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One Year Ago

There was a price to be paid for power, always. The only question was how steep that price was—and who was going to pay it.

Rohan knew that better than most. He also knew better than to get his knickers in a twist about it. What was a little blood loss or the occasional broken heart or finger among friends?

Not that Rohan had friends, per se.

“Ask me why you’re here.” The Proprietor’s quiet command slashed through the air like a sword.

The Proprietor of the Devil’s Mercy was power, and he’d raised Rohan like a son—a Machiavellian, amoral, useful son. Even as a child, Rohan had understood that in this hidden, underground palace, knowledge was currency, and ignorance was weakness.

He knew better than to ask a damn thing.

Instead, he smiled, a rogue’s smile, as much a weapon in his arsenal as any blade or secret he’d collected. “Asking is for those without other ways of obtaining answers.”

“And you are a master of those other ways,” the Proprietor acknowledged. “Observation, manipulation, the ability to go unseen or command a room at will.”

“I am also quite easy on the eyes.” Rohan was playing a dangerous game, but then, that was the only kind of game he’d ever played.

“If you will not ask …” The Proprietor’s hand curved around the handle of his ornate silver cane. “Then tell me, Rohan: Why have I summoned you here?”

This was it. Certainty thrummed through Rohan’s veins as he answered. “The succession.”

The Devil’s Mercy was, on its surface, a luxurious gambling club, hidden and known only to its members: the ultra-wealthy, the aristocratic, the influential. In truth, the Mercy was so much more. A historic legacy. A shadow force. A place where deals were struck and fortunes set.

“The succession,” the Proprietor confirmed. “I am in need of an heir. I’ve been given two years to live, three at the outside. By December thirty-first of next year, I will pass the crown.”

A different person might have focused on the prospect of death, but Rohan did not. In two hundred years, control of the Mercy had passed only four times before. The heir was always young, the appointment for life.

This was and had always been Rohan’s endgame. “I am not your only option for heir.”

“Why should you be?” Coming from the Proprietor, that was not a rhetorical question. Make your case, boy.

I know every inch of the Mercy, Rohan thought. Every shadow, every trick. The membership knows me. They know not to cross me. You’ve already spoken of my skills—the more palatable ones, at least.

Out loud, Rohan opted for a different tactic. “We both know I’m a magnificent bastard.”

“You are everything I made you to be. But some things must be won.”

“I’m ready.” Rohan felt the way he did every time he stepped into the ring to fight, knowing that pain was inevitable—and irrelevant.

“There’s a buy-in.” The Proprietor cut to the chase. “To take control of the Mercy, you must first purchase your stake. Ten million pounds should suffice.”

Automatically, Rohan’s mind began charting paths to the crown. The fact that he could see options set off his sixth sense. “What’s the catch?”

“The catch, my boy, is what it ever was—for me, for all who came before us, all the way back to the first Proprietor’s heir. You cannot make your fortune within the walls of the Mercy, nor use any leverage obtained while in her employ. You cannot so much as enter these halls, use the Mercy’s name, or approach or accept favor from any member.”

Outside of the Mercy, Rohan had nothing—not even a last name.

“You will leave London within twenty-four hours, and you will not return unless and until you have the buy-in.”

Ten million pounds. This wasn’t just a challenge. This was exile.

“In your absence,” the Proprietor continued, “the duchess will act as Factotum in your stead. If you fail to obtain the buy-in, she will be my heir.”

There it was: the game, the stakes, the threat.

“Go,” the Proprietor said, blocking the way back to Rohan’s rooms. “Now.”
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Rohan knew London. He could move through any part of the city, high society or low, like a ghost. But for the first time since he was five years old, he didn’t have the Mercy to go back to.

Look for an opening. Look for a loophole. Look for a weakness. His mind churning, Rohan looked for a pint.

Outside his pub of choice, two dogs fought. The smaller of the two had the look of a wolf about her. She was losing the fight. Stepping into the middle of it probably wasn’t the wisest course of action, but Rohan was a little beyond wisdom at the moment.

When the larger dog had been sent on its way, Rohan wiped the blood off his forearm and knelt in front of the smaller one. She snarled. He smiled.

The pub door opened. Inside, a television blared—an anchor’s voice. “We’re hearing reports that the first annual Grandest Game, the sprawling, mind-twisting competition designed and funded by Hawthorne heiress Avery Grambs, has reportedly reached its conclusion. A winner of the seventeen-million-dollar prize is expected to be announced via livestream any—”

The door slammed shut.

Rohan met the dog’s wolfish gaze. “Annual,” he murmured. Meaning that next year, there would be another. He would have a year to plan. A year to arrange things just so. Fortunately, Avery Grambs had never been a member of the Devil’s Mercy.

Hello, loophole. Rohan stood. He reached for the pub door and glanced down. “Coming?” he asked the dog.

