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      Dashwood Beckman had done the unthinkable, and for that, he must make amends.

      He would have gone to his mother’s family in France, or the Americas, or perhaps simply vanished into the Cotswolds never to be seen again. But even if he could have dodged it—and he’d considered every route, from reasonable to ridiculous—he wouldn’t have. Because for all his charm and reputation for idle mischief, Dash was dutiful.

      Painfully, infuriatingly, tiresomely dutiful.

      It had been ironed onto him at Eton, polished at Oxford, and sealed with the burden of the title handed down from his father. In spite of that one disastrous summer at Harrowgate Hall.

      But he refused to dwell on that time.

      He’d embarked on this unfortunate journey from his country estate in the southernmost part of Devonshire, to London and eventually Margate, two days earlier. And once again, he had stopped early.

      Partly for Gwennie’s sake—he wouldn’t push her, not when she’d carried him so far without complaint—but mostly because he wasn’t in any particular hurry to arrive. The Fainting Goat Inn had served him well before. The rooms were clean, the food tolerable.

      And most importantly, the innkeeper didn’t water down the ale. Much.

      “Personne ne me blâmerait, hein, ma fille?” he murmured in his native tongue, tossing his hat and then his jacket onto the ground. No one would blame me, eh? My girl?

      Dash rolled up his sleeves and then went to work, dragging a brush over his horse’s smooth back, each stroke for his benefit as much as hers. The repetitive motion grounded him, gave his hands something to do while his mind did what it always did—wander places it oughtn’t.

      Apparently sensing his mood, the mare dipped her chin and nudged the side of his neck with surprising gentleness for a creature of her size.

      “You coddle me, ma fille,” he continued, scratching beneath her mane. “Even though it’s undignified.”

      She blinked slowly, as if to say she’d never found him particularly dignified to begin with.

      Dash rested both hands along her face, pressing a kiss just above her snout.  “I can always count on you, can’t I, ma chérie?” Then moved around to her flank, resuming the firm, even brushstrokes.

      Gwennie was a Shire-cross—massive, steady, and uncannily intuitive. Over seventeen hands high and built like she could pull a cart out of the sea if required, she was the only female in his life who’d never demanded more than he wanted to give. Her coat was the color of old bronze, dappled and weather-worn, and her gaze more knowing than his own mother’s.

      Gwennie didn’t mind if he brooded. Didn’t press for answers. Didn’t care that the silence between them was thick with the kind of thoughts he tried not to think.

      She let him be exactly who he was—restless, impulsive, and occasionally ridiculous.

      His best friend, right above Hawk, which was why he’d dismissed the groom to care for her himself.

      Loyalty and dedication deserved the same in return.

      Dash crouched to check her front left hoof, brushing away a bit of mud with his thumb.

      “Bonne fille,” he murmured.

      That was the moment when he spotted something shifting behind the nearby window, a flicker of color. Dash stilled. He didn’t look directly—no need to be obvious—but he knew when he was being watched.

      And not just watched.

      Admired.

      A slow grin tugged at the corner of his mouth as he bent over again, his fingers skimming Gwennie’s front leg, checking for warmth.

      Slowly. Deliberately.

      Let la fille look.

      Upon rising, he caught a flash of bright green—eyes, unguarded, set in a heart-shaped face framed by curling tendrils of blondish hair with a hint of red. Like autumn leaves, he thought absently. All warm light and fire at once.

      Pretty thing. Curious. A touch bold, maybe.

      She sat at a window table inside the inn’s dining room, teacup in hand, and she watched him with eyes too intense to pass off as casual curiosity.

      Dash chuckled under his breath.

      “Voyeurisme, ma chérie?” he murmured, patting Gwennie’s flank. “Bon. I was starting to worry this day would be dull.”
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      Mrs. Ambrosia Bloomington leaned forward but held back an appreciative gasp as she caught sight of the creature just outside the window. Sleek, muscular… and such a powerful-looking behind.

      The magnificent horse turned its head, allowing a glimpse of its chiseled profile, and in that moment, she wished more than anything that she had learned how to ride. Perhaps after she arrived in London, if funds allowed, she could purchase a horse and pay someone to teach her.

      Not that she’d be able to ride through the streets of London. That would no doubt be more than a little unnerving to maneuver something so unpredictable through all the traffic.

      But perhaps she could ride in the park.

      She pondered… It was one more thing amongst many that she would have to learn about living in the city where her future awaited.

      She lowered her cup onto its saucer and, with a sigh, rested her chin on her hand. At the age of six and twenty, she was leaving everything familiar behind and, in but a few days, would begin her new life in London.

      She would miss the familiar countryside of Rockford Beach—the cliffs along the ocean and, although tedious, the comfort of her strict routine.

      As for the people, however, aside from her neighbor, Mrs. Tuttle, there was not one that she would miss.

