed in a hazy orange glow and the morning air was thick with humidity that kissed the wild grass as dew.

There, Rohan’s instincts whispered. Down below, Knox was barely visible and blanketed in brush, awake, perhaps, but still. And there—Rohan heard the rustle of some sort of creature roughly the size of a mouse. There—three, no four birds.

The water.

A wind through the reeds.

And—there. This time, the word came tinged with adrenaline in Rohan’s mind. There was a person out there—farther out, so silent that Rohan couldn’t have sworn for sure that it was his sense of hearing that tipped him off, that had his eyes scouring for…

You. Rohan didn’t hesitate. The moment he saw the figure, he vaulted the railing on the platform, rolling to absorb the impact when he hit the ground, then flowing straight back to his feet and exploding into a run.

Someone was lurking.

Someone was watching.

A female someone.

And now, the chase was on. The difference between Rohan’s size and his prey’s, between the length of his stride and the length of hers, should have given him a significant advantage in speed, but his target was shockingly agile. Rohan had never seen anyone move like this girl did. She wasn’t just fast or light on her feet; she was a blur with a sixth sense for shadow, for the changing terrain.

Tireless. That was the word that snaked its way through Rohan’s mind as he forced his body to forget its limits and began gaining on her. You can run, but you can’t hide, Calla.

Fog rolled in from the water. The vegetation grew ever thicker, branches lashing at Rohan’s skin. He didn’t even feel it.

In the end, it didn’t matter how fast she was. The moment Rohan pulled within a body’s length of her, he launched himself forward, off the ground. She dodged, avoiding a full-body blow, but Rohan managed to latch a hand around her ankle, and down she went.

Hard.

Rohan was on her in an instant. She threw a brutal elbow back, twisting her body, her leg hooking around his torso as she attempted to take him down. Rohan grabbed her wrists an instant before her thumbs would have gouged his eyes, and as he pinned her arms to the ground, as he pinned her, Rohan realized:

This wasn’t Calla Thorp.

He’d seen photographs of Calla, and this girl bore no resemblance to her whatsoever. There was something Nordic in his opponent’s features, though the shape of her eyes signaled Asian heritage of some sort as well. Thick honey-brown hair had been braided back from her face on either side of her head like a laurel. Her eyes were a darker brown than Rohan’s own.

She must have clocked him taking in her appearance, because suddenly, she stopped fighting like a warrior and shifted to struggling against Rohan’s hold in a way that masked her skill so thoroughly that, had Rohan been any less experienced himself, he might have bought the act.

“Get off me, you freak.” She did an American accent very well, but Rohan was enough of a chameleon himself to recognize that neither her accent nor her choice of words reflected her nature.

“What have we here?” Rohan murmured.

The moment his opponent realized he wasn’t buying it, a mask of chilling neutrality descended over her features. Whoever this girl was, she knew when to cut her losses—and when to rotate her wrists, drive her knee upward, and attempt to sink her teeth into skin.

Rohan pinned her by her neck this time. That should have been the end of it, but the next thing he knew, the girl had a knife in each hand. Unfortunately for the lethal little knife-wielder, this fight was getting ready to be two-on-one.

“How kind of you to join us, Mr. Landry,” Rohan called as Knox approached. “Our new friend here was just getting ready to lower those knives and explain herself.”

The girl assessed the situation, and she must not have liked her chances two-on-one, because she lowered the knives. For now.

“Who the hell are you?” Knox asked.

“I’m just a girl.”

Like hell she was. Rohan put her in a hold no one could break, and then shot a warning look in Knox’s direction. “Check her for any other knives—and watch your private parts, if you’re at all attached to them.”

“She get yours?” Knox asked, and the bastard had the gall to sound amused at the prospect as he patted the girl down, a search that yielded two more knives and a single piece of paper that had been folded twice.

Knox unfolded it, stared at it, then turned the page toward Rohan.

Rohan clocked the image first. It appeared to depict a painting, most likely a medieval one, of a woman wearing an elaborate crown and holding what looked to be a church in her hand. As fascinating as the iconography there was, Rohan was far more interested in the writing on the page, two words scrawled in feminine script into the margins.

Juliet Grayson.







Chapter 19
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GIGI


Gigi awoke to chaos. The kind of chaos that involved a stranger who was both unconscious and in the process of being tied up.

“I’m not one to judge,” Gigi said, scrambling down from the loft to stand next to Savannah, who hadn’t so much as raised a brow at the display in front of them, “but can someone verify that this is the amiable sort of kidnapping? And also that we didn’t knock her out?”

Gigi’s questions were met with silence. Very suspicious silence.

“Knox?” Gigi prompted.

“Wasn’t me.”

Gigi turned to look at Rohan.

“She fights like an elite,” Rohan said by way of explanation. “It’s in everyone’s best interest, including her own, that she not be tempted to try me again.”

“And why were we fighting her?” Gigi was a big believer in generous uses of the word we.

Knox held out a sheet of paper. “She’s here for you.”

Gigi blinked, then took the paper, and sure enough, there her name was—her given name. For a moment, all Gigi could think was that the last two people who had called her Juliet were Zella… and Calla.

“What do you mean she’s here for my sister?” Savannah was less than pleased.

“The girl had knives on her,” Rohan replied. “Plural.” He stepped back to admire his work, which Gigi had to admit was… thorough.

Their guest, whoever she was, wasn’t going anywhere.

“Knives,” Gigi repeated. “Of the friendly and playful sort?”

“Who is she?” Savannah demanded.

“No idea.” Knox took the paper back from Gigi and handed it to Brady. “Who is she?” he asked, nodding at the regal-looking woman in the image—the artwork.

“That,” Brady said, looking up from the sheet, “is Saint Adelaide.”

“Who among us does not recognize medieval saints on sight?” Gigi said in her most philosophical tone.

“There’s a statue of her in town,” Brady replied. He glanced at Knox. “In front of the Musée.”

“Saint Adelaide,” Gigi said, her eyes widening with understanding. “As in St. Adelaide Parish. Someone sent her here.”

“Someone sent a knife-wielding psycho after you.” Knox was clearly feeling a little testy about that.

“What if that flower last night wasn’t Calla’s doing?” Brady said suddenly, crouching next to their captive, studying her intently. “What if it was hers?”

“What if she’s…” Gigi swallowed. “Whatever Calla is—or was.”

This girl wasn’t wearing a cloak, red or otherwise, but Gigi couldn’t help remembering that the Woman in Red had asked her if she knew the significance of the number three.

“Let me talk to her,” Gigi blurted out. “When our guest wakes up, let me have first stab at her.” Gigi paused. “Metaphorically.”

Not one person in the room jumped on that.

“I’ll have you all know that I’m an excellent interrogator,” Gigi insisted. “People tell me all kinds of things.” She folded her arms over her chest and leveled a gaze at Knox. “Things they don’t want to tell me, things they don’t want to tell anyone, but I just keep talking and talking until they break. Also: smiling. Lots of smiling. And nicknames.”

“Consider me convinced, little Gigi,” Rohan said.

“I’m only little,” Gigi retorted, “compared to people whose torsos and also legs are much, much longer than mine.”

“Rohan.” Savannah’s eyes drilled into his. “You promised.”

“I promised not to use your sister as bait, love, and now, we may well have another option on that front.” Rohan stared down at the unknown entity in their midst. “Let’s see how this plays out, shall we?”







Chapter 20
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GIGI


The girl was waking up. Gigi valiantly resisted the urge to scoot forward, because she’d promised Savannah and Knox that she would keep her back to the wall closest to the door and farthest from their new friend, who looked to be maybe a year younger than Grayson—not all that much older that Gigi herself.

“Hi!” Gigi accented the word with a little wave.

The girl sat up seemingly effortlessly, despite her bindings. Her head stayed aimed down, but brown eyes lifted slowly to meet Gigi’s. The girl said nothing. Gigi waved again. And waited. And waited some more.

“The strong and silent type,” Gigi said sagely. “I know it well. I’m Juliet Grayson, but you can call me Gigi. Everyone does. I kind of think you were looking for me? And you’re in luck, because here I am!”

There wasn’t so much as a flicker in those brown eyes.

“Just as a forewarning,” Gigi continued cheerfully, “I’m getting ready to ask what your name is, and you’re probably not going to want to tell me, so I’ll inevitably end up giving you some sort of nickname, and let’s just say that it’s possible my taste in nicknames can be just a wee bit chaotic. Nonetheless, I’m sure you’ll excel at continuing to give me the silent treatment for hours on end, which will leave me no choice except to fill the silence, also for hours. And eventually, you and I will bond, and then…” Gigi grinned. “You’ll tell me your name.”

The girl stared holes in Gigi. “You’re Juliet Grayson?”

“Indeed I am! But you can call me Gigi. And you are?”

“Nora.” She had a quiet, understated kind of voice. Gigi wouldn’t have pegged this girl as a fighter.

“It’s nice to meet you, Nora.” Gigi beamed at her. “Sorry about the ropes.”

“What’s a little rope between friends?” Nora replied.

“Exactly,” Gigi agreed, trying not to find Nora’s utter calm about being tied up too unsettling. “Just out of curiosity…” Gigi tried to think of a delicate way to phrase the question. “How quickly could you kill me if you were so inclined?”

“I don’t kill people.” Quiet. Understated.

“So those knives the boys pulled off you, they’re… ornamental?” Gigi said hopefully.

Nora didn’t reply.

Gigi tried again. “Sentimental?” There was the slightest flicker in Nora’s eyes. “They are!” Gigi was quite pleased with herself. “They’re sentimental knives!”

“I would like my knives back.” For the first time, Gigi heard a noticeable accent in Nora’s voice. Something sharp, almost harsh but also in the strangest way borderline… musical.

“I think that can probably be arranged,” Gigi promised. “Just as soon as we’re sure you’re not going to go all slicey-dicey on anyone. And on that note, care to share why you were looking for me?”

“Care to share what you and your friends are doing out here?” Nora replied.

“We were looking for someone,” Gigi replied earnestly.

“Were?”

“We found him.” Gigi cocked her head to the side. “You weren’t expecting me to say him. Who did you think we were looking for?”

“No one.”

Those words triggered a memory in Gigi. “No one,” Gigi repeated slowly, “by design?”

That was how the Woman in Red had referred to herself, after she’d said there was no Calla Thorp anymore.

“It takes a special person,” Nora said, “to be no one.”

A person like you? Gigi thought, but she didn’t go there yet. “Who sent you that picture of Saint Adelaide with my name on it?” Gigi asked instead.

Was it Calla?

“Let us say that it was an old friend and leave it at that.”

“How old?” Gigi pressed. “And does this friend, by any chance, have a fondness for cloaks?”

“Dangerous questions.” Nora let that hang in the air. “I hate to disappoint you, Gigi, but in the grand scheme of all of this, I know quite little. There are questions I cannot answer and questions I will not answer. There is one thing I can tell you, though.”

“And what is that?”

Nora’s chin dipped almost to her chest, but her eyes held fast to Gigi’s. “It’s not going to be you.”







Chapter 21
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LYRA


The dream started the way it always did—with the flower. But this time, Lyra just stood there, frozen, like her entire body had turned to ice, watching as the calla lily slowly disintegrated to nothing in her hand.

She woke up in her childhood bed with her four-year-old brother sitting on her stomach.

“You’re home!” Cooper gave Lyra’s cheek a gentle pat, then bounced exuberantly on her belly. “And you brought a friend. He does magic tricks! And he’s much faster than you are.”

“High praise,” Lyra groaned as Cooper bounced again. Her little brother prided himself on his speed, and it was the top metric by which he judged others—or at least, it had been, the last time Lyra had seen Cooper.

It had been months.

I’m not ready for this, Lyra thought, but no one was ever really ready for Cooper Kane. Lyra had missed him—fiercely. She swung her brother onto her hip as she climbed out of bed. Belatedly, she thought to ask: “Magic tricks?”

Grayson Hawthorne did magic tricks?

“Good ones,” Cooper confirmed. “Also, Grayson said that when you woke up, I should tell you he went for a run.”

Lyra wondered if Grayson had managed to clock more than a couple hours of sleep. With Avery missing, Lyra was betting the answer was no, and she felt twin stabs of guilt that her parents had cloistered Grayson in the spare room and that she’d slept so long.

She hadn’t dreamed all night, until the end.

Not wanting to waste any more time and not wanting to leave Grayson alone any longer, she made her way to her closet to scavenge from the clothes she’d left behind when she went to college.

“Are you and Grayson going to kiss?” Cooper demanded as she sat him down. “Because that’s disgusting, even if he is very fast.”
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Lyra had always loved the house she grew up in, but Mile’s End had never just been the house. It was also the land—the trees and the creek and the smell of grass and dirt. Lyra tracked Grayson easily enough and caught up to him in a clearing near the creek. It took a moment for it to hit her that he wasn’t wearing a suit. It appeared he’d borrowed clothes from her dad.

The sight of Grayson Hawthorne in jeans and flannel was really something.

“I didn’t mean to sleep so long,” Lyra called. The sun had to have been up for a couple of hours at least.

“You needed it.” There was no judgment in Grayson’s tone.

“What are you doing out here?” Lyra asked, no judgment on her part, either.

“Trying not to fall back into old habits.” Grayson’s chest rose and fell with each breath. “I’m forcing myself to feel it all, to resist the urge to give in to the voice in my head that says that if I were what I was raised to be, Avery would be fine, the voice that says that when I’m weak, the people I love get hurt.”

This was Grayson, raw and real, not hiding from the pain, not suppressing it, treating it as neither enemy nor friend.

“Avery might be fine,” Lyra said softly. They had no way of knowing if the heiress was in acute danger or how much. They didn’t know what Avery had agreed to, if she’d truly agreed to anything at all.

There was too damn much they didn’t know.

“I’m sure Avery has a plan,” Grayson said, fixing his gaze on the horizon. “She usually does, but Avery’s plans sometimes involve a certain degree of risk to herself. It wouldn’t be the first time she walked straight into a lion’s den for one of us. For me.”

He closed his eyes. His eyelashes cast shadows on a face that suddenly looked all cheekbones, all angles. Lyra made her way toward him. Wanting to comfort him and not sure how, she lifted her hand to his face. Her own eyes closed as she felt the stubble on his jaw.

It suited Grayson more than it should have—the stubble and the flannel, standing in the woods at Mile’s End, letting the pain come, as real as anyone Lyra had ever met.

He leaned into her touch. “I checked back in with Alisa.” Lyra opened her eyes to find that Grayson had already done the same. “Odette, it seems,” he continued, “has made herself very difficult to find. Sooner or later, they’ll track her down, but in the meantime…”

The muscles in Grayson’s jaw ripple beneath Lyra’s touch. Whatever he was about to say was going to cost him.

“I have to ask you to do something,” Grayson said, lifting his hand to her face, “that I really do not want to have to ask you to do.”

“Does it have something to do with the local sheriff’s department’s records?” Lyra guessed.

Grayson breathed. In and out. “I wish it did. Alisa has someone working on getting the file on your kidnapping. It could be a few hours, and the information won’t be legally obtained, but the gentleman’s efforts shouldn’t be detected—by anyone.”

Not by the sheriff’s department. Not by the Watcher, the Hand, or the Judge. Just thinking those words, just thinking about what they were up against, Lyra suddenly knew what their next move needed to be, what it was that Grayson didn’t want to ask her to do.

“Nine-four-seven Onomo Crescent,” Lyra said. Before reading Eve’s file, Lyra hadn’t known where the house was, only that she’d been there, only that a man who’d claimed to be her father had taken her there, shot himself there.

“Your memory of that night, it’s been coming to you in pieces.” Grayson’s voice went uncharacteristically hoarse. “But memory is a physical thing for you, Lyra. Back on Hawthorne Island, any time you wanted to commit something to memory, you’d close your eyes. You’d feel your surroundings.”

Right now, Lyra could feel Grayson’s hand on her face and hers on his.

“You need me to go back there.” Lyra didn’t just understand Grayson’s logic. She felt it, proving his point, because her body was already anticipating the way it would feel to revisit the scene of the crime.

“The last thing I want to ask you to do is to go back there and try to relive the most terrible, traumatic, soul-rending experience of your life.” Grayson’s voice was struck through with all that pain he’d come out here to feel, and Lyra knew: He didn’t want to ask, but he would. He had to—for Avery. If there was even a chance Lyra might remember something…

“What makes you think you even need to ask?” Lyra said. “Asshole.” The word, the closest thing to a nickname she had for him, came out more tender than she’d meant for it to. “You couldn’t hold me back from doing what needs to be done if you tried.”
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LYRA


Onomo Crescent was a perfectly ordinary street, but the moment Lyra saw the street sign, she knew.

ONOMO CRES.

“Monoceros.” Grayson beat her to unscrambling the letters out loud.

“Another twisted little clue.” Lyra sounded calmer than she felt. Lily. Omega. Monoceros. Whoever the man who’d abducted her had been, he’d known about all three. He’d known that A Hawthorne was one of them. He was very likely expecting the then-Omega to come for him.

Because of what he knew? Lyra wondered. Or was there more to it than that? And why did he take me? Lyra and Grayson made their way down Onomo Crescent. Why lay this game out for me?

The door to number 947 was painted teal. The oddest sense of déjà vu washed over Lyra, just looking at that door from the street.

“There’s no one home.” Grayson was characteristically confident of that assessment. “We’ll find a key inside that lockbox on the front door. The owners have already vacated the property.”

“You can’t possibly know that just by looking at the house,” Lyra said.

“Can’t I?” Grayson replied.

It took him a mere three tries to break the code on the lockbox, and it was immediately clear when the door swung inward that he’d been right. The house was bare, no furniture whatsoever. Stepping across the threshold and into the foyer did nothing to jog Lyra’s memory, not until she closed her eyes and heard Grayson’s footsteps on the tile floor behind her. Footsteps.

And just like that, Lyra could feel hands on her shoulders—big hands, small shoulders—steering her into the living room.

“Happy birthday, Lyra.”

Lie-ra. Lie-ra. Lie-ra.

The man loops around to crouch in front of her. He isn’t smiling. His eyes are just like hers, but suddenly, they look… wrong.

“I want my mommy.”

“I know you do, Lyra.” He says her name wrong again.

“My name is Lyra.”

“No. It’s not.” The man reaches into his jacket, and then he hands her a white calla lily. “Happy birthday, Lyra.”

Lyra opened her eyes and realized she wasn’t in the foyer anymore. She’d walked into the living room, eyes closed, to the exact spot where she could remember standing as a child.

From that spot, she could see the stairs.

Years earlier, they’d been wooden, but they were carpeted now. Lyra could see the steps through the railing, but she couldn’t see the top of the staircase, couldn’t see the landing where she’d found the body.

Lyra willed her feet to move, willed herself to walk to the stairs and slowly up them, her body shaking all the while.

“You can stop if you need to,” Grayson said.

“No, I can’t.” Lyra was halfway up the stairs now, and she realized with a start that she’d taken off her shoes without even thinking about it.

You’re not supposed to wear soccer cleats in the house, she thought, past and present beginning to blur, step after step, all the way to the top.

Blood on my feet.

The next thing Lyra knew, Grayson was holding her, and Lyra wanted nothing more than to let him hold her, to look at his face, to drink in every last detail of it, to forget that anything else existed. But she had to remember, so she pulled back from his embrace and retreated down the stairs, back to the living room, to the exact spot where she’d stood as a child.

Think about the flower. Lyra willed the past to sweep her away. Think about the candy necklace. Think about the gun. She forced herself to conjure up the dead’s man voice.

Happy birthday, Lyra.

A Hawthorne did this.

Slowly, another memory began to rise like smoke from the depths of Lyra’s subconscious. There was no visual element to it, only words—words that Lyra had never heard before in any flashback, in any memory, in any dream.

“What is it?” Grayson asked beside her.

Lyra focused on his voice and blinked until the sharp angles of his face came back into focus. And then she told him the words she’d remembered, the words her kidnapper had said to her right after that fateful sentence about A Hawthorne.

“Don’t be afraid, Lyra Catalina,” Lyra whispered, pronouncing her own name wrong. “She will come for you.”
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JAMESON


Nighttime in Tuscany was nothing like nighttime in Prague. It wasn’t even seven o’clock yet, and the moon was already unspeakably vivid in the night sky, as were the stars. The only non-celestial light Jameson could even see was the blue-green glow emanating from the heated pool where he and Xander had found yet another hidden object an hour earlier: a frame made of braided metal.

A square frame.

A triangle. A circle. A square. Jameson’s mind hummed. A mirror. A ring of copper. A silver frame. Jameson stared holes in the night sky like it might hold the answer, like the stars or the moon could tell him what the three objects were meant to convey—or do.

The triangular mirror had been delivered an hour earlier via courier, and Xander had immediately started trying to build something out of the pieces. Copper wiring conducted electricity, and a mirror, Xander had informed Jameson, was practically a poor man’s laser.

A triangle. A circle. A square.

“We’re missing something,” Jameson bit out, and without warning, a memory hit him, one in which he’d said those exact same words to Avery in a candlelit tunnel beneath Hawthorne House, back when he was still figuring her out, back when she was a puzzle he wanted to solve and there was pleasure to be found in peeling back those protective layers of hers, one by one.

“We’re missing something. Or maybe…” Jameson leans forward to murmur his next words directly into the back of her head. “You’re holding something back.”

She neither confirms nor denies that statement. If there’s one thing he’s learned about Avery Grambs in the past couple of weeks, it’s that she is immune to the pressure to fill silences. There is nothing restless about her, nothing impulsive.

That’s the challenge. “I see how it is, Heiress.”

“Maybe there are more pieces?” Xander’s suggestion ripped Jameson suddenly and unforgivably back into the present. “We could keep looking.”

“No.” Jameson got ahold of himself. “We don’t need to keep looking.” He was sure about that, though he didn’t know why. “The answer… it’s right here.”

“You know something.” Xander deployed finger guns at Jameson. “You just don’t know what you know or how you know it. Should you so desire, I would be happy to provide an epic and, dare I say, cinematic distraction to jar it out of you.”

Jameson shook his head. “A triangle, a circle, a square,” he murmured. Why was that so damn familiar? He reached to take the pieces from Xander.

“One of us,” Xander reminded him delicately, “thinks in a minimum of three dimensions at all times, and the other one…”

“Sometimes gets stuck in two,” Jameson finished. Two dimensions. The dog-gnawing-giant-bone feeling was back. Jameson spread the objects out on the ground. A triangle. A circle. A square. The circle was bigger than the triangle but only just.

Big enough, Jameson thought suddenly, to fit around the circle. He put the two pieces together—flat, in two dimensions. The moment he saw the result, Jameson suddenly knew what had been eating at him, knew exactly what his subconscious had remembered that he had not.

“London. Seventeen months ago. The envelope.”

“I understand nothing,” Xander said solemnly, “but please go on.”

Seventeen months earlier, Jameson had met his father for the first time, and at his father’s request, he’d worked to gain entry to a vaulted institution whose very existence was a highly guarded secret. And when he and Avery had succeeded at securing an invitation, it had arrived sealed in a matte black envelope elaborately embossed with platinum.

A triangle inside a circle inside a square.

Jameson picked up the square frame and fit it around the other two shapes, and as he did, he could just almost feel Avery’s hand on the back of his. He could just almost see her smile, subtle but electric, as he spoke the answer out loud.

“The Devil’s Mercy.”
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ROHAN


Rohan was quite sure that Nora, if that was indeed her name, knew more than any of them would be able to get out of her. He’d been sure of that since the conclusion of Gigi’s interrogation hours earlier. In the intervening time, their guest had retreated inward, her silence absolute, her sharp features impassive, like she’d fallen into some kind of trance.

For Rohan, Nora’s ability to go that still, that chillingly blank was its own kind of tell. Gigi had not been able to break through again. Neither Savannah nor Knox had had any more luck. Brady was currently taking his turn with her. The scholar had been sitting cross-legged on the floor opposite Nora, just as silent and still as she was, for nearly an hour, as the rest of them waited out on the platform, listening.

“We should be halfway to England by now.” Savannah addressed those words to Rohan like it was his fault and only his fault that they weren’t.

“Patience, love.”

“Patience is for people who stand to gain something by waiting,” Savannah retorted.

“Don’t you want to know,” Rohan parried back, “why someone sent a young woman with a fondness for knives after your sister?”

Rohan already had a theory on that. Still, pressure points were meant to be pushed, and Gigi was Savannah’s greatest weakness.

“I want to get my sister out of here,” Savannah replied, her tone arctic.

Gigi raised her hand. “I want to stay!”

“Of course you do,” Knox muttered.

Rohan tuned out the lot of them and listened. There was still only silence on the other side of the door and the ambient sounds of the bayou all around them—no indication whatsoever that their guest had attracted anyone else’s attention.

Rohan was on the verge of displacing Brady to try his own hand at an interrogation when the phone that Alisa Ortega had given him rang. Rohan made a split-second decision and took his leave of the others, vaulting the railing once more. Savannah followed him—over the railing, down, and out into the bayou.

As Rohan put more and more distance between himself and the others, Savannah stalked after him. Clearly, she had no intention of letting him out of her sight.

Clever girl. Clever, prudent, farthest-thing-from-naive winter girl.

Rohan’s phone, which had gone momentarily silent, started ringing again. This time, certain he was out of the range of Knox’s and Gigi’s hearing, Rohan answered. “Yes?”

“Rohan.” Jameson Hawthorne’s voice was imminently recognizable—for Rohan, at least.

He leaned back against the trunk of an ancient, twisted tree. “What can I do for you, Mr. Hawthorne?”

Savannah’s eyes narrowed at Hawthorne, the way Rohan had known they would.

“The Devil’s Mercy.” There was an unholy, frenetic energy in Jameson’s voice. “I want back in.”

“A tall order, considering I’m forbidden from stepping foot in London or so much as approaching any member.” Rohan weighed mentioning their guest to Jameson and decided to keep that card in reserve. “Unless you’d care to transfer ten million pounds my way right now?”

“You get nothing, Rohan, until I find Avery.”

Frenetic, Rohan decided, was not an adequate description of Jameson Hawthorne’s tone. His voice was electric. Charged—and dangerously so, like the air the instant before lightning tore the world apart.

“The symbol the Mercy uses,” Jameson continued. “A triangle inside a circle inside a square—”

“Inside yet another triangle.” Rohan could feel Savannah’s eyes on him. It was not, all things considered, an unpleasant feeling. “Inside another circle inside another square,” he murmured, “and so on and so forth, etcetera, repeating. I take it this isn’t small talk?”

“Where did the symbol come from?” Jameson’s question straddled the line between demand and plea. “What does it mean?”

Rohan pushed off the tree and began winding his way farther from their starting point. Savannah moved in tandem with him, leaving so little space between them that Rohan could feel her body heat.

Trying to hear both sides of the conversation, love? Rohan kicked up his pace a notch, but he gave Savannah something to listen to on his side of the conversation, at least. “I’ve always thought that symbol to signify a great truth, that if you play any game long enough, certain patterns will always repeat. Across years and decades, across centuries and dynasties and men, some things never stop repeating.”

“But why those shapes?” Desperation did not suit Jameson Hawthorne. Not at all.

“Isolate a subset of the repeating pattern, and it can be read as an alchemical symbol as well.” Rohan shot a look in Savannah’s direction that challenged her to come as close as she dared.

“The alchemical symbol for what?” Jameson clearly had about as much patience as Rohan had shame, which was to say none.

“Alchemy,” Rohan replied.

“Don’t play with me, Rohan.”

“I wouldn’t dare. A circle inside a square inside a triangle inside yet another circle is indeed the alchemical symbol for alchemy. Add another triangle in the center and continue the pattern on and on, and voilà. Personally, I like to consider it all a reminder that those who seek power are always ultimately after two and only two things: immortality and gold.”

Clearly, Jameson had uncovered something.

“Did my grandfather ever visit the Devil’s Mercy?” he demanded.

Fascinating question. “To my knowledge?” Rohan replied. “No. What precisely have you found, Mr. Hawthorne?”

“If you can’t get me into the Mercy, who can?”

Rohan came to a stop again, and Savannah did the same, standing so close to him their shoulders brushed. “Rule breaker,” Rohan mouthed, and then he turned his attention back to Jameson, well aware that Savannah could hear both sides of the conversation now. “If you want to barter for entrance to the Mercy, you’d have to see the current Factotum.”

“Don’t tell me it’s—”

“Indeed.” While Rohan sought to make his fortune and win the throne, the duchess was acting as the Proprietor’s second-in-command.

“And where the hell are you?” Jameson demanded. “You’re supposed to be tracking Zella down for me.”

“I’m in Louisiana,” Rohan replied. “More specifically, I’ve paying a visit to St. Adelaide Parish, once home to Calla Thorp.”

“Don’t.” Jameson’s voice went guttural. “Whatever it is you think you’re doing there, Rohan—don’t.”

Rohan once again considered telling Jameson about Nora. I’ve made a new friend here, he would say. Fond of knives. Quite formidable. Northern European—Norwegian, perhaps, or possibly Icelandic. She’s working for or with someone, and that person sent her here, almost certainly because the Watcher has an interest of some sort in Gigi Grayson.

But Jameson clearly wasn’t going to be parting easily with the money Rohan needed, and tipping the Hawthorne off to a potential lead before that lead had born fruit was not in Rohan’s best interest.

So he simply hung up.

Jameson called back. Rohan ignored the ringing of the phone and gave into the urge to capitalize on Savannah’s proximity. He lifted his hand to her face in direct violation of Rule Two, brushing her roughly shorn platinum hair off her cheek.

Savannah pretended she couldn’t even feel it. “Immortality and gold,” she said.

Rohan trailed his hand down from her face to her neck to Calla’s necklace. “And what do you make,” he murmured, tracing the path of the chain down to the fleur-de-lis charm on the end, “of all of this?”

The necklace. The inscription. The calla lily Gigi had found. Their new and very dangerous friend.

“It doesn’t matter.” Savannah shut him down. “None of it matters to me. Not Calla. Not Nora. Not this place. Not any of it, except keeping Gigi safe and getting Brady on a plane to England so I can get what I need from the duchess.”

“Still focused on revenge, love?”

“What else would I be focused on?”

Power. That was the first thought that came to Rohan, but the next was more insistent, more insidious. This. Me. Us.

“We should get back.” Savannah pointedly changed the subject. “I don’t like letting Gigi and Brady out of our sight.”

Our. Rohan relished her word choice more than he should have. “Are you under the impression that you’re the one calling the shots here, love?”

“You need me.” Savannah’s smile was slow, haughty, and oh-so-tempting. “After all, you can’t step foot in London.”

And there it was: the information she’d gleaned from her eavesdropping.

I need an accomplice. It doesn’t have to be you. At this point, Rohan could not be entirely sure whether he believed that or not. He allowed his gaze to settle on the fleur-de-lis just above the swell of her chest. “Tell me, Savannah, what’s your favorite flower?”

“I don’t have one.” Savannah cast a neutral gaze at the vegetation around them, thoroughly unaffected by the beauty of the natural world. “My father used to buy my mother flowers. Two dozen red roses, every Mother’s Day, every birthday, every anniversary. Sometimes even just because. When I was young, I thought it was the most romantic thing in the world.”

“And then you found out that romance is a trick of light.” Rohan made a study of her eyes—those pale, silvery, betray-nothing eyes. “An illusion. A sleight not of hand but of heart. Your father had an affair and a child with Skye Hawthorne. The man lied to your mother every day, and once you discovered that, discovered the existence of your secret half brother, roses didn’t seem so romantic.”

“She doesn’t even like flowers.” Savannah lifted her chin. “The kind you plant, the kind you can help grow—my mother would have loved something like that. But bouquets? Cut roses? Flowers that die no matter how fondly you tend them? I realized one day that my mother hates them. She always has.”

Every Mother’s Day, Rohan thought. Every birthday. Every anniversary. Against all odds, Savannah Grayson had just showed Rohan something human, something raw. A humming sound rose in the back of his mind, a warning to never let himself get close enough to anyone that he could be used against them or they against him.

Rohan shut out the memory and reverted once more to listening to his surroundings instead.

“Do you hear that?” Rohan asked. He moved like lightning toward the sound, toward thick brush. He listened again, then crouched, and there, hiding behind a tangle of vines and wild grass, was a small ball of calico fur. The kitten was clearly feral, half starved, barely old enough to be away from its mother, and alone.

“How did you come to be by yourself all the way out here, little one?” Rohan held out a hand, which the little thing promptly attacked. “No biting,” Rohan chided. “Unless the person truly deserves it.” He swooped the kitten up, cradling it against his chest and running a firm, calming hand over her head, meeting Savannah’s gaze as he did. “There’s a love.”

“You had better,” Savannah told him, “be talking to the cat.”

Rohan’s phone chose that moment to ring again. He transferred the kitten to Savannah, who seemed startled to be holding anything so warm and small. With a crooked smile, Rohan answered the phone, assuming it was Jameson. Persistent bugger.

“This had better,” Rohan said into the phone, borrowing the turn of phrase from Savannah, “be good.”

“You said to make you an offer.” The voice on the other end of the line was unmistakably female. “I thought you should know: We already have.”
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GIGI


Gigi valiantly resisted the urge to open the door and peek in on Brady and Nora, because she knew what she’d find—the same thing she’d found the last time she’d peeked: Brady sitting on the floor, quiet and still, committing every last hair on their captive’s head to memory while Code Name Sentimental Knives thoroughly pretended she couldn’t see him at all.

“Brady’s going to untie her.” Knox sat with his back up against the wall, one leg dangling off the platform. “I should call Ortega and tell her everything, but if I do that, Boss Lady’s going to expect me to haul your ass out of here.”

Gigi plopped down next to Knox. “You could try, but my ass has its ways. Can I ask you something?”

“Does it, in any way, involve your ass?”

“No.”

“Then ask away, Happy.”

Gigi had so many questions, but she settled on one. “Why did Calla start coming out to the bayou in the first place?” Gigi couldn’t help feeling like if she could just understand Calla Thorp, she might be able to make some part of all of this make sense.

“Calla tracked Severin down when she was about twelve.” Knox didn’t even look at Gigi as he answered. “She was soft, spoiled, the only girl. All the male Thorp cousins hated her for that. Severin was her great-uncle and the family black sheep. Calla, being Calla, got curious about him, maybe because rumor had it the reason Severin was disowned was that he got a city girl pregnant, way back in the day. Helena made an example of her son. Knock a woman up without making her a Thorp, and you were done, kicked out of the family, completely cut off, even if the baby died before she was ever born.”

“She.” Gigi picked up on that.

“She,” Knox echoed. “I always thought that was why Calla tracked Severin down—the idea that he had almost had the first daughter.”

Gigi realized something then. “So if Calla’s father did have an illegitimate child and Helena found out about it—”

“There’s no way.” Knox cut Gigi off and stood. “A man like Orion Thorp would never risk being disowned. This Zella woman, I promise you she isn’t Orion’s. I’m going inside.”

Gigi followed him, and this time, she saw something on the floor between Brady and Nora. The calla lily someone left me. Gigi took a step toward it, but Knox caught her by the arm.

“Stay put, Happy. Don’t go anywhere near her.”

“No offense,” Gigi told Nora hastily.

“None taken.” And just like that, their captive’s hours-long silence came to an end. She wasn’t looking at Gigi, though, or at Knox. Nora’s attention was on Brady and only Brady.

Brady didn’t seem to mind. “Would now be a good time to ask you what that means?” he asked, nodding toward the flower on the floor.

Nora leaned back on her hands, and Gigi realized with a start that Knox had been right: Brady had untied her. When it became clear that Nora didn’t intend to answer his question, Brady leaned forward and drew a shape in the thick dust coating the floorboards of the shack.
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A fleur-de-lis. The one from Calla’s necklace.

“What is it you think you know?” Nora asked Brady, her voice somehow both calm and sharp.

“Quite a bit about symbology, as it happens,” Brady replied. “For example, I know that the fleur-de-lis dates back to the Middle Ages, at least. For centuries, it was used as a common heraldic symbol, associated with the noble families of France, England, Albania, and the Roman Empire, among others. Here in Louisiana, it has a darker history. A version of it was branded into the flesh of enslaved people caught trying to run away.” Brady gave the horror of that a moment to breathe. “The Thorp stylization of the fleur-de-lis, however,” he continued, nodding to the one he’d drawn, “is, to my knowledge, unique. I have only ever seen this particular stylization used here in St. Adelaide Parish, on buildings erected by the Thorp family, starting around the nineteen-fifties. The library. The town hall. The Musée.”

“Is that it?” Nora said calmly. “Am I supposed to be impressed?”

Brady set the paper with that image of Saint Adelaide and Gigi’s name on it down next to the fleur-de-lis. “Adelaide of Burgundy. She was a saint, an empress of the Roman Empire, and arguably the most powerful woman on the planet in the tenth century. In her lifetime, she married two kings, at least one of them on her own terms. In addition, she was imprisoned at one point for a marriage she would not consent to, but she managed to escape and eventually ascended the greatest throne of her time. Interestingly enough, St. Adelaide Parish, as such, did not exist until the Thorp family swept in and renamed it.”

Nora stared Brady down and shrugged.

“That slice of history I just recited meant something to you,” Brady said evenly, his eyes making yet another study of hers. “But the Thorp fleur-de-lis means more.”

“That symbol,” Nora said, “has no place in this town.”

Gigi couldn’t bite her tongue any longer. “What does it mean? The symbol, the calla lilies, Saint Adelaide—all of it.”

No response.

Brady brought his hand to touch first one side of the fleur-de-lis he’d drawn, then the other.
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“The leaves on a typical fleur-de-lis are top-heavy. Not so for this one. There are additional lines of symmetry here and here—and see these embellishments? Turn the leaf portion of the symbol on its side, and suddenly, it begins to look more like a symbol of a different sort. The Greek letter omega.”

“Stop.” Nora’s voice was commanding in ways that Gigi couldn’t even describe. “You know nothing,” their prisoner told Brady, “and you are a man. The wrong kind of nothing could be a death sentence for you.”

“So you’re going to kill me now?” Brady said calmly.

“Not me.”

Death sentence? Gigi’s mind was reeling. Before Avery disappeared, Eve had mentioned three things to the Woman in Red in her attempt to throw Grayson and Lyra under the bus, and one of those things had been omega.

The other two had been calla lilies and Alice Hawthorne.

“What did you mean when you said that it’s not going to be me?” Gigi burst out. “What isn’t?”

Nora answered in a language that wasn’t English or anything even remotely close.

Brady glanced back at Gigi. “Run away, little girl. You’d never survive.” It took Gigi a moment to realize that he was translating, and by that point, Brady had already turned back to Nora. “I have an affinity for languages, as well as symbols.”

“Survive?” Gigi repeated. Death sentence. Survive. She wrenched her arm out of Knox’s hold. “What do you mean survive?” Gigi had signed an NDA. She couldn’t say Avery’s name, but she had to ask. “If I have a friend who—” Gigi didn’t even get the chance to say the word disappeared.

“Your friend,” Nora said, her voice going eerily quiet in a way that struck Gigi as lethal. “It was not supposed to be her.” Nora switched back into what Gigi assumed to be her native language, the words coming fast and furious and sharp as all of those knives.

“It was supposed to be me,” Brady translated. “It was promised to me.”

“What was? And promised by who?” Gigi asked, her mind going five thousand miles an hour. “The same person who sent you here? The one who gave you my name?”

Without warning, Nora was on her feet, and Brady was flat on his back. Half a second later, Knox was down, too. And then Nora was gone. Just… gone.

Brady leapt up, blood dripping from his mouth, and bolted, clearing the door, leaping the railing.

“Stay put,” Knox ordered Gigi, as he took off after them.

Gigi did not stay put, but by the time she’d made it to the ground, she couldn’t even see Brady or Nora anymore. Knox was slowing to a stop forty or fifty yards away when Rohan and Savannah suddenly appeared. Savannah had something cradled in her arms, but Gigi couldn’t tell what.

Knox turned toward them, and he must have said something, because Rohan shot off like a well-muscled, British bullet. Savannah followed suit, and Gigi broke into a jog. Curse you, cardio.

Knox met her halfway, positioning himself firmly in her path.

“I’m not a little girl,” Gigi informed him. “And I’m not running away.” Nora’s words had stung. “And okay, maybe I’m not fast. Maybe I can’t fight and have no real physiological endurance to speak of. But if you can’t play hard, you play smart.”

“Define smart,” Knox said, pinning her with a look.

Gigi’s brain kicked into overdrive as she went back over the exchange between Brady and Nora. Not the way it had ended. Not It was supposed to be me, it was promised to me. Not Run away, little girl or You’d never survive, but the rest of it.

Gigi thought about Nora telling Brady that he knew nothing and that the wrong kind of nothing could be a death sentence for a man. She thought about Brady calling Nora on the fact that the history of Adelaide of Burgundy meant something to her. But the Thorp fleur-de-lis—that means far more.

“Which way to town?” Gigi asked Knox.

Knox narrowed his eyes. “Why?”

“Because once I win this argument,” Gigi told him, “and I will win, you’re taking me to the statue of Saint Adelaide, in front of the museum Brady said was marked by a Thorp fleur-de-lis.”
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GIGI


The Musée de St. Adelaide was a square building with Grecian columns. It didn’t take Gigi long, after darting up an impressive concrete staircase to get a better look at the building, to ascertain that all of those columns had been marked with the same fleur-de-lis from Calla’s necklace. Now that Brady had decomposed the symbol—at least partially—Gigi saw it in three parts.

A lily. Two omegas. And a point. After dwelling on that for a good, long moment, Gigi turned her attention to the statue of Saint Adelaide.

“You came. You saw.” Knox glared encouragingly at Gigi. “Now it’s time to leave.”

“Nora won’t,” Gigi pointed out. “She won’t leave until she gets what she came here for, and I’m starting to have some pretty compelling theories about what that might be.”

It’s not going to be you.

You’d never survive.

Run away, little girl.

“Inside.” Knox’s voice tore Gigi from her thoughts. His tone was the kind that was meant to be obeyed. Immediately.

Unfortunately for him, Gigi had never really been all that good at following directions, so instead, she turned around to look past Knox, half-expecting to see Nora, but at the bottom of the staircase, there was a man who looked to be in his fifties, flanked on either side by two twentysomethings. The younger guys were enormous, at least six feet five, built like linemen and clearly related to each other.

“Welcoming committee?” Gigi said under her breath.

Knox didn’t reply.

“I’d heard you were back in town.” The older man had a rich voice, his accent more pronounced than either Brady’s or Knox’s. He had long, black hair that was streaked silvery gray at the temples and wore it tied back, which made his features—including eyebrows that appeared to have been viciously plucked—look that much more severe. “Or more accurately, I heard you were hiding out in the bayou. Pity you chose to show your face here.”

For me, Gigi thought. Knox had come into town for her.

“Is the Grandest Game over, then?” The man didn’t seem bothered by Knox’s silence. “Dare I ask who won?”

Gigi realized then who the man was: Orion Thorp, Knox’s sponsor in the game and Calla’s father, in name, at least. Does that make the other two some of the cousins who hated Calla? It suddenly occurred to Gigi that the older boys who’d jumped Brady and Knox when they were in elementary school might have been Thorps.

“If you did win,” Orion continued when it was clear Knox wouldn’t say a word, “you’ll be hearing from my attorneys, who will collect my due. If you lost, our association is at its end. Either way, boy, there is no need for you to step foot in this town, now or ever again.”

Knox turned his head slowly toward Gigi. Inside. The order was silent this time.

This is bad, Gigi thought, as Knox began slowly descending the steps, stopping only when he was standing toe-to-toe with Calla’s father. Knox and Orion Thorp were the exact same height, their builds equally matched.

“Calla’s alive.” Knox came out swinging—metaphorically—and Orion Thorp responded by backhanding him hard enough to send a man twice Knox’s size to the ground.

Knox didn’t go down. He popped his jaw and cocked his head, and the next thing Gigi knew, Brady was there, at the bottom of the steps, holding Knox back, no Nora in sight.

“Get inside, Gigi.” Brady was the one who issued the order this time, and this time, Gigi did as she was told, not because she was scared and not because Brady Daniels had told her to do it but because she deeply suspected that if Orion Thorp said a word to her, Brady wouldn’t be able to hold Knox back.

So Gigi went inside the museum, her heart pounding and her mind roaring as she thought about Orion Thorp, about Calla and Calla’s necklace, about the entire Thorp family and the one person in this town, other than Nora and Calla herself, who might know something.

The person who’d given Calla that necklace. The person who had presumably plastered the Thorp fleur-de-lis all over this town.

“Can I help you, honey?” a big-haired, pearl-wearing docent asked Gigi.

Gigi offered the docent her most charming smile. “I would love it,” she said sweetly, “if you could point me toward a back exit and tell me where in this town a person might go if they happened to have information that would be of great interest to Helena Thorp.”
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[image: ]
LYRA

Don’t be afraid, Lyra Catalina. She will come for you. Hours after Lyra had recovered the memory, it still lingered. She and Grayson had headed back to the airstrip the moment they’d obtained the file on Lyra’s kidnapping from Alisa’s man. The entire flight back to Texas, Lyra had barely said a word.

They’d been to her home. Now they were headed for Grayson’s, because at Hawthorne House there was yet another file, one that Tobias Hawthorne had assembled on a dead man he’d referred to as Thomas, Thomas. Grayson had told Lyra once that everything in that file was a lie, but given the dead billionaire’s proclivity for puzzles, there was at least a chance that those lies were actually a code.

The man who’d kidnapped Lyra had been sure that Alice Hawthorne would come after her. Why?

As their private jet began its descent, Lyra stared at the sketch in her lap, the only useful thing in the sheriff’s file. It wasn’t a police sketch, just the work of an artistic teacher at Lyra’s preschool. After fifteen years, the security footage from Lyra’s abduction had been either lost or deleted, but this sketch had survived, and the man in it—he looked like Lyra.

So very much like her.

“The resemblance is quite strong.” Grayson had given Lyra time to process, time to broach the subject herself, but he seemed to have decided against leaving her to her thoughts any longer.

“No wonder they thought he was my father.” Lyra had never seen anyone who looked as much like her as this man did. Even in black-and-white, the resemblance was remarkable, there in the shape of their eyes, their full mouths, the way high cheekbones were softened by slightly rounded cheeks.

“It’s possible the drawing isn’t fully accurate,” Grayson commented. “If the teacher encoded the two of you as looking alike, that could have affected her memory of your abductor’s face.”

It could have, but did it? Because looking at that drawing, Lyra could hear the voice from her dreams. This man’s face was familiar to her in every way the photographs of Tomás had not been. Every part of Lyra that had chanted not him, not him, not him before was screaming HIM now.

This was the man who’d taken her, and he’d had her eyes—and so much more.

“My mom knew next to nothing about Tomás.” Lyra forced herself to be logical, to think through the situation instead of feeling it. “They weren’t together all that long. I don’t think she knew much of anything about his family at all.”

Grayson effortlessly followed Lyra’s train of thought. “Perhaps your father had a brother.”

Genetics were funny. Traits could skip a generation—or ten. A niece could end up looking more like her uncle than her father.

“Whoever this man is,” Lyra told Grayson, “we need to identify him and find out what his connection was to Alice—and why he was so sure she’d come for me.”

Within minutes of their plane touching down, the jet door was open. Through it, Lyra could see a black SUV pulling onto the private runway.

“That will be Alisa,” Grayson told Lyra. “She made it clear to me when I asked for the plane that she would be escorting us to Hawthorne House herself.”
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Alisa Ortega wasn’t the one driving the SUV. Grayson’s brother Nash was. The eldest of the four Hawthorne brothers pulled onto the road with one hand on the wheel. He only had to glance at his mirror for half a second to make an appraisal of Grayson’s appearance.

“You haven’t gotten any real sleep to speak of.” Nash didn’t say a word about Grayson’s flannel shirt—or the stubble.

Grayson, for his part, seemed intent on pretending he was wearing a suit. “And I’m supposed to believe that you have?”

“Got almost five hours last night through sheer force of will,” Nash replied. “Libby couldn’t sleep without me beside her. Pregnancy makes it hard enough, but with Avery gone—”

Grayson cut Nash off. “We’re getting her back.”

“Damn right we are,” Nash said, his Texas accent far more pronounced than any of his brothers’.

“Jameson may have found something in Europe,” Alisa reported. “Multiple somethings, actually, that seem to be shaping up as one of your grandfather’s games.”

Lyra knew from Grayson that Tobias Hawthorne had been a man who loved puzzles and riddles and making other people dance to his song.

“And for whom was this game intended?” Grayson queried.

“Alice,” Nash replied. “Apparently, it was the old man’s version of a love letter. He knew things and wanted our grandmother to know just how much he’d pieced together. Jamie’s working on figuring it all out.”

Beside Lyra, Grayson breathed. In and out. “How is he?” Grayson asked. His voice came out steady, but Lyra knew the question hurt.

“How are you?” Nash replied, like that was an answer. None of them was okay.

“Jameson,” Alisa admitted, “is hanging by a thread. Xander’s with him, should that thread snap.”

“He blames me,” Grayson said quietly. It was the first time he’d said that out loud. Lyra reached for his hand. Grayson let her.

“Jamie needs someone to blame right now,” Nash replied. “You ask me, he needs his ass kicked, too, but I’ve been advised against it.”

“Not by me,” Alisa clarified. “My position on the kicking of Jameson’s ass is neutral, but Libby’s insisting we need to give him space, to have faith in him the way Avery would.”

Lyra had never met Libby Hawthorne, but she’d picked up on the fact that the rest of them were very protective of Nash’s wife, who seemed to stick close to home. In terms of the mysteries Lyra and Grayson were trying to solve, going to Hawthorne House was a logical next step, but for the first time, Lyra processed the fact that she was headed somewhere very few people were ever allowed to go. The Hawthorne family and the Hawthorne heiress were infamously insular, as private as they could be, given their fame.

“Shouldn’t you be with Lib right now?” Grayson asked Nash.

“Oren’s with her,” Nash replied. “So is Zara. So is Max—Xander called her. It’s an all-cupcakes-on-deck situation, freeing me up to assess whether or not you are in need of an ass kicking.”

Grayson had barely slept. He’d barely eaten. He wasn’t okay, and he didn’t even try to argue that he was. “Thea and Rebecca?” he asked instead. Lyra didn’t recognize the names.

“College is keeping them busy,” Alisa replied. “They don’t know Avery’s gone, and we’re going to do our best to keep it that way. We also convinced the Laughlins to take an impromptu trip. Zara and Nan were not so obliging, but only the former has forced us to deal her in.”

Grayson took a moment to process all of that. “And Odette Morales?” he said.

“Still looking,” Alisa reported. “Have you two had a chance to go through the file from the sheriff’s department?”

In response to that question, Lyra passed the sketch of her kidnapper up to the front seat. “This is the man who took me. He knew a lot about this group.”

“This guy a threat?” Nash asked, his voice the kind of casual that strongly suggested he would be just as casual about taking care of any and all threats.

“He’s dead,” Lyra replied. She could smell the acrid, metal scent of blood just saying the words. “But if we can figure out who he was, that might tell us something.”

About him. About me. About my connection to Alice—or hers to me.

“I’m on it,” Alisa said. “Between my connections and Oren’s, we’ll see what we can do about identifying your kidnapper, Lyra. In the meantime, Grayson, we need to discuss your sisters.”

“And why would we need to that?” Grayson said, narrowing his eyes.

“Do you recall how old your sisters are?” Alisa inquired.

“Eighteen.”

“Legally, adults.”

Grayson’s pale eyes narrowed farther. “I do not like the sound of this. Where are they?”

“Calla Thorp’s hometown.” Alisa didn’t bother sugarcoating that. “I hired Knox Landry to keep an eye on Gigi. What the man lacks in manners, he makes up in a brutal tendency to trust no one, impressive fighting skills, and a fondness for money. I’m paying him well, and even if I wasn’t, Gigi has wormed her way into his heart somehow. Knox will protect her. As for Savannah, our British friend appears to be sticking very close to her. I’m tracking all of them.”

“Rohan,” Grayson said testily, “is not anyone’s friend.”

“He ain’t gonna let a damn thing happen to Savannah,” Nash drawled. “He gave her the game.”

“I do not care about the Grandest Game.” Grayson’s voice was far too calm. “What are they doing in the Watcher’s hometown? What are they up to—my sisters, Rohan, the brutal and impressive Mr. Landry?”

“The whole lot of them went after Brady Daniels,” Nash reported. “Seems the gentleman was hiding out in the bayou.”

“I don’t like this.” Grayson’s displeasure was palpable. “I’m assuming you gave my sisters new phones, Alisa, and that’s how you’re tracking them. Send me their numbers. Now.”

Alisa obliged. “Done,” she told Grayson. “But before you make those calls, you’ll want to smile.”

Smile? Lyra blinked as Alisa rolled down the windows—Lyra’s and Grayson’s both—just as the SUV rolled to a stop in front of an elaborate wrought iron gate. Immediately, a trio of photographers with very expensive cameras closed in.

Smile, Lyra realized, for the paparazzi.







Chapter 28
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Alisa Ortega clearly had a death wish.

“What,” Grayson said, once they’d pulled past the gates and onto the Hawthorne estate, “was that?”

Lyra’s heart thudded in her chest as she took in the massive mansion in the distance.

“That,” Alisa said, rolling the windows back up, “was us controlling the story.”

As Hawthorne House drew closer and closer, Lyra tried to process the obvious: The paparazzi had gotten their shot. Of Grayson. And me. Of Grayson Hawthorne and me. But that thought was drowned out by the physical reality of the House, capital H, by the dawning realization that Grayson’s home was no mere mansion.

How many turrets could one manor have? Castle, Lyra realized. The proper word was castle, a reminder for Lyra that Grayson and his brothers and Avery were nothing less than American royalty.

“The press knows this year’s Grandest Game was underway,” Alisa continued remorselessly. “The paparazzi have been camped out at the gates for days. We’ve been avoiding giving them anything until now, but sooner or later, people are going to start asking questions, and we need for those questions to be about something other than where Avery is. If we try to announce a winner without her, the press will have a field day with that, so our best and only option is to present the tabloids and social media sleuths of the world with a very tantalizing distraction. Something else to speculate about. Someone.”

“Me,” Lyra realized, as Nash pulled the SUV around the side of the House. “You gave them me.” Eve’s words rang in Lyra’s mind: I give it a matter of days before the press discovers that Grayson Hawthorne has a girlfriend.

“The press loves a mystery girl,” Alisa told Lyra. “And Grayson is widely considered the most eligible Hawthorne. With a little luck, the two of you should keep them busy long enough to buy us—and Avery—some time.”

Grayson was not pleased. “You could have asked.”

“We would have said yes,” Lyra pointed out, as the SUV came to a stop in what was very clearly not an ordinary garage. For Avery, Grayson would have said yes to almost anything, and Lyra wasn’t one to back down from a challenge.

Screw the paparazzi.

As she stepped out of the SUV onto a sparkling, epoxy-coated floor, Lyra resisted the urge to count the cars. It would have taken more than two hands to do so, and most of them looked like they belonged on a racetrack—or in a museum.

Grayson closed his car door, spared one last glare at Alisa, then made use of one of the phone numbers she’d given him, then the other.

Clearly, neither of his sisters picked up.

Lyra watched as Nash strolled over to a silver box on the wall. There seemed to be some kind of puzzle-based locking mechanism on that box, and Nash worked it like he’d been born working puzzles, earning himself the right to return the car key in his hand to a peg he’d just revealed.

One of dozens.

And all Lyra could think, as Grayson led her into Hawthorne House, as he led her down corridor after corridor and up two sprawling staircases, was that this place was about as far from Mile’s End as you could possibly get.

And even wearing her dad’s flannel shirt and jeans, Grayson fit here.

He stopped in front of a mahogany door with an elaborate, bronze doorknob. Grayson twisted the knob.

“My room,” he told Lyra. It was neat, almost pathologically so. The bed, comforter, and sheets were all black. Thick mahogany moldings ringed the ceiling. On a nightstand carved from matching wood, there was a single visible object: a river rock, small and smooth.

Grayson slipped the rock into the pocket of his jeans and opened the drawer to the nightstand. From inside it, he withdrew a file folder, then held that folder out to Lyra.

She took it, knowing exactly what it was. “Your grandfather’s file on my father.”

The file looked so ordinary compared to its surroundings, compared to this place, compared to Grayson, who had always and would always belong here.

American royalty, disinherited or not.

Lyra flipped open the file. A mostly blank page stared back at her. There was a name at the top: THOMAS, THOMAS—all capital letters, the last name the same as the first. Beneath the name, there was a date: Lyra’s fourth birthday. And below that, written in left-handed cursive, there were a grand total of three sentences.

Three sentences. That’s it? Lyra read them out loud. “Suicide—two bullets. A tragedy in three acts. Minority stake in patent purchased ninety days earlier.”

The numbers jumped out at her: two, three, and ninety. Lyra flipped the page to find a receipt. The word RESTITUTION was written across the top. Scanning the receipt confirmed that it was for an online order for flowers, sent to a funeral home in Delaware.

The flowers in question? Forty white calla lilies.

Another number. Forty. Lyra stared at the receipt, looking for anything else that could hold meaning. The funeral home was Ascension Heritage Chapel, located at 118 Main Street. Tobias Hawthorne had paid $175 for the flowers, inclusive of delivery. The last four digits of the credit card he’d used to make the purchase were 2921.

And that was it. There was nothing else in the file.

“What about the patent?” Lyra said.

“There was no such purchase,” Grayson replied. “My grandfather owned thousands of patents, some in whole, some in part, some purchased, some of his own design. I searched them all. When that turned up nothing, I called the phone number for the flower store. It’s still in business, but unsurprisingly, they had no records of a random purchase made fifteen years ago. The funeral home to which the flowers were delivered is indeed a funeral home, though I could find no record of the funeral in question ever being held there.”

Lyra’s father had died in Kansas, not Delaware. Dead ends. Lies. Code. “Ascension Heritage,” Lyra murmured, and then she zeroed in on the initials. “A. H.”

“Alice Hawthorne.” It was clear from Grayson’s tone that he’d never made that connection before, but why would he have? Before the Grandest Game, before he’d met Lyra, he hadn’t even realized that Alice was alive.

“There has to be something else,” Lyra said.

“There is.” Grayson reached back into the drawer and withdrew a single, folded piece of paper. As he did, Lyra’s gaze went to the only other object in the drawer.

A ring box.

Grayson unfolded the page and closed the drawer. “In addition to doing a patent search,” he told Lyra, “I also executed a manual search of all of my grandfather’s filing cabinets and hidden drawers. The old man was forever sketching out ideas. I’d estimate that at least two-thirds of them eventually yielded patents. I went through all the ones that didn’t, and this was the only one that jumped out to me. It’s marked with a patent number that clearly isn’t a patent number—too many digits.”

With no further ado, Grayson handed over the page.

“How long did it take you to go through all of your grandfather’s filing cabinets?” Lyra asked.

Silvery blue eyes met hers. “Months.”

Months, Lyra thought. And all that time, what Grayson had really been looking for was her.

Five days. They’d only really known each other for five days, but they’d loomed larger than life in each other’s minds much longer than that.

Setting that thought aside, Lyra looked down at the page Grayson had given her. On it, Tobias Hawthorne had sketched out design specs for what looked like a knife—an elaborate knife made of steel and plated with gold, fashioned to look like a rose. Per the specs, if you twisted the handle, the petals on the rose opened, and the blade was thrust downward.

Lyra stared at the knife, and her heart skipped a beat as she realized—

“There has to be some meaning to the number,” Grayson was saying beside her. “One-three-one-two-five-nine-six-three-seven-five. I tried countless variations on an alphabetic cipher, but—”

“Grayson.” Lyra touched the tips of her fingers to the drawing—to the rose handle, to the tip of the knife. “Tell me what this is.”

The group you’re after, Odette had said. All I can tell you is that they believe that some situations require a gently guiding hand and others…

“That,” Grayson said, his eyes locking on to Lyra’s as he realized what he was looking at, what his grandfather had drawn, “is a gilded blade.”
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It was one in the morning by the time Jameson and Xander made it to the Hawthorne flat in London—too late for Jameson to do much about finding a way into the Devil’s Mercy.

“You need to sleep,” Xander told him, turning on the foyer light.

“What’s sleep?” Jameson said, his voice coming out a little raspy. On the plane, he’d tried to will himself into another flashback, to drift off into memory, but he hadn’t been able to. “We need to strategize. The Mercy—” Jameson cut off and went very still. He glanced at Xander, who fell into a ready position, turning his back to the closest wall.

He heard something, too, Jameson realized. Two rooms over. There was someone else in the flat.

Xander flipped the light switch back off, as Jameson put his own back to the wall. He marked the sound of almost-silent footsteps coming closer, and when a figure rounded the corner, instinct washed away everything else. Jameson had spent years of his childhood studying martial arts. He knew how to fight—and how to win.

He threw all of his weight behind a ruthless first blow that should have debilitated his opponent—but didn’t. Within another second, it was apparent to Jameson: We’re matched for size. We’re matched for skill.

But Jameson had nothing to lose.

That should have given him the advantage, but it didn’t, because his opponent was equally heedless of risks, equally fearless in every way that mattered.

And Jameson needed sleep. He took a clip to the chin as Xander flew into the mix with a war cry that was at least forty percent yodel.

Two-on-one, their target didn’t stand a chance.

Within seconds, Jameson and Xander had him pinned. Jameson pressed his forearm into the man’s neck, cutting off the flow of air.

“Xander, get the light.”

Xander obliged, and the second he did, Jameson abruptly let loose of the man beneath him. The Hawthorne beneath him.

“What the hell, Toby?” The sudden absence of adrenaline hit Jameson like a wave trying to drag him under.

“You drop your punches on the left side.” Toby popped his jaw. “And you look like crap.”

“Did someone send you?” Jameson demanded. “Alisa? You can tell her that I don’t need adult supervision.”

“Alisa is not the one who sent me here, and you very clearly do.” Toby reached forward to grab Jameson’s face, thumbs under his eyes. “Pupils can’t maintain a constant size.” Toby looked to Xander. “Is he sleeping at all? Eating?”

“Don’t answer that,” Jameson told Xander, and then he rounded back on Toby. “Avery’s missing.”

How much would you be sleeping or eating, Jameson thought, if it was Hannah? Hannah had been Avery’s mother and Toby’s love. Just thinking about that had the old man’s voice echoing in Jameson’s mind: My love, my love, my one and only love.

Jameson’s grandfather had always said that when you loved the way that Hawthornes loved, there was no going back.

“If Alisa didn’t send you…” Jameson jerked his face away from Toby’s hold. “Who did?”

Haunted green eyes met Jameson’s, reminding him that Toby had fought like a man possessed, like a man who had nothing to lose.

“Answer the question,” Jameson said, his chest tightening. “Who sent you?”

Toby’s lips parted. “Hannah.”







Chapter 30
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Toby’s story began with a stack of postcards. The last time Jameson had seen them, Avery had been wrapping those postcards in plain brown paper, a Christmas gift that Jameson had fully expected Toby to reject, but Avery could out-stubborn almost any Hawthorne when she put her mind to it.

“Your postcards to Hannah,” Jameson said quietly, staring at the stack Toby had placed on the coffee table between them. “And hers to you.”

Toby’s missives had been written in invisible ink. Hannah’s had not. Before Avery had given both sets of postcards to Toby last Christmas, they’d been among her most precious possessions, one of the only things she had of her mother’s.

“When I heard about Avery, I went straight to Washington state.” Toby’s green eyes stayed locked on the postcards as he spoke. “I was determined to find a place I’d been only once, a container yard off an isolated port. My mother saved my life in a sterile room, embedded in a slightly larger room inside of one of those containers. I found the port and the container yard, but nothing I could use—no records, no leads, no trace of that particular container, nothing at all. So I threw myself into translating a book that a child once handed me in the streets of Seoul.”

“What does any of this have to do with Hannah?” Jameson asked. Toby had said that Avery’s mother was the one who sent him here, but Hannah was dead. She’d been dead for five years.

Then again, Alice was dead, too.

When Toby didn’t respond to Jameson’s question, Xander offered up one of his own. “What kind of book?”

“A tome of Eastern European folklore. Fairy tales. Said book was handed to me with a message inside—a program from Hannah’s funeral, delivered to me shortly after her death. I’ve long thought my mother or someone like her might have been the one who sent it.”

“And you didn’t translate it until now?” Jameson demanded.

“There was no reason to before. After a few hours with nothing to show for it, I could feel myself starting to spiral, so I took out the postcards.” Toby reached forward and divided them into two stacks on the coffee table. His gaze lingered on the first stack. “I read the ones Hannah wrote to me about Avery in an attempt to ground myself. Avery’s first steps. Her first word. The first and only time she ever got suspended from school.” Toby’s lips tilted slightly upward. “Fourth grade. Personally, I found her behavior to be totally justified.”

“You said that Hannah sent you here.” Jameson couldn’t let himself linger on the thought of Avery—not now. “Was there a message of some sort, coded into one of her postcards?”

“Not in one of Hannah’s to me.” Toby slowly moved his hand to the other stack, then peeled the postcard off the top. The picture on the back was Buckingham Palace.

“London,” Jameson said. He’d seen Avery reading that exact postcard before, more than once. He flipped it over, to the seemingly blank back. “Invisible ink. This was one of yours to Hannah.”

“That’s the thing.” Toby produced a black light and shined it on the card, turning invisible writing visible in an instant. “This isn’t one of mine. I didn’t write it. I think Hannah did. I think she wrote this and hid the postcard among the others I’d sent her. I can’t blame Avery for not noticing. Her mother did my writing very well, but this, the moment described on this postcard, it never happened.”

Jameson read the message, then read it again.


Dear Hannah, the same backward as forward,

Do you remember that time on the beach? When I didn’t know if I would ever walk again, and you cursed at me until I did? It sounded like you’d never cursed before in your life, but oh, how you meant it. And when I took that step and swore right back at you, do you remember what you said?

“That’s one step,” you spat. “What now?”

You were backlit, and the sun was sinking into the horizon, and for the first time in weeks, it felt like my heart had finally remembered how to beat.

What now?



“In my mind, I always capitalized her name—Hannah the Same Backward as Forward, no comma.” Toby’s natural rasp deepened. “I could never let myself write it that way, though—not after I remembered the fire, remembered what I’d done. I wanted to be with Hannah more than I will ever want anything or anyone, but for the longest time, I couldn’t even let myself really write her name.”

“This postcard.” Jameson’s voice was still much calmer than it should have been as he tried to bring Toby back to the present. “What makes you think Avery’s mother wrote it?”

“Who else would know my handwriting this well?”

“And you never read it before? Never even looked at it?”

“I read Hannah’s cards to me,” Toby said quietly. “But I never…” He shook his head.

Never, until Avery was missing and you started to spiral. Jameson took a good look at Toby’s pupils. “You haven’t slept, either.”

“I have years of practice not sleeping. Look at the writing, Jameson. You’ll see it.”

The writing looked like Toby’s—exactly like it, a distinct mix of print and cursive.

“I don’t see anything,” Jameson admitted.

“Look harder,” Toby said. “I didn’t write this. And who else but Hannah could come up with a story that sounds so much like the two of us but never happened?”

Each time Toby said Avery’s mother’s name, Jameson felt it in his own soul.

“I learned to walk again in a shack,” Toby continued, “not on the beach. But the part of the story where I make her curse at me, and she spits the words what now? The way the image of her backlit on the beach would have stayed with me, year in and year out, forever? That is as true as any lie could ever be.” Toby’s head bowed. “Did you know I used to call Hannah liar? In every language I could think of. She hated it.” Toby was whispering now. “She hated me until she loved me, and she loved me until the end.”

“The end,” Jameson repeated.

Toby’s eyes locked on to Jameson’s, and this time, his pupils didn’t so much as flicker. “When Avery was fifteen, and I found out that Hannah was dead, I knew it wasn’t some trick, I knew it was real—even though I’d been dead for more than a decade at that point, even though my mother was dead—because I knew, I knew that Hannah would never willingly leave Avery.” Toby’s voice buzzed with an unholy energy that Jameson recognized all too well. “But this postcard—Hannah wrote it for a reason. She wrote it for me.”

“As someone who specializes in the art of Rube Goldberg machines,” Xander said delicately, “I feel obligated to point out that if Hannah wanted to send you a message, hiding it among the postcards you sent her, which might or might not ever have ever ended up falling back into your possession, is a very roundabout way of doing it.”

“Hannah was brilliant,” Toby said. “And cautious in certain ways. Maybe she only wanted me to get this message if things went horribly awry. Some people are smart. Some people are good. Hannah was both, and she knew me in ways that no one else ever has or ever will. If anyone could foresee how I would react to any given chain of events, it’s her.”

