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      Beatrice did not look at the chandeliers.

      Most young ladies did, upon entering a ballroom—the glittering cascade of crystal, the candles casting ghostly shadows on the ceiling above.

      Nor did she look at the musicians tuning their instruments upon the gallery or the spray of hothouse roses climbing the marble columns.

      She looked at the men.

      Her gaze moved steadily, deliberately, cataloguing faces as she and her party crossed the threshold.

      Colonel Singleton—amiable, harmless, already flushed with drink.

      Ashebourne Covington, Earl of Grimstead. Exquisite tailoring. Impeccable posture. A smile that never quite reached his eyes, and just enough of a limp that he was forced to use a cane.

      Mr. Percy Hatherleigh, second son of Viscount Dorsham, positioned near the edge of the floor, watching rather than participating. Though, it was a miracle he could see anything at all with his collar so high it brushed his cheekbones.

      She did not linger. She never lingered.

      But she noted.

      “Try not to slip away by yourself this evening, Beatrice dear,” Lady Barrington said kindly as a footman relieved her of her wrap. “No one expects you to fill your dance card, of course, but there are other unmarried ladies of a similar age in attendance. Bluestockings. I am told you can be quite entertaining.”

      The marchioness smiled just warmly enough to make the chastisement difficult to resent.

      “I had not realized we were considered diverting.” Beatrice did her best to look serious.

      The marchioness laughed, entirely unoffended. “My dear, we must all make our amusements where we can.”

      “Of course, and thank you, My Lady, I shall endeavor to appear thoroughly amused.”

      “And accompanied, if you please.” Lady Barrington’s glance sharpened only slightly. “A lady may be as independent as she likes, but she ought never be unattended. Even when she is old enough to know better.”

      There it was.

      Softly said. Kindly meant, perhaps.

      A warning and a reminder.

      Beatrice was no debutante. She was nearly thirty, unmarried, and very much on the shelf, even if she did happen to be the sister of a duke.

      “I shall keep that in mind,” she said.

      Lady Barrington gave her an indulgent smile before returning her attention to her daughter.

      It was, after all, the truth.

      Which suited her very well. Society rarely troubled itself over women it had already dismissed.

      Furthermore, the recent death of her sister-in-law, Lady Hannah, after a long illness, meant Beatrice was observing the proper mourning.

      Add that observance to spinsterhood, and one became nearly invisible.

      As a duke’s sister, she was invited everywhere. But a spinster in muted greys was not expected to flirt. A grieving sister-in-law was not pressed to dance.

      Beatrice intended to use every bit of that.

      Her gown was fashionable enough to avoid pity, but plain enough to discourage introductions. Dull grey silk. Short sleeves. Long gloves. A narrow strand of seed pearls at her throat.

      Nothing meant to draw the eye.

      Which was precisely the point.

      Beside her, Lady Theodosia Radcliffe glowed in primrose silk as her mother scanned the crowd for advantageous prospects.

      Lark stood on Beatrice’s other side, calm, observant, hands folded lightly at her waist. Once companion to Hannah, now companion to Theodosia, Beatrice’s dearest friend was steady as stone.

      “I don’t suppose your brother is attending tonight?” Lark murmured, her lips hardly moving.

      Beatrice kept her eyes forward. “Mon frère is otherwise occupied.”

      Lark’s mouth curved. “Your French is showing.”

      “Dash brings it out in me.”

      It was true. Beatrice had spent the first years of her life in France, though every governess she’d had since coming to England had made it her personal mission to smooth the accent away. For the most part, they had succeeded.

      Except with Dash.

      His own accent had always remained far more pronounced, and when Beatrice was vexed with him, worried for him, or both, the old sounds had a way of slipping through.

      “Hm.” Lark’s gaze drifted toward the dance floor. “He’s not attended a single ball since you both arrived in London two weeks ago. One would think he’d at least keep up appearances. But I suppose he has been rather single-minded of late, hasn’t he?”

      “He certainly is distracted,” Beatrice answered.

      Which was, conveniently, exactly the way she preferred it.

      A lovelorn duke was far less meddlesome than a vigilant brother. Dash, a widower now, was presently consumed with securing the affections of the lady he deemed his destiny, and so long as the chase did not end in humiliation or heartbreak, Beatrice could scarcely object.

      “But what about you?” Lark went on, her voice gentler now. “I know this is not truly why you’ve accepted these invitations. Still, you are here. And before all this, you did love to dance.”

      Beatrice said nothing.

      “Surely accepting a few offers to dance won’t ruin your mission.”

      “I am in mourning.” Beatrice smoothed her palms over the front of her skirts, the dull grey silk a useful reminder of the role she had chosen. “And I have no wish to encourage attentions I cannot return. A dance can imply more than I mean to offer.”

      “You are aware,” Lark murmured, a teasing smile touching her mouth, “that a single waltz need not lead to a proposal. Even in Mayfair, a lady may enjoy one dance without signing away her future.”

      Beatrice snorted softly.

      This was the ton, after all.

      “Perhaps some ladies may,” she said. “But not me.”

      Lark’s smile faded a little.

      Beatrice lowered her voice. “I can’t be distracted by waltzes, Lark. Or flirtation.”

      Her gaze moved over the glittering room—the chandeliers, the silk gowns, the polished shoes, the easy smiles.

      For one sharp moment, she longed for the quiet woods at Dasborough Park.

      She would not have set foot in a London ballroom at all if she had not known what hunted here. Not wolves or bears. Something worse. Men with good names, good coats, and manners polished enough to hide the rot beneath.

      “I know,” Lark said quietly. “But truly, Bea… this undertaking of yours. It’s terribly risky. And with me bound to Theodosia’s side all evening, I cannot be nearby if you require assistance.”

      “I’ll be careful. I promise. You have your charge. Your position.” Beatrice’s tone softened. Lark lacked the security of a wealthy relation. Dash had offered her continued residence after his wife’s death, but she declined, preferring employment to dependence. “You mustn’t trouble yourself on my account.”

      “I always trouble myself on your account.”

      Beatrice’s mouth curved faintly.

      “Well, you needn’t. And it’s not that risky. The ton’s obsession with discretion tends to do at least half the work for me.”

      “But what if that’s not enough?”

      Beatrice adjusted a curl at her temple with deliberate care.

      Her cinnamon-brown hair was swept high in elegant coils. Concealed within them, the slender bodkin she had practiced with until her wrist ached.

      “I’ll rely on other skills,” she said mildly.