      Movement outside captured her attention once again.

      A man stepped out from behind the giant horse, and Ambrosia jerked her spine so that she sat up straight. With one hand, he smoothed a brush along the beast’s back and side while the other rubbed it in a soothing circular motion. He must be the horse’s rider.

      Taller than average, the rider’s lean physique appeared just as honed and athletic as his mount. Ambrosia licked her lips. The man had dark brown hair with just a hint of copper, just long enough to stay put in the que behind his head, and an errant lock dangled along his cheek. Ambrosia slid her gaze up to study his strong, determined features. He was a little scruffy, as though he’d not been shaven for a few days, and he smiled as he spoke to the horse. It was a smile that stirred something unfamiliar inside of Ambrosia.

      A fine-looking creature indeed.

      He wore nothing over his unbuttoned waistcoat and although the sleeves of his linen shirt were spotted with a few smudges of dirt, the shirt itself remained perfectly tucked into tight–fitting breeches. The black Hessians he wore seemed worn but also well cared for.

      Unable to drag her eyes away from him, she couldn’t help but compare the rider to the animal she’d been admiring.

      Both exuded unleashed strengths.

      She could easily imagine the two of them in battle, chain mesh protecting the horse, the rider wearing knight’s armor, his stormy eyes peering out from beneath a steel helmet.

      Although frightfully dangerous to his enemies, he would be charming to everyone else—but not too charming—and he would be honorable.

      A knight in shining armor must always be honorable.

      Her heart melted further when her knight kissed the giant horse just above his snout.

      She exhaled a deep sigh.

      A heartbreaker, most certainly.

      Ambrosia tilted her head. Such a man would not be captured by anything but true love.

      His scruffy chin and untamed hair made him appear wild and fierce, much like his horse. Although well worn, the apparel he wore so casually appeared to have been well made. And those breeches… they fit him perfectly.

      When she realized her eyes had settled on the man’s firm and muscular behind, she chastised herself and forced her gaze upward to his broad shoulders instead.

      Perhaps he was some second son of an aristocrat, or perhaps a professional man of business. The splendid horse was obviously valuable, and its rider moved confidently, as though he owned the ground upon which he stood.

      “More tea, ma’am?” The question, posed gently by the innkeeper’s wife—Mrs. Neskers, if Ambrosia recalled—startled her enough to nearly slosh her cup.

      Upon Ambrosia’s arrival, Mrs. Neskers had kindly informed her that they would have a room readied shortly but that they were still waiting for the current occupants to check out. As Ambrosia was a lady traveling alone, Mrs. Neskers had led her through the public area and into one of the private dining rooms where she could take her tea without fear of harassment.

      “Yes, please.” She presented her cup.

      “Milk? Sugar? And are you certain you won’t try a pastry?”

      “Yes, please, and I am certain, thank you.” She refused mostly out of habit. Her figure leaned toward the fashionable hourglass, though if left unchecked, it had a tendency to err on the generous side. Her mother had long drilled into her the importance of remaining neat and trim for her husband.

      …Who was now dead.

      The image of Harrison’s pale, cold, and inert form, laid out in the parlor, came to mind.

      Ambrosia tapped her chin, realizing that for the first time in her life, she had no one to please except herself.

      “On second thought…I think I would like to try one of your pastries, if it’s not too much trouble.”

      The gray-haired woman smiled. “I’ll return shortly then, madam.”

      Ambrosia smiled. A new adventure laid out before her like a second chance at life.

      Exhaling a peaceful sigh, she once again stared outside at her handsome knight—er, at the fine-looking horse—in time to see a groom approaching them. The rider shook his head, spoke with the groom for a few minutes, then turned and lifted a saddle off a fence and handed it over. Apparently, her knight would tend to his horse himself.

      With the brush still in hand, the man continued stroking the horse with a practiced ease, drawing Ambrosia’s gaze to the steadiness of his hands. His shirtsleeves were neatly rolled to the elbow, revealing lean forearms, slim wrists, and long, elegant fingers. More refined than she would have expected, given the rest of his appearance. It rather dashed any notion that he labored for his living.

      Following the direction of the horse’s hair, he lovingly brushed off pieces of dirt and mud that must have splashed onto the mighty beast over the course of their journey.

      What would that feel like, she wondered, to be cherished so lovingly? And then nearly snorted when she realized that she was now comparing herself to an animal, wishing to be petted and groomed. Foolishness!

      And now, unless she was mistaken, he was murmuring to the creature.

      She tilted her head, trying to catch the words. They came soft and low, almost musical.

      French. He was speaking in French.

      Holding her breath, Ambrosia leaned closer to the glass, straining to hear.

      “Tu me sers toujours bien, belle créature. Tu mérites un repas délicieux et une bonne nuit de repos, ma douce.”

      A smile tugged at her lips.