Inside, the owner of the pub recognized Rohan immediately. “What’ll it be?”

Even without the backing of the Mercy, a man of Rohan’s skills and reputation still had a card or two to play. “A pint for me,” he said. “A steak for her.” Rohan’s lips curved, more on one side than the other. “And transportation out of London. Tonight.”




CHAPTER 1
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Lyra

The dream started the way it always did, with the flower. Seeing the calla lily in her hand filled Lyra with sickly sweet dread. She looked to her other hand—and the sad remains of a candy necklace. It held only three pieces of candy.

No.

On some level, Lyra knew she was nineteen, but in the dream, her hands were small—a child’s hands. The shadow looming over her was large.

And then came the whisper: “A Hawthorne did this.”

The shadow—her biological father—turned and walked away. Lyra couldn’t see his face. She heard footsteps going up the stairs.

He has a gun. Lyra woke with a start, a breath trapped in her chest, her body rigid, and her head … on a desk. In the time it took for her vision to clear and the real world to slide firmly back into place in front of her, Lyra remembered that she was in class.

Except the lecture hall was almost empty.

“You have ten minutes left on the test.” The only other person in the room was a fifty-year-old man wearing a blazer.

Test? Lyra’s gaze darted to a clock on the wall. As she registered the time, her panic began to ebb.

“Might as well just take the zero at this point.” The professor scowled at her. “The rest of the class is already done. I suspect they didn’t spend last night partying.”

Because the only reason a girl who looks like me could be tired enough to fall asleep in class is because she was partying. Annoyance flared inside Lyra, banishing the last remnants of the dream’s dread. She looked down at the test. Multiple choice.

“I’ll see what I can get done in ten minutes.” Lyra fished a pen out of her backpack and began to read.

Most people could see images in their minds. For Lyra, there were only words and concepts and feelings. The only time she saw anything in her mind’s eye was when she dreamed. Luckily, not getting bogged down in mental imagery made her a very fast reader. And just as luckily, whoever had written this test had fallen into a predictable pattern, a familiar one.

To find the right answer, all a person had to do was decode the relationships between the options offered. Were two of them opposites? Did one of those opposites vary from the remaining choices only by nuance? Or were there two answers that sounded the same? Or one or more answers that seemed true but probably weren’t?

That was the thing about multiple-choice tests. You didn’t need to know anything about the material if you could break the code.

Lyra answered five questions in the first minute. Four the next. The more test bubbles she filled in, the more palpable the professor’s irritation with her grew.

“You’re wasting my time,” he said. “And yours.”

The old Lyra might have taken a tone like that to heart. Instead, she read faster. Spot the pattern, spot the answer. She finished with one minute to spare and handed the test in, knowing exactly what the professor saw when he looked at her: a girl with a body that said party to some people more than it had ever said dancer.

Not that she was a dancer, anymore.

Lyra grabbed her bag and turned to leave, and the professor stopped her. “Wait,” he ordered tersely. “I’ll grade it for you.” Teach you a lesson was what he meant.

Turning slowly back to face him gave Lyra time to school her features into a neutral expression.

After grading the first ten questions, the professor had marked only one of her answers incorrect. His eyebrows drew closer together as he continued grading, and that percentage held—then improved.

“Ninety-four.” He looked up from the test. “Not bad.”

Wait for it, Lyra thought.

“Just imagine what you could do if you put in a little more effort.”

“How would you know what kind of effort I put in?” Lyra asked. Her voice was quiet, but she met his eyes head-on.

“You’re wearing pajamas, you haven’t brushed your hair, and you slept through most of the test.” He’d recast her, then, from the party girl to the sloth. “I’ve never even seen you in lecture,” the professor continued sternly.

Lyra shrugged. “That’s because I’m not in this class.”

“You—” He stopped. He stared. “You’re …”

“I’m not in this class,” Lyra repeated. “I fell asleep in the prior lecture.” Without waiting for a reply, she turned and started up the aisle toward the exit. Her stride was long. Maybe it was graceful. Maybe she was, still.

The professor called after her. “How did you get a ninety-four percent on a test for a class you’re not even taking?”

Lyra kept walking, her back to the man, as she answered. “Trying to write trick questions backfires if the person taking the test knows how to look for tricks.”




CHAPTER 2
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Lyra

The email came in that afternoon: from the Registrar’s Office, CC-ed to the Bursar’s Office, subject line Enrollment Hold. Reading it three times didn’t change its contents.

Lyra’s phone rang halfway through her fourth read. You’re fine, she reminded herself, as much out of habit as anything. Everything is fine.

Bracing herself for impact, she answered. “Hi, Mom.”

“So you do remember me! And your phone does work! And you haven’t been kidnapped by a mathematically minded serial killer intent on adding you to his incredibly sinister equation.”

