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The Grandest Game had to be allowed to reach its conclusion. Of that, she was certain. Carefully laid plans depended on it.

Of course, what that conclusion was mattered a great deal.

It was a delicate balance, steering the tide without revealing her hand. But then, delicate was a specialty of hers.

Alice had seen to that.




CHAPTER 1
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Lyra

Kissing Grayson Hawthorne felt like stepping out of time. Nothing else existed. Not the ground beneath Lyra’s feet. Not the ruins or the cliffs. Just this. Every place their bodies touched. His lips and hers. A jagged breath—this.

The right kind of disaster just waiting to happen, Odette’s voice whispered in Lyra’s memory. A Hawthorne and a girl who has every reason to stay away from Hawthornes.

As if he’d heard Lyra’s thoughts, Grayson pulled his lips slowly back from hers. “I usually have more control than this,” he said, his voice achingly low.

“I usually have better sense,” Lyra replied, keenly aware of just how close her lips still were to his—and how close the two of them were to a repeat performance. That kiss, their first, their only, had been earth-shattering.

It had also almost certainly been a mistake.

The wind off the ocean picked up behind Lyra, sending her ponytail flying into her face—and his. Grayson tamed her long hair, pushing it back, and as he did, the wind calmed, too, so suddenly and completely that Lyra couldn’t shake the illogical thought that he had calmed it through sheer force of will.

An alarm went off in the back of Lyra’s mind. This was Grayson Hawthorne.

And even if he wasn’t the cold, above-it-all, asshole rich boy she’d thought him to be twenty-four hours earlier, he was still a Hawthorne. His blood wasn’t just blue; it was practically cerulean. And soon enough, the Grandest Game would be over, and promises or not, Lyra and Grayson Hawthorne would go back to being what they’d always been: little more than strangers … with every reason to stay away from each other.

Neither one of you knows what you think you know. Another of Odette’s warnings echoed through Lyra’s memory, but even that couldn’t distract her from the fact that she was still so close to Grayson that she could feel his every breath on her skin.

“We should try to get some sleep before phase two,” Lyra said. The words came out throaty and low. She’d been aiming for practical. They’d been given twelve hours to recover from the first phase of the game. So far, Lyra hadn’t managed anything resembling respite.

“We should,” Grayson agreed, but instead of putting even a modicum of space between them, he brushed the knuckles of his right hand lightly over her cheek, stealing her next breath like a born thief. “I meant what I said, Lyra. We’ll figure this out—the game and all the rest.”

The rest. That was the understatement of the century, and even just thinking the words had others ringing through Lyra’s mind. A Hawthorne did this.

A Hawthorne.

Omega.

There are always three.

Lyra took a step back. Maybe with a little more distance, she’d be able to breathe, to think, to focus on what came next. The two of them were standing on what had once been the cliffside patio of a glorious mansion that was nothing but ruins now, a charred and visible reminder of the way even the grandest things could be reduced to ashes.

“Someone sent me here.” Lyra focused on that. “Someone put me in this game, and whoever that person is—they know about my father. I’m someone’s pawn.” Lyra looked away from Grayson’s pale and piercing eyes. “Or a weapon. Or a bomb.”

That was the logical conclusion, wasn’t it? That the person who’d sent her that ticket had put Lyra in the Grandest Game because of her history with the Hawthorne family? Because of her father’s death.

Because of Alice Hawthorne’s role in it.

“You are no one’s weapon, Lyra,” Grayson said, his tone making it perfectly clear just how rarely he lost arguments of any kind, “bomb or otherwise, and you are certainly not a pawn.”

“Then what am I?” Lyra retorted, her gaze returning to his like a homing missile.

“You are lethal,” Grayson said quietly, “in the best possible way.”

Where did he get off saying something like that and sounding, for all the world, like he meant it? Lyra went to take another step back, but Grayson reached for her shoulder, and the next thing she knew, he’d reversed their positions. Now Grayson was the one standing with his back to the cliff’s edge, and Lyra had the magnificent ocean view.

He’d just put himself between her and the drop-off. “I don’t need your protection, Hawthorne.”

Grayson arched a brow. “Agree to disagree.”

The wind off the ocean picked up again. A front rolling in. A slight shiver passed through Lyra’s body. Eyeing her, Grayson undid the top button on the jacket of his fits-like-a-glove suit. The middle button was next.

“What are you doing?” Lyra asked. She wasn’t just talking about his suit jacket, and he was perceptive enough to know that. What are we doing?

“I would think the answer apparent.” Grayson undid the final button on his jacket, and then …

The jacket came off, and Lyra’s body remembered: My lips and yours. A jagged breath.

“You’d better not be planning on offering me that jacket.” Lyra steeled her voice.

“You’re cold.” Grayson’s lips curved. “And I believe that I have already acquainted you with the fact that when I encounter a problem, I solve it.”

This was about so much more than the damn jacket. It was about his family and hers and an unknown threat. It was about the fact that Odette Morales, the one person who might have known some fraction of the big picture here, had given up her spot in the Grandest Game—and her chance at millions—because of the danger that Lyra and Grayson somehow represented.

The right kind of disaster just waiting to happen.

“I don’t need your jacket,” Lyra told Grayson.

“Perhaps I need to give it to you,” Grayson suggested. “Chivalry. It’s a coping mechanism.”

“I’m warning you, Hawthorne: If you try to put that jacket around my shoulders, I’m taking mine off and giving it to you.” To make her point, Lyra lifted a hand to the zipper on her own athletic jacket—which, to be fair, was more of an outer shirt.