      You serve me well, beautiful creature. You deserve a good meal and a good night’s rest… my sweet?

      She leaned in further, nearly pressing her ear to the pane.

      “Peut-être se coucher avec un beau cheval mâle hein?”

      Her brows rose. Was he truly suggesting the mare might enjoy the company of a handsome stallion?

      And then⁠—

      “Peut-être que la belle princesse à la fenêtre voudrait un baiser de l'étranger qu'elle a observé, non?”

      She jerked upright, heat blooming in her cheeks. And when she dared glance back out the window—mortified, breath caught in her throat—she found herself staring directly into a pair of glinting, steel-blue eyes.

      Her imaginary knight had not only seen her gawking, but now stood grinning like the rogue he clearly was.

      Knowing full well her face had turned an alarming shade of red, Ambrosia hastily drew the curtain closed, her heart hammering beneath her stays.

      A moment later, the door opened and in swept Mrs. Neskers, bearing a mouthwatering tray laden with biscuits and tarts.

      Avoiding eye contact and resisting the urge to fan her cheeks, Ambrosia reached out and selected one of each—because dignity, apparently, had already fled.

      “I won’t be needing anything else,” she managed. “You may take the rest away.”

      The last thing she needed was to be left alone with a tray full of sinful indulgences—especially when the most tempting one had knowing eyes and a wicked grin.

      And yet Mrs. Neskers did not leave.

      The woman took her time. Adjusted a fork. Repositioned a serviette. Straightened the sugar bowl, though it had been perfectly aligned to begin with.

      Ambrosia sat frozen, cheeks blazing, praying the floor might develop a crack wide enough to swallow her whole.

      Only when the tray was finally gathered—slowly, so very slowly—and the door closed behind her with a soft click, did Ambrosia dare to move.

      She pressed both hands to her face and squeezed her eyes shut.

      He’d known. He’d known she was watching him all along.

      And to say what he did! How positively horrid. How absolutely reprehensible.

      The wicked thrill he’d sent spiraling through her entire body ought to have dissolved her into a tingling puddle of shame. Because to suggest such a thing—to a lady! —was beyond the pale.

      Yes, she may have been entertaining one or two inappropriate thoughts. But that did not give him leave to speak them aloud.

      It was… it was unconscionable.

      And yet.

      The words echoed through her mind, low and mocking, as she played them back again.

      “Perhaps the beautiful princess at the window would like a kiss from the stranger she has been watching, no?”

      She took a single bite of a pastry—flaky, sweet, and suddenly tasting like dust in her mouth.

      She set it down.

      The arrogant rake had managed to ruin this small, stolen pleasure.

      Not just the treat. The moment. The quiet indulgence she hadn’t dared allow herself in years.

      What had she expected?

      She rose, brushing nonexistent crumbs from her skirts, her appetite—and her appetite for foolishness—thoroughly extinguished.
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      Keeping her head down, Ambrosia headed for the innkeeper’s desk. Her chamber ought to be readied by now, and as a lady traveling alone, she would not test common wisdom to avoid the public rooms. The sounds drifting from the taproom were already growing boisterous.

      Just as she reached the front parlor, a familiar voice curled around her like smoke.

      “But you must have something available.”

      That voice. Rough-edged, low-pitched, faintly accented.

      Only now, there was no windowpane between them. No glass to dull its effect.

      “I do not require much. Just a small room with a cot. I am not picky.”

      Ambrosia paused.

      The French lilt, though subtle, lent an enticing curl to each syllable. Seductive, almost. It was entirely unfair.

      Which explained why it pleased her greatly to imagine the cocksure gentleman sleeping on a cot that night. Quite deserved after speaking to her with such familiarity.

      Beyond familiarity, really.

      Ambrosia stepped up behind him and let out a soft laugh—Cocky blighter.

      He turned, glancing at her over his shoulder, and from the look in his eyes, he did not share her good humor.

      “I am so pleased you find my situation amusing,” he said coolly, before returning his attention to the man behind the counter.

      Amoosing.

      A quiet thrill skimmed down her spine, but she refused to examine it.

      He was a perfect stranger, not the knight from her imagination, for heaven’s sake.

      “My sincere apologies, Mr. Beckman.” The innkeeper shrugged with a wince. “Perhaps the Cow and Cleaver will have a vacancy.”

      “The Cow and Cleaver is five miles away.” Ambrosia’s knight… Mr. Beckman exhaled loudly and scrubbed one hand down his face. She couldn’t help but notice that even more of his reddish-brown hair had escaped its que.

      Would it feel as soft and silky as it looked?

      Ambrosia banished the thought at once. Entirely unseemly.

      Steeling herself, she stepped up to the counter, careful not to glance in Mr. Beckman’s direction.

      “I believe my chamber should be ready now?”

      She offered the innkeeper a smile, aiming for gracious rather than smug.