“New book?” Lyra guessed. Her mother was a writer.

“New book! She likes numbers more than people. He’s a cop who trusts his instincts more than her calculations. They hate each other.”

“In a good way?”

“A very good way. And speaking of mind-blowing chemistry and sizzling romantic tension … how are you?”

Lyra made a face. “Bad segue, Mom.”

“Answer the question, you avoider! I am going into daughter withdrawal. Your dad thinks the first week in November is too early for Christmas decorations, your brother is four and has no appreciation whatsoever for dark chocolate, and if I want anyone to watch rom-coms with me, I’m going to need zip ties.”

For the past three years, Lyra had done everything she could to seem normal, to be normal—the Lyra who loved Christmas and chocolate and rom-coms. And every day, pretending had killed her a little more.

That was how she’d ended up at a college a thousand miles from home.

“So. How are you?” Her mom really was going to just keep asking, indefinitely.

Lyra offered up three words in response. “Single. Petty. Armed.”

Her mother laughed. “You are not.”

“Not petty or not armed?” Lyra asked. She didn’t even touch on single.

“Petty,” her mom replied. “You are a kind and generous soul, Lyra Catalina Kane, and we both know that anything can be a weapon if you believe in your heart that you can maim or kill someone with it.”

The conversation felt so normal, so them, that Lyra could hardly bear it. “Mom? I got an email from the Bursar’s Office.”

Silence fell like a thousand-year-old tree.

“It’s possible my last check from my publisher was late,” her mom said finally. “And lower than I expected. But I’ll figure this out, baby. Everything’s going to be fine.”

Everything is fine. That was Lyra’s line, had been her line for three years, ever since the name Hawthorne had started dominating the news cycle and memories she’d repressed with good reason had come flooding back. One in particular.

“Forget about tuition, Mom.” Lyra needed to get off the phone. It was easier to project normal at a distance, but it still came with a cost. “I can take next semester off, get a job, apply for loans for the fall.”

“Absolutely not.” The voice that issued those words wasn’t her mom’s.

“Hi, Dad.”

Keith Kane had married her mother when she was three and adopted her when she was five. He was the only dad she’d ever known. Until the dreams had started, she hadn’t even remembered her biological father.

“Your mom and I will handle this, Lyra.” There was no arguing with her dad’s tone.

The old Lyra wouldn’t have even tried. “Handle it how?” she pressed.

“We have options.”

Lyra knew, just from the way he said the word options, what he was thinking. “Mile’s End,” she said. He couldn’t mean it. Mile’s End was more than just a house. It was the attic gables and the front porch swing and the woods and the creek and generations of Kanes carving their names into the same tree.

Lyra had grown up at Mile’s End. She’d carved her name into that tree when she was nine years old. Her baby brother deserved to do the same. I can’t be the reason they sell.

“We’ve been talking about downsizing for a while now.” Her dad was calm, matter-of-fact. “The upkeep on this old place is killing us. If I let Mile’s End go, we could get a little house in town, put you through school, start a college fund for your brother. There’s a developer—”

“There’s always a developer.” Lyra didn’t even let him finish. “And you always tell them to go to hell.”

This time, the silence on the other end of the line spoke volumes.




CHAPTER 3
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Lyra

Running hurt. Maybe that was why she liked it. The old Lyra had hated running. Now, she could go distances. The problem was that, over time, it started hurting a little less. So every day, she pushed herself further.

And further.

And further.

Her parents and friends had been bewildered when she’d given up dancing for this. She’d held out until November of her senior year of high school, a year ago, nearly to the day. She’d faked it as long as she could. But even she wasn’t a good enough actress to fake the kind of dancer she’d been. Before.

It seemed wrong that her whole life had been derailed by a dream. A single memory. Lyra had known that her biological father was dead—but not that he’d committed suicide, not that she’d been there. She’d repressed the trauma so thoroughly, it hadn’t even existed for her. One day she’d been a normal, happy teenager, and the next—literally overnight—she wasn’t.

Wasn’t normal. Wasn’t okay, let alone happy.

Her parents knew—not what had changed but that something had. She’d fled to a faraway college, but look where that had gotten her. Scholarships only covered so much. Her parents had told her that the remainder of her out-of-state tuition wasn’t an issue, but clearly, they’d lied, which probably meant Lyra hadn’t done nearly as good a job at pretending to be normal as she’d thought.

As she ran—no matter how far she ran—Lyra’s brain kept cycling back to the same conclusion: I have to drop out. That would buy some time at least, take one bill off her parents’ plate. The prospect of quitting college shouldn’t have hurt. It wasn’t like Lyra had made friends this semester or even tried to. She’d coasted through her classes like an academically inclined zombie. She was just treading water.

But that was better than drowning.