Grayson took a moment to assess whether or not she was bluffing.

Lyra was not bluffing.

“Consider me warned,” Grayson replied archly. He slipped his suit jacket back on.

Lyra narrowed her eyes. “Why do I feel like I lost this argument?” she said.

“Because,” Grayson replied, “I’m still standing between you and the edge of the cliff.”




CHAPTER 2
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Lyra

Once upon a time, Lyra might have had it in her to let another person protect her, but that was before. Before the dreams had started. Before she’d realized that her entire life had been a lie.

For years, her parents had let her believe that she was normal. They’d let her just go on like the defining trauma of her life had never happened, like her biological father hadn’t abducted her from preschool on her fourth birthday, like she hadn’t witnessed his suicide. And once Lyra had remembered, it was like nothing about the life she’d lived fit anymore, like the person she’d been had never even been real. She hadn’t wanted anyone to know why she’d changed, so she’d pretended that she hadn’t. She’d faked it for as long as she could.

But there was no faking anything with Grayson Hawthorne. And these days, when it came to the possibility of being hurt in any way, Lyra had to face it head-on. She had to protect herself, and Grayson made that so very hard. He was a hand on the back of her neck, pulling her from the darkness, telling her that she did not have to be fine.

But she did.

So instead of letting Grayson escort her back to the puzzle-filled mansion on the north point to get some sleep, Lyra warned him not to follow her and took off on another run.

Even though she’d already pushed her body to its limits.

Even though she needed her mind sharp for what was to come.

Lyra ran because her thoughts were a mess. She ran to stop her body from remembering his. She ran because she could.

Grayson must have sensed that it really wouldn’t be wise to follow, because he didn’t, and eventually, once Lyra had pushed herself hard enough and long enough, the ghost of his touch left her, and the only thing that existed besides the burning in her muscles and her lungs was the island.

Lyra felt it like an extension of herself: wild and free, scarred and ruined, beautiful, sharp. Hawthorne Island was full of rocky shores and steep drops, native grass and soaring trees, cliffs upon cliffs, the occasional narrow slice of beach, all of it surrounded by ocean.

The day before, Lyra had been drawn again and again to the burned forest. Today, she stuck to the southern and eastern shores—the roughest terrain on the island by far. Uneven ground. Thorns. And very little else. Objectively, it didn’t resemble the place where Lyra had grown up, but somehow, Mile’s End and the most untouched parts of Hawthorne Island felt the same to her: unchanging, real in a way that nothing more developed ever was.

Lyra let that feeling fill her as she ran, her sense of purpose crystalizing. She’d entered the Grandest Game to save Mile’s End. Everything—and everyone—else could wait.

When Lyra finally reached the point where she could risk not running, where she could let herself stop, she stared up at the lone, breathtaking structure on the southeastern shore. Out on the water, massive stone arches that looked like they’d been lifted straight from ancient Rome cast outsized shadows on blue-green waters. Beneath those arches, there was a dock.

Breathing heavily, Lyra made her way onto a large boat slip that stood perpendicular to two smaller ones, a platform in between. Her body very nearly spent, she walked to the end of the dock, and as she stared out at the water, an odd feeling hit her, like calloused fingers skimming her shoulder blades. Lyra turned, casting her gaze back toward the island.

Nothing. She was alone.

Exhaling, Lyra turned to face the ocean. She tried to make out the mainland in the distance and couldn’t. The real world was out there somewhere, but Lyra couldn’t see it. She couldn’t see anything other than water and shadows and a light fog on the ocean.

And still …

Still. As Lyra stood there, staring out at the Pacific, she had the strangest sense that she was being watched.




CHAPTER 3
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Grayson

Grayson looked down at the smartwatch on his wrist. Given that each remaining player in the Grandest Game had been given one, it doubtlessly did more than tell time. A thorough assessment, however, revealed that the only thing Grayson could do with the watch at this juncture was toggle between the time and another symbol.

A spade.

In phase one of the game, the players had been divided into teams: Hearts, Diamonds, and Clubs. Grayson’s mind made quick work of this fourth symbol. Spades—for the people behind the scenes. From the beginning, Grayson had been able to feel his brothers’ and Avery’s touches in every detail of the Grandest Game—including the fact that they’d made him a player. Grayson had fully intended to have a conversation with all four of them about that, but now there were more important conversations to be had.

Grayson tapped the spade. A text box and keyboard popped up, a way to send a message to the game makers. Grayson chose his words with care, a simple anagram that Avery and his brothers would recognize as a Hawthorne request—meaning that it really was not a request at all.

ZEN DROVE US.

Grayson waited for a reply, and eventually, he got one. NORTHERN SHORE.
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Grayson knew from experience that, when it came to his brothers, a rendezvous could take a variety of forms. Some involved explosions. Some involved helicopters. Sword fights, mud wrestling, karaoke, and fisticuffs were all on the table. But the brother who joined Grayson on the northern shore of Hawthorne Island wasn’t prone to most of those.

“Nash.” Grayson kept his gaze trained on the ocean and greeted his eldest brother moments before Nash stepped into his peripheral vision.

“Thinkin’ about a swim?” The oldest of the four Hawthorne brothers nodded his head toward the waves.

“A bit cold for that,” Grayson replied.

“Never stopped you before.”