      “Mrs. Ambrosia Bloomington,” she added helpfully. “Mrs. Neskers asked me to wait earlier.”

      The innkeeper paused. His fingers twitched slightly on the counter.

      He did not quite meet her eyes.

      “Well, Mrs. Bloomington…” He rubbed his chin. “I’m afraid that room isn’t going to be available after all.”

      She blinked.

      One, two, three counts of silence as she tried to make sense of his words.

      And then—from her right—a low, unmistakable chuckle.

      Ambrosia forced a less gracious smile. “But that’s impossible. Mrs. Neskers⁠— “

      “—was unaware that the current occupants had decided to remain for an additional night.” Mr. Neskers cut her off, though not unapologetically.

      She inhaled deeply. Her fingers curled slightly around her reticule.

      “That is not acceptable,” she said, her voice tight but steady. “I was promised a room.”

      She fought to keep her tone measured as visions of spending the night in her carriage flickered through her mind—cold, cramped, and frightening. And what of her driver?

      Behind her, Mr. Beckman chuckled again.

      She turned a sharp glare on him, which he met with an exaggerated cough and the most insufferably innocent expression she’d ever seen.

      She lifted her chin and narrowed her eyes.

      “This is not amoosing,” she said. Then, to the innkeeper: “I would not have wasted the better part of the day waiting had I known. It will be dark soon. I insist you make some accommodations available for me tonight.”

      Her voice rang with every ounce of authority she could summon. She would not beg. But she would not sleep in a blasting carriage, either.

      “I’m sorry Mrs. Bloomington, but there is nothing we can do. As I was telling Mr. Beckman, the Cow and Cleaver is not far, but I wouldn’t dawdle if I were you. I’d imagine they only have one or two chambers available, if that.”

      Ambrosia was not a person who enjoyed confrontation. She supposed, too, that Mr. Neskers was making some attempt to be helpful. She would find her driver and they would simply travel to the next inn.

      With her pride smarting from the entire ordeal and Mr. Beckman’s smug laughter echoing in her ears, she stepped outside with renewed determination.

      She marched through the garden, past a trio of idle young men stretched out on overturned barrels, chewing on lengths of straw and watching her with thinly veiled interest.

      A prickle crept up her spine, and she quickened her pace. She was a widow, not some green debutante on her way to London for the first time.

      True, it had been some time since she’d done anything of the sort—walked alone in an unfamiliar place, made decisions without a man at her side to approve or correct. Harrison had always seen to that. She hadn’t been given a choice.

      Relegating the reminders to the past, Ambrosia drew a steadying breath and pressed on toward the mews.

      “Mr. Daniels?” she called out hesitantly.

      No answer.

      She stepped closer—and then spotted him. Sprawled inelegantly on a bale of hay, one arm dangling limply to the side, the other clutching a half-empty bottle.

      Gin.

      “My regards, hic… Mrs. Bloo—Mrs. Bloomin’ton.”

      The evening was unravelling rather quickly.

      “Mr. Daniels! Are you drunk?”

      A pointless question, given the glassy look in his eyes.

      She drew a tight breath. “There are no rooms available here, and if we’ve any hope of finding vacancies at the next inn, we need to get back on the road at once. You’ll need to sober up immediately.”

      She did not relish the prospect of traveling in the dark.

      “Not going anywhere tonight, missus.” The driver pointed toward their carriage, which she only just realized was listing to the side. “Hit a rut when I drove her round.”

      This could not be happening. Ambrosia tamped down the frustration threatening to erupt at his words. “Well, you’re just going to have to fix it, then.” Her voice shook a little more than it had earlier.

      Mr. Daniels dismissed her request with a wave of his hand, much as people had done for most of her life. When his eyes seemed to focus on something behind her, she turned to find that, but of course, Mr. Beckman had ambled in after her.

      The gentleman took one look at the driver, the listing carriage, and comprehended her situation right off.

      Gone was the smug amusement, the teasing sparkle in his eyes. In its place was something cool, assessing—serious.

      Mr. Beckman looked directly at Mr. Daniels.

      “Is this the manner in which you maintain your vehicle, monsieur…?”

      He glanced to Ambrosia to fill in the name.

      “Daniels,” she supplied.

      He nodded once in acknowledgment, then turned his attention back to the driver, jaw tight.

      “Is it, Monsieur Daniels?”

      Her driver, a man employed by her brother-in-law, lacked the grace to look even a little ashamed. “Can’t do much tonight… Not by myself, that is.” Mr. Daniels made an attempt to get himself into a standing position, albeit not a very steady one.

      Mr. Beckman’s mouth twisted for a moment, but then he merely nodded—like a man who had fulfilled his daily quota of gallantry—and then with wide eyes, grinned innocently.

      “I would assist him myself, princesse, truly I would—but alas, Monsieur Neskers warned against lingering. And I should hate to lose the last available room to someone less… deserving.”