Some people are smart. Some people are good. Avery was both, too.

Jameson stared at the words on the card, still illuminated by the black light. “What does it really say?” he asked, a familiar, electric feeling settling over him. “What’s the code?”

“The writing is the code,” Toby said. “I write some letters in cursive and some in print, but I’m consistent about what which letters are which. Hannah does my writing very well, an error rate of just four percent.”

“Which four percent?” Jameson asked immediately.

“Exactly,” Toby replied. “The errors aren’t consistent. If they always appeared on the same letters, that would be one thing, but they don’t.”

“Four percent.” Xander scanned the message again and did the math. “That would be eleven letters total, possibly twelve depending on your rounding.”

“Which letters?” Jameson didn’t beat around the bush. “What do they spell?”

Toby began to run his index finger underneath the words on the postcard and came to a stop on the word the. “All three letters here—one error I might have overlooked, but all three in one word? That was my cue to look for the others.”

His cue, Jameson thought, from your mother, Heiress.

As Toby’s finger began to move again, Jameson lost the ability to blink. He registered each pause of Toby’s hand, reading the letters aloud: “C. R. U.”

“C.” Xander took over. “I. B.”

C-r-u-c-i-b-

Toby’s finger skipped down four lines, then hit the final two letters in quick succession, just as Jameson filled them in for himself: “L and E.”

“Crucible,” Xander said out loud.

Toby flipped to the front of the card. “London,” he said, then flipped it back over. “The crucible. That’s what I’m looking for. That’s why I’m here.”

“You’re looking for a crucible,” Jameson said. “Because Hannah told you to.”

“And once upon a time,” Toby said, “Hannah received an offer from my mother. In my heart, I suspect writing this postcard for me might have been one of the last things that Hannah ever did. We need to know what she knew. And as much as I hate to admit it, that means sleep isn’t optional for either of us, Jameson—not if we’re going to find what Hannah sent me to London to find.”
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ROHAN


Rohan was not a person who worried. He schemed. He strategized. He took calculated risks and paid the price for power every time the piper came to call. Thus, after they’d failed to catch Nora and found out that Gigi had taken off, Rohan hadn’t been overly concerned on either count. And when Savannah had tracked little sister’s phone to the Thorp mansion—well, needs must. Savannah had been the obvious choice to go in after her twin, and flashing Calla’s necklace at the gate had earned her entrance easily enough.

Nothing to worry about, even if one had been prone to such things.

It had, however, been hours since. Day had given way to dusk to darkness, but Rohan steadfastly refused to be bothered by that. He had other things with which to occupy himself—a new mystery to ponder, for one, and two obvious liabilities to manage.

“I am going to kill Gigi.” Knox—liability number one—swore under his breath. “All she had to do was stay put for three minutes.”

“So you have said,” Rohan replied, but at least two-thirds of his focus was elsewhere. In the labyrinth of his mind, fifteen words played over and over again on repeat:

You said to make you an offer. I thought you should know: We already have.

Hence, a new mystery: What offer? Nora had still been in his companions’ custody when Rohan had received that call, which meant the woman on the other end had been someone else.

Calla—or someone like her.

“That’s it,” Knox hissed. “I don’t care if I have to scale the gate, take out the guard, and punch in a window.” Knox took a step toward the edge of the tree line. “I’m going in.”

“No, you’re not,” Rohan said. There was another sound—liability number two. “And that goes double for you, scholar. It would be terribly inconvenient if you got yourself arrested or took a shard of glass to the wrong part of your arm—almost as inconvenient as the way you two lost our Icelandic friend.”

Icelandic, Brady had informed him, was the language Nora had spoken when she’d parted with a few choice bits of information that Rohan was keeping in his back pocket for now.

“What makes you think we care about your convenience?” Knox growled.

“You care,” Rohan replied, “about Gigi Grayson. The three of us making any kind of scene right now would hardly serve her well, would it?”

Rohan did not trust either of his companions as far as he could throw them. Frankly, at this point, Rohan was starting to think the throwing of Knox Landry and Brady Daniels might prove therapeutic, but he settled for positioning himself between them and the guardhouse and retreating to his thoughts.

Make me an offer.

We already have.

Rohan was, at heart, a deal-maker, but to the best of his knowledge, the only person who’d offered him anything since the start of the Grandest Game, other than Jameson Hawthorne, was Savannah.

Savannah, who had not turned on Rohan during the game even when he’d given her every opportunity to do so.

Savannah, who had offered Rohan a chance to prove that he could hold up his end of a deal.

Savannah, who had been inside the Thorp mansion—and out of contact—for hours.

Rohan crouched, turning his attention to the small ball of fur at his feet. “What do you think?” he asked the kitten Savannah had dumped back into his arms when she went in after Gigi. “Is this situation truly in need of our intervention?”

“If you knew the Thorps—” Knox bit out.

“The world is full of Thorps.” Rohan picked the kitten up and allowed it to attempt to scale his arm. “I cut my teeth dealing with far more formidable prey. Should a threat need to be dealt with, it will be.”

That applied to the Thorps, and it applied to Nora as well. Come out, come out, wherever you are, warrior. Rohan’s instincts said they hadn’t seen the last of her.

Perhaps she was already inside.

Unable to suppress that thought, Rohan aimed a lazy gaze in the direction of the guardhouse. Security hadn’t clocked their presence even before the sun had set. Weeping willows made for excellent coverage.

“You really aren’t the least bit concerned right now?” Knox said

Rohan did not do concern. He did, however, do contingency plans, and if it came to that, the kitten—who’d just made it to his shoulder and launched an attack on his ear—might be of some use in getting past the guard at the gate.

Rohan plucked the feral little thing off his shoulder. “No biting,” he chided, as he eased just barely past the tree line.

“You’re going in,” Knox accused.

Rohan ran a hand over the kitten’s head. “I’m reserving my options.”
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GIGI


Helena Thorp’s butler really knew how to keep the coffee flowing. It was good coffee, too, maybe even too good. Gigi was caffeinated past the point of no return and had been for hours—but who was counting? The parlor in which she’d been ensconced had easy bathroom access and a garden view. It was dark out now, but it hadn’t been when Gigi was brought to the parlor, and the garden had been stunning: a mix of pruned and wildflowers stretching out as far as Gigi had been able to see, dozens of ivy-covered arches marking the garden path.

The door to the garden was locked, but Gigi wasn’t too stressed about that. The parlor was open to a hallway that led to another corridor that led to the front door. As far as Gigi had been able to tell, there was nothing stopping her from leaving, aside from the fact that she wasn’t about to call it quits without something to show from her unauthorized field trip to Thorp Land.

Preferably answers.

Nora had left Gigi with nothing but questions—and also maybe a slight complex. Run away, little girl.

“No, thank you,” Gigi said out loud. She leaned back in her doubtlessly antique chair, lifting the front two legs off the floor and looking up at the domed white ceiling for probably the fortieth time. Gold leaf embellishments marked elaborately carved beams, a match for the parlor’s hand-woven white-and-gold wallpaper.

Allowing the front legs of her chair to thunk back down onto the floor, Gigi got up and made her way back to the only silver item in the room: an antique frame that held a portrait of a woman, a man, and four little boys. Based on their clothing, Gigi was guessing the portrait was at least sixty years old, maybe closer to seventy. The woman had to be Helena, which made one of those little boys Severin and another one Orion Thorp’s father.

Gigi reached her hand out to lightly touch the frame, but right before she would have made contact, she felt something: movement behind her, like the faintest breeze. Either that, or she’d had too much coffee. It was hard to tell.

“I know you’re there,” Gigi called out to any Thorps—or maybe Noras—who might be lurking.

“You’re bluffing.”

That voice. Gigi knew that voice. Slate? Gigi’s heart leapt as she whirled around. “You.”

Mattias Slater hugged the shadows. “Me.”

Gigi felt like she’d just downed a glass of champagne or maybe like her blood was champagne, bubbles and all. She wondered if there was such a thing as a caffeine-induced hallucination. “What are you doing here?” she said.

“I could ask you the same thing, sunshine, but seeing as Trouble is your second middle name, I won’t.”

Gigi grinned reflexively. “My first middle name is Aurelia.”

“I know.”

Gigi took a step toward him, drawn like a moth to the flame. “You remember.” She’d only told him her middle name once.

“You’re memorable.” Slate finally left the shadows, crossing to her. Gigi felt every step he took, and when he stopped a foot-and-a-half away, she felt that, too. “I’d tell you that I’m getting you the hell out of here,” Slate said, “but I know you well enough to know that you aren’t going anywhere without your sister.”

“Savannah?” Gigi blinked. “Savannah’s here?” Well, that made more sense than it didn’t. Of course someone had come after her. Gigi wondered if Knox had been physically restrained.

“You didn’t know,” Slate noted.

“I shouldn’t be surprised,” Gigi replied. “Savannah thinks I need protecting. She doesn’t think I can handle…” Gigi searched for the right word. “Anything.”

Slate snorted. “If you ask me, everyone in this house should be terrified of you.”

Gigi decided to take that as a compliment. “How many of them are there?” she asked, pretty sure he’d know. “People in this house right now?”

“The old woman. A butler. Two maids who come in and out. Rotating guards at the gate. Your sister. You. Me.”

No Nora, Gigi registered, and then she lingered on his last two words. You. Me. Gigi very sternly reminded herself that Code Name Mimosas had his priorities, and she wasn’t one of them.

“Where’s Eve?” Gigi asked. Slate’s employer was not her favorite person.

“About a half a block away, pissed that she’s not sitting where you are right now. And on that note, how did you talk your way past the gates, sunshine? Because Eve tried, told them she had proof that Calla was alive and information about her whereabouts, and it didn’t work.”

It surprised Gigi that Eve had approached Helena Thorp, but maybe it shouldn’t have. Eve was obviously the plotting-and-diabolical-plans type. And plotters gonna plot, Gigi thought.

“Maybe I’m just more convincing than Eve is,” Gigi said. And maybe I also mentioned something about Orion Thorp having a secret love child, just to cover my bases.

“Someone’s coming.” Slate silently drew his knife.

Gigi knew that knife. She knew that leather sheath.

Slate pressed the blade’s handle into her hand. “Take this. Hide it.” Midnight brown eyes executed a rapid appraisal of Gigi’s body, and then Slate reached to pull her shirt upward and touched the small of her back. “Here.”

Gigi didn’t argue. She also forgot how to breathe. The hand on her back was warm, and Mattias Slater didn’t stop touching her until she’d slid his knife into her waistband, after which Slate righted her shirt, scanned her body with military precision, then moved her back to the chair she’d been sitting in earlier and pressed her lightly down into it.

Gigi recovered the ability to speak. “What does Eve want?” she whispered. There was no time for an interrogation like the present.

“To matter.” Slate caught Gigi’s chin lightly in his hand. “We don’t have long, so let’s get one thing straight, sunshine: You never pull a weapon unless you’re willing and able to use it. If you’re going to hesitate, don’t.”

Don’t hesitate? Or don’t pull the knife? Before Gigi could ask, Slate was gone. Gigi heard incoming footsteps, took a deep breath, and gave herself a pep talk: Be smooth. Act natural. And whatever you do, don’t think about the knife in your pants!

Two more deep breaths later, Savannah stepped into the room. Gigi popped out of her seat the second she saw her sister. “Savannah!”

“Gigi.” Savannah managed to cram a lengthy lecture into that one word.

“Fancy meeting you here?” Gigi tried with a smile.

“What were you thinking, coming here alone?” Savannah crossed the room toward her.

“Lots of things,” Gigi replied brightly. “Would you like an alphabetized list?”

“We’re leaving.”

No. We’re not. Gigi gestured toward the silver tea set on a nearby table. “Coffee?” she offered.

“Oh dear lord,” Savannah muttered.

“If it’s any consolation,” Gigi told her, lowering her voice to a whisper, “I’m armed.”

“Not a consolation,” Savannah replied. “Did they take your phone?”

“Indeed they did! But butler-man said I’d get it back. He stashed me here in the parlor. Where’d they put you?”

“Great hall,” Savannah replied. “It took me forever to pick the lock.” Gigi tried not to be insulted that no one had bothered to lock her in. Always the bridesmaid, never the assumed-formidable bride.

“We’re leaving,” Savannah said again.

“Why would we do that,” Gigi replied, cocking her head to the side, “when someone wearing heels is finally making their way down the hall right now?” She sat back down in her chair, delicately remedied a knife-wedgie, and nodded to the chair next to her.

Savannah was not happy, but she sat. Deep breath, Gigi told herself, and then a very old woman joined them in the parlor.

“Sisters.” That was the word that Helena Thorp greeted them with. She looked from Gigi to Savannah, as if searching for any resemblance whatsoever between the two of them.

Good luck with that, Gigi thought.

“There was a time I dreamed of raising daughters, plural,” the old woman continued, taking a seat herself. “My husband, of course, wanted sons. I gave him four.”

The woman had to have been in her nineties, but she seemed pretty spry to Gigi.

“Four sons,” Gigi replied. “But no daughters.”

“So it would seem.” The Thorp matriarch had violet eyes—there was no other word for that shade—and she didn’t even try to mask the way she was assessing the two of them. “You seem to believe you know something about my family,” she told Gigi. “And you…” Violet eyes locked on to Savannah’s silvery gray ones. “You have something that belongs to me.”

Gigi’s gaze went to the chain around Savannah’s neck. “Calla’s necklace.” Gigi’s mind went to the way Brady had analyzed the Thorp fleur-de-lis, to Nora’s sharp assertion that the symbol in question had no place in this town.

“Pour celui á qui il a été promis,” Savannah said, calmly pouring herself a teacup of coffee. “Pour la fille qui serait reine.”

“Flawless,” Helena commented. “And not just your French. You’re poised, my dear. Bone structure is exquisite. Excellent posture. Intelligent, too, I dare say, and yet, you’ve never quite fit in, have you?” Now it was Helena’s turn to pour herself coffee without ever looking down. “People find you intimidating, perhaps even cold.”

The Thorp matriarch swung her gaze back toward Gigi.

“And you,” Helena said. “Your posture is atrocious. That hair has a mind of its own, and your face gives away absolutely everything. Still, you don’t mind being underestimated, and there is a power in that.”

Gigi felt like a frog that had just been dissected in biology class, but that didn’t stop her from smiling at her new, elderly, merciless BFF. “I am a cuddly, over-caffeinated wrecking ball in human form. Let’s discuss your grandson Orion’s secret love child.”

Gigi knew she was taking some creative liberties with that description, but she had a stubborn song in her heart and a knife in her pants, so oh well.

“Let’s not.” Helena took a sip of her coffee.

Gigi was not deterred. “A Woman in Red told me Orion isn’t Calla’s father, but that he does have another child.” When that got no reaction, Gigi took another liberty. “A daughter.”

“I think not,” Helena said. “Had Orion ever attempted to keep a daughter from me, he would not be the Thorp family heir.” The woman turned her head back toward Savannah. “That necklace. Where did you get it?”

Savannah lifted her hand to the fleur-de-lis. “I don’t recall.”

Nothing ventured, nothing gained, Gigi thought. “A woman named Zella gave it to someone to prove that she knew what happened to Calla.” Helena Thorp showed no reaction to those words at all, so Gigi kept going. “And apparently what happened to Calla is that she fell in with some questionable characters and joined some kind of cult where she’s known as The Watcher. The Lily.”

Gigi watched for any indication that Helena Thorp recognized those terms, but the woman’s poise was bulletproof.

“I see.” Helena took another delicate sip of her coffee. “This Zella who had Calla’s necklace. She was in her twenties, I imagine? Quite beautiful?”

“Quite,” Gigi confirmed. “She said that she and Calla were sisters, once upon a time.”

Helena’s poker face wavered—just barely, just for a moment, but Gigi saw it. The old woman set down her coffee. “I do not wish to discuss Calla.”

“Calla’s alive,” Gigi insisted. “And possibly evil. Were you the one who named her Calla?” When in doubt, omit all possible segues. “Because if so, you basically named her Lily.”

Helena arched a brow.

“You waited generations for a Thorp daughter to be born.” Savannah seized the reins of the conversation like they’d always been hers. “The one to whom it was promised. The girl who would be queen.”

I had this, Gigi thought. I was handling it.

Helena’s violet gaze made its way back to the fleur-de-lis. “Give me my necklace, child.”

“Answer my sister’s questions,” Savannah replied. “And perhaps I will.”

I can do this without your help, Gigi thought. I excel at interrogations!

“Yes, I was the one who named Calla,” Helena Thorp said after a moment, addressing the words more to Savannah than to Gigi. “And yes, the name held meaning to me.”

Yes, you know something, Gigi translated. “When a person of a certain sort is being watched, they’re sent a calla lily as a warning.” Gigi leaned forward in her chair, which was a real mistake, knife-wedgie wise. “But what good is a warning if the person being warned has no idea that she’s being warned? Or what the heck she’s being warned about?”

That was objectively far too many uses of the word warn, but Gigi didn’t care, and Helena didn’t seem to mind.

“Those who are warned,” the old woman said after a moment, “have generally discovered enough to know quite well what that flower can mean.”

“Beg to differ,” Gigi said.

“You’ve received one, I take it?” Helena replied. “Both of you or just—”

“Just me,” Gigi said, but the second she said it, she wasn’t sure. The first calla lily had definitely been hers, but the second one—it could have been for Savannah.

“And so it begins again,” Helena murmured.

“What begins again?” Savannah beat Gigi to the question.

“I am an old woman,” Helena told Savannah. “I am tired—of this life, of these games. And I just want what is mine.”

The necklace. Gigi caught her sister’s gaze. Please, Savannah.

After a long, torturous moment, Savannah reached back to unclasp the necklace. She handed it to Helena. The moment the old woman closed her fingers around the fleur-de-lis, she closed her eyes. For a split second, that aged face, that face that had been beautiful once, threatened to crumble.

But Helena Thorp was made of sterner stuff than that.

“What begins again?” Savannah asked a second time.

Gigi thought about Nora, about the way she’d said it’s not going to be you, about the way that someone had sent her to find Gigi. “When is a warning not a warning?” Gigi pushed. “When is it a prelude to… something else?”

Something bigger.

Violet eyes opened. “At a certain point in the cycle, a calla is not a warning for the recipient. It is a way of asserting a claim and warning the others off—a mark, if you will.”

“A mark of what?” Gigi asked.

“Potential.” Helena Thorp let that word hang in the air. “As metal is forged, so potential must be tested. And thus, Candidates are chosen.”

It’s not going to be you.

Run away, little girl.

You’d never survive.

“Tested how?” Gigi said. “Chosen for what?”

Helena rose from the table. “‘Spin, spin,’ said the spider to its web,” she murmured.

Gigi was on her own feet in a flash. “I don’t understand.”

“Perhaps you will,” Helena said. “Soon.” She rang a bell, and the butler reappeared immediately with their cell phones on a silver tray.

No, Gigi thought desperately. I’m not leaving. She looked to the necklace, Calla’s necklace, which the Thorp family matriarch still had in her left hand.

“That necklace,” Gigi said, refusing to give up, “that fleur-de-lis—it’s not just a fleur-de-lis, is it?” The butler returned her phone and Savannah’s, but Gigi just kept right on talking. “You put that symbol on the Musée, the library, the town hall—but it isn’t really the Thorp fleur-de-lis, is it?”

There was the faintest flicker of emotion in Helena’s eyes. What emotion, Gigi wasn’t sure, but it didn’t matter. She was onto something.

“That symbol,” Gigi said, borrowing Nora’s words, “has no place in this town.”

“Get out.” Helena’s voice shook.

“No,” Gigi said.

Helena’s violet eyes got a faraway look in them as she walked over to the glass door to the garden. As the old woman turned the key in the lock, the garden path outside lit up.

“You two may see yourselves out through the garden,” Helena said, the oddest tone in her voice. “I can promise that you will not much care for what happens to you if you do not.”
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GIGI


In the garden, Gigi let Savannah take the lead. Old habits died hard, and Gigi’s mind was spinning with what they had managed to glean, with talk of Candidates and potential, spiders and webs.

The two of them passed under one ivy-covered arch and onto the next, down the twisting path. Savannah didn’t so much as look at Gigi.

“Are you mad at me?” Gigi asked. The garden had looked manicured from the parlor, but the deeper they went, the wilder it grew.

“The most frustrating thing about being your sister is that it is nearly impossible to be mad at you,” Savannah replied, and then she came to a sudden halt.

Something’s wrong. Gigi’s hand went automatically to Slate’s knife at her back, then she saw what Savannah had seen on the path: a kitten. To Gigi’s shock, her twin bent to pick it up.

“Rohan?” Savannah called. The path was lit, but the world farther out was dark.

There was no reply.

After a long moment, Savannah turned the full force of her attention back to Gigi. “You’re going to say no,” Savannah declared. “If an invitation is issued, if anyone asks you to disappear and test your potential—you’re going to say no.”

“Why wouldn’t I?” Gigi’s voice came out smaller than she’d meant for it to.

You’d never survive.

Run away, little girl.

“I forgive you for keeping what happened to Dad from me.” Savannah’s voice cracked on those words. “I forgive you, Gigi. For Dad. But I will never forgive you if you disappear the way Avery did. You have my word on that.”

Both of Gigi’s siblings lived by their word. I wouldn’t say yes anyway. I wouldn’t even want to. Gigi tried to convince herself of that. Why would I?

Without warning, Savannah’s left hand flew to her neck.

“Are you okay?” Gigi asked her sister.

The kitten leapt down as Savannah collapsed. Gigi lunged forward, kneeling next to Savannah, frantically trying to figure out what had happened. A dart. Not even the size of a needle. Gigi pulled it from Savannah’s neck, felt for her sister’s pulse.

Survive, Gigi thought suddenly, Nora’s warning coming back to her. You’d never—

“Tell me, Juliet Grayson.” A voice spoke from the darkness. “Does your twin sister speak for you?”

Calla. Gigi found Savannah’s pulse. Faint—but there. “What did you do to her?” Gigi demanded, refusing to allow her voice to quiver as she stood and put herself between her sister and the voice.

“Your sister will be fine. The question you should be more concerned with is whether or not you will be anything at all.”

Gigi thought about Rohan calling her Savannah’s biggest weakness, about Nora calling her a little girl, and her hand crept back toward Slate’s knife.

If you’re going to hesitate, she could hear him telling her, don’t.

Gigi locked her fingers around the handle. “You’ve come here to make me an offer.” An invitation, an ask. Gigi hesitated only a split second before forcing herself to continue. “My answer is no.”

“No, you will not take up the mantle? You will not allow yourself to become what you could be? You’ll stay instead in your sister’s shadow, forever amounting to nothing, doing nothing?”

For a moment, just one, Gigi wanted—but Savannah would never forgive her.

So Gigi unsheathed the knife. She saw a flash of red out of the corner of her eye and whirled, but there was no one there.

“Ask me,” the voice said, seeming to come at Gigi from all directions, “what you really want to know.”

“Why me?” Gigi hadn’t meant that to sound so raw. She tried to course correct. “Why Avery?”

As metal is forged, Helena Thorp had said, so potential must be tested.

“I don’t want to talk about Avery Grambs.” The Woman in Red stepped onto the garden path. “But you—perhaps I think you could be great.” Red cloak. Red hood. Red gloves. Her eyes weren’t visible at all. “Haven’t you ever wanted more?”

Gigi refused to even think about that question.

“He’s different with you,” the Woman in Red said. “You matter to him.”

“Knox?” Gigi held Slate’s knife out in front of her. “That’s what this is about?” Calla had broken Knox’s heart. Where did she get off objecting to even the tiniest bit of mending?

“We have ways of taking care of messes, Juliet Grayson, but immunities can be bargained for—when one says yes.”

Gigi thought about Nora telling Brady that certain knowledge could be a death sentence for a man. And then she thought about Zella and her warning that pressure might be brought to bear, but that even if it was, Gigi still had a choice. That, even if it seemed like there wasn’t any other option, there was.

“Haven’t you ever wanted to be the strong one?” The Woman in Red stepped right over Savannah’s body. “To prove the world wrong? Haven’t you ever… just… wanted?”

Gigi wanted. She wanted and she wanted and she wanted, but she knew what happened when she tried to play protector, when she tried to be something she wasn’t. I forgive you, Gigi. For Dad. But I will never—

Gigi knew then that Nora was right. It’s not going to be me.

“My answer,” Gigi whispered, “is no.”

Let’s play a game, Mattias Slater said somewhere in her mind. It’s called You Don’t Need to Prove a Damn Thing. To anyone. It’s called You’re Already Strong.

Gigi tightened her grip on Slate’s knife and lunged.

“Pity.” The Woman in Red caught Gigi’s hand at the wrist. An arm locked around Gigi’s neck. Gloved fingers trailed over Gigi’s skin, fingers that had been coated in something.

A tidal wave of darkness hit Gigi. Not again.

“Tell him I miss him,” the Woman in Red whispered. “And if you manage to remember any of this when you wake up, tell him that we call ourselves the Gilded Blade.”
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LYRA


Lyra stared at the drawing of the rose-handled knife. It looked like something out of a fairy tale. It looked like it belonged at Hawthorne House every bit as much as Grayson belonged here. He and Lyra were currently ensconced in a circular library that made the one on Hawthorne Island seem like nothing but the palest of imitations. Lyra had no idea how many thousands of books, or tens of thousands, ringed the massive room, with its four wrought iron staircases spiraling upward toward a second story and a high, vaulted ceiling.

Lyra and Grayson stood, as they had for hours, in the very center of the room over a desk made of a tree trunk ten feet in diameter. Dozens of sheets of paper littered the top of the desk, filled with Lyra’s handwriting and Grayson’s, the work of two people who didn’t even know the word quit.

“Is that it?” Lyra raised her gaze to Grayson’s face. “Every permutation we can derive based on all the numbers in the file?”

The fake patent number. The price of the flowers and the number ordered. The last four digits of the credit card that had been used to place the order. The address of the funeral home. The three numbers listed in Tobias Hawthorne’s cryptic notes: two, three, and ninety.

“Every permutation of those numbers plus all the obvious alpha-numeric ciphers that can be derived from them,” Grayson confirmed, reaching yet again for his phone.

“Your sisters are avoiding your calls,” Lyra told him.

“Which is precisely why I will continue calling. Some battles are battles of will.”

Lyra was starting to appreciate the fact that her only sibling was four. Most Cooper Kane battles of will involved the type of animals that did and did not make appropriate pets, the number of sticks one person really needed at any given time, and the height from which it was mostly safe to jump.

Grayson’s call must have gone to voicemail yet again, because he hung up the phone—just as the door to the library swung inward. Lyra startled, half expecting to see a cloaked figure standing there. Instead, she saw a girl around her age whose black hair had been pulled back into messy buns on either side of her head and who appeared to be accompanied by…

“A droid?” Lyra blinked.

“Xander has hobbies,” Grayson explained, like the strangest thing in this equation was that anyone might have a hobby, let alone more than one, and not the fact that one of said hobbies was apparently building robots. “How’s Libby?” Grayson asked the girl.

“Well, she isn’t wearing flannel, so that’s something.” The girl and the droid stopped just short of the desk. “I’m Max, by the way,” she told Lyra. “Maxine Liu. Avery’s best friend, Xander’s better half, purveyor of common sense in these hallowed halls.”

Lyra’s gaze was drawn to Max’s shirt, which had a picture of a fax machine on it, with the words YOU FIRST, MOTHER-FAXER emblazoned underneath.

“You must be Lyra,” Max continued. “Welcome to Hawthorne House, where the scones never stop scone-ing and the abs are ridiculously well-defined.”

Grayson laid a hand on Max’s shoulder and looked at her in a way that made Lyra think that what he was really seeing was Avery. “We’re doing everything we can to get her back, Max,” Grayson said quietly. “I swear it.”

“Spoken like a mother-faxing Hawthorne,” Max replied with a shake of her head. “I have no idea where Avery is, what she meant by that note, if it was written under duress, or what my best friend’s plan is here, but if there is one thing I do know, it’s that Avery Kylie Grambs is never the damsel in distress. It’s always one of you.” Max glanced at Lyra. “It’s always one of them.”

The robot beeped. Lyra wasn’t sure why.

Max looked down at the spread of papers on the desk. “Catch me up to speed, scruffy,” she told Grayson, poking fun at his stubble. “Knowledge is power. Puzzles are knowledge. And… go.”

For the first time since Lyra had stepped out of the SUV into a garage that held an eye-watering number of cars, she felt almost normal, like maybe it was possible to be normal in this capital-H House.

Like normal was in the eye of the beholder.

Grayson read Max in—on the file, on the patent that didn’t exist, on the drawing of the gilded blade and the fake patent number that went along with it, not to mention all of the other numbers from the file.

“Two, three, ninety, forty, one-hundred-eighteen, one-hundred-seventy-five, two, nine, two, and one,” Max rattled off. “Plus the quote-unquote patent number.”

1312596375. By this point, Lyra knew it by heart.

“There are far too many digits for all of them to hold significance,” Grayson summarized. “Thus, we’ve been working off the theory that one or more of the numbers in the file might be the means of decoding the false patent number. Unfortunately, there’s no spacing on the patent number, so we don’t know if it’s ten single digits or if they need to be grouped, and if so, how. Combine that with the number of potential ciphers and…”

Max let out a low whistle.

Grayson reached for his phone and called his sisters yet again—but this time, the call must have gone through. Grayson’s posture changed in an instant.

“Rohan.” Grayson issued that name as an accusation as he turned away from Lyra and Max, holding his body utterly erect as he allowed the person on the other end of the line a brief reply. “Define fine.”

Rohan answered Savannah’s phone, Lyra registered. And Savannah definitely isn’t fine.

“What happened?” Grayson had a way of turning questions into orders: You will tell me what happened. A few seconds later, his voice went dangerously low. “Put my sister on.”

Hell had no fury like an overprotective Hawthorne.

“This is going to be good,” Max whispered to Lyra.

“Savannah.” Grayson’s shoulders visibly loosened. Relief. “Are you alright?” There was a pause. “Whether or not you need me, Savannah, you have me. Say the word, and I am there.”

Grayson’s love for his sisters was steady and solid and fierce in a way that Lyra recognized all too well. She took the fact that he wasn’t threatening to haul Savannah home, whether she liked it or not, as character growth.

Say the word, and I am there.

“Oh wow,” Max whispered to Lyra, studying Grayson’s expression as he listened to Savannah’s reply. “I think she might be threatening him. Bold move.”

“Put Gigi on,” Grayson ordered, and then a full minute passed before he spoke again. “Gigi, slow down. All I got from that was coffee, knife, and drugged.”

Max circled around to stand next to Lyra. “And the plot thickens.”

Gigi must have started her explanation over, because Grayson was quiet for even longer this time. When he did speak again, he started with: “No. Absolutely not.” There was a pause. “Do not hang up on me, Juliet.” Grayson kneaded his forehead. “Gigi?”

Three more seconds passed, and Grayson hung up the phone. “Nash has it easy,” he muttered.

“Sisters.” Max made a show of commiserating, but Lyra had the general sense that Max might very well not have any sisters herself. “Am I right?”

“Sisters can be a handful,” a voice said from the doorway. Lyra turned to see Libby Hawthorne, formerly Grambs. Libby was famous for being Avery’s sister, for marrying a Hawthorne, and for her gothic fashion sense, but today, she was wearing gray sweatpants. Her hair, dyed black at the roots and a vivid rainbow of neon colors lower down, was uncombed.

“Libby.” Grayson took a step toward his sister-in-law. “Are you… Should you…”

“Pregnant women can indeed stand,” Libby told Grayson. “Walk, even,” she continued. In sweats, Libby didn’t look pregnant, at least, not obviously so, until she laid a protective hand on her stomach. “Thing One and Thing Two like being on the move.”

Twins, Lyra remembered.

“I think that’s Grayson’s cue to catch us up on the sister drama,” Max declared.

“Where’s Nash?” Grayson asked.

“Right here.” Nash stepped into the library, carrying an oversized tray of cupcakes, and closed the door behind him.

“Gigi and Savannah are fine.” Grayson clearly wasn’t feeling chatty. “Rohan got them out.”

“Out of where?” Nash asked in a dangerously pleasant tone as he set down the cupcakes.

“Long story very short,” Grayson said, “Gigi declined an invitation from the Woman in Red and managed to glean that what she was being invited to was to some sort of test. Candidates are chosen. It’s unclear exactly what happens if they say yes.”

Lyra’s mind went immediately to Avery and that note.

“What else?” Lyra asked. She knew Grayson. She knew just by looking at him that there was something else.

“Apparently,” Grayson said, “the group we’re after is called the Gilded Blade.”

Lyra’s gaze went back to the drawing, to the rose-handled knife, and she stated the obvious: “We have to decode this.”

Opposite Grayson, Nash removed his cowboy hat. “What are you waiting for, little brother? Deal us in.”
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Even with additional help, they still stalled out. There were too many numbers in play, too many ciphers that could potentially convert those numbers to letters, if they needed to be converted at all.

It was nine at night when an elegant woman wearing a cashmere sweater joined the lot of them. Lyra recognized her as Zara Hawthorne, formerly Hawthorne-Calligaris, the aunt who could supposedly hold her liquor even better than Grayson could but who nonetheless managed to give off the impression that she’d been born wearing heirloom pearls. Zara silently observed all of them for a full three minutes before speaking.

“You are making this too complicated.”

“We doubtlessly are,” Grayson agreed, “but simplifying things would require a systematic way of separating the wheat from the chaff.”

What matters, Lyra translated, from what doesn’t. As Grayson caught his aunt up to speed on their prior efforts, Lyra’s gaze went to the drawing of the rose-handled blade. The Gilded Blade. A search online for that name had turned up nothing.

“The simple version of this puzzle,” Zara said once Grayson’s explanation was complete, “is one in which the sole purpose of the THOMAS, THOMAS file was to lead to this page. If you assume the file has indeed served its purpose, the path forward is clear.”

“Start from scratch,” Grayson summarized. “With the patent number and only that number.” He met Lyra’s eyes and swept all the pages on the desk, all of their notes, hours and hours of work, to the floor.

Lyra bit back the growl that wanted to escape her throat. She hated spinning in circles, hated feeling like she was treading water while something dark and dangerous lurked in the shadows down below.

But instead of giving into that frustration, Lyra simply reached for a pen, uncapped it, and wrote the patent number down on a blank page from memory.

1312596375.

“There were no spaces between the digits,” Grayson told his aunt. “The sequence starts one-three, but that could just as easily signify thirteen.”

“And the simplest possible solution to that problem?” Zara prompted.

“Twenty-six letters in the alphabet,” Nash drawled. “We narrow the range of possible numbers in the code to one through twenty-six, that’d simplify things a bit.”

More than a bit, Lyra thought. She twisted the pen in her fingers. “That would give us…”

“Six and only six possible sequences,” Grayson finished. Lyra wrote them down, one after another.

1 3 1 2 5 9 6 3 7 5

1 3 12 5 9 6 3 7 5

1 3 1 25 9 6 3 7 5

13 12 5 9 6 3 7 5

13 1 2 5 9 6 3 7 5

13 1 25 9 6 3 7 5

“And the simplest cipher?” Zara said.

“Since when was anything the old man did ever really that simple?” Nash asked his aunt.

“Do you know how many games I lost, Nash—games of my father’s and games in life—by overcomplicating things? You of all people should know that sometimes, it’s the simple things that matter most.” Zara looked from Nash to Libby.

Simple things, Lyra thought. Like Libby and Nash. Like loving the people you love. Like starting a family.

“Simple it is,” Nash replied. “And the simplest option is a code in which one is A, two is B, and so on.” Nash grabbed a pen and converted the numbers to letters, the simple way.

Simple. Without even meaning to, Lyra found herself listing toward Grayson and remembering the way he’d looked in the woods at Mile’s End.

“The flannel, I assume, is your doing?” Zara asked Lyra austerely.

“I like it,” Grayson declared.

“You do not,” Lyra replied.

“I could grow to like it,” Grayson said, and Lyra’s thoughts went from Mile’s End to this unfathomable library in this castle of a House.

“I don’t expect you to,” Lyra told Grayson, and then she shifted her attention to the code, to the six simple letter sequences that Nash had written down:

A C A B E I F C G E

A C L E I F C G E

A C A Y I F C G E

M L E I F C G E

M A B E I F C G E

M A Y I F C G E

For the longest time, all six of them stared at the sequences in silence. Lyra closed her eyes, pressing her fingers into the bark on the side of the desk, thinking about Tobias Hawthorne and that drawing of his—about Alice.

Alice. Lyra’s eyes flew open, and she scanned the six sequences again. And there it was. She brought fingers to rest beside the second of the six options:

A C L E I F C G E

With a glance, Lyra verified that none of the other sequences contained the five letters she’d just searched for.

They didn’t.

“Alice,” Grayson said beside Lyra, his mind falling perfectly into sync with hers. “Rearrange the first five letters of that sequence, and they spell Alice.”

Maybe some things really were simple. “If you go every other letter,” Lyra replied, doing exactly that with her finger, “you don’t have to rearrange a damn thing.”

A C L E I F C G E

It was no wonder that Grayson hadn’t seen it, back when he’d first tried to solve this puzzle, back when he’d been looking for Lyra, before he’d known his grandmother was alive.

“The Gilded Blade,” Lyra said out loud, looking at that drawing of Tobias Hawthorne’s. “The name Alice.”

“What’s left?” Zara said in a tone that reminded Lyra that Alice was Zara’s mother. Lyra didn’t know for sure how much Zara had been told, but it was clear she’d been told something. “If you take away Alice,” Zara reiterated, “what’s left?”

“C, E, F, and G,” Max said.

“Music notes?” Lyra guessed, thinking back to the Grandest Game.

“No.” Nash leaned over and converted the remaining letters back to their original numerical form: three, five, six, and seven. “Echoes, Gray. All those Saturday morning games, and at least sixty-five percent of the time, when you had four digits, it turned out to be—”

“A date,” Grayson finished. “March fifth, nineteen sixty-seven.” He looked toward Zara. “Does that date ring a bell for you?”

Zara shook her head. “But then,” she said, “when it comes to my mother, I’m almost certainly not the right person to ask.”
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Take these.” Grayson pressed a handful of individually wrapped caramel candies into Lyra’s hand. “You might need them. And watch out for her cane.”

The her in that sentence was Grayson’s great-grandmother, who they’d located in the Hawthorne House bowling alley—yes, bowling alley—where Nan, as she was called, was currently occupied with bossing around a man who, based on his attire, was probably part of the security detail.

“No, no, no.” Nan jabbed at the man with her cane. “When you’re bowling for yourself, young man, you can do what you want, but when you’re bowling for me, you don’t take the coward’s way out on a seven-ten split.”

“We’re going to have to talk about the fact that your house has a bowling alley,” Lyra told Grayson under her breath.

“Technically, it’s Avery’s house now,” Grayson replied. It was the first time in hours he’d said Avery’s name. Lyra could feel how much it cost him.

“Grayson?” Nan spotted them, then glared at Lyra. “What did you do to him?”

“Let me guess,” Grayson said wryly. “You’re referring to the flannel.”

Nan snorted. “Constantly naked until he was about four, this one,” she told Lyra. “And now he has emotional security suits.”

“Lyra,” Grayson said, his lips twitching very slightly, “allow me to introduce you to my great-grandmother, Pearl O’Day. The infamous Nan.”

“Where’s Xander?” Nan demanded. “He’s my favorite.”

“Xander is everyone’s favorite,” Grayson replied. “Nan, we need to talk to you about Alice.”

“My Alice.” Nan’s voice went softer in volume if not tone, then she turned on her bowling partner. “Out!”

The man did not have to be told twice. Lyra was guessing that nighttime bowling was not in his job description.

Nan eased herself down on a nearby bench, but she kept her cane in hand, and Lyra remembered Grayson’s warning.

“Caramel?” Lyra offered.

“I suppose I will.” Nan begrudgingly took the candy, unwrapped it, and popped it in her mouth.

As the old woman took her sweet time chewing, Lyra and Grayson took a seat on an opposing bench.

“Why the sudden curiosity about my Alice?” Nan asked Grayson finally. “I can count on one hand the number of times you’ve ever asked about her.” Nan glanced at Lyra. “Died before this one was born, my Alice did.”

That one sentence spoke volumes: She doesn’t know. Either that, or Nan was lying through her caramel-chewing teeth.

Lyra left it to Grayson to decide on their next move. He went for the direct approach. “Does the date March fifth, nineteen sixty-seven, mean anything to you?”

Nan’s grip on her cane ominously tightened. Wordlessly, Lyra leaned forward and passed another caramel across the gap between the benches.

“If you’re after the Hawthorne fortune,” Nan told Lyra, unwrapping the candy, “you’re too late. Another girl got there first.”

“I’ve met Avery,” Lyra replied, unruffled. “And I wouldn’t take money from this asshole if my life depended on it.” Lyra softened the word asshole. Slightly.

“That’s her nickname for me,” Grayson informed Nan.

“I like you.” Nan pointed her cane at Lyra. “Less than Avery. Hell of a lot more than the other one.”

“Eve?” Lyra could have cursed herself for the way that name escaped her lips.

“No—not that one. The other, other one,” Nan said. “Emily. Real bitch, she was.”

“Nan.” Grayson gave his great-grandmother a look.

“God rest her soul,” Nan added.

Grayson moved to Nan’s bench, took her hand, and tried again. “March fifth, nineteen sixty-s—”

Nan whacked Grayson’s foot with her cane. “I heard you the first time.”

“What happened that day?” Lyra asked, taking her chances. “To your Alice?” That was a guess, but it proved to be a good one.

“That was the day,” Nan said, her eyes closing, “that my Alice disappeared.”

Disappeared? Lyra’s eyes darted toward Grayson’s. “What do you mean, disappeared?”

“There one day, gone the next. Poof. Not so much as a good-bye. We were poor as dirt back then, so the police weren’t inclined to look too hard for Alice. Tobias didn’t look too hard, either, which made me think he thought she’d run away. They’d been courting just a few months at that point, but still—he was the type who would have looked.”

“How long was Alice gone?” Lyra asked.

“Almost a year.”

A year. Lyra wondered if Grayson was thinking about Avery. About tests.

“Nan,” Grayson said. “What happened when Alice came back?”

“Stubborn.” Nan’s eyes were still closed. “My Alice was always so stubborn. She wouldn’t tell us where she’d been—not a damn word. I didn’t think there was a chance in hell that Tobias would take her back, but he was young, and she was Alice. He took a few days to think about it, and on the seventh day, he showed up with a box he’d carved himself in one hand and a ring of keys in the other. He told Alice he didn’t need to know where she’d been or what she’d been doing. He gave her the box and told her that as far as he was concerned, she could lock her secrets away inside for as long as she liked.”

A box. Alice’s secrets. Lyra could hardly breathe, but somehow, she managed a question. “And the keys—were they to the box?”

“No.” Nan’s eyes opened. “They didn’t know I was listening. I was a nosy old woman even when I was young.” Nan’s expression glazed over slightly. “I was thirty-eight when Alice disappeared. She was nineteen.”

“Nan.” Grayson shifted to sit beside her. “The keys?”

“Tobias said he’d made them himself while she was gone. He told Alice the story of his year was in those keys—twelve of them on the ring, one for each month he’d spent without her. He let Alice look through them, and once she’d had her fill, Tobias said they’d never speak of that year again.”

Nan stood, leaning more heavily on her cane than she had before.

“What happened to Alice’s box?” Lyra asked.

“Don’t know.” Nan was clearly done—with them, with this topic, with this night. The old woman made her way slowly to the door and out it.

Once she was gone, Grayson turned to Lyra. “I’ve never seen the box,” he said. “But I do know where we can find the keys.”
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Miracle of miracles, Jameson had slept—and dreamed of Avery. Of Tahiti. It had still been dark outside when he’d awoken with an ache where his heart should have been. He’d funneled that ache, that agony, into twin obsessions: the Devil’s Mercy and the crucible.

The old man’s game for Alice and the one that Hannah had left for Toby.

If Hannah really was the one who wrote that card. Having slept, Jameson had to question that, but he had enough foresight and self-control not to push that issue with his uncle—yet. Sleep had done nothing to dull the intensity pouring off the elder Hawthorne in waves.

Like uncle, like nephew.

For ninety-seven minutes and counting, Jameson and Toby had worked—in tandem and mostly in silence. A crucible was a container capable of withstanding the temperatures necessary to melt metals. The Crucible was a famous play by Arthur Miller focused on the Salem witch trials. Jameson had speed-read the play from start to finish, researched its theatrical history on the West End and elsewhere in London, and compiled a list of every physical crucible in every museum within the city limits. There were hundreds, dating back to as early as 80 AD, but a majority of the museum pieces were medieval—some Roman, some Saxon, some fragmented, some whole. Made of stoneware or clay, not a single one of them was anything to look at based on the pictures Jameson had been able to pull up.

“The museums will be opening at ten,” Jameson said, throwing open the twin doors to the terrace and staring straight at the rising sun. He crossed to the balcony railing, resisting the urge to climb up onto it, to balance over a fifty-foot drop.

“In the meantime…” Jameson waited for Toby to join him at the rail before he continued, “What do you know about alchemy?”

Every few minutes, Jameson flashed back to his phone call with Rohan, to the symbol of the Devil’s Mercy, an alchemical symbol for alchemy, a reminder that some patterns were always repeating—across years and centuries and men.

“Alchemy?” Toby, like Jameson, didn’t even blink at the sun. “Part precursor to modern chemistry, part esoteric mumbo-jumbo, focused on the transmutation of matter. Some alchemists had a particular interest in metals.”

“The kind you need a crucible to melt.” Jameson felt like he was swiping at smoke and fog. He knew what Xander would have said: You need more sleep.

But what Jameson needed—the only thing he needed—was Avery. He had no choice but to keep going. The crucible. The symbol. The Devil’s Mercy. Logically, Jameson knew there might be no connection between the puzzle he’d come to London to solve and the one that had brought Toby here. Jameson knew that it would be foolish to allow himself to become distracted from his original goal in coming to London.

And yet…

Jameson gave into the urge to climb up on the terrace railing. He balanced there, on the balls of his feet, willing the prospect of that fifty-foot drop to crack open his mind and allow possibility after possibility heretofore unseen to come rushing in.

“You’re reckless.” There was no judgment in Toby’s tone.

“I’m a ticking time bomb,” Jameson replied.

“Been there, done that.” Toby climbed up on the railing next to Jameson and stared out at the city. “The trick is to imagine her glaring at you and putting out the fuse.”
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It didn’t take Jameson much longer to discover that there was a work of art—a drawing—currently residing in London, rather wordily entitled An Alchemist with Angel’s Wings and a Skull Cap, Pouring Fluid from a Ladle into a Crucible.

“Why the sudden interest in alchemy?” Toby probed.

“The old man left a game for Alice. I’ve been playing it, and it brought me here.” To London. To the flat. To the Mercy.

“Tell me,” Toby ordered as a pajama-clad Xander padded into the room, but before Jameson could say a thing, Toby’s phone rang. Jameson fully expected his uncle to ignore it, but Toby answered the moment he registered who was calling.

Jameson wasn’t sure what to read into that. Within thirty seconds, Toby had hung up after having barely said a word.

“Tell me.” Jameson weaponized his uncle’s own words against him. Toby had a good poker face—but not good enough.

“I have to go.” Toby was already on the move.

Jameson flew into action, following his uncle to the door. “Go? Go where?”

“This doesn’t concern you, Jameson.”

“Does Avery concern you?” Jameson bit back. There was no reply, and a desperate sort of fury rose up in Jameson. “Does Hannah?” That was probably cruel, but Jameson didn’t care. Toby didn’t get to swoop in, drop that postcard in their laps, lecture Jameson about dousing the fuse, and then walk away.

“Take a step back, Jameson,” Toby ordered, his voice low.

Jameson took a step forward instead. “What if your Hannah got another offer when Avery was fifteen? What if her death was staged?” Jameson didn’t believe that. Not really. Not based on Avery’s description of her mother’s illness. But if there was one person on the planet who understood what Jameson was feeling right now—everything he was feeling—it was Toby.

To hell with his uncle for even thinking about walking away.

“What if your Hannah the Same Backward as Forward is out there somewhere and that postcard was her way of telling you where?” Jameson challenged. “What if she’s been waiting for years, and you never even looked?”

He willed his uncle to take the first swing.

Toby looked past Jameson to Xander. “I have to go,” Toby told Xander. “I don’t know when I’ll be back. Make sure this one doesn’t get himself arrested—or killed—while I’m gone.”

“Who was on the phone?” Jameson’s voice was rough in his throat. “What did they tell you? What do you know?”

“I know,” Toby replied quietly, his intensity a match for Jameson’s own, “what it’s like for your entire world to begin and end with another person’s eyes, to have fallen so deeply in love with her mind and her strength and her soul that you will never be the same. I know slippery slopes and that little voice that says that without her, life isn’t worth living. I know what it’s like to want to burn the whole world down, and I know Avery.” Toby fixed Jameson with a look. “I know it would break Avery’s heart to come back and find you covered in ashes. So you are damn well going to find a way keep a handle on that fuse.”


[image: ]
“So,” Xander said five minutes later, eyeing Jameson with caution. “What are we thinking?”

I’m thinking that I do want to burn the whole world down. Jameson pushed back against that thought. “The Devil’s Mercy.” Jameson’s jaw hardened. The Mercy was what had brought him to London. That was the next logical step, crucibles be damned. “I need a way in.”

“What are our options?”

Xander’s use of the words we and our did not go unnoticed. She’s your Avery, too.

The muscles in Jameson’s chest loosed very slightly. “The Devil’s Mercy is underground,” he told Xander. “Literally. There are multiple entrances, all of them hidden, but I am only acquainted with one. It’s in a famous opera house, and even if I were to break in, without the right key, there would still be the matter of the elevator to deal with. Followed by other security measures. Followed by the consequences of forcing my way in.”

“Do we care about the consequences?” Xander asked, the question making it clear: Xander would be right there with him, regardless.

And that meant that Jameson did care. “The safer and more discreet option,” he admitted, “is to go in invited.”

“Invited.” Xander nodded. “Yes. Good. I like it. How do we make that happen?”

“Two options,” Jameson said immediately, having already thought this through. “One involves making so much noise that the Mercy sends someone to shut us up and then we bargain like our life depends upon it with whoever the Proprietor sends.”

“Theoretically,” Xander said delicately, “would our lives depend on it?”

The last time Avery and Jameson had drawn out an emissary of the Devil’s Mercy, that emissary had been Rohan. Jameson wondered if the Proprietor would send the duchess this time. Two birds, one stone—but risky.

“I’m liking option two,” Xander declared. “Based on vibes alone.”

“Option two,” Jameson told Xander, “is finding a member to quietly and discreetly bargain on our behalf.”

Xander stroked his chin. “And do we have a specific member in mind?”

Jameson reached for his phone. “As luck would have it, Toby is not my only uncle.”
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No.” Simon Johnstone-Jameson, Viscount Branford, seemed to feel absolutely no need to elaborate on that.

“What I’m hearing,” Jameson said into the phone, “is that you want me to try my luck climbing down the elevator shaft.”

“What elevator shaft?” Branford was very pointedly not amused, but as far as Jameson had been able to tell in the year-and-a-half in which he’d been acquainted with the man, his paternal uncle was never amused. “What elevator shaft, Jameson?”

“It’s a long way down,” Jameson replied coyly.

“Have I ever given you the impression that I respond well to threats?” Branford said with a chilling kind of calm.

“Do you remember the bell?” Jameson asked. “The one at Vantage.” During a high-stakes Game with a capital G, Jameson had launched himself off a staircase, over a drop, and onto a massive bell, knowing that if he slipped or lost his grip, he’d die. The reference was his way of reminding his uncle: Jameson wasn’t afraid of heights—or taking risks.

“What is this about, Jameson?”

“I can’t tell you. It’s a secret.”

“Is it?” Branford’s tone shifted in a way that told Jameson his uncle had registered his intended meaning. Once upon a time, they’d each had to put up a secret to buy their way into a game of highest stakes. “I asked you once before to tell me what I needed to know to protect you,” Branford said. “You declined to do so.”

Jameson’s secret in that game had been that Alice was alive. Looking back, that had been almost unforgivably reckless, but he’d been in a reckless place at the time. Yes, he telegraphed silently to Branford. This is related to that secret, and no, I can’t tell you—any more than I could tell you then.

“The best way to protect me right now,” Jameson said, “is to get me an invitation to the tables at the Mercy. Tonight.”

“Deals with the Devil’s Mercy are deals with the devil—always, Jameson. And in the end, the house always wins.”

Jameson had heard that before, in the form of a warning from Rohan: Where angels fear to tread, have your fun instead. But be warned: The house always wins.

“I’m not playing against the Mercy,” Jameson told his uncle. “I just need a way in.”

And what then? Avery asked in Jameson’s mind. Do you even have a plan, Hawthorne?

I have a thousand plans, Heiress. There was just no way for Jameson to know which way the wind would blow until he was standing at the eye of the storm.

“Branford.” Jameson swallowed his pride. “Please.”

“Now I am officially concerned.”

Jameson set the phone to speaker and turned to Xander. “He’s concerned.”

“Don’t be!” Xander said cheerfully. “I wouldn’t let one of my top three favorite brothers climb down an elevator shaft in an attempt to break into a high-powered secret society without personally attempting to hack that elevator first.”

Branford let out a pained sigh. “Xander Hawthorne, I presume?”

“Indeed, milord,” Xander replied with a faux British accent. “And I can also assure you, for your peace of mind, that I am very good with complex systems and explosives.”

Branford clearly did not find that comforting. “Jameson, why are you and your brother in London—and do not tell me that you cannot tell me.”

“I wouldn’t have called,” Jameson said instead, “if it wasn’t important.”

There was a long pause on the other end of the line. A very long one. “Stay where you are,” Branford ordered—and then he hung up.

“I think that went well,” Xander said optimistically.

“If we stay here, he’ll find us,” Jameson told his brother. “We might be able to talk him around, or he might pull a Nash.” In other words, they might well find themselves hog-tied—or the British, aristocratic version thereof.

“So,” Xander said, “got any other uncles?”







Chapter 40

[image: ]
JAMESON


Nine King’s Gate Terrace looked exactly as Jameson remembered it. He handed the guard out front a card, a facsimile of one his father had once given to him, though this was not Ian Johnstone-Jameson’s residence. Nine King’s Gate Terrace belonged to Bowen Johnstone-Jameson, a man Jameson knew only by reputation, the kind of man who had powerful political figures working for him, the kind whose name was almost always spoken in a hushed tone.

Except by Zella, Jameson remembered, as the guard handed his card back to him. The duchess—or That Duchess, as she was known in London—had spoken Bowen’s name casually enough.

“You may go up,” the guard told Jameson. “He stays here.”

Xander took absolutely no offense to that. “I’m sure I can find a way to entertain myself.” The guard didn’t seem to find that concerning, but he probably should have.

Jameson pulled Xander aside. “If a tall, red-haired man with a thousand-yard-glare and a solid gold stick up his ass shows up—that’s Branford. Do your best to stall him.”

“My best,” Xander vowed, “is also my worst.”

Jameson deeply suspected Branford was going to kill them. The viscount had made it clear on multiple occasions that his middle brother was not a man to be trifled with, but Jameson knew for a fact that his mysterious—and possibly nefarious—uncle Bowen was a man in the habit of collecting cards, leverage to be held in reserve and played at the exact right time.

So let’s play.
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Bowen Johnstone-Jameson looked very little like his brothers. He’d already started balding, a fact he masked by keeping his remaining hair shaved close to his scalp, matched in length to the stubble that artfully covered his jaw. The effect made Jameson’s uncle look at once highly groomed and just a little rough.

“So you’re Ian’s son.” Bowen looked Jameson halfway up and down, like he reserved full assessments for those he did not already know a great deal about, which Jameson suspected left pretty much no one.

“And you’re the guy who had a giant, glistening B laid into this white marble floor,” Jameson replied, gesturing to the foyer. “I love a man who loves his first initial that much.”

“Oh, that wasn’t me,” Bowen said in a voice neither rough nor smooth. “The prior owner of this place was, shall we say… less than discreet.” Green eyes that were an exact copy of Jameson’s own glinted with just a hint of a challenge, and Jameson wondered if he’d imagined the emphasis his uncle had put on the word discreet.

“I’m here to make a deal,” Jameson said.

“And what would make you think that you have anything I want?”

Jameson kept his answer brief. “Vantage.” That was the name of the ancestral home Jameson had won during that capital-G Game, a home that had been in his father’s mother’s family for centuries.

Bowen’s family—and Jameson’s.

Truthfully, Vantage was the only thing Jameson possessed that had ever truly felt like it was really his. Not billionaire Tobias Hawthorne’s. Not Avery’s. His.

“What is it I can do for you, Mr. Hawthorne?” Bowen’s use of Jameson’s last name was obviously intentional, a reminder that the two of them were not family in any way that mattered.

Fine by me, Jameson thought. “I’d like an invitation to the Devil’s Mercy. Tonight.”

“That’s it?” Bowen said, his tone mild and all the more chilling for it.

Jameson knew the sound of a gauntlet being thrown when he heard it. “That,” he said, “and there’s a piece of artwork I would like you to acquire for me. An Alchemist with Angel’s Wings.” Jameson abbreviated the title. “And while I’m at it, I want someone to fetch me every crucible in every museum in London.”

Bowen Johnstone-Jameson smiled slightly—very slightly. “Now you have my attention.”







Chapter 41

[image: ]
ROHAN


Rohan was not a hero, but he could play the part well enough. He’d carried both Grayson sisters right out the front gates of the Thorp mansion—and gone back for the kitten. He was just that magnificent. All things considered, the conquering hero should have either slept well and deeply or stalwartly gone off in search of a dragon to slay, but in the hours that had passed since they’d returned to the bayou, Rohan had done neither. He’d taken up position on the platform, standing guard, and while doing so, he’d been dogged by the need to check on them.

Gigi and Savannah both.

When Rohan had first seen the pair of them lying on the garden path, he’d thought for the briefest moment that they were dead. Rohan was no stranger to death, and though it was rare, he had occasionally found himself having made a costly miscalculation, but he’d never once felt his heart pound in his throat the way it had in that moment.

Never, since he was a child.

They were fine. Both of them. And still, Rohan gave into the maddening urge to check on them for the third time. As he stood opposite the loft bed, listening to the sound of their breathing, he swore this would be the last time. Instead of retreating to stand guard on the platform, he finally managed to take his leave altogether, to do what he should have done hours earlier.

Find Nora.

Gigi had turned down an offer. She was useless as bait now, so Rohan didn’t even have the option of breaking his promise to Savannah. That said, logic dictated that the Watcher would very likely be seeking an alternative now that Gigi had said no.

Nora clearly had her sights on being that alternative, and fortunately, Rohan had never promised not to use her as bait. As he wound his way through the bayou, he cursed himself for ever letting their knife-loving guest out of his sight.

It didn’t take him long to realize that he was being followed. “You walk lightly for someone your size, Mr. Daniels.”

“You’re going after her.” Brady Daniels was nothing more than a voice in the darkness, but Rohan had already pinpointed the exact amount of space between them.

“And which her is it you believe I seek?” Rohan replied.

“You’d prefer Calla, but you’re not opposed to using Nora as a means to that end.”

Rohan cocked a brow he knew the scholar could not see. “And you are?”

There was a pause, a weighty one if Rohan was not mistaken.

“You know that I’m not,” Brady said.

Desperate men made such useful tools.

“If you were Nora,” Rohan replied, “where in this town would you go to draw the Watcher’s attention and throw your hat in the ring?”
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They found their quarry beside the statue of Saint Adelaide. Even in the dark, Rohan knew the exact second their approach had been marked. That their Icelandic friend made no attempt at evasion spoke volumes.

For one reason or another, this was not a confrontation that Nora wished to avoid.

“All by your lonesome?” Rohan called as he and Brady ascended the final step up to the Musée.

“So it would appear.”

“Appearances,” Brady said, “can be deceiving.”

“And yet often enough,” Nora replied, “a spade is a spade.”

“What then,” Rohan interjected, “are you?”

“Nothing of note just yet,” Nora answered. She spoke like a person who was used to the quiet of the night, and Rohan’s thoughts went unbidden to Savannah, to her voice, sharp as diamonds and clear as glass.

“I’m surprised,” Brady told Nora, “that you didn’t intercept Calla in the garden, once Gigi turned her down.”

“What makes you so sure that I did not?”

Rohan should have been sure. He should have known beyond a shadow of a doubt if Nora was bluffing. How very disappointing, he could hear the Proprietor murmuring in his mind, an accusation and admonishment both.

“You saw her?” Brady asked Nora. “Calla?”

“One way or another,” Nora told him, “there is no Calla Thorp anymore.”

“What do you mean, one way or another?” Brady said.

“I’m not the right person to ask that question. I am not in the position to know.”

“But there’s someone who would?” Brady pressed.

Rohan opted for a different question. “The Watcher rejected you? Quite the blow, given how badly you want to be a part of this, whatever this is.”

“What makes you think that I want to be a part of anything? Maybe…” Nora lowered the volume of her voice, beckoning them to shift toward her. “Maybe,” she said again, “I want to tear it all down.”

“Tear what down exactly?” Brady took two steps into the danger zone, far too close to a person who was far too dangerous to treat lightly. “And why?”

“There’s nothing more dangerous than true believers.”

“True believers in what?” Rohan asked.

Now it was Nora’s turn to step forward. “Look me in the eye,” she told Rohan.

There was just enough moonlight for him to obliger her.

“Are you getting anything else out of me?” Nora asked calmly. “Now or ever?”

It occurred to Rohan that if she’d already intercepted the Woman in Red in the garden, then it was probably not her for whom Nora had been waiting next to this statue in the dead of night.

She’d been waiting for him or for Brady or both, waiting to deliver this very message.

Rohan was very good at reading people. “No,” he said, answering the question she’d asked. Nora would not be giving him anything else he could use, and Rohan’s instincts said that every last piece of information they’d gotten out of her, she’d wanted them to have.

“Am I a threat,” Nora asked Rohan evenly, “to you or yours?”

The Mercy was the only thing Rohan had ever considered his, ever wanted to be his, but his fiendish mind went once again to the image of the Grayson sisters lying prone on the garden path.

Rohan forced the image down and answered Nora’s question about whether she was a threat to those he considered his. “No.”

“Are there others,” Nora prompted, “from whom you could seek the answers you desire? People who are not me?”

This time, Brady was the one who replied. “Yes.”

“You won’t find your Calla here,” Nora told Brady. “She will not come to you. One way or another, that is certain.”

“You’re leaving town.” Rohan did not phrase that as a question. “Do you have somewhere else to be, Nora?”

Nora, true to her word, did not answer that question. “I’m not going to fight you this time,” she promised instead. “If you touch me, if either of you so much as shift your weight, I’m going to scream the most piercing scream you or anyone in this town has ever heard, and someone will come running to my rescue. You see, the ability to engender sympathy, to make others want to protect you—it is, in many ways, the most potent weapon there is.”

“That’s why Calla picked Gigi,” Brady said suddenly. “Isn’t it? You said you weren’t going to give us anything else, but you just did.”

“That,” Nora told Brady, “was for you, not him.”

And then she walked away, and Rohan let her.
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When they got back to the bayou, Rohan went yet again to check on the Grayson sisters, and the moment he crossed the threshold of the shack, he found himself slammed back against the wall.

“We have to quit meeting like this,” Rohan quipped.

“You have to stop,” Savannah said.

“Stop checking on you?” Rohan leaned his head forward enough to whisper directly into her ear. “Stop making plans in which there’s a role for you to play? Plans that will take you exactly where you want to go?” He looked down at the hands digging into his shoulders, harder by the second. “You’re the one who’s touching me, rule breaker—but certainly, say the word, and I will stop.”

Cut me loose. End this. Push me away once and for all.

Savannah dropped her hands from his shoulders but didn’t pull back even a fraction of an inch. “You’re finally ready to go to England, and you need an accomplice.”

“It doesn’t have to be you.” Before, Rohan had confined that sentiment to his thoughts. This time, he murmured it directly into her ear, less a whisper than an invocation. He could see her pulse in her neck. He could feel it, could imagine exactly how the rhythmic beat and her soft skin would feel beneath his lips.

It doesn’t have to be you.

“Yes,” Savannah said, “it does.” She pushed him back again, slowly but none-too-gently, spreading his arms, pinning him like a specimen to a board. It was a good thing that Brady Daniels had not bothered to so much as climb the ladder, a good thing that Gigi Grayson was apparently a very heavy sleeper, and that Knox Landry was somewhere outside.

Rohan leaned his head back, offering up his own neck, wondering if the winter girl could see and feel his pulse the way he’d felt hers. Lips met skin—her lips, his skin. Then his and hers. She went in for the kind of kiss that wasn’t delicate—or merciful—in the least.

“No biting,” Rohan murmured. “Unless the other person really deserves it.”

“You always deserve it.”

“Guilty as charged.”

“New rule.” Now it was Savannah’s turn to speak directly into Rohan’s ear. “I can touch you.”

Rohan smiled—with teeth. “You drive a hard bargain.”

Savannah trailed her fingers up his arm, along the top of his shoulder, up his neck, and then she pushed his face roughly to the side, moving his lips away from hers—away from her. “You have a plan.”

Right now, Rohan was nothing but plans. “What would make you think that?”

“You always have a plan.” She seemed to be reminding herself of that. Clever girl. Clever, brutal, merciless winter girl.

“A private jet will be waiting for us at dawn.” Rohan’s voice entered a lower register. “There’ll be a six-hour time difference to contend with between here and England, so we’ll need to make haste. We’ll fly into a private airstrip just outside of London.”

“Define we.”

“Plural noun. You and me.” Rohan paused. “The scholar, who now finds himself entirely amenable to coming with us.”

Savannah processed that. She did not ask why Brady was amenable—or where he and Rohan had been. Instead, she cut straight to the heart of the matter. “If Brady’s on board, we don’t need Gigi. And now that she’s said no, she should be safe enough if we leave her here.”

Rohan glanced briefly toward the bed. “Little sister won’t be pleased to be left behind.”

“I’ll call Grayson,” Savannah said. Even saying her Hawthorne half-brother’s name seemed to be a bitter pill for her to swallow—though perhaps, Rohan noted, not as bitter as it once had been. “He can see to it that she’s taken care of. Alisa can have Knox take her home.”

“As you wish.” Rohan allowed his gaze to go to Savannah’s lips, then to the place on her neck where he could still see the beating of her pulse. “But a word of advice, love, your sister will be your biggest weakness, wherever she is. Always.”

And you will be mine. Rohan had no business thinking those words or anything like them, but there was no unthinking them, no denying the truth that he had checked on Savannah four times this night.

And her body was so very warm.

Rohan knew better. He’d known better from the start. I have to stop. But there were moments in life when one had to choose: The guaranteed payoff or the risk? The long game or the short one?

There were moments in life—brief, finite, delectable moments—to let it all ride.
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Gigi woke up alone. She went outside and couldn’t find anyone but Knox. It didn’t take her long to realize: Savannah was gone.

She left, Gigi realized all at once. With Rohan. And Brady. But not me. Not Knox, either, who confirmed for Gigi that the others had really and truly taken off.

“Savannah left me.” Gigi really should have anticipated this.

“Don’t look like that,” Knox told her. At least he hadn’t left.

“Like my heart just chewed its own leg off?” Gigi’s eyes stung. “Is that how I look?”

All Gigi could think was that Savannah was who-knows-where—probably on her way to England and the duchess—and Gigi was here. I said no. She’d had a chance to do something, to bargain, to infiltrate the Gilded Blade, maybe even to find Avery. She’d had a chance to prove herself, and she’d said no.

For Savannah. And Savannah had left her behind, like she was a child.

“Don’t cry.” Knox sounded mildly panicked at the prospect.

“I’m not a crier.” Gigi’s throat stung more than her eyes. “Even as a baby, I almost never cried. My parents always said it was like I was born happy.” Happiness was a choice. Gigi knew that. She believed it.

“Damn it, kid.” Knox made his way down the hall toward her. “Cry all you want.”

Crying felt like giving up, but not crying would have been worse. Gigi’s superpower had never been pretending to be happy. She’d never pretended to be anything. Savannah was the one with masks. Gigi was just optimistically, maniacally, chaotically herself.

“Have you updated Alisa on all of this?” she asked Knox. He averted his gaze. “I’m going to take that as a yes,” Gigi said quietly. “I’m also going to go out on a limb and guess that she ordered you to take me home.” That was what Grayson would want. Savannah, too. They all just wanted to stash Gigi away, like a porcelain doll placed on a high and lonely shelf.