Gritting her teeth, Lyra picked up her speed. This far into a run, that shouldn’t have been feasible. But sometimes, all you could do was push.

By the time she stopped, she could barely breathe. The track blurring in front of her, Lyra bent over, her hands on her knees, sucking in oxygen. And some asshole chose that moment to catcall her. Like she’d bent over just for him.

A moment later, a soccer ball rolled to a stop by her side.

Lyra glanced up, spotted a group of guys waiting to see how she would react, and spent a few seconds wondering what the collective noun for asshole was.

A bevy?

A clutch?

No, Lyra thought, picking up the ball. A circus. The circus of assholes probably wasn’t expecting her to punt the ball over their heads toward the goal, but her dad was a high school soccer coach, and once her body knew how to do something, it never forgot.

“Missed!” one of the guys yelled, cackling. The ball hit the crossbar at an angle, ricocheted off, and smacked the jerk who’d catcalled her in the back of his head.

“No,” Lyra called out. “I didn’t.”
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Dropping out was the right move. The only move. But when Lyra tried to walk up the steps to the Registrar’s Office, she ended up a block away at the campus post office instead.

I’m going to do it. I just need a minute. Lyra walked mechanically to her PO box. She wasn’t expecting mail. This was pure procrastination, but that didn’t stop her from turning the key and opening the box.

Inside, there was an envelope made of thick linen paper. No return address. She reached for it. The envelope was heavier than it looked. No postage. Lyra froze. This envelope—whatever it was—hadn’t been mailed.

Looking back over her shoulder, feeling suddenly like she was being watched, Lyra ripped the envelope open. There were two items inside.

The first was a thin sheet of paper with a message scrawled across it in dark-blue ink. YOU DESERVE THIS. As she read the words, the paper began crumbling in her hands. Seconds later, there was nothing left but dust.

Acutely aware of the way her heart was beating in her chest—pounding against the inside of her rib cage with brutal, repetitive force—Lyra reached for the second item in the envelope. It was the size of a folded letter, but the instant her fingers brushed its golden edge, she realized that it was made of metal—very thin metal.

Removing it from the envelope, Lyra saw that the metal was engraved: three words, plus a symbol. Not a symbol, she realized. A QR code, just waiting to be scanned. Reading the words told Lyra exactly what she held in her hand.

This was a ticket, an invitation, a summons. The words engraved above the code were instantly recognizable—to her, to anyone on the planet with access to media of any kind.

The Grandest Game.




CHAPTER 4
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Gigi

Gigi Grayson was not obsessed! She was not over-caffeinated! She certainly wasn’t about to fall off the roof! But try telling a Hawthorne that.

A steady hand caught her elbow. A suit-clad arm encircled her waist.

The next thing Gigi knew, she was safe in her bedroom. That was the way it was with her Hawthorne half brother: He made things happen in an instant. Grayson Hawthorne bled power. He won arguments with a single arch of his sharply angled blond brows!

And there was a teeny, tiny chance that Gigi had been about to fall off the roof.

“Grayson! I’ve missed your face! Here, have a cat!” Gigi swooped up Katara—her large Bengal cat, practically a leopard, really—and dumped the cat in Grayson’s arms.

Cats were an excellent way of disarming people.

Grayson, however, was impossible to take off guard. He stroked a hand firmly over Katara’s head. “Explain.” As the second-eldest of the four grandsons of deceased billionaire Tobias Hawthorne, Grayson was prone to issuing orders.

He also had a bad habit of forgetting that he was three and a half years older than she was, not thirty.

“Why I was on the roof, why I haven’t been returning your calls, or why I just handed you a cat?” Gigi asked cheerfully.

Grayson’s pale gray eyes roved over her room, taking in the hundreds of pieces of scratch paper that littered every surface: her mattress, her floor, even the walls. Then his gaze returned to Gigi. Without a word, Grayson gently pushed up her left sleeve. Notes danced across her skin, freshly inked in Gigi’s loopy, haphazard scrawl.

“I ran out of paper. But I think I’m getting close!” Gigi grinned. “I just needed a little change in perspective.”

Grayson gave her a look. “Hence, the roof.”

“Hence, the roof.”

Grayson set Katara gently down. “I thought you were going to use your gap year to travel.”

And that was why she’d been avoiding his calls. “I’ll have plenty of time to go all Gigi Without Borders later,” she promised.

“After the Grandest Game.” Grayson did not phrase that as a question.

Gigi didn’t deny it. What was the point? “Seven players,” she said, her eyes alight. “Seven golden tickets—three to players of Avery’s choosing and four wild cards.”

Those wild card tickets had been hidden in secret locations across the United States. A single clue had been released to the public less than twenty-four hours earlier. Gigi Grayson, puzzle solver, was on the case!