      He glanced over at her swaying driver, and then back at her with mock regret.

      “Priorities, you understand.” He shrugged, his shoulders moving in a way that was decidedly French.

      She took a deep breath and reminded herself that assaulting a man with a reticule—even a tastefully embroidered one—was not the way to begin one’s new life.

      Especially not over a smug comment. Or an absurdly symmetrical face.

      Regardless, he was traveling on horseback and would cover ground far more quickly than she could, even if her driver was able to miraculously rouse himself and make the necessary repairs.

      Ambrosia glanced to the open door and shivered. The sunlight, so deceptively cheerful all afternoon, had cooled to amber, casting long shadows across the yard. It was early April—England’s most fickle month—and though the day had been bright, the evening chill had already begun to creep in.

      Handsome strangers aside, she faced a daunting dilemma.

      What did one do in such circumstances?

      She had known, when she chose to leave for London, that there would be challenges. She had welcomed the idea of them. Craved them, even. But it was difficult to recall that sense of courage now, when she felt perilously close to tears.

      Mr. Beckman brushed past her, strolling deeper into the stable with an insufferably relaxed gait. No doubt he intended to saddle his magnificent horse and ride off to claim the last room—her room, truthfully, because she had arrived first.

      She had actually reserved a room.

      But she barely had time to stew in the injustice of it before he reappeared—this time, not smug, but storming.

      Like a thunderclap, he rounded on Mr. Daniels.

      “Where the hell is she?” he demanded, his accent heavier than before. “The mare I stabled not half an hour ago—where is she?”

      Mr. Daniels blinked, clearly startled. “Some fellow rode off on her. I just assumed⁠—”

      “Which way?”

      Daniels threw up both hands, helpless and bleary.

      Mr. Beckman stared at him for a moment, silent—then muttered, low and scathing, “Bon à rien.” Good for nothing.

      He then turned on his heel and bolted from the stable, his coat whipping behind him.

      Ambrosia stood frozen, watching the space where he’d been, stunned by the sudden shift in him. The man who had, mere minutes ago, grinned at her with annoying confidence now looked as though the earth had tilted beneath him.

      When he returned a few minutes later, jaw clenched, he was accompanied by a young groom—the same one who had earlier taken his saddle.

      “I put her in this stall, mister. Swear it,” the boy said, pale and wide-eyed. “She was right here. I don’t know what could’ve happened.”

      “You didn’t see anyone unusual?”

      The boy shook his head. “I was in the back, helping with a delivery. I just assumed the barn was safe, like it always is… Usually.”

      “Usually,” Mr. Beckman clenched out.

      He turned in a frustrated circle, his boots scraping against the packed earth. “Do you have any horses to rent?”

      The groom glanced helplessly toward the paddock. “These belong to the guests, sir. We’ve not a one to send out.”

      Mr. Beckman closed his eyes, briefly pressing his fingertips to the bridge of his nose. Then he opened them and looked over at Ambrosia, tension radiating off him in waves.

      “I suppose you find this amoosing,” he said, his tone brittle.

      She blinked at him, guilt prickling her chest. She had, in fact, found a flicker of satisfaction in the fact that he wouldn’t be riding off to claim the last room… but now?

      Now she saw something else in his face—frustration, yes, but also… a desperate sort of worry.

      She remembered the way he’d treated that mare. That horse hadn’t just been transportation. She’d been his companion.

      “I do not,” Ambrosia said quietly. “Is it possible… there may have been some sort of mistake? That whoever took her might realize she is the wrong horse and… bring her back?” It wasn’t likely. But it was possible.

      He didn’t answer at first. Just looked toward the stable door, where the last traces of golden light were fading from the yard.

      Then, at last, “Not likely,” he muttered. “I’ll inform Mr. Neskers. But I… I don’t have time to wait.”

      He cast another glance around the yard, then looked up at the rafters. “Où es-tu, ma vieille fille?” His voice was almost pained.

      And then, reluctantly, he turned his attention toward her carriage. “I take it,” he said slowly, “you intend to travel to London in that contraption?”

      She stiffened. “It is not for sale. And neither are my horses.”

      That earned her a low, rueful laugh.

      “Good. Because I’m not looking to make a purchase. How about a deal instead, princesse? I’ll repair your wheel in exchange for a ride to London.”

      Ambrosia hesitated, her gaze shifting to the stable doors. Perhaps she could convince one of the stable lads to help…

      She couldn’t simply promise a ride to a perfect stranger.

      Could she?

      “Daniels is in no condition to drive,” Ambrosia answered. “Even if you could fix the wheel.”

      “I’ll do the driving tonight. Otherwise…” He cocked a brow. “Neither of us is going anywhere. Unless you wish to bed down in the hay with me. I suppose we could make that work.”

