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The heavy carriage had rattled over the cobblestones of Tapps for the better part of a tedious hour before its rusted springs finally groaned to a halt outside the post office. By then, Arabella Buller’s spine felt as though it had been forged from cold iron, and her temper was simmering right alongside it.

She stepped down onto the rain-slicked street with the practiced grace of a woman who refused to let bad weather defeat her, ignoring the sympathetic grimace of the driver as he handed down her traveling trunk. Her boots hit the damp English mud with a sharp, resolute thud.

Tapps. A quaint, unremarkable village nestled in a fold of green hills that looked charming enough on an estate map, but in reality, possessed a damp, stubborn chill that seemed determined to seep straight through her wool pelisse.

Arabella did not mind the cold. What she minded—deeply, intensely, and with the full force of a mind accustomed to immaculate organization—was ambiguity. For six months, the Buller family estate had been plagued by conflicting land claims, erratic lease payments, and vague, hand-drawn property markers left behind by a great-uncle whose sanity had clearly abandoned him long before his pulse did. Her father and brothers had thrown up their hands, declaring the local land registry an impenetrable labyrinth.

"Let Arabella handle it," her eldest brother had grumbled over breakfast. "She’s the only one of us who enjoys reading century-old deeds written in crabbed Latin."

She had taken that dismissal as a challenge. Arabella had packed her sturdiest trunk, sharpened a dozen quill pens, filled three inkwells, and loaded her leather portfolio with every charter, map, and title deed the family owned. She was twenty-four years old, unmarried by choice, thoroughly unbothered by society’s expectations of female docility, and possessed of a brain that viewed chaos as a personal insult. Her mission was simple: audit the outlying village properties, establish the exact boundaries of the estate, collect the overdue rents, and return to London with her reputation as an elite estate manager firmly established.

Her first target on the list was a modest, picturesque parcel of land situated right at the corner of Chapel Lane and Market Square. According to the ancient charter, it was designated as agricultural storage. According to local gossip, however, the structure had been converted years ago into a commercial establishment—a bakery of some renown, run by an incomer whose surname was as aggressively cheerful as his pastries were allegedly addictive.

Sweete’s Confections.

Arabella adjusted her spectacles, checked the address on her parchment list against the hand-painted wooden sign hanging above a sturdy, double-doored shopfront across the square, and squared her shoulders. The windows of the shop were glowing with a warm, buttery light that cut through the gray afternoon mist, and as the breeze shifted, a scent so rich and intoxicating drifted across the lane that even Arabella’s strict concentration faltered for a fraction of a second. It smelled of toasted butter, caramelized sugar, and crushed nutmeg.

"A clever sensory distraction," she muttered to herself, tightening her grip on her leather portfolio. "Won’t save you from a boundary audit, Mr. Sweete."

She marched across the cobblestones, ignoring the light drizzle beginning to dampen the brim of her bonnet, and pushed open the heavy oak door. A brass bell chimed overhead, bright and cheerful, instantly shattering the solemn quiet she preferred to maintain when conducting official business.

Inside, the shop was a sensory assault of the highest order. The walls were lined with dark oak shelving crowded with glass jars of candied violets, peppermint drops, and golden barley sugar. On the long counter sat tiered trays of glazed tarts, spiced buns, and delicate cream puffs dusted with powdered sugar. But what struck Arabella most was the absolute silence of the place, save for the crackle of a small coal fire burning in the hearth at the back and the rhythmic, purposeful clatter of baking sheets being stacked in the kitchen beyond.

For a moment, she stood just inside the threshold, waiting for a shop assistant to materialize. When none did, she cleared her throat—a crisp, authoritative sound designed to command immediate attention.

Footsteps approached from the back room, light and unhurried.

"Good afternoon, welcome to Sweete’s—"

The voice belonged to a man who looked entirely out of place in a sleepy provincial village. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and wore a simple linen shirtsleeves rolled up to his forearms, revealing strong, flour-dusted wrists. His dark hair was slightly mussed, curling softly across a high forehead, and his eyes—a striking, intelligent hazel—held a mixture of polite curiosity and mild amusement as he paused behind the counter.

This was Evan Sweete. He looked less like a humble village baker and more like a gentleman who had accidentally wandered into a kitchen and decided he liked the flour better than the drawing room.

Arabella did not blink. She stood tall, planted her boots firmly on the floorboards, and slid her leather portfolio onto the polished wood of the counter with a definitive slap.

"Mr. Evan Sweete, I presume?" she asked, her voice ringing out with all the frosty precision of a seasoned magistrate.