“Would it be so bad?” Knox asked. “Going home?”

Home was Gigi’s mom, the best mother in the world. Home was a place where Gigi was safe and loved and lucky. Home was the Arizona sun and Katara, Gigi’s—

Gigi stopped and sucked in a breath. She went back up to the loft bed, confirming what she’d just realized. “Savannah and Rohan took the kitten.” Gigi blinked, knowing she probably looked owlish. “They left me, but they took the cat?”

Knox eyed Gigi like she was wrapped in TNT and filled with glitter, and if he moved a single muscle, she just might explode.

“I said no for Savannah,” Gigi choked out. “She told me not to disappear, so I didn’t. Maybe I wouldn’t have anyway, but I never even got the chance.” Gigi shook her head, sending her brown waves bouncing into her face. “I wanted—I don’t even know! I don’t even know what I want, Knox, because Savannah is the one with ambitions and plans and a—and a Rohan! She’s the one who won the Grandest Game. Savannah always wins, and I have always been okay with that. I have been happy, and I have tried my best to make everyone else happy and—”

Gigi cut off, because what else was there to even say?

“I don’t do hugs,” Knox told her. “In most circumstances.”

It was a miracle. A bona fide miracle, and Gigi couldn’t even take him up on it, because she was a glitter bomb of existential despair, and she needed to be elsewhere. Anywhere. She shoved her way out the door, onto the platform, and took to the ladder.

Knox followed. “Where are you going?”

Gigi didn’t know. She didn’t know where she was going or what she was going to do. She didn’t know what she needed or wanted, just that she needed and wanted. She started stalking back toward town, then stopped suddenly.

Because there he was in the shadows. Like she’d summoned him out of thin air. Mattias Slater. He stood beneath an old and twisted tree, and there was something about the way he stood there that hit Gigi with full-body force, like a tidal wave.

There you are, she thought. And then she realized how very still he was. Too still—even for him.

“Slate.” Gigi slowed as she approached him. “Mattias?”

“Hey, sunshine.” Slate took a single, haltering step forward. “I need your help.”

My help? Gigi’s heart thudded in her rib cage, half because Slate was scaring her and half because no one ever needed her help.

“Oh hell no,” Knox said behind her.

Gigi ignored him. “Why would you need help?” she asked Slate. My help.

“Eve.”

“What about Eve?” Gigi reached Slate just as Knox reached her.

“You’re dripping,” Knox told Slate flatly.

Dripping? Gigi’s gaze went to the ground beneath Slate’s feet and saw red liquid dotting the grass. “Blood.” Gigi’s eyes darted back up to Slate’s side—to the hand he had pressed to it. “What happened?”

“Got shot.” Slate was clearly not one for lengthy explanations.

“What do you mean you got shot?” Gigi stared at Slate in horror. “Who shot you?”

“Eve. It’s just a nick. In and out. I bandaged it myself.”

“Shit.” Knox moved in to support Slate’s weight with his own. “You’ve bled through the bandage?”

Gigi fumbled with her phone, trying to get it out of her pocket so she could dial 911.

“No hospitals, sunshine.” Slate reached for her hand. “No police.”

“I’m going to need a little more than that,” Gigi told him, sounding only a teensy bit hysterical.

“Eve wanted in. She wanted an invitation.” Slate shrugged, then winced. “She got one.”

Not Nora, Gigi realized. Even after I said no—Calla didn’t choose Nora.

“Eve said yes?” Gigi barely managed the words. I said no. Eve said yes. “And then she shot you?”

“She nicked me, that’s all.”

He was dripping blood, but now was not the time to argue semantics. Slate had come to her. He’d needed help, and he’d come to her.

“I can sew,” Gigi declared, raising her chin. “More or less. And I’m not squeamish.” She turned to Knox. “Got any medical supplies hidden out here somewhere?”

“Son of a bitch,” Knox muttered, which Gigi took to mean: I’ll help.
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Knox insisted on doing the actual sewing-up-skin thing, so Gigi settled for holding Slate’s hand the whole time. Hers was small. His was big.

That big hand squeezed Gigi’s small one, and Gigi squeezed back.

“Hell of a nick,” Knox muttered, finishing the stitches.

Gigi couldn’t help thinking that Slate’s skin looked pale—not a word she associated with him. Knox unearthed a bottle of bourbon and forced it on their patient, for the pain.

Now that the sewing was done, Slate didn’t even seem to feel it—the bourbon or the pain.

Gigi kept expecting him to pass out, but he didn’t. And the entire time, she kept thinking: He came to me. The rest of the world thought Gigi was helpless, but Mattias Slater—Code Name Mimosas, Mr. Very Bad News, he of the flat, emotionless voice and the long list of unforgivable sins—had come to her for help.

The least Gigi could do was distract him from the pain. “Tell me about Eve,” she said. “And/or your top three favorite pop songs.”

“I hate pop songs.”

Gigi’s free hand joined the one that already held Slate’s. “Eve it is, then.”

“She wanted in—on whatever this is.”

The Gilded Blade. “Eve wanted an invitation,” Gigi summarized. “From Calla. She sought one out. That’s why the two of you are here in St. Adelaide.”

“Eve wants what Avery has,” Slate said. “Every time, every damn time. And for better or worse, there’s no talking Eve out of anything. Ever.”

“Worse,” Gigi clarified helpfully. “Eve is the worst.”

“You don’t know her like I do.”

“I know that she shot you.”

“Nicked me.”

“Not a nick,” Knox muttered.

“Eve meant to nick me,” Slate insisted. “She’s just not quite as good a shot as she thinks she is.”

Gigi stared at Slate for several seconds, trying to make any of this compute, and then she realized something. “You’re an optimist.”

“I am not.”

“You are a grumpy optimist,” Gigi declared. “Eve is your family. You believe the best in her, even now.”

“I’m the one who taught her how to shoot.” Slate closed his eyes, just for a moment. “In exchange, Eve taught me how to braid.”

Knox snorted. “Why would you need to know how to—”

“Don’t want to talk about it.” Slate fixed his dark eyes on Gigi’s. “The plan was for Eve to lure the Woman in Red out and disappear with her, and I was going to track them. Worked like a charm—the first part, at least. Woman in Red showed, hood and all. I kept my distance, but I was close enough to see her hand Eve the gun.”

Gigi couldn’t help glancing at Knox, who didn’t even blink. This had to hit close to home for him. Eve had made Slate bleed—a Calla Thorp style good-bye.

“Eve just stood there, holding the gun for a second or two, and then she turned toward me.” Slate’s tone was matter-of-fact. “I knew what she’d been told to do.”

“Calla made her do it.” That was Knox.

“Pretty sure Eve was aiming for the outside of my shoulder.” Slate shook his head. “She has a bad habit of skewing down and to the right. Either way, the bullet passed straight through. Flesh wound. I went down, and by the time I’d clawed my way back up, Eve and her hooded friend were gone.”

“You tried to go after them, didn’t you?” Gigi studied Mattias Slater for a moment. “Before you even bandaged yourself. You looked for Eve.”

“I found the tracker she was supposed to keep on her.” Slate swallowed, like the pain was finally hitting him—that, or the bourbon was. “She also left me these.”

With visible effort, Slate reached the fingers on his free hand into the pocket of his jeans and pulled out five metal coins and what looked to be a note. Gigi reached out to take one of the coins from Slate’s palm. She recognized the design—a metal disk with concentric circles. She’d seen Eve brandish one at Slate once before.

How many of these is it going to take, Eve had asked Slate, to make you mine again?

“What are they?” Gigi asked Slate.

“The Blake family seals. Eve’s great-grandfather had them made as a way of controlling his family and the people who worked for him. Favor could be given, and favor could be taken away. If you had a seal, you were one of the Blake heirs.” Slate stared at the bits of metal. “I was six the first time I saw one. My father was a minor Blake cousin, but he’d earned it.”

Slate did not specify what his father had done to earn a seal, but based on the way he’d said the word earned, Gigi was guessing it hadn’t been good. Or legal.

“I lost my father’s seal for him a few years later—cost of trying to do the right thing.”

I’m always at my most dangerous, Slate had told Gigi once, when my intentions are good.

“Eventually,” Slate continued with effort, “Eve ended up with all five seals, old man Blake’s one and only heir. In the months leading up to his death, vipers came at her from all sides, trying to knock her down or take her out.”

“And you protected her.” Gigi was sure of that. “You were on Eve’s side, always. And she shot you.”

“Nicked me—and left me all five seals.”

“And a note.” Knox sounded pissed—more pissed, even, than usual. “What does it say?”

Slate nodded toward the note. “Go ahead, sunshine.”

Gigi unfolded it. There wasn’t a single word on the page, just four black lines—less hashmarks than claw marks. Gigi’s gaze went to the tattoos on Slate’s arm, even as her mind went to the sheath of his knife—the knife she’d lost the night before in the garden.

“Shooting me,” Slate told Gigi, “that was Eve’s number four.”

“Horrible things,” Gigi said. That was what Slate had said the marks in the leather of his sheath stood for: horrible things he’d done.

“Unforgivable things,” Slate replied.

“But you’ve already forgiven her.” Gigi gave Slate a look. “You stealth optimist, you. She shot you, and you’re still going to look for her to try to make sure she’s not in over her head, to try to make sure they don’t hurt her.”

If there was one thing that spoke to Gigi, one thing she recognized and understood and connected to in a way that cut straight to her core, it was people who loved hard. The loyal ones. The ones who could believe when there was every reason not to.

“Right now,” Slate told her flatly, “all I’m planning to do is have another shot of bourbon and wait for Eve’s father to find me. I read him in on what she was up to yesterday, just in case.” Slate shook his head slightly. “Toby’s going to kill me for going along with any of this.”

“Not on my watch,” Gigi declared, and then she cast a hopeful look at Knox. “Our watch.”

“Hell no,” Knox muttered.

“Hell yes,” Gigi replied, because Slate might not have a plan yet, but what Gigi heard loud and clear from him was: I need your help.

What she heard was: You’re already strong.

And Gigi was. She was strong and capable, and she didn’t need her sister’s permission to do what was right. Slate needed Gigi’s help. And the last thing Gigi was going to do—the very last thing—was run away like a little girl.

Okay, Mimosas, she thought, taking Slate’s hand once more in hers, buoyed and resolved. Let’s play a game.
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LYRA


Lyra woke up to find Grayson already sitting up in bed. At least he’d slept. She’d made sure of it. She’d stayed awake the night before until he was out, listening as his breathing slowed, her head on his chest. Lyra had felt it the minute his body had finally given in. That had been at three in the morning, but still, Grayson had gotten at least a few hours of sleep, assuming he hadn’t been sitting up in bed, staring down at the massive ring of keys in his lap, since dawn.

The keys.

Grayson had fetched them right after they’d talked to Nan and right before they’d caught the others up on what the old woman had said. In retrospect, the solution to the false patent puzzle—and its meaning—had been elegant and startlingly clear.

The Gilded Blade take away Alice, March 5, 1967.

Decades before Grayson’s grandmother had faked her own death and become the Watcher, she’d already had a run-in with the Gilded Blade. Alice had disappeared. Alice had returned, and when she had, a young Tobias Hawthorne had taken her back and told her that he didn’t need to know her secrets. He’d given her a box in which to lock away those secrets.

Lyra and Grayson needed that box, but all they had were the old billionaire’s keys. There were a hundred and seven of them on the ring—elaborate, bespoke keys, each bearing a unique design. Some were gold. Some were copper, bronze, or silver. White or black iron. Rose gold. Platinum. There were keys that looked rusted and keys that shone like they’d been polished just hours before, keys that boasted embedded jewels and keys that looked plain in comparison.

There were keys for each letter of the alphabet, keys that bore numbers or complicated shapes. There was an apple key and one depicting a pair of cherries. A harp key and another with a violin. An eagle. A scorpion. A snake.

The old man told me once, Grayson had said the night before, that the story of his life was in these keys. I should have realized he meant that literally.

And that meant somewhere on that key ring, there could be one or more keys that told the story of Alice’s death, of Tobias’s realization that she was alive—the story of the Gilded Blade. But there was no key bearing a lily, no key depicting a hand, not a monoceros or a unicorn in sight, though two other mythical creatures, a mermaid and a dragon, each made an appearance.

“I’ve started trying to identify all of the keys whose meaning I can decipher as parts of my grandfather’s life story that I recognize.” Grayson didn’t have to so much as turn his head to know that Lyra was awake.

She sat up. “If you got less than four hours of sleep,” she told Grayson, “I feel pretty confident Nash is going to start the day by kicking your ass.”

“He can try.” Grayson didn’t even blink. He just looked down at the palm of his left hand. In it, Lyra could make out a rock, a smooth, plain stone.

Seeing the direction of Lyra’s gaze, Grayson uncurled his fingers a bit, revealing words carved into the stone’s surface: IT GOES BOTH WAYS.

“The other side has a Latin phrase,” Grayson told Lyra. “One Avery heard me say when my brothers and I had known her for only a very brief time.”

“Latin for family?” Lyra guessed.

“She is one of us. We protect her.” Grayson translated the phrase, then set the stone gingerly down on the nightstand and returned his attention to the keys. “These four keys,” he told Lyra, pulling a sequence of keys out one by one, “all depict eyes. Look at the jewels the old man chose for the pupils: a tiger’s eye, a brown diamond, an emerald, and a tourmaline.”

The last of the four gemstones was a pale grayish blue. The emerald was a vivid green, the other two distinct shades of brown.

“It’s the four of you,” Lyra realized. “You and your brothers—the stones are the colors of your eyes.”

“One key for each of us,” Grayson said quietly. “I wonder how long the old man waited after we were born to make them. Long enough for our eyes to settle on a color, I suppose. There are other keys I’ve deciphered as well. I know the exact moment the violin key refers to. The snake almost certainly corresponds to a tale of misplaced daring on Jameson’s part when he was seven. The tree on this one?” Grayson pulled another key. “That story involves Xander and Nash.”

“How many keys have you identified?” Lyra asked.

“Thirty-one.”

That left seventy-six keys whose meaning was up in the air. “Who would know more of your grandfather’s life story, the parts of it you don’t know?”

“Zara,” Grayson answered immediately “Nan. Oren, who was the old man’s head of security before he was Avery’s. And each of my brothers likely knows at least a few stories that I do not.”

If there was information about the Gilded Blade in Tobias Hawthorne’s key ring, it would be a lot easier to find it if they could narrow in on a small number of keys whose meaning was unknown.

“What about Alice’s box?” Lyra moved onto the next item on her mental list. “Where do we start if we want to find it?”

“Hawthorne House has nearly two dozen secret passages,” Grayson replied, “and those are just the ones we know about. Add in hidden compartments, drawers, and chambers, and that number easily quadruples. The House stands at roughly forty thousand square feet, and that’s not even touching on the grounds or the tunnels that run beneath the estate.”

Forty thousand square feet. That number didn’t even compute for Lyra.

“Proverbial needle in a haystack,” Lyra summarized.

In reply, Grayson swung his feet over the side of the bed, then stood. Lyra went to follow him, then realized he was heading for his suite’s massive bathroom. She stopped dead in her tracks.

“I need to shave.” That was all the explanation Grayson offered, but he left the door to the bathroom open.

Lyra gave him space, right up to the point that she decided that space was the last thing Grayson needed right now. By the time she stepped through the open door, Grayson had already applied a thin layer of shaving cream to his face and neck. A blade—the old-fashioned kind, not a modern razor—gleamed in his hand.

It figured that Grayson Hawthorne was the kind of guy who shaved in a way that left zero margin for error.

“What’s your grandfather saying in your head right now?” Lyra asked, coming up behind Grayson in the mirror.

“That there’s no such thing as a needle in a haystack.” Grayson slid the blade over and down his skin with military precision. “There are just people who know where and how to look and people who don’t.” He rinsed the blade in the sink, then brought it back to his face once more. “Your turn,” he told Lyra, after his next pass.

“To shave?” For a split second, Lyra could imagine the weight of the old-fashioned razor in her hand, imagine herself shaving him.

“To feel it,” Grayson told her, meeting her eyes in the mirror.

“It?” The word caught in Lyra’s throat.

“All of it.”

Lyra’s thoughts went back to that sketch, to a man who wasn’t her father but looked just like her—and then further back, to the sound of gunshots, to blood on the stairs and blood on her feet, to being small and terrified and alone.

And then, not alone.

“I thought I knew what happened,” Lyra managed to say. “What I lived through, what I saw. I thought my parents knew and that they lied to me, that they just swept it under the rug. When the dreams started, when the first memories of that night came back to me—I felt like my whole life was a lie. I’d look at myself in the mirror and feel no connection whatsoever to the person looking back. I could force my lips to smile, but I didn’t feel it. I couldn’t. All I could do was pretend.”

“And now?” Grayson said, taking another pass with the blade, over his jaw and down his neck.

Lyra met her own eyes in the mirror. “I’m not pretending anymore.” She wasn’t the person she’d been at sixteen. She’d never be that girl again, but for the first time in a long time, Lyra didn’t want to be that person, because that Lyra wouldn’t have taken the razor from Grayson Hawthorne’s hand. The old Lyra wouldn’t have looked Grayson straight in the eye, finished the job for him, and said, “We’re going to find that box. We just need to decide where to look—and how.”
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They started with the vault. As in: a literal, bank-style vault, hidden away in the bowels of Hawthorne House. John Oren let them in, fingerprint scan and all.

“You know how to reach me if you need me.” Oren turned to leave. Everything about Avery’s head of security screamed former military to Lyra—the way he stood, the way he moved, the way he spoke, like the man could discover a bomb and still maintain a neutral expression and tone.

“Oren,” Grayson said to the man’s retreating form. “This is not your fault.”

“It was my job to keep her safe.” Just the facts, ma’am. “It has been my job since the moment I met Avery Kylie Grambs.”

“You can yell at Avery when she gets back,” Grayson said. In other words: She is coming back. “For now, I would appreciate it if you could take these to Zara.” Grayson held out the ring of keys. “The story of my grandfather’s life is in these keys. I need you two to see what portions of that story you can identify, and if my aunt has any insight into where her mother might have hidden something in Hawthorne House, kindly tell her to let us know.”

After an elongated moment, Oren reached out to take the keys. “I’m not one for yelling,” he said meaningfully, “but I’ll make an exception when Avery gets back.”

When, not if. Grayson watched Oren go. “He and Zara have a history,” Grayson told Lyra. “Possibly a present, too. They’ll be a comfort to each other.” With that, Grayson turned his attention to the vault around them. “In the old man’s will, all of Alice’s jewelry was left to Nan. It was the only significant bequest that did not go to Avery.”

“That doesn’t strike me as a coincidence,” Lyra noted.

“With my grandfather, there was no such thing,” Grayson confirmed.

Searching the drawers of the vault one by one proved to be an eye-watering experience for Lyra. There had to be millions of dollars of jewelry in the Hawthorne vault—tens of millions. Necklaces, bracelets, rings. Every gemstone imaginable was represented, large and small, all with perfect clarity.

Lyra did her best not to gawk and paused only when she came to a drawer filled with men’s watches. Her gaze was drawn to one in particular, an incredible piece of workmanship that contained a tiny roulette wheel spinning beneath a glass dome.

“You told me about this watch during the game,” Lyra said quietly.

“It’s funny,” Grayson replied, his voice quiet but steady. “I don’t want it anymore.” Something in his tone made Lyra think he wasn’t just talking about the watch. A strange feeling washed over Lyra, warm like the sun, electric like a rippling charge. Grayson was the type of person who had emotional security suits. He was wearing one now, but standing there, listening to him, Lyra felt like they were right back at Mile’s End.

And in the back of her mind, she could hear her mom saying, Ask me how long it took for me to know with this gentleman. This gentle man right here.

“Grayson?” Lyra’s voice came out husky. She had no idea why she’d made his name a question or what she was even asking, but suddenly, Grayson was on the move.

“I just realized something,” he called back over his shoulder. “Remembered something. Follow me.”

Lyra followed him out of the vault, down corridors, and up multiple staircases, all the way back to his room, to his nightstand. She watched as Grayson opened the drawer and reached for the ring box inside. It was velvet, a deep, midnight blue.

“This ring belonged to Alice.” Grayson opened the box. “Nan gave it to Nash, but he’d already made a ring for Libby, so Nash gave this one to me. For safekeeping.”

Safekeeping. The word echoed through Lyra’s mind as she took in the sight of Alice’s ring. The jewel was black and shot through with colors so vivid that they called to mind neon lightning frozen in midnight glass. Lyra thought back to a gown she’d worn in the Grandest Game.

Darkest sunset.

“It’s a black opal,” Grayson said, removing the ring from the box, running his thumb lightly over the delicate, diamond-encrusted leaves that surrounded the gemstone.

A black opal, Lyra reminded herself, that belonged to Alice. If this was a Hawthorne game, anything could be a clue—or an object with a hidden use. “Disassemble the box?” she suggested.

His eyes on her, Grayson removed the ring, probing the box, then gently pulling out the velvet lining. And there, on the bottom of the ring box, were three words, embroidered in metallic thread.

LYRA, MY LYRA.
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JAMESON


For the past seven hours, Jameson had received a steady string of deliveries at the London flat. Crucibles—so many crucibles. But as yet, he had not received the two items he most wanted: the Alchemist drawing and an invitation to the Devil’s Mercy.

“You are making a mistake.” That was Branford, aka Uncle Broken Record. To say that he had not been pleased that Jameson had gone to his brother would have been an understatement. Threats had been issued. Personal space had been invaded. Branford’s accent had gotten posher and posher.

But it was too late. If Jameson had made a mistake—well, it was already made. Branford had asked him what he’d offered up to Bowen in exchange for this favor—or rather, these favors, plural. Jameson had answered in a single word: Vantage.

As much as that hurt, Jameson didn’t regret it. He wasn’t capable of regretting a gambit, not when it still might pay off. He was the Hawthorne known for Hail Mary passes, the one who took risks, and if there was anything on this planet worth risking everything for, it was Avery.

Heads she’d wanted him to look for her, tails she hadn’t, but either, he was hers.

No regrets, Heiress. So Jameson continued to pass his time scouring each and every crucible that Bowen Johnstone-Jameson sent him, looking for something—anything—that might make sense of that postcard of Hannah’s. If it really was Hannah’s.

A rap at the door broke Jameson from his thoughts.

“I’ll get it,” Xander volunteered, jackrabbiting toward the door.

This time, when the door opened, there was no package. There was instead a man holding a silver tray. The man didn’t speak. He didn’t blink. Jameson came up behind Xander, looking over his brother’s shoulder at the objects lying on that tray. There were three of them: a black envelope embossed with a platinum design, a curled scrap of paper, and a cell phone.

Jameson reached to pick up the envelope—marked by a triangle inside a circle inside a square, on and on. Patterns repeating. The phone rang the moment Jameson touched the envelope’s edge.

The man holding the tray remained motionless and unblinking. Jameson picked up the phone and answered it. “You have impeccable timing, uncle.”

“Before you open that envelope,” Bowen said on the other end of the line, “you might ask to hear my terms.”

“Your terms? I thought we’d agreed on terms.” Jameson turned his back on the tray—and on Xander—and found himself face to face with Branford.

“Did you?” Bowen’s voice said on the other end of the line. “Well, young Hawthorne, your lack of attention to detail is hardly my problem.”

Jameson realized then: He’d offered up Vantage, but Bowen had never accepted that offer—not explicitly. He’d just told Jameson to go back to the Hawthorne flat and wait.

Branford made a grab for the phone, and Jameson dodged.

“Feel free to set it to speaker, if you would like,” Bowen told Jameson, like he knew Branford was there, like he could see them.

Jameson set the phone to speaker and didn’t even have a chance to tell his uncle he’d done so before Bowen spoke again, addressing his next words to Branford. “Say a word, Simon, and I will consider the young man to be in default.”

Bowen did not specify what it would mean if Jameson was determined to have defaulted.

Apparently, he didn’t have to. Branford clamped his jaw closed.

“On the tray, there is a scrap of paper,” Bowen said in that not-rough, not-smooth, impossible-to-ignore voice of his. “Now would be the time, Jameson Winchester Hawthorne, that you pick that up.”

Jameson did as he’d been instructed.

“Unroll it.”

Setting the phone face up on the tray, Jameson did as he’d been bid, uncurling the scrap of paper. On it there were three words, written in impeccable cursive.

Firethorn. Promethium. Augustus.

“In exchange for the favors I’ve done for you this day, I want a favor in return.” Bowen’s voice was every bit as aristocratic as his brother’s, but there was the slightest lilt to it. “Any favor of my choosing. Those three words will be the key. No one will know those words, except you and me. When I call in your debt—with those words—you will give me whatever I ask of you. That is the cost of your invitation to the Mercy, should you choose to open it.” Bowen paused for one second, maybe two. “Now, you may speak, Simon.”

It didn’t escape Jameson’s attention that Bowen used his brother’s given name, not his title.

“Do not do this,” Branford told Jameson, his voice low.

“Persuasive, isn’t he?” Bowen quipped. “My elder brother.”

“Any favor?” Jameson directed that question to the phone.

Branford locked fingers around his forearm. “Jameson—”

“Nothing that will cost you Vantage,” Bowen clarified on the phone. “Nothing illegal. Nothing that will do direct harm to you or anyone you love.”

“No direct harm,” Jameson echoed, pulling his arm from Branford’s grasp. “What about indirect harm?”

“I can hardly be held responsible for every possible downstream effect.”

“How about this, then,” Jameson countered. “No anticipated harms to me or to those I love.”

“Jameson.” Branford was practically vibrating with intensity now. “Do not do this.”

“I can agree,” Bowen said on the phone, “to your stipulation.”

“And the favor has to be from me.” Jameson ignored Branford and focused only on the task at hand. “Not Avery.”

“Agreed.” There was a note of finality in Bowen’s tone, and Jameson knew instinctively: That was the last stipulation his uncle would agree to. “Now,” Bowen continued, “should you find these terms acceptable, you will walk out to the terrace alone, close the door behind you, and say the three words on that scrap of paper where no one else can hear them. But before you do that, young Hawthorne, be sure that you mean it. Because those who default on a deal with me tend to find the consequences… most unpleasant.”

“Jameson—don’t.” Branford tried one last time, but when Jameson plucked the phone off the silver tray, his uncle didn’t stop him.

As Jameson walked out onto the terrace and closed the door behind him, no one stopped him.

“Firethorn.” Jameson said the first word, fairly certain that was a flower. “Promethium.” An element. “Augustus.”

And just like that, it was done.

“Your invitation is for midnight,” Bowen said, “and not a minute before. You’ll find further instructions in the envelope. Do dress appropriately.”

The muscles in Jameson’s throat tightened. “I will.”

“It was a pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Hawthorne.”
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ROHAN


The kitten slept deeply and well on Rohan’s lap. Savannah, on the other hand, was wide awake, as she had been the entire flight. Same for the scholar.

“I wouldn’t have pegged you for having a softness for strays.” Brady eyed the crook of Rohan’s arm, into which the kitten had burrowed.

“I’m terribly soft,” Rohan deadpanned.

“You are a stray.” Savannah had opted for a seat on Rohan’s side of the aisle, a table between them—so close and yet so far. She wasn’t wrong about him being a stray. Children did not come into the custody of the Devil’s Mercy for good reasons. Rohan had told Savannah as much—on Hawthorne Island and again in the bayou. He’d told her far more than he should have.

Again. And again. And again.

“It’s been hours.” Brady Daniels had chosen a seat across the aisle, his back to the pilot—and not to either of them. “I’m still waiting on the details of your plan, Rohan.”

“Congratulations, Mr. Daniels. Fourteen was indeed the lucky number, so now that you have asked me to elucidate things for the fourteenth time on this transatlantic flight, I will be happy to comply.” Rohan smirked. “My brain is yours for the picking.”

Brady didn’t bat an eye, completely immune to Rohan’s sarcasm. “You’re sending Savannah in.” Brady curled the fingers on his right hand one by one toward his palm, then straightened them out again, the movement rhythmic and contemplative. “But not me. You’ll keep me close. I’m your leverage.”

Brady stilled his fingers and turned his wrist, exposing his forearm—and his tattoo. Letters ringed a black spiral. Decoded, the message read ROHAN MUST LOSE.

“You were not instructed to do that.” Rohan was not in the mood to bother with questions, so he met Brady’s inferences with one of his own. “The duchess gave you the symbol and told you to memorize it, but the tattoo was, I suspect, entirely your own during. Were you afraid you would forget the sequence when it mattered most?”

“I was afraid,” Brady said in that calm, quiet way of his, “that I would forget her.” Rohan knew Brady wasn’t talking about the duchess. He was talking about Calla Thorp. “It’s easy to lose track of what matters in the heat of a game.”

“You were never in danger of forgetting.” Rohan was as sure of that as he was of the exact shade of Savannah’s pale, pale eyes.

“Maybe I wanted it to hurt,” Brady said. “Maybe I wanted proof that I hadn’t imagined what I’d been offered. Maybe I wanted a tangible reminder that the answers I wanted were close, that I could win them.”

Rohan wondered if Zella truly had any further information to give Brady, other than the fact that Calla was alive—and no longer Calla Thorp.

One way or another, Nora had said, there is no Calla Thorp anymore, and when pushed for answers, she’d disclaimed that she did not know, that she was not the right person to ask. It remained to be seen if the duchess was, but it was clear enough to Rohan that Zella was entangled with all of this somehow, with this group somehow.

And he could use that.

Across from Rohan, Savannah seemed to reach her fill of allowing Rohan and Brady to go back and forth on their own.

“If I’m going in,” she told Rohan, “you’re going to want to elucidate the particulars for me.”

There were a great many things Rohan would have liked to elucidate for her. He turned to look out the window at the ocean below, an exercise in restraint. It had been a full year since Rohan had last crossed the Atlantic. This trip was a homecoming of sorts.

Brady had asked Rohan about his plan fourteen times on this flight, but Savannah hadn’t asked at all until now.

Rohan found himself inclined to answer. “There is a street in London where cars drive on the wrong side of the road. There you will find a certain hotel, built—originally—in eighteen eighty-nine.” Built for a reason. Built in a strategic location. Rohan did not elucidate either of those things for Savannah out loud. “Inside the hotel, there is a place sometimes called the winter garden. If a person were to find their way there and make their way under the glass dome, that person would be able to see quite a bit.”

Brady had relatively few tells, but Rohan was well aware the scholar was committing to memory each and every piece of information Rohan parted with.

“See quite a bit,” Savannah repeated. “Like what?”

Like Jameson Hawthorne. Rohan did not say that out loud. “A gazebo, for starters.”

The location of the Mercy had remained a closely guarded secret for more than two centuries, in part because it had many entrances and many exits, any one of which could be closed off—temporarily or permanently—at a moment’s notice, and only a small subset of which any given member was aware of. If Rohan was correct about Jameson Hawthorne’s likely method of trying to gain access to the Devil’s Mercy, if he was correct about whom Jameson had approached to make said invitation happen, then the winter garden was doubtlessly where the Hawthorne in question would end up.

At midnight.

“There will be a gown waiting for you when we land,” Rohan told Savannah. “Nothing too ostentatious. Fitted here.” He nodded his head toward her torso and then trailed his gaze up her body to her chest and neck. “A bit of lace there to cover what needs covering.”

“White?” Savannah guessed.

“A dark and smoky gray.” Rohan could picture the way the gown would look on her, her pale skin and platinum hair standing out like snow against the smoke. “The duchess wore just such a dress,” he informed Savannah, “the night she became the first and only person to ever succeed at breaking into the Mercy.”

If sending Savannah clad in an identical gown didn’t get Zella’s attention—and the Proprietor’s—nothing would.

“You know more than you’re saying.” Brady Daniels was an astute individual.

“I am in the business of knowing everything, Mr. Daniels.” Rohan met Savannah’s gaze across the table. “And I can tell you no more than I already have.”

Rohan could not give Savannah a single one of the Mercy’s secrets. He could not tell her where to go once she made her way to the winter garden or even that Jameson Hawthorne was the person she was looking for.

He trusted she would figure it out.

“You’re taunting the duchess.” Savannah did not seem to find that any more objectionable than she’d found Rohan the night before—which is to say, not at all. “That gown—you’re using me as bait.”

“And what lovely bait you’ll be.” Rohan’s thoughts went—rather inexplicably—to alchemy, to immortality and gold and the transmutation of one thing into another. And then he thought about what Savannah had said to him beneath the dock during the Grandest Game.

You do not get to decide whether or not I betray you. All you get to decide is whether you are really that scared. Of me.

“I trust you to play this appropriately,” Rohan said. Savannah most likely would not make it all the way into the Mercy, but if she made it underground, made it to the emerald path, that would be enough to send the proper message.

“You trust no one,” Savannah replied.

“How right you are,” Rohan murmured. Trust was weakness. It always had been. “But I’m in the mood for one more wager, love, and to make it interesting, I’m not going to tell you the terms this time.”

Rohan was betting that Savannah could handle herself. He was betting that even once she had—once she’d gotten what she was after—she would come back to him.

“I believe I’ve made it perfectly clear what I think of your games,” Savannah said.

You’re here, aren’t you? Rohan thought, and then he produced a pen. He stood, kitten and all, and crossed to Savannah’s side of the table, uncapping the pen without so much as jarring the sleeping stray.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Savannah asked.

“Arming you,” Rohan replied, “as best I can. Now take off your jacket and slip your shirt down, baring your left shoulder.”

Rohan could not tell Savannah what to do once she walked beneath the glass dome in the winter garden and stood beneath the gazebo. He could not tell her what to say if she made it to the caverns below and found herself intercepted.

But he could mark her in a way that would serve as a safeguard and message both—if she let him.

“Heaven forbid I go in unarmed.” Savannah unzipped her jacket. A heartbeat later, her left shoulder was bare.

Rohan brought his pen to her skin. Letter by letter, he crafted his message.

POTENTIAL MUST BE TESTED. That was something Helena Thorp had told Gigi and Savannah. There was a chance that phrase would mean something to the duchess, and even if it did not, it was cryptic enough to pique her interest—and the Proprietor’s.

“Other shoulder,” Rohan told Savannah.

“You are pushing your luck,” she replied, but a moment later, she’d given him his canvas.

Rohan chose a different phrase this time: THE HOUSE ALWAYS WINS. Should anyone other than Zella or the Proprietor intercept Savannah, that phrase would give them pause about doing her harm.

Rohan had been the house once. He would be again.

“You realize I’m sitting right here?” Brady leaned forward in his seat. “I can figure out where to go. You’re not the least bit concerned that I’ll follow her to the winter garden?”

Rohan flashed the scholar a smile. “You’re welcome to try me, Brady, but I would not suggest it.”
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GIGI


The good news was that Slate hadn’t bled out. He was even still conscious! The less good news was that a Hawthorne was currently trying to kill him—or, if not kill, at the very least get in his face and deprive him of much-needed, pain-numbing booze.

Sadly, Toby Hawthorne was not one of Gigi’s Hawthornes, so she held no particular sway over the man, but that had never stopped her before.

“I think we can all agree,” Gigi said, wedging herself between Toby and Slate, who was supposed to be resting, “that Slate is the victim here, and that his abs should not be forced to bear this without a mind-altering substance of some type.”

“Bullet didn’t hit his abs,” Knox muttered.

“I’m fine,” Slate insisted.

“I need him sober.” That was Toby. He was a grizzly kind of Hawthorne, lean and strong and wholly intimidating, but Gigi persevered and snatched the bourbon bottle he’d confiscated.

“I think we can all agree that I’m going to do what I want unless someone tackles and/or restrains me.” Gigi smiled. “No takers, I see.” She opened the bottle, then tried to help prop Slate up a bit before lifting it to his lips.

Slate turned his head away. “You’re a force.”

“Drink,” Gigi told him, and this time, Slate did. Satisfied that was taken care of, Gigi looked up at Toby, who was now looming over them, all grizzled and stormy.

“He’s already told you everything,” Gigi said.

It had been hours since Knox had sewed Slate up and all of four minutes since Toby had entered the picture. Eyeing Gigi, Eve’s father rounded to Slate’s other side and crouched, lifting Slate’s bandage and examining the bullet wound. Toby must have been satisfied with Knox’s work, because he gently pressed the bandage back into place.

“You should have called sooner,” Toby said quietly. “The second Eve started careening.”

“I called,” Slate replied. “Not my fault you were so far away.”

“Eve didn’t want me anywhere near her after the Grandest Game.”

“Because you wouldn’t even let her explain.”

“What was there to explain?”

“Exactly.” Slate stared at Eve’s father for another few seconds, then looked away. “We went to your place. You bought the books.”

“I bought the books,” Toby confirmed. “I read them over and over again, hoping to understand my daughter, because I will never stop trying to understand her. I will never give up on Eve, Slate. So you’re going to start at the beginning and tell me everything.”

“I already did.”

“Do it again.”

“Allow me,” Gigi interjected. “Slate here needs to conserve his energy, but I would be happy to offer a dramatic reenactment of the ominous invitation I received, the cryptic things that were said when I turned it down, and also—prior to that—two very successful interrogations I conducted, complete with yet more cryptic statements about survival, spiders, and webs.”

Toby cut a glance toward Knox.

“Don’t look at me,” Knox said. “I’m just the bodyguard, and she is impossible.”

“And very hard to tackle,” Gigi added.

Toby’s head bowed. He pressed the heel of his hand into his temple, and then he slowly raised his gaze to Gigi’s. Green eyes captured hers. “Tell me everything you know.”

She did. All of it. Both times she’d been kidnapped. The duchess. The Woman in Red. Nora. Saint Adelaide. Calla’s necklace. The visit to Helena Thorp. Turning down the invitation in the garden. The Gilded Blade and the way they tested Candidates. The whole story poured out of Gigi in not-quite chronological order.

“I said no,” Gigi finished.

“And Eve said yes.” Toby’s voice was quiet. “She sought it out.” Intensity rolled off the man in waves. “I’m going to need you to tell me exactly what Helena Thorp said about this test. Word for word.”

Gigi did her best to summon up the exact details of that part of the conversation. “She just said that Candidates are chosen and tested.” Gigi closed her eyes, willing the exact words to come. “As metal is forged, so potential must be tested.”

She heard Toby’s sharp intake of breath.

“What?” Gigi said. Toby stood and tried to turn his back on her, but Gigi leapt up and grabbed his arm. “No, sir. You know something, and I will tackle and/or cuddle it out of you if I have to.”

“Do you know what another word is for a particularly harrowing test?” Toby said. “For a trial so severe it forges you?”

Gigi’s mind whirled.

“Do you know what instrument is used”—Toby’s voice had been reduced to a rough, rough whisper—“to melt metal to be forged?”

And just like that, Gigi had it, the answer to both of his questions: “A crucible.”
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And by came an angel, who had a bright key,

And he opened the coffins, and set them all free

—William Blake, 1789
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LYRA, MY LYRA.

In Lyra’s mind, those three words had been playing on repeat for hours as she and Grayson had continued their search for Alice’s box, as they’d gone through years and years of renovation blueprints in an attempt to reverse-engineer Hawthorne House and the surrounding estate as they had existed at the time of Alice’s false death.

The embroidered inscription had plagued Lyra as she and Grayson had hiked out to Wayback Cottage, the very first building that Tobias Hawthorne had erected on the estate, the first home he and Alice had ever shared. The words had cycled through Lyra’s mind as she and Grayson had searched the cottage and the surrounding area, as they’d spoken to Oren, who told them Zara suggested searching a specific room at Hawthorne House, a specific suite.

By the time Lyra and Grayson made it back to the House, Lyra couldn’t keep the floodgates in place any longer.

LYRA, MY LYRA.

Lie-ra.

Lie-ra.

She will come for you.

Lyra breathed through the onslaught as she and Grayson stepped into a room of shining gold.

“This,” Grayson said, “was my mother’s wing. I never knew it belonged to Alice first.”

The moldings on the walls were gold and so were the walls themselves. Not merely gold as in the color but what Lyra deeply suspected was actual gold leaf. An exquisite crystal chandelier marked the ceiling, sized more for a great hall. The room looked like something out of Versailles, and the attached closet was far larger than Toby’s home. The bathroom was almost as big. A massive claw-footed tub sat elevated on a marble dais.

“Do you think your mother redecorated?” Lyra asked. “Or—”

“It took her a week.”

Lyra turned. She hadn’t heard anyone approach, but there Grayson’s aunt Zara was, standing in the main room, a single key of Tobias Hawthorne’s in her hand. Even from a distance, Lyra could make out the jewel at the center of that key: a ruby.

It was only when Lyra and Grayson got closer to Zara that Lyra realized the ruby was shaped like an apple.

“Skye claimed this suite as her own less than an hour after our mother’s funeral,” Zara said calmly. “Had I realized that funeral was a farce, I might not have taken such exception to my sister’s behavior—not that it mattered one way or another what I thought. Skye always did have a way of taking what she wanted.”

“She certainly does,” Grayson replied.

“This room was a sitting room once,” Zara told him. “Every grand ball my mother ever planned, she planned here. That closet was full of gowns, each more beautiful than the last.”

Lyra tried to wrap her mind around that. She didn’t exactly associate A Hawthorne with parties.

“You’ve made progress on the keys.” Grayson nodded to the key in his aunt’s hand.

“Some,” Zara said. “This one tells the story of the day Mother and Father met. There was an apple tree involved. A rejection on her part, persistence on his… one bite of the apple at a time.”

“There was also a wager,” Grayson said quietly. “And an arrow, if I’m remembering the story correctly. It was one of the only ones the old man ever told us about Alice.”

Zara raised her chin slightly. “My mother was an impeccable shot.”

An impeccable shot. With a bow and arrow. Lyra’s mind went to a photograph she’d seen during the Grandest Game. “Calla Thorp was an archer,” she noted.

Grayson considered that, then shot an assessing look at his aunt. “You didn’t track us down to talk to us about the way Alice and the old man met.”

“I came to find you,” Zara told Grayson, “to kindly advise you to find your brother, the one a certain lawyer has a habit of going to first when there is news.”

News. Lyra thought about the sketch she’d given to Alisa—and the fact that they were still waiting for someone to track down Odette.

“And where will I find Nash?” Grayson queried.

“Up in the North Tower,” Zara replied. “He’s been assisting Oren and me with the keys.”

“I’ll be back,” Grayson told Lyra. She pushed down the impulse to go with him and stayed exactly where she was in the golden, sparkling suite that had once belonged to Grayson’s mother and, before that, to Alice.

“News?” Lyra asked Zara.

Grayson’s aunt studied Lyra for a moment, twisting the stem of the ruby key, which she held the way one might hold a rose.

“Did you hear any of what Alisa told Nash?” Lyra tried again. “Or anything she told Oren?”

“Alisa Ortega was named after my mother, you know. Alisa—for Alice.” Zara side-stepped the question. “Alisa’s own mother died quite young. The girl subsequently spent a great deal of time at Hawthorne House growing up. There was a period when it looked like she and Nash might marry, but that is neither here nor there.”

Zara Hawthorne was elegant and self-contained, the kind of person who probably twisted her hair into a French knot the moment she woke up, and Lyra was absolutely certain that Grayson’s aunt had come here—in person, instead of just calling Grayson—for a reason. A reason she’d sent Grayson away and gotten Lyra alone.

Based on the rundown Lyra had just been given about Alisa’s history with Nash, Lyra had a suspicion about what that reason might be.

“Is this the part where you ask me what my intentions are toward your nephew?” Lyra said.

“My favorite nephew, as it happens,” Zara replied. “And no. This is the part where I break it to you that the press has learned your name.” Zara held out her phone then, the screen angled so that Lyra could see not just the photograph of herself and Grayson but also the headline.

MYSTERY GIRL—SOLVED! Meet Lyra Kane.

Zara gave Lyra a moment to absorb that, then spoke again. “The tabloids and gossip sites are running with the theory that Avery is jealous of you, that the Hawthorne heiress is off licking her wounds somewhere at the idea of sharing Grayson. It just goes to show, if the press can pit two women against each other, they will, every time.”

“Sharing Grayson?” Lyra managed not to sputter. “Avery’s with Jameson. Everyone knows that.”

“And now everyone knows your name,” Zara replied.

Lyra couldn’t bring herself to care too much about that. “Good,” she said abruptly. “That was the plan. Controlling the story. That headline should buy us some time.” Buy Avery some time.

“It was not your plan,” Zara pointed out.

“I would have said yes, if Alisa had asked.”

“I tend to believe you.” Zara offered Lyra the slightest of smiles. “And now, I am going to ask: What are your intentions toward my nephew?”

Lyra wondered if this was how Grayson had felt at Mile’s End, when her dad had escorted him to the spare room, no doubt chatting a bit along the way. “Right now,” Lyra said, “I intend to help Grayson search this room.”

“He is who he is, Ms. Kane. There will be no escaping that—for either of you. My father raised those boys to be extraordinary, and he made them a thing of legend the moment he disinherited them. The world’s fascination for extreme wealth is one thing; its fascination for scandal and tragic young men is quite another. First, there was Toby and the fire. And then, the four of them—brothers, each more handsome and charismatic than the last, all cast aside in favor of a stranger. It is not the money for which this family is now best known, Lyra, and it has not been for some time.”

“What about you?” Lyra asked. Zara was Tobias Hawthorne’s eldest child. She’d been disinherited, the same as the boys.

Zara looked at Lyra for a moment. “That is not a question I am accustomed to anyone asking.”

Lyra considered that. “You said your sister redecorated this room all of a week after your mother died.” Without asking. Without a thought to your feelings. The same way your father wrote his will. “I take it the gold was Skye’s doing?”

“Why do you ask?”

“I’m wondering what we might find beneath the gold,” Lyra replied. “And I’m thinking that you might be the perfect person to help me answer that question.”

If there was one thing Lyra knew, it was what it was like to be fine when you weren’t.

“Want to do some damage?” Lyra asked Grayson’s aunt.

Zara raised an elegant brow, then held up the ruby key. “One might be able to do a great deal of damage,” she told Lyra, “with this.”
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Cutting through the gold leaf adorning the walls revealed cream-colored wallpaper underneath. It was sedate. Understated. Lyra and Zara turned their attention to the plush carpet next, ripping up a corner to reveal dark wood beneath. Grayson returned before they’d finished the process, and without batting an eye at the destruction, he went to work, joining their efforts to tear up the carpet and pry moldings from the wall.

“News?” Lyra said.

Grayson summarized what he’d learned in five words: “The Gilded Blade has Eve.”

Lyra shot a startled look at Zara, who hadn’t said a word about that, and then Lyra thought back to Eve telling Grayson that she was meant for grander things than any of them. “Eve sought out an invitation,” Lyra said quietly. “She said yes.”

“And then some,” Grayson confirmed grimly, ripping a long strip of carpet up. Lyra ran her hand over the floorboards underneath, and Grayson continued. “Alisa spoke with Knox Landry.”

Based on Grayson’s tone, Lyra had a pretty good idea what at least part of that conversation had been about. “Did he also happen to give her an update on your sisters?” Lyra asked, her fingers probing at the seam where one dark, gleaming board met the next.

“Savannah is en route to England with Rohan, and Knox called to let Alisa know that Gigi was planning to waltz right back into the fire—and by that, I mean Helena Thorp’s house, on the theory that Calla’s great-grandmother may know more about this test the Candidates undergo than she’s said.”

“Did Alisa tell Knox to stop Gigi from going back in?” Lyra asked.

“She told him to go in with her.” It was crystal clear how Grayson felt about that.

“Anything else from Knox?” Lyra asked.

“Apparently, this test the Candidates are put through—it’s called the Crucible.”

There was something ominous about the sound of that. Lyra almost shivered as she ran her hand back over the floorboard she’d just touched and realized: There was some different about the grain of the wood, the feel of the seam. She looked up at Grayson. “I think I might have found something.”

Grayson was beside her in an instant, his hands brushing hers as they both probed the board. Within seconds, they’d found the release. The board popped up. As they removed it, adrenaline flooded Lyra’s veins, but there was no box in the hidden compartment below.

There was, however, a golden arrow.

Zara walked to stand over them. “I can promise you—that isn’t Skye’s.”

Grayson met Lyra’s eyes. “On three,” he said, his fingers gripping the arrow just beneath its head. Lyra reached to add her hand to his and cut to the chase.

“Three.” They lifted the arrow, and the moment they did, there was a click, followed by the sound of turning gears, and then—

“The closet,” Grayson said, taking sole possession of the arrow as he stood and strode in that direction. Lyra followed to see a wall parting, revealing a darkened passageway beyond. Grayson stepped over the newly revealed threshold first, shining the light from his phone into the passage beyond.

Alice’s rooms. Alice’s arrow. What were the chances that somewhere in this passage they’d find Alice’s box?

Lyra looked back at Zara. “Coming?”

“No.” Zara gave a graceful shake of her head. “I should get back to my father’s keys. I understood him at least a little. It’s clearer now than ever that my mother was as incomprehensible to me as I was to her.” Zara pressed her lips together for a moment. “We buried her. I saw her body. How does a person even begin to fake something like that?” Zara visibly steeled herself. “No, whatever secrets my mother left behind, she clearly did not intend them for me.”

Just like that, Zara was gone, and Lyra turned back toward Grayson. It took her eyes a moment to adjust to the darkness in the passageway, but it took no time at all for her hands to make their way to the walls.

“There’s nothing here,” Grayson said, pushing deeper into the darkness, scanning the walls and floor with the light on his phone as Lyra felt her way along behind him. “We’ll keep going, bit by bit.”

They took their time, carefully searching the passageway as they went. Eventually, they hit first one hidden staircase, then another. It was only when the second staircase let out in what appeared to be a tunnel that Grayson broached the topic of the time Lyra had spent with his aunt.

“I take it Zara told you about the latest media frenzy?” Grayson said, his voice echoing all around them. They had to be underground now, in the tunnel system beneath the estate.

“That the press knows my name?” Lyra replied. “What about it? Alisa’s controlling the story. No one knows Avery is missing. That’s a good thing.”

“You are the story now, Lyra.”

“I can live with that.”

Grayson turned back to face her. “I don’t like that the world knows who you are. I don’t like that the press is shouting from the rooftops that you’re here.”

“Why not?” Lyra said. She couldn’t help thinking about what Zara had said about Grayson being who he was. “I can take it.”

“I don’t doubt it, but on Hawthorne Island, you received a calla lily, Lyra.”

She’d found one—and that flower hadn’t been a part of the game.

“The Gilded Blade has Avery,” Grayson said, his voice downright lethal. “They have Eve. They aren’t getting you, Lyra.”

LYRA, MY LYRA.

She will come for you.

This time, Lyra didn’t let herself get bogged down in questions she didn’t have answers for. “You say that like you’re anticipating an argument,” she told Grayson.

“And you say that,” Grayson countered, “as if you have never before in your life participated in one.”

“I’m a docile soul.”

Grayson still held the golden arrow in his right hand, but his left made its way to her neck. He gently tilted her head back just so. “My grandmother and her ilk aren’t getting anywhere near you, not ever again. That’s a promise.” His lips brushed hers—just the smallest of touches, just a moment.

And then they got back to work.
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The tunnel dead-ended into a ladder. Climbing that ladder took them out into fresh air, to a path of large white stones shaped like diamonds, which led to the glass door of a greenhouse likewise made of glass and rimmed with stone. Even from a distance, Lyra could see flowers through the glass walls of the greenhouse, the kind of flowers she would have expected to find growing wild on a tropical island. When she reached the door, Grayson opened it for her.

Stepping into the greenhouse, Lyra immediately scanned her surroundings, every single bloom. “Not a single calla lily in sight,” she noted. She paced farther and farther into the greenhouse until she came to the end of the aisle. There, in a large open space surrounded by flowers on all sides, was a grand piano.

Before Lyra could so much as process that, her phone rang. She checked out the caller ID, then braced herself and answered. “Hi, Mom.”

“I’ve been getting calls, Lyra. Lots and lots of calls.”

“From the press?” Lyra guessed.

“The press,” Lyra’s mom confirmed. “And everyone I know. Fortunately, I am a master of deflection and/or not answering my phone. And on a mostly-but-not-entirely unrelated note, your brother is now obsessed with magic tricks. And Grayson Hawthorne.”

Grayson, as in the reason Lyra’s mother was getting all of those calls. “It was good seeing Cooper,” Lyra told her mom, the muscles in her throat tightening slightly. “And you.”

“Am I allowed to worry?” Lyra’s mom asked. “About… all of this?”

“Within reason.”

“When have you ever known me to be unreasonable, Lyra Catalina?”

Lyra. Her mom pronounced Lyra’s name the right way, but that didn’t stop Lyra’s mind from starting the cycle of churning thoughts and memories up all over again.

“Mom, can I ask you something?” Lyra tried to keep her voice light.

“Okay, now I really am worried. And yes. Always. You know that. Ask away.”

“Where did you get my name?”

Her mother was quiet for a few seconds. “Tomás named you.”

“Did he pronounce my name Lie-ra?”

“Where is this coming from, baby?”

“We found a sketch of the man who took me.” Lyra’s fingers tightened around the phone. “The dead man—he looked just like me, Mom, and he called me Lie-ra.”

“You were Lyra,” her mom said, her voice tightening. “From the beginning. Tomás never pronounced it any other way.”

“Did he ever say anything about having a brother?”

“He was Tomás,” Lyra’s mother replied. “Sometimes he had two brothers and sometimes they were sisters and sometimes he was the youngest of seven. But he was very handsome and very charming, and I was young and easily charmed, and he was so good with you.” Lyra’s mom paused again. “And then he was gone.” Yet another pause. “I don’t like this, Lyra. Any of it.”

The paparazzi. My name being out there. These questions about my father.

“As soon as you’re able to, baby,” her mom said, “come home.”

When Lyra hung up the phone, she took a step toward Grayson. “My father was the one who named me. Mom has no idea if he had any siblings—or how many.” Restlessness building inside her, Lyra did a three-sixty, taking in the greenhouse, the piano, and all of those flowers—those vivid, vivid flowers, many of them unlike any she’d ever seen.

“Why would Alice have come for me?” Lyra finally asked that question out loud. “Why was my name on that ring box, Grayson?”

“I don’t know.” A rare admission, from him.

“If I could just remember—” Lyra cut herself off, because who knew if there was anything else to remember? She reached out to touch a nearby bloom, a pink so deep it was nearly red.

Blood on my feet. Lyra couldn’t see it, but she could feel it.

“Jameson’s memory of his encounter with Alice,” Grayson said slowly. “It was shattered, too. He was obviously drugged, and your parents said that you lost time. And Gigi—she said Calla Thorp knocked her out with a single touch.”

This time, when Lyra stared at the vivid red bloom in front of her, she didn’t just see a rare flower. She saw… possible ingredients.

Alice’s secret passageway led here.

“How much would you like to bet,” Lyra asked Grayson, “that Gigi’s and Jameson’s tox screens would have come up clear, too?”

We buried her, Zara had said about Alice. I saw her body. The kinds of drugs necessary to do that didn’t even exist.

Did they?

After a long moment, Grayson turned back toward the piano. “We still haven’t found the box.”

Alice’s passageway had led to the greenhouse, and in the greenhouse, there was a piano.

“Do you play?” Lyra asked.

“I’m passable,” Grayson said, which probably meant he could have gotten into Juilliard. “Do you find yourself in need of music?”

That hadn’t been why Lyra had asked, but the second Grayson said the words, Lyra found herself very much in need of music. “You aren’t passable at anything,” she told him. “And I need to dance.”

The words were hard-won. It had been so long, but for once, Lyra needed to take a page out of Grayson’s book and let it all come. Let go.

There was almost certainly something more to that piano, some puzzle, some trick, but once Grayson started to play, an achingly beautiful song that Lyra had never heard before, it banished every other thought from Lyra’s mind. A big part of her was afraid that dancing wouldn’t feel the same, but her body remembered.

Her body had never forgotten.

Lyra let go. Dancing was ecstasy and agony and real. It was balance. It was gravity defied, passion and control, and once she started, Lyra couldn’t have stopped if she’d tried. The more she danced, the more she felt. She danced for herself, for sixteen-year-old Lyra and the little Lyra with blood-covered feet. She danced for Grayson, for Avery, for Latin words on a plain river rock, for Zara, who was grieving her mother in an entirely new way now.

Lyra danced until she couldn’t anymore, and when she finally stopped, when the last notes of Grayson’s music faded to nothing, a voice spoke behind her.

“You dance like I used to play.” Nan stepped out of a nearby aisle. As the old woman’s hand tightened over the handle of her cane, Lyra realized for the first time that Nan’s fingers didn’t look quite right. They were misshapen, gnarled.

“Piano lid,” Nan said, detecting the direction of Lyra’s gaze. “My husband had a temper, and I was never good at pretending to be less than I was. I played a little too well one night, got a little too much attention for it, and Alice’s father made sure I never played again.” Nan lifted one of her twisted, wrinkled hands to the bloom of a bright flower. “They say poison is a woman’s weapon, but I’ve always found an open window to suffice myself.”

“Long story,” Grayson told Lyra under his breath.

“I heard that,” Nan harrumphed. “And it isn’t that long. Bastard got drunk and fell out a window. Such a shame. I hear you’re looking for Alice’s box.”

“Do you know where it is?” Grayson asked.

“Not a clue.” Nan jabbed her cane in Grayson’s direction. “And I don’t want to know why you two are looking for it. I don’t want you to tell me a thing about my Alice or her secrets, you understand? Whatever this is, whatever you’re up to, I don’t need to know. I don’t want to.”

“But…?” Grayson prompted.

“But Alice spent a lot of time out here when her children were small,” Nan said, and then she looked at the piano, and her expression changed. “And when she was small, Alice’s favorite song, of all those I played, was ‘Für Elise.’”

“Thank you,” Grayson told Nan. Nan harrumphed and took her leave, like she couldn’t bear to witness Grayson bringing his fingers back to the piano’s keys and playing once more.

“Für Elise.”

He made it through the first eight notes, and then the piano and the ground around it began to sink, and Lyra and Grayson sank with it.
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It was one minute until midnight, London time, and Jameson was ready. He’d followed the instructions he’d been given exactly: He’d gone where he’d been told to go, sat at the table where he was supposed to sit, ordered the food he was supposed to order, pocketed the key card that came with his check, slipped into the proper restroom—and out of it through a hidden door.

All of that had brought him to a secret elevator. He pressed the call button at midnight on the dot. The elevator doors took their sweet time opening. The moment they parted enough for his body to fit through, Jameson moved. He was inside the elevator and holding the key card up to a pad in a heartbeat.

The buttons inside the elevator lit up, and Jameson used them to enter the code he’d been given. By the time he hit the last number, the elevator doors were three-quarters closed—and someone else squeezed through them with a fraction of a second to spare.

Jameson had no time to react before the elevator went pitch black—and plummeted.

“Savannah?” Jameson’s voice echoed through the darkness. “What the hell are you doing here?” This couldn’t be happening. Jameson had been given one ticket to the Devil’s Mercy. One. Xander hadn’t even been allowed to come with him. Jameson had done everything he’d been told to do precisely as he’d been told to do it.

And Savannah was going to ruin his only chance to get into the Mercy… And without the Mercy…

Avery.

“You can’t be here, Savannah,” Jameson gritted out.

The came to a sudden, jarring stop. The doors parted, and Savannah stepped out and into a cavern. “And yet, I am.”

It was eerie how much she sounded like Grayson—the cadence of their speech, their intonations, the maddening surety with which both of them habitually spoke. Jameson would have hated the reminder of his brother even if Savannah’s presence here hadn’t threatened to ruin everything.

Jameson grabbed her arm. “Savannah, I swear to you—”

“That you are not particularly attached to your right hand? Message received.”

“I’m left-handed anyway,” Jameson quipped reflexively. “And I could take you.”

“But would you?”

Jameson realized then how hard he was gripping her arm. Cursing, he dropped his hold on Savannah. “Please. Get back in that elevator.”

“Do you see a call button?” Savannah said, and Jameson realized: There wasn’t one. He’d been told once that there were many paths to the Devil’s Mercy: hidden entrances, hidden exits, all roads leading to the same place—for those whose presence was allowed.

Hers isn’t. And yet, here she was. Jameson narrowed his eyes as he came to the obvious conclusion. “Rohan sent you.”

Rohan had known that Jameson was looking for a way in. He’d probably known exactly where—and to whom—Jameson would go to get it. Damn it, Rohan.

“Rest assured, Jameson, Rohan took great pains to leave the dirty work of finding a way in to me.” Savannah raised her chin and took in the dimly lit world around them. They’d arrived at what appeared to be some kind of nexus. A single torch lit the wall. Five paths spiraled outward.

Jameson had been told to look for the emerald path. It took him a moment to see it—the flecks of green gemstones in the otherwise dark ground. “I won’t protect you,” he warned Savannah, but that was a lie. She was Grayson’s sister, and that mattered, no matter how hard Jameson tried to tell himself that it didn’t.

“I have all the protection I need.” Savannah didn’t say another word as she followed one and only one step behind Jameson—down the emerald path.

Eventually, they came to a golden door. Familiar words were etched over the doorframe: Where angels fear to tread, have your fun instead. But be warned…

“The house always wins,” Savannah said behind Jameson.

“Indeed it does.” A figure slipped out of the shadows.

I know you, Jameson thought. A year and a half earlier, Jameson had encoded the boy as being eleven or twelve, but the boy looked a lot older now—fourteen, at least, and a great deal taller and broader through the shoulders than he’d been the last time Jameson had seen him.

“You, I was expecting,” the boy told Jameson. “Her, on the other hand…”

Savannah slipped past Jameson. “I’m here to see the duchess,” she announced. “And to call in a debt.”

“You’re here without invitation. And you”—the boy turned on Jameson—“were not authorized to bring a guest.”

“He did not bring me,” Savannah said haughtily.

“In that case,” the boy replied, looking Savannah up and down, cocking his head to the side, “it would be wise for him to step aside.”

“I can’t do that.” Jameson wished he could, but that didn’t stop his next words from coming out as a borderline growl. “I can’t let you hurt her.”

“Pity, that,” the boy said.

“You sound just like Rohan.” Now it was Savannah’s turn to look the boy up and down. “The tilt of your head. The way you stand. It’s uncanny.”

“Is it?”

Savannah took another step toward the threat. Damn it, Savannah.

Jameson prepared himself to move, to shove Savannah behind him if necessary, but the boy stood eerily still as Savannah reached back and began to unzip her smoky gray gown. She stopped halfway down and slipped the gown off her shoulder.

What the hell is she doing?

The boy stepped forward—far too close to Savannah for Jameson’s liking—and eyed the skin that Grayson’s sister had bared.

He’s not just looking. He’s reading, Jameson realized. Rohan—he’d inked a message of some sort directly onto Savannah’s skin.

“Rohan was the house before,” Savannah said, her voice quiet and somehow, in true Grayson style, all the more terrifying for it. “He will be again. And he marked me for a reason.”

Jameson shifted his weight to the balls of his feet and did his best to silently warn the boy: If you go for her throat…

But the boy didn’t. With the slightest bow of his head, he stepped aside, clearing Savannah’s path to the golden door.

She pushed it open and stepped through, and Jameson surged past her. “Stay behind me this time,” he ordered—for all the good that would do.

Eventually, one long, twisting corridor later, they both stepped into a room Jameson recognized, an upscale bar that held a ledger devoted to long-term bets. The last time Jameson had been in this room, two men had wagered on whether or not he would get himself killed before he turned thirty.

Still plenty of time for that. Jameson automatically scanned the room for the symbol: a triangle inside a circle inside a square. Nothing. Casting a warning look at Savannah, Jameson asked the bartender for the ledger. The man—who was, in a word, sizable—placed the ledger on the bar and grabbed Jameson’s wrist the moment he tried to pick it up.

“I have a message for you,” the bartender said calmly, “from the current Factotum.”

The duchess. “I do love messages,” Jameson replied.

“She once promised you a favor. Don’t waste it tonight. Don’t ask for something she cannot give you without devastating consequences for you both. Save your favor, and when the time is right, you’ll know.”

The bartender let loose of Jameson’s wrist, then turned his attentions to Savannah. “She’s expecting you—in the atrium.”

Savannah did not have to be told twice. She made her way toward the door the bartender had nodded to, and Jameson made to follow—with the ledger.

“That stays here,” the bartender said. “And you have the Factotum’s word that no harm will come to Savannah Grayson this night. I would suggest you give the two of them a moment. You’ll not be getting ahold of that ledger twice.”

There’s something in the ledger. Jameson felt that—in his bones, in his blood, in every hollow of his soul that needed to find something at the Mercy this night. The old man had left that puzzle in Tuscany for Alice for a reason.

He’d known something—and wanted her to know that he knew it.

His heart thudding like a slow and steady war drum in his chest, Jameson checked the urge to go after Savannah and went through the ledger page by page, scanning each and every bet that had been placed over the past two centuries, stopping only when he came to the one that had been placed on his life, a year and a half earlier.

There, in the margins of the ledger, was a message written in tiny, perfect script.

Go home, dear boy.

Alice. Jameson barely stopped himself from saying the name out loud. Alice was the only person who had ever called him dear boy.

She’d known he would come here. Her words rang with warning.Which means there is something to be found here.

Jameson closed the ledger and made his way toward the atrium, stepping into the massive room to find it empty but for Zella and Savannah, who stood in the center of the atrium. Jameson’s gaze was drawn—eerily, magnetically drawn—to the massive lemniscate in the black-and-white granite beneath their feet.

Infinity. Jameson stared at the symbol, striding toward the duchess and Savannah. Avery’s note. Jameson had been so sure the lemniscate that Avery had left for him had been a reference to the ring he’d given her, to Prague, but here one was in the Devil’s Mercy in a grand room he and Avery had visited before.

The world around Jameson seemed to fall into slow motion as he stopped just short of Savannah and Zella and turned, taking in everything he could see: the domed ceiling, the soaring archways leading farther into the club, the Roman-style columns that encircled the lemniscate, half surging up to the domed ceiling and half no taller than Jameson’s shoulder.

Each of the smaller columns held a golden pan, and floating in the water in each and every one, there was a flower. A lily.

A calla lily.

Jameson didn’t even remember moving, but suddenly, he was standing dead-center of the lemniscate, and Savannah and Zella were staring at him.

This is something. Jameson didn’t know what to make of those calla lilies. He could hardly feel his own body, his mind was racing so fast. On some level, he was aware of Zella pressing something into Savannah’s hand. A ring?

Jameson blinked, and suddenly Savannah was running back the way they’d come. Why? What’s happening? What is this? Jameson could barely even hear his own thoughts over the wordless roar building in his mind. Every time he blinked, he saw an electric image of a calla lily, like lightning cutting through velvety darkness.

He saw an entire sea of calla lilies washed up on Hawthorne Island in the wake of Avery’s disappearance.

“You have questions,” the duchess said beside him. “Do not ask them.”

Jameson had been warned not to ask the duchess for a favor that would lead to devastating consequences for them both. Where is she? Where is Avery? What have they done with her? What do you know?

Jameson’s brain pounded. His throat burned with every single question he did not ask. “Calla lilies,” he said instead. It would be one thing if he’d thought the flowers were Zella’s design choice, but the lilies-in-water décor predated her tenure as Factotum.

A year and a half earlier, Jameson had stood in this room and seen the exact same thing. Fresh calla lilies, floating on water. In this year’s Grandest Game, Jameson had designed a music box puzzle and he’d put a calla lily in that music box, on a whim. Why that flower? Why had that flower been floating around in his subconscious?

Because I saw them here.

Zella hooked an arm through Jameson’s and took him on a promenade of the room. “Was that a question?”

You have questions, she’d warned. Do not ask them.

“I am not calling in my favor,” Jameson murmured, trying for a casual smile, in case anyone was watching. “I am simply commenting on the Mercy’s décor.”

“Lovely, is it not?” Zella said.

Jameson’s gaze was drawn back to the lemniscate in the sparkling floor, and he flashed back to his first time in the atrium—to the way that Rohan had named the gemstones in the design.

Onyx. Rohan had thrown his voice in a way that had made Jameson whirl. And white agate.

Agate.

Agate.

Agate.

That gnawed at Jameson, and he had no idea why. “Onyx,” he said out loud. “And white agate.”

“It’s not onyx, actually.” Zella laid her free hand on Jameson’s forearm, as if they were the closest of friends. “It’s obsidian.”

Obsidian, Jameson thought. And agate crystal. A black gemstone and a white one—shining black and iridescent white.

And just like that, he knew where he’d seen those gemstones before—those exact gemstones.

Go home, dear boy, Alice had written in the margins of the ledger.

Beside Jameson, Zella lifted her right hand to her mouth in a gesture that looked a bit coy—and obscured the movement of her lips from anyone who might be watching.

“Go home, Jameson,” the duchess murmured. “A north wind blows.”