      She turned sharply, ready to scold him, but stopped short. He was mocking her, yes, but his eyes still carried that flicker of loss, as if half his thoughts remained with the missing horse.

      It made everything more complicated.

      Still, she refused to let him speak so boldly to her. “Don’t be absurd,” she said coolly, lifting her chin.

      And yet… what were her options?

      She could bed down in the stables, curled on a damp pile of straw next to her snoring driver and the occasional rat.

      The image was too horrifying to consider.

      Even if she did wait until morning, she had no idea how long it would take to get the carriage repaired.

      She couldn’t rely on Mr. Daniels for help, that was becoming quite apparent.

      Which left Mr. Beckman—a man with no horse, no room, and no shame.

      The kindness he had shown to his horse remained his only redeeming quality.

      That and, unfortunately, his maddeningly impressive… physique.

      It was all tremendously vexing.

      She studied him again, this time making an effort to look past the thick lashes and devil’s smirk. “You aren’t a murderer, are you?”

      “Who, me?” He glanced around the room, grinning that same foolish grin he’d sent her through the window. “Not that I know of.”

      Reassuring.

      Ambrosia turned to the broken wheel, as if sheer willpower might knit it back together. Just then, a bitter wind sliced through the wide-open doors behind her, swirling around her ankles and lifting the edges of her shawl, reminding her—again—that spring had not yet arrived in England. The night would be long. And cold.

      “So, what will it be, princesse?” he asked, far too pleased with himself.

      She exhaled. “Oh, very well. It’s going to have to be you, I suppose.”

      Then she turned to face him fully, eyes narrowed.

      “But if we’re to travel together, there will be conditions.”

      He raised his eyebrows but then inclined his head, as if he were humoring a child. Something which Ambrosia had had more than enough of back at Rockford Beach.

      Well, if he decided to push the issue, he would find that she was quite serious when she left him on the side of the road with nothing more than that silly hat of his and his useless pride.

      “First, you must stop speaking to me as though I’m your favorite… barmaid. Try to show a modicum of decorum.”

      She lifted a finger. “Second, no more winking. Or smirking.”

      He looked positively delighted.

      Which brought to mind her third caveat. “And for the love of England, stop laughing at me.”

      Still grinning, though he appeared to make some small effort to suppress the expression, he nodded in agreement and then bowed. “Dash Beckman, at your service, princesse. And you are…?”

      “Mrs. Ambrosia Bloomington.”

      “Not a princesse?” He slid her a sideways glance which she, for some unknown reason, felt from the top of her head all the way down to her toes.

      “Most assuredly not a princess,” she confirmed.
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      An hour later, wrapped in a woolen coat and scarf, Ambrosia sat atop the driver’s bench, Mr. Beckman at her side, flicking the reins as they turned out of the rutted yard.

      The sun had long since set, and the narrow road stretched out ahead under the pale wash of moonlight. The hedgerows were little more than jagged silhouettes, the trees looming like ghostly guards on either side. A few stars pricked the sky above them, and the quiet clip of the horses’ hooves echoed into the night.

      Mr. Beckman had changed the wheel with no assistance whatsoever, and much to her irritation, Ambrosia had secretly marveled at the clever contraption he’d devised to do so.

      Sitting on the only chair in the stables watching him, it had been impossible not to notice the way his muscles rippled beneath his waistcoat and rolled-up shirtsleeves. As anyone would have done.

      A mistake though, clearly, as it had led to her current state, painfully aware of his presence at her side, all of her senses attuned to him, despite her best efforts.

      She had been married, true enough, but her husband hadn’t been anything like Mr. Beckman. As it stood, it felt as though lightning shot through her whenever his elbow so much as brushed against hers. And when the wheels hit a rut or dipped into a hollow, jostling them close and pressing her thigh against his, her breath caught at the sensation.

      This little adventure was proving far more dangerous than she’d bargained for—though not for the reasons she’d expected. She could only hope the next inn wasn’t far.

      By the time the vehicle had been repaired, Mr. Daniels had passed out completely.

      Mr. Beckman had said they could either leave him at the inn, in which case Ambrosia would be alone with this enigmatic stranger for the entirety of the remainder of her journey, or they could load Mr. Daniels into the coach.

      Affronted at the mere suggestion, Ambrosia insisted they bring him along. She could not leave her driver behind. The idea was absurd! Besides, she’d prefer to have a witness along, in case Mr. Beckman’s character was not, in fact, upstanding.

      But then came another choice. With Mr. Daniels loaded into the interior of the carriage like a rolled-up carpet—one that leaked drool and reeked of gin and sweat—Ambrosia could either travel inside with the inebriated driver or take her chances atop the box with Mr. Beckman.

      Of course, he’d chuckled when she’d indicated she’d prefer the latter.