      Lark’s gaze flicked towards Lady Theodosia, ever watchful. “And if those fail?”

      “I cannot predict every possible scenario. At some point, one must simply… act.”

      The first time she had brought down a stag in the woods beyond their estate, there had been a moment of shock. She had known what to expect—or thought she had—but the reality had still been… somewhat disturbing.

      This would be no different.

      Except, of course⁠—

      Men were not deer.

      She would simply have to proceed and expect the unexpected.

      They’d crossed to an advantageous position in the ballroom, where Lark positioned herself just far enough from her charge to avoid appearing oppressive, though near enough to intervene.

      “It’s not even as though Lady Barrington needs me.” Lark’s mouth twisted in irritation. “She is more than capable of assessing her daughter’s prospects without me.”

      “And frightening the worst of them away,” Beatrice murmured, allowing herself the smallest smirk.

      She watched the marchioness redirect a too-eager gentleman with nothing more than a raised brow and a polite smile.

      How different might things have been, Beatrice wondered, had her own mother possessed even half that vigilance?

      The thought passed quickly.

      “I suppose that’s one debutante you needn’t watch over,” Lark said softly.

      Beatrice didn’t bother responding.

      Her attention had already shifted—caught by a suspicious figure lingering near the French doors.

      Mr. Percy Hatherleigh.

      His posture was deceptively idle. To most, he might have appeared harmless. But Beatrice noticed the subtle gleam in his eye.

      And then she saw who he was watching.

      Lady Persephone Rensleight stood nearby, partially hidden by an arrangement of greenery. The unfortunate burn scar curling up her neck remained visible even above the unusually modest cut of her gown.

      Beatrice had taken her for a companion at an earlier ball, but later discovered she was actually Lady Calliope Rensleight’s elder sister.

      And presently… she was alone.

      Their mother, Lady Blackwell, was occupied across the room, entertaining the gentlemen vying for her younger daughter’s dance card.

      Completely unaware.

      Beatrice’s focus sharpened.

      Hatherleigh moved then—closing the distance far too casually—and within moments, he’d engaged Lady Persephone in conversation.

      She blushed.

      Nodded.

      And when the first waltz of the evening began, she allowed him to lead her onto the floor. Couples swirled across the polished boards in calculated intimacy. Laughter rose. Fans fluttered. Gloves brushed.

      Now, a man asking a woman for a dance was not normally cause for concern, but the way Hatherleigh had been eyeing Lady Persephone beforehand… Beatrice did not trust it.

      It had not been admiring or lustful or even shocked disgust at the sight of Lady Persephone’s scarred skin. It had been calculating. In the way a wolf would evaluate its prey before deciding to pounce.

      Whether he sought some sort of financial or material gain from her or something more nefarious, Beatrice couldn’t be sure.

      But she intended to find out.

      “I believe I shall seek out some lemonade,” she said lightly, pushing away from the wall.

      “Is that what you are calling it this evening?”

      Beatrice’s stare locked with Lark’s, with the faintest hint of a smile before she drifted away—not toward the dance floor, but toward its periphery.

      Ignoring the table displaying cups of warm lemonade, she walked past the musicians, taking note of other lurking gentlemen but mostly keeping watch of the pair.

      She paused beside Lady Wetherby long enough to exchange a few pleasantries she forgot the moment they were spoken. The dowager lacked a certain conversational awareness, happy to carry on with minimal input from whoever she was speaking to. This made it easy enough for Beatrice to watch the room without appearing to do so.

      Hatherleigh had all his attention on Lady Persephone, so Beatrice moved in that direction, keeping her pace unhurried. But near the refreshment table, she noticed a young debutante cornered by a gentleman who had either failed to notice her discomfort or had noticed and liked it.

      Beatrice adjusted course.

      Her ivory fan slipped neatly from her fingers and clattered against the parquet at his feet.

      “Oh, how dreadfully clumsy of me,” she said, all wide eyes and harmless flutter.

      The gentleman was forced to stop and retrieve it.

      In that brief interruption, the young lady escaped toward her cousins.

      Beatrice accepted the fan with a grateful, empty-headed smile.

      Then she continued on her way. Ah, they were on the dance floor now.

      Hatherleigh danced adequately, did nothing improper.

      Not at first.

      But the hour was still young.

      When the waltz ended, he bowed over Lady Persephone’s hand and returned her to the edge of the floor with impeccable civility. Perhaps she had been wrong in her assessment earlier, or else Hatherleigh had changed his mind.

      Either way, Beatrice marked the interaction and returned to surveying others in the room.

      Twirling figures, leering eyes.

      Time advanced. Candles burned lower. The room warmed.

      But as the laughter grew louder, Beatrice noticed immediately when Hatherleigh returned to Lady Persephone’s side, bringing her a glass of champagne this time. Then when that one was gone, he brought another. All the while, smiling and fawning. And when he reached out to touch the young lady’s arm, he didn’t pull back, but moved closer.

      Lady Persephone, not normally singled out, glowed beneath it.

      Across the room, Persephone’s mother remained utterly oblivious to the machinations near the potted plant.

      Hatherleigh’s restraint was slipping.

      His hand settled lower at Lady Persephone’s waist. Not indecent. Not quite.

      But possessive.

      And then… There it was—that glint. Not affection.

      Hatherleigh leaned down, speaking close to Lady Persephone’s ear, and motioned toward the terrace.

      When she hesitated, his expression shifted—subtle as a draft beneath a door. A faint lift of one shoulder. A hint of impatience.

      “As you wish,” he seemed to imply. “I’ll give my attention to some other lady.” He glanced away, dismissively.

      Lady Persephone’s spine straightened at once. A spark of injured pride flared in her eyes. She touched his sleeve, and whatever she said put that smile back on Hatherleigh’s face.

      He offered his arm.

      This time, Lady Persephone slipped her hand into the crook of his elbow, and together, they turned toward the terrace doors.

      Toward the dark.

      Beatrice set down the untouched lemonade she had been holding for the better part of an hour and made her move.

      Not hurried. She must be careful.

      She kept them in sight, adjusting her course as other guests drifted across her path. When cool air slipped into the ballroom, she didn’t have to see the doors open and close to know what Mr. Hatherleigh was up to, and a few seconds later, she silently followed them onto the patio.

      Where the flowers, the lights… It was lovely. So romantic.

      So deceptively dangerous.

      Music from within dulled to a distant thrum, and although lanterns flickered along the stone balustrade, there were more shadows than illumination.