“Assignment from my therapist,” Grayson said evenly. “Apparently, I swim as an exercise in punishing perfectionism with the goal of exhausting myself to the point where I cannot feel. It is, supposedly, healthier to let the thoughts and the feelings come.”

Thoughts like: Some mistakes are worth making.

Thoughts like: Why not me? With her, right now—why not me?

But Grayson hadn’t called for a rendezvous to discuss his feelings. “There’s a threat,” he told Nash. “Or at the very least, the potential for one. Lyra Kane received her ticket to the Grandest Game from an anonymous third party. Someone sent her here.”

Nash chewed on that. “Now why would an anonymous third party do that?”

Exactly. “As it happens, our family was implicated in Lyra’s father’s death.” Grayson’s voice sounded, to his own ears, far more measured than he felt. “Suicide. She was four. She was there.” Just thinking about what the memory of that night did to Lyra made Grayson want to wage war on behalf of the child she’d been—and that wasn’t even touching on the woman she was now.

In his entire life, Grayson had kissed four people, counting Lyra. And when he’d kissed her, for the first time in his life, he’d let the feelings come. All of them.

Lyra Kane kissed the way she moved: with heightened bodily awareness, with grace, like kissing was a matter of whole-body coordination.

“How big a threat is she?” Nash asked, his tone casual. Grayson wasn’t fooled. A threat to one of them was a threat to all of them, and Nash was a man who defended what he loved.

“Lyra is not the threat.” Grayson hadn’t meant to issue that statement as a warning, but there it was.

Nash cocked his head. “Exactly how far gone are you, little brother?”

“It’s only been one day,” Grayson replied, the answer automatic.

Nash rocked back on the heels of his boots. “I knew almost immediately with Lib.”

Libby Grambs—Libby Hawthorne, now—was Nash’s wife. Grayson lips quirked upward just thinking about his sister-in-law and the babies she was carrying. “How is Libby?”

“Full of cravings. A little cranky.” Nash grinned. “Wholly incandescent.” He turned his head to shoot Grayson a knowing look. “I’m going to ask again, Gray: How far gone are you with this girl who’s not a threat?”

Grayson fixed his eyes back on the horizon. Let it all come. “Far enough.”

Nash let out a low whistle. “Jamie was right. This is gonna be fun.”

“Delighted to amuse,” Grayson said dryly. “But I didn’t call you here for fun. What do we know about the blackout last night?”

During phase one, the power had gone off—generator and backup generator both.

“Xander says the culprits appear to be squirrels,” Nash replied. “The collective noun of which he insists is also squirrel.”

“A squirrel of squirrels?” Grayson tone made it clear: His skepticism was not limited to Xander’s linguistic assertion.

“Island’s locked down tight,” Nash said.

“Either it’s not locked down as tight as you think or Lyra’s sponsor has another player in the game.” With characteristic efficiency, Grayson proceeded to tell Nash about the notes someone had left for Lyra in the burned forest, bearing her dead father’s names—his aliases. “You’ll also want to have someone keep tabs on Odette Morales now that she’s exited the game. She knows something.”

“What kind of something?”

Grayson saw no reason to dissemble. “The kind that involves our grandmother not being nearly as dead as advertised.”

Nash responded to that bombshell with trademark calm, removing his worn cowboy hat and running his thumb slowly over its edge. He’d done the exact same thing the one and only time Grayson had ever taken a swing at him.

“You’re going to want to get in a sharing mood real quick, little brother.”

Grayson narrowed his eyes, but ultimately, he allowed Nash to get away with pulling rank. “As of fifteen years ago—several years after our grandmother’s supposed death—Alice Hawthorne was apparently alive and well. She came to the old man, revealed herself, and asked him for a favor.” Grayson paused, thinking about the grandfather he had known, the Tobias Hawthorne who’d come out on top of every challenge, every confrontation. The one who’d trained them to do the same. “Also fifteen years ago,” Grayson continued, “one of the last things that Lyra’s father said to her before putting a bullet in his own head was: A Hawthorne did this.”

“A. Hawthorne. Alice.”

“You’ll tell the others.” Grayson did not phrase that as a question. “There may be more than one game being played on this island.”

“Do we call it off?” Nash said, steady as ever. “This year’s Grandest Game?”

“No.” Grayson didn’t even hesitate. “Either there is no true threat and calling the game off would be premature, or there is one—and we need to take this opportunity to identify it.”

The first step to neutralizing an opponent was to make them show their hand.

“So you’re playing,” Nash said. “Phase two.”

“I’m playing,” Grayson confirmed. Not to win—but for her.

Nash ran the back of his hand over the five o’clock shadow on his jaw and smiled slightly. “What does she need the prize money for?”

Grayson’s brothers had all always been too perceptive for their own good. “She wants to save her family home.” Grayson thought about Lyra refusing his jacket and threatening to give him hers. “Suffice it to say, the lady will not accept a dime from me.”

Lyra needed to win the money. Grayson needed to do whatever he could to help her.

“She got a nickname for you yet?” Nash cocked a brow.

Grayson’s lips twitched. “I’m pretty sure it’s asshole.”

“I like her already.” Nash grinned and put his hat back on. “And speaking of family, I have something to tell you, and you’re not gonna like it. When we went to escort the eliminated players off the island, Gigi never showed. Little sis is MIA—and so is Xander’s boat. Seems Gigi took it and left a note. And apology Twinkies.”

Grayson frowned. “We’re on an island. Where did Gigi get Twinkies?”

“My understanding from Xan is that it was more of an IOU.”