Chapter 54

[image: ]
ROHAN

One more wager, love. Rohan had bet that Savannah would come back to him—even if she got what she was after from Zella, even once he was of no more practical use to her, Rohan had bet that Savannah Grayson just wouldn’t be able to stay away.

I believe I’ve made it perfectly clear what I think of your games. Her voice rang in Rohan’s mind.

You have, love. Oh, how you have.

One o’clock in the morning came. And two and three and four and eventually dawn. And still—no Savannah. Rohan thought occasionally of the words he’d inked onto her skin and wondered if what he really should have written was a clearer, stronger warning to anyone who might have been tempted to do her harm: M-I-N-E.

Rohan was not a person who worried. He schemed. He strategized. He took calculated risks and paid the price for power, and he did so without shame or fear or anything resembling regret. But he could still see Savannah lying on Helena Thorp’s garden path, still as a corpse.

“She’s not coming back, Rohan.” Brady was spoiling for a fight and had been for hours. Thus far, the scholar had wisely chosen not to attempt to fight his way through Rohan to get off the plane and depart the hangar in which it was parked. But everyone had their limits—and at this point, Rohan might welcome the distraction.

He offered up a lazy smile at Brady’s assertion that Savannah wasn’t coming back.

“Either way, she will have gotten their attention.”

Even if Savannah hadn’t gotten any farther than the winter garden, the Devil’s Mercy had eyes everywhere. For better or worse, Savannah would have gotten the duchess’s attention with that dress—and very likely the Proprietor’s.

She’s fine. Rohan made himself believe that, as Brady stood and stepped into the aisle.

“You’re letting me go,” Brady said darkly. Everyone had their limits.

“Now why would I do a thing like that?” Rohan cocked a brow: Take another step and see what happens, Mr. Daniels.

Brady opted for a different move, scooping up the kitten that had just pounced on his shoelaces. “Desperate times,” Brady said softly, “call for desperate measures.”

The man was bluffing, but his hands were large, and the kitten was very, very small.

“Animal cruelty?” Rohan did not rise. “Quite the threat, Mr. Daniels, but you don’t have it in you to harm something so defenseless, so small.”

“Do you?”

That question hadn’t come from Brady. It had come from the plane’s loudspeaker.

Company at long last. Rohan had ensured the cockpit was unlocked. He’d practically engraved an invitation on the door for whomever the Mercy might send.

But that voice meant that no one had been sent.

The door to the cockpit opened, revealing a man with thick white hair who braced his weight on a cane made from solid platinum. The handle on that cane was ornately carved. It might as well have been a scepter, passed from Proprietor to Proprietor across the generations.

“Alastair,” Rohan greeted the man. The Proprietor’s given name was rarely used. Like Rohan, he only had the one.

“Rohan.” Putting more weight on the cane than he once had, the Proprietor of the Devil’s Mercy made his way down the aisle of the plane. With his free hand, he took the kitten from Brady, then eased himself into the adjacent seat. Setting the cane aside, the Proprietor lifted the kitten even with his face, stroking a thumb over the kitten’s head, staring the tiny feline down.

“I did not raise you,” the man told Rohan, “to be needlessly cruel.”

The key word in that sentence was needlessly, and Rohan knew it.

“You did not raise me,” Rohan replied with a careless twist of his lips. “I raised myself.”

“I made you. Molded you like clay, carved you from stone—bloodied stone, as it were.” The Proprietor nestled the kitten in the crook of an elbow, and she settled down.

You should not, Rohan thought, settle down, little love.

“That is what makes this so very disappointing,” the Proprietor continued, stroking the kitten again.

Some cruelty had a point. Rohan was not supposed to become attached to anyone or anything, and he knew the Proprietor was not above snapping a kitten’s neck to make that point.

In an attempt to convince him that wasn’t necessary, Rohan smirked like he hadn’t a care in the world. “Her name is Princess Fluffbum.”

“I am not talking about the cat.” The Proprietor’s blue eyes met Rohan’s. “I’m talking about the girl. You led her straight to our door.”

Savannah. Rohan leaned back in his seat. “I did nothing of the sort. It’s hardly my fault that the duchess struck a deal with Bowen Johnstone-Jameson and offered a certain reckless Hawthorne entrance to the Mercy last night. Pity Jameson wasn’t more discreet about taking the duchess up on her invitation, but you know how Hawthornes are.”

“You wanted my attention, boy. You have it.”

Rohan’s smile deepened. “Be an obliging chap, Mr. Daniels, and show the man your arm.” Be smart, scholar. Don’t fight me on this.

Brady met Rohan’s gaze, then rotated his wrist, turning his forearm toward the Proprietor.

“Every third letter on the tattoo.” Rohan didn’t bother seeking confirmation that the duchess had been forbidden from interfering with the Grandest Game—he’d been raised to know, not ask. “Disappointing, is it not?”

“Where is she?” Brady demanded of the Proprietor. “The duchess?”

“Mr. Daniels here wants what Zella promised him, I’m afraid,” Rohan clarified helpfully.

“And what,” the Proprietor asked Brady, “were you promised?”

“Information.” Brady had enough sense to keep his response brief, which opened the door for Rohan to make his next move.

“She promised him answers about a missing American woman, one who seems to have some very interesting ties to our duchess and to a group whose interests may or may not align with our own.”

The duchess’s allegiance may very well lay elsewhere. Rohan let that sink in. Care to ask me where?

“I see.” The Proprietor stroked his hand over the kitten’s head—and neck—once more. “And you, Rohan? Do you intend to ask me about the girl? About the fate that met her in a place she should not have been?”

The girl. Clever, merciless, formidable winter girl. “Do you want me to ask you about the girl?” Rohan volleyed back.

“She won’t be returning to you.”

Rohan had always excelled at poker, at playing the odds and playing a role. “Oh?”

No part of him could be allowed to so much as think: M-I-N-E.

“She didn’t know.” Zella announced her presence, entering the fray through the cockpit door. “You didn’t tell Savannah that to become Proprietor, one must swear off all worldly ties. No family. No friends. No life in the world above.” Zella arched a brow at Rohan. “No entanglements of any kind. That is what it means to sit on the throne you seek, Rohan, and you didn’t tell her.” Zella gave a light shake of her head, her braids swaying. “So I told her for you.”

Savannah was alive and well—and she wasn’t coming back. She hadn’t known that once Rohan became the Proprietor, this thing between them would end, that it would have to—but now she did.

And she isn’t coming back.

“Bit of a double standard, if you ask me.” Rohan did not allow his mask of casual indifference to waver, even for a moment. “You are a duchess, your grace, precisely because you have attachments. You married your duke. True love, or so they say.”

“And what is love, Rohan?” the Proprietor asked, his voice soft and silky.

“Weakness.” Rohan knew that. He had always known that. “A lever to pull. A trap just waiting to be sprung.” Romance was a trick of light. An illusion.

“The duke is in hospice,” Zella said, her own tone as even as Rohan’s. “With not much time left to live, I’m afraid, a fact I would have expected you to be well aware of, were you not… off your game, as it were.”

She wasn’t wrong about that.

“If you’re the duchess”—Brady drew Zella’s attention his way—“then you owe me.”

“I pay my debts,” Zella replied.

The Proprietor shot the duchess a censuring look. “You were told not to interfere.”

“And Rohan was told to bring you ten million pounds.” Zella executed the most graceful of shrugs. “It seems we’re both disappointments this morning. You have another choice, I imagine, for heir. A fail-safe of sorts, but you’d hate to use it.”

“I have done many things,” the Proprietor replied, “that I hated to do.” Seconds passed like years, each one a bit longer than the last, and then the man stood, reclaimed his cane, and handed Rohan the kitten. “Flip the switch,” he said, and then he turned to make his exit, the cane beating an audible rhythm on the floor with each step. “Prove that you still can, Rohan—if only to yourself.”

And just like that, the man who had made Rohan was gone.

Flip the switch. The kitten was warm and soft in Rohan’s arms, and with warmth and softness came a low humming in the back of his mind, his mother’s song. Flip the switch.

“Calla spoke of you,” Zella told Brady. “She loved you in her own way—and Knox in all ways. That love was her undoing in the end.”

“What end?” Brady demanded. “You promised me information.”

“And I am giving you what was promised.”

Flip the switch, Rohan thought.

“Calla was tested,” Zella told Brady. “And Calla failed.”

Flip it now.
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GIGI


Gigi could not fault Helena Thorp’s hospitality. The room was spacious, the bed king-sized and very soft. Granted, Gigi had not intended to become an overnight guest, but que será será. Sometimes when you walked up to the gates of a mansion and handed the guard a note that said, It’s called the Crucible, and I think deep down you want to tell me about it, reactions were had.

Fortunately, Gigi did not, as a general rule, mind being held semi-hostage. Besides, Knox had come with her this time, so it was really more like a slumber party. But try telling Knox that. He’d slept with his back against the bedroom door all night—if he’d slept at all.

Sitting up in bed, Gigi eyed her bodyguard/buddy. “I know you’re faking, Knox.” Gigi paused. “Either that, or you’re having sweet, sweet dreams about a certain lawyerly someone.”

No reply. Maybe he really was asleep. Gigi turned her attention to thinking about what she was going to say when the lady of the manor finally—hopefully—consented to a little chat.

“I can hear the wheels turning from here,” Knox said, eyes still closed.

Gigi crawled to the end of the bed and hopped off. “I knew you were faking.”

“Did not.”

Gigi grinned. “How much longer do you think we have before Toby Hawthorne storms the castle?”

Toby’s reaction to the word crucible had been, in a word, intense.

“Toby’s not the one I’m concerned about,” Knox said. “Your boy’s the wild card.”

Slate. Gigi did not allow herself to linger on that thought for all that long. “What happened to Slate with Eve and the bullet and the blood, the betrayal… It has to remind you of—”

“No.” Knox cut her off.

Gigi plopped herself down on the floor next to him and bumped Knox’s shoulder with hers. “Just no?” What Eve had done to Slate, it had to remind Knox of his own Calla Thorp good-bye.

Gigi laid her head on his shoulder. I’m here, broody buddy. I am right here, and the dark place doesn’t scare me, because I see your light. Even if you don’t. Even if you can’t. I see it.

“Just no,” Knox said, but he didn’t shrug Gigi off his shoulder, and after three or four minutes, he voluntarily spoke again. “I hate this place.”

“This not-so-humble abode or St. Adelaide Parish?” Gigi asked.

“Both.” Knox looked up, glaring at the crystal light fixture on the ultra-high ceiling. “Out in the bayou, it was easy sometimes to forget who Calla was, but she clearly never forgot who I was.”

“And who was that?” Gigi asked, bracing herself for words that Knox had spoken before: a barely literate, backwoods nobody…

“A Landry,” Knox said harshly. “Trash. Whole family’s trouble, and even they looked down on my mother. If she wasn’t drunk, she was high, and if she wasn’t drunk or high, she was mean. On the rare occasion there was food in the cabinets, she fed the dogs before she fed me. Beat them less, too. If it hadn’t been for Severin, for Brady and his mama…” Knox ground his teeth, every muscle in his face going taut. “And Calla grew up here. High and mighty. Destined for greater things.”

You believed in her. You believed in what the two of you had. You believed she saw more in you. Gigi didn’t say any of that out loud. She just stayed there, her head on his shoulder, their backs against the door, cuddled up—until there was a knock.

Knox was on his feet in an instant, and he waited for Gigi to get behind him before he opened the door.

There was no one there—just a coffee tray.

Before Knox could stop her, Gigi squeezed past him and squatted to get a better look at the tray. There was a handwritten note propped up against the sterling silver coffee pot:

Parlor, 9 AM. Just the girl.
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GIGI


At nine on the dot, Gigi stepped into the parlor to find Helena Thorp sitting at a high, round table that hadn’t been there the day before. On the table, there was a deck of cards, beautiful, ornate playing cards like none Gigi had ever seen. She took the seat opposite Helena.

“The game of War,” the old woman said. “Do you know how to play?”

An auspicious beginning. And not at all concerning on a metaphorical level! “I know the game,” Gigi said. “Highest card wins. And if you tie—”

“Yes, quite.” Helena dealt Gigi a single card, face down.

“Pretty sure I’m supposed to get half the deck,” Gigi commented.

Helena flipped a single card over for herself: a six. “Diamonds,” the old woman said, tapping a finger to the card’s suit. “A symbol of wealth. Formed under pressure. And when set in a ring and placed on a certain finger, the stone can bind a woman to a man.”

“Or another woman,” Gigi said helpfully. “Or—”

“Your card,” Helena cut in. “Flip it.”

Gigi flipped the card: the seven of spades. I win. Something stopped Gigi from saying that out loud or claiming Helena’s six of diamonds as her own.

The Thorp matriarch tapped Gigi’s winning card. “A spade is a blunt instrument, useful for burying things that need burying.” Helena pushed her card to Gigi, who picked up her own as well—a deck of two.

Helena dealt again, and they played a second round in silence. On their third round, a new suit showed up.

“Clubs,” Gigi said. When Helena said nothing in reply, Gigi filled the silence herself. “Puppy dog feet. That’s what I called the suit of clubs when I was young.”

Gigi, Knox, and Brady had been the Clubs during the Grandest Game.

“Young,” Helena echoed, sounding suddenly ancient, like she was speaking across decades, across eras. “We were, all three of us, so very young.”

“All three of you?” Gigi searched the old woman’s eyes, as if the answer were somehow hidden behind those remarkable violet irises of hers.

“There are always three,” Helena said, and suddenly, Gigi knew. Avery had disappeared first. Then Eve.

There are always three.

“Three… Candidates?” Gigi said, and then at least half the neurons in her brain fired simultaneously. We were, all three of us, so very young. “You were a Candidate?”

That made sense, didn’t it? It was the only thing that made sense. Helena knew about the Gilded Blade because she had been where Avery was, where Eve was. She’d said yes.

“A lifetime ago,” Helena confirmed. “The year was nineteen fifty-one.” She pulled another card from the deck and turned it over—and another and another until the final suit made an appearance.

“Hearts. Love.” Helena’s violet eyes closed, and she lifted a hand to her neck—to Calla’s necklace. The fleur-de-lis. Helena pulled the pendant from beneath her blouse and closed her fingers around it. “Love,” she whispered again, and the ache in her voice stole Gigi’s next breath.

“You gave that necklace to Calla.” Gigi paused, just for a moment. “Who gave it to you?”

Nora had said that symbol didn’t belong in this town, which raised the question: Where did it belong?

“Vega.” Violet eyes slowly opened. “We weren’t allowed to use our real names in the Crucible. I knew her only as Vega.”

Vega. Another Candidate in 1951.

“You remind me of her,” Helena told Gigi. “You and your sister both. Two sides of the same coin. Vega before and Vega after.”

Before the Crucible. And after. “Savannah and I are nothing alike,” Gigi said.

“We were all very different from one another to start—Vega, Andy, and me. As different as any three young women could possibly be. Before.”

“Before you were forged,” Gigi filled in. “The Crucible—it’s a competition?” There was no time for an interrogation like the present.

“Yes and no. There are trials. Some you must complete alone, others together.”

Gigi thought about Avery—and Eve. “But in the end, only one person wins?”

“Only one ascends,” Helena corrected, finally letting go of her fleur-de-lis.

“And the necklace…” Gigi stared at it. “It was Vega’s?”

“Vega came from a certain family, a very old family. A dangerous one. She was a light in the darkness, Vega—and so very dangerous herself.”

Helena was using the word dangerous too much for Gigi’s liking, and she couldn’t help thinking about Nora telling her to run away, about Nora telling her that she’d never survive.

“What happens to the Candidates who lose?” Gigi asked. Helena was here. She was alive. That had to be a good thing, right? If all Avery had to do was lose…

“‘Spin, spin’,” Helena murmured, “said the spider to the web.”

Talk cryptic to me, Gigi thought. I can take it! This time, she didn’t let that phrase go unremarked. “The person who ascends at the end of the Crucible, they become the Watcher.” Gigi paused. “A spider?”

That seemed like a rational enough guess.

Helena neither confirmed nor denied that interpretation, so Gigi pressed on. “And the other two who are forged… if they’re not the spider, they’re the web.” It made sense—a sudden, unmistakable, horrible kind of sense. “And the spider, it talks to the web.”

“Spin, spin,” said the spider to the web. The Gilded Blade, it wasn’t just the ones who ascended. The ones in charge. The ones who issued invitations and warnings.

Helena was part of it. She didn’t just know about the Gilded Blade. She was one of them.

“You would have done quite well, I think, with proper training,” the old woman told Gigi. “I can see why the current Watcher might have chosen you—or tried to.”

I said no, Gigi thought, and I was warned that the Gilded Blade has ways of taking care of messes. And you are a part of the Gilded Blade. But it was too late for caution now. Gigi had been born messy. In for a penny, in for the whole shebang.

“You wanted a daughter.” Gigi tried to make the piece fit. “You waited for a girl for generations. Because you were hoping she’d… ascend?”

“It was my hope that Calla would be chosen for the Crucible, but I never assumed she would ascend. After my own Crucible, I was placed into the Thorp family specifically because of this family’s history with the Blade. It was the Blade who sent the Thorps from New York to Louisiana in the wake of the Civil War. It was a woman in the Thorp line who bought up what would become St. Adelaide Parish and razed the local plantations to the ground to remake this place as something new. By nineteen fifty-one, however, the Thorp’s female line had died out, so I married in. And yes, I raised Calla with an end in mind, and when she was of age, I told her the truth of the legacy she was due to inherit and sent her to Europe for further training.”

“Europe,” Gigi repeated, her mind going suddenly to Nora, who had obviously had a lot of training. “What part of Europe?” There was no reply. “Northern Europe?” Gigi paused. “Iceland?” Gigi thought of Calla’s necklace, which had been Helena’s once and Vega’s before that. She thought about Vega’s very old, very dangerous family, about Nora’s reaction to the version of the fleur-de-lis that Brady had etched into the dust-covered floorboards.

About the fact that Nora had been promised a spot in the Crucible by someone.

“You sent Calla to Vega’s family?” Gigi said. “Or did you send her to Vega?”

“By the time Calla was of age, Vega was no more.” Helena brought her hand back to rest on the deck of cards. “It is not unheard of for one of the Ascendants to train a Candidate in the years leading up to the Crucible, but such things are rare and reserved primarily for Candidates who do not have the blood. For those who come from an existing family line, training must be found elsewhere.”

How many families? How many lines? What kind of training? Gigi forced herself to slow down. “And Vega’s family—”

“Theirs is a special role in the Blade,” Helena said quietly. “One I knew about only because of Vega. Their training methods can be quite brutal.”

Gigi thought again of Nora—how fast she was, the fact that even Rohan said she fought like an elite, those sentimental knives of hers. Is that what happened to Calla? Gigi thought. Is that what made her the way she is now? Those brutal training methods?

Out loud, Gigi opted for another question, one that might tell her more about the way the Gilded Blade operated. “If Calla was due to inherit your line with or without the Crucible,” Gigi said, “why would you have wanted her to be chosen for it, if not to ascend?”

“Surviving the Crucible, it would have made Calla.”

“Surviving.” There it was again, the suggestion that the Crucible was something that unworthy Candidates did not survive. But Gigi didn’t want to believe that. “But everyone survives the Crucible—or almost everyone, right? One person wins, two lose, all are forged, spider, web, etcetera, etcetera. Right?”

“The individual is not the only thing that is forged,” Helena said. “Those who come through the Crucible alive—they are bound together in ways that I cannot describe. Whether the Crucible lasts a week or a year, it leaves you as sisters on a level far deeper than blood.”

“Sisters,” Gigi repeated, and her brain made the leap with lightning speed. “Zella. If she and Calla were sisters, once upon a time, then Zella was a Candidate, too.”

And that means she’s one of them. Gigi’s mind went to Savannah, who’d been headed for London—for the duchess. Savannah and Rohan and Brady—they don’t know.

“This is wrong,” Gigi said, unable to hold the words back. “You know that, right? The Crucible, the Gilded Blade—all of this is wrong.”

“Is it?” Helena looked down at the deck on the table and began drawing cards, one after another until she came to a king. “Do you know what this is?”

“The king of diamonds,” Gigi said. Her heart was racing, and it wouldn’t stop.

“The world has always been full of men who fancy themselves kings,” Helena said. “Destined to rule—over their fellow men, certainly, but also in their own homes. And though a king is one of the most powerful cards in the deck, there are games in which a single king can be defeated by a pair of lowly twos.” Helena rearranged all the cards that were face up, gathering them by suit. “In poker, a flush beats a straight every time.”

“Strength in numbers.” Gigi thought about family lines, about the forging of Candidates.

“Strength in numbers,” Helena repeated. “History tells the tale.”

History. Gigi thought about Saint Adelaide—one of the most powerful women of the Middle Ages.

“Exactly how old is the Gilded Blade?” The hairs on the back of Gigi’s neck stood up. “How big is the web?” Helena didn’t answer, and Gigi thought her heart might break through her rib cage. Centuries of spiders. Centuries of webs. They could be anywhere—everywhere.

They could be anyone.

And it made no sense whatsoever that Helena Thorp was telling Gigi any of this. “I firmly believe that you are not going to kill me,” Gigi declared firmly and/or hopefully.

“Only the Hand may take a life, and only with the assent of the Judge,” Helena said, like that was supposed to be comforting. “And I notified no one when you returned here last night.”

“Why?” Gigi said.

“Because you remind me of her,” Helena said softly. “Vega. Not the Vega who ascended, but the Vega who was raw. A light in the darkness, despite the way she was raised. You remind me a great deal of Vega, before.”

Before the Crucible, Gigi thought. Before either of you had been forged.

“More than twenty years, she’s been gone. Each time a Crucible was called, I knew. As Vega went from Watcher to Hand to Judge, I knew. And when it was her last cycle, when she made the call, her final call—I knew.” Helena’s hand crept back to the fleur-de-lis at her neck. “That is how it works, you see, how it has always worked. Watcher to Hand to Judge. Lily to Omega to Monoceros. And when the Woman in White is ready to greet death, when she has determined that she can judge no more—that is when the cycle begins anew.”

“She died.” Gigi tried to wrap her mind around that, even as she catalogued every other piece of information Helena had just parted with. “Your Vega died years ago.”

“She came to me on the eve of her last Crucible.” Helena’s voice went hoarse. “To say good-bye. My Vega.”

“You loved her,” Gigi realized. “You and she, you were—”

“We were forged in the Crucible, Vega and I. She was my enemy, my rival, my everything. As part of the trials, you’re told that only one of you can survive in the end. They make you believe it. But to survive, you need one another. As the end of our Crucible neared, the trials became competitive once more.” Helena’s eyes closed, her grip on the fleur-de-lis tightening. “I believed—fully believed—that I would have to die in the last trial for Vega to survive.”

“And you would have.” Gigi could see that, plain as day.

“Yes,” Helena said, her voice electric. “A thousand times yes.”

You loved her. Gigi felt her own eyes tearing up. “And the third Candidate? Andy?”

“There are years when all three Candidates survive, and years when they do not.” Helena stood suddenly and walked briskly over to the family portrait Gigi had examined the day before.

Andy didn’t survive, did she? Gigi bit back those words as she came to stand beside Helena. She waited for the old woman to say something—anything.

Helena raised a hand to that portrait, to her then-young sons. “Giving birth was a trial of a different sort for me.” The subject change should have felt abrupt, but it didn’t. “My body did not want to cooperate,” Helena continued, “but I tried and tried again—four sons, and I named the last Severin, because giving birth to him severed my chances to ever have a daughter. I waited for three generations for a girl to carry on the family line, for a daughter who might someday bring Vega back into my world, however briefly.”

“The girl who would be queen,” Gigi said.

“Vega gave me this necklace, bearing her family’s symbol, an ancient symbol of the Blade, in nineteen fifty-one. We both waited—for decades, we waited, but Calla was barely more than a babe when Vega made her final call.” Helena shook her head. “She came to me, my Vega—to tell me good-bye, to tell me that she’d done what she could to secure the future. To begin a great cascade to make the kind of world we always wanted to make, Vega and I. My Vega.”

This is it, Gigi thought. She told me about the Crucible because after all these years, she needed to tell someone about Vega. Her Vega.

And now it couldn’t have been clearer that the old woman was done.

But Gigi wasn’t. “Where does the Crucible take place? How long does it last?”

“You ask the wrong questions.”

“What do you want me to ask?”

“Ask me if your Watcher is my Calla. Ask me if my great-granddaughter survived.”

In the back of Gigi’s mind, she could suddenly hear the Woman in Red’s voice: I am not Calla Thorp. There is no Calla Thorp.

Calla is no more, and I am no one by design.

And Zella—Zella had told Gigi that Calla was long gone.

“Did Calla survive?” Gigi asked.

“There is only one way that Calla ever would have parted with this necklace,” Helena whispered, “and that is dead.”

“Bullshit.”

Gigi whipped her head toward the door. Knox. How long had he been there, listening?

“I saw her,” Gigi told Helena. “I saw Calla. I saw her eyes.” But Brady’s voice came back to Gigi, the skeptic desperate to believe: Heterochromia might be rare, but anyone with colored contacts could fake it. And Gigi had never seen the Watcher’s face—not her face, not her hair, not anything but those eyes.

“You’re lying.” Every muscle in Knox’s face was taut. “Calla’s not dead.” His eyes were… wild. Gigi scampered to lay a careful hand on Knox’s back, but he didn’t even seem to feel it. He’s really in the dark place now.

“Knox Landry.” Helena looked him up and down. “You and Calla were not meant to be. I had no objections to her sneaking out to the bayou. The skills Severin taught her should have given Calla a leg up at surviving her subsequent training and the Crucible. But you?” Helena shook her head at Knox. “You and Calla? That could not be.”

“Because I was nothing, and she was a Thorp.” Knox’s tone was borderline animal.

“Love of a man can be a liability in the Crucible, so before I sent Calla to train, I did what had to be done. I told her the ugly truth. I told her who you were—to her.”

“Nothing. I was nothing to Calla.”

“You were something much worse.” Helena’s gaze went back to that family portrait of her husband and her four young sons. “You were four when your mother came here, demanding money from me. Had things been different, I might have made a one-time payment to secure you, but by that point, Calla was here. She was a girl at long last. I could not risk alienating my grandson Orion by airing his secrets. So I shut the Landry woman down and sent you both away.”

Helena had suggested to Gigi before that she would not have forgiven any of her sons or grandsons for having an illegitimate daughter. But a son?

“No.” Knox’s voice was beyond guttural.

Knox is Orion’s son? Gigi’s brain couldn’t keep up, and the muscles in her stomach wouldn’t stop twisting as she thought about the way that Orion Thorp had spoken to Knox, the way the man had backhanded him.

“When I told Calla the truth of her parentage and yours,” Helena continued, barely even looking at Knox, “she agreed it would be best for her to leave. She understood that what the two of you had—it was wrong. Calla did not have Orion’s blood, and you did not have his name, but the two of you, it could not be. So I arranged for her disappearance and sent her to train. Had she merely left, the idea of coming back might have proven too tempting. But a missing girl can’t afford to be found, not if any part of her wants to disappear. I told myself that Calla’s broken heart would mend. Broken hearts become scarred ones every day. If anything, I thought it would push her to become something new, to throw herself into her training and later, the Crucible. I thought that would give her an advantage.” Helena drew a labored breath. “It seems I was wrong.”

“Calla isn’t dead,” Knox roared. “And we weren’t—I’m not—”

“Reality is what it is.” Helena had no mercy for Knox, no sympathy for him. She reached back and unclasped the chain around her neck, then turned to hold the fleur-de-lis necklace out to Gigi.

“There is more than one way,” Helena said, lifting her chin, “to continue a family line. History tells the tale for a reason. A man who reads that tale, a man whose level of knowledge merits more than watching is quite unfortunate indeed. But a woman? Women may be warned. Some take that warning and stop looking, while it urges others to keep looking, to go deeper. Those very few who earn themselves answers, they are considered worthy heirs for family lines that might otherwise have none.”

Gigi could barely even process what Helena was saying, could barely process what she was being told—and offered.

“All those sons,” Helena said roughly. “All those grandsons and great-grandsons, and my only true heir, gone.”

Gigi understood now why Helena had told her as much as she had. Gigi had refused to stop looking. She’d come back here, armed with information about the Crucible. And the Thorp line of the Gilded Blade had no heir. And Knox—Knox was a Thorp, and Helena had turned her back on him when he was just a child.

Haven’t you ever wanted, Gigi could hear the Woman in Red saying—not Calla, it wasn’t Calla—more?

Helena’s hand shook slightly. “Take the necklace, Ms. Grayson.”

“I don’t want it,” Gigi said, and this time, she meant it. She pressed herself into Knox’s side, willing herself to feel his pain so he didn’t have to feel it alone.

That mattered.

Helena Thorp stared at Gigi for the longest time. “Then know that I cannot be held responsible for what happens to you after the Crucible concludes, once there is a new Judge.” Helena dropped the fleur-de-lis necklace. “Perhaps a more brutal Judge.”







Chapter 57
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LYRA


This time, Lyra woke before Grayson did, and she kept watch as he slept in wild grass, in a hidden garden they’d found the night before. Beneath the greenhouse, they’d discovered a tunnel, a nearly mile-long tunnel that had dead-ended in a staircase that had led them back up into a small courtyard, hidden away on a remote corner of the estate, its very presence masked by thorny brush on all sides. There was a garden in that courtyard, one that had clearly gone untended for years.

Possibly decades.

Lyra and Grayson had spent hours and hours searching through dense vegetation and digging through dirt, and they’d come away with nothing—until they’d turned their attention to the courtyard wall and cleared away enough vines to reveal a plaque underneath, which read:


OUR LOVE WAS NEVER BLACK-AND-WHITE

LIKE AN APPLE, IT WAS ALWAYS RED



Black. White. Red. They’d continued looking, and eventually, they’d found a way to make that wall move, and behind it, they’d found a small room.

A small white room, covered in years’ worth of dust, its walls an intricate and complicated maze. Lyra and Grayson had spent all night solving the puzzle of the maze, but all their hard work had won them was passage back into the courtyard, where Grayson had removed his suit jacket, hung it on the branch of a gnarled tree, and driven his fists into the courtyard wall again and again, until Lyra had put herself between him and the wall.

He’d stopped, and Lyra had brought his battered knuckles to her lips, and eventually, they’d slept.

Keeping watch over him now, Lyra wasn’t sure how many more dead ends either of them could take.

Grayson’s jacket still hung on the branch. His shirt was unbuttoned, and all Lyra could think, looking at him, marking the subtle rise and fall of his chest, was that Grayson Hawthorne had let her pull him back from the edge.

He’d let go, and so had she, and Lyra’s mother had been right. Sometimes, when you knew the other person, it really was that simple.

And simple the moment remained, right up until the text came in from Alisa.
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In a room that had once been Tobias Hawthorne’s study, Grayson set Alice’s golden arrow down on the desk.

“We’ve got him.” Alisa wasted no time cutting to the heart of the matter. “The man in the sketch. His name was Edgar Aquila Reyes.”

The blood in Lyra’s veins turned electric. “Aquila.” Lyra looked to Grayson. “That was one of the three asterisked names in Eve’s file. And Reyes—that was another one.”

Grayson slipped his hand, torn knuckles and all, into Lyra’s. “Did Edgar have a brother?” he asked Alisa, who held out the piece of paper in her hand in response.

It was a printout of a photograph. Lyra accepted it—and stared. In the photo, a dark-haired woman held what looked to be a newborn in a pale blue blanket. Standing in front of the woman were two little boys, one of them the spitting image of Lyra as a child. And the other…

“Tomás,” Lyra said. Her father.

“Records suggest the name he was given at birth was actually Luiz—Luiz Aquila Reyes. Two last names, one from each parent, per convention in Spain and many Latin American countries, including Brazil.”

“Brazil.” Lyra stared at the photo. “Is that where this was taken?”

Is that where my father was from—or is from?

“Their mother and father immigrated to the States from Brazil,” Alisa said, “not all that long before this picture was taken.” Whatever she might have said next was cut off by the sound of a violent bang.

A gunshot?

“Door,” Grayson told Lyra, picking up the golden arrow once more, “banging open.” And then he took off running. Lyra made it to the entry to the wing in time to see another form blur past.

“Jameson?” Grayson glanced back at Alisa. “Did we know he was coming home?”

“We did not.”

Grayson bolted after Jameson, and Lyra bolted after Grayson, because she had the sense that this could get ugly fast, but when Jameson finally came to a stop in a room filled with model trains, it was like he didn’t even see Grayson—or Lyra.

“Where’s Xander?” Grayson asked, but it was like Jameson couldn’t hear them, either, as he pushed a button on the side of one of the trains, and one of the room’s four walls split in two, revealing yet another hidden chamber.

Lyra walked up to the edge of it but didn’t step inside. Crowding Jameson Hawthorne did not seem like a good idea right now. The chamber gleamed, and it took Lyra a moment to realize that the walls were made of—

“Obsidian,” Jameson said—to himself, not to them. “And white agate.”

“Jamie.” Grayson edged past Lyra and latched a hand on to his brother’s shoulder. “Why are you here? What’s going on? What do you know?”

Lyra thought about Grayson punching that wall, over and over again, and then she thought about Jameson taking a swing at Grayson back on Hawthorne Island.

This had the potential to go very badly.

Lyra laid a hand gently on Grayson’s shoulder. Don’t push him, Grayson. Everything about Jameson’s posture, the way he moved, the way he held himself—all of it told Lyra that it would be unwise for Grayson to keep touching his brother.

Grayson allowed his hand to drop. “You can’t ignore me forever, Jamie,” he said, but Jameson seemed determined to try.

“Three diamonds lets you out,” Jameson said—again, to himself. “Three. There are always three. If not diamonds, then something else. Obsidian and white agate.”

“What are you looking for?” Grayson asked. “Are you okay? Jamie—did something happen?”

No response, so Lyra gave it a try. “We’re looking for a box that belonged to Alice.” The name Alice seemed to break through to Jameson, if only slightly. “Your grandfather made it for her, for Alice to keep her secrets in.”

“Still saying the name, I see.” Jameson’s voice wasn’t sharp, not exactly. He drew a ragged breath. “She told me to come back here—Alice.” Jameson’s voice went soft in volume but not in tone. His tone matched that ragged breath. “She wrote me a message: Go home, dear boy. I thought it was a warning at first, but then…”

Jameson pressed a palm flat against the chamber wall, then applied pressure, and a small square of obsidian rotated to white agate. “Echoes,” Jameson murmured. “From her games to the old man’s, from his to ours—Avery’s and mine. We used card suits in the Grandest Game. He used them many times over the years.”

Hearing Jameson say Avery’s name had an obvious effect on Grayson, one that had Lyra sliding in next to him as Jameson frenetically tried out different patterns on the chamber wall.

Three clubs—more or less. There are always three.

Three spades.

Three hearts.

Nothing happened. Echoes, Lyra thought. Across games and generations. And then she looked to Grayson’s hand—to Alice’s golden arrow. Lyra thought about the piano in the greenhouse, about the secret garden and the plaque on the courtyard wall. Our love was never black-and-white…

“Red,” Lyra said. Her voice came out almost as rough as Jameson’s, and when he didn’t seem to hear her, she reached out and laid a hand on his shoulder, even though she’d pulled Grayson back from doing the same, even though she knew that Jameson blamed her—for Avery.

Wild eyes met hers, and Lyra held Jameson Hawthorne’s gaze. “Red,” she said again. “The letters. R-E-D.”

Jameson tried it—two versions of it, three, four, and the fourth did it. A portion of the chamber floor popped up—no bigger than twelve inches by twelve inches.

A hidden compartment, Lyra registered. Plenty big to hide a box.

Jameson crouched and removed the floor panel. Beneath it, there was another, nearly solid panel with a small, oddly shaped opening, barely more than a slit. “A key,” Jameson gritted out. “I need—not a key.”

Lyra’s mind was already on Tobias Hawthorne’s keys when Jameson said the word not, and before she’d had a chance to even consider the shape of that slot, Grayson was already handing Jameson the golden arrow.

She thought back to Hawthorne Island, to a sword that had been the key to a hidden compartment. Jameson inserted the arrow.

Echoes. Layers. Clue to clue to clue. The next thing Lyra knew, Jameson had a wooden box in his hands. Hand-carved, from the looks of it. Lyra expected another lock on the box, but there wasn’t one.

Without so much as a glance at either Lyra or Grayson, Jameson gingerly opened the lid.

Inside the box, there was a single piece of paper with writing on it, front and back.

Alice’s secrets. Lyra’s heart pounded in her throat as Jameson took the paper in his hand and began to read. Eventually he flipped the paper from front to back and read some more. When he was done, Jameson folded the page in half and went to stick it in his pocket.

Grayson grabbed Jameson’s wrist halfway there.

“Try me, Jamie.” Grayson might have been willing to be blamed, to be hated—but he clearly wasn’t willing to let Jameson do this alone. “We’ve been looking for that box.”

Jameson slowly angled his eyes—borderline animal eyes—up at Grayson.

Very ugly, Lyra thought. Very fast. But this time, she knew better than to pull Grayson back. “Take a swing at him, and you’ll be fighting me, too,” Lyra informed Jameson instead. “I sure hope you don’t have any problems hitting girls.”

Jameson blinked.

Grayson’s free hand went for that page of Alice’s. “Try. Me. Jamie.”

After a long, tense moment, Jameson let loose of it. The second Grayson had the sheet, he angled it so that Lyra could read it, too. It took her a moment to realize that the page didn’t contain a list of secrets. It bore a poem, a handwritten poem.

Once Lyra started reading, she could barely even breathe. Alice’s words banished every other thought in her mind.


My story is that of a mother and a wife.

What more could any woman want from life?

What power could possibly hold a candle to

that of me and them and you?

What wars won, what plans on high

could hold a candle to my prize?



I am adored.

A smiling lady to your lord.

My mission is not thine.

And the hand so subtly guiding yours—

Well, it’s hardly likely to be mine.



I could have stayed.

I could have won.

But our story was not done.

And so I scorned the throne

and left it to another,

Knowing scorn can break one’s bones

The way it did my mother’s.



There are men who need to fall,

I knew from a young age.

At four, I started leaving windows open

And smiling through my rage.



But our love, my love, was not one meant to fade.



I made my choice, then I made you

And at times you saw me,

Your match, your wife.

This is the story of my life,

A love so pure and true and right

I chose to lose the final fight.

But sometimes I think at night

Of the hand that holds the knife.



Some kings truly need to fall

While others just need guided.

Our gloved hands,

The Gilded Blade,

And none of us divided.

∞ ∞ ∞








Chapter 58
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JAMESON


Jameson stared at the trio of lemniscates scrawled onto the page. Beside him, Lyra and Grayson were already going back and forth on the poem, but Jameson barely even heard them.

He thought about the infinity symbol in the atrium of the Devil’s Mercy.

He thought about the ring he’d given Avery.

He thought about Avery’s note—not a good-bye note, because it couldn’t be good-bye.

Jameson allowed his gaze to travel farther down the page. Beneath the trio of infinity symbols, there was something else: dots, arranged just so, five of them no bigger than the head of the pen, the sixth only slightly larger.

“All those games of the old man’s.” Jameson trailed a finger over the dots, vaguely aware that Lyra and Grayson had stopped talking the moment he’d spoken. “All those Saturday mornings.” He thought about his grandfather’s message to Alice in Prague. “He said she always did love puzzles.”

Alice, my Alice.

My love, my love, my one and only love.

“What if it was her?” Jameson felt the words as he said them, a rumbling hum of vocal cords at the base of his throat. “What if it was Alice who taught him how to play?”

For as long as Jameson could remember, the great Tobias Hawthorne had been recognized as a once-in-a-generation kind of mind. The part of the old man that had always been inventing puzzles and codes, that was the same part of him that had been able to look five moves ahead and kill nine birds with one stone. His was a mind that had created a modern American dynasty—or so they’d all believed.

“What if it was always her?” Jameson stared at Alice’s poem, at the lemniscates and the dots. “Or, if not always, at least parts of it—because that’s what this poem seems to be saying, isn’t it? The hand so subtly guiding yours…”

“Well, it’s hardly likely to be mine.” Lyra met Jameson’s gaze head-on. He hadn’t been talking to her, hadn’t been talking to either of them, really, but Lyra’s reply, in that whiskey voice of hers—nothing like Avery’s—was damn near impossible to ignore. “We’re clearly meant to read that line as implying the reverse,” Lyra continued, “that it was Alice’s hand guiding his, even if the world—and your grandfather—would consider that hardly likely.”

Because he was the lord of the manor, and she was just the lady.

“Nash always said our grandmother loved parties.” Grayson’s eyes flicked toward Lyra’s. “And pretty dresses and—”

“Masking what she was capable of?” Lyra finished.

Listening to the two of them go back and forth, so effortlessly, in a way that Jameson recognized all too well, hurt.

Everything about being here with Grayson and Lyra hurt.

“Shut the hell up.” Jameson felt his lips curl as the words ripped their way out of his body. “Both of you. Shut the hell up.”

“I don’t think I will.” Grayson had always had a way of making hedging statements sound ominous. He didn’t think he would, but somehow, his delivery made that sound more like a threat than a flat refusal would have. “And you shouldn’t want us to. Three minds are better than one, Jamie. You damn well know it, and Avery deserves more than you purposefully putting yourself at a disadvantage to spite me.” Grayson’s eyes refused to let Jameson’s go. “She deserves better from you than this, and you damn well know that, too.”

I know it? She deserves better from me? Jameson was going to kill him. I am going to kill him.

“No killing Grayson!” Xander bounded into the room, Nash on his heels. Clearly, Xander had gone for reinforcements.

Probably not the worst idea.

“Tell me again”—Jameson took an ominous step toward Grayson—“what the love of my life deserves.”

“I’ll tell you,” a voice said from behind Xander and Nash.

Jameson’s head whipped toward the door as Libby pushed through his brothers. Her hair was a mess—a dark, rainbow mess. She wore one of Nash’s old T-shirts, which hung nearly to her knees.

“Avery deserves us, Jameson—all of us, whatever it takes.” Libby had always been the more tentative sister, a people pleaser, but there was absolutely nothing tentative about Libby Hawthorne right now. “You know what Avery would say, if she could see you like this.”

Libby might as well have punched a fist through Jameson’s rib cage and ripped out his heart. The words Toby had said in London rang in Jameson’s mind like the aftereffects of a bomb going off: It would break Avery’s heart to come back and find you covered in ashes.

And damn it, they were right—Toby, Libby, Grayson, damn it all to hell, they were right, and Jameson did know it, just like he knew on some level that this wasn’t really Grayson’s fault. Or Lyra’s. Jameson hadn’t even let Grayson tell Lyra why she couldn’t go around asking questions about Alice, so why the hell wouldn’t she have done exactly that? Why would she have been discreet when Jameson had insisted on keeping her in the dark?

I’m the problem. Jameson let himself think the words. Avery was his heart and his soul and the very best parts of what he’d managed to become these past few years, and then, without warning, she was gone. I’m a ticking time bomb, and I don’t know how to be anything else without you, Heiress.

Jameson wasn’t even sure he knew how to keep breathing without her.

The trick, he could hear Toby saying, is to imagine her glaring at you and putting out the fuse. Even just picturing Avery in his mind nearly took Jameson to his knees, but he did it.

You deserve better from me than this.

Suddenly, Libby was there, taking Jameson’s head in her hands, and even though Avery and her sister had never been much alike, being held by Libby was the closest Jameson had come in days to feeling Avery’s presence.

Closer than any dream. Closer than any imagining.

“Breathe,” Libby told him. Jameson’s neck bowed until his forehead was touching hers, and Libby just stood there, holding him, letting him break when he couldn’t afford to—when he had to keep going. “Breathe for me, Jameson.”

Jameson breathed.

“We’ve got you, Jamie.” Nash slid in behind Libby. “And we’ve got this. We’re going to find our girl.”

“To that end…” Grayson wrapped one arm around Libby and one around Jameson. “We have a lot to catch you up on. You can do the same for us, but first, you’re going to feel every single thing you’ve been fighting. Every fear. Every bit of agony or guilt. You’re going to let it come, because if you don’t, Jameson, you will shatter from the strain of holding it back.”

“Emotions are for feeling, not for angrily suppressing,” Xander offered solemnly. “A very important rule, right after no killing Grayson.”

Jameson let out a dry, strangled little laugh and realized he was crying, too. Tears streamed down his face—and not just his.

Grayson.

Grayson doesn’t cry. Jameson looked toward Lyra. It still hurt. Seeing Lyra’s steadiness, seeing the change in his brother and knowing that Avery wasn’t here to see it when she and Jameson had chortled about throwing Grayson into the Grandest Game, about locking him in a room with Lyra.

Jameson let it hurt. He let it all hurt. And then he felt something—movement from Libby’s stomach. Shocked into taking a deeper breath than he’d managed since before Prague, Jameson stared at Nash’s wife. “Was that…?”

“Thing Two,” Libby replied matter-of-factly. “She’s the twin with attitude.”

Our niece, Jameson thought. Yours and mine, Heiress. And Avery would be there to meet her, to meet them both.

“Okay, Thing Two.” Jameson’s voice came out raspy and thin. “Let’s do this.” He looked at Grayson, then at Lyra. “Who’s ready for a game of Show and Tell?”
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ROHAN


The kitten stared at Rohan, the way she’d been staring at him for the better part of a day—though to be fair, she’d also bitten him. Twice. And Rohan hadn’t even managed to dump her in a gutter. Try as he might, he couldn’t flip the switch. He’d always been able to, since the day he’d come to the Devil’s Mercy. Since the day he’d—

“You’re still here.” Savannah entered the plane the way the duchess and the Proprietor had: through the cockpit. “I don’t know whether that’s more convenient or pathetic.”

You came back. It had been seventeen hours since Rohan had zipped up Savannah’s smoky-gray ballgown and set her loose on the Mercy. Ten hours since Zella had informed Rohan that she’d told Savannah exactly what it meant to become the Proprietor. Brady had stalked off shortly thereafter, and Rohan had let him.

Rohan had let Brady go, and he had stayed right where he was, trying and failing to flip the switch. You came back.

“Quit looking at me like that.” Savannah made no move to come any closer to him.

“Like what?”

“Like I will ever tolerate you calling me love again.” Savannah’s voice was nothing but control. “Like I will ever touch you or let you touch me again. Like I’m some kind of angel and not a person who will gladly rip your throat out if you so much as say a word to me right now—or ever again.”

Savannah strode toward Rohan, a true winter girl with ice in her veins. She threw something down on the table in front of him.

You’re here, Rohan thought, but he heeded her warning and did not say the words out loud.

“I came back,” Savannah informed him, “for the cat.” She looked down at him. “And to give you this.” She nodded to the bag she’d just thrown on the table. From within it, Rohan withdrew the gray ballgown, which she’d shredded, and four other objects, one after another:

A brush.

A knife.

A glass rose.

And an account statement. The amount in that account was eye-watering. It was more than Rohan needed. Millions more.

“I have a trust fund.” Savannah preempted any questions. “Or rather, I did. I would have been back sooner, but my mother is the current trustee, and she took some convincing, and even then, lawyers were necessary. I was told the transfer could take up to three days to clear.”

She was giving him her trust?

Rohan had come into the Grandest Game with plans upon plans, ready to do whatever was necessary to acquire the money he needed. And Savannah Grayson had just handed him victory. She’d handed him the Mercy…

And a shredded ballgown.

And a hairbrush.

And a knife.

And a glass rose, just waiting to be shattered.

“I hope you’re happy, Rohan.” Savannah took the kitten from his lap without so much as brushing against him. “I hope that throne of yours is everything you dreamed it would be. And I sure as hell hope you know better than to ever dream of me.”
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GIGI


Hawthorne House didn’t look any different than it had the last time Gigi had seen it, but it was hard not to feel like everything had changed, like the Gigi who had visited Grayson here on occasion was a different person. For one thing, that Gigi had never traveled with an entourage.

They were a motley crew, if by motley, you meant some combination of wounded, dangerous, barely masking desperation, and in need of a shave. Of Gigi’s three companions, Slate was unquestionably the most stable at the moment, and even Gigi could recognize that things were pretty dire when My-Only-Friend-Shot-Me-But-I’m-Not-Going-to-Get-All-Up-in-My-Feelings-About-It Boy was the grounded, rational one in a group.

Knox hadn’t spoken—to Gigi, to anyone—since they’d left the Thorp mansion. Toby’s brood factor had gone off the charts when Gigi had confirmed that Candidates could die in the Crucible. Truthfully, Gigi was having trouble finding a wellspring of eternal optimism herself. She’d managed to get ahold of Savannah and had ascertained that her sister had survived her encounter with the duchess but definitely wasn’t feeling chatty.

Unsure what else to do, Gigi had decided to allow Knox to deliver her to his employer. Hence, Hawthorne House. Per the instructions Knox had received, they came in a back way, and Alisa met them at the door.

“She’s all yours, Ortega.” Knox broke his hours-long silence. “Delivered in one piece, as per our deal. I’m out. She’s your problem now.”

In other circumstances, Gigi might have been offended by that, but Knox pretty much had a universal get-of-jail free card at this point, given the whole my-first-love-was-also-kind-of-my-sister-and-now-she’s-gone-and-I-can’t-even-hate-her-because-maybe-she-really-did-love-me thing.

“Not going to inquire about your payment?” Alisa arched a brow at Knox.

“You planning on holding out on me?” Knox’s voice sounded the way his eyes looked: hollow.

Alisa stared at him, then clicked her gaze over to Gigi. “What’s wrong with him?”

“Everything,” Knox replied, and then he turned to Gigi. “Like I said, you’re her problem now, kid.”

“Not a kid,” Gigi replied amiably, “and I’m everyone’s problem, pretty much always, but if you think I’m letting you stalk off to wallow in the dark place alone, Knox Landry, you’re almost certainly underestimating my ability to jump on your back and cling to your shoulders like a spider monkey with attachment issues.”

Knox choked. He didn’t snort. He didn’t wheeze. He choked, like his body was caught between a laugh and a roar. Gigi decided to take that as a good sign. She was debating whether or not to try her luck with a bear hug when a familiar voice spoke from beyond Alisa.

“Gigi.” That was all the warning Gigi got before she was pulled into a tight embrace.

“You’re okay.” Grayson bent his neck to murmur directly into the top of her head. “And you are in so much trouble.”

“Or I would be,” Gigi corrected, “were I not a legal adult who would be happy to do the I-have-agency-and-I-know-that’s-hard-for-you dance while we walk and talk.” Gigi wiggled out of Grayson’s grasp and deployed scooty hands in Alisa’s direction. “Lead the way, oh lawyerly one.”

“To where?” Alisa said.

“The action!” Gigi declared.

Slate snorted. Audibly. Grayson pivoted sharply to glare at him. “You.”

“Him,” Gigi agreed. “He’s mine.” She gestured at Knox. “That one, too. Your uncle Toby is more of a temporary-custody type thing, just until we get Avery and Eve back, but for now, I understand from my temporary Toby that we’re all working toward the same goal, trying to solve pretty much the same mysteries, and I just know in my heart of hearts that there’s a whiteboard around here somewhere with clues written all over it.”
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There were, it turned out, four whiteboards.

“Meet Lucy, Ethel, Bonnie, and Clyde,” Xander told Gigi and her entourage.

“You name your whiteboards?” Slate said dryly.

“You don’t?” Xander replied, and then he looked from Slate to Gigi, from Gigi to Slate, and back to Gigi again. “You have horrible taste in men,” he deadpanned.

“And you have extremely large whiteboards,” Gigi replied, surveying them.

All four were covered in notes. Gigi could make out several different sets of handwriting. She recognized Grayson’s and Xander’s and was betting the left-handed scrawl was Jameson’s. As for the other handwriting snuggled up with Grayson’s here, there, and everywhere on board number two…

Gigi assessed the occupants of the room. In addition to her crew, she counted six Hawthornes (four brothers, one wife, one aunt), one Alisa, one Max, and a Lyra Kane.

Bingo, Gigi thought.

“This is it?” Slate eyed the boards. “This is everything you’ve got?”

“He, too, is very impressed by your large whiteboards,” Gigi translated, and then she gave herself a minute to take in the writing on all four boards: notes; shorthand; a geometric symbol; what appeared to be a poem with a strange array of dots underneath it; a lone photograph held to one of the boards with a magnet. As Gigi read through it all, certain words stuck in her head. Prague. Orpheus. The Mercy. Monoceros. One entire board was taken up with a timeline that stretched all the way back to a Crucible in 1967. From across all four boards, names jumped out at Gigi, one after another. Calla. Zella. Lyra, my Lyra. Edgar and Luiz Aquila Reyes. Alice. Avery, Eve, and Hannah.

Gigi couldn’t help glancing at Toby when she read that last one. Uncle Grizzlypants Hawthorne hadn’t said much on the flight, but Gigi had her ways—enough so that she now knew that Avery’s mother, Hannah, had once turned down an offer from the Gilded Blade.

Enough so that Gigi wasn’t surprised to see the name Alice on the board.

“You want to tell me everything,” Gigi announced to the room at large. She took a page out of her siblings’ books and chose not to phrase that as a question. “All of you, Hawthorne and Hawthorne-adjacent types alike, want to walk me through everything you know, explaining every last notation on this board, so I can make some additions of my own.”

Grayson opened his mouth, probably to object, but Slate preempted him. “Save your breath. Your sister always wins in the end.”

And eventually, Gigi did win. The others walked her through everything, bit by bit. Gigi said nothing until their explanations were done, and then she held out a hand to Xander. “Marker me, baby.”

Xander obliged. “Lucy, Ethel, Bonnie, and Clyde are all yours.”

Gigi started with the timeline, which she extended back from 1967 to 1951. Over the year, she wrote the word Crucible and three names: Helena, Vega, and Andy, adding a notation that Vega and Andy, at least, were pseudonyms chosen as a part of the Crucible ritual.

Next, Gigi turned her attention to the whiteboard with Grayson’s handwriting on it… and Lyra’s. You could tell a lot from handwriting.

I shall call her Code Name Buying Limes, Gigi thought.

Beneath the heading Watcher/Lily/Woman in Red, Grayson had written Calla’s name, and he’d identified her Candidate for the current Crucible as Eve. Lyra’s scrawl took over for the heading Hand/Omega/Woman in Black, with no Candidate yet identified for the current cycle. Grayson’s grandmother was the Judge/Monoceros/Woman in White, and Avery’s name was written beneath Alice’s with a question mark next to it, since it was theoretically possible—though, Jameson believed, unlikely—that the Omega was the one who’d taken her instead.

Regardless…

“It wasn’t supposed to be Avery,” Gigi said, and then she told them about Nora. All about Nora. Then, adding notes to the board here and there as she went, Gigi moved seamlessly onto Helena Thorp and the Crucible and spiders and webs, not to mention the fact that Helena Thorp had insisted Calla wasn’t the Watcher.

No one interrupted Gigi, so she just kept going and going. “At the end of the Crucible,” she eventually circled back to explaining, “one of the three Candidates ascends—that’s what they call it—and becomes the Watcher. The other two, if they survive, return to society. The Gilded Blade places them somewhere they’ll be of use, in wealthy, powerful families, close to would-be kings. There’s a distinct possibility our favorite Blade-y Lady-Cult has been doing this since the Middle Ages, thereby establishing an indeterminate but possibly very large number of family lines passed down through the generations. In a historical context, I guess the whole thing almost makes a twisted kind of sense? Not a lot of choices for the ladies of the Middle Ages! But I digress.”

“Survive?” Grayson said the word like it was a thorn in his throat, like even after he spoke, it was still lodged in his windpipe, making it harder to breathe. Gigi couldn’t bring herself to even look at Jameson.

She offered them what she could. “Some years, all the Candidates survive.”

“But not always.” That was Knox, from the edges of the room—as far from the rest of them as he could get without Gigi initiating Project Spider Monkey for his own good.

“Not always,” Gigi echoed. “And technically… I never saw the Woman in Red’s face, just her eyes, and Helena seemed pretty certain that Calla was dead. And technically, I kind of was told that there was no Calla Thorp anymore?” Gigi swallowed. “That Calla was gone.”

“And that’s it?” Lyra asked. “That’s everything?”

“Almost everything.” Gigi found a blank spot on the board Xander had called Clyde and drew the Thorp fleur-de-lis, labeling each component part of the symbol as she did. “Lily. Omega. Monoceros.”

Gigi could see it now that she was familiar with the term: The bottom of the fleur-de-lis could have passed for a stylized, pointed horn. Lily. Omega. Monoceros. The Gilded Blade.

“Helena Thorp adopted this symbol as her own,” Gigi explained, “but the necklace she got it from belonged to one of the other Candidates in nineteen fifty-one. Vega, as she was called in the Crucible, came from a certain family line within the Gilded Blade, an ancient, dangerous one. When Calla pulled her disappearing act six years ago, what really happened is that Helena sent her to Vega’s family for training. Based on Nora’s reaction to the fleur-de-lis symbol, I’m betting she’s from that same very dangerous family line.” Gigi paused, then ripped one last bandage off. “And also Nora might have heavily implied that men who know about all of this stuff tend to die?”

Gigi hadn’t seen any point in holding back, not when Grayson and his brothers already knew so much, but as she said the word die, she couldn’t help glancing at the lone photograph on the board, at the names written beside that photograph: Edgar and Luiz Aquila Reyes.

Lyra’s story had been chilling.

“On the bright side,” Gigi said, determined to find one, “I was told immunities could be bargained for when a Candidate says yes, and every Y-chromosomer in this room has a close connection to a Candidate, past or present, so we’ve got that working for us.”

Hopefully. Probably.

“You’re all safe enough.” That voice, Gigi thought. That accent—musical and sharp. “For now.”

Gigi whirled, and there Nora was in the archway, backlit like some kind of apparition.

“Where’s Oren?” Grayson’s aunt Zara demanded, immediately going to DEFCON 1… for values of DEFCON 1 that were poised, polished, and extremely pissed off.

“Close by, I’d wager, with me in his sight,” Nora replied. “I found exactly two weaknesses in his otherwise flawless perimeter, but I never would have gotten this far if John Oren hadn’t allowed me to. The security measures around this place are, in a word, impressive, so I can only assume that Mr. Oren made a strategic decision to use me to test the efficacy of his precautions and that he then allowed me to make my way to all of you because he’s confident he can take me out at any moment—and desperate to hear what I might have to say.”

Nora’s general air of zen about the possibility of being taken out was not comforting, but Gigi did her best to rally before anyone else could launch a welcoming attack. “This is my friend Nora,” Gigi announced. “She’s the sentimental and stone-cold meditative type but also kind of deadly, so let’s all just take a deep breath and—”

Grayson did not take a deep breath. He moved toward Nora like a shark through water, “You,” he said.

“Hello, Grayson.”

Gigi blinked. “You two know each other?”

Nora stepped across the threshold and into the Great Room, moving like a person used to flowing between shadows and light. “Your brother and I met a little over two years ago,” she told Gigi. “At Harvard.”
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LYRA


Lyra watched as Grayson stared down the intruder Gigi had described as kind of deadly.

“Now would be a good time to tell me who you really are.” Grayson didn’t sharpen the words, and they sounded all the more commanding for it.

“I’m just a girl who was once sent to keep an eye on a wayward Hawthorne boy for a time.” Nora said the phrase just a girl the way Grayson had said that he was passable at playing the piano, and Lyra couldn’t help thinking that the name Nora didn’t suit her. At all. It seemed too plain, too common, too soft, and this Nora was none of those things.

“It was just one night.” Grayson was all composure.

Nora looked past Grayson to Lyra. “What he really means is that it was just one kiss.”

Lyra let that roll off her back. Any person who could refer to a kiss with Grayson Hawthorne as just anything clearly hadn’t been kissed the way Lyra had. And fortunately, Lyra Kane was not the jealous type.

“Alice sent you.” Lyra kept her own tone even, daring Nora to tell her she was wrong. “Then and now.”

“Until she sent me to Harvard, I had no idea the Woman in White was Alice Hawthorne.” Nora’s gaze found its way back to Grayson. “Perhaps she wanted me to read between those lines, or perhaps she was angling for a different sort of outcome.”

“And now?” Jameson demanded, surging forward. “Why did Alice send you here? What the hell does she want?”

“What makes you think she sent me at all?” Nora replied.

Lyra half expected Jameson to explode, but he didn’t.

“Go home, dear boy.” Wild, raw intensity poured off Jameson with those whispered words. “A north wind blows. Alice sent me back to Hawthorne House. Zella did the same, and the north wind—I take it that’s you?”

“I am,” Nora replied, “from the north.”

“Why are you here?” Grayson’s voice went low and silky, rendering his question as more of a threat. “Why would Alice send you here? Where is she? Where’s Avery?”

“I don’t know.” Nora stared at Grayson like she was staring down a gun and had a taste for bullets. “If your grandmother did send me to Hawthorne House, she did not do so directly. They call it the art of the cascade—a nudge here, a nudge there, like trickles of water cascading downward, combining and building speed, again and again, until someday, weeks or months or years down the line, the roar of the falls is powerful enough to drown out everything else. If Alice did arrange for me to be here, she did so without me realizing it, and your guess is as good as mine as to why.”

Nora’s weight shifted subtly, so subtly that Lyra only picked up on it because balance was a specialty of hers.

“Perhaps,” Nora continued calmly, “I was sent here for the purpose of testing the security precautions on Hawthorne House and the surrounding estate. You’re doubtlessly already shoring up those weak links I found, aren’t you… Mr. Oren?”

Oren stepped into the room, his gun trained on their guest.

Nora didn’t so much as glance back at him. “Or perhaps,” she said, pivoting to walk slowly toward the whiteboards, “I was nudged into coming here so that I would see this—or something like it.”

“Stop where you are,” Oren ordered.

Nora did not stop. “Lower the gun, Mr. Oren. We both know I’m far more dangerous than I look, but by my count, there are no fewer than eight trained fighters in this room. Unless I’m mistaken, the cowboy’s armed. The one with claw mark tattoos as well—and, I would wager, the woman in the pearls.”

Zara, Lyra thought. Zara was armed? Nash and Slate were somewhat less surprising, but—

Nora came to a stop in front of the board with Alice’s poem on it. Lyra felt the other girl’s gaze came to rest on the array of dots beneath the poem.


[image: ]

Lyra took an automatic step toward the board, earning herself a warning look from Grayson—and Nash, for that matter, who’d long-since put himself between Libby and the threat.

Lyra heeded their warning and kept her distance from Nora, but that didn’t stop her from speaking. “What is it?” Lyra asked. “What do you see on that board that we don’t?”

Nora didn’t reply, but someone else did.

“Constellations.” Knox Landry issued that word as little more than a grunt. Lyra turned to look at him, and Alisa did her one better and cut across the room to Knox.

“You’ll want to elaborate on that,” Alisa told Knox.

“Will I, Ortega?” After a long, long moment spent staring Alisa down, Knox made his way to the board, picked up a marker, and circled the dots.

Not dots, Lyra realized suddenly. Stars.

Next to it, Knox wrote four letters: L-Y-R-A. “The constellation Lyra,” he said, sounding disgruntled to be saying anything at all.

Lie-ra.

The constellation Lie-ra.

“And…” Knox muttered.

“Do go on,” Gigi told him, gesturing as she did.

Knox snorted and circled two other words on the boards: Monoceros… and Aquila.

Constellations.

“You want to know the real kicker?” Knox stalked over to the timeline, to the bit Gigi had added about the Crucible in 1951. “The brightest star in the constellation Lyra? It’s called Vega.”
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LYRA

Lie-ra.

Lie-ra.

Lie-ra.

The name echoed through Lyra’s mind as her gaze locked on the photograph of her father and her uncle and their mother holding an infant in that ratty blue blanket. Alisa had said that Aquila was a maternal last name.

Lie-ra.

Aquila

Vega.

Monoceros.

Lyra could hear herself saying, My name is Lyra.

And her uncle had said: No, it isn’t.

And sometime after that, he’d said: A Hawthorne did this. And then: Don’t be afraid, Lyra Catalina. She will come for you. The smell of blood seeped into Lyra’s nostrils. She could feel it on her feet. And then Grayson’s hand was on the back of her neck, and reality settled back in around Lyra.

Reality was Grayson Hawthorne.

Reality was the warmth of his hand on her skin, the closeness of his body to hers.

Reality was the fact that he’d given dancing back to her and the way that she wanted to dance right now. But Lyra didn’t dance. Or cry. Or give into the memories. She just listened for the sound of Grayson’s breathing and timed the rise and fall of her chest to his.

And then Lyra fixed her gaze on Nora, just as Jameson pinned their visitor to the whiteboard.

“You know something.” Jameson’s voice was a rumble in his chest, somehow rendering the words as both an accusation and a plea.

“Jameson,” Oren warned. With what seemed to be Herculean effort, Jameson let Nora go, his hands dropping to his sides, though he didn’t take a single step back.

“In the grand scheme of things,” Nora said with an eerie sort of calm, “I know relatively little.”

Lyra managed to coerce her lips into moving. “Alice was supposed to choose you.” That was what Gigi had told them.

“You,” Jameson echoed in that same gut-wrenching tone. “Not Avery.”

“We could make you tell us what you know.” Grayson’s calm a match for Nora’s.

“You could try.”

Gigi leapt between Nora and her brother, brandishing her dry-erase marker. “I have some more additions to make to the board!” she announced, adding an asterisk to the timeline between Alice’s first Crucible in 1967 and her second, more than thirty years later.

“Helena said that Vega’s last Crucible happened when Calla was really young,” Gigi explained. “Timing-wise, that would almost certainly make Helena’s Vega the Judge during Alice’s second Crucible. Maybe Vega was the one who chose Alice? Or maybe there’s some other connection—between Alice and Vega, between Vega and you, Lyra.”

The brightest star in the constellation Lyra? It’s called Vega.

Family lines? Lyra thought, but Gigi had said that Vega’s very dangerous family line—Nora’s family line—was in Europe, not Brazil. Lyra’s gaze went to the fleur-de-lis Gigi had drawn on the board, the one associated with Vega’s family.
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Just looking at the omega symbol had the phantom smell of blood surging for Lyra once more, but she fought the memory and realized something. Omegas, plural.

“There are two omegas on this symbol.” Lyra walked to the board, like a moth pulled to the flame. “Lily.” She touched the bloom on the fleur-de-lis. “Monoceros.” The bottom point. “Omega.” First one side, then the other. “Omega again.” Lyra’s heart rate kicked up a notch.

“There are always three—but this symbol has four parts.” Lyra whipped her head toward Nora. “Four parts, and Calla’s necklace originated from a Candidate from your very dangerous family line.”

Nora cocked her head to the side and slowly made her way toward Lyra, trailing her hand down the board as she went but never smearing any writing.

Lyra cut her gaze to Grayson in warning. Don’t stop her.

Grayson gave the slightest nod of his head and came to stand beside Lyra instead of in front of her.

When Nora reached them, she said. “Four parts. Three Ascendants.…” Nora took her time with the next part. “And the Kyrie.”

Kyrie. To Lyra’s ears, the word sounded like English but also not.

“Checks and balances,” Nora continued. “And someone must train each new Watcher in the art of death so that she might someday be prepared to take up the mantle of the Hand.”

“To kill,” Lyra said flatly, and then she thought about the greenhouse and all those exotic flowers. “Poison.”

“Not just poison,” Nora replied. “The name Kyrie is derived from the word Valkyrie. Long ago, during the nascent years of the Blade, the women of the family fashioned themselves as warriors. Lethal fighters, trained from birth.”

“An obvious choice, then,” Grayson said, “to train the Watchers of the Gilded Blade to become something much worse.”

The Watcher watches, Lyra thought dully. The Hand acts.

“Someone must train the Watchers,” Nora agreed, reiterating what she’d said before, but this time, she didn’t stop there. “And someone must be in the position to judge the Judge.”

Checks and balances, Lyra thought. Something about those words had the hairs on the back of her neck standing straight up.

Gigi raised her hand. “Nora, out in the bayou, you said something about true believers.”

“True believers in what?” Jameson asked, his voice low and harsh.

Nora didn’t so much as look at Jameson. She addressed her reply to Grayson and only to Grayson in a way that made Lyra think that there could have been something between them once—not that there had been but that there could have been, if things had unfolded differently.

Maybe that had been Alice’s plan, when she’d sent Nora to Grayson.

“Across the centuries,” Nora told Grayson, “there have been iterations of the Blade that favored the art of the cascade and iterations that, like the Kyrie, favored a more direct approach.”

Lyra looked to Alice’s poem, to the last stanza.


Some kings truly need to fall

While others just need guided.

Our gloved hands,

The Gilded Blade,

And none of us divided.