      Beatrice was just close enough to see the pale shimmer of Lady Persephone’s gown vanish between the hedges.

      Walking gingerly over the gravel, Beatrice kept her distance, only moving closer when the couple slipped into the shelter of the gazebo.

      Of course.

      A ripple of laughter drifted back to her—breathless, a little giddy.

      Then his voice.

      Too low for words to carry clearly. Smooth but calculated. He spoke to her in the sort of tone that suggested admiration.

      A foreboding chill moved through Beatrice.

      She had heard that voice before.

      Not his voice, precisely—but its likeness. That flattering intimacy that suggested a young woman had been singled out above all others.

      She halted, fingertips brushing the little knife hidden in her hair.

      Only if necessary…

      Lantern light faded before it reached the inside of the gazebo, which was half-screened by climbing ivy and early summer foliage. Romantic enough to excuse privacy, secluded enough to invite it.

      Lady Persephone’s voice rose once—soft, uncertain now—cut short by Hatherleigh’s lower reply. Soothing. Intimate. Persuasive.

      Then—

      A small sound.

      Not quite a cry. Not laughter either.

      Enough.

      Beatrice steadied her breath, and this time allowed her slippers to crunch with the aimless, rhythmic gait of someone lost in a garden reverie.

      She stepped into the mouth of the folly, blinking as though only just realizing it was occupied.

      “Oh! What a delightful coincidence,” Beatrice said brightly, her tone bordering on the vapid. She ignored Hatherleigh’s dark scowl entirely, focusing her wide, guileless gaze on the ivy-covered columns. “I was just telling myself that I simply must find someone to appreciate our hostess’s remarkable roses. They are quite the talk of the evening, don't you agree? I believe they are a rare French variety, though for the life of me, I can never remember the Latin names. Are you a student of botany, Mr. Hatherleigh?”

      Lady Persephone started violently, her hands braced against Mr. Hatherleigh’s chest. His arm—too firmly placed at her waist—dropped at once.

      Hatherleigh recovered first, though his jaw remained tight with irritation.

      “My lady,” he said smoothly, as though this were all delightfully innocent. “Lady Persephone and I were merely enjoying the evening air.”

      “Of course,” Beatrice replied, meeting his eyes. I see you. I know what you are.

      “But also the roses, no?” Beatrice insisted, stepping further into the folly, practically wedging herself between them. “I could swear I smelled a hint of clove in the scarlet blooms. Persephone, dear, do come and help me decide if I’m imagining it. And then perhaps the two of us might find your mother? I overheard her mention something about taking your sister home early.”

      “Yes, I—Thank you,” Lady Persephone breathed. “I was just about to return.”

      A shaft of moonlight cut across the interior, revealing what the shadows had concealed. Lady Persephone’s sleeve had slipped, further exposing the pale ridge of old burn scars trailing from shoulder to collarbone—childhood injury, if gossip were correct.

      She moved quickly, too quickly, as she tugged the fabric back into place while putting as much distance between herself and the man who’d pretended to court her as possible.

      When Beatrice took her arm, she felt it: the fine tremor beneath silk and glove. The unsteady shift of weight, as though her knees might betray her.

      Hatherleigh’s expression tightened for only a fraction of a second before he rearranged it into mild amusement.

      “We’ll continue our conversation another time, perhaps, Persephone.”

      Another tremor ran through the woman beside her.

      “That won’t be necessary, Mr. Hatherleigh,” Beatrice said lightly. “The lady has heard more than enough.”

      Beatrice didn’t wait for an answer, but turned Lady Persephone gently toward the path, making sure to keep a secure hold on the other woman’s arm when she noticed the unsteady weave of her steps.

      They were well along the path before Lady Persephone could speak.

      “You will not tell anyone… will you?” Her voice was small. Not hysterical, simply shaken.

      Beatrice slowed.

      “Tell them what?”

      “That I…” Persephone swallowed. “That I was foolish enough to…”

      “Goodness, no.” If she did that, the poor woman would be trapped with that villain forever.

      “He said he wanted to show me a constellation. He said my eyes reminded him of the stars at midnight. He said…” Persephone began, then stopped. “He only wanted to get me alone outside.”

      “Yes,” Beatrice agreed softly. “I’m sorry.”

      Persephone shuddered, and then swiped a hand at her eyes.

      “Let’s take a turn about the garden,” Beatrice said, gentling her tone at once. “Have a moment to let the breeze cool your cheeks. Champagne often leaves me looking overly flushed.”

      Persephone managed a fragile smile. “I don’t usually drink spirits at these sorts of events, you know. I don’t normally dance much either because of… well....” After a moment, she frowned. “My mother isn’t truly looking for me, is she?”

      Beatrice hesitated only a fraction.

      “No.”

      Persephone stopped.

      “When he led you outside,” Beatrice said evenly, “I followed.”

      Confusion was replaced with understanding. “You knew his intentions?”

      “I suspected.”

      Persephone absorbed that. Then, very quietly: “You must think me such a fool, letting him lead me around like that at the barest hint of flattery. That should have been my first clue, honestly. No one calls me beautiful and means it.”

      What an awful thing to say about oneself.

      Beatrice felt a twist of indignation on Lady Persephone’s behalf, because surely she had not come to such a conclusion on her own.

      “Well, I do,” she said. Persephone only looked at her skeptically. “What? It’s not as bad as all that. You must know that you’re lovely.”

      And it was true. Sure, the scar could be a bit startling at first if one’s gaze lingered there. But Lady Persephone herself was rather pretty, with almost doll-like features and shimmering golden hair.

      “I appreciate the sentiment, my lady, but it is as I said.” No one says I’m beautiful and means it. “I am not so delicate that I cannot face the truth about myself.”

      Beatrice frowned, at a bit of a loss.

      “It’s no matter,” Persephone went on. “I’m used to it by now, you see. This incident with Mr. Hatherleigh simply… reopened an old wound, one might say. Regardless, I thank you.” As they approached the terrace, Persephone lowered her voice to a near whisper. “For… interrupting him. Truly.”

      Beatrice inclined her head. “I am glad I did. And if anyone asks, you and I have been exploring the gardens together. I believe the clove-scented ones must be the rosa rugosa. I believe my grand mere had some in her garden.”

      They stepped back inside, discussing the perfect weather for roses, then stopped near the refreshment table, where Persephone detached reluctantly, smoothing her sleeves once more.

      “Thank you, my lady.”