Grayson kneaded his forehead. That sounded exactly like his sister, and Grayson didn’t need Nash to tell him that Gigi had taken being eliminated from the Grandest Game hard. “I should have checked on her.”

“Alisa’s already working on tracking down the boat. We’ll find little sis. In the meantime, you’ve got a game to play—and another sister to watch out for.”

Savannah. Nash’s reminder had Grayson thinking about his sister’s roughly shorn hair—hair that looked very much like it had been cut with a knife. And then Grayson thought about the player with whom Savannah appeared to have allied herself in this game.

The person who had, in all likelihood, borne the knife.

“Savannah doesn’t want me looking after her,” Grayson commented with all the calm he could muster.

“The ones who need the most looking after never do.” Nash slapped Grayson on the back. “And on that note, we fixed a room up for you at the house.” He held out a large, bronze key. “Find it and get some shut-eye, little brother. Phase two is not for the weak of heart.”




CHAPTER 4
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Rohan

Rohan never slept deeply. He hadn’t since he was a child. Memories lingered in deep sleep, like shadows with a mind and hunger of their own, so Rohan slept lightly—always aware, always listening, always on guard.

And yet …

He woke in Savannah Grayson’s bed to find himself alone. Let your guard down, did you, boy? the Proprietor’s voice said somewhere in his mind. The formidable Ms. Grayson was nowhere to be seen—and neither was Rohan’s room key.

He knew immediately what Savannah was up to. The sword.

The weapon in question was a longsword with words etched along its silver blade: From every trap be free, for every lock a key. Each team in phase one had been given its own sword—just one. Rohan had made a point the night before of keeping possession of the one he and Savannah had been given. They might have been allies, but theirs was an alliance with a ticking clock.

Ultimately, the Grandest Game could have only one winner, and for Rohan, everything was on the line. He would win. Savannah just hadn’t realized it yet. She’d doubtless stolen his key to search his room for the sword and claim it as her own.

Propping himself up on his elbows, Rohan smiled wolfishly. Good luck with that, love. He decided to return the favor, searching Savannah’s room while she was gone. With skilled hands, he tested every floorboard, pressed at every molding with fingers both dexterous and strong, removed pillows from their cases, sheets from the bed. He flipped the mattress, searching it for slits. When that turned up nothing, Rohan made his way into the attached bathroom.

Sitting on the marble counter was a mask made of swirling, silvery blue metal. Three teardrop diamonds hung from the corner of each eye. The design had suited Savannah at the masquerade ball the prior evening. Rohan ran the pad of his index finger over the delicate strings of diamonds. Precious gemstones, frozen tears.

But Rohan knew: Savannah Grayson didn’t cry.

Wondering how long it would take her to admit defeat in his room, Rohan turned on Savannah’s shower. While the water heated up, he gathered his clothes from the floor of the bedroom and slipped a pair of glass dice out of his pocket.

The indomitable Ms. Grayson had a lot to learn. If she’d been playing long games for as many years as Rohan had, she would have stolen his dice and then gone to look for the sword.

Stepping into the shower, Rohan laid his red dice on a marble shelf and gave his body up to the scalding spray. Rohan had never minded heat. The cold was a different matter—cold water, especially.

The past will drown you if you let it, boy. The Proprietor’s voice echoed through the twisting halls of Rohan’s mind. Like stones tied to your ankles.

Rohan stepped farther into the scalding heat of the spray, taking in it a distinct kind of pleasure. His focus was sharpest in moments like these. I am going to win the Grandest Game.

Power came, always, at a cost. Pain was a reminder of that. And heat reminded Rohan: I was not made to shiver or drown.

Whatever he had to do to win, he would do it.

Footsteps. Rohan marked the sound of them and the length of the stride—Savannah, incoming. Soon enough, she was standing right outside the shower curtain.

“I didn’t say you could use my shower.” Savannah Grayson’s voice was a socialite’s voice, its sharpness the sharpness of diamonds, not glass.

“And I didn’t say you could try to steal my sword,” Rohan replied lazily. It was too bad, really, that her shower had a curtain instead of a glass door. He would have liked to have seen the expression on her delightfully angular face the moment he called her out.

“The sword isn’t yours.”

Didn’t find it, did you, love? Rohan’s smile deepened. “Agree to disagree.”

“Get out of my shower,” Savannah ordered.

Rohan, magnificent bastard that he was, was happy to comply. He turned off the water, swept the red glass dice from the shelf with his left hand, and curled the fingers on his right hand around the curtain. “Careful what you wish for, love.”

Savannah threw a towel over the rod. Hard. Rohan made use of it, toweling off, then wrapping it around his waist before stepping out from behind the curtain. “I do hope you put my room back as you found it after you failed to find that sword.”

Savannah’s gaze roved over his body—chest, abs, down to the place where the towel hugged his hips. “I hope you weren’t expecting what happened to mean anything,” she replied.

Ruthless. Rohan appreciated that in a woman—in anyone, really. “I expect you to hold up your end of the deal in this phase of the game, Savvy, and that is all.”

Per their agreed-upon terms, the two of them would continue playing the Grandest Game as a team until—and only until—the competition had been effectively dispatched.

“There’s no need for concern.” Savannah arched a pale brow at him. “When I promised to work alongside you and then destroy you, I meant it.” She turned toward the mirror, examining her own reflection—an attempt, Rohan was certain, to keep from further examining him.

He brought one hand to rest on the towel around his hips and smirked at her.

