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'And vou are a master of those othei' \\'avs," the Froprietor

acknor,r'ledged. "Observation, manipulation, the ability to go unseen

or comn-rand a room at tvill""
"tr am also quite eas\ on the evr:s." Rohan tr,as plat,ing a dan-

gerous game, but then. that u'as thc onlv liind of gane he'd er,ei:

pla1,ed"

"If you n,ill not ask. . ." '1.he Proprietor's l-rand curved alound the

handle of his orna[e siiver cane. "Then tell me, Rohan: \\,'l-ry haye

I summoned you here?"
'fhis nas it. Cerraint,v thrummed through Rohan's l,eins as he

ansrvered" "The succession."

The Dcl,il's N'Iercy \ /as, on its surface, a luxurious garnbling club,

hidden aird knolr,n onl,v to its membcrs: the ultra-u.eaithv, lhe aris-

tocratic, the influential. In truth, the Nlercy \\'as so nruch n-iore. A

historic legacv. z\ shadorv force. A place rtherc deals rnere struck and

fbrtunes set.

"The succession," the Proprietor confirmed. "l am iu need of

an heir" I've been given two )'ears to 1ive, three al tl-re outside. By

December thirty-first of nert year, I r.vill pass the cro'uvn."

A different person might have focusecl on the prospect of death,

but Rohan did not. In trvo hundred vears, controi of the Nlercv

l-rad passed only four times before. The heir u,as alr'vays yor-rng, the

appointrnent for life.

T'his rvas and had a]u,avs been Rohan's endgame. "l am not,vour

only option for hetr."

"Wh-v should you be?" Cioming from the Proprietor, that rvas not

a rhetorical question. Mal<e your cose, boy.

I knou, ercry inch oj the Merc1,, Rohan thought. Et;ery shadotu,

et,erj- tricl<. The menrbersh.iy knous me. They l<now not, to cross 1ne.

Yott'I'e alread,y spol<en oi ru)' sl<ills-the more palutable ones, at least.
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L,ool< for an openitLg. Lool< for a loophole. Look for a ueal<ness.

F{is mind churning, Rohan looked for a pint.

Outside his pub of choice, trvo dogs fought. The smaller of the

tivo had the look of a r.r,olf about her. She rvas losing the fight.

Stepping into the middle of it probably r'r,asn't the rvisest course of

acticrn, but Rohan \^,as a little beyondtuisdo'rn at the moment.

When the larger dog had been sent on its way, Rohan rn,iped

the blood off his forcarm and knelt in front of the smaller one. She

snarled. He smiled.

The pub door opened. Inside, a television blared an anchor's

r.oice. "We're hearing r:epor[s that the first annual Crandest Game,

the sprau,ling. mind-trvisting competition designed and funded by

Hau thorne heiress Arrer)/ Grambs, has reportedly reached its con-

clusror-r. ,\ u-inner of the severnteen-million-dollar pnze is expected

to be announced via livestream anv-"
T'hc door siammed shut.

Rohan met the dog's u,olfish gaze. 'Annual," he murmured.

\leaning that next year, there rvould be another. [Ie w'ould har.e

.1 \ e 3f to plan. A 1'ear to arrange tlrings just so. Fortunately, A'erv

C,rambs had ner-er been a rueruber of the Devil's N{erc1r.

Hellet. loopltole. Rohan stood. He reached fbr the pub door and

glanced don,n. ''Coming?" he asked the dog.

Inside, the olvner of the pub recognized Rohan imrnediatelv.

"\Aihat'll it be?"

Even u.,ithout the backing of the N'lercy, a man of Rohan's skills

and reputation still had a card or [$,o [o play, 'A pint for me," he

said. 'A steak for her." Rohan's lips curved, more on one side than

the other. 'And transportation out of London. Tonight."
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"You have ten minutes left on the test." The only other person in

the room was il fifty'year-old man rn earing a blazer.

'lbst? Lyra's gaze darted to a clock on the il'all. As she registered

lhe time, her panic began to ebb.

"N,light as r,vell just take the zero at this point." The professor

scolr,led at her. "The rest of the class is alreadv done. I suspecl therr

clidn't spend last night partying."

Becttuse th.e on.ly reasan a girl u,hr,, lrtr,,l<s like m.e coukl. be tired

enaugl"t to fall asleep i'n class is becattse slrc was partyitlg. Annoy-

ance flared inside Lyra, banishing the last remnar-rts of the dream's

clread. She looked dou'n at lhe test. N,l[uitiple choice.

"l'll see rvhat I r:an get dor-re in ten minutes." Lyra fished a pen

out of her backpack and began io read.

N{ost people cor-rld see images in their minds. For Lt'ra, there

s,'ere only rvords and concepts and feelings. The only time she

srlr.L, anything in her mind's eve was u,hen she dreamed. Luckily,

not getting bogged dorvn in rnental imagery n-rade her a very fast

reader. And just as luckilv, u,hoever had rvritten this test l-rad fallen

into a predictable patl-ern, a familiar one.

To fi.nd the right answ'er, ali a person had to do r,r'as decode tl're

r-elationships belrveen the options offered. Were tu'o of them oppo-

sites? Did one of those opposites varv from the remaining choices

only by nuance? C)r r,vere there flr'o alts\vers that souruded the same?

Or one or more answers that seewed. true but probably w'eren't?

That rnas the thing about multiple-choice tests. Ybu didn't need

to knou' anything about the material if you could break the code.

L\,ra anstn,ered five questions in the first minute. Four the next.

The more test bubbles she filled in, the rnore palpal-rle the profes-

sor's irritation with her grerv.

"Ybu're rvasting mv time," he said. 'And Yours."
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The professor called after her. "Horv did yor-r get a ninety-four

percent on a test for a class )/ou're not even takrng?"

L.vra kept rvalking, her back to the man, as she ansu,ered. "Tr\'

ing to rvrite trick questjons backfires if the persor-r taking the test

linor.r,s horv to look fbr [ricks."

Jn" email came in tl
I CC-ed to the Burs

Reading it three times di

Llras phone rang hal
she reminded herself. as;

is _fine.

Bracing herself for rml
"So r"ou d.o remember

haren't been kidnapped 1

intent on adding rou to h
"\es booki" Lrra gue
"\es,book! She likes

u-ho trusts his instincts m

other."

"In a good rvar]*
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