      “Call me Bea.”

      Persephone nodded and returned to her mother’s side, where she was received without suspicion, without question.

      Beatrice turned back to her own party.

      “Ah—there you are,” the Marchioness of Barrington said briskly. “Vanished again.”

      “I’ve been here all along,” Beatrice replied. “I suppose I faded into the wallpaper.”

      Lady Barrington narrowed her eyes, but her attention was quickly diverted when Lady Theodosia pressed a gloved hand to her temple. “Well, it’s good you’re back now. We were just about to take our leave. You see, Lady Theodosia is tired. She danced every dance but one, after all.”

      “Of course, my lady. Of course.” Beatrice cast one final glance across the ballroom⁠—

      —and very nearly missed him.

      Lord Gideon Rothmore. Baron Hawkins.

      When her brother brought him home ages ago, he’d introduced him as Gideon, which was how she’d always thought of him. But to most of his friends, he was known as “Hawk”.

      He stood near the refreshments table, not drinking. Not conversing. Merely watching.

      Her.

      One brow raised, head tilted just a little.

      It was the same look he had worn when she was fourteen and attempting to follow her brother and his friends over the stone wall bordering the south paddock.

      The same look he had worn when she was sixteen and insisting she could ride astride without scandalizing half the county.

      The look of a man who anticipated trouble and expected her to be at its center.

      Spoilsport.

      He inclined his head.

      She returned the gesture with equal composure and turned away.

      As she followed her party from the ballroom, the music swelled once more behind her—bright, oblivious, and most unfortunately, unchanged.
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      Gideon had been wandering the edges of the ballroom for the better part of an hour, fulfilling his duty in only the most technical sense.

      He had arrived. He had bowed to his hostess. He had exchanged the required number of civilities with gentlemen who had nothing to say and said it at length.

      Ordinarily, he would have done more.

      He would have stood up with two or three debutantes, asked after their mothers, endured their blushes, and returned them safely to the edge of the room before any mama could convince herself his courtesy had signified something deeper.

      Unfortunately, courtesy had a way of being mistaken for encouragement.

      And Gideon was not presently prepared to encourage anyone.

      The young ladies this Season seemed younger than ever. Soft-voiced, wide-eyed, dressed in pale silks and hopeful expressions, each one trained to laugh at the proper moment and lower her lashes at the next. There was nothing wrong with them. That was rather the difficulty. They were charming, accomplished, obedient, and almost entirely indistinguishable from one another.

      They made him feel… not old, exactly, but jaded.

      Tonight, for reasons he did not care to examine, even going through the motions seemed beyond him.

      The music grated. The chandeliers were too bright. The press of bodies made the air feel close. And through it all ran the wearying certainty that he had endured this exact evening before.

      Different ballroom. Different hostess.

      Same ridiculous affair.

      Perhaps Dash, his oldest friend who also happened to be the Duke of Dasborough, was not so mad after all.

      There was a certain appeal in simply ceasing to care what was expected. In ignoring duty and allowing society to say what it wanted.

      Gideon, unfortunately, had never possessed quite that talent.

      He declined a passing tray of champagne.

      When a footman offered lemonade, Gideon looked at it as though the glass had personally insulted him.

      No.

      He did not want refreshment. He did not want conversation. He did not want to stand at the edge of a ballroom pretending not to notice young ladies casting practiced glances in his direction, when noticing them would only oblige him to be kind.

      His gaze drifted over the room and paused, briefly, upon Lady Persephone Rensleight.

      She was being led toward the terrace by Mr. Percival Hatherleigh.

      Not remarkable, perhaps. Hatherleigh seemed harmless enough—pleasant, polished, and entirely ordinary. Lady Persephone, meanwhile, looked composed. Proper. Perfectly capable of declining the invitation if she wished to do so.

      It was none of Gideon’s concern.

      Most things this evening, he reflected, were none of his concern.

      Unfortunately, before he could make any useful retreat, Lady Longstaffe appeared beside him, gripping his elbow with a surprisingly sturdy hand.

      She was small, silver-haired, and exquisitely dressed in lavender silk, her lace cap set at a jaunty angle and her sharp dark eyes bright with the sort of affectionate purpose that made escape nearly impossible.

      “Lord Hawkins,” she said, smiling up at him with dangerous affection. “How very elegant you look this evening.”

      Gideon bowed. “Not nearly as elegant as you, my lady.”

      “Compliments will get you nowhere.” Her fan moved in a slow, accusing arc toward the dance floor. “Did you think I had not noticed your absence from it?”

      “Nothing gets by you, does it?”

      “Certainly not a handsome bachelor avoiding the dance floor.” Her fan flicked toward the nearest cluster of young ladies. “I believe you have disappointed at least a dozen hopeful creatures already. That is not like you, my dear Lord Hawkins.”

      “The evening is young, my lady. Disappointment seems premature.”

      “Mm.” Lady Longstaffe’s gaze narrowed, and then swept the room. “Speaking of disappointments, is my nephew in attendance? I have not seen him all evening.”

      “I suspect we both know Lord Longstaffe is incapable of disappointing you,” Gideon said. “He is, after all, the apple of your eye.”

      She gave a small tut, but the corner of her mouth betrayed her. “Well. He is a very fine young man.”

      “A model of virtue.”

      “Do not be impertinent, Lord Hawkins.” But her eyes warmed as she looked up at him, the familiarity of years softening the reproof. “Still, I do wish you boys would settle yourselves. All of you. Set up a few nurseries filled before I leave this earth. Is that so much to ask?”

      Gideon laughed despite himself.

      Only Lady Longstaffe could make a man feel guilty for failing to produce offspring on command.

      “I shall convey your expectations to Longstaffe next time I see him.”

      “See that you do.”

      “He may be in the cardroom,” Gideon said, seizing upon the possibility with unseemly gratitude. “Perhaps I had better look.”

      “Perhaps you had,” she said, though her expression suggested she knew very well when a gentleman was escaping her.

      Gideon bowed over her hand. “It has been my pleasure, as always, my lady.”

      “Always saying the right thing.” She shook her head.

      “Just the truth.”

      She laughed and dismissed him with a flick of her fan.

      By the time Gideon turned toward the cardroom, it had begun to seem less like a refuge and more like salvation.

      While playing a game of cards, a man could sit with his back to a wall, say very little, and still appear to be participating in society.

      He turned toward the doors.

      And this time, was caught by the sight of Lady Beatrice Beckman.

      Her brother ought to have escorted her.