“Gigi,” Grayson said calmly.

“Don’t say anything!” Gigi blurted out. “It’s already going to look iffy enough that I’m your sister, when everyone knows the Grandest Game is a group effort.”

A group effort between the Hawthorne brothers and the Hawthorne heiress, between Tobias Hawthorne’s four grandsons and the seemingly random teenager who’d inherited the eccentric billionaire’s entire fortune.

“As it happens,” Grayson said, “I’ve had no involvement whatsoever in designing this year’s game. Avery and Jamie requested I be boots on the ground. I’ll be running things; thus, to protect the integrity of the puzzles, I’m going in with no foreknowledge whatsoever.”

Can’t tip your hand if you don’t know the cards, Gigi thought. “I love that for you,” she told Grayson. “But still! Shush.” She gave him her firmest look. “I have to do this on my own.”

Grayson responded to Gigi’s attempt at firmness with exactly two seconds of silence, followed by a single question: “Where is your bed?”

Gigi hadn’t been expecting the subject change. Very tricky, Grayson. Offering him her sunniest grin, Gigi gestured to the mattress on her floor. “Voilà!”

“That,” Grayson told her, “is a mattress. Where is your bed?”

The bed in question had been mahogany, an antique. Before Gigi could summon up a suitably chaotic distraction to deflect the question, Grayson strode toward her closet and opened it.

“You’re probably wondering where the rest of my clothes are,” Gigi said brightly. “And I would be happy to tell you—after the game.”

“In five words or less, Juliet.”

The use of her given name was probably a sign that he wasn’t going to let this go. In the year and a half since she’d met her brother, Gigi had gathered—through her powers of inference and also snooping—that Grayson was the grandson that billionaire Tobias Hawthorne had molded from childhood to be the perfect heir: formidable, commanding, always in control.

With a roll of her eyes, Gigi gave in to his demand, ticking the words off on her fingers as she went: “Reverse heist.” She grinned. “I did it in two!”

Grayson responded to that with another dreaded arch of his brow.

“Reverse heist,” Gigi clarified helpfully, “all the breaking, all the entering—but you leave something behind instead of stealing.”

“Am I to take it that your mahogany bedframe is now residing in someone else’s home?”

“Don’t be ridiculous!” Gigi said. “I sold it for cash and reverse-heisted that.” Making an executive decision, Gigi squatted and called Katara toward her.

Anticipating—correctly—that he was about to have a very large cat placed on his head, Grayson knelt and laid a light hand on Gigi’s shoulder. “Is this about our father?”

Gigi kept right on breathing. She kept right on smiling. The trick to pretending that THE SECRET was just a secret and that she excelled at keeping them was never to even think about Sheffield Grayson.

Besides, smiling made you happier. That was just science.

“This is about me,” Gigi said. She gave Katara some neck scritchies and used one of the cat’s paws to gesture to the door. “Vamoose.”

Grayson did not vamoose. “I have something for you.” He reached inside the jacket of his Armani suit and produced a black gift box: an inch tall and maybe twice the length of a Pop-Tart. “From Avery.”

Gigi stared at the box. As Grayson removed the lid, all she could think, over the sound of the roaring beat of her own heart, was: Seven golden tickets—three to players of Avery’s choosing.

“It’s yours if you want it.” Grayson’s voice was softer now. He wasn’t a soft person, and that told Gigi that this gift wasn’t just a lark. This was Avery trying to make up for—

Don’t think about it. Just keep smiling.

“I’m not going to tell anyone,” Gigi said, a traitorous lump rising in her throat. “Avery knows that, right?”

Grayson brought his eyes to hers. “She knows.”

Gigi took a deep breath and a step back. “Tell Avery thank you—but no.” Gigi didn’t want anyone’s guilt. She didn’t want their pity. She didn’t want Grayson to think for even a second that she wasn’t strong enough. That she was worth pitying.

“If you don’t take it,” Grayson said, “I have instructions to give this ticket to Savannah.”

“Savannah’s busy,” Gigi replied immediately. “With college. And basketball. And world domination.” Gigi’s twin didn’t know THE SECRET. Savannah was the smart twin, the pretty twin, the strong one. She was focused, determined, thriving in college.

And Gigi was … here.

She looked back to the writing on her arm, banishing Grayson’s presence from her mind. She could do this—all of it.

Keep THE SECRET.

Protect Savannah.

Break the code and obtain a ticket of her own.

And prove, for once in her life, that she had what it took to win.




CHAPTER 5
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Rohan

If I had a tenner, Rohan thought, for every time someone pointed a gun at the back of my head …

“Hand it over.” The fool with the gun had no idea how much his voice betrayed him.

“Hand what over?” Rohan turned, displaying his empty hands. Granted, they hadn’t been empty the second before.