Except Nora was indicating that there was very much a divide.

“It all depends,” Nora continued, “on the Woman in White.”

The Judge.

“What does it mean,” Grayson demanded, “that the Kyrie sits in judgment of the Judge?”

Nora tilted her head very slightly to one side. “Isn’t it odd that I want to tell you? But that’s the art of the cascade, I suppose. A nudge here, a nudge there, a ball of snow gathering mass as it rolls down a hill, and suddenly, years later, I’m telling a boy I kissed exactly once all about the fact that the Woman in White is the only one who knows how to access the web. She’s the only one who knows which families are in the Blade, who knows the current holder and heir of each and every family line. And thus, the Judge’s power is nearly absolute. All that influence, all those strings to pull, and she’s the lone conduit. If the Watcher or Hand even try to follow her or usurp her or circumvent that ancient law, they might well find themselves judged.”

Lyra thought about Edgar Aquila Reyes, about the fact that he’d killed himself rather than face the judgment of the Gilded Blade.

“But the Judge’s power isn’t absolute,” Grayson noted. Nora had used the word nearly.

“There is a reason Ascendants wear cloaks and veils when they make contact with anyone. There is a reason Candidates are made to choose new names for the Crucible. The identities of the Ascendants—their true identities, the lives they once lived—are not intended to be known by anyone but the other Ascendants and the head and heir to the Kyrie line. Should the Woman in White’s ability to render judgment be deemed compromised, it is the responsibility of the Kyrie line to address the source of the issue.”

“Can’t kill the Judge.” Nash Hawthorne hadn’t said a word since Gigi had arrived, but he made those four count. “Not if she’s the lone conduit to the web.”

“But the source of the issue,” Grayson finished, “whatever has compromised the Woman in White’s judgment—that’s a different issue.”

“Us,” Jameson said hoarsely. “We’re the source. Alice saved Toby, saved her son years ago. She spared me in Prague. She revealed herself to her husband and allowed the old man to discover far too much. She’s been skirting the line for years, ever since she went back in, and then…”

Then, Lyra thought, I happened. Eve did. Eve had armed the Watcher with what Lyra and Grayson had managed to piece together, and men who knew certain things about the Gilded Blade—they weren’t allowed to live.

“The Judge is called the Monoceros, named for the astrological unicorn, for her judgment must be pure,” Nora recited. “And if that judgment needs to be purified, it is the Kyrie line who does it. If you look to history, you can see evidence of what the line is capable of every now and then: powerful families destroyed, bloodlines wiped from existence, either slowly or all at once. Dynasties, ended. But the Kyrie are bound by ancient rules, and Alice knows them well. It’s apparent enough that she called the Crucible so that her family’s lives might be bargained for, eliminating the need for her to render judgment at all.”

Lyra returned back to the first thing Gigi had ever told them about Nora. “You said that it was supposed to be you. Alice’s Candidate for the Crucible. It was supposed to be you, but she had to choose Avery instead.”

“Candidates may only bargain for those with whom they have a close, personal connection,” Nora replied. “A lone kiss—that would never count. And thus, my mentor, the woman who plucked me from hell, the woman who trained me, she went back on what she’d promised me. Years of planning wiped out in an instant.”

“Your plans?” Grayson asked. “Or Alice’s?”

Nora shrugged. “How would I even know?”

Lyra couldn’t help thinking that Nora talked about Alice Hawthorne like the woman’s ability to influence the way things unfolded was unparalleled, like Alice might have her fingerprints on anything and everything, if she left prints at all.

“You said you wanted to tear it all down,” Gigi said suddenly, staring at Nora with saucer-wide eyes. “That was your plan. And Alice, she sent you that cryptic message to tell you that I’d drawn the interest of one of the other Ascendants.”

“And because of you,” Nora replied, “your brother was on my mind, and when I looked him up.…” Nora caught Lyra’s eyes and held them. “I found you. I cannot help but notice that your name is all over this board—and all over the internet. I have no idea who you are to Alice, to the Gilded Blade, but I need to ask: Have you received any flowers lately?”

The calla lily. Lyra didn’t answer, but Nora’s expression shifted like she had.

“Let’s return,” Grayson suggested, “to what precisely you meant when you told my sister you wanted to tear it all down.”

“The current Omega,” Nora said, addressing her words to Grayson and only Grayson, “cannot be allowed to become the Monoceros. The Hand cannot become the Judge.”

“Why not?” Jameson demanded at the exact time that Grayson said: “Who is she?”

“In my time with the Kyrie, I knew her only as the Lily, cloaked always in red,” Nora said. “I do not know who she is or who she once was, but I do know she took to her training far too well. I know where her loyalty lies, and I know that the current head of the Kyrie believes that the Gilded Blade can and should be more aggressive.”

It was perfectly clear what Nora meant by aggressive, but Grayson asked anyway. “Tell me about her, the head of your family line.”

“It was never truly mine.” Nora met his gaze. “And she’s the kind of person who murdered her own husband in cold blood years ago when he brought home a little girl he’d conceived with another woman abroad.”

Grayson stared at Nora for a long moment. “And what happened to that little girl?”

“Her stepmother took her in,” Nora replied, “and trained her as one of the Kyrie because that training can be so very brutal—more brutal for some than others.”

Nora pushed up the sleeve on her black shirt to reveal an arm completely covered in scars—dozens of them, and Lyra knew, just looking at those scars, that the rest of Nora’s all-black outfit hid the same.

“Five and a half years ago,” Nora said, “when Alice saved me, when she chose me for a different sort of training, I thought I knew why. Perhaps I was wrong. Perhaps not. But my only chance to do what I set out to do is the Crucible.” Nora did not expand on that. “The third Candidate—it has to be me.” Nora turned her head to rake her eyes back over the whiteboards. “And if you’re no longer an option for the Omega,” Nora told Lyra, “it still can be.”

An instant later, Grayson had an arm locked around Nora’s neck.

“That wasn’t a threat,” Nora told him. “It was a request that you keep her here, safe and sound and locked away behind security that will soon be utterly flawless. Do that, keep the Omega from accessing Lyra, and everything can still go according to plan.”

“Your plan?” Grayson asked, releasing her. “Or Alice’s?”

“I’d like to think it’s mine,” Nora replied.

Grayson put himself squarely between Nora and Lyra—and Lyra let him.

“Does Avery live?” Jameson asked, his voice dangerously low. “In your plan—does Avery walk away from this alive?”

“I’d like to think she does,” Nora replied. “And that’s why you’re going to let me walk out of here.”

“You sound awfully confident of that,” Grayson told her.

“You’re free to try to stop me, of course,” Nora replied, but as she slipped from the room and back into the shadows, no one did.
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Jameson was capable of thinking multitudes of things at the same time—about the art of the cascade; about Alice and her plans; about the Kyrie, short for Valkyrie; about the scars on Nora’s arms and entire families wiped out to purify the judgment of the Monoceros.

About the Crucible. About Avery. More than anything else, above and beyond everything else, Avery.

Jameson tried and failed to imagine what she would say if she were here. His mind was layered with racing thoughts roaring down twisting, parallel tracks as he stared at the constellation on the whiteboard. The constellation Lyra.

“You know what I’m going to say.” Lyra’s husky voice managed to break through the din in Jameson’s mind.

“And you know how I’m going to reply,” Grayson told her.

Jameson tore his gaze from the board to look at the pair of them, and this time, it didn’t hurt the way it should have to see Lyra and his brother standing so close to each other, to watch as Grayson cupped Lyra’s face, to know that the two of them were having a silent exchange because they’d already reached the point where they didn’t even need words.

Lyra was here, and Avery wasn’t, and that should have hurt but didn’t, because if there was one thing that Jameson recognized, it was a person who was thinking about doing something a little reckless.

Maybe even a lot reckless.

That was what this silent argument was about: Lyra being ready and willing to say Screw Nora and her plan, to put herself out there, to try to draw the Omega out… and Grayson, pulling her back. Without words. Without issuing a single order.

And Jameson knew, just from the fact that Lyra would have taken the risk for them, for Avery, Jameson knew that his brother was right.

Some risks could not be taken.

Grayson tilted Lyra’s face up toward his, and Lyra responded by cupping his jaw, like turnaround was fair play.

After a small eternity, Lyra spoke. “Fine,” she said, but her tone told Jameson there was a catch, and sure enough, she continued, “I’ll stay at Hawthorne House, safe and sound and hidden away, but only if you promise me that you won’t, Grayson. I know you. I know that Nora saying she’d like to think that Avery will survive her plan is nowhere near good enough for you. If I have to stay here, if you won’t put me on the chopping block, fine. But if you reach the point where you need to go, you go. You don’t get to stay here for me.” She raised her chin. “Those are my terms. Take them or leave them.”

Grayson narrowed his eyes at Lyra. “I don’t like this.”

“You wouldn’t be you if you did.”

“Fine,” Grayson told her. “If I need to go, I’ll go.”

Jameson’s throat tightened, because he knew that if Grayson went anywhere, it would be with him. That thought in mind, Jameson threw the obvious question out to everyone in the room. “Go where?”

Nora’s plan, whatever it was, wasn’t good enough. Neither was Alice’s cascade. So what’s next?

“There are still the keys to solve,” Zara said after a moment.

“And there’s this.” Xander tapped the timeline—more specifically, the point where they’d marked the Crucible before this one. “Calla. Zella. And a third mystery Candidate who, assuming Calla really is dead, became the Watcher. We know that when Calla disappeared six years ago, she was sent to the Kyrie to train for an indeterminate amount of time before she was chosen as a Candidate. And we know that after the Crucible, Zella was placed. If we can figure out when that happened, we should be able to narrow in on a range of dates.”

Dates during which the last Crucible might have taken place.

Dates during which the present-day Watcher had died or disappeared.

We should have asked. That thought was bitter in Jameson’s mind. When Nora was here—we should have asked if Calla was still with the Kyrie when Nora left five and a half years ago.

“On it,” Max announced. “As it happens, internet stalking of the only mildly invasive variety is a specialty of mine.”

Soon enough, they had their answer. It had been just under four years since Zella had appeared on the social scene, arm in arm with her duke.

“The last Crucible took place sometime between four and six years ago,” Jameson summarized. “And we know Crucibles can last a week or a year.” Gigi had said as much. Slowly, Jameson looked from the timeline—to Toby. “And five years ago, Hannah died.”

Died—and left you that postcard. Avery’s mother had already received one invitation. They had to at least consider the possibility that Alice had returned to her. Again.

Silence reigned for a painfully long time, and then Toby reached into his bag for the postcard. He walked slowly up to the timeline, grabbed a magnet, and stuck the postcard to the whiteboard with a thud, right over Calla’s name and Zella’s.

Right over the word Watcher.

“Hannah is dead.” Toby said that like it was not up for debate. “Avery’s mother lived by the adage Do no harm. I am telling you right here and right now that Hannah Rooney didn’t escape her family and their criminal enterprise to walk right into another, and she never would have left Avery. Not if there was a breath left in her lungs.”

“Not even to protect you?” Jameson countered. “Not even if Hannah was dying and they offered her a chance to live? She needed a transplant. Who’s to say the Gilded Blade, with all its influence and all its connections, couldn’t have somehow arranged for that to happen? It’s been five years, Toby.”

“I know exactly how long it’s been.” Toby didn’t raise his voice, but his expression was one of a man screaming. “Just like I know that it’s entirely possible that writing me that postcard was the last thing she ever did. She wanted me to know what the Crucible was called. That’s the reason that postcard is on the board. The only reason.”

Toby turned and left without another word. Jameson stared after him for a second or two, then went back to staring at the whiteboards and thinking about far too many things at the same time.

About the Crucible, which could last a week or a year and had to be survived. About Avery.

Always Avery.

There has to be something. Jameson slowed his breathing. He willed the sounds of the room to fall away, willed the world to melt away, everything except the board and the part of his own mind that had been trained to look for patterns and possibility and hidden meaning.

The constellation Lyra.

Vega. Aquila.

The ring box.

Deep in the hollows of his mind, Jameson could hear his grandfather quizzing him: What do you see? It was rarer these days for Jameson to find himself haunted by the memory of that question, but he knew that there was a method of some sort buried in all this madness. The awareness of that was like an itch beneath his skin, like the distant sound of a slowly creaking door.

What does all of this mean?

What’s the pattern?

What’s the trick?

How do the pieces fit?

Jameson took a step back. Then another. And another. Sometimes, the key to solving a puzzle was taking the wide view, the long view, so he just kept walking backward until he could take in all of the writing on all of the whiteboards at once.

What wasn’t he seeing?

The gnawing feeling that the answer was somehow right there built in his mind like a brutal wave, gaining momentum as it went. He stared and stared and stared at the boards, absorbing everything on them whole. Watcher, Hand, Judge. Lily, Omega, Monoceros.

That second set of terms had been new to Jameson when Grayson and Lyra had put them up on the board—all except for lily, which he’d heard from Gigi before he’d left for Prague.

The Monoceros is the Judge.

The Judge is Alice.

Alice is the Monoceros. Purity of wisdom. And Monoceros is a constellation.

Constellations and stars. Lyra, Aquila, Vega…

Vega had been one of the Kyrie. Aquila was a maternal last name. And Alice had encoded Lyra’s name on a poem that was written before Lyra had ever been born.

Why her? Jameson found himself silently addressing that question to his grandmother. Why was Lyra’s uncle so sure that you would come for her?

Her name in your ring box.

Her name on that poem.

The constellation Lyra—not Lyra but Lie-ra.

What do you see, Jameson? The old man’s voice was even louder in Jameson’s mind now. Tell me what you see.

Jameson walked slowly back toward the whiteboards, until he was standing in front of the board with the timeline on it and looking at the names of the Candidates from 1951.

Helena, Vega, and Andy.

And just like that, a piece, a single piece fell into place. A question.

“What was Helena Thorp’s name in the Crucible?” Jameson asked. “Was it Helena—or something else?” There was so much talking going on all around him that no one heard the question, so Jameson asked it again, louder. It was only when the room went silent that he realized how loud he’d said it.

“I don’t know,” Gigi told him quietly. “I don’t know if her name was Helena before the Crucible, or if that’s the name she chose and she kept it or—”

Jameson reached out and covered Helena’s name on the board, blocking it from view and from his mind, as best he could. One wrong data point could mask a pattern.

What’s the pattern?

How do the pieces fit?

Monoceros is a constellation. Vega is a star. And Andy…

Andy.

“Andromeda,” Jameson said, his voice coming out quieter than he’d meant for it to this time. “What if Andy was Andromeda? Another constellation. We know the Candidates are forced to choose new names. What if they have a set list to choose from? Astronomical names. I have no idea why that would be the case, but—”

“In honor of the Monoceros?” Gigi suggested. “Because she has to die for one of them to ascend.”

Alice, Jameson thought. When the Crucible ends, Alice will die. He set that thought aside, because Knox Landry chose that moment to snort.

“Your theory would explain the Thorp family’s shit taste in names,” Knox offered. “Helena’s first three sons were Leo, Caelum, and Crux. And don’t get me started on her grandson Orion.”

“Constellation names,” Gigi said. “In memory of the Crucible?” Emotion flickered over her features. “In honor of Vega.”

This is something. Jameson could feel that, even if he couldn’t quite see what.

“Perhaps,” Grayson told Lyra, “somewhere in your family’s history there was a woman who adopted the name Aquila in the Crucible and kept it as a surname, once she returned.”

“A maternal surname is typically the mother’s father’s surname,” Alisa said.

“Does it have to be?” Lyra asked. “Could a family choose to pass a truly maternal name down the family line?”

They were close. Jameson could feel it—but they weren’t there yet. There was something else, something they were still missing, something Jameson could just almost grasp.

Something so close he could taste it.

His gaze went back to three words: LYRA, MY LYRA.

But this time, as Jameson read the inscription, he could suddenly hear the old man’s voice on that message in Prague, saying, Alice, my Alice.

My love, my love, my one and only love.

Lyra, my Lyra.

“What if Alice is Lyra?” Jameson hit the board, harder than he meant to. “She would have had to choose a name for the Crucible. What if she chose Lyra? What if the old man figured that out, the way he figured out so many other things after he realized she was alive?” Love letters may take many forms. That could explain the ring box. As for the poem… “When Alice drew the constellation Lyra on that poem, what if she was signing it?”

Xander walked over and put an arm around Lyra’s shoulder. “Were you by any chance named after someone?” he asked. “And relatedly, is there any chance at all that your grandmother or possibly great-grandmother was one of the other Candidates with Alice in nineteen sixty-seven?”

Jameson watched as Lyra’s focus returned—again—to the photograph of her father and uncle and their mother. “This couldn’t have been taken any earlier than the eighties, and this woman doesn’t look like she or her mother was placed within a wealthy, powerful family to me.”

The woman, the boys’ worn clothes, that ratty blanket—they looked impoverished.

“Where does that leave us?” Jameson couldn’t help the question as the adrenaline drained out of him all at once, leaving him feeling like a rag doll or a book that had been hollowed out.

“It leaves us with family lines.”

Jameson turned to see Toby back once more, his knuckles bloodied from who knows what.

“It leaves us,” Toby continued, “with the fact that Helena Thorp waited generations for a girl. It leaves us with the fact that membership in the web is passed down the female line, and Alice Hawthorne was a member of the Gilded Blade long before she ascended.” Toby turned—toward Zara. “Tell me you don’t know anything about this.”

Jameson’s aunt—the firstborn child of Alice and Tobias Hawthorne, their firstborn daughter—raised her chin. “I know nothing,” Zara said crisply. “But then, I was neither our mother’s only daughter, nor her favorite.”
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It had been two years since Jameson and his brothers had seen their mother, but desperate times called for desperate measures. All four of them went. Toby, too. Zara had refused. Grayson wasn’t happy to be leaving Lyra, but he’d promised he would, and Grayson was nothing if not a man of his word.

And Skye, for her part, took one look at her sons and brother on her doorstep, smiled, and led them into her lawyer husband’s sprawling home without a word.

She always had loved holding court.

“To what do I owe the pleasure,” Skye said, taking a seat and gesturing for all of them to do the same, “of any of my sons remembering that they have a mother, let alone all four?” Skye loved little more than playing the victim. She was clad in a free-flowing caftan—and diamonds. A copious amount of diamonds.

But that wasn’t what drew Jameson’s attention—or his brothers’.

“You’re pregnant.” Nash’s drawl did nothing to soften those words.

Skye put a hand protectively over her round belly. “It’s a girl this time,” Skye announced. “I always did want a daughter to name after myself. Men do it all the time.” Skye nodded toward Toby. “Case in point,” she said, “and speak of the devil.”

“Hello, Skye.” Toby seemed to be rationing his words. Jameson followed his uncle’s example and resisted the urge to ask: Is wanting to name a child after yourself the only reason you’ve always wanted a daughter?

“I mourned you, Toby,” Skye said dramatically. “My darling little brother, who never even bothered coming to see me after his miraculous resurrection.”

First she’d mentioned wanting a daughter and now—resurrection. Was she baiting them? It would have been so easy to push those topics, to take the bait, if that’s what it was, but Jameson, his brothers, and Toby had game-planned on the ride over, and they’d all been in agreement: They could not let on that Alice was alive if Skye didn’t already know, and they couldn’t let Skye glean that Avery was missing, either.

“We all know how you mourned Toby.” Grayson purposefully drew Skye’s attention, and Jameson recognized the maneuver for what it was. Skye was a storyteller at heart. The more they could get her to talk, spinning stories—she loved the ones with villains best—the easier it would be to steer her toward what they really wanted to know.

“If you want someone to blame for your existence, Gray, darling, blame your father.” Skye had “mourned” Toby’s presumed death, more than two decades earlier, by sleeping with a married man, and Grayson had been the result. “But then, you can’t do that, can you, darling? I understand Sheffield Grayson is still in the Maldives somewhere, evading taxes, federal investigations, and anything else that can be evaded. Your poor half sisters—and Sheff’s poor wife.” Skye shook her head. “Poor, poor Acacia Grayson.”

Sheffield Grayson wasn’t in the Maldives. The man was dead, but Skye clearly didn’t know that.

“Acacia is more of a mother to me than you ever were,” Grayson said calmly, setting Skye up for another round.

“You see what I put up with?” she asked Toby. “But better Acacia playing mommy than Zara, I suppose. Our sister always did want what I have.”

What do you have, Skye? Just us? Just children? Or…

“That, or you always had to have what Zara wanted,” Nash offered. “Could go either way, I reckon.”

Skye twirled her diamond necklace around one of her fingers but seemed to decide against engaging Nash. “You’re being awfully quiet, Jamie. And, Xander—look at you, so very handsome these days, very much your father’s son. How is Isaiah?”

Isaiah was Xander’s father, the one Skye and the old man had kept from him for years.

“Isaiah’s great,” Xander replied cheerfully. “I introduced him to Acacia, and they really hit it off.”

That seemed to take Skye off kilter. Well played, Xan.

“Still so quiet, Jameson.” Skye’s finger twirled through the diamonds. “And so very alone. Where is our little heiress?”

Missing—but you don’t know that, do you? Jameson pretended as though Skye’s question had hit its target, allowing the muscles in his shoulders and neck to tense just a bit as he shuttered his eyes.

“Don’t tell me our little Ava’s still half in love with Gray?” Skye said. “Did she really run off to lick her wounds now that your brother’s finally gotten around to sowing some wild oats?”

Grayson’s eyes narrowed. “Wild oats?”

“I can hardly blame you for indulging,” Skye told Grayson. “But she’s a no one from nowhere. What else could it be?”

Toby responded before Grayson could: “That’s enough, Skye.”

Enough to tell us she has no clue whatsoever where Avery really is, Jameson thought. Not even a trace of suspicion.

“Toby,” Skye replied, “my darling brother, I always knew you were far too stubborn to die in a little fire.”

Jameson knew the agony the words little fire must have caused Toby, but their uncle didn’t even bat an eye.

“You thought me too stubborn to die but not the old man?” Toby waited for that to land. “His death, you believed?”

“You know something.” Skye’s eyes widened. She stood, caftan flowing, looking down at them. “All of you. You know something. About Daddy?”

Bait, taken. And it wouldn’t have been if she knew about Alice, about the Gilded Blade, if she was aware, on any level, that the old man was never truly the real player in the family.

“We don’t know a damn thing,” Nash said, and Jameson could practically hear him thinking, And neither do you.

“You can’t fool me, Nash Hawthorne,” Skye insisted. “None of you boys ever could. I’m your mother.”

“Are you?” Toby said. “Because our mother—she was there for us, Skye. Alice wasn’t perfect, but she was there. We had a mother. We were loved.”

Jameson saw what Toby was doing, bringing up Alice just to see what his sister would say.

“And what good did our mother’s love ever do us?” Skye asked. “It was Daddy’s that mattered, and he left everything to a stranger in the end—if it was the end. You all obviously came here for a reason.”

“We came here,” Nash said, rising from his chair, “so I could tell you that Libby and I are expecting twins.”

So far, Alisa had managed to keep a lid on that in the press, but Libby was starting to show. It wouldn’t be much longer before the story broke. Still, Jameson hated that Nash had been forced to use that for cover. They all knew that Skye was never getting anywhere near his girls.

Nash nodded toward Skye’s protruding stomach. “I hope she calls you Mama, the way we never did. I hope that this time, you bandage knees and kiss away tears and tuck her in at night. I hope you stay.”

“She’s going to love me.” Skye’s voice shook just a little. “I’m going to name her Skyla, and she’s going to be everything—and no one’s but mine.”

The muscles in Jameson’s throat tightened. Skye liked to act like she’d had no choice but to give them to the old man, but Jameson and his brothers had always known that she wanted her father’s money and his favor more than she’d wanted them.

“Love her more than she loves you,” Nash told Skye. “Let it be hard this time. Let her be hard.”

“I don’t know how,” Skye said, and the admission was so unlike her that Jameson believed it.

She doesn’t want a daughter because she needs a female heir. Jameson was as sure of that as was humanly possible. She just thinks a baby will fix things—the same way she always has.

“Love her enough to figure it out,” Jameson told Skye, standing and making his way to the door.

“And if you don’t,” Grayson said, following Jameson’s lead, “if you can’t—you bring her to us.”
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Impressions?” Jameson said, once they were back in the SUV, Nash in the driver’s seat and Toby riding shotgun.

“She doesn’t know a thing,” Nash said, starting up the engine. “Hell, I almost wish she did. Would’ve been an explanation for why she kept having babies, why she was never around.”

Silence descended. Jameson resigned himself to breaking it. “Is there any chance,” he said slowly, “that it’s Zara?”

“It ain’t Zara,” Nash replied. Grayson immediately concurred.

“So, what?” Jameson replied. “Alice spent thirty years building the Hawthorne fortune, building the power of the Hawthorne line, and she never chose an heir?”

“Maybe that’s why she made Hannah that offer when Avery was a toddler.” Toby’s voice got rougher, just from saying Hannah’s name. “Hannah said Alice offered her a way to be with me. Maybe her plan was for Hannah to go through the Crucible but not ascend. Maybe it was always her intention that Hannah would come back—to Avery, to me, and to the Hawthorne line, having bargained for my safety.”

“Two birds,” Grayson murmured. “One stone.”

Jameson wondered if Toby realized he was making a very strong argument for Alice to have given Hannah a second chance at that offer, long after the first was declined.

“But Hannah wouldn’t leave her little girl.” Toby took a ragged breath, and his expression said it all, said that some possibilities were almost too beautiful, too painful, too painfully beautiful to entertain. “Not for a second,” Toby insisted. “Not for the world. Not even for me.”

“But what if—” Xander started to say.

“Stop.” Toby slammed his fist into the dashboard. “All of you. Do you really think that if there was a way, if there was any way that I could see Hannah being alive, that I wouldn’t cling to that possibility? That I wouldn’t give my last breath to believe even for a second that she was still in this world? Somehow? Somewhere?”

This was killing Toby. Jameson could hear it in his voice.

“No,” Toby said. “Hannah isn’t the one in that red cloak. She isn’t the Watcher. Even if my mother came back when Avery was fifteen and Hannah was dying, her answer still would have been no. Hannah would have looked at my mother and seen her own. And she knew damn well I never wanted the Hawthorne fortune, that it was poison to me.”

“So the old man left it to Avery instead,” Grayson said intently.

“My mother knew,” Toby said quietly, “what Avery was to me.”

“The old man thought it was him pulling the strings,” Xander said suddenly. “When he was dying, I helped him set up what I thought was his final game—the Avery game. He really thought it was him.”

“He chose Avery for a multitude of reasons.” Jameson thought back to a message their grandfather had left them, what had seemed to be his final explanation. “Do you remember? He called her a skeleton key for so many little locks.”

The great Tobias Hawthorne had clearly thought that Avery was his choice. Even with everything he’d discovered about his dead wife and the Gilded Blade, even having almost certainly read Alice’s poem himself, the old man had still thought it was him.

I made my choice, then I made you, and at times you saw me… Alice’s poem rang in Jameson’s mind, and he thought: But only at times.

And it didn’t matter. None of this mattered when Avery’s life was at stake.

“You have that look,” Xander told Jameson. “The same one you got before the Skyscraper Incident in Barcelona when you were eight. The same one from the night before your fourteenth birthday, and we all know how that ended.”

“Afraid I’m going to do something rash?” Jameson asked. He tried to think of next steps, but every last option he thought of was the furthest thing from discreet.

“And just like that,” Xander announced, “your mind’s off to the races. The Bad Idea Races.”

Off to the races. Jameson went still—so still, he didn’t even breathe. It took him a moment to realize why. He forced his lungs to take in air. “Say that again.”

“The part about the races?” Xander asked. “Or the part I implied when I wiggled my eyebrows to delicately suggest that you’re thinking of doing something that could end with you chained and bleeding and possibly being set on fire? Again. No matter what bargain Avery struck, there have to be limits, and we all know how you feel about limits.”

“Off to the races,” Jameson murmured. “I knew there was something else. Something on the boards. I knew there was something I wasn’t seeing, something that was right there.”

Something other than just the name Andy being short for Andromeda or the fact that Lyra, my Lyra was really Alice, my Alice. Something to do with one of the terms on the board.

Jameson had his phone in his hand in an instant. Alisa picked up on the first ring. “I need a plane,” Jameson told her. “Back to London. Right now.”

“That can be arranged,” Alisa said. “But you can’t take Nash with you.”

Jameson hadn’t been planning on it. In truth, he’d been planning to go alone, but the second he paused to think, he knew that wasn’t happening. His brothers wouldn’t let it.

Alisa mistook Jameson’s silence for disagreement. “Nash has spent his entire life thinking he didn’t have it in him to stay,” she said quietly. “You can’t ask him to leave Libby right now.”

Alisa and Nash had been engaged once upon a time, but no matter how much a younger Nash might have wanted to, he hadn’t been able to stay for Alisa. But for Libby, Nash had. And if Nash left right now, if anything happened to Libby or the babies—he’d never be okay again.

“I’m not asking anyone to go with me,” Jameson replied. “Just get me the plane.” He hung up the phone.

“If you think you’re going anywhere alone right now,” Grayson told him, “I would encourage you to think again.”

“You want to stay,” Jameson argued. “With Lyra.”

“Lyra would never forgive me if I broke my promise and stayed for her,” Grayson replied. “She’s safe as long as she remains at Hawthorne House, and if I don’t go with you, Lyra Catalina Kane is going to kick my ass. And quite possibly someone else’s. I’m going.”

Jameson threw in the towel on that one and looked from Grayson to Nash. “You’re staying,” he told his oldest brother. “Libby needs you, and while you’re at it, you can make sure Lyra keeps up her end of the deal, that she stays put, where they can’t get her.”

“It’s decided, then,” Xander declared. “I’m going!”

Grayson reached into his suit jacket and pulled out a ring box. He leaned forward and set it on the center console next to Nash. “Give this to Lyra for me and remind her that she and I have a mutual agreement about cliffs. If she calls me an asshole, well, that’s how you’ll know you’ve gotten through to her.” Grayson leaned back in his seat and turned to Jameson. “London?”

Jameson answered the question embedded in that word. “We’re going to see about a racehorse name Lady Monoceros.”
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ROHAN


The money hadn’t taken three days to clear. It had barely taken any time at all. Rohan had what he needed. He just didn’t—and wouldn’t ever again—have Savannah Grayson.

I hope you’re happy, Rohan. I hope that throne of yours is everything you dreamed it would be. And I sure as hell hope you know better than to ever dream of me.

Rohan did know better. He had from the beginning. And now, Savannah had saved him the trouble of good-bye. He knew her unexpected benevolence could have been a ruse, an exquisite, vengeful trick both diabolical and divine, aimed at making him step foot in London prematurely, thereby forfeiting his prize. Such a move would have suited Savannah Grayson. Vicious, winter girl.

But somehow, Rohan knew that this was no trick. There was no game here. Savannah had kept her word and then some to advance him the winnings she’d promised. Even in the end—and this was the end—Savannah had not betrayed him.

My terms, Rohan could hear her saying, back in the Grandest Game. No one else’s.

He didn’t even want to know how Savannah had managed to convince her mother to release her trust fund, or how her mother had convinced the lawyers, or what mountains had been moved to make it happen so quickly.

All that mattered was that Savannah had moved mountains, and she’d done it so that she could end this. End us. Savannah had parted with a fortune to be done with him. Forever.

Rohan had never believed in another person before, but it was startlingly simple to believe in all the ways Savannah Grayson hated him now.

All the ways she always would.
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The backstreets of London hadn’t changed, and neither had this particular pub or its owner, who visibly paled when he saw Rohan approach the bar. The man had doubtlessly been instructed to make a call if and when he ever saw Rohan again.

Found yourself between a rock and a hard place, have you, old friend?

Of course, Rohan had never really had friends. He winked and put the poor sod out of his misery. “Tell you what, mate, get me a drink and go ahead and make that call.”
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After Rohan finished his drink, he did everyone involved the courtesy of waiting outside, since this could get messy. Rohan was rather hoping that it would.

Judgment came in the form of a boy who moved like shadow itself and carried seven knives, all of them concealed very well—just not quite well enough to hide them from Rohan.

“You look good, Kier.” Rohan used the lad’s given name, the only one Kier had. Rohan, on the other hand, had very recently acquired a surname, one that Savannah had given him for that paperwork, along with matching identification she’d obtained who knows where.

She’d listed him as Rohan Nihil.

Nihil looked like a proper surname. Maybe it even was in some parts of the world, but Rohan knew exactly why Savannah had chosen it. Nihil was Latin for “nothing.” And that was what Rohan was to Savannah Grayson now.

“You shouldn’t be here.” Kier’s voice had deepened since Rohan had seen the boy last—not that Kier had ever really been a child. He had a page in the Mercy’s staff ledger, same as Rohan, same as every child who grew up in the halls of the Devil’s Mercy.

Horrible secrets in purple ink.

“I am exactly where I ought to be,” Rohan replied.

Kier lunged, and Rohan intercepted knives one and two with only half as much ease as anticipated. The boy really had grown.

“This is my city, Kier.” Rohan tossed both knives to the ground, where they clattered on the pavement. “Or it will be, once you deliver a message for me.”
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ROHAN


Midnight, London time, found Rohan standing at the top of a grand staircase overlooking a palace-worthy ballroom below. Rohan knew the room, knew every inch and cranny of it: every gold molding on the walls; every thread in the lush sapphire rug that covered the white marble floor; every hidden camera; and above all, every table.

He knew the games.

He knew the dealers.

He knew the players.

Rohan was the Mercy. He always had been. The expanse of the atrium, the blood shed in the ring, the rooms where alliances were made and broken, the pleasures, the pain—Rohan was all of it. He was the house.

And the house always won.

Beside him at the top of the staircase, the Proprietor hit his cane against the ground three times. The room fell silent, players pausing mid-game, conversations hushed in an instant.

“My time as Proprietor has ended,” Alastair announced. With no small amount of dramatic flair, he lifted the platinum cane from the ground and spun it, holding its elaborately carved handle out to Rohan—a scepter in every way that mattered, to go with an invisible crown.

Mine. Rohan’s heart refused to pound. It beat steadily with no more and no less force than he was used to as he reached out to lock his hand around the cane. Alastair braced his weight against the banister, Proprietor no longer, and Rohan hit the cane against the ground three times.

Down below, at the gaming tables and throughout the grand ballroom, heads began to bow, one after another after another, the equivalent of the most powerful men in London taking a knee.

There was nothing soft or warm about this moment, no gently hummed song playing in Rohan’s mind, no water, dark or otherwise, lurking in the hollows of his mind. There was nothing but victory.

There was a price to be paid for power, always.

Rohan had paid it.

Long live the king.
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GIGI


With Toby on a plane to London, Gigi only had Slate and Knox to look after, but still: easier said than done. Over the last few hours, she’d alternated between wondering how Nora was faring, trying to think of more details to add to the whiteboards, and fine-tuning her skills at herding cats. Broody, loner cats. Gigi had seen to it that the cats were fed. And sunned. She’d shown pictures of literal cat memes to the metaphorical cats.

And still, in Gigi’s estimation, Knox was maybe two mentions of Calla’s name away from trying to leave again. Slate was looking pale, if muscularly robust, and kept insisting that the dressing on his wound didn’t need to be changed when it clearly did. So the last thing Gigi needed—the very last thing—was to take on custody, however temporary, of another Hawthorne.

But Zara reminded Gigi so much of Savannah that Gigi hadn’t really had a choice about following the woman up those five flights of stairs. Did Knox and Slate appreciate being literally dragged along with her? No. No, they did not—well, maybe Slate enjoyed the dragging a little. A girl could hope. But regardless, they came, and so did Alisa, and as much as Gigi hated cardio, she persevered.

And that was how they ended up in the tower with Zara.
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Tobias Hawthorne had apparently been very fond of keys—like really, really, unusually fond of them. To each their own! Gigi focused on the details of the keys spread out on the floor, rather than the Freudian implications.

There were 107 of them, divided into two perfectly straight lines on opposite sides of the tower room. The line to the left of the door contained seventy-three keys in total, jewels glistening in the head of every third or fourth key. The line on the right side of the tower room had thirty-four keys—and fewer jewels.

“We’re here to help,” Gigi told Zara.

“Resistance is futile,” Knox muttered. “She’ll wear you down.”

Zara arched a brow, a very Savannah-esque brow, and Gigi deployed scooty hands. Very emphatically.

“My father told the boys the story of his life was in these keys,” Zara said, seemingly resigned to her fate. She pointed to the longer of the two lines. “These are the ones that Oren, Nash, and I were able to match to a specific biographical event or events in my father’s life. Nan helped a bit.”

“Nan is Grayson’s great-grandmother,” Gigi informed Slate and Knox. “She’s terrifying, I’ve only met her twice, but I can safely say that I hope I have her dexterity and arm strength when I’m ninety.”

“And these”—Zara crossed to stand over the shorter line of keys, the light from the window casting her shadow over at least half of them—“are the ones whose meaning I have yet to ascertain. If there’s a puzzle here or a story about the Gilded Blade, it’s somewhere in these.”

Gigi squatted next to the second row of keys and took stock. I am one with the world, she thought, taking it all in, and the world is thirty-four keys.

Twenty of them were letter keys, one for each letter of the alphabet except…

“B, D, S, T, W, and Z,” Slate said from above her.

“Gold star,” Gigi told him, and then she looked over at the other line of keys and picked those letters out, one by one. “So originally, every letter of the alphabet made an appearance,” Gigi observed.

That didn’t give them much to work with. There were number keys in both sets as well, only three of which were in the smaller line: four, eleven, and twenty-three. Gigi reached out to lightly touch the outer edges of the number keys. “They’re all different,” she noted out loud. “The flourishes and braids of metal around the letters and numbers—they’re unique.”

“You don’t miss a thing, do you?” Zara said quietly.

“Not much,” Gigi replied, turning her attention to the remaining keys. There were eleven of them, which struck Gigi as a lucky number. One by one, she took them in, focusing on the design at the head of each key:

A pair of cherries.

An acorn.

Five octagons, one inside another.

A cluster of hexagons—ten, total.

A mermaid.

A dragon.

A scorpion.

A swirl of what looked like solid gold barbed wire.

A smaller circle partially covering a larger one, both of them made of vibrant copper.

An eagle.

A harp.

Gigi looked up to see Knox edging toward the door. “Is that an invitation to jump on your back?” she asked innocently.

Knox glared at her but stayed put, and Gigi decided to take that as her cue to concentrate on the most abstract keys of the bunch. She started with the key with the two copper circles, turning it one way and then another, and then cocking her head to the side. “This one—I think it’s an eclipse.”

One of the benefits of being perpetually chaos-brained was that it was easy sometimes to see things that more orderly minds missed.

“And this one…” Gigi picked up the key with the cluster of hexagons. “I’m guessing honeycomb.”

Slate crouched beside her and without a word picked up the key with the octagons—five of them, embedded one inside another.

The moment Mattias Slater touched that key, Gigi saw it. “A web,” she said. “Spin, spin,” said the spider to the web.

“Delightful,” Zara said. “The web again, yet another inheritance for which I was passed over. That, it seems, is the story of my life.”

Gigi knew what it was like to always be second-best. If that.

“Allow me.” Alisa bent down to briskly pluck three keys from the bunch: the honeycomb, the eclipse key, and the one with what looked like solid gold barbed wire. “These three—I know the stories they correspond to: one Mr. Hawthorne told me when I was nine and two that I was there for. None of them have anything to do with Alice.”

“You and this family.” That was from Knox. “You go way back.”

Alisa neither confirmed nor denied that statement as she transferred the keys to the other side of them.

“Eight left, plus the letters and numbers,” Gigi announced, placing the web key back down and rearranging the entire line. “A pair of cherries, an acorn, a mermaid, a dragon, a scorpion, an eagle, a harp… and a web.”

“Roger that.”

It took Gigi a second to recognize that voice as Oren’s and another to realize that the head of security wasn’t talking to her. He was talking to his earpiece.

“Alisa, we have company. At the gates.”

“And whoever they are,” Alisa inferred, “they’re a PR liability or you wouldn’t be consulting me.”

Gigi’s mind went first to Nora, then to Savannah, as Oren positioned himself between Knox and the door.

“I see,” Alisa said.

See what? It didn’t take Gigi long to connect the dots, to read into both Oren’s movement and Alisa’s reply. “It’s Brady, isn’t it?” Gigi said. That was why Oren hadn’t answered the question out loud, why he’d blocked Knox’s path. “He went to England with Rohan and Savannah. What’s he doing here?”

That question hung in the air for a second or two.

“Have Mr. Daniels brought onto the estate,” Alisa told Oren, “but make it look, for the paparazzi’s sake, like he’s being sent away.”

And just like that, Alisa and Oren were on the move—and so was Knox.

Gigi had to follow—back down five sets of stairs and through multiple corridors and out onto the estate. Unlike Nora, Brady apparently wasn’t being allowed anywhere near the House.

Cardio, my old nemesis, we meet again. Sunset had come and gone, the day lost to whiteboards and puzzling and herding metaphorical cats. The Texas twilight was on its last legs before true nightfall, and it wasn’t until Gigi paused for a breath-and-a-half that she realized:

“I know you’re back there.” This time, she did know. She could feel him. “You really should be going easy on the cardio, given the gaping bullet wound in your abs.”

“It’s a nick in my side, and you’re obviously still holding a grudge about it.”

“A grudge?”

“I thought you believed in rehabilitation.” Slate pulled even with Gigi and had the absolute temerity not to be winded in the least.

“Tell you what,” Gigi replied, as she realized exactly where Oren, Alisa, and Knox were headed. “When we get Eve back, I’ll rehabilitate her myself.”

Even from a distance, Gigi could tell that the hedge maze was lit. It glowed against the not-quite-blackness of the early evening sky. By the time Gigi and Slate made it to the entrance, Oren had already disappeared inside. The rest of them weren’t allowed in until Alisa got a text from Oren, at which point, Alisa navigated through the maze at a speed that reminded Gigi that Alisa had practically grown up on the estate, alongside Nash.

As Knox had said, Avery’s lawyer and the Hawthorne family went way back.

At the center of the maze, Oren blocked the way to a small clearing. “He’s clean,” Oren told Alisa. “No bugs. No weapons. Doesn’t even have a cell phone on him. Heart rate is within expected range.”

“Do I even want to know how you know my heart rate?” Brady called.

Knox pushed past Alisa, then Oren, who allowed it.

They want to see how this plays out, Gigi realized. She tried to wriggle her way around Alisa and Oren, too, but settled for obtaining a mostly unobstructed view. Brady’s head was bowed. Knox stopped maybe three feet away from him.

Brady spoke first. “Calla.” That was all he said for a second or two, just the name. “Calla failed. All my sponsor would tell me is that Calla failed.”

Gigi’s stomach twisted. Helena was right—about the necklace. Some years, all three Candidates survived the Crucible. And some years, they didn’t.

“I’m sorry,” Knox said quietly.

“No.” Brady had clearly still been holding out some hope that failure didn’t mean… that.

“Helena said the same,” Knox told him. “She’s gone, Brady. Calla’s gone.”

“I don’t care about Helena Thorp.”

“And you think I do?” Knox bit back.

Brady’s hand lashed out, his fingers locking around the collar of Knox’s shirt. He pulled the fabric roughly down, exposing Knox’s scar. Gigi tried again to oh-so-subtly edge past Oren.

“Slate?” Knox’s voice rang out. “How’s that nick of yours?”

“Tolerable.”

Knox never took his eyes off Brady. “Keep her out of this.”

Slate laid a light hand—a very light hand—on Gigi’s shoulder.

“Calla talked about us, you know.” Brady released his hold on Knox’s shirt. “You and me both—but you more. My sponsor said that Calla loved me in her own way and you in all ways.”

Gigi saw something snap in Knox. He lunged at Brady, and Gigi knew that if she tried to throw herself into the mix, Slate would hold her back, and he wasn’t in any shape to do that. So she just stood there, watching grief explode out of Knox and Brady as they traded blows, knowing in her soul that neither one of them was really angry with the other.

They were raging at the world.

“Maybe Calla was never what I thought,” Brady said, wiping blood from his lips with the back of his hand.

“Calla was exactly what you thought.” Knox didn’t bother wiping a damn thing. He spat blood. “She was stubborn and spoiled and strong and smart. Fierce. And she was loyal enough to shred her own heart to save some fraction of mine.”

Knox took another swing, and Brady caught his hand. “Where is this coming from?” he asked Knox. “For years, you didn’t even care that Calla was gone. Now, suddenly, she’s worth mourning to you? After what she did to you?”

The fight went out of Knox, all at once, and Gigi felt his next words coming, felt them like the rumbling of earth right before seismic activity tears it apart.

“Orion Thorp wasn’t Calla’s father, Brady, but apparently, he is mine.”

Brady dropped his hold on Knox’s fist, and just like that, the fight was over.

“Helena told Calla the truth the night Calla left,” Knox continued. “Calla didn’t want me to know. She was trying to spare me. I was nothing to Orion Thorp. He left me to rot, but I wasn’t nothing to Calla. We weren’t.”

“Just like the duchess said,” Brady replied hoarsely, and something occurred to Gigi.

“Zella wasn’t even supposed to know who Calla was,” Gigi said. “Candidates choose new names. But Calla talked about the two of you. She must have told Zella enough for her to track you down. The Watcher, too.”

“Calla just couldn’t let us go,” Brady said quietly.

“I know,” Knox rasped.

“Then you know,” Brady told him, “that I can’t let this go.”

“I know,” Knox said, “and that’s why I’m telling you that Nora made another appearance, that she has a plan of some kind to end this, to rid the world of the Gilded Blade.”

Nora hadn’t said those exact words, but Gigi couldn’t help thinking back to the scars on Nora’s arms, and deep down, she knew Knox was right. For Nora, this wasn’t just about making sure that the current Hand never became the Judge.

She wanted to end it all.

“Then why are you here right now?” Brady asked Knox. “Why aren’t you out there, doing whatever you can to help her end this?”

“Because,” Knox replied, “I’m a selfish son of a bitch.”

“No. You’re not.” Brady turned his head to look at Gigi.

Knox is staying for me, Gigi thought. Maybe also for Alisa, but definitely for me. And Brady—Brady wasn’t going to stay. Brady was going after Nora.

Part of Gigi wanted to try and stop him, to try to make Brady focus on the living over the dead. Another part of her wanted to tell Knox to go.

But what she said was: “Before you go anywhere, Brady, you’re going to do something for me.” Brady Daniels was a doctoral student whose specialties included symbols and meaning, ancient civilizations, and material culture, especially anything involving rituals or tools.

And constellations.

“Inside Hawthorne House,” Gigi continued, “there are whiteboards full of information about the history of the Gilded Blade and random mentions of mythology and constellations and details about the ritual of the Crucible.” Gigi took a breath—not a deep one, just a breath. “It’s too late for Calla,” she said, “but it’s not too late for Avery.” Gigi glanced at Slate. “Or Eve.”

Gigi looked back to Brady. “And maybe you don’t care about that right now. That’s fine. I’m not even going to try to convince you that you should, but you owe me for the way you treated me, the way you used me.”

It didn’t hurt anymore, thinking about that. It didn’t even sting.

“For the way you would have kept right on using me,” Gigi continued, “you owe me. Just take a look. That’s all I’m asking.”

Brady stared at Gigi, then looked back at Knox and said, “One look.”
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LYRA


Hawthorne House without Grayson should have felt wrong to Lyra. The place was basically a palace, and Lyra was the furthest thing from a princess, but in the oddest way, at the oddest times, the mansion reminded her of Mile’s End, like this House with a capital H, however massive and ostentatious, had eyes and ears and a beating heart all its own.

Besides, it was hard to feel out of place when Max and Libby had been sticking to her like glue all day, like they were three of a kind. Over and over again, Lyra returned to the Great Room, and they went with her. It always ended the same way, with Lyra fixing her gaze on that picture of her father and uncle and their mother. Each time Lyra looked at it, Xander’s voice rang in her mind. Is there any chance at all that your grandmother or possibly great-grandmother was one of the other Candidates with Alice in 1967?

Either that, or maybe her family’s connection to the Gilded Blade went further back.

Either that, or the connection wasn’t to the Gilded Blade at all but to Alice.

“I’m gonna go ahead and call it,” Max told Lyra. “Too much time spent communing with whiteboards cheese-grates the soul. Which flavor of distraction would you prefer?”

“And/or cupcake,” Libby added.

“Which flavor of distraction and/or cupcake would you prefer?” Max amended.

Before Lyra could so much as attempt to decline the offers, Gigi’s voice echoed in from the foyer. “If I were you, I’d start with either Lucy or Clyde.”

Incoming, Lyra thought.

“Which one do you think she’s talking to,” Max said, “Muscles or Eyebrows of Doom?”

Gigi rounded the corner. “Neither!” She was followed by Slate, Alisa, Knox, Brady Daniels, and Oren, in that order.

What the hell is Brady doing here? Lyra thought. Oren tracked the scholar’s every move as Brady approached the whiteboards and scanned all four, one after another, with mind-boggling speed.

“Constellations,” Brady murmured. “And mythology.” He nodded to Jameson’s writing under the section labeled Prague. “May I?”

Max tossed him a marker. “Knock yourself out, mysterious speed-reader.” As Brady uncapped the marker with one hand, Max lowered her voice. “Who the fox is this guy?”

Lyra kept her answer brief: “A player from the Grandest Game.”

Brady got to work. Next to Pyramus and Thisbe, he wrote the word CLOAK. Next to Orpheus and Eurydice: UNDERWORLD and LYRE.

“Lyre.” Lyra said the word out loud.

“Orpheus was known for his golden lyre,” Brady explained, “a gift from Apollo. It was by playing a song on that instrument that he convinced Hades to allow him a chance to bring Eurydice back to life. When Orpheus failed at that task, was forced to live without his wife, and eventually died, still brokenhearted, it’s said the golden lyre was cast up into the heavens and became a constellation.”

Lyra didn’t have to ask which one. “Lyra.”

Brady crossed to the board with Alice’s poem—and the dots. “Lyra,” he confirmed, “also known as the Lyre of Orpheus. It was vultur cadens to the Romans—‘the falling vulture’—and in Welsh, it’s known as Talyn Arthur, ‘Arthur’s harp.’ Its brightest star is Vega, which is part of the Summer Triangle”—Brady wrote those words on the board—“formed by the brightest stars in the constellations Cygnus, Aquila, and Lyra respectively, all of them visible in the northern hemisphere from summer through autumn and even a bit into winter.”

“A triangle,” Gigi pointed out, “has three sides.”

There are always three Ascendants. There are always three Candidates. And then there’s the fourth part of the Gilded Blade. Lyra tried not to dwell on the Kyrie and turned her focus on Brady instead. “During the Grandest Game, you told me the constellation Lyra was visible in the southern hemisphere, northern sky.”

“It is,” Brady said simply, “just for a briefer time than in the northern hemisphere and only in certain regions. You’ll have to forgive me for testing you, it’s a habit leftover from childhood. Most people didn’t appreciate being corrected by a scrawny little kid who’d skipped three grades, especially one who looked like me, so I developed a habit of saying things that were slightly wrong to see what other people knew—and what they didn’t.”

“Was anything you said just now a test?” Lyra pressed. “The bit about Orpheus, maybe?”

“No.” Without another word, Brady moved on—to another constellation. “Monoceros, the unicorn. That one’s fainter than Lyra, faint enough that it wasn’t one of Ptolemy’s original forty-eight constellations. But Aquila, the eagle? Its brightest star, Altair, is also a part of the Summer Triangle.”

Brady went off on a tangent there about ancient Egypt and Babylon, but Lyra focused on what he’d already given them: Lyra, also known as the Lyre of Orpheus, falling vulture, Arthur’s harp. And Aquila—the eagle.

And just like that, Lyra saw it. If Grayson had been there, Lyra would have looked to him, but in his absence, she looked to Libby. “Where’s Zara?” Lyra asked, her heart thudding in her chest, her brain exploding with the realization she’d just had. “Where are the keys?”

“Follow me.” Gigi beat Libby to an answer. “I hope you like stairs.”
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LYRA


Zara was alone in the tower when they arrived, but in a matter of seconds, the room was full. Everyone had followed, except for Brady and Oren, who’d stayed back to keep an eye on Brady. Lyra scanned the keys on the floor—first the larger group and then the smaller one. She found the eagle first and then the harp.

“Lyra, the harp,” Lyra said. “Aquila, the eagle.” She scanned the rest of the keys. “Are any of the rest of these constellations?”

Knox pulled the scorpion key. “Scorpious.” He reached for the dragon. “Draco.”

Draco. Lyra’s heart skipped a beat. Per Eve’s file, the surnames that Lyra’s father had used most frequently had been Aquila, Reyes, and Drakos.

“Everything okay in here?” Nash said from the doorway.

“More of the same,” Libby told him. “Constellations.”

More of the same. Lyra could feel herself reaching a turning point. Something has to change.

“The edges!” Gigi popped up next to Lyra from who knows where. “Forget the designs on the heads of the keys and look only at the flourishes around them. If you focus on the borders…” Gigi confiscated Lyra’s keys, then went for Knox’s, and then she gathered all the letter keys and began going through them one by one.

Slate’s lips curved very, very slightly. “She’s pulling the matches—one letter for each of those keys.”

Four letters. Lyra took them in. A, J, K, and Q.

“Avery and Jameson?” Libby guessed for the first two. “Or the A could be for Alice.”

Another puzzle. Another game. More of the same. Lyra could feel a pressure building in her chest. Something had to change. She’d promised Grayson that she would stay at Hawthorne House, safe and sound, protected by all of Oren’s security measures. But Lyra wasn’t sure how many more puzzles or dead ends or questions she could take.

“I need some air.” She stood. “I’ll check with Oren to see what perimeter I need to stay within, but I’m going for a run.”
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Even inside the security perimeter, the Hawthorne estate offered plenty of terrain for Lyra to conquer. With only the light of the moon overhead, she pushed herself harder and farther and faster, and all the while, she just kept thinking that nothing would change unless she changed it.

Unless she took a risk.

But every time she even considered it, she remembered her promise—and everything else. Pulling each other back from cliffs. Knowing Grayson and being known by him. The way he’d looked in the woods at Mile’s End and the way it had felt to shave his face.

Seven days. It had only been seven days. Just one week, and Lyra couldn’t break her promise to him, but something had to change. She ended up in the forest—as far out as she could go with Oren’s blessing. It took her longer than it should have to realize she had a shadow.

“I don’t need a babysitter,” Lyra called back.

“Clearly not.” Nash didn’t even have to work to catch up to her now that his cover was blown. “You don’t need a babysitter,” he said, pulling even with her. “You need to run.”

“You don’t have to keep me company,” Lyra told him. “I’m fine.”

She could practically hear Grayson: You don’t have to be fine.

“Gray swims to calm his mind,” Nash said steadily. “Or he used to, anyway. He’d swim until every muscle in his body was screaming, until he could barely keep himself afloat. For Jamie, it’s always been either going too fast or being up too high. Xander tends more toward eating scones and playing with explosives. We all have our ways of processing things.”

“What about you?” Lyra asked, coming to a stop to catch her breath. Better to talk about him than me.

“I like the feel of the wind,” Nash told her. “The smell of grass and dirt. When I was younger, it was motorcycles—refurbishing them, salvaging parts, proving to myself that there was no such thing as a lost cause.” Nash looked to the horizon, like it wasn’t nighttime and already dark, like he was looking into a Texas sunset instead. “You’re new to all of this, to us. But for the record, Lyra? If any part of you is considering taking this run a little farther, pushing beyond Oren’s airtight security perimeter? Ain’t gonna happen, kid.”

He’s bluffing, Lyra thought.

“Not bluffin’,” Nash informed her, like she’s spoken out loud. “You strike me as a fellow first-born, so this bit might be new to you, but I’ve been riding herd on my brothers their entire lives and Avery since she got here. You’re welcome to try to push this. Wouldn’t go well for you. No grand acts of self-sacrifice allowed. No playing bait.”

Nash reached for Lyra’s hand then and pressed something into it. A velvet box. Alice’s ring. “Gray told me to ask you to hold on to this for him. He mentioned the two of you have an agreement of sorts, ’bout cliffs.”

Lyra stared at that ring box. “He told you to keep an eye on me.” Of course he did. “Asshole,” Lyra muttered—or maybe murmured.

“Yeah,” Nash replied, “but he’s our asshole.”

The muscles in Lyra’s throat and abdomen constricted, because it couldn’t have been clearer that Nash was including her in that our. The same way that Libby and Max had acted like all three of them were somehow the same. And that just made Lyra even more desperate to do something, because all of them needed for Avery to be okay.

“There has to be something we can do,” Lyra said.

“I might be able to help with that,” a voice called. Alisa. It was another few seconds before the lawyer was close enough for Lyra to make out her silhouette in the moonlight. “Credit goes to your wife for this one,” Alisa told Nash. “Libby was the one who pointed out that there are four people in that photograph of Lyra’s father’s family—not three.”

Four…

“The baby,” Lyra said. “In the blanket—the worn blue blanket.” Worn enough, Lyra realized, to be a hand-me-down. Lyra swallowed. “When I asked my mom if Tomás had a brother, she said that his answer always varied. Sometimes he had two brothers, and sometimes they were sisters, and sometimes he was the youngest of seven.”

“Raises a question, doesn’t it?” Nash said.

“What if,” Lyra replied, “the baby in that blue blanket was a girl?”

How old would she be now? Lyra thought. And more importantly, how old would she have been during the Crucible that happened nineteen years ago?

“The timing could work,” Lyra said, doing the math, “for the Omega. If there was a family history with the Gilded Blade, if the Aquila line had fallen out of power, that could have put a daughter on the Judge’s radar.”

“I’ll have my guys do some digging,” Alisa said. “We’ll know more about her—if that baby is a girl—soon.”

Her, Lyra thought. She.

“Don’t be afraid, Lyra Catalina,” Lyra said out loud. “She will come for you. What if my uncle wasn’t talking about Alice? Alice was the one who showed up, but what if he was trying to lure out someone else, expecting someone else?”

What if he was expecting his sister?

“Don’t go thinkin’ this changes things,” Nash told Lyra. “Regarding that conversation you and I just had.”

“I’m sorry,” Lyra said. “You can tell Grayson that I’m sorry, but if this is my aunt we’re talking about here—”

“Still no.” Nash didn’t even have the decency to get heated about it.

“I can save you both some back and forth,” Alisa interjected. “I didn’t come out here just to tell you Libby’s theory about the baby, Lyra. I came out here to tell both of you that an envelope was delivered to Hawthorne House ten minutes ago. Oren still has it in forensics, but I took some pictures to show you.”

Alisa held her phone out to Lyra. On its screen, there was a photograph of a plain white envelope bearing Lyra’s name.

LYRA CATALINA.

Lyra’s eyes darted up to Alisa’s.

“Scroll,” the lawyer said.

Lyra scrolled to the next photo, to a single page with a message written on it in the same hand:

I MADE MY CHOICE. IT WASN’T YOU.
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JAMESON

The Gilded Blade has all three Candidates now. That thought and variations of it had been cycling through Jameson’s head since the moment their plane had landed, the moment Grayson had called Lyra and gotten that update. Avery. Eve. And one more—quite possibly Nora. If the Crucible didn’t start for Avery the moment she was taken, it’s underway now.

Air tasted like dirt in Jameson’s mouth. His blood felt like thorns in his veins. If Avery hadn’t already been fighting her way through trials that some Candidates did not survive—

She is now.

And if Nora had succeeded at drawing the Omega’s attention, her plan—that plan that Nora had said she’d like to think Avery would come through alive—it was probably gaining steam.

I am a survivor, you know. Avery’s voice came to Jameson, the way it hadn’t on the plane. He’d tried and tried to hear her, and now, finally, forty minutes into their drive to Queensbright Stables, his brain cooperated. It was already almost midday in England, hours lost to the time switch and the flight, but finally, he could hear her.

And he could imagine himself replying, I know.

You need to be careful, the Avery in his mind warned. No matter what I negotiated for—

I know, Heiress.

In Jameson’s mind, her voice took on a wry tone. You do not excel at being careful.

“And you do.” Jameson hadn’t meant to say that out loud, but he did, just as Queensbright Stables came into view. From a distance, it looked more like a sprawling, historic university campus than a place to board thoroughbreds.

Lady Monoceros, it had turned out, had been purchased the year before, sold as part of Avery’s divestiture of large chunks of the Hawthorne fortune—sold, it had turned out, to a duke.

For his duchess, no doubt, Jameson thought—and this time, there was no reply from Avery in his mind. Steeling himself against that loss, Jameson concentrated on their current task. He gave it a ten percent chance Zella would show up while they were poking around, but Jameson Hawthorne had been playing worse odds all his life.

Charming their way into a tour of the world-class facility proved easy enough, the way most things did when your last name was Hawthorne. Convincing anyone to leave them in the vicinity of horses valued at upward of twenty million dollars apiece, however, proved almost impossible. Fortunately, Xander was a master of distraction, Grayson had a way of making people follow orders they never even realized he’d issued, and Toby had spent years being invisible and slipping around unseen.

Soon enough, they were in.

Lady Monoceros was a magnificent filly, a rare white thoroughbred—fitting, given that she’d been named for the Woman in White. Jameson suspected the horse had been his grandfather’s last love letter to Alice. The old man had acquired—and named—Lady Monoceros not long before his death. A second horse had been acquired at the same time, as part of the same deal—Thamenold, an anagram for the old man.

Thamenold and Lady Monoceros.

Tobias and his Alice.

Jameson and his partners in crime searched the horse’s stall first but didn’t hit paydirt until they coaxed the Lady into showing them the bottoms of her feet. Three of her four horseshoes were engraved. Jameson set aside the obvious logistical questions, such as How many times have her shoes been changed since the old man died? and How many spare horseshoes did he leave behind and What superstition convinced anyone to continue using them this long?

None of that mattered. The only thing that mattered was the words:


ALIKE, A QUAINT SLAYER

WON’T LOVERS REVOLT NOW?

WHOLE HEART, I CAN.



Jameson knew immediately—immediately—once he saw the last line what this was. Avery Kylie Grambs, rearranged, was a very risky gamble. And whole heart, I can—that was an anagram for Alice Hawthorne.

Jameson glanced at Xander. “I need a pen and something to write on.”

Xander obliged, pulling four pens and a notebook shaped like an armadillo out of his pockets. “I live to serve.”

Jameson took one of the pens and the notebook and wrote the entire puzzle down before translating the last line. “Whole heart, I can,” he told the others. “Alice Hawthorne.”

“Jamie.” Grayson took the pen and started to work on the first line: ALIKE, A QUAINT SLAYER. As Jameson watched, Grayson pulled letters out of the phrase, scratching them out as he went to keep track.

A-Q-U-I-L…

Jameson saw exactly where this was going. Once Grayson had pulled out Aquila Reyes. There were only seven letters left in the line. Jameson stared at them. K, A, I, N, T, L, and A.

“Lyra’s middle name,” Grayson said quietly, “is Catalina.”

“Katalin?” Xander looked up from the armadillo notebook. “With a K.”

Katalin Aquila Reyes. Alice Hawthorne. Jameson knew then: These words might have looked like a poem, but this was a list.

“There are always three,” Jameson said hoarsely. “Alice Hawthorne.” The Woman in White, the Monoceros, the Judge. “Katalin Aquila Reyes.” A relative of Lyra’s, obviously. The Omega? And…

Jameson focused with everything he had on the one remaining line: WON’T LOVERS REVOLT NOW? Jameson had only started trying to anagram it when he realized—

“No.” Toby pushed his way violently out of the stall, leaving Jameson and his brothers staring at the words.

Xander was the one who said it. “It’s a palindrome.”

Jameson bowed his head slightly. “It’s the same backward as forward.”

This was a list. This was the Gilded Blade. There were always three Ascendants.

Alice Hawthorne.

Katalin Aquila Reyes.

And Hannah, the same backward as forward.

Jameson sprang out of the stall, intent on chasing Toby down, then screeched to a dead halt, because Toby hadn’t gone far—and he wasn’t alone.

Jameson had given it ten percent odds that the duchess would join them. He hadn’t foreseen even a one percent chance of Toby holding a knife to Zella’s throat.

But maybe he should have.

Hold it together, Jameson tried to telegraph to Toby, just a little bit longer.

“Would now be a good time to call in that favor you owe me?” Jameson asked Zella.

“Now would be the ideal time to see what you can get out of me without wasting that favor.” Zella didn’t seem overly concerned about Toby—or the knife. “I was Alice’s choice for the last Crucible, you know,” she said lightly. “She found me when I was quite young, plucked me from unfortunate circumstances, trained me herself. She saw to it that I was sent to the best schools—all before the Crucible was ever called.”

“You’re saying that my mother chose you as her Candidate five years ago.” Toby’s grip on that knife never wavered, as his vocal cords strained against his throat. “You’re saying someone else chose Hannah.”

“Am I?” Zella sounded exactly as she had the first time Jameson had ever met her—That Duchess, chatting over champagne.

“Where is Hannah?” Toby demanded. “Where is the Watcher? Where are my daughters?”

Daughters, plural. Avery and Eve.

“A change has been brewing,” Zella said in that same champagne tone, seemingly unconcerned with her own mortality and just how close Toby was to the edge. “There are factions within the Blade, some more dangerous than others, but Alice is Alice. She always has a few cards in reserve to play.”

The art of the cascade, Jameson thought. “Tell us,” he ordered.

“There are limits,” Zella said, “to certain immunities. And there are consequences to breaking certain rules in this game.”

This isn’t a game, Jameson thought as Toby, a man on the verge, put pressure on the blade at Zella’s throat, barely cutting her skin.

“Toby,” Grayson snapped.

“Ashes,” Jameson told his uncle, and when he went to take the knife from Toby’s hand, Toby didn’t fight him for it, because in so many ways, the two of them were the same.

“Where is Hannah?” Toby asked the duchess again, his voice deadly soft and broken.

Zella looked straight into Toby’s wild green eyes. “I can’t tell you that.” She paused. “None of us wants this year’s Crucible to be deemed a failure. A wholesale failure.”

Calla had failed, and Calla was dead. A wholesale failure. Jameson felt like an iron glove was squeezing his heart. Not just one Candidate—but the whole thing. Avery and Eve and—

“Don’t ask me for that favor quite yet, Jameson,” Zella told him. “You might, however, consider asking the new Proprietor of the Devil’s Mercy for one.”

New. Jameson registered that—and the implication. “Rohan? He’s the Proprietor now?”

“I dare say you might find an ally in him, once you tell him who the Omega chose as her Candidate.”

“Nora,” Grayson said immediately.

Zella shook her head. “No, Grayson.”

Three Candidates, the dreaded chorus in Jameson’s mind was back. They have all three.

Avery.

Eve.

And… Jameson realized suddenly that there was only one person Rohan had ever given any signs of caring about. Savannah.
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ROHAN


In all his years growing up at the Devil’s Mercy, Rohan had never once set foot in its true inner sanctum. For more than two centuries, only Proprietors had been given access to this room.

Now, like everything else, it was Rohan’s.

The sanctum was more vault than study, its walls lined with numbered and locked metal boxes, none larger than a safe deposit box. There was but a single bookshelf in the room, and that shelf held thick, leatherbound tomes.

Ledgers.

Since the Regency era, powerful men had paid a levy to join the ranks of the Mercy—the same levy paid by the staff who called this underground palace home: a secret both terrible and true, leverage to be held over them.

A secret—and proof. Nearly an hour ticked by as Rohan read. Even as the Mercy had evolved with modern times, even as the lock boxes had come to hold USB drives and literal, taped confessions, the levies were still recorded in the ledgers, written by the secret-holder’s own hand in fountain pen, one page for every secret.

And now all of those ledgers, going back to the very first, were Rohan’s. Page after page after page. He’d started with the most recent and worked his way backward until only the oldest ledger remained. He started at the end of that one and made his way through it backward toward the beginning, but again and again, his gaze was drawn to the bookshelf and the four objects he’d placed on top of it.

A ballgown shredded to pieces.

A hairbrush.

A knife.

A rose made of glass.

None of which should have captivated Rohan even half as much as the ledgers—or, for that matter, the years’ worth of security footage archived and kept in the vault. The power of the Mercy was not just the levies. It was every secret spoken in its hallowed halls, every deal made, every bit of knowledge gathered by dealers and bartenders and jacks-of-all-trades.

The power of the Mercy was and always had been that of controlling the board.

Tell me, Savannah. What’s the board right now? Rohan pushed against the memory and so many others—of wagers made and rules broken and letters inked onto skin.

Fair warning, love: I want it more. He’d warned her. Right from the beginning, he’d warned her. What choice did I have? Right from the start, what choice did I have with you?