“Grayson is going to be a problem,” Savannah commented coolly.

All business. “How fortunate, then,” Rohan said, “that I excel at taking care of problems.” And how fortunate that the Hawthorne brother in question has developed a weakness.

Savannah raised her chin, her newly shorn hair making her pale eyes look that much larger, her cheekbones that much sharper. “What do you know about the girl?” she asked.

Lyra Kane. Savannah had zeroed in on Grayson’s weak point with admirable efficiency.

“What do you know,” Rohan countered, “about how Lyra Kane’s father’s name ended up plastered all over the burnt forest?”

“What are you suggesting?” Savannah could play the ice queen to perfection.

“You have a sponsor, love.” Rohan didn’t pull his punches. “You’re very likely not the only player with one, and I doubt any of them are above playing dirty.” He gave her a look. “Tell me I’m wrong.”

“If I wasted my time pointing out your every misapprehension, we’d barely have any left to strategize.” Savannah gave a deadly, elegant little shrug. “I will, however, point out that you are the one more positioned to know other players’ secrets—assuming, of course, that the Mercy is as powerful as you claim.”

An eighteen-year-old American girl couldn’t even begin to fathom the power, the wealth, the reach of the Devil’s Mercy, the organization that had raised Rohan, the organization that he was determined to rule. He’d been given a year to come up with the buy-in, a year to obtain ten million pounds and claim his rightful place as the next Proprietor.

Unless and until he did so, as far as the Mercy was concerned, Rohan was nothing.

“You claim that you want to win more than I do.” Savannah shifted her gaze back to his. “You never told me why.”

“Imagine that,” Rohan replied.

Savannah narrowed her eyes at him. “You know why I’m here.”

Rohan stepped forward, his body brushing hers. “I’ll never pause again,” he quoted, “never stand still, till either death hath closed these eyes of mine or fortune given me measure of … revenge.”

Rohan gauged Savannah’s response to that final word in the slow rise and fall of her chest.

“Henry the Sixth, Part Three,” he clarified.

“I am well aware,” Savannah replied. She didn’t take the bait, didn’t say a word about her motivation for playing this game—or her plot for revenge. “Perhaps you should be going.” She picked up Rohan’s clothes and tossed them at him. “We have hours yet before phase two, and there’s no reason for you to spend them here.”

No reason. Is that right, love? “You mentioned strategy.” Rohan lowered his voice, a move aimed at forcing her to lean slightly toward him. “Here’s a tip, Savvy: divide and conquer.” Now it was Rohan’s turn to lean forward ever so slightly. “And here’s another one: The fewer players there are left in a game, the more important it becomes to control the board.”

“The board,” Savannah repeated, intensity in her tone. “The island.”

“The island. The house. The objects.” Rohan held Savannah’s gaze a moment longer, then brushed past her and stepped into the bedroom. “Think fast, love.” He tossed something back over his shoulder at her.

He heard her catch the glass dice—the white dice, hers, lifted from her pocket, along with his room key—as he’d passed.

“And that,” Rohan called back, as he sauntered out of Savannah’s room, “is why I’m the one in charge of securing our sword.”




CHAPTER 5
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Gigi

“Good. You’re waking up. You’ve been out for hours.”

The first thing Gigi was aware of was the voice—male, quiet, a little rough.

The second thing was the feel of a fur throw beneath her body, soft and warm.

And the third thing was ABSOLUTELY EVERYTHING ELSE, including and especially the fact that there was a distinct possibility that she had been kidnapped.

Gigi blinked rapidly. No need to panic! she told herself sternly. I’m sure it was a completely amiable kidnapping. Maniacal optimism in the face of danger was a real strength of Gigi’s—and so was taking in every last detail of any situation.

The room around her was large, circular, and dimly lit. Light crept in through cracks in the stone wall, tiny, concentrated beams shining in the air like stars in the sky. Somewhere up above—the building was at least forty feet tall—there must have been windows, but Gigi couldn’t see them, only the faint light they let in, which cast shadows on a twisting staircase made of stone.

Absolutely nothing to worry about here, Gigi assured herself. As far as she could tell, there was nothing else in the room except for herself, the criminally soft blanket beneath her, the staircase, a door …

And the person blocking the door.

“I’m not going to hurt you.” He made that statement sound less comforting than matter-of-fact.

“That’s my line,” Gigi replied, trying to buy herself some time to study her captor. Blond hair hung in his face, partially obscuring eyes so dark brown they looked nearly black. She knew from their last meeting that he had a scar through one eyebrow, but she couldn’t see it now—not with his hair in his face, not from this distance, not in this light. Instead, Gigi’s gaze was drawn to the tattoos on his arm, thick, black, semi-jagged lines that looked like nothing so much as claw marks.

“I’m not going to hurt you is your line?” He may or may not have been amused by that. His stone-cold expression and utterly flat voice made it hard to tell. “Glad to hear I’m not at risk of bodily harm.”

Oh, you definitely are. Gigi considered the merits of an unexpected flying tackle, but she’d obtained a head wound during the Grandest Game, and it was pounding just a teensy bit. A thing like that could really throw off a person’s tackling calculus.

“Actually,” Gigi informed him, adjusting her legs to sit crisscross, “my line is You’re not going to hurt me—said with a smile.”

“You say everything with a smile.”

“Not everything. Observe.” Gigi pointed an emphatic, jabby finger at her captor. “You knocked me out! And kidnapped me! You broody-faced muscle-goblin!”