Evan blinked once, his gaze dropping briefly to the official-looking portfolio before rising back to meet her intense blue eyes. A slow, infuriatingly calm smile touched the corners of his mouth.

"Guilty as charged, Miss..." He paused, raising an inquiring eyebrow.

"Miss Buller," she supplied sharply, refusing to yield an inch of personal space. "Arabella Buller. Representing the Buller family estate and the regional land registry."

If she expected him to pale, stutter, or drop a tray of biscuits, she was sorely disappointed. Evan merely leaned against the back counter, crossing his arms over his chest—a posture that was entirely too relaxed for someone whose livelihood was about to be aggressively cross-examined.

"Ah," Evan said, the syllable stretching out with a warmth that felt almost mocking. "The Buller estate. We have been expecting an auditor for months. Although, if I am being entirely honest, we anticipated someone older, greyer, and considerably more fond of tea."

Arabella’s chin rose an extra fraction of an inch. "Age and hair color have no bearing on mathematical accuracy, Mr. Sweete. And I assure you, my competence requires no validation from your expectations."

"I would never dream of questioning your competence, Miss Buller," Evan replied smoothly, though the twitch in his left cheek suggested he was finding her formidable posture immensely entertaining. "Though I must admit, it is rare for an auditor to arrive with quite so much thunder in her expression. Has the carriage ride from town been disagreeable?"

"The carriage ride was adequate. The state of the local land registry, however, is an absolute disgrace," Arabella fired back, unlatching her portfolio and pulling out a massive, yellowed parchment map covered in faded ink and cryptic marginalia. She unrolled it with a sharp snap, weighting down the corners with two decorative glass jars of lemon drops she unceremoniously shoved aside.

"Right here," she said, tapping a gloved finger against a heavily cross-hatched section of the map. "Parcel Four-B, originally deeded in eighteen-hundred-and-twelve as an uncultivated agricultural outbuilding and storage shed. According to our historical records, this entire square footage—including the footprint upon which your establishment currently sits—reverts to the direct ownership of the Buller estate upon the expiration of the previous fifty-year lease last Michaelmas."

Evan didn't even look at the map. He watched her face instead, his gaze steady and infuriatingly serene.

"That is correct," Evan said mildly.

Arabella paused, her finger resting on the parchment. She had prepared herself for denial, for feigned ignorance, for stubborn arguments about lost paperwork or local precedent. She had not prepared for him to agree with her so breezily.

"It is correct?" she repeated, narrowing her eyes. "You admit that your shop occupies land whose lease expired five months ago and has not been formally renewed or reassigned?"

"Of course," Evan replied, stepping around the counter. He didn't approach menacingly; instead, he walked over to a small side table where a fresh tray of pastries had just been laid out to cool. "The previous lease was held by my late uncle, who operated a modest flour mill here before the building was gutted by a fire in 'eighty-eight. When I rebuilt the place two years ago, I applied to the estate solicitors for a lease renewal. Unfortunately, your family’s legal representation at the time was somewhat... distracted by a gout epidemic in Bath, and the paperwork vanished into the ether. I have been setting aside the monthly rent into a dedicated escrow account ever since, waiting for someone competent enough to show up and sort it out."

Arabella stared at him, her mouth slightly parted. "You... you’ve been paying into an escrow account?"

"Every single month," Evan said calmly. He picked up a small silver spatula, deftly lifting a warm, golden pastry from the cooling rack and placing it onto a clean small china plate. "I am a baker, Miss Buller, not a squatter. I prefer my flour honest and my legal standing transparent. Would you care for an apple tart? They came straight out of the oven ten minutes ago, and the pastry is remarkably flaky."

Arabella looked from the china plate to Evan’s face, utterly thrown off balance. Every single argument she had rehearsed during her three-hour carriage ride—every sharp rebuttal, every stern lecture on property rights and estate law—had just been rendered entirely obsolete by a man offering her pastry.

"I am not here for refreshments, Mr. Sweete," she said, though her stomach betrayed her with a very quiet, very untimely rumble. She ignored it instantly, praying he hadn't heard.

"Of course not," Evan said smoothly, sliding the plate across the polished counter until it rested directly beside her legal documents. "You are here to conduct a rigorous, uncompromising audit. But even the most dedicated auditors require sustenance. It is impossible to calculate property boundaries properly on an empty stomach. A civil servant who is hungry is a danger to the local economy."

"I am not a civil servant," she corrected automatically, though she found her gaze lingering on the apple tart. The crust was a delicate golden-brown, glistening lightly with caramelized fruit juices and a dusting of coarse sugar. It looked, against all professional judgment, magnificent.

"A technicality
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