      But of course, Dash was not here. Dash was presently making a ruin of every expectation attached to his name, his title, and his masculine pride.

      His sister, it seemed, had chosen to be somewhat more selective.

      The Duchess of Dasborough had been gone barely less than a month. For the wife of a duke—even a wife so briefly held—mourning ought to have meant black silk, closed doors, withdrawn company. A careful retreat for no less than a year.

      And yet, Beatrice Beckman stood beneath the chandeliers in muted grey.

      Not quite defiance. Not quite obedience.

      The fabric absorbed the light rather than reflected it, softening her edges at first glance. One might have mistaken her for subdued. Unremarkable, even.

      Gideon knew better.

      There had never been anything unremarkable about Dash’s little sister.

      Her shoulders were back, her chin level, her posture composed in a way that did not suggest ease so much as purpose. Her hair, a deep polished mahogany which he more often remembered in braids, had been swept high, exposing the elegant line of her neck. Her storm-blue eyes moved across the ballroom with uncommon focus.

      Watching.

      Like a stable cat in the yard: quiet, apparently indifferent, and alert to… what, exactly?

      Gideon narrowed his eyes.

      What the devil was she about?

      With Dash otherwise occupied—playing gardener to the enigmatic Miss Ambrosia Bloomington—there was no one to properly mind his sister.

      And if anyone required minding, it was Beatrice.

      Gideon had just marked her position along the wall, when⁠—

      “My dear Lord Hawkins,” came a familiar, honeyed voice, “you are a most disappointing man.”

      Gideon turned.

      “And why is that, madam?” he asked, though privately he wondered how, in the space of one evening, he had become such a general source of disillusionment.

      The widowed Doña Carlotta stood in his path, oozing sophistication, and set her gloved hand lightly against his chest. “Every day I check my salver in vain. I had quite expected an invitation to drive, now that spring has arrived.”

      Gideon inclined his head, allowing a faint smile.

      “My apologies, madam. The Season has made a scoundrel of my memory.”

      Had he promised her a drive? Quite possibly.

      Her lashes lowered. “We need not trouble ourselves with Hyde Park, you know,” she murmured. “I’m amenable to a visit. There are… more private entertainments to be had.”

      Ordinarily, Gideon might have been tempted to explore such entertainments.

      Carlotta Fernandez y Ortiz was a very lovely woman. And very willing.

      But tonight… “I should not wish to detain you from more deserving company.” Gideon shifted his feet, trying to be discreet as he searched the walls behind her.

      Doña Carlotta dropped her hand. “How considerate,” she said, lips curving. “Although I can’t imagine any company more deserving than yours.”

      Gideon managed an apologetic wince. “And I am honored…”

      Glancing over her shoulder, her gaze followed his for the briefest moment, then returned, bright with amusement.

      “Not honored enough, you scoundrel,” she continued, her tone thoughtful rather than jealous. “Who is it that’s captured your attention this evening?”

      “No one, Carlotta. Just… duty calling.”

      It was the truth, after all.

      Gideon’s attention by now had drifted fully beyond her, to the place along the wall where Beatrice had been standing.

      Now empty.

      When he straightened, the widow gave a soft, knowing laugh.

      “Then by all means, I shall not… detain you.”

      Gideon inclined his head, just enough to be polite.

      But it was already too late.

      Beatrice Beckman was gone.

      A prickle moved over the back of his neck, not alarm precisely, but recognition.

      He knew that look. Had known it since she was twelve years old, mud to her knees and chin lifted in defiance after following the boys somewhere she had expressly been told not to go.

      If she had left the ballroom, she had likely found the one place she ought not be and inserted herself into it with alarming efficiency.

      He would have wagered his new curricle on it.

      Gideon exhaled slowly.

      He gave her the space of a minute. Two.

      Enough time, he told himself, for a lady to make use of the retiring room and return without incident.

      She did not.

      Gideon shifted his weight, and then, not panicking, but as a favor to good old Dash, Gideon checked the supper room, then the cloakroom, and then turned toward the terrace doors.

      Just in time to see them pushed open—by Beatrice. At her side, Lady Persephone Rensleight, who appeared… pale, shaken.

      Something had happened.

      The two parted ways after a brief exchange of words, with Lady Persephone returning to her mother’s side while Beatrice made her way toward Lady Barrington and Miss Montague. As though nothing had occurred at all.

      And where were their brothers in all of this?

      Blackwell had abandoned the dance floor at the first opportunity.

      And Dash⁠—

      Dash was off tending his beloved’s blasted garden. Or his broken heart. Or whatever particular piece of romantic ruin had claimed him this evening.

      Meanwhile, his sister seemed to be moving from ballroom to terrace and back with suspicious efficiency, emerging with pale young ladies who looked as though they would rather be anywhere else.

      Beatrice must have felt him watching, because the next moment, she looked over.

      Their gazes met.

      Familiar, yes. Gideon had known those storm-blue eyes since she was a girl with scraped knees and arrows in her hand.

      But this was not that.

      Her eyes widened first, recognition flashing through them. Then they narrowed, just enough to tell him she had read the reprimand in his stare and resented it on principle.

      Gideon lifted one brow.

      Beatrice’s chin rose.

      Ah. Yes.

      Half-mourning or not, Beatrice Beckman had not come here merely to test the boundaries of propriety.

      She was up to something she oughtn’t be.

      And damned if she did not look magnificent doing it.

      The thought struck him with such force that Gideon went still.

      Beatrice looked away first—not in surrender, but with the cool dismissal of a lady who had no intention of being managed from across a ballroom.

      Only after Lady Barrington had gathered both young women safely into her little party did Gideon allow himself to exhale.
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      Both girls were in safe hands.

      For now.

      Until the next time. Which, for Beatrice at least, a next time was almost a certainty.

      Gideon would be having a word with Dash, and perhaps with Blackwell as well.

      With pleasant resolution in mind, Gideon cut toward a side corridor, narrowly evading two matchmaking mothers lying in wait. When he reached the entrance to the smoke-filled male retreat, Gideon paused, taking in the scene with a practiced eye.

      Cards slapped against baize. Coins clinked. A gentleman in the corner laughed as he gathered the winnings in front of him.

      Spirits flowed more freely perhaps than their hostess for the evening might have wished.

      “Hawkins,” Ashebourne Covington, the Earl of Grimstead, called from the nearest table, not bothering to look up from his cards. “Here to lose money, or merely judge the rest of us for doing it?”