      At least this way, Ambrosia reasoned, she could be certain he’d not take her in the wrong direction. It would be just her luck to have picked up some escaped prisoner or rogue highwayman and have him drive her to his hideout in the woods so that he could have his way with her.

      The thought sent a confused shiver down her spine.

      They had been on the road for nearly half an hour, and in an unexpected turn of events, Mr. Beckman had been unusually silent the entire time. He, who had carried on a one-sided conversation with his horse for nearly half an hour earlier, now sat with a set jaw and a distant stare.

      He must be worried.

      She glanced sideways at him, then took a breath. “He’s… quite large, isn’t he? Larger than most horses?”

      That seemed to catch his attention. He turned to her slightly, his brow lifted, but then his expression cleared.

      “She,” he corrected gently, “is a mare. And yes—Gwennie’s a Shire-cross.”

      He looked away again, reins slack in his gloved hands.

      “Oh,” Ambrosia said. “I see.” Even though she didn’t, really. “Do you think—? They won’t hurt her, will they? The person who stole her? It would be pointless to take her just to…” Ambrosia flinched at the inadvertent implication. She hadn’t meant to lead the conversation to such a morbid place.

      “Oh, I doubt they got the chance to do anything with her,” he said, confident and with more than a hint of pride. “Gwennie’s not one to tolerate a strange rider on her back. No, I’m sure she bucked the blighter off first chance she got and is wandering the hillside as we speak.”

      Well, that was somewhat of a relief at least. But still— “Will she be all right out there? I mean… sleeping out in the open. Without a barn? Or a stall?”

      That brought another glance—this one longer.

      “That depends,” he said after a pause. “If she feels safe. If it’s not too cold. She’ll find cover, most likely. She’s smart.”

      “So she won’t… just keep walking?” Ambrosia asked. “Or get lost?”

      He gave her yet another sidelong look.

      “Horses don’t wander like housecats, Madame Bloomington,” he said dryly. “She knows the roads better than half the men I’ve employed.”

      That silenced her—for a moment.

      “Do they lie down to sleep? Like we do?”

      He exhaled a soft laugh.

      “Sometimes. But they can sleep standing up too. There’s a sort of… locking mechanism in their legs.”

      She blinked. “Truly?”

      “Truly,” he said, with a tone that clearly said, What sort of life have you led, woman?

      “I never had the chance to learn much about them,” she murmured, and then added, “I’ve never even had a pet.”

      “That’s a shame,” he said.

      They fell into silence again for a while. But it was different now. Less brittle. More companionable.

      “She’ll come back,” he said finally, almost to himself. “Horses are smarter than most humans. She knows how to find me.”

      Ambrosia studied the way his hands rested on the reins. Strong. Tense. There was a kind of quiet grief in them—a stillness that made her chest tighten.

      “Good,” she said softly. “I’m glad.”

      He nodded, then slid his eyes sideways, the corner of his mouth twitching with something like reluctant curiosity.

      “I would’ve pegged you for a country girl,” he said after a beat. “Were you raised in town, then?”

      Ambrosia shook her head. “Oh no. I grew up in Somersetshire—Rockford Beach. Aside from a few brief visits to neighboring villages, I’ve hardly been anywhere else.”

      He glanced over, brow arched. “Raised in the country, and yet you don’t know the first thing about horses?” There wasn’t cruelty in his tone, exactly—but there was incredulity.

      She dropped her gaze to her lap. It wasn’t fair for him to sneer at something he knew nothing about. “It wasn’t up to me,” she all but whispered.

      That drew a moment of silence.

      Then: “So. Monsieur Bloomington wouldn’t allow pets, but he’s fine letting his wife traipse across England without a chaperone?”

      “Monsieur Bloomington is six feet underground,” she replied evenly.

      “Ah.” He paused. “My condolences.”

      “I would thank you, but they’re quite unnecessary.” Her tone was light—unburdened.

      She kept her eyes forward, though she could feel him studying her.

      “Forgive me, princesse,” he finally said, “but you don’t exactly reek of sorrow. Is it possible that Monsieur Bloomington is... imaginaire? An invention, perhaps—to lend a lady an air of respectability?”

      Frowning, Ambrosia turned her head. “Do women really do that?”

      “They do.”

      “How strange.” She considered it a moment, then gave a small, unladylike snort. “Trust me, if I’d gone to the trouble of inventing a husband, I’d have made him far more agreeable than Harrison Bloomington.”

      She didn’t add that he’d have more closely resembled someone like the man currently holding the reins—if only in the jawline and shoulders department.

      He tilted his head. “So did you off him, then?”

      He wasn’t laughing, not quite, but somehow he still managed to sound thoroughly amused, so casual that what he was asking nearly slipped right past her.

      Such a question should have been shocking, insulting—the height of both, in fact—but Ambrosia couldn’t quite bring herself to take up any of those feelings, regardless of what emotions one should express in her situation.