She really hadn’t meant to say anything about his muscles.

Can’t say I wasn’t warned, Gigi thought with an internal sigh. A year and a half earlier, her brother had warned her that this mysterious stranger—Code Name: Mimosas—was Very Bad News. Grayson had told her to run the other way if she so much as saw the guy. And what had Gigi done when she’d realized Mimosas was on Hawthorne Island, interfering with the Grandest Game?

She’d gone looking for him.

“Kidnapped is a bit harsh, sunshine. I’m just doing damage control. As soon as the game is over, I’ll let you go.”

“What are you up to, Mimosas?” Gigi narrowed her eyes. “What is Eve up to?”

Gigi didn’t know all that much about this guy’s employer, but she knew that Grayson considered Eve dangerous. She knew that Eve had resources—and a personal connection to the Hawthorne family.

“Mimosas?” her captor said.

Gigi did not dignify that question with a response. Instead, she plotted. Mr. Very Bad News had made a key error in taking her. In addition to being an Olympic-level optimist, Gigi was also very skilled at the art of interrogation.

Unveil evil plot first, tackle later, she thought. “What does Eve want with me?” Gigi smiled her most endearing smile. “And on a scale of one to ten, how dastardly are her intentions and/or yours with regards to the game?”

No response.

“Fine,” Gigi said, as agreeable as agreeable could be. “On a scale of one to twelve and a half, how—”

“Eve doesn’t know I took you.” Dark, dark eyes stared at her from behind the blond hair in his face. “I didn’t do it for her.”

Gigi suddenly flashed back to the moment he’d knocked her out, to his voice in her ear. Easy there, sunshine. Gigi swallowed. “Did you take me to protect me from Eve?”

Maybe that was overly optimistic. Maybe not.

Mimosas was silent for the longest time. Finally, he crouched, bringing his eyes level with hers, his forearms braced lightly against his thighs. “What makes you so sure that Eve is the only threat I might be protecting you from?”




CHAPTER 6


[image: ]

Lyra

The dream started, as ever, with the flower. A calla lily. Then came the candy necklace. Only three pieces of candy. Somewhere in Lyra’s consciousness, Odette Morales said: There are always three. But in the dream, Lyra was small. In the dream, there was no Odette. There was only a shadow and a gun and a man’s voice saying, “A Hawthorne did this.”

Only this time, Lyra saw the man’s face. She saw his eyes, her father’s eyes, amber just like her own.

And then everything was dark.

And then her feet were sticky with blood.

And then she was running barefoot on pavement, out into the night.

Lyra’s eyes snapped open. She forced herself to exhale the breath trapped in her chest, forced the muscles in her body to relax, one by one. She reached for the feeling she’d had running the island, that clarity, and rolled out of bed and into a stretch, lifting her knee to her chest. After a few seconds, she rotated her hip and extended her leg back and up—and up and up, until she could feel a low, familiar ache in her hips and back. She switched legs, stopping only when the watch on her left wrist began to buzz.

A message appeared on its screen: DON YOUR ARMOR.

The night before, it had been gowns and masks. Today, it was armor. Lyra couldn’t help wondering what that said about phase two. She tapped a red circle that had appeared beneath the words, and in response, the back wall of her room began to part.

Within seconds, Lyra was staring at a hidden closet—hidden no longer.

A single rack held two outfits, identical but for their color. One was white, the other black. At first glance, Lyra thought she was looking at body suits, but a closer inspection revealed three separate pieces for each outfit: tank top, outer jacket, and pants. The fabric looked almost like leather, but touching it ruled out that possibility. Whatever the fabric was, it breathed. It stretched.

Lyra knew instinctively that a person could dance in this fabric—or run or climb or fight.

She donned her armor—black. The clothes felt like nothing she’d ever worn, the fabric molding to her body. There were pockets on the outside of the jacket and more in the pants. Lyra made use of them. Room key. Glass dice. Grayson had their longsword, but Lyra had kept possession of the opera glasses Odette had given her as a parting gift. Picking them up by their diamond-encrusted stem, Lyra tucked the opera glasses through the belt loop of her pants, securing them directly over her hipbone. Then she retrieved the key-shaped pin she’d been given in phase one of the game and affixed it to her left sleeve, just above the place where her wrist met her palm. Finished, she turned her hand back over and looked back down at her watch.

The message about donning armor had been replaced by a timer—2:17:08.

Lyra watched as it counted down, second by second. Prior to the first phase of the game, there had been a masquerade ball—and a challenge. With more than two hours to go until the start of phase two, Lyra had to assume that this night would follow a similar pattern.

So what’s the challenge?

Bringing her index finger to the face of her smartwatch, Lyra tried to scroll but quickly realized that there were only two screens, the timer on one and an isolated symbol on the other. A spade. Lyra tapped it and was presented with a keyboard.

“Feels like a test,” she mused. Lyra thought about the only piece of instruction she’d been given: DON YOUR ARMOR. And then she thought about Grayson Hawthorne, telling her that she was no one’s weapon.

That she was lethal in the best possible way.

If nothing else, Lyra was a competitor. She chose her reply to the game makers. READY FOR BATTLE.

Lyra hit Send. Within a minute, she’d received a message back—a map.
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Lyra

The map led Lyra down to the north shore and around to the western bank. If the tide had been much higher, she would have had to walk through ocean to squeeze past the base of yet another cliff and around to a thin slice of sandy beach. Rock formations out in the water broke enormous waves as they came crashing in from the west—from open ocean as far as the eye could see.