Rohan gritted his teeth and read on—on and on, centuries-old secrets, skeletons in every aristocratic closet, the alchemy at the intersection of power and wealth and the desire for more.

And all of it—all of it—was like sand in Rohan’s mouth. Room after room had been erected in the labyrinth of Rohan’s mind, and he felt nothing.

Not a single thrill.

Not even a hint of anticipation.

No satisfaction at the schemes he could lay or the battles that would inevitably be won.

Nothing.

Nihil.

“Long live the king,” Rohan said darkly.

Eventually, he made it back to the first entry in the first ledger. Rohan stared at the page—at the name.

The founder of the Devil’s Mercy—a brilliant, Machiavellian man, a man with royal blood and the kind of reputation that had survived generations—had his own entry in the ledger. His own secret. Why? It made little sense that the man who’d founded this place would have required a levy from himself.

And yet… Rohan found that he did not care. He closed the ledger and set it aside, and the next thing he knew, he was standing at the bookshelf, staring not at the ledgers but at the glass rose and the brush and the knife and the remains of a ballgown the color of smoke. He picked up the shredded fabric, still soft to the touch. Savannah had really done a number on the dress, destroyed it the way Rohan had once dared her to destroy another glass rose.

I see you, Savannah, Rohan had told her. The real you. The angry you.

And she’d told him that women like her didn’t get to be angry. At the time, Rohan hadn’t even let on that he knew quite well what that was like. He’d grown up in the seat of power, playing game after game with men who all too often let their anger rule them, men who, outside of the Mercy, would have looked right through Rohan based on nothing more than the color of his skin.

Men who even within the halls of the Mercy had needed to learn the hard way not to.

I see you, Savannah. The real you. The angry you. Rohan picked up the glass rose and thought about Savannah’s hatred of flowers, of roses in particular, and he let the glass rose slip from his fingers. Rohan heard it shatter. He saw the shards, and still—

Nihil.

He returned his attention to the ledgers—to the staff ledger this time, and flipped it open to his own page. He stared at his secret, written in shaky, childish scrawl in dark purple ink. Rohan stared at the page until the words blurred, and then, as the sound of his mother’s song—and her screams—rose in his mind, Rohan heard another voice, a woman’s voice, taunting him on the other end of a phone line.

You said to make you an offer. I thought you should know: We already have.

Rohan looked back again to the glass on the floor—so many shards—and the pieces clicked into place.

We already have.

Rohan picked up the first ledger with one hand and the cane with the other, his scepter, a match for an invisible crown that did not matter to him the way it should have.

I want everything, Rohan had told Savannah once, and I always have. The Mercy was supposed to be his everything. Rohan was supposed to rule, but instead, he found himself leaving the inner sanctum and making his way to the Proprietor’s study—his study, now.

Alastair was there, waiting. Rohan dropped the ledger onto the desk.

Make me an offer, he’d told the Gilded Blade.

We already have.

Rohan really should have seen it. For as long as he could remember, fresh calla lilies had decorated the atrium of the Devil’s Mercy—floating on water, year after year after year.

If you play any game long enough, he’d told Jameson Hawthorne, certain patterns will always repeat.

“It didn’t take you half as long as I expected,” Alastair said. “Have you tried the handle of the cane yet?”

Rohan tightened his grip over said handle, that elaborately carved handle, the alchemical symbol for alchemy repeated again and again and again.

He found a fleur-de-lis on the underside.

Rohan pushed it, and the handle of the cane popped up, revealing a hollow compartment inside. As Rohan pulled a piece of aged paper from it, he thought of the warning he’d given so often as Factotum:

Where angels fear to tread, have your fun instead. But be warned: The house always wins.

“The Mercy is power,” Rohan said, unrolling the paper and beginning to read. “But it isn’t the house, is it?”
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ROHAN


Rohan might not have been in the most rational frame of mind when he was informed there were intruders—four of them, to be specific. Four on one. Rohan liked those odds and opted out of sending anyone to take care of the situation for him.

This he would do himself. He could do with a fight. Perhaps blood would taste better than sand in his mouth, and either way, it was a distraction.

“Fancy meeting you here,” Rohan called up the elevator shaft. Without an invitation and a key, Jameson and the other incoming Hawthornes had been forced to resort to a rather treacherous climb.

“Congrats on the promotion,” Jameson called back. He was leading the way—and coming in hot. How very typical.

“You won’t like what happens if you make it to the bottom,” Rohan said, knowing quite well that, for some people, a warning might as well have been a formal invitation.

You won’t enjoy this, Jameson—but I might. Rohan needed to hit something. Someone. He needed to be hit.

“You’re going to want to hear what we have to say.” Jameson was perhaps five seconds out now.

We. That grated in ways that Rohan did not understand. He’d never needed anyone. He had no family. He had no friends. He had no one and nothing but the Mercy, and that was all he’d ever needed.

But the Mercy was a lie.

As Jameson made it to the ground, the others followed only a few seconds behind.

Impressive arm strength, across the board, Rohan registered. The youngest brother, Xander, had the largest reach, but it was Grayson, with his pale hair and fair skin so very like Savannah’s, who would likely present the most immediate danger in a fight.

Either that, or the uncle.

Once all four of them were on solid ground, Rohan offered them a smile—a roguish smile, a charming one, a smile that every single one of them had to know portended absolutely nothing good.

“Savannah,” Grayson said, his voice cutting through the air like a well-balanced blade. “They have her.”

Four words, and the world stopped spinning on its axis.

Four words, and reality rearranged itself in an instant.

“The Gilded Blade.” Grayson pressed the point, staring Rohan down. “Gigi said no. Savannah—”

“Wants to be heard,” Rohan finished. “Savannah wants power and control.”

And Savannah, despite her protests to the contrary, did not want to be alone. And she does not want me—not anymore.

“That’s it?” Grayson replied. “That’s all you have to say?”

“I know many words,” Rohan told Grayson, willing the bastard to shift his weight just slightly, to even think about taking a swing. “Would you like to hear some?”

“Cut the bullshit, Rohan.” Jameson had apparently reached his limit.

“Jameson Hawthorne, you sweet talker, you.”

“It’s called the Crucible, and not everyone survives.” Jameson took a single step forward, as if he had a vested interest in making sure Rohan hit him first. “They have Avery,” Jameson continued. “They have Eve. And now they have Savannah, and none of them is guaranteed to come out of this thing alive.”

“Savannah will.” For Rohan, that response was automatic. Of course she will. Of course she can. Of course she must.

“You’re the Proprietor,” Jameson replied. “And that means you chose this place over her, so tell me: What frame of mind do you think Savannah is in right now?”

I didn’t choose this, Rohan thought. She chose. Her decision, not mine. But Rohan couldn’t help silently answering Jameson’s question, too. What frame of mind was Savannah in?

The frame of mind to give away a fortune out of spite. The frame of mind to say to hell with everyone in this world and very especially me.

The frame of mind to become someone—something—else.

“Say something,” Jameson ordered.

“What do you expect me to say?” Rohan replied. “Or do, for that matter?”

Green eyes locked on to his. “I don’t know.” Jameson phrased that like a warning/invitation of his own. “What can you do, Rohan?”

I’m the king. I can do whatever the hell I want, starting with taking care of four intruders however I please.

But for some reason, Rohan did not move. For some reason, he thought not of the order in which he would take them out but of Savannah in that dress, of the messages he’d inked onto skin and the word he hadn’t.

M-I-N-E.

“Would you like to hear a story?” Rohan knew this was reckless, but he was the Proprietor of the Devil’s Mercy. He held oh-so-many cards. All those ledgers. All those boxes. “I said would you like to hear a story, Hawthornes? It’s the story of a bastard prince who grew up the ‘son’ of a rather violent duke in Regency England. And it is also the story of a servant girl who grew up in the same castle alongside him and later met with a most tragic end—except, of course, she didn’t.”

There was a single beat of silence.

“She ascended.” That was the uncle, looking rather worse for the wear.

“It’s a love story,” Rohan said, “that started with murder, took a stroll through blackmail and betrayal, and ended somehow with a sprinkle of redemption and the hatching of a glorious, Machiavellian plan. A plan that involved gambling, secrets, and an underground palace. It’s the story of that royal bastard, the underground throne he sat on, and the woman behind the throne. Or women, plural, I suppose.”

“The Mercy,” Jameson said. “And the Gilded Blade.”

“Some thrones, it seems,” Rohan murmured, “are also leashes.”

“How—”

Rohan cut Jameson off. “Does it matter how? Does any of it matter?”

Grayson strode right up to Rohan, leaving less than an inch between them. “They have Savannah.”

Rohan moved with death-defying speed and hit his target hard enough to feel the crunch of bone beneath his fist. Grayson went down but didn’t stay down, and when he got up, Rohan hit him in the face a second time.

“You’ll have to forgive me,” Rohan said, preparing for the four-pronged attack that was surely coming any moment. “Appearances. As the bloke in charge, I have to beat at least one of you to a bloody pulp.” He looked at Grayson. “And you hurt Savannah. Badly.”

I do not, Rohan could hear Savannah saying, do anything badly.

“I would die for my sister,” Grayson said. “Without second thought, without hesitation, without regret. Would you?”

Rohan looked from Grayson, whose eye was well on its way to swelling shut, whose lip was split and then some, to the others, and not one of them had the decency to attack.

I would die for my sister. Grayson’s words wormed their way into Rohan’s veins, heading straight for his heart. Without second thought, without hesitation, without regret. Would you?

“I have everything I ever wanted,” Rohan said, his voice echoing through the cavern all around them. “And I don’t want it anymore.”

“Because it’s not what you thought it was?” Jameson said quietly.

Rohan stared him. “I don’t think I’d want it even if it was.”

“You’re in.” The uncle, once more.

“Who the hell are you again?” Rohan replied. What use will you be to me?

“You know who he is,” Xander said. “I’m pretty sure you know exactly how many times I’ve burned off my eyebrow and what my favorite flavor of scone is.”

“Which eyebrow?” Rohan quipped, turning and striding toward the emerald path—back toward the Mercy. “And American scones are an offense against God and man.”

Footsteps told Rohan that all four Hawthornes were following him.

“Are you done?” Grayson asked Rohan in a manner that proved you really couldn’t punch the arrogance out of some people.

Done fighting? Done quipping? Rohan thought about the inner sanctum at the Mercy, about every weapon he had at his disposal, about the gloved hand that held his gilded leash, and then he answered Grayson’s question. “I’m just getting started.”
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GIGI

Savannah. The third Candidate. It’s not Nora. It’s Savannah. Gigi was not okay. Gigi hadn’t been okay since she’d woken up to the news of who the Omega had chosen for the Crucible. She said she’d never forgive me if I left her, so I said no.

I said no, but Savannah didn’t.

Savannah left me.

She left me in St. Adelaide, and now, she—

“Savannah said yes.” Gigi’s voice echoed in the stairwell to the tower. After she’d found out about Savannah, Gigi had tried to go back up to the tower room to commune with the keys, but she’d only made it halfway up. Her body had simply refused to climb another step.

Gigi didn’t even remember sitting down. She wasn’t going to cry this time. She wasn’t. She was going to stand back up and climb the stairs, and figure out what the letters A, J, K, and Q were supposed to mean.

She’d just have to remember how to breathe first.

“You have three choices, sunshine.”

Gigi sucked in a breath when she realized with a start that she was no longer alone on the twisting staircase. Slate stopped a couple steps before he reached her.

“If you so much as think about saying easy there,” Gigi warned, “I swear by all that is good and holy in this world that you will wake up tomorrow covered in Jell-O. Except your wound. I’m not a monster—the wound stays clean. But the rest of you: Jell-O.”

“Three choices.” Slate folded his arms over that freakishly defined chest of his. The guy didn’t even have the decency to be wearing a shirt, like he’d come to find her as soon as he’d woken up and heard the news about Savannah. “The shower. The shooting range. Or the roof.”

Gigi swallowed. She was not going to cry. “Go away, Mattias.”

Slate quietly obliterated the last two steps between them and sat down beside her. “That wasn’t one of your choices.”

“Pretty sure she told you to go away.” And now Knox was on the scene, rounding the stairs and scowling at Slate.

Brady was gone, but Knox had stayed. Knox was here.

“You know what?” Gigi said, narrowing her eyes at her once-bodyguard. “Jell-O for you, too! I don’t need you to tell him to go away. I can take care of myself. Behold: Go away, Mattias.”

“He’s still here,” Knox pointed out.

“I’m not going,” Slate confirmed.

“I’m fine,” Gigi insisted. Savannah’s gone, and I’m useless, but I’m peachy keen. She wasn’t crying. She wasn’t screaming. Any second now, she was going to get up off the stairs and fly back into action.

Any second.

“You’re not fine,” Slate said, “and you don’t take care of yourself. Ever. You’re too busy taking care of everyone else. But right now, so help me, you’re going to choose: the shower to cry, the shooting range for a lesson in aim and control, or the roof to scream.”

“What if I want to scream in the shower?” Gigi said.

“That can probably be arranged.”

“Not by you,” Knox practically growled at Slate.

“Look, Landry, when your team was eliminated from the Grandest Game, you went back for her. You picked her up and carried her down to that dock, and that makes me dislike you a little less than I dislike most people. But I have been there with her. More nights than you could imagine. In the shadows, watching silently as she sold damn near everything she had just so she could give away the cash. I have been there, so you’re going to want to take a big step back.” Slate turned back to Gigi and held up three fingers.

Three choices.

“You can’t carry her anywhere, dumbass,” Knox grumbled. “You have a damn bullet hole in your side.”

“Just a nick,” Slate replied. He gave Gigi a look. “What’s it going to be, sunshine?”

The shower to cry, the shooting range for a lesson, or the roof to scream?

“Go away,” Gigi said, and then with no ado whatsoever, Knox picked up her and tossed her over his shoulder, the way he had back in the bar.

“Answer the question,” Knox said gruffly. “And please don’t pick the shower.”

Savannah’s gone, and I’m here. I’m still here, and she might never be again. Gigi could hear the beating of Knox’s heart through his T-shirt. Slate stood, arms still folded over his bare chest, his dark eyes utterly uncompromising and yet somehow almost… gentle.

And Gigi realized: I am still here, and I am not alone.

She had three choices: the shower, the shooting range, or the roof. Gigi looked at Slate, listened to Knox’s heart, and breathed. “Can I pick all three?”
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LYRA

She looks like me. For Lyra, staring at the only picture Alisa’s people had been able to dig up of Katalin Aquila Reyes felt like looking in a mirror. Objectively, Lyra knew the resemblance wasn’t exact. Katalin’s cheekbones were higher, her jaw a little stronger, but her eyes and those thick, dark brows, a match for lashes so long and dark they’d never need mascara—they were Lyra’s, almost exactly. The two of them had the same full lips, the same build. Even the expression on her aunt’s face was familiar.

Genetics were funny that way.

“How old was she when she died?” Lyra asked. The Katalin in this picture couldn’t have been much older than Lyra was now.

“Twenty-one,” Alisa replied. “Hospital records are conveniently MIA, so we’re still running down the purported cause of death.”

Lyra wasn’t sure it mattered. Katalin Aquila Reyes was the Omega.

I made my choice, that note had said. It wasn’t you.

And it hadn’t been Nora, either.

“It feels pointed, doesn’t it?” Alisa said, raking her gaze over the whiteboards. “The Ascendants have a world of women to choose from, and all three Candidates for this Crucible have a Hawthorne connection.”

Avery. Eve. And Savannah. Even with an ocean separating her from Grayson, Lyra knew how hard his sister being taken would have hit him. Alisa was right. It did feel pointed.

“Why do you think that is?” Lyra sounded calmer than she felt. On the other side of Alisa, Libby was quiet. She’d been quiet since she’d woken up and padded into the Great Room to find Lyra, first thing this morning.

“When Nora mentioned the art of the cascade,” Alisa replied, “she did so in a way that referred to more than just Alice. She said they call it the art of the cascade. I think this feels pointed because it is pointed. I think Alice was forced into calling this Crucible. I think they all have plans. Zella’s not even an Ascendant, and she somehow arranged for Brady to be one of Avery’s picks for the Grandest Game. There’s no telling how the unfolding of all this has been nudged this way or that—or to what end.”

“Eve put me in the game,” Lyra pointed out, and then she paused. “Or she thought she did.” But had it been Eve, really? Alisa was right: There was no way to know.

Lyra looked past Alisa to Libby, whose left hand rested on the subtle curve of her stomach. Her T-shirt bore the words WE EAT MORNING PEOPLE right over that curve, and she was staring down at her own hand.

“Are you okay, Libby?” Lyra asked.

Libby touched her wrist lightly, then looked up at the board, at Alice’s poem. “Is it horrible if part of me understands?” Libby said.

“Understands what?” Lyra asked.

“The Gilded Blade,” Libby replied. “Or parts of it.”

“The part about manipulating would-be kings?” Alisa threw out. “Men who would abuse their power?”

“Men,” Libby said quietly, “who abuse women.” She looked down at her wrist again, and this time, Lyra saw the tattoo that wrist bore. It said the word SURVIVOR.

Alisa shot Libby a look. “You couldn’t be horrible if you tried, Libby Hawthorne.”

Lyra had no idea who Libby had been forced to survive, but suddenly, Lyra couldn’t help thinking about Nan’s fingers, about a four-year-old Alice leaving windows open and hoping her father would fall. The Kyrie were monsters. Nora’s scars and the fact that there was a history of wiping out entire families was proof of that. But setting aside the Kyrie, setting aside the Hand and the job, the core idea behind the Blade, women banding together to limit the damage done by men in power, a web of women nudging the world this way or that…

Lyra could understand the appeal of that, too. But not like this. She looked back to that picture of her aunt. The Omega who’d been very well suited to that role, a true believer. Never like this.

“I am trying so hard,” Libby said, “to trust that everything is going to be fine, and I just keep telling myself that Avery is her mother’s daughter, that she’s stronger than I’ll ever be, that she’ll be fine.”

From where Lyra was standing, Libby Hawthorne seemed plenty strong. The woman was a rock. But something told Lyra that wasn’t what Libby needed to hear right now. “You knew her?” Lyra said instead. “Hannah?”

“She was wonderful,” Libby told Lyra. “And if she really is the Watcher, if they forced her to join them somehow, if she has some kind of plan, if she’s cascading all of this, then maybe it really will be fine.”

Too many plans. That thought hit Lyra with visceral force. Alice. Hannah. Katalin and the Kyrie. And Nora isn’t going to just give up…

“I hate this,” Lyra gritted out. “I hate just waiting.”

She hated that Grayson was an ocean away, that he was hurting and there was nothing she could do about it. Frustrated, Lyra looked to the letters they’d written on the board most recently: A, J, K, and Q.

“I am so sick of games,” she said.

“Amen to that,” Alisa muttered.

“What about Odette?” Lyra asked the lawyer.

“We have another lead,” Alisa said in a measured tone that clearly communicated that she wasn’t getting her hopes up. “In Italy.”

“Italy?” Lyra repeated, and then she looked to Jameson’s writing on the board. “Tuscany?”

Alisa shook her head. “Adriatic coast.”

And all I can do, Lyra thought, all we can do—is wait.

“I come bearing cupcakes, ladies.”

Lyra turned. So did Alisa. So did Libby. Nash stood in the doorway, holding a tray.

“How many of them did you eat?” Libby asked him.

“More than his abs would suggest,” Alisa replied.

“Speakin’ of abs…” Nash shot Alisa a knowing look. “Where’s your Mr. Landry?”

Lyra felt the oddest ache then, at the back and forth among the three of them, like what she was witnessing was just the faintest echo of what they were normally like, what Hawthorne House was like when it wasn’t shrouded with darkness.

“This is the part,” Alisa told Nash, “where I tell you to shut up.”

“Actually”—Max came running into the room at full speed—“this is the part where I declare myself Queen of the World!”

It didn’t take Lyra long to read into that. “You figured something out about the puzzle. The letters on the keys.”

Max held out a sheet of paper shaped like a narwhal. “After a good night’s sleep—thank you very much, melatonin—I scrambled the order of the letters, creating every individual permutation of them. Then I reset my brain by pretending Xander and I were playing Spin-The-Bottle Battle, after which I looked back down at my list, and voilà.”

Lyra took the sheet from Max and took in the precise sequence that Max had circled:

J, Q, K, A.

“Need a hint?” Max said. “Pretend there’s a ten in front of the J.”

Lyra saw it then, that magical Hawthorne solution that was simple, elegant, and obvious, in retrospect.

J, Q, K, A.

“Add ten at the start,” Lyra said, “and you’ve got a straight.”

Ten, jack, queen, king, ace.

“That’s right, beaches.” Max victory-punched the air. “Who wants to distract themselves from a sense of impending doom by helping me ransack Hawthorne House for any and all decks of cards?”
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JAMESON


There’s an establishment in London whose name is never spoken, Jameson had once been told. Speak it and you may find yourself on the end of some very bad luck courtesy of this country’s most powerful men.

The Devil’s Mercy was an old boys’ club—by design. As in, it had apparently been designed to ensnare powerful men, to obtain their secrets and, depending on their luck at the tables, sometimes their fortunes. For more than two centuries, scions of business and society had partaken of every indulgence on offer at the Mercy, reaping the benefits of access to a nexus of wealth and power, clueless to the true power behind it all.

Proprietor after Proprietor had been given near-total control over their domain, with the key word being near. Rohan had not been forthcoming on how the Ascendants of the Gilded Blade had kept his predecessors on a leash. He’d only made it clear that he had no way of contacting his keepers.

If and when the Gilded Blade needed something, someone would contact him.

Barring that, Rohan had suggested that their best bet of tracking the Blade was through financials—property deeds, information on the Mercy’s shell corporations and holdings, which weren’t really the Mercy’s at all. Rohan had also shared with them a trove of ledgers, full of secrets, none less than fifty years old. The current membership of the Mercy, he’d made clear, was off limits, but those older secrets…

Well, history told the tale.

As Jameson, Grayson, Xander, and Toby had weeded through it all, Rohan had focused on a box of letters he’d unearthed in the gathering of the property deeds—love letters written to the first Proprietor of the Devil’s Mercy by an Ascendant of the Gilded Blade.

The charter of the Devil’s Mercy had told part of their story. Rohan hadn’t allowed any of them to read the rest of it, consigning them to more tedious work.

Fortunately, Hawthornes were nothing if not efficient en masse. Within an hour, they had lists, plural: property locations, persons of interest, families of interest. There was no cell reception this far underground, so Grayson took it upon himself to go back up and report their progress to the team at home, and Xander, in typical Xander fashion, took it upon himself to look after Grayson.

Once they were gone, Toby spoke. “I want the letters next.” Toby had barely said a word since the stables, and the way his deep, ragged voice said the word letters made Jameson think about all those postcards his uncle had once written to Avery’s mother.

Love letters, Jameson couldn’t help thinking, may take many forms.

“Suit yourself,” Rohan told Toby, done with the letters at long last, and then Rohan turned to Jameson. “And you? What do you want?”

“The remaining ledger.” Jameson met Rohan’s eyes. “The one with the secrets of the current membership.”

“Even I have my limits, Hawthorne.”

“As do I,” Jameson replied, wondering if Rohan could see a dangerous glint in his eyes. “You came very close to finding that out before—with Grayson.” Rohan had done some damage, but probably not as much as he could have. “At least tell me how many women, besides Zella, are currently members of the Mercy.”

The Devil’s Mercy was primarily, though not exclusively, male. The duchess was a member of both the wider web of the Gilded Blade and the Mercy.

She might not be the only one.

“You know at least one such member,” Rohan commented.

“Katharine Payne.” Jameson had only met the woman once, during a Game, capital G, of Rohan’s design. “She’s the right age to have gone through the Crucible alongside Alice in nineteen sixty-seven. What can you tell me about her?”

“She’s a member of Parliament and a close associate of your uncle Bowen.”

“You know more about Katharine than that, Rohan. She was a player in your Game.”

The Game was a yearly tradition at the Devil’s Mercy. Competing in it was part of what had inspired Avery and Jameson to create the Grandest Game.

“Katharine Payne.” Rohan lingered on the name for a moment. “Widow of more than three decades. Her husband belonged to the Mercy, and when he died, Katharine showed up unannounced for that year’s Game to play in his stead. Suffice to say that she won and negotiated a membership for herself.” Rohan looked to Toby, who said not a word as he read the first Proprietor’s letters. “The first Proprietor and his Ascendant, they came up with it, you know—the Game. They saw it as a way to keep order with minimal bloodshed. Dare to cross the Proprietor and suddenly, the most powerful men in the country might find themselves playing for your deepest, darkest secret.”

To play the Mercy’s Game, Jameson had been forced to give up a secret as levy. He’d taken a metal quill, dipped it in purple ink, and recklessly written down: Alice Hawthorne is alive. Looking back, he couldn’t believe he’d done it, that he’d been that desperate for his father’s approval. Knowing what he knew now, Jameson had to wonder if the former Proprietor had immediately recognized what Jameson’s secret meant, if the man had done the math and realized that Alice was the Judge, if he’d reported Jameson’s lack of discretion back to her and she’d hidden it from the others or if Alastair had kept that card in reserve.

“You might be interested to know,” Rohan said, his voice breaking into Jameson’s mind, “that the first Game was modeled off the Crucible—the less brutal parts of the Crucible, at least.”

“Tell me.” Jameson swallowed. “Whatever those letters said about the most brutal parts of the Crucible—tell me.”

“No.”

“Because you’re a secretive bastard or because I don’t want to know?”

“Because,” Rohan said, “we’re about to have company.” He strode to open the door, revealing no one—at first. It was another thirty or forty seconds until said company arrived. Jameson recognized the boy immediately.

“I believe you’ve met Kier,” Rohan said, “who almost certainly shadowed your brothers all the way up to the surface, wondering why the hell I let you lot down here in the first place.”

“I’d never ask such a thing,” Kier said. “Proprietor.”

“You’re too young,” Rohan told him, “by a year or two at least, to be my Factotum.”

“Am I too young to tell you that you’re going to want to make your way to the surface at your earliest convenience?” Kier cocked a very Rohan-like eyebrow.

“You’ve been eavesdropping on Jameson’s brothers,” Rohan said.

“Like I said, Proprietor, you’ll want to make your way to the surface.”
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The Opera House was closed and empty except for Grayson and Xander, the former of whom was holding his cell phone in a way that made it immediately clear to Jameson that it was set to speaker.

“Look for anything that might be a keyhole,” Grayson was saying. He looked up and clocked Jameson’s approach. “And while you search, start from the top for Toby, Jameson, and Rohan.”

“Long story very short,” Lyra’s voice said on the other end of the line, “there were four keys among your grandfather’s collection that formed the basis of a new puzzle. Solving that puzzle led to a seemingly ordinary deck of cards in what I’m informed is ‘the cigar room.’ One card in that deck was heavier than the rest.”

“Key card?” Jameson guessed. “Try it on the walls, the floor—”

“Done and done,” Lyra replied. “We found a passageway no one here knew about.”

This is Hawthorne House, Jameson could hear himself telling Avery what felt like an eternity ago. There will always be another mystery. Just when you think you’ve found the last hidden passage, the last tunnel, the last secret built into the walls—there will always be one more.

“And where,” Jameson said out loud, “did that passageway lead?”

“To a small, spherical room that’s completely black and has an equally spherical projector in the center.”

“A planetarium?” Jameson guessed. That tracked with the constellation theme, though it probably said something about the way that Jameson had grown up that he didn’t bat an eye at the idea that Hawthorne House might have a hidden planetarium.

“A message from your grandfather played the second I opened the door,” Lyra said.

“Play it again, please, Lyra,” Grayson told her, his voice coming out thick. “One more time.”

There was silence, several seconds worth of it, and then there was a voice, one that Jameson knew better than his own, one he would probably always be able to hear in his head.

“Alice, my Alice. So you’ve come back at long last. I was not sure that you would. How many of my love letters did it take to finally bring you home again? Or was it my death that did it in the end? Somehow, I think not, but whatever has brought you back to Hawthorne House, I have no doubt that you’ve already located my file on a certain gentleman of interest and, of course, the keys. Perhaps, Lyra, my Lyra, you’ve played every last game I left you, if only to determine how much of a liability I present, how much I know.” The old man paused. “I will confess, with my prognosis being what it is, I was forced to make an inference or two in my rush to the end—my end.

“With this, my dying breath, however, I am not guessing, my Lyra. I know now where you went—both times. I know where the Gilded Blade took you when they took you from me. Small world, isn’t it? And thus, I die with that puzzle solved, with your name on my lips. Alice, my Alice, my love, my love, my one and only love—I know now that it was you. Always and ever you. Well played, my darling, but you have your legacy, and I have mine. I leave them as works in progress and ask only that you save your judgment for when they are done.”

And that was it. That was the entire message. Jameson’s eyes locked on to Grayson’s.

“He said almost the exact same thing to us once, do you remember?”

Let’s save my Alice’s judgment for when you’re done.

“People are never done,” Xander said quietly. “We’re always works in progress.”

“Some of us,” Jameson said roughly, “more than others.” He closed his eyes and remembered slipping the infinity ring onto Avery’s finger—her right ring finger, not her left. He’d thought they’d have more time.

All the time in the world.

“Have you found a keyhole yet?” Jameson forced himself to ask Lyra. “One that will let you turn on the projector?”

“It’s small. Oddly shaped. Like a…” Lyra’s next intake of breath was audible. “Like a ring.”

“Did Nash give it to you?” Grayson asked, his voice coming out quiet and low and wholly intense. “Alice’s ring?”

“Yes.” Another audible breath from Lyra. “It fits in the keyhole.” She paused. “The projector is on.”

“Constellations?” Grayson guessed.

“They’re cycling through,” Lyra reported, “one after another.”

Rohan beat Jameson to the next and most obvious question. “Which ones?”

It took time and an assist from whoever Lyra had with her, but soon enough, they had their answer.

“Vela, Andromeda, Norma, Triangulum, Ara, Gemini, and Equuleus.”

If you played enough games, certain tricks—like certain patterns—always repeated.

“Only at night,” Jameson murmured.

Grayson knew exactly what he was saying. “The first letters.”

The old man had said that he knew where Alice had gone when she disappeared at nineteen, when she’d died decades later. He’d known where the Crucible was held.

Vela, Andromeda, Norma, Triangulum, Ara, Gemini, Equuleus.

V-A-N-T-A-G-E.
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Rohan felt the pieces falling into place, one by one. There was an estate, a very old, very large estate in Scotland called Vantage. The Mercy did not own it, but it had for a time, because Rohan had been instructed to obtain it shortly after Vantage had fallen into the possession of one Ian Johnstone-Jameson, an inheritance from Ian’s recently deceased mother, her family’s ancestral home.

Given what he knew now, Rohan would have wagered a great deal that the property had passed, by royal decree if necessary, to first-born daughters, until there were none. And then, when it had finally passed to a woman who had only sons, she’d left it to her youngest, most impulsive, and least discerning child. The very son most likely to gamble it away.

Jameson’s father.

It had been easy enough for Rohan to play Ian, to ply him with alcohol and bait him into that very specific wager. And thus Vantage had come into the possession of the Devil’s Mercy. And thus it had been up for grabs in a Game of Rohan’s design, though Alastair had chosen the location for that Game… and the players.

Including Katharine Payne. And the duchess. Rohan felt the labyrinth of his mind rearranging itself just so. Zella had given the Game to Katharine—or tried to. At the time, Rohan had fully believed Katharine Payne was playing on behalf of Jameson’s uncle Bowen, that she was playing for blackmail material on a political rival, not for Vantage itself.

Misdirection.

Because now it very much appeared that the Gilded Blade had wanted Vantage, had wanted one of their members to openly own the place, so that none might question what they did there.

What’s hidden there. From the letters he’d read, Rohan knew the Crucible was held in subterranean chambers, seemingly countless chambers that Rohan had not found in the course of his own exploration of Vantage and the designing of his Game. Why take the risk of sending me there at all? Unless they were confident I would not find anything they did not want me to find.

Unless someone wanted us familiar with the lay of the land—Jameson, me, one or both.

All of this—all of it—hit Rohan in an instant, and in that instant, he was already moving to take Grayson Hawthorne’s phone and hang up on Lyra Kane.

“I am losing my patience,” Grayson told Rohan ominously, “with you.”

“And I would be so deeply wounded by that were it not for the more pressing issue that John Oren and Alisa Ortega and probably your brother Nash are all going to have opinions on how we proceed next.” Rohan let that sink in. “They will want us to wait for them. They will be convinced that they should be calling the shots, even though we are on my turf, not theirs, even though there is no telling what the cost of waiting might be.”

Rohan had read enough in those letters to know there were many ways for a Candidate to fail. He let his eyes come to rest on Jameson’s. “Don’t make me tell you about the most brutal parts.”

Multiple muscles in Jameson’s jaw visibly tensed. “Nora clearly believed there was a way to take down the Gilded Blade from inside the Crucible.”

“Not just the Ascendants.” Grayson’s voice was admirably calm. “The Kyrie. The Blade’s connection to the web. All of it.”

Rohan thought again about Vantage, about the isle on which it had been built—the cliffs, the cave system that Rohan could only conclude was likely far larger than he’d realized. Still, given what he had seen, what he’d been allowed to see, the topography of it all…

A plan began to form in Rohan’s mind. Grayson’s phone rang—and so did Jameson’s. Neither one of them answered. Good. Rohan suspected they’d only need a bit more of a push to turn those phones off.

“Anyone who goes in might not come out.” Rohan took his time looking from Hawthorne to Hawthorne. “Do any of you really want to wait for reinforcements and put more people on the chopping block? Or perhaps you think we should call in the authorities or summon up an army of mercenaries and risk wholesale failure and the lives of all three Candidates? Or do nothing at all and wait to see who lives and who dies?”

Xander’s phone rang. He didn’t answer it. “Don’t even think about leaving me out of this, you two,” Xander told Grayson and Jameson. “But Nash…”

“We keep Nash out of it,” Jameson agreed. “If we go in and we’re caught, if a new Judge ascends, a more brutal Judge—Toby and Gray and I have all already been marked as possible threats. We’re already on the Blade’s radar, and the duchess said there are limits to whatever immunities Avery bargained for. But, Xander, you—”

“Don’t, Jamie.” Xander Hawthorne straightened to his full height, even with Rohan’s own. “Whatever we’re about to do, it doesn’t touch Nash. It doesn’t touch Lib or Max or Lyra or anyone else, but I am not letting you two go in without me.”

“We could make you stay,” Grayson told his brother.

“You could try,” Xander replied.

Rohan didn’t know what it was like to have a family, to have brothers, but just standing there, looking from Hawthorne to Hawthorne, he could almost imagine it.

One by one, Grayson, Jameson, Xander, and even Toby all turned off their phones.

“We’ll need a way in,” Jameson told Rohan. “Unnoticed. We’ll need an exit strategy, a backup plan, schematics—and to be armed to the teeth.”

Rohan smiled, his most charming, most terrifying smile. “Leave all that to me.”
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ROHAN


Vantage had been named for its view—or rather, its viewpoint. The manor was built into a high, steep cliff that was separated from the mainland by a long, narrow isthmus barren but for rock and wild grass. Approach Vantage by land in the daytime, and you would be seen.

Even now, with the shield of night, the superior option was approaching by sea. Clad in black and armed to the teeth, Rohan and his Hawthorne companions pulled their boat silently ashore into a blind spot beneath the cliff. They’d silenced their outboard motor more than a mile out. Their ship—a very fast, very stealthy ship Rohan had been able to conjure very nearly out of thin air as Proprietor—was waiting farther out, manned by a crew who knew nothing and would do nothing unless enough time passed for certain fail-safes to come into play.

Rohan could not say the same for the other reinforcements that were doubtlessly incoming. At a minimum, John Oren would have boarded a plane directly after realizing where they were headed, and Rohan was well aware that all three Hawthorne brothers had turned their phones back on long enough to send what were surely emotional texts, just before they’d headed for shore.

Suffice to say, in one form or another, the cavalry was coming. Rohan’s priority was to find and secure Savannah before said cavalry arrived to muck things up. He swiftly cut across the beach from blind spot to blind spot, Hawthornes on his heels. Even in the dark, Rohan left nothing to chance, retrieving his penlight only once they were safely ensconced in the first cave.

Light in one hand and a knife in the other, Rohan pressed forward into the darkness. In other circumstances, he might have been holding a gun instead of a knife, but they’d eschewed firearms because of the explosive material that lined their vests.

Go big, as the Americans liked to say, or go home.

“If we encounter the Watcher…” Toby Hawthorne’s whisper echoed off the stone. “Leave her to me.”

The first cave turned up nothing, and they backtracked. Deep into the second, Rohan heard the sound of running water. He turned off his penlight, and as one, his companions did the same. The five of them moved in silent tandem, farther and farther into the cave.

Jameson fell in directly behind Rohan, close enough to speak directly into his ear. “The statue on the beach. The one you integrated into the Game. Do you remember it?”

“A woman wearing three necklaces,” Rohan murmured back, “and dozens of bracelets. And then there was the hidden inscription.”

“Inscription?” Jameson’s whisper grew just a bit louder as they drew closer to the sound of the water. Falling water.

Rohan came to a sudden and instinctual stop. “The echo in here just changed.” He inched forward, and sure enough, there was a drop-off—and by the sound of it, a small, underground waterfall somewhere beyond.

“What did the inscription say?” Jameson asked.

“Omnes memorantur, non omnes superesse,” a woman’s voice answered from the darkness. “All are remembered, not all survive.”

“Hello, duchess,” Rohan said.

“Did you ever wonder what it meant, Rohan? The statue and that inscription?”

Three necklaces, dozens of bracelets. Three Ascendants… and the web. The Kyrie, apparently, hadn’t rated a special mention.

“A bit sentimental, if you ask me,” Rohan called. “Over the long term, it is a fact that very few are remembered and none survive.” The echo really was extraordinary in here. “Come to hasten us to our respective ends, Zella?”

“As it happens, I owe one of your companions a favor.” The duchess was close to them now. Very close. “Ask me for that favor now, Jameson, and I can get two of you out—and three of you in.”

“Why would any of us need to get out?” Grayson had a handy knack for making questions sound more like threats.

“They know we’re here, don’t they?” Jameson said. “Alice. The other Ascendants.”

“Your grandmother is the reason you’re still alive,” Zella replied. “But Judge or not, she won’t be able to stop what’s coming now. I can save two of you, and the rest, I can give the barest of head starts. Ask me for that favor, Jameson—and choose.”

As if, Rohan thought, there could be any doubt of his choice.

“I’d like that favor now, Zella.”

“There is no way in heaven or hell that I am leaving you here, Jamie,” Grayson bit out.

“Cosigned,” Xander said emphatically. “And not in the fun mathematical way!”

Rohan saved Jameson the agony of replying. “The fewer of us caught here, the more contained the problem will seem.”

Rohan did not intend to be contained, but that was neither here nor there.

“No good-byes,” Jameson told his brothers. “And no regrets.”

And then there were three, Rohan thought as Zella made good on her promise. She got Grayson and Xander out—and triggered the parting of a stone wall behind the waterfall.

Two of us out. Three of us in—with the barest of head starts. And somewhere, beyond that stone entrance, was Savannah.

“Well, gentlemen,” Rohan told Jameson and Toby, making his way to the opening and, seeing torchlight beyond it, trading his penlight for a second knife. “It’s been a pleasure.”

Armed and ready—for plan A, for plan B, for any of it or all of it—Rohan took off at a run. Twenty feet in, the torchlit tunnel branched and, soon thereafter, branched again.

A maze. And what will I find at the center? It wasn’t until he hit his third dead end that Rohan heard the footsteps—light, feminine footsteps—and smelled smoke.







Chapter 80
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GIGI


It had been an hour since Gigi or anyone else had heard anything. An hour since the last text had come through. There had been eight total—one from Jameson to Nash and another one to Libby, three from Xander to Max, two from Grayson to Lyra plus one that Grayson had sent to Gigi.

Her brother—her infuriating big brother, the best big brother—had sent her a picture of a cat. Baby’s first cat meme, and Gigi couldn’t even enjoy it! Over a yowling cat, Grayson had typed the words: You can yell at me when I get back.

And Gigi would! Oh, how she would. She was going to be at the very front of the yelling line, which was really saying something, because that line was very long. Nash and Libby were going to kill all three younger Hawthorne brothers. Alisa’s revenge would doubtlessly be epic. Oren had long-since taken his leave, a strike force of one, because any more than that, and they’d run the risk of catastrophic blowback… or failure.

Wholesale failure. From what they’d been told, if the Crucible failed, the Candidates would die. So Oren had gone alone… or so they’d believed. It had taken Gigi a while to find Slate’s note—on the roof, where she’d gone to scream.


Easy there, sunshine. You’re a force, and I’ll be fine. I always, never am.



Always, never. He’d gotten that from her, because Gigi had told him once that she was always, never careful. But even she hadn’t inserted herself into Oren’s strike force—a force of two, apparently.

“Jell-O.” Gigi spoke the word into the air, unable to even consider coming in from the roof. “So much Jell-O for you, Mattias Slater. And pudding! You are going to be fine, and you are going to come back, and you are going to wake up every morning for a week straight covered in Jell-O and squishing pudding out of crevices you didn’t even know you had.”

But as furious as Gigi was, she couldn’t stop rereading that note. You’re a force. She knew somehow that he meant that, that he hadn’t left her because he thought she was weak. This just isn’t my kind of mission. It was the kind, Gigi knew instinctively, where lines might need to be crossed.

The kind that might mean Code Name Mimosas came back with more marks tattooed on his arm—if he came back at all.
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Eventually, Knox found her on the roof. “You okay?”

“Slate’s gone. Savannah’s gone. Grayson’s gone. So… not really.”

“Want to scream?”

Gigi shook her head. “Won’t help.”

Knox’s brow furrowed. “Want to hit me?”

“Why would I want to hit you?”

“I don’t know.” Knox threw his hands up in the air. “Most people seem to want to.”

“So you assume it’s therapeutic?” Gigi said incredulously, and then her phone buzzed.

Her heart jumped into her throat. Grayson? Slate? But when Gigi looked down at her phone, it wasn’t either of them.

The phone calling her—it was Savannah’s.







Chapter 81
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LYRA


Lyra was going to kill someone if the waiting didn’t kill her first. The worst part, the very worst part was that when Grayson had texted her, she’d had a chance to tell him not to do it. He’d given her that chance, but Lyra had known damn well that if it had been her family in danger, she wouldn’t have held back. If it had been her mom or her dad or Cooper, if Lyra had believed she had any chance of saving them—she would have taken that chance.

That was who she was, and it was who Grayson was, too.

“Call,” Lyra said fiercely, staring at her phone. “Right damn now.”

As if the universe had no choice but to obey, the phone rang—but it wasn’t Grayson. Lyra almost rejected the call, but she knew her dad. He’d only keep calling. Keith Kane might have been a man of few words, but he was also a man of conviction—and seemingly endless patience.

He was her dad, so Lyra answered. “I’m alive and well and kind of in the middle of something, Dad.”

“Can’t say I’m shocked.”

Something in Lyra gave a little just hearing her dad’s steady, no-nonsense voice. Seconds passed in comfortable silence with neither one of them saying a thing. Lyra’s mom was the type to fill silences, but Lyra and her dad had always been able to sit with them for a bit.

“You eating okay?” her dad said finally.

“Probably a few too many cupcakes.”

“No such thing.”

“How’s Mom?” Lyra asked after a moment.

“Tying herself in knots.”

“Plot hole?” Lyra guessed.

“Something like that.”

Lyra took that to mean that it wasn’t writing that was gnawing at her mother. “Is it the press? The tabloids? Are the paparazzi bothering you guys?”

“A couple of them might have stepped foot on the property, but it just so happens it’s water balloon season here at Mile’s End.”

“Cooper?”

“Having the time of his life.”

Lyra’s lips betrayed her by curving very slightly upward. She couldn’t help feeling like even that, even a moment’s distraction on her part, was the worst sort of betrayal. “Dad—”

“You’re my girl. You know that, right?”

A knot formed in Lyra’s throat. “I’ve always known that.”

“You’re our girl, Lyra, your mom’s and mine. But there’s something I need to—”

Another call was coming in. Grayson. Lyra’s heart stopped. “Dad? I have to go.” Lyra switched calls and answered in the same breath. “Grayson?”

“You aren’t my Lyra.” His voice was familiar in all the right ways. It had been, somehow, even the very first time she’d heard it. “That’s what I kept thinking to myself when we listened to that message of the old man’s, when I heard him refer to Alice over and over again as his Alice. You aren’t my Lyra, because you are no one’s to possess. You simply are.”

Questions—so many of them—flashed through Lyra’s head at the exact same time.

What happened?

Do you have Avery?

Are the others okay?

Are you?

But what came out of Lyra’s mouth was: “Why does this sound like a good-bye?”

This thing between Lyra and Grayson had started with phone calls. His voice and hers and just a few words exchanged on the phone. It had only been nine days since they’d met in person.

Nine days.

“Things went south.” That voice, that voice, that voice. “Xander and I got out. Jameson didn’t. The men who were supposed to be waiting for us on Rohan’s boat—they’re gone. All of them are gone. I knocked Xander out so the duchess can get him the rest of the way to safety, but I’m—”

“You’re going back in.” Lyra didn’t even make that a question. How could she when she knew damn well who he was? When it felt like somehow she had always known?

“Alice’s ring is yours to keep,” Grayson said quietly. “Nan gave it to Nash. Nash gave it to me. And I gave it to you. Promise me you won’t try to give it back.”

“I’m not keeping the damn ring,” Lyra choked out.

“Perhaps I misspoke. You aren’t keeping it. You’re accepting it as a gift, selling it, and saving Mile’s End.”

This is good-bye. “Is that an order?” The words caught in Lyra’s throat. “Or a suggestion?”

“Let it be an order. Just this once, Lyra. Let me go back in knowing—”

“Don’t.”

“I have to, sweetheart.” He was real. He was so damn real, and Lyra knew exactly who he was. And she knew who she was, too.

“This isn’t me telling you not to go back in, asshole. I am ordering you to stop acting like there is even the remotest chance that you won’t come out on top of this.” Nine days, only nine days, but I know. “I am ordering you to remember that you are the kind of irritating, frustrating, maddening, mind-blowing, sure-of-himself, capable-of-anything asshole who can move mountains with the flick of a single brow.” Lyra’s whole body vibrated with the force of those words. “You want me to accept the gift of that ring? So I can sell it and save Mile’s End? Then I guess you better find a way to come back, asshole.”

She could hear Grayson’s next breath on the other end of the line. She could practically feel him, right there next to her.

“Three assholes in four sentences,” he said. “I believe that’s a personal best.”

“Your personal best or mine?” Lyra managed.

“I love you, Lyra.”

Lyra closed her eyes. She’d told him so many times that she didn’t fall, but she did. She had. She might not have been his Lyra, and he wasn’t her Grayson, but the sum of their whole was greater than the parts. “I would choose you,” Lyra told him, choking out the words. “Not over my family but as a part of it.”

Saying I love you, too would have felt too much like good-bye, but Lyra knew to her bones that Grayson knew. He was Grayson Hawthorne. He always knew.

“No good-byes,” Grayson said quietly. “And, Lyra—no regrets.”

And just like that, he was gone.







Chapter 82
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JAMESON


Do you know the difference…” Toby’s voice was rough but not hoarse. “Between a labyrinth and a maze?”

They’d been in this one for almost an hour.

“A maze has branches,” Jameson replied automatically. “Dead ends.”

“And thanks to Greek mythology, labyrinths are associated with monsters.”

Jameson allowed himself to read into that. “I’m not sure I believe Alice is a monster anymore, and I know you don’t believe Hannah is one. No matter what was done to her, no matter what kind of training she’s been forced to undergo, you don’t believe your Hannah the Same Backward as Forward is capable of being truly monstrous. You think she’s on our side—or at least Avery’s.”

“I know her.” Toby said that like it was the underlying, overarching core truth of his life. “With every cell in my body, every fiber of my being, all I am, all I’ve ever been, all I ever will be—that is the way that I know Hannah, so believe me when I tell you that she isn’t just on Avery’s side. She’s on Eve’s, too. I don’t know why she took her, why she chose to bring Eve into this, but I do know that she would see any child of mine as ours. Whatever Hannah has done until this point, whatever she’s doing, she’s doing it for them. For Avery and Eve. Somehow. Some way. We just can’t see it.”

“The art,” Jameson said quietly, “of the cascade.”

The path in front of them branched again. Jameson turned. This time, Toby didn’t follow. “Our chances of finding something increase if we split up.”

And so do the chances of them picking us off one by one, Jameson thought, but he didn’t argue. He just tightened his grip on his knife and took the right-hand path. Eventually, he arrived at what appeared to be the center of it all. There was no sign of a monster, but there was a sword—a long sword. He bent to pick it up, and then there was a sound like a faint rush of air and a pinch in his neck, like the bite of a mosquito.

The sword clattered from Jameson’s fingers. The knife in his left hand joined it, then Jameson’s body did the same. He fought the darkness closing in and the onset of paralysis—fought them, or he tried to. His vision blurred as a woman crouched beside him and put two fingers under his chin.

She had Lyra’s eyes.
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First there was darkness. First there was nothing. And then there was Prague. There was her.

Avery.

The world around them was ice—nothing but ice. Jameson could see his breath in the air… and Avery’s. He could see their breath, interwoven like their hands. Her fingers were interlocked with his, and on her right ring finger, there was a ring.

Infinity.

“Like it?” Jameson knew on some level that he’d said those words before, just like on some level, he knew that he needed to wake up.

He was cold.

He was so cold, and she was so warm.

“Like the sun and the moon, I loved her,” Jameson murmured. He’d let Avery read the words herself last time, but he needed to say them this time. “Saint Avery.” She wasn’t a saint. He very much knew she wasn’t a saint. Just like he knew he probably wasn’t going to live long enough to give her another ring. “Until death and beyond.”

When Jameson had given Avery that ring, he’d told her it was a promise. He’d told her that he was a work in progress, that he wasn’t yet the person he was going to be—someday.

I’ll be that person, he’d said, and you’ll be you, and this is what we’re going to have.

Infinity. As Jameson stared at the symbol, it dissolved. And then there was smoke.

And then there was fire. And then there was blood, running down his chest.

“I think we can agree,” a familiar voice said, “that this situation merits more than watching.”
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For the second time in his life, Jameson woke up in manacles, his wrists chained up over his head. No. Not again. Last time, there had been a bag over his face. This time, there was none.

Because this time, they’re not letting me go.

The world was blurry until it wasn’t. He managed to make out the form of someone, chained up across from him.

No, two people.

Jameson’s head lolled, and he tried in vain to lift it, tried until that trying wasn’t in vain anymore. He managed to make out the people across from him. One was Eve’s minion. What was his name? Slate. What the hell’s he doing here? And the other…

“Damn it, Grayson.” Jameson had sent his brother away, but Grayson had clearly gotten Xander out and then headed right back into the fray. You just had to be a hero, Jameson thought, staring at his brother’s very still body.

His chained, still body.

Wherever they were, it was cold—freezing, and all three of them were shirtless… and unarmed. Grayson’s platinum hair hung in his face. Jameson willed his brother to stir, to lift his head—or at least his eyes.

You have to be okay. You have to be, Gray.

There was a noise then, a whimper—but it was coming from beside Jameson, not across from him. It took everything he had to crane his head sideways. He saw a fourth figure in chains, this one female.

Avery? His first and only thought was for her, even as his senses registered that it wasn’t her.

“Eve.” Jameson had come here for Avery, and he’d gotten Eve. There was no justice in this world, and still, Jameson drank in the sight of her, because if Eve was okay, Avery might be, too.

Tangled strawberry-blond hair hung in her heart-shaped face. She wore only a white shift—like a nightgown or possibly an old-fashioned slip. The fabric was dirty, and so were her bare feet.

“What did they do to you?” Jameson asked in a whisper that scraped his throat.

“They call it remediation.” Eve managed to lift her head. “I spent days working my way through chamber after chamber, puzzle after puzzle. I thought I was never going to get out. I thought I was going to die. And then I came to a room with a table and a long line of champagne flutes on it with liquid inside. There was a riddle that told me to pick my poison, and I picked wrong.”

Poison. Jameson strained violently against the chains that held him.

“You have to get me out of here,” Eve said, her voice breaking. “Please, Jameson. I know that I don’t deserve to ask you for anything. Ever. But I can’t do this. I thought I could, but I can’t.”

Jameson fought until blood ran down his arms from the shackles cutting into his skin, and still…

“I’m sorry, Eve.” Jameson had really never thought he’d say those words.

“Don’t be,” she said quietly, and then, across from Jameson, a voice spoke.

“No.” Slate lifted his head, the muscles in his chest, shoulders, and arms visibly rippling.

“Is this the part where you say that, in fact, I should be very sorry?” Jameson meant that to come out wry. His voice came out desolate instead.

“This is the part,” Slate bit out, “where I tell you that isn’t Eve.”

The world around Jameson slowed to an unnatural halt, and then there was a sound—an audible click of metal. Shackles opening. It broke Jameson’s stupor, and his mind raced as he realized: Four years.

A feeling both like and unlike horror rose up inside him. The last Crucible, the one that had determined the current Watcher, had taken place between four and six years earlier.

And the old man, on that last good-bye message of his, had told Alice that he’d been forced to make some inferences. In other words, he’d made his best guess—about the Watcher. Not Hannah. Toby was right all along. The Watcher—it isn’t Hannah.

The real Watcher lifted a hand to Jameson’s face, stroking his cheek. “Hello, Jamie.”







PART THREE
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Because I could not stop for Death,

He kindly stopped for me;

The carriage held but just ourselves

And Immortality.

—Emily Dickinson, 1863









Chapter 83
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ROHAN

River water hits the dock. The boy can hear it, but he can’t see it—not the water, not the dock. He can’t see anything. The woman holds him close, hums a quiet, soothing song, and in that song, he hears what she is not saying, words she has said before: Don’t cry, don’t cry. Whatever you do, my beautiful boy, don’t cry.

The boy knows: This is her punishment as much as his.

Rohan had always been able to wake himself up—always. But this time was different. Half-conscious, sluggish, drugged, he couldn’t pull himself all the way out. He couldn’t make it stop.

“Give him to me.”

“Please.” The memory of the woman begging tore into Rohan like teeth. It washed over him like dark water, until there was nothing except the memory.

“We both know you’re going to give him to me eventually, and if you fight me on it, if you disobey me again, it’s going to be so much worse when you do.”

The woman touches her lips to the top of the boy’s head, then she hands him to the man.

“Maybe I should let him drown this time.”

The woman doesn’t argue. She doesn’t even hum.

“Choose a stone, woman.”

As small as the boy is, he knows: She’s going to do it. The boy doesn’t know what the man is planning to do with it, not at first—

And then the man shows him the twine. The woman’s hands are shaking too hard to tie the rock to Rohan’s ankle, so the man does the job himself, and then he tells the woman to choose another stone, a bigger stone, for the boy’s other ankle, and when she shakes her head, the man backhands her, turns on the boy, and makes him choose.

“This time,” the man says, “you’ll sink all the way down.”

No, a voice roars inside the boy, but he knows that if he fights, the man will hurt the woman worse—the woman who is soft and warm, the woman who kissed his head and gave him to the man.

Don’t cry, don’t cry. Whatever you do, my beautiful boy, don’t cry.

The boy doesn’t. He doesn’t cry, and he doesn’t choose a rock. He chooses two: one the size of the man’s fist and one much larger. The smaller of the two, the boy holds under his arm, thankful—for once—for the dark.

The larger rock is so large the boy can barely haul it back—large enough that it will take time for the man to do the job, and he’ll have to bend down to do it.

Don’t cry, don’t cry. Whatever you do, my beautiful boy, don’t cry.

The man crouches, and the boy moves oh so slowly to close his right hand over his remaining rock.

He doesn’t cry.

And he doesn’t hesitate, either.
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The woman is screaming.

There’s blood everywhere, and the woman is screaming, and the boy is on top of the man, and the man is not moving. But the boy—he does not stop. He just keeps hitting the man with the rock again and again and again, as hard as he can, until the screaming woman stops him, and suddenly the only thing the boy can think, over and over again is: You never stopped him.
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“Wake up.” A rough, low voice pierced Rohan’s consciousness. “I said wake up, damn it.” Water splashed on Rohan’s face, and that did it. He opened his eyes to find himself in a white room—white ceiling, white floor, white walls.

Toby Hawthorne hovered over him. “Good,” the man grunted, stepping back. “You’re awake.”

“Awake,” Rohan replied in his poshest accent, “and dripping.” It took him only a second longer to register his bare chest. He and Toby had both been stripped of their shirts—and vests.

So much for plan A.

“That was our only drinking water,” Toby informed Rohan. “I could have left you here and taken it with me, but I didn’t. The maze on the walls of this room—it isn’t a maze.”

Rohan stood. He hadn’t even realized there was anything on the walls.

“We’re looking for the place all three paths converge,” Toby told him. “I know this room—or one like it, anyway.”

Focus, Rohan told himself. Build the labyrinth back up and lock it all away.

Rohan managed to find the convergence before Toby did and pressed it. The wall parted just enough for Rohan’s body to slip through, for Toby’s to do the same. There was no light in the next room except for what little spilled in from the chamber they’d just left, but even that was enough for Rohan to tell that this room was lined with mirrors.

Floor, ceiling, walls—all but one. Rohan walked toward that wall, one measured step at a time. “You know what this is, don’t you?” Rohan said, his voice echoing off the mirrors.

“Another puzzle.” Toby stood very still. “Another test.”

“That long-ago Ascendant called it the Culling in her letters,” Rohan said. “It’s one of the early stages of the Crucible, puzzle after puzzle, challenge after challenge, chamber after chamber, designed to make sure that only the truly extraordinary make it out to compete in the rest.”

As Rohan’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, he registered that the back wall, the one that bore no mirrors, was not entirely solid. What little he could make out of it resembled a massive spiderweb. Metal? Closing in on it, Rohan lifted his hand to that web, but the moment he touched it, blood bloomed on the surface of his skin.

Blades. Whatever the puzzle in this chamber was, it involved mirrors, light, darkness, and a web made of razor-sharp blades, the space between one and the next not quite large enough for Rohan to stick a hand through.

A voice spoke from the darkness beyond those blades. “You bleed, Proprietor.”

Rohan registered the tenor of that voice: low, husky.

“It’s a fault of mine,” Rohan quipped, like he hadn’t a care in the world. “Bleeding. Poor decision-making, really, to have skin that’s less than invulnerable and so much unsightly red liquid in my veins. Inexcusably messy, really.”

On the other side of the bladed web, there was silence.

“Katalin Aquila Reyes, I presume?” Rohan said. The woman’s voice bore just enough resemblance to Lyra’s to justify Rohan’s inference.

“It’s been a long time since I’ve heard that name,” the woman said. “Who I once was, I am no more. Who I am, I was not before.” Those words smacked of rhythm and meaning—an oath, perhaps.

“You’re the Woman in Black,” Toby said. “The Hand. The Omega. The end.”

“And the two of you have not been judged, cannot be judged while the Crucible is in process.”

Rohan took that to mean Katalin was a rule-bound sort, a true believer in more ways than one. That suggested a certain level of black-and-white thinking he might be able to use.

“When the Crucible ends,” Rohan noted, “you will be the Judge.”

“Very good, Proprietor.”

Her second use of his new title gave Rohan all the opening he needed for plan B. “Care to strike a deal?”

A low, vicious sound escaped Toby’s throat.

“I am not here to talk to you,” Katalin told Rohan, and the next thing Rohan knew, she was standing directly on the other side of the web, so close that Rohan could make out the whites of her eyes through the gaps in the blades.

Nothing else—just her eyes.

“You’re here for me,” Toby concluded behind Rohan. He stepped forward, one heavy, audible footstep at a time.

“You,” Katalin replied, “should have been judged long ago, Toby Hawthorne. You should not be alive, let alone here. But then, she shouldn’t be, either.”

“Hannah?” Toby said immediately.

“Your Hannah is no concern of mine. I was speaking of the woman who was once your mother, the woman who is still your mother, the aberration who has never stopped being Alice Hawthorne.”

Even if Rohan had never heard the phrase true believer used in reference to the Gilded Blade, he would have understood, just from the way Katalin Aquila Reyes said the word aberration, that he was dealing with a zealot.

A dangerous one.

“There is a reason that most of us ascend when we are young,” the true believer continued. “The older a tree, the longer its roots and the deeper into the ground they go. Katalin ceased to be the moment she ascended, but Alice? She persists even now.” It couldn’t have been clearer that the Omega considered that an unforgivable sin. “A woman who is unwilling to disavow her worldly life, a mother who cannot or will not foreswear her own child—how could one such as she ever do what needs to be done? How could a woman like that ever be worthy of a place among the three?”

“Power must come at a cost,” Rohan said. The first step to manipulating someone was understanding them. “Always.”

“Those who cannot or will not pay the price were never meant to don the cloak,” the true believer murmured. “To ascend and maintain your worldly ties, that is an abomination. Anathema.”

Rohan wondered what lengths this woman would go to in order to root out what she saw as rot, what lengths she might have already gone to in order to try to get the upper hand on Alice Hawthorne.

“Hannah is also a mother,” Toby said.

Always Hannah with you, Rohan thought.

“Was,” their captor corrected. “Your Hannah was a mother, first and always. She made her choice and made it again. There is no shame in that, in recognizing one’s own limitations and refusing the call.”

Made her choice and made it again… Rohan recognized the clear implication there, and so did Toby.

“You’re saying that Hannah said no.” Toby paused, and in that pause, there was agony. “Twice. That she turned down the Crucible twice.”

“You’re saying,” Rohan interjected, “that Avery’s mother isn’t the Watcher.”

“Hannah Rooney is nothing now.” There was no compassion in Katalin’s tone, even as it turned a bit poetic. “Dust in the wind. There is beauty in that, I suppose. Death on one’s own terms. An ordinary death for an ordinary woman.”

Rohan moved in a flash, wrenching Toby Hawthorne back just as the man attempted to launch himself forward. It took every ounce of strength Rohan had to restrain him, to keep Toby from cutting himself to shreds in a doomed attempt to get at the woman who was, Rohan deeply suspected, trying to bait him into doing exactly that.

Hannah Rooney is nothing now.

An ordinary death for an ordinary woman.

Oh, the Omega clearly meant what she was saying, every word of it, but she’d also clearly come here for a reason, condescended to speak to two men of sacred things for a reason.

“You’re a means to an end,” Rohan warned Toby. “She wants you dead—but not at her hand. She wants Alice to know that all her machinations, all her sacrilege accomplished naught.”

Toby struggled against Rohan’s hold but otherwise ignored him altogether, focusing only on the woman on the other side of the blades. “You’re saying Hannah chose to die?”

“I gave your Hannah the opportunity to save herself when she was dying. I could have arranged for a transplant. Hannah declined.”

All at once, the fight went out of Toby. His body went utterly still beneath Rohan’s grip, but Rohan instinctively knew better than to loosen it.

“You came to her five years ago.” Toby’s voice was more scrape than whisper. “You offered to save her life if she said yes, if she agreed to go with you, to disappear, to die. You told her about the Crucible, including what it was called.”

“I offered to save her life if she would come with me for training in anticipation of the next Crucible. Such things are allowed for those who do not have the blood, which she did not. I was allowed to make certain disclosures, many of which your mother had not made. If that information did not die with Hannah Rooney, it is no fault of mine.”

“You used her,” Rohan inferred.

“To get to me,” Toby finished. “To make me even more of a liability, to force my mother into a position where she would have to render judgment or be deemed compromised.”

“I might have suggested to your Hannah that her daughter might make a suitable Candidate at some point, if enough pressure could be brought to bear. If the woman felt the need to leave a message to a man in case that happened, that, too, is no fault of mine.” Katalin smiled. “And here you are, all these years later. And here you will at long last be judged.”

“But not yet.” A familiar voice came from beyond Katalin. Zella. Rohan had to appreciate the duchess’s ever-impeccable sense of timing.

“A deal is a deal,” Katalin replied. Rohan heard movement on the other side of the blades, and then there was light. Rohan resisted the urge to blink against it, absorbing the sight of what lay beyond the blades: another room lined with yet more mirrors.

Only one woman was reflected in them. The Omega was gone.

“Hello, Duchess,” Rohan said.

“What deal?” Toby demanded. “What deal did you strike with that monster?”

“Your moment will come,” Zella told Toby. “But this isn’t it.”

Rohan read between those lines. “I take it that would make this my moment?”

“You came here to offer a bargain to the Gilded Blade, did you not?” the duchess replied. “It might not have been plan A, but I’ve never known you to have only one.”

Rohan assessed the ever-evolving lay of the land—Katalin, gone; Zella, seemingly in league with the enemy and ready to deal; Toby, a wild card to the end.

“Don’t be shy, Rohan. It doesn’t suit you. We both know you didn’t waltz in here without a few cards up your sleeves. Make us an offer.”

“Us,” Toby gritted out. “You and the Omega. You betrayed my mother.”

Zella didn’t even try to argue the point.

“I came here,” Rohan said, “to make it known that I would be willing to fully pledge my loyalty as Proprietor, without reservation or tricks, should Savannah become the next Watcher.”

Rohan would have preferred rescuing Savannah, eliminating the Gilded Blade, and cutting his leash altogether, but that was neither here nor there now, and from the moment he’d read those letters between the first Proprietor and his Ascendant, Rohan had known that there might be another way. The man who’d founded the Mercy had decreed that Proprietors could have no earthly connection to explain away the fact that he never married, never begat an heir—because for him, there was only ever her.

“You think you’ve found a loophole,” Zella observed.

“Tell me I’m wrong.”

“You’re not. Even setting aside the first Proprietor, you wouldn’t be the only one to take advantage of certain… exceptions.”

Rohan considered that, then considered her. His once-rival. “Was it ever really you?” he asked. “Breaking into the Mercy, earning your spot as a member. Or was it always the Blade?” No response. “Were you ever really my competition? Did you want the Proprietorship? Or was it all an act, all part of some grand plan?”

“I want,” Zella said, “and have always wanted, to break out of my glass castle and be something more than a guiding hand. I have always believed that, in this day and age, those of us in the web should be able to aspire to more than mere proximity to power.”

“What kind of deal did you make with Katalin Aquila Reyes?” Rohan asked.

Zella didn’t bat an eye at the name. Rohan had no idea if she’d known it before he’d said it or not.

“I would suggest you ask me a different question, Rohan. Ask me about Savannah.”

Rohan didn’t ask a damn thing. He refused to show weakness. Do your worst, Duchess—or your best.

“Savannah will not win,” Zella said simply. “She still lives—for now. But she will not win, Rohan. As things stand, I can promise you that she will not come through the Crucible alive.”

“You’re lying,” Rohan said immediately. “Savannah Grayson doesn’t know how to lose.”

Clever winter girl.

Clever, brutal, merciless winter girl.

“Some games,” Zella said, “you have to lose to win. Tell me, Rohan, would Savannah die for Avery Grambs? For Eve?”

Rohan said nothing. He thought nothing, let absolutely nothing show on his face.

“Savannah will not come through the Crucible alive.” The duchess gave Rohan a moment. “Look at me, Rohan. Am I lying?”

“No.” If Rohan knew one thing, it was how to read people, and he’d spent a great deal of time learning to read her. The duchess was not lying. “You are, however, leaving off a word.”

Unless. Savannah would not live unless the duchess saw to it somehow that she did.

“What do you want?” Rohan asked Zella.

“Tell me, Rohan: Would you give up everything for her?”

Rohan knew what Zella meant when she said everything. “The Mercy.”

“All you’d have to do is abdicate and choose the right heir.”

“You.” Rohan saw her play then, clear as day. He’d won the Proprietorship, and she’d responded by boxing him in. By choosing a new pressure point.

“I can see to it that Savannah doesn’t lose.” The duchess let him ruminate on that for a moment. “I can guarantee that she will live. Am I lying?”

“No.” Whatever deal Zella had struck, whoever and whatever she’d betrayed to be in this position, the duchess could do this. She was not lying about that.

Rohan flashed back to the moment his fingers had closed around the Proprietor’s cane, the moment it had all become his, and then his mind took him back further, to seeing Savannah unconscious on the garden path.

“Is she worth it?” Zella asked. “To you?”

“Is she worth everything?” Rohan shot back. “All I’ve ever worked for? All I’ve ever known? All that I have ever wanted?”

But even as Rohan said the words, he could hear himself saying that he didn’t want it anymore, and not just because it wasn’t what he’d thought. I don’t think I’d want it, he’d told Jameson Hawthorne, even if it was.

Power came at a price. It always had, and Rohan had always paid it, and to what end?