      “If I meant to lose money,” Gideon said, “I would find a worthier cause than you.”

      Gideon stepped further into the room. It was occupied mostly by gentlemen, though there were a few gambling dowagers. He ignored the subtle shift of attention that followed him.

      Grimstead—Grimm—grinned. “Ah. A woman, perhaps?”

      “God forbid.”

      A ripple of amusement passed around the table.

      “Careful,” said another. “That sounds dangerously like a vow.”

      “Not a vow,” Gideon returned coolly. “Rather an intelligent decision.”

      “Dull, though,” Grimm added.

      “On the contrary,” Gideon said as he pulled out a chair to join them. “It leaves me with my coin, my freedom, and—most critically—my peace.”

      “Bourbon or port, my lord?” A uniformed footman stopped beside Gideon.

      “Tea. With two sugars.”

      He did not drink spirits. Not since that night.

      It dulled edges, and he preferred keeping his sharp.

      “Dash is still snubbing society, I see,” Major Jeremiah Penvale—Viscount Longstaffe to most of the ton—said as he flicked a chip into the center of the table. Longstaffe was broader than the rest of them now, war having carved something harder into him. A sketchbook lay half-concealed on the side table near his elbow.

      “A disgrace to the peerage.” Grimm smirked, not even trying to hide the irony of his words.

      “Personally, I find the image of a duke in gardening gloves refreshing,” Longstaffe added.

      “Better gloves than shackles,” Camden Rensleight, the Earl of Blackwell, murmured from where he leaned against the ledge over the hearth.

      “Perhaps,” Gideon said. “Your aunt was asking after you.”

      Longstaffe shook his head. “No good ever follows that sentence.”

      “She spoke with great affection.”

      “That only confirms it.”

      Gideon left it there.

      Dash was going to have to endure the gossip. He had earned most of it.

      Grimm leaned back. “No respectable rake would demean himself over a woman like Dasborough is doing. Makes us all look bad.”

      “Wars have been fought over a single woman, Ashe,” Longstaffe said lazily. “Though I shouldn’t be surprised you didn’t pay attention in history.”

      Grimm ignored his best friend’s teasing. “Well, the blighter can fill Miss Bloomington’s garden with prize lilies for all she cares. The lady is not inclined to forgive him.”

      Gideon grunted. “You mistake Dash for a man easily discouraged.”

      The corner of Longstaffe’s mouth lifted. “He does have a talent for persistence.”

      “Obsession,” Grimm corrected. “No dignity in that.”

      Laughter circled the table. Familiar.

      “As if any of us possess dignity,” Blackwell murmured.

      A beat passed, small but deliberate.

      “Which makes Dash and his sister’s defiance all the more impressive.” His gaze flicked up. “If Lady Beatrice means to brave the Season while she ought still to be behind closed doors, one would think Dasborough might at least trouble himself to escort her.”

      “Escort her,” Gideon repeated.

      Blackwell’s expression did not change. “I realize she’s nearly thirty, but she is unmarried.”

      Gideon looked at him. “And Lady Persephone? She’s younger than that, and also unmarried, is she not?”

      Blackwell’s face went still.

      Gideon did not look away from Blackwell. “If we are to discuss inattentive brothers, let us be generous enough to include all offenders.”

      “Perse?” Blackwell’s mouth turned down. “My sister knows her way around a ballroom.”

      “Does she?” Gideon let his question land softly.

      Blackwell’s gaze sharpened. “What the devil do you mean by that?”

      “Only that you may wish to take a more particular interest in who has had your sister’s company… beyond the ballroom this evening.”

      For a fraction of a second, Blackwell did not move.

      Then his gaze shifted—sweeping the room as though seeing it anew.

      When his eyes returned to Gideon, his jaw was set.

      “I’ll have a name.”

      Gideon considered mentioning Hatherleigh, but he did not truly know whether or not the man had anything to do with—whatever it was that had happened with Beatrice.

      “It was not I who intervened.” Gideon shrugged. “Ask your sister. I daresay she will provide the more complete account.”

      Then Grimm laughed. “It was Dash’s sister, wasn’t it? She was prowling the perimeter like a sentry tonight.”

      “Apparently someone needs to.” Longstaffe sent them all an admonishing stare.

      Grimm leaned back. “You volunteer, then?”

      “I haven’t any sisters.” Longstaffe grimaced. “And I’m damn thankful for that.”

      But Blackwell had been staring into his glass, and when he looked up, he met Gideon’s eyes and dipped his chin.

      A meaningful silence hovered.

      Longstaffe’s gaze settled on the center of the table. “London feels restless this spring.”

      “Nothing new there,” Grimm said.

      “How so?” Gideon asked.

      Longstaffe’s expression lost its faint amusement.

      “Groby is in town.”

      Silence fell at the table.

      A heavy silence.

      An old one.

      Ashebourne set down his cards. “For what purpose?”

      Longstaffe gave him a look. “I doubt he has come for the opera.”

      Gideon’s jaw tightened.

      Dudley Groby.

      Sebastian’s bastard brother. Though, if the latest rumors held even a splinter of truth, Groby no longer meant to be called a bastard by anyone. There had been whispers—ugly, persistent ones—that he was set on challenging the circumstances of his birth.

      Proof enough, perhaps, to make a claim.

      “He’s bound to fail,” Gideon said.

      “Is he?” Blackwell asked.

      “Lovington had a legitimate heir.”

      No one spoke Sebastian’s name.

      Sebastian Hartwell, who ought to have been Lovington. Sebastian, who had been dead long enough that even thinking his name felt like pressing a thumb into an old bruise.

      There was another relation, of course. A distant cousin. A vicar in his sixties, if Gideon had the story right, tucked away in some parish halfway across the country and only now being urged toward London to defend a title he had likely never expected to inherit.

      He had the blood for it.

      One hoped he had the spine.

      But he was not here.

      Groby was.

      And that, more than anything, was what set Gideon’s teeth on edge.

      “Let’s hope he shows soon.” Gideon set his tea aside and rose, adjusting his cuffs. “I’ll take my leave for now. I’ve a call to make in the morning.”

      “On Dash?” Jeremiah asked.

      “And his sister.”

      Longstaffe grinned. “How gallant.”

      “Courtesy,” Gideon said coolly. “Nothing more.”

      The major-lord’s gaze danced. “Of course.”