There was only one person standing on the hidden beach. Avery Grambs. The Hawthorne heiress stood with her arms loose at her sides, staring out at the Pacific horizon and the setting sun. She looked almost nothing like the girl on all those magazine covers—the billionaire, the philanthropist, the angel investor, the beauty. This Avery was wearing faded jeans that were torn at the knees and a men’s sweatshirt that hung down nearly that far. Her hair was braided back from her face in a loose, messy braid that matched the utter lack of makeup on her face.

As Lyra walked to stand next to Avery, she couldn’t help thinking that this version of the Hawthorne heiress felt real, the way that parts of the island did.

“Looks like I’m the first to arrive,” Lyra said in greeting.

“You were the first to reply to our text.” Avery smiled slightly, her gaze never diverting from the Pacific view. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

“The ocean or the sunset?” Lyra replied, and then her gaze was drawn back to the massive rock formations, which called to mind nothing so much as a circle of standing stones, like a Stonehenge on the water. “Or the rocks?”

“All of it. Look right there.” Avery pointed, and Lyra’s gaze followed the heiress’s finger to two of the stones, jutting out over the waves, with maybe a foot between them. “Do you see that gap?” Avery said. “It’s called the Sunset Gap. This time of year, the sun sets exactly there. And when it first begins to set, when the sun touches the water, the way it will any minute now, if you’re looking right between those rocks, it’s like nothing else in the world.”

Part of Lyra wanted to do nothing more than wait for the magic moment, but a bigger part of her was restless—about phase two and whatever challenges awaited, about the mysterious benefactor who’d brought her here.

About Alice and omega.

Some people just weren’t wired to stand around waiting for something marvelous to happen. Lyra looked away from the Sunset Gap, concentrating on their surroundings instead. In a recessed area beneath the cliff, there was a mound of branches, arranged just so.

“Are we having a bonfire?” Lyra asked. A fire. On Hawthorne Island. That was a choice.

Avery cheated her gaze toward Lyra. “Has anyone ever told you that you have a very expressive voice?”

Lyra didn’t have it in her to feel abashed. “Given the history,” she said, “why host a game here at all?”

The heiress took no visible offense to that question. If anything, Avery’s expression softened. “My aunt died on this island. In the fire.”

Lyra hadn’t known that.

“I never knew her, obviously,” Avery continued, “but my mom grieved what happened here. Deeply.” Avery wound her arms around her waist. “And the thing is, I never even knew she was grieving, because my mom had this incredible, ridiculous way of finding joy in the most unlikely circumstances. Anything could be a game. There was always a reason to laugh. And when she loved someone, she loved hard. No reservations. No regrets.”

And now she’s gone. The muscles in Lyra’s throat tightened. Grief recognized grief, always and in deeper places than Lyra had ever realized, back when she’d been normal.

“Joy in unlikely circumstances,” Lyra repeated quietly. “And anything can be a game.” Lyra had read a lot about the Hawthorne family and the Hawthorne heiress over the years, but nothing she’d ever read had explained the enigma that was Avery Kylie Grambs even half as well as what the heiress had just told her.

Beside her, Avery trained her gaze back on the Sunset Gap. Lyra didn’t even try to resist doing the same. The sun was nearly touching the water, and already, it was breathtaking.

“Have you thought at all about what I told you before?” Avery asked. “About the game?”

Lyra couldn’t even blink for fear of missing the moment when the setting sun would fully fill the gap. “Sometimes,” she said, repeating back what Avery had said to her the night before, “in the games that matter most, the only way to really play is to live.”

The sun sank farther, and suddenly, a thousand shades of orange and yellow and pink filled the air, reflecting off the ocean’s surface, completely filling the Sunset Gap. Like nothing else in the world.

A full minute passed before Avery spoke again. “Do me a favor: Don’t hurt him.”

Grayson. Before Lyra could reply, before she could so much as say I couldn’t if I tried, Avery glanced back over her shoulder—and up.

“Incoming,” the heiress warned.

Lyra turned to see three figures climbing down the face of the cliff without protective equipment of any kind. Like Avery, the trio of Hawthornes was dressed in jeans and sweatshirts, but never in the history of the world had jeans and sweatshirts looked like that.

“I’d tell you that you get used to it,” Avery said beside her, “but you really don’t.” The heiress caught Lyra’s gaze one last time. “Good luck, Lyra.”

With that, Avery strode toward the base of the cliff. Jameson Hawthorne dropped a good eight feet to land beside her. Nash and Xander followed suit, and Lyra couldn’t help thinking that there was just something about the four of them.

About all of them.

The same thing that had made Lyra look away from the Sunset Gap before made her look away now. She glanced back the way she’d come, and suddenly, like she’d dreamed him into being, Grayson was there. He stepped onto the hidden beach dressed in black, his armor a perfect match for hers. It fit his body better than any suit possibly could have, showing the breadth of his shoulders, the way his waist narrowed in, even the muscles of his thighs.

Lyra saw the exact moment Grayson registered her outfit. He crossed the beach in six long strides. “You slept.” In typical Grayson Hawthorne fashion, that wasn’t a question.

“I dreamed,” Lyra replied.

Grayson’s expression made it clear he took her meaning. “We will find answers,” he promised. “After the game.”

Lyra couldn’t let herself believe in after. “That kiss.” The word kiss tried its best to lodge itself in Lyra’s throat. “It can’t happen again.”