Don’t be a fool, he told himself, because only a fool would make a deal like this. Without the Mercy, he would be nothing. He’d never again hold cards worth even a fraction as much as what he was being asked to sign away now. And romance was nothing but a trick of light. An illusion. A sleight not of hand but of heart. Rohan knew that. He’d always known that.

And yet, he could hear himself saying, Right from the start, what choice did I have with you?

There were moments in life when one was forced to choose: The guaranteed payoff or the risk? The long game or the short one? To try to be clever—or to let yourself be played the fool.

“Well, Rohan?” the duchess said. “Do we have a deal?”

One last wager.

One last game.

Winter girl.

“You know,” Rohan said, his voice low and vicious, the die cast, “that we do.”
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ROHAN


Some bargains, once struck, could not be undone. Some crowns, once passed, were gone.

A signature in purple ink. Rohan’s fingerprints immortalized beside it in his own blood. The entire process recorded. No good would ever come of claiming such a thing had been signed under duress. A Proprietor who could lose the upper hand to that extent was no Proprietor at all.

“It’s done,” Zella said, once he’d passed the paper back through the gaps in the blades.

Rohan closed his fingers around the metal quill. “I’ll be keeping this.” It might have some utility as a weapon. Though he’d attempted to negotiate for his own release on top of Savannah’s survival, some things, it seemed, were not in Zella’s power.

Katalin wants us here.

“My turn.” Toby’s voice was cavernous and dark. “Make me an offer.”

“I can’t save your daughter, Toby.” The new Proprietor of the Devil’s Mercy was not without compassion, and her tone made that clear.

“Daughters,” Toby corrected. “Plural.”

“One of them,” Zella replied, “does not need saving.” She did not specify which one. “And regardless, if you’re looking for a savior, Toby, it’s hardly likely to be me.”

Within moments, Zella was gone.
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Mirrors on the ceiling. Mirrors on the floor. Mirrors on the walls—all but one. It took Rohan and Toby time to figure the puzzle in the chamber out: how to use the light, what to make of the web of blades. But eventually, they solved it.

Nothing happened.

“Why isn’t it working?” Toby’s tone that of a desperate man.

And desperate men rarely come out on top. Before Rohan could venture a guess as to the answer to Toby’s question, someone else beat him to it.

“They disabled the puzzles after you two solved the first one.” The far wall, on the other side of the blades, swung inward. “The challenges in these rooms were never meant for men. For you, I’m afraid, this chamber is nothing but a cage.”

A familiar figure stepped into the room.

“Hello to you, too, Nora.” Rohan smiled through the blades.

“Did my mother send you?” Toby demanded.

“I’m here of my own volition,” Nora replied, “as far as I know.” Even standing perfectly still, she had the air of a fighter about her. “But I did pick up Jameson’s trail in London to follow him here, and Alice very likely had a hand in my path crossing his to begin with, so it’s entirely possible that my old mentor anticipated all of this, engineered it in some way. Perhaps she knew what the lot of you would be wearing when you stormed the metaphorical castle like militaristic lambs to the slaughter.”

Wearing. Rohan was suddenly keenly aware of his own bare chest, of Toby’s, of what they’d been wearing in those vests. The explosives.

“In retrospect,” Nora continued with a sort of calm that Rohan could only describe as detached, “I don’t think Alice ever believed either of the other Ascendants would choose me for the Crucible. I am quite convinced at this point that she dangled me out there solely as a reminder of another option, a much more enticing option for a monster like the Omega.”

Toby frowned. “Savannah?

And suddenly, irrevocably, Rohan knew.

“Gigi’s sister?” Nora took a single step forward. “No.”

Damn the duchess to hell and back, he knew—

“Not her sister,” Nora said. “Mine. My half-sister. Her name is Freya, and she is very much her mother’s daughter.”

All Rohan could think was that the duchess had said that without assistance, Savannah would not come through the Crucible alive. She’d said that she could ensure that Savannah did not lose. She’d promised that Savannah would live, even though it was not in her power to save whichever of Toby’s daughters was in need of saving.

And all of those things could be true, would be true… if Savannah was not in the Crucible at all.

“She played me,” Rohan said. “The duchess. She never once lied but…”

If Savannah wasn’t a Candidate, she would not, could not come through the Crucible in any way, shape, or form. And it was a simple thing to guarantee that someone would not lose if they weren’t competing in the first place, to pledge that someone would live if that person was not, in fact, in any danger of dying.

He’d given away the Mercy for nothing.

“Grayson called Savannah,” Toby said quietly. “He called and called her phone, but she never answered. Alisa couldn’t even track it.”

“Because she bloody well turned it off.” Rohan was tempted to laugh—oh so tempted, but he didn’t.

“So it’s Avery, Eve… and your half sister.” Toby paused. “The heir to the Kyrie line? Raised as a warrior. Beyond dangerous. And when Zella told me she couldn’t save my daughter, what she really meant was that she can’t affect the Crucible at all. She can’t save either of them.”

“No one can.” Nora’s voice was chillingly soft now—soft in volume, not tone. “And even if we could, the Crucible must be completed.”

“Why?” Toby demanded, but Rohan suspected he already knew the answer, just as Rohan did.

The explosives. The ones that they had brought in.

“Don’t you see?” Nora said. “Freya is the third Candidate. If she survives the Crucible, she will be there for the anointing, along with all three Ascendants and the head of the Kyrie line. My stepmother, monstrous creature that she is—she’ll be the one to consecrate the Judge’s death so that a new Watcher might ascend. They’ll all be there.”

“You’re going to kill them all.” Toby’s voice was little more than a ragged whisper. “The Ascendants. The head and heir of the Kyrie line. The other Candidates.”

“If there was a way for me to save the innocent…” Nora stared off into space for a moment. “But there’s not. I can’t risk tipping any of them off, and the end justifies the means. I think Alice knows that deep down. I think she knew she couldn’t do what needed to be done. That I could.”

“We’re in an underground cave system with thousands of tons of stone above us,” Rohan said, his ears ringing slightly. “A small number of well-placed explosions is all it will take to cause a cave-in of massive proportions.” Rohan and Xander Hawthorne had calculated as much themselves. “You’ve already taken care of placing those explosives, haven’t you? While we kept the Ascendants busy, you slipped in unnoticed. We were your distraction. You stood by and waited unseen as they stripped us of every last weapon, and then you found a way to take what you needed.”

“The Candidates will be at the epicenter,” Nora told Toby. “I can’t save any of them, but I might be able to give you two a chance.”

“I don’t want one,” Toby said—but Rohan did. Despite everything, despite the fool he’d been, for better or worse, he wanted to live to play another day.

“I’ll release you when I can, if I can. In the cavern, the tunnel on the left will take you out.” Nora caught Rohan’s gaze one last time. “When the doors open, run.”







Chapter 85

[image: ]
GIGI


Savannah was fine. Gigi still hadn’t wrapped her mind around that. Savannah was fine, and she was in Arizona, and now so was Gigi, because she’d needed to see her sister for herself. Their mother had been the one to call—from Savannah’s Alisa-Ortega-issued phone, when she’d seen all the missed calls.

“Where is she?” Gigi asked her mom. It was late, but Gigi didn’t care. Savannah was fine.

“Your room. I’m not going to ask why you both have new phones.” Acacia Grayson wasn’t the world’s best mom for nothing. She dropped a kiss on Gigi’s forehead. “Yet.”

Gigi took that to mean there were a lot of things that her mom wasn’t going to ask yet.

“Why is she in my room?” Gigi said.

“Do you remember when the two of you were little, and we decided to let you share a room for a few years, because you two ended up in the same bed every night regardless?”

Gigi nodded. “I crawled into her bed every time I had a nightmare.”

“Is that how you remember it?” Her mom smiled slightly. “Because I remember you crawling into Savannah’s bed every time she had a nightmare.”
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Gigi found Savannah exactly where their mom had said she’d be: in Gigi’s room, sitting on Gigi’s bed, which wasn’t really a bed per se. Technically, it was a mattress on the floor.

Technically, Gigi had sold the bed.

“I take it Mom called you.” Savannah was wearing a little black dress, her face fully made up, four-inch heels on her feet. She looked like a supermodel. A supermodel who was staring blankly ahead, a small ball of fur in her lap.

“On a scale of one to forty-seven,” Gigi said, “how pissed is Katara that you brought home a kitten?” Gigi’s Bengal cat was used to being the undisputed queen of her domain.

“Very,” Savannah replied.

You’re not fine-fine, Gigi thought. You’re alive-fine. Hurting-fine. Possibly-plotting-something fine. Crawling into bed with her sister was still second nature for Gigi, after all these years, even when the bed in question wasn’t really a bed per se.

“What happened?” Gigi asked. “I thought they had you. The Gilded Blade. I called you forty-seven times.”

Savannah shook her head. “You and the number forty-seven.”

“What happened?” Gigi could be a broken record when she needed to be. “Because we were all under the impression that you said yes.”

“No one ever asked.” Savannah was quiet for a moment, and Gigi resisted the urge to fill the silence, to ask where Savannah had been, to say a single damn thing. If the silence got awkward, so be it. If Savannah wanted to talk, she could talk. And eventually, she did. “What happened in here?” Savannah gestured toward Gigi’s room, her very bare room. “Where’s your furniture? Why is your closet practically empty?”

Gigi looked down. “It is an epic story kind of like Robin Hood, except I’m both Robin Hood and the people he steals from, and it’s all roughly two hundred percent more chaotic.” It felt like an eternity ago now.

“When did it start?”

Gigi met Savannah’s gaze. “You know when.”

“When you found out about Dad—what he did and what was done to him.” That was the first time Savannah had ever referred to what their father had done. Gigi wondered what the duchess had told her. Savannah looked down—not at the kitten in her lap but at an object in her right hand.

A ring.

Dad’s wedding ring.

“He’s ashes.” Savannah stared at that ring. “There is no body. There’s nothing left. Just this. I don’t know how the duchess and her lot obtained this, but they did.”

Now it was Gigi’s turn to stare at the ring. She knew what kind of man her father had been. She knew what he’d done, what he’d been capable of. And even setting that aside, Gigi knew her dad hadn’t been the kind of husband her mom deserved. He definitely hadn’t been the perfect father, but he had been her dad, and despite everything, looking at the ring had the good times flashing through Gigi’s head, because there had been good times.

Hating the man wouldn’t have hurt if she’d never loved him at all.

Gigi took a deep breath. The natural follow-up to what she’d just been told probably would have been asking Savannah what she was going to do with that ring, but Gigi didn’t, because sometimes, faith was a simple thing. And sometimes, when it felt like the whole damn world was on the verge of ending, all you could do was decide who you wanted to spend the apocalypse with.

If bad news came in, if the worst happened—Gigi had chosen to hear about it here. With Savannah.

“Why aren’t you asking me what I’m going to do with this ring?”

Gigi shook her head and managed the tiniest, crooked smile. “You know why.”

“Because I’m your Savannah.” Her twin’s voice almost broke. “And you’re an optimist.” The next thing Gigi knew, her sister was pressing their father’s wedding ring into her palm. “I don’t want it.” Savannah was not the type to whisper anything, but her voice was faint. “The ring. Revenge. I don’t want any of it. I don’t want to want anything ever again.”

The kitten stirred on Savannah’s lap.

“You decide.” Savannah closed Gigi’s fingers around the ring. “You decide, Gigi. Not me.”

I can’t, Gigi thought, but she didn’t say it, because it wasn’t true. She could. “I make no promises,” Gigi warned her sister.

“You make all the promises.” Savannah stroked the kitten. “I can’t believe you thought I said yes. You really thought I would do that to you? That I would leave you after I made you promise not to leave me?”

“You did leave me,” Gigi blurted out. “You left me in the bayou and went to London without me. I’m not helpless, Savannah. You should have taken me with you or at least had the guts to tell me to my face that you didn’t want to.”

“Maybe you’re right.” Savannah said nothing else for the longest time. “But the best part of me,” she said finally, her voice actually breaking this time, “has always been the part that loves you. Sometimes, I think it’s the only part of me that isn’t defective—or broken.”

Gigi’s heart hurt, just hearing her sister say the words. “Is this about Rohan?” Gigi knew that was an emotional landmine, but the question had to be asked, because Savannah didn’t know where Rohan was right now.

She didn’t know that he’d gone after her.

“Do not say that name to me. Not now. Not ever again, Gigi.”

That was going to be a problem, but fortunately, Gigi was a problem solver. “I shall call him… Consuelo.”

“Please don’t.”

“Consuelo thought the Gilded Blade had you. He went after you.” Gigi wished she could stop there. “No one’s heard from him since.”

Savannah’s expression shifted bit by bit until her face could have doubled as a work of art: A Study in Abject, Ball-Kicking Fury. “That bastard,” Savannah swore. “I am done. I could not have been clearer that I was done.”

“I’m sure you were very clear,” Gigi assured her sister. “But apparently, he isn’t done. Antiheroes, am I right?”

“I hate him,” Savannah said, the words equal parts curse and vow.

“Clearly and very much.”

“I hate him.” The kitten in Savannah’s lap nipped at her fingers.

Gigi laid her head on her sister’s shoulder. “You like him. A lot.”

“I hate his smirk. I hate his smile. I despise the way he touched me and the way he made me feel. I loathe his wagers.” Savannah’s voice shook. “I hate the way he wouldn’t stop calling me love. So much.”

“I know,” Gigi murmured.

Savannah closed her eyes. “I hate that bastard for making me believe that he liked the parts of me that make me so hard for anyone else to like.”

“I like you,” Gigi said.

“You like everyone.” The kitten nipped at Savannah’s finger again—harder this time. “No biting,” Savannah told the cat, her voice breaking. “Unless the person really deserves it.”

Gigi laid her head on her sister’s shoulder.

“I was done,” Savannah said. Past tense. “I hated him, and I was done. And now—”

Savannah cut off, and all Gigi could think was: And now…

And now…

And now…
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LYRA


The call came in at one in the morning. The world stopped for Lyra the moment she heard the phone ring—not her phone. Alisa’s. Lyra’s heart leapt into her throat, and her lungs ceased to function. Nothing in the world existed but the ringing of the phone. Lyra didn’t even hear Alisa answer it, couldn’t hear anything but a continued ringing in her ears, couldn’t think anything—until suddenly, she was thinking everything.

Of every moment.

Of every kiss.

He’s okay. He’s okay. He has to be okay.

“Lyra,” Alisa said. And then there was a hand on the back of Lyra’s neck, so much like Grayson’s. Nash. Nash was on one side of Lyra, and Libby was on the other, and Alisa’s lips were moving as she said Lyra’s name a second time.

“Grayson?” Lyra managed to croak.

“Not Grayson,” Alisa told her. “It’s Odette. Our investigator found Odette Morales, and she’ll only speak to you.”
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The call was a video call, and Odette looked just as Lyra remembered: silver hair dyed black at the tips, commanding features that age could not strip of their beauty. The first time Lyra had ever seen Odette Morales, the woman had reminded her of an eagle on the hunt. Lyra hadn’t known then that Odette was a former Hollywood starlet.

Lyra could see both the starlet and the bird of prey in the woman on her screen now.

“Enjoying the Adriatic coast?” Lyra said, her words coming out harsh.

“In a manner of speaking,” Odette replied.

“You went off the grid.”

“Did I?”

Odette had made herself very hard to find. Whatever she knew, if she knew anything else, it probably wouldn’t be much use now—not to Grayson and maybe not even to Lyra, given how much they’d managed to piece together themselves.

“I found out more about that favor you did for Tobias Hawthorne,” Lyra said.

“I suppose you’re wanting details?”

“Three truths,” Lyra replied. “You offered Grayson and me three truths during the Grandest Game, and one of them was that you didn’t know anything about what had happened to my father.”

“I knew nothing. I suspected quite a bit. Believe me or opt not to, Ms. Kane, but the truth is that there was a situation, and I was asked to fix it, and a lawyer of my caliber does not always need a surplus of details to incentivize third parties to be discreet. In fact, some might say, the fewer details one has about certain things, the better.”

“You pieced plenty of details together,” Lyra said, sure of that. “In the aftermath.”

“In the aftermath,” Odette replied, “I was rather more concerned with the change in Tobias and the reason for that change.”

Alice.

“Tell me,” Lyra said, her voice breaking. “Anything you know, anything you suspect, anything you’ve held back—I need to know.”

A look of understanding cross Odette’s features then. “Do you remember what I told you about love, Lyra?”

“You called it a strange and wild beast.” It hurt to even say the words. “A gift and a comfort and a curse.”

“I was not wrong, was I, Ms. Kane? About you and your Hawthorne.”

Lyra’s throat tightened. She had no intention of answering Odette’s question, but somehow, her lips parted. “Love is real.” Lyra didn’t owe Odette more than that, didn’t even owe her that, but the words just kept coming. “It’s knowing who you are and who the other person is and letting go, letting yourself fall, knowing damn well that there’s someone there to catch you.”

“Love is agony.”

“Right now—yes.”

“But you’d do it all again.”

Lyra’s eyes stung as she pressed her lips together, just for a moment. “Yes.”

“And so would I,” Odette told her. “All those lives I’ve lived, every mistake I’ve made, every person I’ve loved, every person I’ve been—all of it means that I lived.”

Lyra heard in those words something she hadn’t realized before. “Past tense.”

“I’m ready,” Odette told her. “Or almost ready.”

“Why Italy?” Lyra asked. “And why did you ask to speak to me?”

“Those are the exact right questions. Well done, Ms. Kane.”

“Answer them, then.”

“I read lips. Quite well, actually. And I once was in position to watch the first dance between a Hawthorne boy and a girl who despised him. He couldn’t take his eyes off you, nor you him, and he told you about a file.”

“My father’s file.” Except it hadn’t been, not really.

“Thomas, Thomas,” Odette said. “All those years ago, when I was fixing Alice’s mess, not knowing that it was hers, not knowing that Tobias was still hers—body, mind, and soul—he asked me to do one more thing for him. It involved setting up a fairly rudimentary trust and acquiring property in a coastal town in Italy, a town on the Adriatic Sea. I thought nothing of it at the time, didn’t even connect it to the rest, but after I last spoke to you and Grayson, after I decided it would be prudent to disappear, I just couldn’t stop thinking about Thomas, Thomas. And it eventually occurred to me that perhaps the most famous Thomas was the one known for his doubts.”

“Doubting Thomas,” Lyra said.

“Saint Thomas to Catholics,” Odette replied. “And do you know where the relics of Saint Thomas are held? Where the Basilica of San Tommaso Apostolo is?”

Lyra saw exactly where this was headed. “Italy. A coastal town on the Adriatic Sea.”

“I knew very little about the situation I fixed,” Odette replied, “but it turns out that I did know my Hawthorne, my Tobias, at least a little. Enough to know that I would find something here.”

It was probably too late for anything she’d found to matter, too late for Lyra to be able to do anything. But still, she had to ask: “What did you find?”

“Not what, Ms. Kane. Who.”
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Little Lyra, all grown up.”

Lyra stared at the screen on her phone. At the man responsible for half her DNA, who, unlike his brother, pronounced her name the right way—but also didn’t put any more emphasis on it than he would on any other word. Her father hadn’t aged nearly as much as he should have. Even at first glance, he reminded Lyra of the kind of actor who got more roles at forty than at twenty, the kind whose charm aged like wine.

Lyra wasn’t charmed. “You agreed to help with the cover-up? Agreed to disappear so they could pretend you were the one who’d died?”

“I’m the agreeable sort.” He’d introduced himself as Tom. Just Tom.

“And I’m your daughter,” Lyra said tautly, her voice coming out lower than she’d meant for it to.

“You were never really mine, princess. You were always hers, your mother’s, and she was always so—”

“I don’t need you to tell me a damn thing about my mother,” Lyra cut in. “I don’t need you to tell me that she’s a thousand times the person you are.” Lyra was almost incredulous. Princess? He was the kind of man who had a term of endearment for everyone, and he’d gone with princess for her?

“It’s funny.” He punctuated the words with a wry, sly shake of his head. “You look so much like my little sister, but that—that steel, that passion, that tilt to your chin—it’s all Darcy.”

Lyra stared at him. Was he kidding? “Darby,” she said, and just like that, she realized that there was almost nothing else she needed to know about this man. “There’s a lot of my mom in me,” Lyra said slowly, “but if it’s any consolation, I’m also a hell of a lot like my dad, my real dad, the man who raised me—and nothing like you.”

And there it was again, that wry, infuriating, oh-so-charming shake of his head.

“Tell me about Katalin.” Lyra cut to the only thing she wanted from this man, the only thing she would ever want from him. “Give me something. Anything.”

Anything that might help me help Grayson.

“She’s dead.” He shrugged, and con man or not, Lyra’s gut said he believed that. “Beyond that? Kat was pretty quiet growing up. Killed a frat boy once, though, less than a year before she died. The guy deserved it. I helped her cover it up.”

Lyra wondered if that was why an Ascendant of the Gilded Blade had chosen Katalin—not just that she had the blood, but that she’d shown that kind of promise. “What did he do to deserve it?” Lyra asked.

“You don’t want to know.”

Lyra thought about Alice’s poem. About Nan’s fingers. About Eve and that teacher of hers. “Maybe I do.”

“You asked for something. I gave you something.” For a moment, Lyra thought he was going to try to get something from her in return. He didn’t. “I’ll give you this, too. My sister bought a blanket for you before you were ever born. Darby might even still have it.”

At least he’d gotten her mom’s name right this time.

As if he could feel Lyra’s judgment, her father’s brown eyes grew a little more intent. “For all my flaws,” he said, “I loved my sister. My brother, too. As much as I am capable of loving anyone, I loved them. But I’m not big on mourning, and I also truly love the easy life.” He turned the phone in his hand and Lyra was able to make out a beach, the ocean, the sunrise. He turned the phone back around. “I love this life.”

But not me. Never me. “And that’s it?” Lyra clarified the question before he could take it the wrong way. “Katalin killed a man who deserved it. She bought a blanket for your unborn daughter. And that’s it. That’s all you have to tell me?”

“My brother was the obsessive one, the one who could never let anything go. Look where that got him. And look at me, princess.”

This is a waste of time. Lyra didn’t want that to be true, but it was. Grayson was still out there. He still might not come back. And nothing this man had to say would change that.

Look at me, princess.

Lyra let it all come, every last emotion. She let it all go. And then, she told Luiz Aquila Reyes, the man of a hundred names, the truth. “I don’t see anything worth looking at.”
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It took three minutes after that phone call for Lyra to hit the point where she needed to dance. Not because of a man who’d never cared about her. Not because her biological father had proved to be yet another dead end. Not even because every question she’d spent the past three years obsessing about had been answered.

Because her phone wasn’t ringing. Because no one else’s was either. Because Lyra didn’t think she could stand another second of waiting, another second of hope warring with dread, of thinking that Grayson had to be okay.

Has to. Has to. Has to.

Fortunately, Hawthorne House, being Hawthorne House, had its own theater, complete with a stage. As she climbed the steps up to it, Lyra had a morbid flash of premonition that said that if Grayson didn’t come back, she’d dance to feel him.

Every day.

No good-byes, Lyra reminded herself, rising into an arabesque and holding it. Her mind conjured up the feeling of Grayson’s hand on her waist. Slowly, painfully, that feeling faded, and Lyra came out of the arabesque and began to spin. There was an art to spotting, to fixing your gaze on one place and holding your head just so, whipping it around only once per turn to stave off dizziness.

Lyra turned. And turned. And turned—until a figure crossed into her field of vision. Alisa. The lawyer held something in her hand. Another file.

Lyra stopped dancing.

“I eavesdropped on your calls,” Alisa admitted fully without shame. “And then I felt compelled to check up on one last Hail Mary attempt I’d made at getting the hospital records regarding the death of Katalin Aquila Reyes.”

“At this point, what does it matter?” Lyra asked, her voice coming out low and raw.

“It matters,” Alisa said quietly, “because of the cause of death—and the date.”

Lyra climbed down from the stage, took the file from Alisa’s outstretched hand, and read. “Complications from a C-section.” Lyra’s gaze flitted up to Alisa’s. “Did she fake a pregnancy, too?” Alisa said nothing, and that was when Lyra saw the date.

Nineteen years earlier. They’d all already known there was a Crucible nineteen years earlier, but the day of Katalin’s supposedly fatal C-section—

“My birthday,” Lyra said, and then she thought back to her call with that con man who shared her blood.

You were never really mine, princess. You were always hers, your mother’s—Lyra squeezed her eyes shut, but that did nothing against the onslaught of thoughts.

My mother’s.

And when Lyra had told Tom that she didn’t need him to tell her about her mom, he’d smiled that wry little smile and shaken his head. It’s funny—you look so much like my little sister…

“Just like her,” Lyra whispered. “I look just like her.”

You were never really mine, princess. You were always hers.

My sister bought a blanket for you before you were ever born. Darby might even still have it.

He’d said Darby. Darcy first, then Darby, but never once had he referred to Lyra’s mom as her mother.

Not once.

The date on that death certificate stared back at Lyra, and her thoughts went to Keith Kane, the only Daddy she’d ever known, and to what he’d said on the phone, the very last thing he’d said before she had to hang up on him.

You’re my girl. You know that, right? You’re our girl, Lyra, your mom’s and mine. But there’s something I need to—

“Tell me,” Lyra finished out loud. “There was something he needed to tell me.”

You’re our girl, Lyra, your mom’s and mine. But…

Somehow, Lyra’s hand managed to find its way to her phone. She called her dad back, and even though it was the middle of the night, he answered, because for Lyra, he always answered. Always had and always would.

“Tell me,” Lyra said, her throat tightening around the words.

“Let me wake your mom.”

Lyra’s dad had said, on their last call, that her mom was tying herself in knots. Not about a plot hole. Not about the paparazzi.

“Hey, baby.” The sound of her mom’s voice was a familiar comfort to Lyra, one that threatened to tear her apart.

“I spoke to Tomás.” There were so many other things Lyra wanted to say, answers she wanted to demand, but those four words were all she managed.

“How?” her mom said.

“It doesn’t matter,” Lyra said, thinking about the fact that her whole life, people had said that she didn’t look like her mom. “He doesn’t matter.” That much, at least, was true. “My whole life, you told me you left him when I was three days old, and then when I found that picture, you told me that actually, he was the one who left. Left and came back. Left and came back. You said the two of you were together almost a year, but pregnancy takes time, Mom, and that picture of the three of us together—I wasn’t a newborn in that picture. How old does a baby have to be to clap? Six months? Seven? And Tomás—he’s Tom now, by the way…” Lyra swallowed. “He said…”

Lyra trailed off. She felt like she was a hundred feet in the air, looking down at a field, taking in the whole picture, seeing all the things she hadn’t been able to see up close.

“I can explain, Lyra.”

That wasn’t an answer, but it also was. “You always said he could charm anyone into anything.” Lyra wanted to stop there, but she didn’t. “Did he charm you into being my mom?”

“He didn’t have to, baby girl. I fell in love with you all on my own.”

“Did he lie and tell you I was his?” Lyra asked. “Because I wasn’t. I was his sister’s baby. He was my uncle. Did you really think he was my father, or was that a lie, too?”

There was a sharp intake of breath on the other end of the line and then: “Tomás never said a word about a sister. And I never wanted to lie to you, Lyra. About anything.”

“Then why did you?”

“I couldn’t risk anyone taking you away. One day, Tomás was there, and the next he was gone, and this time, he didn’t come back. More and more time passed, and he didn’t come back, and then I opened the mail one day, and there was a birth certificate, listing me as your mother. And by that point—I was, Lyra. I was your mom. You were tiny when I met him—not even three weeks old. His wife had just died—or that was what he said. I wasn’t lying when I told you he left and came back, left and came back. He needed me. You needed me, and I fell in love, completely head over heels in love. A little with him—but mostly with you. And by the time he disappeared for good, by the time he sent me that birth certificate and I realized he really and truly wasn’t coming back… I was so afraid of losing you, so afraid of telling anyone.”

“Even me,” Lyra said quietly.

“Even you.”

Without another word, Lyra hung up the phone. “Don’t be afraid, Lyra Catalina,” she whispered, her eyes finding their way to Alisa’s. “She will come for you. Edgar Aquila Reyes was sure that his sister would come for me, because she was my…”

Lyra couldn’t say the word. She thought about that note Katalin had sent her.

“I made my choice. It wasn’t you.” Lyra swallowed. “She wasn’t just talking about her choice of Candidate for the Crucible. Nineteen years ago, Hannah refused to leave her daughter. She turned down the Gilded Blade. But my… Katalin… She said yes.”

I made my choice. It wasn’t you.

Lyra thought suddenly about Tom telling her that his sister had killed a frat boy who deserved it, less than a year before she died. And when Lyra had asked why the guy had deserved it, she’d been told that she didn’t want to know.

Because he was my father? Because he—

The Gilded Blade existed to keep a certain kind of man in check. Would-be kings. Men who abused their power. And men who abuse women. And Katalin Aquila Reyes, she was a true believer—in action.

“This doesn’t change anything about the calculus of our current situation,” Alisa told Lyra. “But I wasn’t about to lie to you.”

Katalin Aquila Reyes is my mother.

The Omega is my biological mother.

And she might be killing Grayson as we speak.

“Screw the calculus,” Lyra told Alisa. “And get me a plane.”
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Jameson had watched Emily Laughlin die. There was a time when that had been the core truth of his existence. Before Avery, the fact that he’d stood over Emily, sure she was faking, as she’d died had formed the basis of how he’d seen himself. Grayson had brought Emily cliff-jumping, but Jameson was the one who’d watched her gasp for air. The one who’d just stood there while she died.

Except she hadn’t.

Emily’s death had torn Jameson’s and Grayson’s world apart. It had destroyed them. And now, Emily was right there, alive. She’d been there for over an hour, calling Jameson Jamie, touching him, looking deep into his eyes.

And for over an hour, Jameson had given Emily nothing.

He knew her well enough to know that if there was one thing Emily could not tolerate, it was being ignored. So that was exactly what Jameson did. She wanted a reaction. He refused to give her one.

“You watched me die like I was nothing.” Emily wasn’t giving up. “But I wasn’t nothing to you, Jamie. And I certainly wasn’t nothing to your brother.”

Grayson was still unconscious. Jameson refused to even look toward his brother. Let Emily think he couldn’t even hear her.

“It was never you for me, Jamie. I think you know that.” Emily walked up to Grayson’s unconscious form. “It was always him.”

“That’s why you fixated on Gigi,” Slate practically growled. “She’s Grayson’s sister.” Slate gave Emily what Jameson wouldn’t—but Emily didn’t want Slate’s attention. “And why,” Mattias Slater continued, “when you had us captive during the Grandest Game, you kept asking Gigi about Lyra.”

“Grayson grieved me.” Emily pushed Grayson’s hair out of his face. “I know he did.”

And you couldn’t stand the idea of him moving on, Jameson thought.

“You want to say something.” Emily turned back toward him. Jameson stared right through her. “I know you’re in there somewhere, Jamie. Isn’t there anything you’d like to ask me? How I did it? Why I did it?”

Jameson didn’t need to know why or how. He didn’t even need to know how much longer he’d have to ignore Emily before she lost her composure and made a real move, the kind that could open her up to a counterattack.

Jameson didn’t need anything from her.

“This is getting pathetic,” Slate said. “Give it up.”

“Pathetic? An Ascendant of the Gilded Blade?” Emily kept her voice light as she whirled on him. “I’m not the one in chains,” she said. “And if I’m so pathetic, Mattias, how did I threaten Eve into shooting you? She didn’t want to, you know. Everyone has a limit, and you were hers—until you weren’t. Pity she’s not a better shot.”

“Bitch.”

“Me or her?” Emily said innocently. “I honestly didn’t think she’d have it in her. I had a mind to choose my own sister after Gigi turned me down, but Eve was right there, and when my lookalike niece shot you? When she pulled that trigger?” Emily turned back toward Jameson. “That’s when I knew she’d be fully capable of putting Avery down for me, too.”

Jameson bit back a roar. Ignore her. Ignore her. Ignore her.

“There are years when all of the Candidates survive the Crucible,” Emily murmured, “and years when they don’t.”

Everything in Jameson wanted to fight, to thrash, to pull at his chains and try to lock a hand around Emily’s throat, but he didn’t. He went elsewhere in his mind—to a rooftop in Paris, to the edge of the ocean in Tahiti.

To you, Heiress. Jameson closed his eyes and willed himself deeper and deeper into memory, into daydreams, going somewhere nothing could touch him. Time still passed, but he didn’t feel it, didn’t even hear Emily. It was like she truly didn’t exist—and then, suddenly, she was pouring something down his throat.

“If you won’t talk to me, Jameson,” she whispered, “you won’t talk at all.”
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Jamie.” Grayson’s voice pulled Jameson from darkness—not all the way but enough for Jameson to realize that Slate’s manacles were empty and Emily was standing right in front of Grayson, pulling at his chains, like she was frantic.

Pretending to be Eve, Jameson realized.

“I’m going to get you out of here,” Emily-as-Eve promised, the consummate actress. Don’t let her fool you, Gray. Jameson couldn’t move, couldn’t lift his head, couldn’t manage a single word. Look at her.

“This group,” Emily said hoarsely. “It isn’t what I thought. The Crucible—it isn’t what I thought.”

Jameson tried to catch his brother’s eyes, but he couldn’t make his own focus, couldn’t do more than make out the fuzzy edges of Grayson’s body.

“Where’s Avery?” Grayson demanded.

Est unus ex nobis. Nos defendat eius. Even in chains, Grayson knew what mattered. Jameson managed to get his lips to part, but he couldn’t make a sound, not a single damn sound.

If you won’t talk to me, Emily had whispered, you won’t talk at all.

“I don’t know where Avery is,” Emily professed. “I don’t even know if she’s still alive.”

Look at me, Gray. Look at me, so I can warn you. Jameson had to warn him—his brother, who had come back for him, for Avery, because she was one of them and had been almost from the start.

“You’re lying,” Grayson accused.

That’s right. She’s lying. And she isn’t Eve.

“I’m not a monster,” Emily said, doing Eve’s wounded, weaponized vulnerability to a T. “I never have been. You just see what you want to see when you look at me.”

Jameson waited for Grayson to look in his direction again, and through sheer force of will, Jameson managed to move his lips, parting them, bringing them soundlessly back together.

Em.

“I picked the lock on my manacles,” the viper in question was saying. “You have to hold still if you want me to do the same for you.”

“Get Jameson down first.”

“Jameson can’t help us. The Ascendants—any or all of them could return any minute. We don’t stand a chance if I don’t get you out of these.”

“Get my brother down first.”

Jameson tried to shake his head, but he couldn’t, couldn’t get his lips to so much as part again.

And then Emily was there, making a show of picking the locks on his manacles. The right one snapped open. Jameson’s right arm fell, useless, to his side. The left manacle was next, and without it to hold him up, Jameson fell to the ground.

Unable to move, he looked up at the first girl he’d ever kissed, a girl who’d loved going fast and taking risks and proving that she had absolutely no fear. Emily bent down, taking his pulse, and lowered her face toward his to whisper: “Your brother knows.”

Jameson hadn’t figured it out, hadn’t realized who she really was. Slate had, and Emily had gotten rid of him before Grayson had woken up, but somehow, Grayson still knew. And Emily knew that he knew, but Grayson didn’t know that.

You aren’t playing her, Gray. She’s playing you.

The next thing Jameson knew, Grayson was free—free and kneeling next to him. Jameson couldn’t even feel his brother’s fingers as Grayson took his pulse. Nearly his entire body was numb.

She knows that you know, Gray.

“What happened to him?” Grayson demanded.

“Poison?” their captor guessed.

Grayson stood and paced the perimeter of their cell. The walls were made of stone. There was no door.

“Tell me about the Crucible,” Grayson ordered. If he intended to attack, he was taking his sweet time, and for whatever reason, Emily let him.

It was never you for me, she’d told Jameson. It was always him.

“Tell me what the Gilded Blade did to you, Eve,” Grayson said, gentling his tone.

“What they did to all of us?” Emily said, her voice quiet but fiery somehow, a faraway look in her eyes. “It starts with rooms. Locked rooms—so many of them, each a puzzle, and after a while, you start to wonder if you’ll die solving them… or not solving them. But if you keep going, if you push yourself all the way to the brink, if you’re smart enough and able to think outside the box, eventually, you come to a room where there is a long line of champagne flutes in every color of the rainbow, each one holding a different liquid that most definitely is not champagne, all sitting on a table with the words pick your poison carved into the wood.”

That matched what Emily had told Jameson before, and it occurred to him that she might not be lying. She’d been through the Crucible. She’d survived it, ascended.

“If you choose the right flute,” Emily continued, “the right poison, you lose consciousness but not your life. Then and only then have you proven that you deserve to be a Candidate, that you were not chosen in error. And the next thing you know, you’re waking up in a four-poster bed, on a down mattress, in a room where everything is hundreds of years old.”

“But it isn’t over.” Grayson did not phrase that as a question.

This is an interrogation, Jameson realized. Only Grayson didn’t know that Emily knew that, too.

“It’s never over,” Emily said. “The training. The trials. And if you make it far enough, you’re told to choose your gown, then to choose your name, and then, finally, to choose your weapon.”

At the word weapon, Jameson could feel acid rising in the back of his throat, and it occurred to him that he could choke on it.

He could die, just like that.

“And after you choose your weapon?” Grayson said evenly.

“That’s when you’re introduced to one another.”

Three women, three weapons. Jameson couldn’t help thinking about what Emily had said earlier, about the fact that she’d chosen Eve only after she’d come to believe that Eve would be capable of putting Avery down.

There are years when all three Candidates survive the Crucible, Gigi had told them, but she’d also told them that the Candidates were made to believe that only one of them would survive.

What would Eve do, Jameson thought, to survive?

“Tell me anyway,” Grayson suggested silkily.

“As Candidates, you need each other,” Emily said. “To survive the most difficult trials, you need each other. I’ve never needed anyone—or been needed—like that.”

It was you and Calla and Zella, Jameson thought. And Calla did not survive. Jameson wondered if Emily and Zella had learned Calla’s true name after her death, or if Calla Thorp had flouted the rules that forbade its use.

He wondered how Calla had failed.

“What name did you choose?” Grayson made his next move.

“Would you believe me if I said Lyra?”

Grayson met Emily’s eyes. “Have I believed anything you’ve said?”

He knows, Jameson realized, that she knows.

“It’s good to see you, Gray.” Emily smiled.

“What did you do to Jameson?” Grayson’s tone was anything but controlled.

“Among other things, I’m quite adept at… natural remedies, shall we say? Arcane ones.”

Grayson was quiet for a moment—but only a moment. “I always did see what I wanted to see when I looked at you.” Grayson nodded, hard-jawed, to one of the four stone walls. “Believe me when I say that you want to trigger that to open.”

“What good would that do you?” Emily asked. “You won’t leave your brother, and you won’t get anywhere with him weighing you down. And before you come at me, Grayson, keep in mind that my training has not been limited to poisons.”

The Kyrie. Jameson couldn’t make out a single scar on Emily’s exposed skin, but he couldn’t help but think of Nora and her training, of what it meant that Emily had trained for four years in anticipation of taking up the mantle of the Hand of the Gilded Blade.

“Are you a true believer, Emily?” Grayson said, his tone cutting.

“I can act the part,” Emily said. “But I wasn’t chosen as a Candidate because of my belief in the cause. The Judge prior to Alice chose me to get in your grandmother’s head. I was chosen because I had a Hawthorne connection, an ambitious streak, and a knack for getting my own way. I like to think I was part of a grand cascade to make sure Alice Hawthorne did not stay the Judge for all that long.”

Four years, Jameson thought. Not fifteen or twenty.

“You forced Alice to call the Crucible.” Grayson did not so much as raise his voice. “You used us to do it.”

“It’s nothing personal, Gray.” Emily smiled coyly. “There’s only so much training a girl can take, and I’m ready to do far more than watch.” She reached up to touch Grayson’s face. “I did love you, you know. More or less.”

“What do you want?” Grayson demanded.

“What don’t I want?” Emily said. “But for now, I’d settle for a kiss.”

Ignore her, Gray. Stonewall her. You know she hates being ignored.

“Never,” Grayson told her.

“Kiss me like you mean it,” Emily said, leaning toward him, dropping her hand from his face and putting it on his chest, “and I’ll trigger one of the two hidden doors in this room to swing open and let you and your brother go.”

No, Jameson thought. She won’t.

“I always meant it, Emily.” Grayson’s expression went smooth as glass. “You’re the one who played games, not me.”

Emily’s hand traveled from his chest back to his face. “It was always you, Gray. You know that, don’t you? It was never Jameson. It was always you.” Her other hand made its way to the other side of Grayson’s jaw. “Kiss me.”

Never, Jameson thought, echoing his brother’s earlier statement—just as Grayson brought his lips to hers. And when it was done, when he pulled back, Emily stared at Grayson like he was the ghost.

“Were you pretending that I was her?” Emily asked. “Your precious Lyra?”

“Did I kiss you like I meant it?” Grayson replied.

“Yes.”

“Then it stands to reason,” Grayson said, “that I was pretending that you were her. Now pay up.”

The look in Emily’s eyes was murderous, but before she could do a damn thing, a portion of the wall swung open, fate making good on Emily’s promise before she had a chance to renege on it.

A woman clothed in a white cloak stepped into the room.

“You’re needed elsewhere, Watcher.” Alice. Memories hit Jameson from all sides the moment he heard his grandmother’s voice. “The final trial is about to begin.”

“The end nears.” Emily looked Alice up and down. “Your end.”

Alice must have had some power still, because when she lowered the white hood on her cloak, Emily flinched slightly. “Go,” Alice said.

One word. Just one. And Emily went. One word, and Jameson and Grayson were alone with the Woman in White, the old man’s Alice, his Lyra, his one and only love. One second there was nothing in her hand, and the next, she was plunging a needle into the side of Jameson’s neck.

Grayson surged forward, pinning their grandmother against the wall.

“Gray.” It took Jameson a split second to register that he’d actually managed to speak. The feeling was returning to his body. “It was an antidote.”

Alice arched a brow at Grayson, who showed no signs of letting her go.

“You had a plan.” Grayson jerked his head toward Jameson on the ground, his tone harsh. “Was this part of it?”

Their grandmother ignored the criticism implied by that question. “Yes.”

Yes. Jameson climbed slowly to his feet. This was all part of the plan. “You meant for us to end up here.”

“A nudge here,” Alice replied. “A nudge there.”

Jameson stared her, his brain firing a thousand miles an hour. “The old man’s game, his love letters for you. You knew I’d find it, find them, didn’t you? You let Avery draw a lemniscate on that note. You knew what was hidden in the Royal Suite. You knew where it would take me. You knew I’d end up at the Mercy eventually.”

And then you sent me home.

“Dear boy,” Alice said, “who do you think arranged for you to become acquainted with the Devil’s Mercy in the first place?”

Jameson had become acquainted with the Devil’s Mercy more than a year earlier. A nudge here. A nudge there. “How much of it was you?” Jameson couldn’t keep himself from asking. “Avery inheriting? The way things went down with Vincent Blake? Eve inheriting his fortune?”

And now, Avery and Eve were here, the daughter of Toby’s heart and the daughter of his blood, and that most certainly did not strike Jameson as a coincidence.

“It was always you.” Grayson dropped his hold on Alice as he echoed the old man’s words from that final message. “Always and ever you.”

Why? Jameson didn’t speak the word aloud, but Alice reacted like he had.

“Love,” she said quietly, “is a powerful thing.”

“Where’s Avery?” Jameson demanded.

“Avery Kylie Grambs is exactly where she needs to be.”

Avery Kylie Grambs. A Very Risky Gamble. Alice’s use of Avery’s full name did not strike Jameson as coincidental. What the hell was Alice playing at here?

Growing up, the old man had told Jameson that his mind was ordinary, that if he wanted to compensate for that, he had to learn to be unencumbered by the fear of pain or failure, by concepts like can’t and should, so that he might transcend his limitations and learn to perceive the world as a web of possibilities, free from constraints. Jameson channeled that part of himself now, and what he saw took his breath away.

So many possibilities.

There was no telling how many things Alice had nudged, how long this cascade had been building, what all the moving parts here were, but two things were clear enough: Avery was exactly where Jameson’s grandmother wanted her—and so are we.

Why? Why bring us here after willingly sacrificing your own life for ours? Jameson sorted through possible answers to that question before arriving at one in particular. “It wasn’t us you wanted here, was it?”

A north wind blows, the duchess had said, when she’d sent Jameson back to Hawthorne House.

“Where’s Nora?” Grayson asked, his thoughts operating in tandem with Jameson’s.

Nora, who wants to tear it all down, Jameson thought. Nora, who was promised a place in the Crucible only to have that place given to Avery instead.

And yes, Nora had seemed to believe that Alice had been cornered into that by Emily—but what if Alice hadn’t been played? What if she’d been executing her plan, all along?

“I think it’s time,” Grayson told their grandmother, his voice more commanding than Jameson had ever heard it, “that you deal us in on this plan of yours.”

“Is that right?” Alice murmured.

“You believed in the Gilded Blade once,” Jameson replied, thinking back to her poem.

“Parts of me still do,” Alice replied. “But love…” She trailed off.

Jameson’s throat tightened. “Love is a powerful thing.”

“I loved your grandfather,” Alice said. “So much that I chose him over everything else. In nineteen sixty-seven, I could have ascended, but I chose to return to Tobias. I was given a certain amount of time to prove that he could be great, that I needed no other placement.”

“You made him,” Jameson said.

“It wasn’t all me. Tobias was remarkable.” It couldn’t have been clearer that Alice didn’t use that word lightly. “And I see so much of him in the four of you.” She reached out to touch Grayson’s shoulder. “An unparalleled force of will, the ability to make things happen, to wield the type of unspoken power that is so impossible to deny.”

Alice’s eyes locked on to Jameson’s next.

“Fearlessness. Hunger. Passion. Drive. That uncanny ability to take the most outlandish risks and walk away unscathed from things that ordinary men would not walk away from at all.” Alice smiled. “Your brother Xander has your grandfather’s unabashed sense of self, his mechanical genius, not to mention the ability to think so far out of the box that there might as well not even be a box. And then there’s Nash.” Alice shook her head in a rueful sort of way that reminded Jameson that she’d known Nash. “Even as a child, Nash had the ability to tune out all the noise. He was steady and sure and willing to fail fifty times over if that was what it took to prove the fifty-first time was the charm. Always so independent. He’s grown into the kind of man who is gentle but never weak. He has that way about him, that very rare way that says to anyone who needs to hear it, You are safe with me.”

“The old man wasn’t like that.” Grayson’s voice came out tight. “At all.”

“Perhaps not with you,” Alice replied.

“We’re better men than Tobias Hawthorne ever was,” Jameson said. It had never been difficult for him to believe that when it came to Grayson or Xander or Nash. But saying the words to Alice, Jameson believed it of himself, too.

He was a better man. A good man.

“That’s always the hope for anyone seeking to truly leave their mark on this world, isn’t it?” Alice said. “To create a legacy where your strength lives on in someone or something better than you ever were?”

Jameson could hear the old man saying, in his final message to Alice, that she had her legacy and that Jameson and his brothers were the old man’s. I leave them as works in progress and ask only that you save your judgment for when they are done.

And here was Alice, rendering that judgment at long last.

But Jameson heard more in what she’d just said than that. “We aren’t your legacy,” Jameson said. She’d said someone or something. “However this grand plan of yours is meant to end—that is.”

Love was a powerful thing, but for Alice, it clearly was not the only thing. My story is that of a mother and a wife, she’d written all those years ago. What more could any woman want from life?

But Alice did want. She wanted, and she planned, and she made things happen, and for the first time, it occurred to Jameson that it might not have been an accident that he’d seen her in Prague, that she might have meant for him to, that it was fully possible she’d started the ball rolling on purpose.

A nudge here. A nudge there. To what end?

“Why is Avery here?” Jameson searched Alice’s eyes for some sort of answer. “Why is Eve? And Nora.” They’d led Nora here. “What exactly is your plan? What’s the endgame here?”

In response to that question, Alice raised the hood on her cloak. “Sometimes,” she said, “a phoenix needs to burn.”

Jameson stopped breathing. The explosives. “Take me to Avery,” he said, the words coming out halfway between an ultimatum and a plea.

Alice laid her palm on the stone wall and triggered a new passageway to open. “This tunnel will lead you out. All the way out.”

“I’m not going anywhere without her.” Jameson would have died for Avery Grambs. In a heartbeat. In an instant. Like the sun and the moon, I loved her.

“There is a path forward,” Alice said calmly. “But only one. Your Heiress will not find it with you there. You will be nothing but a distraction, so you must ask yourself a question, dear boy: When I chose my heir, when I sent Avery to you, did I choose well?”

Jameson was a fighter. He wanted—with every cell in his body, with all he was and all he ever would be—to fight. For Avery.

For you, Heiress. Always you.

“Do you remember the mural in Prague?” Alice said intently. “Orpheus and Eurydice. Surely you recall how that story ends. Tell me, dear boy, will you look back over your shoulder in doubt, or will you trust her to be capable of following you out? Is Avery Kylie Grambs all I believe her to be? Do you see her, Jameson? Truly see her?”

In that poem of Alice’s, she’d said that at times her husband had seen her—but only at times.

“Avery’s never the damsel.” Grayson’s voice hitched. “It’s always us.”

“There’s a path forward for her,” Alice told Jameson. “She can survive. She can change the world. All you have to do is let her.”

“I can’t.” Jameson shook his head. “I can’t leave her here. You can’t ask me to—”

“I can,” Alice said. “And you must.”

A nudge here. A nudge there.

“It goes both ways.” Grayson gripped Jameson’s shoulder. “Family goes both ways, Jamie.”

“There’s a path forward,” Alice said again. “But only one, and the two of you must go. Now. And whatever you do, dear boys, don’t look back.”
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ROHAN


Rohan had never believed himself to be either a hero or a villain. But I played the hero well enough. More fool, I. A grand sacrifice, a romantic gesture, and all of it had been for naught. Twisting the metal quill between his fingers, Rohan tried his best to focus on what mattered now: the remaining players and the board. That seemed a better use of whatever time he had left than focusing on the undeniable fact that if he made it out of here alive, he would have nothing, be nothing.

“The whole damn sky.” Toby spoke for the first time in a small eternity. He locked his eyes on to Rohan’s. As green as Toby’s irises were, they might as well have been pools of darkness.

Rohan waited for Toby to explain what he’d just said, but Rohan tired of waiting before Toby tired of saying nothing. “Care to elaborate?”

Toby closed the space between them a bit, and Rohan reconsidered his appraisal of the other man’s eyes. They weren’t depthless pools. They were live-wire eyes, electric and charged and on the verge.

“The whole damn sky.” There was something raw in Toby’s words, something uncomfortably sure. “That’s what you give her. If you make it out, if you get the chance, you give her your everything, on bended knee if you have to—the world and the whole damn sky.”

“I already gave up everything,” Rohan replied. More fool, I.

“I didn’t say everything. I said your everything, and I didn’t say to give it up. I said to give it to her. There’s a difference.”

“I’m not in the mood for a lecture, Mr. Hawthorne.” Rohan offered up a hard-edged smile. “Or is this closer to last rites?”

There was a flicker in those very Hawthorne eyes then, the slightest of tells, and Rohan realized…

“It is, isn’t it?” Rohan considered that, considered the man before him. “Last rites—but not for me. When these doors open, you don’t intend to run to safety, do you?”

“I have spent my life running.” There was a low hum of energy in Toby’s voice now. “But wherever you go in this life, you can’t outrun yourself.”

Rohan should have had an automatic, appropriately sardonic reply to that, but nothing came.

Nothing.

Nihil.

There was no reason for Rohan to be thinking of Savannah now. None. What was done was done, and in all likelihood, Savannah Grayson would never know just how well he’d played the hero. Rohan was certainly never going to tell her.

“Just out of curiosity…” Rohan cast his focus outward, raking his gaze up and down the man opposite him, over burn scars, white with age, on Toby’s chest. “What do you intend to do when the door opens, Mr. Hawthorne? If it opens.”

“It’s hardly likely to be me.” Toby turned away from Rohan and toward the wall of blades. “That’s the exact phrase your duchess used when I asked her to save my daughters. She indicated that only one of them needed saving, and then she said, If you’re looking for a savior, it’s hardly likely to be me. That phrase—it’s something my mother said to me once. I broke out of a room just like the one we woke up in, a replica she must have built at some point. I assumed the maze chamber was my father’s doing, and my mother played along with that assumption and said, It’s hardly likely to have been mine.”

“Not an exact match,” Rohan commented.

“Because the duchess indeed will not be the one to save either of my daughters. However…”

“You think it was a message from your mother?” Rohan considered that.

“I think that my mother expects one of my daughters to make it through this,” Toby said roughly, “and that she knows for a fact that I would die for either of them. I think my mother knows me well enough to know that if this door opens, I’ll run—but not to safety. Eventually our path out of this hellhole will fork, Rohan, and you and I will part ways, because if there’s any way for me to run toward what matters instead of away, I’ll take it.” Toby’s eyes closed, just for a moment. “No matter the cost.”

Rohan thought about Katalin Aquila Reyes telling Toby that his Hannah was dust on the wind.

He really means that—no matter the cost. Rohan shouldn’t have cared that Toby Hawthorne was in the state of mind to bargain with Death himself, and Rohan certainly shouldn’t have taken a step toward Toby to press the metal quill, the closest thing to a weapon Rohan had, into Toby’s hand, arming him the only way he could.

“In case you run into resistance,” Rohan said nonchalantly, “heading into the fray.”

Toby clapped a hand around Rohan’s forearm and held it. Just… held it for the longest time, like Rohan was the one dangling over the edge of the cliff and Toby would not let him go.

“The world and the whole damn sky,” Toby said.

And then without warning or preamble, the entire wall of blades swung outward.

When the doors open, run.

Toby dropped Rohan’s arm, and Rohan ran. Chamber after chamber, door after open door, Rohan did not hesitate, not even for a second, not even when the last chamber let out into a small cavern off which there were two natural tunnels.

Rohan went left. Behind him, Toby went right, and less than a minute later, when the first explosion sounded from the depths, like the distant rumble of thunder, Rohan didn’t let himself think about what that meant for Toby Hawthorne.

And then there was another explosion. And a third. And then…

A chain reaction. Like dominoes falling one after another. It wouldn’t be long now. Alone in the world, Rohan ran full blast into darkness, toward life, as stone began to audibly crack all around him.

As the world began to crumble.
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GIGI


Being woken up by a phone call in the dead of the night was very rarely a good thing. With Savannah still asleep beside her, Gigi braced herself as she answered. “What happened?”

“You need to turn on the news,” Knox said softly. Knox Landry was not soft. He wasn’t gentle.

“The news?” Gigi barely managed to form the words. “What is this, nineteen eighty-seven? What do you mean turn on the news?” There was bad, and then there was… bad.

Really bad.

Turn-on-the-news bad.

Gigi’s chest tried its best to strangle her heart, but she persevered. “Just say it, Knox. Whatever it is, just say it.”

Knox’s next breath was audible. “I can’t.”
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The story was everywhere. The footage was everywhere—on television, online. They were calling it a natural disaster.

Cliffs collapsing.

A castle, crumbling.

Eight thousand tons of stone, tumbling down.

Smoke and rubble.

Rubble and smoke.

And sometimes, when the world was ending, the only thing you got to decide was who to spend the apocalypse with.

“Don’t hang up,” Gigi told Knox, and then she went to wake her sister. “Savannah?”
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LYRA


From the helicopter, Lyra had a bird’s-eye view of the destruction. She stared at the crater that now occupied three-fourths of what had once been an isle connected to the mainland by a long, thin isthmus. Vantage was gone. Lyra couldn’t look away, couldn’t blink, couldn’t force a single sound past her lips, couldn’t even think anything other than: Ten days.

It had only been ten days, but Lyra knew. With Grayson Hawthorne, she could dance—because of him, she could dance, and what they had, it wasn’t a disaster or a curse. No matter how wild the ride, some loves were steady and sure, the kind of love meant for day in and day out and growing old, made for ordinary moments as much as the extraordinary ones. And Lyra, she hadn’t gotten nearly enough ordinary with Grayson yet—rainy days and family dinners and brushing her teeth while he shaved beside her, because when love was real, it was simply a fact of life.

The chopper circled again, a sharper circle this time, but Lyra barely even felt the way the shoulder straps of her harness bit into her skin. She finally managed to turn her head away from the window, to look at the man piloting the chopper, and she succeeded only because she knew he loved Grayson, too. There was a bone-deep similarity between Grayson and Nash, even if neither one of them saw it. Libby had been the one to tell Nash he had to go, and when Nash had responded by pressing a kiss to her forehead and a second one to her stomach, everything in Lyra had said: that.

Love could be the most ordinary, extraordinary thing, and Grayson couldn’t be dead.

Nothing but rubble. Lyra wanted to throw up. There wasn’t even a place for the helicopter to land on what was left of the isle, but Nash—steady, unshakable, far-too-much-like-Grayson Nash—somehow managed to land it anyway.

The authorities swarmed them the moment they touched down. Lyra heard shouting but couldn’t make out a damn word of what was being said. Her own voice was too loud in her head.

No good-byes.

No regrets.

I do fall, Grayson—I do.
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They were threatened with arrest, shoved outside a barricade, onto the isthmus, and even Alisa Ortega couldn’t talk their way into the hot zone. The second that became apparent, Nash cocked his head to the side, and Alisa put a hand on his chest, putting herself between him and the authorities.

“I know you,” Alisa said, and Lyra took the lawyer’s tone to mean that Alisa knew Nash was getting ready to start swinging. “I know what you’re thinking, and now is not the time, Nash.”

Grayson’s brother looked down at the hand on his chest. “I raised them, Lee-Lee. As much or more than anyone else, as much or more than the old man did. Me.”

“I know.” Alisa’s voice broke, and Lyra did her best not to break, too.

“You know,” Nash agreed. “So you know there’s nothing on this planet that’s gonna keep me on this side of that barricade.”

“Think of Libby.” Alisa was absolutely merciless. “Think of your daughters. You are going to let me handle this, Nash. I’ll make some calls.”

“Will you?” a British voice said, a male voice that somehow managed to sound slightly threatening and slightly… amused.

Lyra whirled, her body looking for a fight and her soul screaming that anyone who could be even the least bit amused right now was not an ally of any sort.

A balding man with hair cut very close to his scalp glanced at her only briefly. He was dressed far too poshly for the occasion, and as he made his way toward them and the barricade, the crowd that had gathered in front of it—onlookers, press—parted for the gentleman, like room-temperature butter sliced in two with a scalpel.

“Who the hell are you?” Nash demanded.

“Jameson’s uncle,” Alisa answered. “Bowen Johnstone-Jameson.”

“Charmed,” the man told Alisa with a nod, and then he crossed the barricade, and not a single person stopped him.

Nash surged forward. “Son of a—”

This time, Lyra had to help Alisa hold him back. “Want me to hit someone?” Lyra asked Nash. “I don’t have a pregnant wife. I might get myself arrested, but—”

“Like hell, Lyra.” Nash gave her a look.

“Exactly,” Alisa told him. “Now are you two going to let me make those calls, or do I have to stay here and babysit the pair of you?”

They let her make the calls. At some point, the rest of the onlookers were moved back, behind a second barricade, that much farther from the carnage on the isle. Not long after, Nash managed to meet Lyra’s eyes.

“He’s alive,” Nash told her. “I’d know if they weren’t.”

Lyra wasn’t okay. She had no way of knowing if she’d ever be okay again. But for Nash’s sake, she nodded and said, “They’re alive.”

You are damn well alive, Grayson, because if you aren’t, I won’t do a damn thing with that ring. I won’t keep it. I won’t sell it. Do you hear me?

Please hear me.

You’re coming back.

You have to come back.
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LYRA


Waiting was torture. Eventually, Lyra stopped fighting the sobs that wanted to wrack her body, even though she knew that she was being photographed, that those photographs, with her hair blowing wild and tears streaming down her face, would be everywhere soon, that they’d be the kind of photographs that lived on, immortal, a snapshot of tragedy, a moment forever frozen in time.

Lyra didn’t care. All she cared about was the search and rescue team methodically clearing out rubble—to no avail.

All she cared about was Grayson.

I am ordering you, she thought, unable to stop the sobs from wracking her body, to come back to me. I am ordering you to remember that you are the kind of irritating, frustrating, maddening, mind-blowing, sure-of-himself, capable-of-anything asshole who simply cannot die.

“Lyra.” Nash’s voice broke into Lyra’s thoughts, and she realized—

In the distance, there was movement. Rescue workers were running, running in a way that could only mean one of them had found something, found someone—dead or alive, it wasn’t clear.

And then—

And then.

The rescue workers were stepping aside. Someone was making them step aside, as if by magic, and Lyra knew. The second she saw even just the outline of him, she knew.

She knew from the way he moved. She knew from the way he walked. She knew from the way he ran toward her.

Grayson.

And just like that, there wasn’t a force on earth that could have held Lyra back. She surged forward and leapt the barricade in a way that shouldn’t have even been possible, ignoring every shout, dodging every hand that reached for her, running the way only someone who’d spent years pushing her body to its limits could.

The distance was nothing. The devastated, treacherous, unstable terrain was nothing.

Her body crashed into Grayson’s. His arms wrapped around her as hers went around him, and holding Grayson Hawthorne, being held by him, burying her head in his shoulder—

It was like stepping out of time.

Kissing Grayson Hawthorne, being kissed by Grayson Hawthorne—it was like gravity didn’t even exist, like nothing else existed, like nothing else ever had.

“Sweetheart.” Grayson’s voice—that voice, she’d thought she’d never hear his voice again—was a balm to her soul. “Lyra, sweetheart—”

“I’m here,” Lyra said. “I am right here.”

“And I,” Grayson replied, “am too stubborn to die.”

For the first time, Lyra looked past him, to a second figure. “Jameson?”

“He’s okay,” Grayson said. “The passage we were in was reinforced. It didn’t collapse. We were trapped until they dug us out, but we’re okay.” Grayson kissed Lyra again—her face, her lips. “Avery?” he asked, the question as frantic as his kisses were slow. “Is she—”

Lyra shook her head. “So far, the two of you are the only survivors.”
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JAMESON

Avery. Someone forced Jameson’s body down onto a stretcher. Heiress. A light was shined in his eyes. Heiress?

“Pupils are dilated,” a distant voice said. “He’s in shock.”

“Jamie.” Nash’s voice cut through everything else. “Jamie.” Calloused hands cupped Jameson’s face. “I’m here.”

“Nash.” The real world crashed back down around Jameson the second he said his brother’s name. He surged up off the stretcher. “Avery.”

Always Avery.

With the force of that thought, Jameson shook off the remainder of the shock, violently, like a bull bucking a rider. He tore himself away from Nash and pushed roughly through the medics and truly saw the world around them for the first time.

Vantage was the only thing of value that Jameson had ever earned for himself, the only thing he’d ever owned that had felt like it was truly his. And now, Vantage was nothing but a sinkhole and debris, and Jameson didn’t even care.

All he cared about was that Avery was under all of that debris somewhere. Buried. He had to get to her. Always Avery. More than anything else, Avery. Jameson had known she was special, right from the start. She loved him, scars and all, and she’d told him once that he made her bold.

Men, plural, tried in vain to restrain him, tried to keep him from going to her—wherever she was. But no one could stop him. Not the medics. Not law enforcement, shouting out orders. Not search and rescue, blocking his path.

I’m coming, Heiress. I will find you.

“Let’s give the lad some space, shall we?”

Jameson immediately recognized that not-rough, not-smooth voice, and apparently, so did every law enforcement officer and medic and search and rescue worker present. Hands dropped immediately to sides.

Everything in Jameson wanted to take advantage of that, but some instinct had him pausing long enough to turn toward his uncle and ask, “What are you doing here?”

“What I do.” Bowen clapped an arm around Jameson, seemingly in an embrace. Key word: seemingly. The man’s hold was ironclad. Before Jameson could even try to break it, Bowen leaned forward and spoke directly in his ear. “Look up.” Two words. And then, after a beat, three more. “At the sky.” No muss. No fuss. And yet, every single word out of Bowen Johnstone-Jameson’s mouth carried with it the force of a threat. “What do you see?”

“Let me go.” Jameson kept his voice low, kept up the pretense.

“What do you see?” Bowen murmured. “Or more specifically, what don’t you see, young Hawthorne?”

Jameson glanced overhead and realized the sky was clear, not of clouds, but of press. There wasn’t a single news chopper up there getting aerial shots of the rescue mission as it unfolded. If there ever had been, they’d somehow been cleared out. Jameson didn’t see so much as a single drone, and it took him only a second or two longer to register the broader landscape, the way that rescue vehicles and equipment artfully blocked large chunks of the disaster site from view, just how far down the isthmus the barricade that held onlookers off was.

“Is this the part,” Jameson said, speaking directly into his uncle’s ear, “where you extract another favor from me in exchange for whatever it is you’re doing right now?”

It’s not just the press. Jameson let that realization roll over him. Law enforcement is answering to him. The medics. Search and rescue. Every instinct Jameson had was suddenly sure that there was one man calling the shots of this entire operation.

“You think I’m here to bargain with you?” Bowen said, his words for Jameson’s ears and Jameson’s alone.

“You already made a deal,” Jameson realized. “With someone else.” Possibilities flashed through Jameson’s mind: The duchess? Alice? Katharine Payne?

“What exactly are you here to do?” Jameson asked his uncle. All of this, he thought, all of it was planned.

“There’s a good boy,” Bowen said, letting loose of Jameson now that he’d established who was in charge here. “Have at it, then, if you insist.” Bowen nodded toward the utter devastation largely and strategically blocked from onlookers’ view. “Your brothers are welcome to join the search, too. It’s treacherous work, but that’s your business, not mine.”
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JAMESON


Jameson dug until his hands were bloody, and as he did, he thought all the way back to his very first meeting with Avery, to an almost nonsensical riddle she’d solved without a second thought. And then his mind went once more to stepping out of the fireplace and into her room. Hair in her face. Ratty pajamas.

Heads, Avery had found a path forward. Tails, Alice had been lying and there was never a path for Avery to find. Heads, she’d survived somehow. Tails, she hadn’t.

Either way, Avery Kylie Grambs, all I am and all I have is yours.

Stone after stone. Chunk after chunk. On some level, Jameson was vaguely aware that Grayson and Nash were right there beside him—and not just Grayson and Nash. Lyra and Alisa had been allowed to join them. And then at some point, Xander was there, too, somehow, and all Jameson could think was: She’s our Avery. Est unus ex nobis. Nos defendat eius.

Time meant nothing. Pain meant nothing.

“Over here!”

Jameson’s head snapped up. In the span between one microsecond and the next, his breath seemed to freeze in the air, even though it wasn’t nearly cold enough for that. The sound of his own heartbeat was like a string of violent claps of thunder.

And then he was running. Three of Bowen’s men had descended on a single spot. Jameson saw a flash of red—red hair, red cloak—as a body was extracted. Emily. Immediately, they covered the body with a tarp.

Jameson pulled it roughly back. He had to see for himself. He had to be sure this time, and he was. Her face was intact, but her body… no one could fake that many broken bones. This time, Jameson hadn’t watched her die.

This time, she was dead.

One of Bowen’s men ripped the tarp from Jameson’s hands and pushed him roughly back. And when a second body was removed—dark hair, golden-tan skin, black cloak—no one let him near it.

Alice was next, her white cloak drenched in blood, her neck at the most unnatural angle.

There was no faking this—no faking any of it. The next body was a young woman Jameson did not recognize, her hair nearly as pale as Grayson’s. The other Candidate. Not Avery. Not Eve. It was another twenty minutes before a second, pale-haired body was removed. A woman, who Jameson presumed was the head of the Kyrie.

For the longest time after that, there was nothing—nothing but Jameson screaming Avery’s name, all of them screaming it, looking for her… until finally, enough rubble had been cleared away to reveal three massive slabs of stone, bigger than the rest by far.

Jameson’s heart jumped into his throat. He yelled through those slabs, but there was no response, and when equipment was brought in to move them, when a hollow was revealed underneath, it wasn’t Avery they found.

Toby. His body was curled around Eve’s. Bodies, Jameson registered. Limp and still.

Again, he was held back, but even from six feet away, it was obvious that Toby’s back had been broken. He’d taken the impact. The last thing he’d ever done was shield his daughter’s body with his own. Thanks to the way those large stones had fallen, thanks to Toby taking that impact, Eve’s body was almost unbroken, almost unmarred.

Almost.

There was blood at her temple. The medic shook his head, and Jameson found himself hoping that Eve’s death had been quick, that she hadn’t died slowly, pinned beneath her father’s body, waiting for rescue to come.