      Gideon didn’t bother to explain himself further. They all knew of Dash’s sister’s tendency toward mischief, having visited the Dasborough estate more than once in their younger years. Someone needed to ensure Beatrice Beckman did not get herself caught up in more trouble than she could handle.

      And if Dash was determined to neglect that responsibility, it would fall on Gideon.

      Which was why, bright and early the next morning—while most of the ton remained blissfully unconscious—Gideon found himself striding along Curzon Street toward Beckman House.

      He had known Beatrice as a girl, of course, but judging by the look she had sent him the night before, she was no longer the child who trailed after her brother and his friends in the country.

      She was a woman now.

      And likely far less manageable.

      Not that she had ever been particularly inclined toward management to begin with. It was the reason why Dash mostly elected to leave her to her own devices down at Dasborough Park.

      But now that they had returned to London, Lady Beatrice would once again be exposed to the judgment of the ton.

      Gideon would spare her that if he could.

      She was a grown woman, certainly. And a formidable one. But Dash was absent, society was merciless, and Gideon had known Beatrice too long to pretend he felt no responsibility toward her simply because she was capable of resenting it.

      Which she would.

      That was the one certainty he could count upon.

      Therefore, If he meant to accomplish anything at all, he would need to proceed carefully.

      Upon reaching Beckman House, he paused at the foot of the steps to adjust his gloves.

      Black crepe framed the lower windows, a lozenge-shaped, black-and-white painted armorial shield was displayed on the door, and mourning ribbons were tied on the knocker.

      The duchess—Dash’s young wife in name only—had succumbed to a long illness over the winter. He’d noticed and approved of this observation of grief while passing by last week.

      Beatrice’s doing.

      The door opened before Gideon could complete his second knock.

      “Good morning, my lord.”

      The newly hired butler stood squared within the doorway, posture immaculate, gloves pristine, expression arranged into careful neutrality.

      He wore a black armband on his sleeve.

      “Mr. Drake.”

      “My lord,” the butler repeated, lifting his chin. “The duke is not available to receive visitors this morning. He is… unavailable.”

      Gideon regarded him mildly.

      “Unavailable,” he echoed.

      “Yes, my lord.”

      “Engaged elsewhere?”

      Drake hesitated only slightly. “One might say so.”

      Gideon studied the man’s expression. “Pursuing horticultural interests again?”

      There it was—the faintest fracture in Drake’s composure. “Yes, my lord.” A pause. “He left at first light.”

      Gideon nodded slowly. “Naturally.”

      Drake’s lips pressed thin, as though wrestling the appropriate level of disapproval for his less than conventional employer.

      “I don’t suppose his valet is happy,” Gideon added carefully.

      “No,” Drake agreed gravely. “He is not.”

      They regarded one another in shared resignation.

      The butler then cleared his throat, slipping back into rigid propriety. “Shall I inform the duke that you called?”

      “Not necessary, good man,” Gideon replied. “I should like to see Lady Beatrice.”

      A subtle shift—almost relief. “In that case, my lord, you are most fortunate. Her ladyship has been engaged since sunrise.”

      “Oh?”

      Drake chose his next words with visible caution.

      “Her ladyship has been… exerting herself in the ballroom. If you don’t mind waiting, I’ll let her know she has a visitor.”

      “No need to trouble yourself.” Gideon stepped neatly past him. “I know the way.”

      Drake hesitated again, clearly torn between protocol and the peculiar rhythms of this household.

      “Very good, my lord,” he conceded at last. “But I would advise caution. The footmen have been managing the recent delivery of… hay.”

      Gideon paused.

      “Hay.”

      “Yes, my lord.”

      He knew Beatrice was more accustomed to life out in the country, but what possible reason…?

      “Of course.”

      Gideon proceeded down the corridor, the house quiet at this hour. Strands of—yes, hay—lay scattered across the polished parquet. He stepped over a small drift of it.

      The scent reached him fully now—dry, faintly sweet, unmistakable. Not beeswax and lavender. Not polish and hearth smoke, but something closer to what one would find in a stable. And the scent was growing stronger the closer he got to his destination.

      Gideon opened the door, in a manner he’d realize later was far too careless.

      The air snapped beside his cheek.

      A bright, vicious flash cut past him—so close he felt the breath of it against his skin, a cold whisper where warmth ought to have been.

      Then—

      Thud.

      Behind him, where flowers and statues were normally displayed, a makeshift target had been erected. Bales of hay stacked against paneling. A circle chalked at its center.

      And embedded there, quivering faintly⁠—

      Not an arrow.

      A blade.
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      Beatrice lowered her arm slowly.

      She had not missed.

      Pas tout à fait. Not quite.

      A fraction to the left, perhaps. But she had calculated the distance, the weight of the blade, the balance in her hand, and the precise force necessary to send it where she wished.

      She had not calculated a six-foot baron entering without the courtesy of a knock.

      Admittedly, she had expected him to call on her at some point today.

      Later, though. Definitely not the exact instant the knife left her fingers.

      Inconvenient man.

      She had seen it in his expression the night before, that calm, almost paternal inclination to observe. To assess. To impose rules.

      Ha!

      Served him right to feel the whisper of steel at his cheek.

      It was not her little knife, either. Not the slender bodkin she liked to conceal in her coiffure. This blade was longer, better balanced for throwing—borrowed from the kitchens and adjusted carefully to suit her wrist.

      She reached for another.

      “Dash is not home,” she said in lieu of a greeting.

      Gideon, wearing a gentleman’s typical morning attire, hat in hand, did not reply. He merely strolled farther into the ballroom as though near-decapitation were an entirely customary welcome.

      Beatrice let her gaze catch just long enough to note his dark coat buttoned over a conservative waistcoat, set off by a white cravat arranged with the sort of effortless symmetry that suggested discipline rather than vanity. As always, his neat brown hair had been subdued with pomade, not a single strand out of place.

      Nothing about him clamored for notice.

      He did not need to.

      Her brother’s friend possessed an infuriating talent for fitting precisely where he stood.

      In the country. In a London ballroom. And now, somehow, here.

      He stopped a few paces away and folded his arms across his chest.

      Like an older brother. But also… not.

      Ma foi.

      Beatrice felt a subtle tightening beneath her stays—an awareness she refused to dignify with examination—and lifted her chin.

      “If you wish to watch,” she said coolly, “I advise you stand slightly farther to the right.”

      One corner of his mouth shifted.

      He, however, did not.

      Doing her best to ignore him, Beatrice crossed the room, grabbed the handle of the blade, and jerked it out of the target.