“And here I’d had you pegged as a realist.” Grayson gave her a look. “But if it’s our ability to focus you’re concerned about, logic dictates we need only wait until the game is won—until you win it.”

He acted like the two of them kissing again was a foregone conclusion, as inevitable as her victory in the game, and Lyra couldn’t even resent his arrogance, because she couldn’t shake the absolutely maddening feeling that Grayson Hawthorne dealt in facts.

That some things really were inevitable. That some people were.

“It’s not fair, really.” Lyra returned his look with one of her own. “You’re a Hawthorne. You have the advantage here.” She was talking about the Grandest Game—and she also wasn’t.

“My brothers and I were not raised to play fair,” Grayson admitted. “And on an unrelated note, it seems our competition has arrived.”

Lyra didn’t see evidence of that until a second or two later when the remaining three players began to make their way onto the hidden beach, one by one. Savannah was the only one of the three in white. Brady held his own longsword in his right hand. And Rohan … Rohan moved over the sand like gravity was an issue only for lesser mortals.

“Now that the gang’s all here …” Xander Hawthorne jubilantly inserted himself between Lyra and Grayson. “May I borrow you, Lyra?”

Lyra had enough sense to be concerned. “Borrow me for what?”

Grayson’s youngest—and tallest—brother grinned. “Gallus Gallus Domesticus en Garde.”

Lyra glanced at Grayson. “Do I even want to know?”

“GGDEG,” Xander clarified helpfully. “It’s a time-honored Hawthorne tradition and not at all a way of getting to know you while Gray here is otherwise occupied.”

Grayson narrowed his eyes. Given that he was not currently occupied, Lyra didn’t blame him.

“Gallus gallus domesticus,” Grayson informed her, “is the scientific name for chicken.”

“Chicken,” Lyra repeated. “Chicken … en garde …” She turned to look incredulously at Xander. “Chicken fight?”

“Don’t mind if I do!” Xander wasted no time whatsoever hoisting Lyra onto his shoulders, and Lyra decided pretty early on in that process that resistance was futile. As Xander straightened to his full height, Grayson went flying.

From her spot on Xander’s shoulders, it took Lyra a moment to register what had just happened—or rather, who. Jameson. He’d just tackled Grayson.

And now, Lyra thought wryly, Grayson is otherwise occupied. “Is a flying tackle what passes for a greeting in your family?” she called down to Xander.

“If you can call that a flying tackle,” Xander scoffed, and then he let out what could only be described as a hefty battle cry. “Who among you shall stand against the mighty team-up of XanLyra? Nash? Avery? You!” Xander pointed at Rohan. “Can you get him on your shoulders?”

Lyra snorted. The him in that question appeared to be Brady Daniels. Xander seemed to be taking it for granted that Savannah would not be chicken fighting anyone, but she took one step toward them, then another.

“I’ll tell you what,” Savannah called out, raising her chin. “I’m in if Avery is.”
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Lyra

After a lengthy, ocean-side chicken fight—during which, remarkably, no one got wet or injured—came the lighting of the bonfire. By that point, Grayson and Jameson were nowhere to be seen, and Lyra was starting to suspect that there was no challenge forthcoming on this beach tonight, no hint to be won for the game to come.

This was just a part of the experience, a memory in the making.

As the first flames began to catch, Savannah took up position beside Lyra. The resemblance between Grayson and his half sister really was remarkable, and as the bonfire surged, Savannah spoke in her brother’s even tone. “He won’t choose you.”

“Excuse me?” Lyra said.

“Grayson,” Savannah replied, her voice high and clear and utterly certain. “Part of you is already falling into the Hawthorne trap, believing in all of this, thinking about what it would be like to be a part of it, to be one of them.” Savannah paused, giving Lyra a chance to deny that—though not much of one. “But you need to know, when all is said and done, when it matters most, Grayson won’t choose you.”

“I’m not asking him to,” Lyra retorted.

“Yet. You’re not asking him to choose you yet.” Savannah stared through the flames at Avery, who was laughing with Xander and Nash. “You’ll save yourself some heartache if you realize going in that he’ll choose them every time. He’ll choose her.”

Avery. Lyra thought about the heiress telling her not to hurt Grayson.

“She’s not what you think,” Savannah warned, and without waiting for a response, without so much as allowing for one, she turned and walked away.

Lyra just stood there blinking for a moment. What the hell was that?

“I’d watch out for Savannah, if I were you.”

Lyra turned toward the owner of that voice—Brady. His locs were tied back, and his thick-rimmed glasses might have made him look unassuming had it not been for the way his armor accented his strong, muscular build.

“It’s a competition,” Lyra replied. “Pretty sure that means I should be watching out for everyone.” Fun and games aside—bonfires and chicken fights and sunsets aside—they were all here to win. She cut to the chase. “I’m Lyra. You’re Brady. We haven’t technically met.”

“Lyra.” Brady said her name wrong, the way Lyra’s stranger of a father had during their one and only meeting. Lie-ra. “It’s a constellation, you know.” Brady studied her like he was reading some kind of esoteric book. “The constellation Lyra contains one of the brightest stars ever visible to those of us on Earth—southern hemisphere, northern sky.”

Southern hemisphere. Lyra knew next to nothing about her biological father, but she knew he’d claimed whatever heritage suited him, many of them South American.

“My name is Lyra,” she told Brady flatly. Leer-a.

“It’s possible I know too
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