“The ticket.” The man shook his gun in Rohan’s face. “Give it to me! There are only two wild cards left in the game.”

“Point of fact,” Rohan said lazily, “there are none.”

“You couldn’t possibly know that.”

Rohan smiled. “My mistake.” He saw the exact instant his opponent realized: Rohan didn’t make mistakes. He’d found his first wild card ticket in Las Vegas and a second one here in Atlanta, at which point, he’d moved on to the next phase of his plan.

This rooftop provided an excellent vantage point from which to observe the courtyard below.

“You have the last two tickets? Both of them?” The man lowered his gun and took a step forward—mistakes, both. “Give me one. Please.”

“I’m gratified to see your manners are improving, but as it happens, I prefer to choose my competition.” Rohan turned his back on the man—and the gun—and angled his gaze toward the courtyard below. “She’ll do.”

Four stories down, a young woman with hair the color of chocolate and a gravity-defying bounce in her step was investigating a statue.

“It’s possible,” Rohan said, a pleasant hum in his voice, “that the ticket I found up here is now residing down there.”

After a split second, the man with the gun bolted for the stairs—for the courtyard below. For the girl.

“Hurt her, and you’ll regret it.” Rohan didn’t put any heat in those words. He didn’t have to.

Most people had enough sense to recognize the moment he’d flipped the switch.
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“That’s it, folks! A press release from Hawthorne heiress Avery Grambs has confirmed that, less than forty-eight hours in, all seven slots in this year’s Grandest Game have been claimed.”

Sitting on the edge of a bed that was not his, wearing nothing but a lush Turkish cotton robe, Rohan twirled a knife slowly through his fingers. There were advantages to being a ghost. In the past year, he’d slipped in and out of luxury hotels like this one with ease. He’d spent that year obtaining funds, contacts, intelligence—not enough, in and of itself, to win him the Mercy, but enough that nothing about his current plan had been left to chance.

“Last year’s game was a free-for-all,” the reporter continued on-screen, “as people from around the world raced through a series of elaborate clues that took them from Mozambique to Alaska to Dubai. This year’s affair looks to be more intimate, with the identities of the seven lucky players currently a closely guarded secret.”

Not that closely guarded. Not against someone with Rohan’s skill set.

“The location of the game is also being kept tightly under wraps.”

“For some values of the word tightly,” Rohan quipped. He turned off the television. Upon claiming his ticket, he’d been given a pickup location and a time. Now that it was drawing close, he made his way to the luxury suite’s massive shower.

He lost the robe but kept the knife.

As the glass walls of the shower steamed up around him, Rohan brought the tip of his blade to the glass. He’d always had a light hand, always known exactly how hard—or soft—to push. Lightly, he skimmed the knife through the steam, drawing six symbols in the moisture on the surface of the glass.

A bishop, a rook, a knight, two pawns, and a queen.

Already, Rohan had begun to classify his competition. Odette Morales. Brady Daniels. Knox Landry. He dragged the tip of his blade through the bishop, the rook, and the knight. That just left the three players nearest to Rohan’s own age of not quite twenty. Gigi Grayson he’d observed from the rooftop. The other two he knew only on paper.

A game such as this one would require the cultivation of certain assets. Those three were … possibilities.

Gigi Grayson. Savannah Grayson. Lyra Kane. Only time would tell which of the three would prove of the most use to Rohan—and if any of them had the versatility of the queen.




CHAPTER 6
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Lyra

A chauffeured car picked Lyra up at the designated meeting spot. A private jet flew her from one secured airstrip to another. There, she found a helicopter.

“Welcome aboard.” A voice spoke from the far side of the aircraft, and a moment later, a long, lean form strolled around it to join her.

Lyra recognized him immediately. Of course she did. Jameson Hawthorne was very recognizable. “Technically, I’m not on board yet,” Lyra said.

Was that petty? Maybe. But he was a Hawthorne, and seeing him brought back the dream—and the only three things Lyra could remember her dead father ever saying to her.

Happy birthday, Lyra.

A Hawthorne did this.

And then, a riddle: What begins a bet? Not that.

“When I said aboard, I wasn’t talking about the chopper.” Jameson Hawthorne was apparently the kind of person who could roll a smirk right into a smile in the blink of an eye. “Welcome to the Grandest Game, Lyra Catalina Kane.”

There was something in the way he said those words, an unholy energy, an invitation.

“You’re Jameson Hawthorne,” Lyra said. She didn’t allow an ounce of awe in her tone. She didn’t want him to think she was affected by his presence, by his looks, by the way he leaned up against a helicopter as casually as he would have a wall.

“Guilty,” Jameson replied. “Of most things, really.” And then he looked over her shoulder. “You’re late,” he called.

“If by late, you mean early.”