      “I—apologize if I gave you a fright,” she said stiltedly. But then, she couldn’t help but to add, “Most visitors don’t enter unannounced.”

      Gideon—or anyone else who decided to call—should have either been led into the drawing room to wait for her or else escorted here by Mr. Drake, who would have known to knock before intruding. She had been certain to alert the staff to her activities in order to avoid any incidents like this one.

      “Ah, my mistake then,” he said far too lightly.

      “Apology accepted.”

      “I was already aware of your skill with the bow and arrow,” he said. Then, mildly— “This is new.” A question within a nonquestion.

      Beatrice turned the blade in her hand, inspecting its surface.

      “A lady cannot have too many accomplishments, surely.”

      His brow lifted slightly. “True.” He took another step into the room, unhurried. “Though I confess, I had not realized edged weapons had been added to the usual list.”

      She selected another blade, weighed it in her hand, and adjusted her grip the way she’d seen in the diagrams. If she had a proper teacher, this would be easier. But alas… “It ought to be.”

      He studied the hay bales. The chalked circle. The distance she had measured.

      And just as the silence threatened to settle— “Did you enjoy yourself at the ball last night?” he asked.

      Beatrice narrowed her eyes slightly.

      “Immensely,” she returned. “Et vous, my lord?”

      He actually winced a little. “I would have. If not for a minor distraction.”

      She threw.

      This time the blade struck closer to center.

      She didn’t expect him to compliment her, which was good, because he didn’t.

      “Your time on the terrace,” he said conversationally, as though remarking upon the weather. “You were in the company of Lady Persephone, I believe.”

      “Yes.”

      “She seemed… relieved when she returned.”

      Beatrice didn’t hear any judgement in his tone, but she turned to face him anyway. “And how is this your concern, my lord?”

      She had once called Gideon by his given name, when everyone else used the shortened version of his title–Hawk. But that was before he and Dash had left to train at Sandhurst. Before the war. Before titles and responsibilities settled differently all around.

      Gideon regarded her steadily, giving Beatrice a moment to brace for a lecture.

      This was precisely why she’d not been bothered by Dash’s recent neglect. It meant fewer inquiries. Fewer stern looks implying an explanation was owed.

      She turned back to the target.

      “Lady Persephone is perfectly well,” she said.

      Gideon remained where he stood, hands loosely clasped behind his back. “Were you?”

      “I—me?” The blade stilled between her fingers. “Of course I was. We both were. Did I not look well?” she countered. It would have been simpler had he accused her of recklessness.

      One corner of his mouth shifted. “You looked quite… becoming.”

      An actual compliment. Unexpected.

      But then his mouth tightened, and he inclined his head slightly. “Blackwell will speak with his sister,” he added. “Discreetly.”

      Beatrice’s eyes narrowed.

      “Speak with her how?”

      “Beatrice—”

      “If Lord Blackwell means to make Lady Persephone feel responsible for Hatherleigh’s predatory behavior, then I will think very poorly of his intelligence.”

      Lord Hawkins paused. There it was, then.

      She had said too much. Alluded to the ugliness polite society preferred to ignore.

      Her chin lifted.

      “I meant nothing of the sort,” he said, but then his mouth tightened. “If anyone was responsible, it was Blackwell. He should have seen Hatherleigh circling his sister.”

      Beatrice stilled. Because that tightening, she realized, wasn’t disapproval of her, but… anger.

      “She did nothing wrong,” Gideon added. “But he is her brother. He will want to know how close he came to failing her.”

      “Failing her,” Beatrice repeated softly.

      He looked at her strangely, as though he were searching for something. “Yes.”

      Her spine stiffened. “Well, what’s done is done. I handled matters.”

      “That.” Gideon winced. “Is precisely what troubles me.” He dragged a hand through his hair—an uncharacteristic gesture—and then sighed. “Beatrice,” he began.

      “Gideon.”

      A faint exhale left him—almost a laugh, almost not.

      “My lady,” he amended evenly. “You put yourself in danger last night. And I can’t help but believe that you might do so again. And that… that is what troubles me.”

      She fisted her hands on her hips. “You needn’t be troubled.”

      “I am aware,” he began almost cautiously, “that you are more than capable of defending yourself in the country.” That was not flattery. It was fact. “But a London garden is not an open field. There are dangers that… that you might not be so familiar with. There are gentlemen who are not gentlemen at all.” He looked a little uncomfortable. As though he’d rather not have to explain his meaning.

      He did not need to explain his meaning.

      Beatrice set the knife down upon the table beside her, wiping her palms down her skirts, and then turned to face him fully.

      “I assure you,” she said, her voice soft but firm, “That you have nothing to worry about. I was merely assisting Lady Persephone. Nothing more.”

      His gaze shifted—not to her face this time, but to the table beside her. To the row of knives.

      “And all this?” he asked mildly.

      She shrugged.

      “Keeps me entertained.”

      His eyes returned to hers, and he cocked one brow.

      “What did you suppose?” she asked lightly. “That I have taken it upon myself to cleanse London of its villains?” She allowed the faintest suggestion of amusement to touch her mouth.

      He studied her another moment, and then exhaled a low chuckle. “No,” he said. “That would be foolish, even for you.”

      A small pause followed.

      He cleared his throat—not awkwardly, but as a man recalibrating. Now that they’d settled the matter of last night, she saw there was something else he wished to address.

      "Dasborough seems to have misplaced his sense of duty this spring.” That was as near to criticism of Dash as Gideon had ever come. “But you must know, if you should find yourself in want of assistance, I will come in his place. But you must send for me.”

      It was not a command, nor was it quite a request.

      The poor thing. Beatrice bit back a smile. If this was what he required to assure himself he had not overlooked some duty⁠—

      “Of course,” she said gently. “In the event of some misfortune, you shall be my first summons.”

      That seemed to satisfy him. He inclined his head, the gesture formal now. “My lady.”

      He turned toward the door, and her eyes lingered on his retreating form.

      Broad shoulders. Long legs. And other… aspects of his person.

      “Gideon.”

      He stopped at once. Turned.

      “Yes?”

      She hesitated, but then… “Thank you.”

      Something shifted in his expression—not surprise or even triumph, just something quietly pleased.

      “You never have to thank me,” he said.

      Then the door closed softly behind him.

      Once he was gone, Beatrice turned back to her knives, selecting one of the smaller ones this time. Lighter.

      Harder to master.

      She adjusted her stance.

      Exhaled. And threw.
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