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For my boys. I love you, infinity times infinity.






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

Who, till they died, did not alive become;

Who, had they lived, had died, but when

They died, vitality begun.

—Emily Dickinson, 1866








Chapter 1
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JAMESON

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

But that wasn’t what this was.

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

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

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

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


I’m not missing. Don’t look for me.

The press cannot find out that I am gone.

[image: ]


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

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

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

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

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

Like the sun and the moon, I loved her…

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Either way, I will fight for you.

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







Chapter 2
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ROHAN


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

And then there was Savannah Grayson.

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

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

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

The prospect was not without appeal.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“The laws of thermodynamics?” Rohan quipped.

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

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

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

“Who indeed?” Rohan replied.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I would wager that you will.”

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

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

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

That was, in fact, exactly what had happened.

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

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

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

One of those things was true.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What kind of leverage?”

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







Chapter 3
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GIGI


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

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

Red cloak.

Red gloves.

Red boots.

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

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

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

Where was Savannah?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Please don’t give him a code name.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I didn’t say that.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Everyone likes you,” Savannah said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I make no promises, Juliet.”

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Our progress?”

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

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

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

“Go home, kid.”

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

Knox choked. “My what?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“No,” Knox said flatly. “I wasn’t.”

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

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

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

Literally.

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

They knew that Toby knew something.

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

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

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

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

“And the third?” Toby asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Lyra stared at that cloak.

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

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

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

Red. Lyra stopped breathing. And later, white.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Toby stood. “Exactly.”

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

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

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

Decline what, exactly?

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

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

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

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

Calla, who wasn’t Calla anymore.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

He searched and found nothing.

Searched more and still found nothing.

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

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

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

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

And, more importantly, Hawthorne-made.

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

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

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

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

Three lines stacked one on top of another.

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

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

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

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

From the phone inside.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You have three minutes,” Jameson said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Avery was already gone.

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

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

Assassins.

Cult.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Be careful, the Avery in his mind whispered.

Am I ever anything else?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

No passion, only warmth.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hush, you,” Gigi scolded.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Knox scowled, his eyes still closed.

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

“Metaliterally or litaphorically?” Rohan replied.

Gigi grinned. “Oh, I like you.”

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

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

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

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

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

And just like that, Knox’s eyes opened.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

And there it is—a clench of the jaw.

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

“Neither,” Savannah replied, “do I.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Knox snarled, and Gigi popped in between them.

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

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

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

“Go on, love,” he said.

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

“Do I?”

“You’re up to something.”

Rohan flashed her a smile. “Always.”

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

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

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

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

Ripping them open
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