Lyra froze. She knew that voice, knew it the way her body knew choreography she’d practiced a thousand times, like decades from now, she’d still ache with the memory of it the second she heard the music. She knew that voice.

Grayson Hawthorne.

“Definitely late,” Jameson called.

“I am never late.”

“It’s almost as if,” Jameson said innocently, “someone told you the wrong time.”

Lyra barely heard Jameson, because the only sound her brain could process was footsteps on the pavement behind her. She told herself that she was being ridiculous, that she couldn’t feel Grayson Hawthorne coming closer.

He was nothing to her.

A Hawthorne did this. That memory gave way to another, her father’s voice replaced by Grayson’s: Stop calling. That was the imperious, dismissive order he’d issued the third and final time she’d dialed his number looking for answers, looking for something.

To this day, Grayson Hawthorne was the only person she’d ever told about the memory, the dreams, her father’s suicide, the fact that she’d been there.

And Grayson Hawthorne hadn’t cared.

Of course he hadn’t. She was a stranger to him, a nobody, and he was a Hawthorne, an arrogant, cold, above-it-all, asshole Hawthorne who didn’t care how many lives his billionaire grandfather had ruined—or whose.

Grayson stopped a few feet shy of Lyra. “I assume, Jamie, that you’re aware that you’re being watched.”

“Oh, I assure you, he most definitely is.” That reply hadn’t come from Jameson.

Lyra finally managed to turn around. Beyond Grayson—who she did not look at—she could see a figure strolling toward them, far enough away that he shouldn’t have been able to hear or respond to the conversation.

And yet …Lyra studied the new arrival. He was tall, broad through the shoulders but lean everywhere else, and he moved with a grace that she recognized, like to like. His accent was British, his skin light brown, his cheekbones sharp.

And his smile was nothing short of dangerous.

His black, thick hair curled slightly on the ends, but there was nothing messy about it. About him. “Though, as a point of clarification,” the newcomer said, his eyes locking on to Lyra’s, “Jameson wasn’t the one I was watching.”

Me, Lyra thought. He was watching me. Scoping out the competition.

“Rohan,” Jameson greeted, his tone half-accusing and half-amused.

“Pleasure to see you, too, Hawthorne.” The guy’s accent sounded less aristocratic than it had a moment before, and Lyra was hit with the sudden sense that this Rohan could be whoever he wanted to be.

If only it were that easy for her.

“Take a step back,” Grayson ordered. Lyra wasn’t sure if he was talking to Jameson or Rohan. The only thing that was clear was that her presence didn’t even register.

“My uptight and somewhat less charismatic brother here is going to be the one making sure everybody plays by the rules this year,” Jameson warned Rohan. “Yourself included.”

“Personally,” Rohan said, his gaze going back to Lyra’s, his lips slowly curving into that smile again, “I find that playing by the rules is exactly half the fun.”




CHAPTER 7
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Lyra

Jameson flew the helicopter, which surprised Lyra less than the fact that Grayson deigned to ride in back with the players—four of them in total. The introductions had already been made.

Focus on the competition, Lyra told herself. Not on Grayson Hawthorne.

Rohan was to her right, conveniently blocking—or mostly blocking—Grayson from view. The British competitor sat with his long legs stretched out slightly, his posture casual—deliberately so. Opposite Rohan was a guy in his mid-twenties who Jameson had introduced as Knox Landry. Lyra turned her attention to him.

Knox had frat-boy hair, gelled and combed back except where it fell artfully into his face. He was white, lightly tanned, and brunette with shrewd eyes, dark eyebrows, and a sharp jawline, and he wore an expensive fleece sports vest over a collared shirt. The combined effect of his outfit and his hair should have screamed country club or finance bro, but a nose that had been broken one time too many whispered bar fight instead.

As Lyra studied him, Knox openly returned the favor. Whatever he saw in her, the guy clearly wasn’t impressed.

Underestimate me. Please. Lyra was used to it. There were worse things in the world than being handed a strategic advantage, right off the bat.

Her temper fully in check, Lyra turned her attention to the old woman seated beside Knox. Odette Morales had thick, silvery-gray hair that she wore long and loose. The tips—and only the tips—had been dyed jet black. Lyra wondered how old she was.

“Eighty-one, darling.” Odette read Lyra like a book, then smiled. “I like to think I’ve mellowed with age.”

Not mellow, Lyra registered. Something about Odette—her aging beauty, her smile—reminded Lyra of an eagle on the hunt.

The helicopter took a sudden, sharp turn, trapping a breath in Lyra’s throat as the view out her window banished every other thought from her mind. The Pacific Ocean was vast and blue—a rich, dark blue woven through with shades of green just as deep. Along the coastline, large rock formations jutted out above the water, like monuments to another time and a more ancient earth. There was something magical about the way the waves broke against the rocks.