Too many bodies. Too many tarps.

Jameson couldn’t afford to let the horror of that touch him. He couldn’t let himself mourn Toby, because there was no choice but to keep going. He had to go deeper. He had to keep looking.

I’m coming, Heiress. Hide and Seek.

Jameson just kept telling himself that if there’d been a trap door or a hidden passage, if there’d been shelter to be found at all, Avery would have found it. The fact that they hadn’t found her body yet—it had to mean she’d found a way.

“Jamie.”

Jameson shook off Nash’s touch. “Deeper,” he said—or tried to, but no sound left his mouth.

I know, Jameson could hear Toby telling him what felt like a lifetime ago, what it’s like for your entire world to begin and end with another person’s eyes, to have fallen so deeply in love with her mind and her strength and her soul that you will never be the same.

She was here. Somewhere in the rubble, somewhere beneath it all, somehow—she’d found a way, and she was here.

Like the sun and the moon, I loved her. Memories washed over Jameson until he was drowning in them, and still he did not stop. Heads I kiss you, tails you kiss me, and either way, it means something.

And then, finally, Jameson hit something metal. He roared, and then one of Bowen’s men was there with a blowtorch, cutting through steel, and the first thing Jameson saw when it was peeled back was John Oren. Jameson hadn’t been expecting that.

Did you save him, Alice, the way you saved us?

Oren climbed out, and then he turned and reached back down into the hole from which he’d climbed and then—

And then—

Like the sun and the moon…

Until death…

He left you the fortune, Heiress. And all he left us is…

“You,” Jameson whispered, as the vision of Avery in his memory—tangled hair, ratty pajamas—gave way to reality. Tangled hair, tattered ballgown. For Jameson, her eyes were the beginning and the end of the world. They were everything.

And then he was holding her, and she was looking up at him, and Jameson pressed his lips gently, desperately to her forehead, her temple, her lips.

“Heads or tails, Heiress,” Jameson whispered, unable to believe she was real.

“Hide and Seek.” Avery’s voice was beyond hoarse. “You found me.”







PART FOUR
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No Regrets.
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ROHAN

Dark water. Trapped in the darkness, in a pool too deep for him to stand, Rohan marked the passing of time with the coming and going of high tide, during which he could hear the crashing of waves against the mountain of rock that had once been the mouth of a cave.

He’d almost made it all the way out. He’d leapt from the tunnel as the passageway behind him had caved in. Miraculously, the roof of the cave directly over the water he’d landed in had held.

The mouth of the cave had not.

Rohan had gotten nowhere trying to dig or claw his way out. He couldn’t even pull himself out of the water. He’d managed to keep himself from sinking for what he calculated to be nearly a day, but eventually, even Rohan’s strength would fail.

Dark water. The irony that this might be his end didn’t escape Rohan. Surrounded by rocks and submersed in dark water—fate really was a bitch. And the worst of it was that if Rohan died here, he’d die alone. And Rohan found, in darkness and silence, much to his surprise, that he did not want to die alone.

And that was ridiculous, because what did it matter, really? If you were going to die, what did it matter if you died alone?

But again and again in the darkness, Rohan’s mind went to far more pleasant ways to die, to a winter girl who’d washed her hands of him and to Toby Hawthorne’s parting words.

Rohan didn’t want to think about Toby Hawthorne.

Dark water.

Alone.

Treading to stay afloat, Rohan threw his head back and roared—and then he heard something. Through the remains of the cave, through all that rock and stone, he heard something.

A rescue? Then he heard it again. A moan.

“Who’s there?” Rohan’s voice echoed off the pitch-black water all around him.

Through the rubble, Rohan heard a by now familiar voice. “So you did make it out. You’re welcome, by the way.” The Icelandic accent was a dead giveaway.

“You have a strange definition of the word out,” Rohan told Nora. Her voice was distant enough that he had to raise his to reply. “Are you—”

“I’m not dead yet. Just trapped beneath a little stone.”

A little. Rohan didn’t buy that. “How badly are you injured?” Had she been unconscious all this time? “Can you see anything? Hear anything? Anyone?”

Nora took her time replying. “They’ll either dig us out before we die, or they won’t.”

“You could have triggered that explosion remotely,” Rohan pointed out. “You’d be safe and sound.”

“And you would have died in that room.”

Toby had died anyway. Rohan had very little doubt of that.

“Besides,” Nora continued, her accent sharpening, “I had to stay to see it through to the end. I had to be sure, and I am. It’s done. Without the Gilded Blade, there will be no need for a Kyrie at all—not to mention no one left to lead them. If I die here, I die triumphant.”

“And the end justifies the means,” Rohan said, but his voice came out hollow, and for once in his life, he didn’t mean it. He thought of Toby, running toward something instead of away. “You’re a real hero.”

Nora didn’t take exception to Rohan’s tone. “There are no real heroes,” she said.
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Every time Rohan thought Nora might have died, she said something, but each time, her subsequent silence stretched out a little longer, and every time it did, Rohan thought about the fact that if she died first, he’d be alone.

And Rohan didn’t want to die alone. So when his body cramped up for what felt like the hundredth time, when he started to sink yet again—he didn’t fight it.

Dark water.

Choose a rock.

Rohan let the water claim him, and as he sank, he began to flash back, and he didn’t fight that, either. Sinking down, down, down, he lived it all over again, right up to the point in time where everything was blood and the woman was screaming at him to stop.

The boy’s fingers tighten around the rock as he thinks: You never stopped him—

Rohan’s memory of that night had always ended there—or skipped ahead to the ledger, to the words he’d written in shaky childish scrawl in purple ink: I KILLED MUM.

A horrible secret.

But this time—this time, as Rohan’s lungs began to burn, the memory didn’t stop.

The boy takes a step toward her, rock tight in his hand. Sobbing, she pushes him back, and the boy finds his voice and says it out loud this time: “You never stopped him.”

Stunned, the woman backs up, wild-eyed. She doesn’t call him her beautiful boy. She doesn’t call him anything at all. She just falls to her knees.

And the boy drops the rock. As it hits the ground, the boy hears another sound. Footsteps—footsteps and a cane.

Rohan’s feet hit the bottom of the pool. A jolt of adrenaline had his eyes opening, and he pushed off—off and up and out of the water, gasping for air.

All these years, he’d thought he’d killed her, and he hadn’t.

And somehow, surrounded by dark water and jagged rocks, his body at its limit, Rohan knew that he was not dying here this day, alone or otherwise. He was, above all else, a survivor. He’d find a way to save himself and maybe even Nora. Perhaps she’d been right, perhaps there were no real heroes.

But Rohan could damn well play the part.







Chapter 98
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Help descended the moment they emerged. Even through the chaos and the shock and his body giving out, certain details pinged for Rohan.

These medics were not ordinary medics.

The search team moved with military precision and never showed their faces.

The press presence was limited and controlled, and the number of police on the scene was at least eighty percent smaller than it should have been.

Bowen Johnstone-Jameson did not show himself, but Rohan recognized the man’s handiwork well enough, and he knew instinctively that there would be no record of this midnight rescue, no record that Rohan or Nora had been there at all. There would be no leaks. The story that did make its way to the press would be carefully controlled.

A natural disaster. A tragedy. Please respect the privacy of the victims.

And that list of victims would doubtlessly be highly curated.

Rohan’s only real question, once he’d managed to slip away, was who was pulling Bowen Johnstone-Jameson’s string—and how.
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Like a homing pigeon, Rohan returned to the Devil’s Mercy. No one intercepted him or tried to block his access, and when he arrived in the underground palace that had once been his home, it was readily apparent the Mercy was empty, except for a lone figure awaiting him in the atrium.

“Proprietor,” Rohan greeted. “Or do you still prefer Duchess?”

“My duke passed away yesterday morning,” Zella said. “I should have been by his side, but I was not.”

“I take it you’ve been busy,” Rohan said.

“I take it you’re here for a reason?” That she issued her retort as a question told Rohan she absolutely already knew the answer.

“You left me to die.” Rohan arched a brow. “If I was capable of being offended, I might be offended about that.”

“For what it’s worth, I’m glad you made it out.” Zella delicately cocked her own brow. “I expected nothing less.”

If she wanted to waltz, Rohan would waltz. “You knew what Nora was up to, didn’t you? You knew she was following us, and you knew why.”

Zella was the one who’d sent the Hawthornes to Rohan, the one who’d brought Rohan and two of those Hawthornes into the maze, the one who’d set off heading in a different direction with Grayson and Xander at the same time. All the more misdirection.

And because of all of that misdirection, Nora had slipped in unnoticed.

“You never betrayed Alice Hawthorne, did you?” Rohan could just almost see how the pieces fit together. “Whatever deal you struck with the true believer, you never intended to uphold it.”

“I would have,” Zella said, “if the woman I struck that deal with had survived.”

“You knew she wouldn’t.” Rohan was certain of that. Zella had won herself the Devil’s Mercy and been complicit in the destruction of the Gilded Blade, thereby freeing herself from a leash of any sort. “How soon, I wonder, did Bowen Johnstone-Jameson descend on the disaster site? How terribly convenient that he had every reason to be there, given that his nephew owned the place. Care to share what kind of chit you or Alice held that allowed you to call in a favor of this magnitude?”

“Does it matter?”

Rohan studied her for a moment. “I suppose not.”

“She’s gone now.” Zella’s head bowed slightly. “Alice.” That was real grief in her tone.

The old woman meant something to her. Nearly as much as her duke. “My condolences,” Rohan said. “If indeed Alice Hawthorne really is gone this time.”

Zella seemed to come to a decision then. She turned with characteristic grace and called back over her shoulder, “Follow me.”
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In the inner sanctum, Zella handed Rohan a USB drive, then nodded toward a laptop. “Go right ahead.”

Rohan wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting when he came here—a job offer, perhaps, or exile, but not this. Willing to see where it went, he plugged the drive into the laptop.

It contained a single file. A very large video file. He pulled it up. Footage.

On the screen, there was an empty room, circular, made of stone, and lit only by a ring of torches. There was one arched entry, and in the middle of the room, there was a raised dais. On the dais sat three golden chalices.

Having read the letters between the first Proprietor and his Ascendant, Rohan knew exactly what he was looking at. The final trial.

“Go to twenty-four, fifteen, fifty-three,” Zella said.

Rohan did exactly that, and when he pressed Play again, the stone room was no longer empty. Three girls in dirty, tattered ballgowns stood in front of the dais. Rohan’s gaze went first to the one he did not recognize.

“Nora’s sister, I presume?” Rohan said. “Freya.” The name was no sooner out of his mouth than there was a flash of metal on the screen. A knife. And just like that, pale-haired Freya had one arm locked around her target’s neck, her other hand holding a knife to the girl’s throat.

To Avery’s throat.

Rohan read meaning into that in an instance. “This is the final stage of the Crucible. The Candidates are made to believe only one of them can survive.”

“Some years, Candidates are made to believe it’s two,” Zella replied.

On screen, a thin line of red appeared on Avery’s throat, a warning cut. The footage had no audio, but it was clear enough Freya was saying something, issuing a threat to go along with the cut she’d just made, and the person Freya seemed to be issuing that threat to was Eve. That made little sense to Rohan, given what he knew of the long-standing tensions between Avery and Eve, but within moments, Eve was walking toward the dais, her chin held high.

Avery struggled against Freya’s hold as Eve picked up one of the three chalices—the one in the middle, the one Rohan knew instinctively had been marked with a certain symbol. Rohan watched Eve bring the chalice to her lips, watched as Avery screamed and screamed and Eve ignored her and took a single drink from that golden chalice before setting it back on the dais, and then—

And then.

As Eve’s body hit the floor, Rohan reminded himself that the Crucible did not actually require a sacrifice, that the Candidates were only made to believe it did.

But Eve didn’t get back up.

Freya pushed Avery toward the dais, knife angling up into her chin, and then a cloaked figure appeared in the shadows behind them. Rohan had time to register only the color of that cloak—black—before the figure in question grabbed Freya’s head between her hands and snapped her neck.

“A Candidate fails the Crucible the moment she draws another’s blood,” Zella said. “It is not the only way to fail, but it might be the most common.”

On screen, there was a flurry of movement, as new figures suddenly appeared: three of them. Like the Woman in Black, two wore cloaks. One red. One white. The third woman wore no cloak at all, her face bare, her hair as pale as Freya’s.

As one, the three cloaked women lowered their hoods. A distraught Avery dropped to her knees beside Eve’s prone form. And still, Eve did not move. Her head lolled as Avery pulled her body into her lap, cradling her.

Sisters.

The Woman in White, Alice, knelt beside Avery, taking Avery’s hands in her own, murmuring to her, comforting her. And then Alice gathered Eve’s body and arranged it just so beneath a magnificent archway.

And then the Woman in White stood. She walked back to the dais and picked up the same chalice that Eve had drunk from. She approached Katalin, the Woman in Black, and began to whisper in her ear. That whisper stretched on and on and on in what Rohan assumed to be a ritual passing of knowledge, and when Alice was done, she stepped back. She lifted the chalice to her lips. She drank.

And crumpled to the floor.

The pale-haired woman, almost certainly Nora’s stepmother, had not shed a single tear for her daughter’s death. She smiled slightly as she bent over Alice’s body, and with a flash of metal, slashed the dead woman’s throat open from ear to ear. As blood spilled onto the floor, Rohan suddenly realized that Avery was no longer visible on screen.

The last thing the camera caught before the world exploded was a blur of motion, Toby Hawthorne throwing himself over Eve’s body in that archway.

End of footage.

“Why show me this?” Rohan said quietly.

“The world will be led to believe only four people died at Vantage,” Zella replied. “That is how many bodies will be released for public burial. One of those will be Toby Hawthorne’s.”

Rohan was not one for mourning. He’d barely known the man, but somewhere, in the labyrinth in his mind, Rohan could hear Toby Hawthorne’s voice saying, If you make it out, if you get the chance—

“And what of the others?” Rohan asked flatly. “There were eight people in that room, seven once Avery found her way out.” Per the news, Avery had survived. The others, however…

“One can hardly publicly bury women who died years ago,” Zella said. “But all three Ascendants are gone, Rohan. The head and the heir of the Kyrie line are gone. I needed you to see that. What once was is no more. This is a whole new world.” She let that sink in. “And in that world, I will need a Factotum.”

It was ironic, really, that now the Mercy was what Rohan had believed it to be all along: a true power, no longer leashed. But the Mercy was also no longer his. It would never be his again, and Rohan found that he couldn’t go back to second-in-command. “Ask Kier.”

“He’s too young.”

“We both know there’s no such thing.”

Zella stared at him for a moment. “Where will you go?”

“Nowhere,” Rohan replied. “Appropriate, is it not? After all, I’m nothing now.”

“You are not nothing,” Zella told him, “to Savannah Grayson.”

If you make it out, Toby insisted in Rohan’s memory, if you get the chance—

“Who knows I survived?” Rohan said evenly. His old adversary owed him that information at least.

“No one with the last name Hawthorne, if that’s why you’re asking,” Zella replied. “No one who could or would tell Savannah Grayson you’re alive.”

“Good.” Rohan turned and began to take his leave.

Zella followed, calling out to him only when they hit the atrium. “You gave up everything for her.”

“She doesn’t know that,” Rohan said. “She never needs to know.”

On bended knee, a dead man—a good man—whispered in the recesses of Rohan’s mind. The world and the whole damn sky.

“Ask me one more thing before you go, Rohan,” Zella commanded. “Ask me if I truly loved my duke.”

“Why?” Rohan refused to look back at her.

“Because,” Zella replied, “for some people, love is a tsunami that knocks them off their feet or the undertow pulling them out to sea. Love sinks its razor-sharp teeth into some people and never lets go. But for others of us, love is a choice—and that choice, it’s terrifying, and it is never simple, and it can feel like offering up your throat.”

“I despise you,” Rohan told her, his tone deceptively light even as the ghost of Toby Hawthorne wouldn’t stop whispering to him: On bended knee if you have to—

The world and the whole damn sky.

“You know,” Zella said, sensing weakness and taking her final shot, “I never did take you for a coward, Rohan.”







Chapter 99
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Tears did not suit Savannah Grayson. Tchaikovsky did. Rohan gave himself a moment to observe her in her natural environment: an indoor half-court, with nary a basketball in sight. Three of the four walls bore mirrors—or they had, once upon a time.

Every single one of those mirrors had been shattered.

Rohan didn’t spare even one glance for his splintered reflection as he made his presence known, stepping between Savannah and the closest shattered mirror.

“If you feel compelled to slam me back against the wall…” Rohan just almost managed to smirk. “Be gentle.”

Savannah just stared at him. “You’re alive.”

Rohan knew an accusation when he heard one. “So it would seem.” He waited, but Savannah said nothing, did nothing. At least she wasn’t crying now.

“Where is she?” Rohan asked, prodding at her. “Our cat?”

“Our cat?” Savannah repeated dangerously.

There you are, winter girl. Rohan went to smile but found himself swallowing instead. So this was what it felt like to offer up one’s throat. “If it’s any consolation, love, if I were any slower, I would be dead. If I had any less endurance, I would have drowned.”

And if I were a coward, I wouldn’t be here.

“I thought you were dead.” Savannah’s voice shook. Her feet were bare, but Rohan was fairly certain that if she’d been wearing heels, she would have found a way to weaponize them. “Get out.”

“I’m here,” Rohan told her. “I am right here, Savannah.”

“Go away, Rohan.”

“If you play any game long enough, certain patterns will always repeat.” Rohan had never heard his own voice sound tender before. “Allow me to save you the trouble of telling me that I don’t get to decide what you do next, that the one and only thing I will ever get to decide about us again is whether I really am that scared. Of you. And the answer to that is yes.” He willed his body to take a step toward her, and she stepped back. “Truth be told, you terrify me, Savannah Grayson.”

Love was weakness. Rohan knew that. He’d known that for as long as he could remember. But I’m here, aren’t I?

“Why?” Savannah’s voice was cold as ice.

Why am I here? Rohan managed a smile this time. “Why do you terrify me? How long do you have?”

“Why won’t you let me go?” This time, Savannah’s voice came out halfway between an accusation and an ache. “I was done. Why won’t you let me be done?”

Love was a thing that happened to some people, but Rohan didn’t want to be a thing that happened to Savannah. What choice did we have? Right from the start, love, what choice did either one of us have?

So he gave one. “One last wager,” Rohan proposed, “and if you win, I will leave, and you need never see or hear from me again.”

“It’s always one more wager with you.”

“Three questions. I will ask you three yes-or-no questions. Get them all correct, and you win.” Rohan didn’t give her a chance to negotiate those terms before unleashing the first of his gambits. “When I was six years old, did I bludgeon a grown man to death with a rock?”

Savannah stared at him. “Dark water. You couldn’t swim.”

“Yes or no, Savannah?”

“Yes.”

Rohan looked down. “For the longest time, I thought I’d killed my mother, too.”

For the longest time, anything soft or warm, anything safe or real had felt like a trap. “I was his leverage against her, and she was his leverage against me, but when I made sure he couldn’t hurt either one of us ever again, she looked at me like I was the monster. She pushed me away, and I have been pushing people away ever since.”

This was Rohan on his knees.

This was him offering her his throat.

“What’s your second question?” Savannah’s expression was impossible to read.

Countless, shattered versions of them stared back at Rohan as he answered. “When I believed your life to be at stake, did I sign away the Proprietorship—the Mercy—to save you?”

The blood seemed to drain right out of Savannah. She shook her head. Something like vulnerability flickered in her wintery eyes, but it didn’t last as she shook her head a second time, staring bullets in him.

“Is that your final answer, love?”

“You son of a bitch.” Her fury was a thing to behold. She was.

“Answer the question, Savannah, yes or no?”

Savannah Grayson was many things, but she was not a coward. “You wouldn’t be asking,” she bit out, “if the answer was no.”

“And thus,” Rohan said, memorizing her eyes, her voice, the way she stood, “by the process of elimination, the answer is…”

“Yes.” She said that word like she hated him for making her say it, like she ached with the truth of it and hated him for that, too.

“Yes,” Rohan murmured back. Yes, he’d chosen her. Back when he was still a coward, back when he could not let himself feel a fraction of what he felt now, he had chosen her. “You told me once,” Rohan continued, “that you do not want things, that you set goals and achieve them—but I want, Savannah, and I always have.”

“I gave you what you wanted.” Savannah closed her eyes, and when she opened them, there was fire behind the ice. “I gave you your everything.”

You are my everything, Rohan thought, but the second he opened his mouth, she came at him.

“Don’t you dare,” she said, her face less than an inch from his. “Don’t you say it.”

Rohan took Savannah’s hand in his. “You decide,” he said, brushing his lips over her knuckles. “Not me.” He eyed a bandage on one of her fingers. “Little thing’s still biting, I see.”

A quiver passed through Savannah’s body, and a moment later, she ripped her hand from his. “Leave. Right now, Rohan, or so help me—”

“You have to answer one more question,” Rohan said quietly. “A deal’s a deal.”

“Then ask it,” Savannah said, her voice breaking, “and go.”

She wasn’t a person who broke, wasn’t a person who quivered, and Rohan had never been one to drop to his knees and offer up his throat, but he did it now. He literally, physically went down on his knees before her, tilting his head back to meet her gaze.

“Do I love you?” he asked. Everything in him rebelled at the question. Every muscle, every bone, every ending of every nerve, every wall built up in his mind over years and years. He repeated himself. “Do I love you?”

A tear slipped from Savannah’s eye as she stared down at him. “I hate you,” she said. “I hate you so much.”

Rohan stood, taking her head in his hands. “That’s not an answer, love.”

Savannah closed her eyes but didn’t pull back from his touch. “Go.”

“One more right answer,” Rohan told her, “and I will.”

Her chest heaved with every breath, and still, she did not pull back. “I hate you, Rohan.”

“I know,” he murmured.

“You’re a liar.” Her voice broke again.

“I always have been.” He allowed his thumb to trace her jaw.

“This is the part,” Savannah whispered, “where you tell me that we are all liars.”

“This is the part,” Rohan replied, his voice hoarse, “where I tell you that I’ve been stripped down to raw truth: what matters, what doesn’t, what I am, and what I could be.”

“I am not asking you to be anything for me.”

“You weren’t made for asking, Savannah Grayson. Everything about you is a command. Your eyes, your lips, the set of your jaw…” Everything about her was perfect to him. “Answer the question, love.”

And there I go, giving the answer away again.

“Don’t,” Savannah said fiercely. “Don’t call me that.”

“Savannah.” Rohan lingered on her name. “Do I love you?”

Her hand made its way to his face. “I don’t love you,” she whispered.

“Good thing that wasn’t the question,” Rohan said. He hadn’t come here to make her show her throat. He hadn’t come here with any expectations at all. “And as it happens, I’ve never known you to back down from a wager.”

“You don’t know me.” She didn’t call him British, the way she had, once upon a time. She didn’t call him Rohan, didn’t even call him nothing.

Nihil.

“I know,” Rohan told her, “that short hair suits you, and so does winning. I know that you hate flowers and most especially roses. I know that you were your father’s favorite, and your sister is yours. I know that you are a woman of your word and that you see right through me. I know that someone made you think that you are cold when you burn like no one I have ever met. I know that you cannot bring yourself to lose to me, even now. So tell me, Savannah Grayson: Do I love you?”

She stared at him and into him. She threw knives at him with her eyes. “Yes.” Her voice broke. “Now go.”

“A deal,” Rohan said, “is a deal.” He didn’t get to decide what he was to her. All he got to decide was who he was without the Mercy, and that was a person who had dared at last to reach for something warm and real.

He turned—to go.

“Just like that?” Savannah said behind him. Her words washed over him, and Rohan heard her take a single step forward—toward him.

“Consider it proof,” Rohan replied, his own voice breaking, “that I am capable of holding up my end of a deal.”

Suddenly, she wasn’t behind him anymore. “I hate you,” Savannah told him, tears streaking down her face in earnest now, and Rohan could not help thinking that she said I hate you the way Toby Hawthorne had always said the name Hannah. “I hate you, Rohan.”

Rohan stared at and into her, memorizing every last detail of her face, of her tears, of this moment. “I know.”

With a flash of teeth, Savannah pushed her fingers roughly into his hair. She pulled his head down toward hers, his lips down toward hers. No hesitation.

She’d always been incapable of hesitation.

Rohan kissed her, knowing better than to hope it meant anything. He knew better than to hope, period.

But then, he’d known better from the start.

“There will,” Savannah said, her lips moving against his in a way that let him—made him—feel her everywhere, “be rules.”

There would be rules—and the two of them would break them.

Again.

And again.

And again.

“I don’t know how to be anything but a magnificent bastard,” Rohan warned her. “I don’t know how to live in this world. I don’t know how to be normal.”

“What ever gave you the idea,” Savannah murmured, “that I want normal?”

Her lips made their way to Rohan’s neck, and he drove his hands into her hair. His shirt came off, and her nails came out, and he smiled.

“What’s the board, Savannah?”

Ice-blue eyes locked on to his. “The world.”

The world and the whole damn sky. “Has anyone ever offered,” Rohan murmured into her, “to give you the world?”







Chapter 100
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I know you’re out there.” Gigi stared out into the night, the way she had so many times over the past year and a half. And some of those times, Slate had been there.

Why couldn’t he be there now?

“I know you’re out there.” This was Gigi’s fifth straight night doing the exact same thing. Even though no one else was optimistic. Even though Jameson had confirmed that Slate had made it in, that he’d been captured and, the last time Jameson had seen him, chained up.

Even though no one had seen or heard from Mattias Slater since.

“I know you’re out there.” Gigi had always been able to believe. What harm did it do to believe, even if you were wrong?

But it had been seven days since Vantage had crumbled. The rescue crews had given way to crews of a different sort. If Gigi had thought flying to Scotland and throwing herself at the problem would have made a whit of difference, she would have done it in a heartbeat, but what good could she have possibly done there?

She only would have gotten in the way.

You’re a force, that note had said, and I’ll be fine. I always, never am.

Gigi had gone into the Grandest Game looking for something, looking to prove herself, only to end up, after everything, right back at home, right back in her room, unable to move on, unable to do anything.

Except one thing. As she stared out into the night, she realized there was one thing she could do—not for Slate, not for Toby, who was never coming back, not for Eve, not for anyone who’d died at Vantage or survived there.

There was one thing that Gigi could do about THE SECRET.

You decide, Savannah had told her. Not me.

And now, Gigi had. It would take some doing, but she was a force.
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All eyes in the room were locked on the television, on the news anchor.

“Thirteen days after the tragedy at Vantage, authorities have finally released a list of the confirmed deceased, all of whom were reportedly in attendance at a house party hosted by the property’s owner, Jameson Hawthorne, who was miraculously rescued from the rubble, along with his brother Grayson; Hawthorne heiress Avery Grambs; and her head of security, John Oren. Among the deceased are American heiress Evelyn Blake; her father, Tobias Hawthorne the Second, publicly known in his later years as Toby Blake; twenty-one-year-old Freya Jónsdóttir and her mother, Agnes, to whom the Hawthorne heiress had reportedly reached out as part of recent philanthropic efforts in Iceland; and Sheffield Grayson, the heretofore missing American businessman and estranged father of Grayson Hawthorne.

“Ranking among the biggest sinkhole disasters of all time, the collapse at Vantage is thought to have been caused by erosion in the underground cave system on top of which the famed manor was built.”

Gigi turned off the television. Her mom put an arm around her. Gigi had told her everything. Everything. The Grayson family didn’t have secrets anymore, and Gigi’s dad was officially no longer missing. His ring had been found in the rubble. Rohan had helped with that and with convincing someone to add another name to the list.

And now it was done.

“Are you okay?” Savannah asked.

“I am always, never okay.” Gigi closed her eyes, just for a moment. “You?”

“I’m quitting basketball,” Savannah said. “And thinking of taking a gap year.”

“I can stay,” Grayson told the two of them. “For as long as you need.”

“But can you tolerate Rohan?” Gigi asked. “Code Name—”

“Please don’t,” Savannah and Grayson said at once.

“I was rather looking forward to it, actually,” Rohan said, his British accent pronounced. “She’s been calling me Consuelo von Heroic Pants for days, and I’m ready for a change.”
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“I don’t know you’re out there,” Gigi admitted, her feet dangling off the roof as she stared out into the night. Slate’s body still hadn’t been found, but it would be weeks or maybe months before the wreckage was fully cleared. “I am a force, and you are always, never fine, and I don’t know.” She didn’t know if he was out there. She didn’t know if he ever would be again. “I don’t know, Mattias.”

And then, a voice spoke from the darkness. “I do. I know, sunshine. I have known everything I needed to know about you since before you knew I existed.”

“Slate?” Gigi didn’t know why she’d made that a question. “How did you—? When—?”

“I woke up on the wrong side of the isthmus.” Slate’s voice might have sounded flat to anyone else, but not Gigi. “I must have been drugged. Someone dumped me there. Someone got me out. And by the time I woke up, Vantage was…”

Slate couldn’t even finish the sentence, so Gigi finished for him: “Gone.”

“Nothing but ruins.” Slate swallowed. “Someone saved me. They shouldn’t have.”

“Mattias,” Gigi said. “No.”

“I couldn’t save Eve. By the time I came to, there was nothing I could…” Slate couldn’t finish that sentence, either. “I should have tried,” he said fiercely. “I should have at least fought past the barricades, so I could look for her.” His voice caught. “For her body.”

Even in the dark, Gigi knew: Mattias Slater had a new line tattooed on his arm.

“And I’m sorry, sunshine. I’m sorry that I couldn’t make myself come back to you sooner, couldn’t call, couldn’t even look at myself in the mirror—”

“I’m jumping off the roof now,” Gigi warned. She believed he would catch her, and he did. The impact forced them both to the ground, her body on top of his.

“You are a hazard to yourself,” Slate said—not for the first time.

“Thank you,” Gigi replied, laying her hands flat on his chest and assuring herself that he was here, that he was real, that he was alive.

“Wasn’t a compliment.”

“Sure it was,” Gigi said, her heart breaking for him. “And I know that, because you are the kind of person who looks on the bright side. Even when it feels that there couldn’t possibly be one. Even when everything hurts.”

“You are the bright side,” Slate said brokenly. He sat up, his arm curving around the small of her back. “And I had to—”

“Pardon me for interrupting,” a British voice called.

If Gigi had been able to drag her eyes away from Slate’s, she would have glared at Rohan, but she wasn’t, so she didn’t.

“I have a theory,” Code Name Devious Crumpet said, as he came to stand over them, “that I think you two are going to want to hear.”







Chapter 101

[image: ]
GIGI


Ashes to ashes, dust to dust…”

Gigi wound her fingers through Slate’s. She hadn’t been able to talk him into sitting in the front of the church. It had been hard enough to get him into the back pew. Eve’s funeral was a real society affair. The tragic, headline-grabbing death of an heiress worth hundreds of millions had brought no shortage of hypocrites out to mourn—and that included Eve’s mother, to whom her body had been released.

According to Slate, Eve’s mother had never been a mother to her at all, but the woman was clearly slavering over the idea of a payday now.

The only reason Slate had agreed to attend the funeral at all was because he wanted to believe that Rohan was right, that the body that had been preserved and released to Eve’s awful family wasn’t Eve’s.

One could hardly bury a long-dead woman—unless that woman happened to be a dead-ringer for someone else.

No pun intended.

“Therefore,” the minister was saying from the pulpit, his voice echoing, “encourage each other with these words…”

Gigi squeezed Slate’s hand, trying to broadcast her own silent encouragement to him: Eve’s out there. She’s alive.

Helena Thorp had told Gigi that she would have died for her Vega in the Crucible, the same way that Rohan had seen Eve willingly pick up a chalice of poison to save Avery. But on the footage Rohan had seen, the footage that Zella had gone out of her way to show Rohan, Alice Hawthorne’s throat had been slashed after she’d drunk from the same chalice as Eve. And why would that have been necessary if the woman was already dead?

Gigi had taken Rohan’s theory to Avery and Jameson, and that was when Avery had told them that in the Crucible, Eve’s name had been Phoenix. And Alice Hawthorne, she’d told Jameson that sometimes a phoenix had to burn.

To be reborn…

“And now,” the minister said at the front of the church, “I’d like to welcome family friend Avery Grambs, who will be saying a few words in remembrance of our dear Eve.”

The moment Avery stepped up to the microphone, at least a half-dozen mourners slipped out their phones, unable to help themselves. The world’s most famous heiress eulogizing yet another beautifully tragic heiress, gone too soon?

With any luck, Avery’s eulogy would be going viral within the hour.

“Eve’s father and my mother had an epic, star-crossed kind of love when they were young.” Avery’s face was tearstained, and Gigi knew those tear tracks were real. Even if Eve was out there, Toby wasn’t. “The kind of love,” Avery continued, her words labored, “that echoes long after either person is gone, long after they both are.” Avery drew in a ragged breath. “In a different world, Eve and I might have been raised as sisters. In this world, in some ways, that’s what we were in the end.”

Sisters forged, Gigi thought. Sisters, once upon a time.

Avery’s eyes cut through the crowd, all the way to the back row, to Slate. “I didn’t know Eve the way that some of you did, but I know that she wanted to matter, and I know that she did. I know Eve was stronger than most people gave her credit for being and brave and stubborn and that even when she tried desperately to put herself first, she didn’t always succeed.

“And wherever Eve is now…” Avery did an A-plus job of making it sound like she was talking about the afterlife, about heaven or something like it. “I hope she knows that she will be remembered, that there is a place where she will always belong, where we will remember her.”

Slate’s hand squeezed Gigi’s.

“If Eve were here right now,” Avery continued, “I would tell her that she was truly her father’s daughter, and that the last thing he ever did was shelter her body with his own.” Avery took another shaky breath, but she kept going. “Eve’s father and my mother are together now. I believe that. I really do. Toby didn’t want a funeral, but someday soon, I’ll scatter his ashes. I think I know where he’d want me to spread them, but Eve, wherever you are, I want you to know that it won’t feel right to do that without you.”

Avery’s voice broke, and even knowing Rohan’s theory, even believing and hoping and recognizing Avery’s words for what they were, Gigi sobbed.

“Rest in peace, Eve,” Avery finished. “Wherever you are.”

The funeral wrapped up, and as soon as the crowd began to disperse, Slate stood and went to slip out, but a woman in a business suit stopped him. “Mattias Slater?”

Gigi felt Slate switch to high alert. “Who’s asking?”

“The attorney responsible for executing the will of Evelyn Blake.”

Suddenly, Gigi thought about Eve’s parting gift to Slate. All five seals.

“She didn’t,” Slate said flatly.

“You, Mr. Slater, are her sole heir and have been for some time.” The woman handed him her card. “Call my office when you’re ready. We’ll deal with the family in the meantime, though I assure you it’s all airtight. My condolences for your loss.”

Slate sat heavily back down in the pew. Gigi took up position beside him again. Neither of them said a word until they were alone in the church. For almost an hour, they just sat there.

“Even if we’re right,” Slate said finally, once it was just the two of them, “even if she survived—she’s never coming back.”

That just now seemed to be sinking in for him.

Gigi laid her head on his shoulder. “You taught her to shoot,” she said simply. “And she taught you how to braid.”

Slate closed his eyes and shook his head. “When my mother was dying, Eve visited her sometimes, in the hospital. She barely knew me, but she braided my mom’s hair for her and taught me how to do the same.”

The idea of Mattias Slater braiding his dying mother’s hair almost undid Gigi.

“If I ever see Eve again,” Slate said calmly, “I’m going to kill her.”

“For faking her death or leaving you all that money?” Gigi asked.

“Both,” Slate replied. He looked down at his hands, and Gigi realized: He was holding one of the seals that Eve had given him. Without a word, he laid it in Gigi’s palm. “I don’t know how to do this,” he told her.

Gigi stared at the seal in her hand. “Take control of a massive fortune or develop functional interpersonal relationships, including one with me?”

“Both.”

Gigi smiled, and the next thing she knew, Mattias Slater was touching her face, so Gigi tentatively touched his.

“Would you listen,” Slate said, “if I told you that this is a very bad idea? That I am?”

“I’d listen,” Gigi assured him, “and then I’d bring my lips very close to yours…” She did exactly that. “And I’d say, All right, Mimosas. Let’s play a game.”
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LYRA


You’re sure you want to part with this piece?” The jeweler looked from the black opal ring to Lyra. “It’s quite remarkable.”

Lyra snuck the briefest of looks at Grayson, who arched a brow. In other words: Put your money where your mouth is, sweetheart.

He’d come back to her. Now it was Lyra’s turn to hold up her end of the deal.

“I’m sure,” she told the jeweler, who had to be eighty if he was a day. He was the kind of jeweler who required appointments, the kind who dealt only in one-of-a-kind pieces.

The kind to quote an absolutely eye-watering number at them without so much as batting an eye.

Lyra stared at the jeweler for a moment, then shot Grayson a disgruntled look. “You have got to be kidding me.”

“I am universally known for my comedic timing,” Grayson replied in a deadpan. Pay up, his eyes said. Or rather, allow the gentleman to pay you. But there was something else in Grayson’s eyes, too, something about the exact set of his lips that felt to Lyra like the throwing of a gauntlet.

It was that not-quite-smile that had Lyra turning back to the jeweler.

“Is that really the best you can do?” Somehow, Lyra managed to ask that with a straight face, like she bartered over precious jewels all the time, like there was nothing particularly remarkable about an establishment where every piece of jewelry was a work of art, a place where the quality of the ultra-precious gemstones was matched only by their number and size.

“Perhaps there’s something else you have your eye on?” the jeweler asked. “A trade I might throw in to sweeten the deal?”

“What do you have,” Grayson asked, “that is simple and small?”

“Subtle,” the jeweler interpreted.

“Durable,” Grayson countered. “Suitable for everyday wear. But the more vivid, the better.”

“Not the type of piece I typically traffic in,” the jeweler said. “However…” He turned on the stool he sat on and when he turned back, he had small box in his hand. “My granddaughter found this at a flea market. A diamond in the rough—sans the diamond. I bought it off her to reward her entrepreneurial spirit… and her eye.”

He opened the box, and a necklace stared back at Lyra. “Neon apatite,” the jeweler said. “Raw and uncut, but there’s something compelling about the shape and the brightness of it, is there not?”

The vivid blue stone was small but subtle wasn’t a word that Lyra would have used to describe it. It hung from a simple gold chain, far more delicate than the stone itself.

“How old is your granddaughter?” Lyra asked.

The jeweler smiled. “Seven. It’s not worth much, I’m afraid.”

“It’s perfect,” Grayson replied. “Or rather, it will be once you revise your initial offer upward by about seventy percent.”

Before the jeweler could reply, the third person who’d accompanied Grayson and Lyra to this meeting weighed in. “Eighty percent,” Nan harrumphed. Despite the number of times the ring had passed hands unofficially, her signature was still needed for the sale. “And,” she told the jeweler sternly, “I will allow you to take me to dinner.”

After what had happened at Vantage, Nan hadn’t asked a single question. Whatever had happened, she didn’t want to know.

The aging jeweler Nan had just propositioned blinked. “Pardon me?” he said.

“Pardon yourself,” Nan barked.

The jeweler smiled very slightly, then turned back to Lyra. “You have yourself a deal.”
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Mile’s End looked just the same. This time, when Grayson exited their car and stepped onto the gravel drive in yet another pair of incredibly expensive shoes, he made no move to follow Lyra up to the porch—to her parents.

He leaned back against the car, waiting, giving them space.

Lyra needed to do this alone. She climbed the porch steps and stopped just short of her parents. So much had happened since the last time she’d been here, since the last time she’d spoken to them. She’d needed time to process all of it, including Katalin’s death.

And all that processing had led her back here. It had led her home.

Even just looking at her mom and dad—they still felt like home. “I know you came to Scotland,” Lyra said. “I’m assuming you hopped on a plane the second you saw that picture of me.” That now very famous picture, the picture that defined a tragedy: a girl wild with grief, the wind in her hair, nothing but ruin in the background. “I know you tried to come to Hawthorne House, too. I know you called.”

“You have the right to be upset with us,” her dad said, “but if you think we’re going to let you shut us out, young lady—”

“I don’t think that,” Lyra said. “And I don’t want to shut you out.” She wasn’t a person who was wired to make the same mistake twice. She had shut them out, for years, but she was done running, done hiding, done with pretending, once and for all. She glanced back at Grayson, leaning against that car in an Armani suit, and then she turned back to her family, the people she would have died for, no questions asked. “Can we go inside?”
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At the kitchen table, Lyra dug the fingers on her right hand into familiar grooves. “I know who I am.” Lyra’s left hand made its way to the gemstone she wore around her neck: simple and raw and not subtle in the least. “And I know who my parents are.”

Her mom’s face broke. There was no other word for the way it crumbled, and without even thinking, Lyra reached across the table to take her mom’s hand in hers.

“I have never,” Lyra said, “looked a thing like my mother, but I am just as stubborn as she is. I have her tenacity, and her sarcasm, and there is nothing that I wouldn’t do for the people I love.” Lyra looked from her mom to her dad. “And I’ve always been my daddy’s girl. Despite having a bit of a temper, I can be steady. I can be rock-solid.”

“You have your dad’s heart,” her mom said, her eyes welling up with tears. “And his sense of humor, which isn’t really a compliment.”

“There is nothing wrong with our sense of humor,” Lyra’s dad insisted.

“I also,” Lyra told her dad, “have your pride, which is why I know that you aren’t going to want to accept this.”

She removed the check from her pocket and slid it across the table.

“But I will remind you,” Lyra told her dad, “that I have Mom’s stubbornness, and you have never once won a fight with her.”

Even just saying the word Mom healed something in Lyra. She’d had a chance—just one—to see Katalin’s body. Grayson had made that happen, and for whatever reason, Bowen Johnstone-Jameson and the authorities in his pocket had let it happen. And looking at the body of the woman who had given birth to her, of a woman who had looked so much like her, Lyra hadn’t felt a thing.

Family was a choice. Katalin Aquila Reyes had made hers, and it wasn’t Lyra, and Lyra wasn’t going to waste a single day mourning that, when she had this.

When she had always had this.

Lyra knew what love looked like. She’d grown up in a house where it was normal, where loving and being loved was the most natural thing in the world.

I made my choice, too, Lyra thought, and right about then, her mother recovered her voice.

“Lyra, where did you get this kind of money?”

“It’s a long story, Mom.”

“You know I love long stories, but for now, just tell me if this story of yours has a happy ending.”

“I’m okay,” Lyra said, “and I’m also not, and I’m okay with that, too. This story, my story—it isn’t over.” Their story wasn’t over. “I know who I am, and I know what I want, and—”

Before Lyra could finish that sentence, there was a yelp from outside. A very dignified yelp.

Lyra smiled. “Any idea where Cooper is?” she asked her parents.

“Hard to say,” her dad deadpanned.

Lyra stood and made her way toward the front door. “Would it, by any chance, still be water balloon season at Mile’s End?”

“Indeed,” her dad replied, opening the front door, “it is.”

Grayson was no longer leaning coolly against the car. He was on the move, as powerful, lethally graceful, and impressive as any soaking-wet man in an Armani suit possibly could be.

Lyra stepped out onto the porch and looked up—at Cooper’s bedroom. “Hi, Lyra!” Her brother launched two water balloons at once. Grayson dodged both, and Lyra knew instinctively that he was only wet because he’d let Cooper get a couple of shots in.

That very dignified yelp had been for show.

Lyra threw her head back and laughed. Day in, day out. Ordinary moments.

“Nothing wrong with our sense of humor,” her dad said, nudging Lyra with his elbow as a dripping Grayson made his way toward the porch. Cooper was either out of water balloons or biding his time.

“Sir,” Grayson greeted Lyra’s dad, and then he slid his eyes to Lyra and smiled, a real, truly devastating Grayson Hawthorne smile. “I might need to borrow a shirt.”

And here comes the actual last water balloon, Lyra thought, but she was a good enough big sister not to give away Cooper’s sneak attack. Somehow, though, she wasn’t surprised when Grayson raised a hand at the last second to catch it.

And then, he arched a brow at Lyra.

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Drop it, Hawthorne.”

He cocked his arm slightly backward. “Is that an order… or a suggestion?”

“My revenge,” Lyra warned him, “will be epic.”

Grayson smirked. “Epic,” he told Lyra, “sounds just about right.”
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JAMESON


Jameson watched as Avery picked Alice’s poem up off the mantel of her fireplace, that fireplace, the one Jameson had flashed back to stepping out of so many times. And now, he had Avery back, and he could have just stood there, taking in the sight of her for hours. She was wearing loose sweatpants and one of his T-shirts, her hair still damp from the shower.

She was beautiful by every damn definition of the word.

“Still nothing from Jackson?” Jameson asked.

“Not yet,” Avery replied, setting the poem back on the mantel for the third time that evening. “The man hates phones, but he agreed not to shoot the one I had Alisa send him. If Eve shows up there, he’ll call.”

Sometimes, Jameson’s grandmother had said, a phoenix needs to burn. And after a phoenix burned, it rose again. The question wasn’t just if Eve was out there, it wasn’t just if she’d survived, if the body that had been released to her horrible mother-in-name-only was Emily’s.

The question was what it would mean if that were true. The question was whether Eve was really the phoenix Alice had been talking about—or if Alice had been referring to the Gilded Blade, to burning it down so that something else might rise from its ashes.

The only things they knew for certain were that the Ascendants were truly gone; that the head and heir of the Kyrie line were gone; that there was no threat to any of them now.

And no way for anyone to access the web of the Gilded Blade.

Beside Jameson, Avery picked up that poem of Alice’s again.

“What are you thinking?” Jameson murmured. Avery had been quieter than usual, since the Crucible. He hadn’t pushed, but now—she needed him to push. “Tahiti, Heiress.”

The code word between them meant no secrets. It meant stripping down and baring it all.

“I keep reading Alice’s words,” Avery whispered, “and thinking about the Gilded Blade and the Crucible—because it wasn’t all horrible. The Crucible.”

Jameson heard what she hadn’t said. “You aren’t just talking about the Crucible.” There was a reason she kept reading that poem, written by Alice back when she’d still believed in the mission of the Blade. “You’re talking about the Gilded Blade—the idea of it, its purpose.”

Jameson suspected she was thinking of Libby and a man who’d once blackened her eye. But also quite possibly about men like Vincent Blake—or even Tobias Hawthorne. About lives ruined and wars waged and voices silenced.

“Hundreds of years ago,” Avery said quietly, “the Gilded Blade found a way to seize power in a world where women had none. So much of it was horrible, but it wasn’t all horrible. The idea that a group of women working together could change the world, one cascade at a time, smaller changes begetting bigger ones, empires made and toppled…”

“The price of wheat,” Jameson murmured.

“It needed to end,” Avery said. “The killing. The Crucible. Judgments rendered and carried out, the Kyrie and the Hand—it needed to end. But I just keep thinking that at the very end of the Crucible, after Eve fell, after I’d won, Alice took my hands in hers, and she told me that there was always another door for those who knew how to look for them, and then she said that my story was always meant to be a different kind of fairy tale.”

Avery had found the other door—the trap door. She’d found the path forward, the way to survive. It was the rest of Alice’s words that lingered in Jameson’s mind now.

A different kind of fairy tale. He wasn’t sure at first why his mind latched so strongly on to that phrase. Fairy tales… Jameson thought back suddenly to all those Saturday morning games, when the old man would begin by laying out an array of seemingly random objects, all of them with a purpose in the game. He thought about the fact that it was Alice who had, in truth, taught the old man to play.

Fairy tales.

“What is it?” Avery pushed Jameson lightly back against the fireplace, a familiar spark returning to her eyes for the first time since she’d gotten back. “I know that look, Jameson. You figured something out. You know something.”

Jameson smiled, and almost on cue, Avery’s phone rang.

Jackson, some sixth sense in Jameson whispered. Eve.

“Answer it,” he told Avery. “And also: You’re right.”
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JAMESON


Jameson had always been decent at making conversation. Jackson Currie, on the other hand, was not.

“Anyone ever threatened to shoot you if you hurt that girl?” The old fisherman was a hermit and fond enough of his shotgun that Jameson would have given it decent odds that the man had named it.

“Not in so many words,” Jameson replied. “But I’d rip my own heart out to spare hers.” He fixed his gaze on Avery in the distance, where she stood side by side with Eve.

Living, breathing, game-playing Eve.

It was killing Jameson to let Avery do this alone, but Avery’s speech at the funeral hadn’t just been a gambit to draw Eve out. Avery had meant every word of it, which was why she and Eve were standing side by side, next to a lighthouse that overlooked an isolated cliff, putting Toby to rest.

Scattering his ashes on the wind.

“Damn kids,” Jackson swore. His voice was gruff, and his eyes were very much not, and Jameson had the distinct sense that Jackson wasn’t talking about Avery, Eve, or himself.

Damn kids was Jackson’s idea of a eulogy.

Hannah and Toby, Toby and Hannah. Separated in life. Together now.

Jameson’s eyes stung, and he looked down at the leather book in his hands, a bequest of sorts from the kind of Hawthorne man Jameson aspired to someday be. Someone had once given Toby this book on the streets of Seoul, with the program for Hannah’s funeral tucked inside.

It was a book of fairy tales.

A nudge here. A nudge there. A cascade, years in the making…

Jameson and Avery hadn’t figured out the code yet, hadn’t even finished translating the text, but the illustrations spoke volumes, especially one in particular, which depicted a spider and the most intricate, most beautiful web.

Beside Jameson, Jackson suddenly raised his shotgun, a far-off figure in his sights.

That’s not good. Jameson’s mind went immediately to Avery’s mother’s family, local criminals who bore no love for any of them, but he and Avery had been careful, flying into an adjacent city, and Oren and his team were stationed around the perimeter.

They didn’t stop this visitor, though. Jameson registered her identity as she drew closer. Nora. She was moving slowly and very possibly still injured, but Jameson nonetheless figured he might be taking his life in his own hands when he jogged to intercept her before she could get anywhere near Avery and Eve and the lighthouse.

“Let them finish,” Jameson said.

Nora looked past him, her gaze settling on Eve. “He was right, it seems.”

“Who was?” Jameson asked. Angry stitches were still visible in Nora’s skin, cutting across her collarbone and disappearing down into her shirt. There was no telling how many other injuries she had, how many scars she would be adding to her collection.

“A scholar,” Nora said, leaving it at that. Brady Daniels. “He found me at the private hospital that a rather cryptic British gentleman had me sent to. Switzerland. The Alps. Not a bad place to hide a person away, but said scholar had apparently been looking for me for some time, before Vantage, even.”

Jameson wondered if he’d ever be able to hear the word Vantage without an avalanche of memories hitting him so hard he could barely breathe.

“The scholar wanted to know,” Nora continued, “if I’d truly done what I set out to do and destroyed the Gilded Blade.”

“And did you?” Jameson asked, wary about the fact that she was here at all. Avery had come through the Crucible and returned to the world, to a massive fortune and a position of power. Eve had died but lived in truth. Jameson suspected Nora was fully capable of reading quite a bit into those two facts, even without knowing that the leather book in Jameson’s hand might well hold a list.

Family lines.

The holders of those lines.

The web.

“I thought my job was done.” Nora’s accent was harsh, but her tone was almost meditative. “But in that hospital in Switzerland, I found an envelope on my bedside table. And do you know what was in it?”

“A letter from my grandmother?” Jameson guessed.

“No,” Nora replied simply. “This.” She held up a chain, a delicate, rose-gold chain with a matching rose-gold charm on the end—not a fleur-de-lis but a heart. “It’s engraved,” Nora said. “Front and back.”

“May I?” Jameson asked, and at Nora’s curt nod, he took the necklace and examined the charm. On the front, engraved into the metal, there was what appeared to be a set of initials:

N.A.V.

Jameson turned the charm over. On the back, there was a name: Aristotle. Jameson stared at the letters in Aristotle, playing with them for a moment, trying to anagram them, and then he stopped.

N.A.V.

“Those aren’t initials,” he said. “Natura abhorret vacuum. It’s a quote. Aristotle.”

“Nature abhors a vacuum.” Nora looked again to Avery and Eve, and this time, as if she felt Nora’s eyes on her, Avery turned around. “It’s the idea that if you create a power vacuum, someone will fill it.”

A hundred yards away, Avery and Eve started toward them.

“The head and heir of the Kyrie line are dead,” Nora continued. “It need never be what it once was, but the family—that very dangerous family—will be looking for someone to follow, and I was raised as a daughter of the house. They will accept me, especially if I show up with a Woman in Red.”

Eve, Jameson thought.

“Nature abhors a vacuum,” he said. “But if you fill it—”

“I can make the Kyrie into something new,” Nora finished.

Jameson saw it then, laid out before him in all its glory—Alice’s plan. Avery. Eve. Nora. Jameson’s mind whirred. And Zella. Alice had mentored Zella, too.

Sisters, of sorts.

Alice’s heirs.

A phoenix, rising from the ashes.

The Gilded Blade reborn.

There would be no killing this time, Jameson knew. No Crucible. And the women of the web—some of them, like Avery, might be ready to own their power and step into the light, to mark themselves as forces in this world. But for those who couldn’t, for those in more precarious positions…

Eve would be the one who moved through the shadows. The one who made contact. The one who, if she needed to, could bring people to Nora for protection.

Jameson had trained his mind to see possibilities, and now, he saw it all. Before Nora said a single word to Avery or Eve or they to her, before any of it unfolded the way Jameson knew it would, he saw it all: Zella, the Proprietor of the Devil’s Mercy; Avery, Eve, and Nora at the helm of something new. Not Ascendants. Not bound by old rituals or old rules.

A force for good.

But even though Jameson could see exactly how this would play out, even though adrenaline flooded his veins at the sheer possibility of it all, he also knew: This wasn’t his story.

So he handed Toby’s book to Avery, and Jameson went to wait for her on the cliff.
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Years earlier, Jameson had been told that, in comparison to his brothers, his mind was ordinary. And all of them had been raised to believe that nothing was ever enough, that they weren’t. For years, Jameson had felt, on a bone-deep level, like the old man was right about that, had felt like he wasn’t yet the man he was supposed be. Jameson had told Avery as much in Prague, when he’d given her the infinity ring and promised that someday, he would be that man. That he’d be ready. That he’d be worthy.

But now, more than ever, Jameson was realizing that Xander had been right when he’d said that no one was ever really done.

Done changing.

Done growing.

Done becoming.

Just look at Avery. Jameson had thought she was already who she was meant to be in this world, but now? Who knew what glorious thing she’d be five years from now, or ten, or twenty? Who knew what she might do, the impact she might have?

What Jameson did know was that five years from now, and ten, and twenty—he wanted to be there at her side. And maybe it was how close he’d come to losing her, or maybe it was the fact that he was standing so close to the lighthouse and that forever had come only in death for Toby and his Hannah…

But whatever it was—Jameson knew. He was done waiting. He was going to ask. Heads, Avery would say yes; tails, she’d be sensible and say that they were still far too young, but either way, Jameson was done waiting for some hypothetical moment when everything would be perfect, when he would.

He didn’t have to be anything more than he was right now to love and be loved.

It was nearly sunset before Avery joined him on the cliff. Jameson watched as Avery laid a light hand on the cracked, aged exterior of the lighthouse. A phantom wind caught in her hair, and Avery smiled slightly, like she’d heard something in it that no one else could hear.

“Heiress.” Jameson’s voice came out low and aching, a tender whisper that had Avery looking right at him. “I haven’t picked out another ring yet,” he said, his heart suddenly beating viciously against his rib cage. “But…”

He got down on one knee, and Avery shot him one of those looks that said, I know you, Hawthorne. One of those looks that said, You never learned how to stay out of trouble, but also, You make me bold.

“I don’t want another ring,” she said.

“You’re going to be sensible about this,” Jameson inferred.

“You sound awfully sure of that.” Avery smiled a wicked little smile, and then she slipped the infinity ring off her right ring finger, moved it to her left, and reached out to pull him up off his knees. “No regrets.”







EPILOGUE

[image: ]
AVERY

[image: Text reads ‘Happily Ever After’ surrounded by an intricate infinity symbol design.]






I have a secret,” I told the baby girl in my arms. She had Nash’s eyes and Libby’s cupid’s bow lips and the solemn air of an old, old soul.

“A secret?” Thea Calligaris said. “In Hawthorne House? Never.”

Eight months on, Thea was still a little salty about just how effectively the others had kept her and Rebecca in the dark when I’d been missing, even though Xander had come clean about everything once the danger was past—about Emily, about Eve, about all of it.

There was no danger in knowing the truth now.

“Also,” Thea continued with the air of an oracle getting ready to issue her finest prediction, “that baby is going to spit up all over that gown, Avery.”

I had to admit that holding a baby while trying on wedding gowns was rather like playing Hawthorne Russian Roulette.

“Actually,” Max chimed in, “smart money says that baby palindromes all over it instead.”

“Dare I ask?” Zara said. Between Oren’s near-death experience at Vantage, their subsequent romance, and the birth of Nash and Libby’s twins, Zara, for the first time since I’d known her, seemed to no longer be fighting battles of any sort with herself. It also didn’t hurt that I’d already asked her to join me, join us in what we were doing.

“Starts with a p, ends with a p,” Libby told Zara with one of those the-things-I-have-seen-since-becoming-a-parent smiles of hers. “You fill in the rest.”

I stroked the baby’s silky-soft cheek. “You would never.” I smiled and looked up at my other niece, who was currently gnawing on the end of Rebecca’s hair like the family honor depended on her ability to gum it into submission. “Your sister, on the other hand,” I said, “is plotting how she can do it from all the way over there.”

The twins had arrived in the world a little more than three months earlier, on April first. Everyone except Nash had thought Libby was playing a trick on us when she went into labor, but Nash had just kissed my sister long and hard and then brought her straight to the hospital, where their daughters had been delivered less than an hour later. Identical from head to toe, one had the temperament of a sage and the other… took after her uncle Jameson.

If it was possible for a three-month-old to be fearless, that was Faith. She had the fiercer temper and the bigger smile. In contrast, even at three months old, Seren gave the impression of missing nothing.

Rebecca removed her hair from Faith’s mouth. “Don’t listen to them,” she told the baby. “Everyone knows it’s the quiet ones you really have to watch out for.”

Faith—named by her father—yowled, then gurgled in agreement.

Seren—a Welsh name that Libby had picked for its closeness to Sarah, the name by which she’d known my mother—blinked owlishly up at me. I was pretty sure the only reason Libby hadn’t named one of her daughters Hannah was that she was reserving that name for me.

“It’s always the quiet ones,” Thea agreed, staring at Rebecca holding that baby, a very un-Thea-like softness in her eyes.

Libby smiled and divested me of the quiet, snuggly baby in my arms. “Come to Mama, Seren, before Auntie Alisa gives Auntie Avery the please-don’t-cause-an-international-incident-over-your-wedding-gown speech. Again.”

“Avery can cause all the international incidents she wants,” Alisa replied, “if she’ll just choose a gown.”

I had no real interest in planning the wedding of the century, but as far as the press was concerned, I was still Cinderella, and the one thing the world loved more than a Cinderella story was a fairy-tale ending.

Even if my story, in reality, was a very different sort of fairy tale.

“I’m only trying on one more tonight,” I announced to the room at large. “The carnival awaits.”

Fourth of July at Hawthorne House had always been one of a kind.

“Try the one on the end of rack number five,” Libby advised me. “It came postmarked from London.”

From Zella, I translated. The Proprietor of the Devil’s Mercy and I had stayed in touch. I didn’t give her orders. I didn’t give anyone orders. But Zella knew quite well what I’d been working on, what Jameson and I had both been working on for almost eight months.

I hadn’t told anyone yet that we’d finally cracked it.

I have a secret, I thought, about a web that stretches across history, across continents.

I have a secret about a new day dawning.

The dress that Zella had sent was a simple one, no lace, no beadwork, no straps. It was floor-length but moved.

In Rebecca’s arms, Faith somehow contorted to reach for Lyra’s hair, tangling a wad of it in her first.

“I think she wants Cooper,” Libby opined.

“Cooper does like to be adored,” Lyra told Faith, gently freeing her hair, “but you’re going to have to pull him away from the catapult. No easy task.”

“The catapult?” Alisa repeated, her eyes narrowing.

“Xander,” Max, Thea, and Rebecca said, all at once.

There wasn’t really any further explanation needed, but as I ducked behind a screen to try on the dress Zella had sent, I couldn’t help myself. “Ah yes,” I said. “The traditional Fourth of July human and/or firework catapult.”

“I can assure you,” Zara said, “there is no such tradition.”

“There is now,” I said, stepping out from behind the screen. Libby handed Seren off to Zara, who took the baby like it was the most natural thing in the world, and then my sister zipped me up.

I knew before I even turned to look at the mirror that this gown was the one. Zella really knew how to pick them. Before I could say as much, though, the door to my bedroom flew inward and Gigi bounded in, her dark waves bouncing and her eyes dancing in a way that I found highly concerning.

“Three things!” Gigi said. “First, that’s definitely the dress. Second, I finished phase one. Worship at the altar of Gigi, for she is a most devious computer goddess.”

After everything that had happened with the last Grandest Game—and my own experiences in the Crucible—I’d decided the Grandest Game needed some reinvention. We were going digital: all the challenge, none of the danger, open to anyone, anywhere.

“You said three things,” I reminded Gigi.

“About that third thing…” Gigi gave us a sheepish smile almost as concerning as those dancing eyes of hers.

“It’s Ferris Wheel Leapfrog Death Match, isn’t it?” Max said seriously.

“They’re all playing,” Gigi said solemnly. “All of them.”

Not just Xander, Grayson, Jameson, and Nash—but Rohan and Slate, too. “Even Knox?” I glanced at Alisa, whose lawyerly poker face stayed perfectly intact.

“Even Knox,” Gigi replied.

“And Ferris Wheel Leapfrog Death Match,” I deadpanned, “never ends well.”

“You, you, you, you, and you,” Alisa rattled off, pointing at Gigi, Libby, Max, Rebecca, and Thea. “With me, before someone breaks a leg.”

Zara followed the six of them out, Seren asleep in her arms, leaving me alone with Lyra, which my sixth sense said wasn’t an accident. I didn’t know why Alisa wanted the two of us clocking one-on-one time, but as it happened, I did have something to tell Lyra.

I have a secret…

“There’s something I want to show you,” I told her. The book Jameson and I had finally decoded didn’t just include the current members of the Blade. It was a record. A historical record, and one name had jumped out at me right way. “Just let me get changed.”

Lyra stepped between me and the rack. “You aren’t ready to take that dress off.” Sometimes, Lyra was nothing like Grayson, and sometimes, they were almost too much alike.

In this case, she wasn’t wrong.

Enjoying the feel of the gown more than I wanted to admit, I walked over to my nightstand, opened the drawer, and withdrew a small charcoal sketch, yellowed with age. It had been in a museum when we’d decoded the book.

Less than twenty-four hours later, it was part of my private collection.

“Her name was Eloísa,” I told Lyra, handing her the sketch. “But in the Crucible, she was Aquila.” The date on that sketch was 1695. “As best we can tell, the Aquila line was thought to have ended in the mid-eighteen hundreds. In reality, one surviving daughter moved from Spain to Brazil. Nineteen years ago, one of the Ascendants discovered Katalin. Based on your name, I’m betting that same someone read Katalin in on the family history while she was still pregnant.”

Lyra stared at the sketch and looked up at me. “Why do I get the feeling that you’re about to ask me something?”

I was about to issue an invitation. It had always been our plan, Eve’s and Nora’s and mine, to not just decode the book and uncover the web, but to extend it. Power in numbers, women helping women, and the art of the cascade. It didn’t matter to me that Lyra was part of the Aquila line. It only mattered to me that she was Lyra.

“Things are different in the Blade now,” I told her. “Very different.”

Lyra looked back down at that sketch of her ancestor. “Why do you think,” she said slowly, “that Alice went to such trouble to hide the fact that I was there the night Edgar Aquila Reyes died? The cover-up, falsifying his identity, making sure no one ever connected his death to my kidnapping—why?”

“My best guess?” I’d already mulled this puzzle over—more than once. “I think Alice didn’t want Katalin to know or wonder what you’d been told. If Katalin or the Judge back then had known you were there, I’m betting they wouldn’t have signed off on Alice returning you to your family. I don’t know where they would have sent you. Maybe the Kyrie.”

Without Alice, Lyra might have had a very different life.

She chewed on that for a moment. “All of this,” Lyra said finally, “it’s your game, Avery. Not mine. Alice gave me an ordinary life. After everything, I’m partial to ordinary.”

In Hawthorne world, ordinary was relative. “Grayson told me the two of you are going back to college in the fall,” I said. The edges of my lips ticked upward. “He also told me he no longer intends to major in business. Apparently, he’s undeclared.”

“We’re both undecided,” Lyra replied.

The fact that Grayson had gotten to the point where he could let himself go forward without a plan—that was a testament to how much things had changed. But college aside, everyone knew there was nothing undecided about Grayson and Lyra.

When a person loved like Hawthornes loved, there was no going back.

Outside the window, there was a loud bang and then another one. Fireworks flew as they exploded against the night sky.

“That’s a lot of momentum,” Lyra commented, coming to stand beside me at the window.

“It’s a big catapult,” I said.

Lyra grinned. “What would you say is the collective noun for Hawthornes?” she asked. “A pack, like wolves? A den, like thieves?”

“Trouble,” I murmured. All of us were trouble.

“Chaos,” Lyra suggested, as we waited for the next explosion. “A chaos of Hawthornes.” Purple fireworks lit up the sky—and then some.

“And that,” Lyra said, “is my cue.”

“Your cue?” I said.

Lyra took off running. One thing about Lyra Kane: She could run.

One thing about me: I was good at keeping up—even in a gown. Lyra slowed as we neared the carnival: the Ferris wheel, the catapult, and… the dance floor.

I stopped. The dance floor? Hundreds of delicate strings of lights crisscrossed overhead. A four-string quartet played. Rose petals had been scattered over the dance floor. And the ice sculptures…

Every last one of them was carved as a lemniscate.

Déjà vu hit me. The Ferris wheel. The dance floor. The musicians. “The introvert’s ball,” I murmured. For my eighteenth birthday, Alisa had been intent on planning an elaborate affair, but Jameson had wrested control away from her and planned a far more intimate one.

“I hate to break it to you,” Lyra told me, “but I’m pretty sure this is an introvert’s wedding.”

He wouldn’t… I thought. But I knew: Jameson Hawthorne absolutely would.

As one, our guests moved onto the dance floor, some from the right side of it, some from the left, leaving an aisle in the middle. Jameson took his position at the end of that aisle.

Oren stepped up beside me and cleared his throat. “You did say,” my head of security told me, “that you wanted me to walk you down the aisle.”

I felt a pang then, for Toby. For my mother. For both of them. But I knew, wherever they were, they were together—dancing, probably, the way my mom had every night, challenging each other in game after game, watching me and Eve.

Watching Oren walk me down a makeshift aisle.

As I walked, I looked at the people around me. Gigi and Savannah with Slate and Rohan. Acacia. Lyra and her parents and Cooper, who was on his stomach on the dance floor playing with Seren and Faith. Thea, Rebecca, and Max. Alisa. Knox. Zara. Xander’s father, Isaiah, was there, as were Mr. and Mrs. Laughlin and Jameson’s uncle Branford. And Nan appeared to have brought a date.

Oren came to a stop, and it took me a moment to realize that he was handing me off—to Xander. “I made a second, smaller catapult,” Xander informed me archly. “For your bouquet.”

“I don’t have a—”

Libby made a catch, stepped forward, and pressed a bouquet into my hands. Blue roses. I breathed in the smell of them as Xander stepped back from escorting me and Nash stepped in.

I looked up at him.

“Breathe, Avery.”

I breathed, and I just kept breathing until Nash handed me off to Grayson. “For old time’s sake,” he told me, “how about I call you Ms. Grambs one last time?”

Oh, Grayson. Some people were simply meant to be—in a way that transcended romance, in a way most people probably couldn’t even describe.

“It goes both ways, Ms. Grambs,” Grayson said, and then suddenly, I was standing right next to Jameson.

Avery Kylie Grambs. A very risky gamble. We still hadn’t come up with a good anagram for Avery Kylie Hawthorne or Avery Kylie Grambs Hawthorne or Avery Grambs Hawthorne or whatever name I decided to take on next. But I’d hated wedding planning, and I didn’t want the wedding of the century. I wanted this.

“You,” I told Jameson, “are in so much trouble.”

“Always,” Jameson murmured.

Always trouble. Always… this. Always… us. All of us.

“A chaos of Hawthornes,” I murmured back, “indeed.”
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