As the helicopter peeled off the coast and soared out over the water, Lyra wondered how far they had to go. What kind of range did this helicopter have? A hundred miles? Five hundred miles?

Take it all in. Breathe. For an instant, as the chopper continued zinging along its path, all Lyra could see was ocean—fathomless, limitless.

And then, she saw the island.

It wasn’t large, but as the helicopter drew closer, it became clear to Lyra that the splotch of land wasn’t as small as it had first appeared, either. The view from above was mostly beige and green—except where it was black.

That was when Lyra knew: where they were, where they were going. Hawthorne Island.

The helicopter dipped suddenly, diving downward, then straightening just in time to skim inches above the tree line. In the span of a heartbeat, the chopper crossed from healthy forest to the charred remains of long-dead trees, a reminder that this wasn’t just a private island, a holiday getaway, a billionaire’s indulgence, one of many.

This place was haunted.

Lyra knew better than most: Tragedy couldn’t just be wiped away. Loss left marks. The deeper the scar, the longer it lasted. There was a fire here, decades ago. She tried to remember everything she’d read about the fire on Hawthorne Island. People died. Blame fell on a local girl, not the Hawthornes.

Convenient, that.

Lyra leaned forward in her seat and inadvertently caught sight of Grayson. He had the kind of face that looked like it had been carved from ice or stone—sharp angles, hard jaw, lips full enough that they should have softened his face but didn’t. His hair was pale, his eyes a piercing, silvery gray. Grayson Hawthorne looked, in Lyra’s opinion, exactly like he sounded, like weaponized perfection: inhuman, in control, without mercy.

To whom am I speaking? his voice said in her memory. Or would you prefer I rephrase the question: On whom am I about to hang up?

Lyra slammed herself back in her seat. Luckily, no one noticed.

They were landing.

A circular target marked the helipad, and thanks to Jameson Hawthorne, they touched down dead center in a landing so smooth that Lyra barely felt it.

It was less than a minute until the helicopter doors opened, but even that felt like too long. Lyra couldn’t escape the enclosed space fast enough.

“In some senses,” Jameson announced once the players had deboarded, “the game starts tonight. But in another very real sense … it starts right now.”

Right now. Lyra’s heart rate ticked up. Forget Grayson. Forget the Hawthornes. They’d been children when her stranger of a father had died with the Hawthorne name on his lips. Maybe they could have found something out about the truth, if they’d cared to—if he had cared to—but that wasn’t why she’d come. Lyra was here for her family. For Mile’s End.

“You’ll have until sunset to explore the island,” Jameson told the players, leaning back against the helicopter once more. “It’s within the realm of possibility that we’ve hidden a few things out there. Hints about what you can expect in this year’s game. Objects that will prove of use, somewhere down the line.” Jameson pushed off the helicopter, prowling around the lot of them as he continued. “There’s a newly built house on the north point. Do whatever you like between now and sundown, but anyone who fails to make it inside the house by the time the sun fully disappears from the horizon is out the game.”

Explore the island. Make it in by sundown. Lyra’s body was ready, her muscles primed to move, her senses heightened. She walked straight past Grayson Hawthorne to the edge of the landing pad.

“Watch your step,” his crisp, self-assured voice ordered behind her. “There’s a drop-off.”

“I don’t fall,” Lyra said flatly. “Good balance.” There was no reply, and despite herself, she glanced back. Her gaze landed first on Jameson, who was looking at Grayson with the oddest expression on his face. And Grayson …

Grayson was looking at her. He stared at Lyra—not just like he was noticing her for the first time, but like her very existence had smacked him in the jaw.

Was he really so unused to anyone pushing back?

Lyra didn’t need this. She needed to move. Knox and Rohan were already gone. Odette stood facing the ocean, the wind blowing her long, black-tipped hair behind her like a flag.

Jameson looked from Grayson to Lyra and smiled a smile that could only be described as wicked. “This should be fun.”



PENGUIN BOOKS

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Penguin Books is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published in the USA by Little, Brown and Company, a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc., and in Great Britain by Penguin Books 2024


Copyright © Jennifer Lynn Barnes, 2024

Magnet poetry art © THP Creative/Shutterstock.com

Cover art copyright © Katt Phatt, 2024

Cover copyright © Hachette Book Group, Inc., 2024

The moral right of the author and illustrator has been asserted

Cover art © Katt Phatt
Cover design by Karina Granda
Interior design by Carla Weise

ISBN: 978-0-241-63871-2

This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorized distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.


EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/images/p003.png





EPUB/images/p022.png





EPUB/images/p017.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/images/cover.jpg
AN INHERITANCE GAMES NOVEL

W

JENNIFER LYNN BARNES

THE NUMBER ONE BESTSELLER





EPUB/images/p005.png





EPUB/images/p001.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