      “Of course I didn’t,” she said simply, straightening her back. Then added under her breath, “Not that I wasn’t tempted.”

      His head turned sharply.

      “Perhaps I am the one in danger,” he said, his eyes wide with mock alarm even as he grinned. “Am I safe beside you, princesse? Or should I sleep with one eye open?”

      Ambrosia clenched her teeth—and her thighs. Good Lord, what was wrong with her? She’d never been affected by a man’s voice before.

      It had to be the accent. That soft French lilt should be illegal.

      She glared at him. “I am not a murderess, Mr. Beckman.” Then, acting completely out of character, she shrugged and added, “Yet.”

      This time his laughter echoed off the trees around them.

      “We’ve a long drive ahead of us, my dear Madame Bloomington. You might as well tell me all about it. You are not wearing black, so his death cannot have been a recent tragedy.”

      “I came out of half-mourning three days ago.” She had upheld full mourning for one year and one day, and then six months of dull greys.

      She had fulfilled her duty.

      Mr. Beckman raised his brows. “Ah… So you shed your widow’s weeds, packed up your worldly goods, and—don’t tell me—you shall be moving in with a distant aunt for the remainder of your days? Do you intend to act as her companion, then?”

      Ambrosia’s hands curled into fists. “I most definitely am not about to become anybody’s poor relation. I am a woman of independent means.” Her voice rang with conviction, perhaps a touch too loud for the quiet road. “I’ve managed a household, I can balance accounts, and I’ve a place waiting for me in London. I intend to make a life for myself.”

      There. She had said it. And it sounded perfectly reasonable. Even if her stomach twisted at the enormity of it all.

      Mr. Beckman let out a low whistle. “Ah, an heiress. No doubt you’ll take the ton by storm—a beauty with spirit and coin. What could possibly go wrong?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “You’re breaking one of the rules already.”

      He glanced at her, brow lifted in mild amusement. “Which one?”

      “You’re teasing me,” she said. “I said you weren’t allowed to do that.”

      “Au contraire, princesse,” he said smoothly. “You forbade smirking, being spoken to as if you were a barmaid, and laughing at you—which, if I may point out, I haven’t done in at least half an hour.”

      Her lips twitched despite herself. “A loophole, then.”

      Even though he had. Laughed at her.

      More than once.

      “Precisely,” he said with a wink. “And I’m rather good at finding them.”

      “Nonetheless, I am not taking the ton by storm. I’m just… me. Not an heiress and definitely not beautiful.”

      When she looked at herself in the mirror, Ambrosia saw a lady who looked, in a word, average. While her reddish-blond hair was somewhat striking, her green eyes were perhaps a bit too large for her face, and aside from that, she surmised that she had inoffensive but unremarkable features overall.

      “But you are,” he insisted.

      Ambrosia smiled. “There’s no need to flatter me, Mr. Beckman. I’ve already agreed to allow you to travel with me.”

      And yet, the compliment warmed her. Only her mother had ever said that she was beautiful, and one couldn’t help but be skeptical when such a compliment came from one’s mother. “As far as funds go,” she added with a faint shrug, “I won’t know the full extent of my income until I meet with Mr. Bloomington’s London solicitor. Aside from the townhouse, I daren’t hope for much—just enough to sustain me.”

      She paused. “Well. And maybe a dog, eventually.”

      “Ah, aiming for the stars, I see.” He was teasing her again, but rather than point that out, she was too caught up in realizing what she’d just done—spoken of her finances to a man she’d only just met, as though they were old acquaintances.

      But he was looking at her again.

      “And for the record, I am not a man who doles out empty flattery.” He gave a slight shrug, his smile crooked, thoroughly unrepentant. “Enfin… perhaps that is not entirely true. I am half French, after all. A well-placed compliment can be a powerful thing.” He flicked the reins a little. “But in this case, ma chère, I assure you—I speak only the truth.”

      His eyes were twinkling, but not quite so mirthful anymore. “I imagine it was easier on good old Harrison—you would be easier to manage if you thought you were plain. Très malin. No wonder you are not weeping in sackcloth.”

      Ambrosia wanted to argue with him, only… Mr. Beckman was not incorrect in that Mr. Bloomington had only ever had criticism to offer her. Given, it was normally directed at her character rather than her looks, but even so… “Thank you?”

      She knew she wasn’t exactly an antidote, but calling her a ‘beauty’ was indeed stretching the truth.

      “You’re welcome.” He chuckled. “So, you are not moving in with a lonely old aunt somewhere. Surely, not your very own townhouse?”

      “Surely, yes. And it is in Mayfair,” Ambrosia announced proudly. “Number 17 South Audley Street. It is called Autumn House.”

      “Hn.” He smiled, staring ahead. “Appropriate.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Your hair. It’s the color of the leaves in autumn.” Oh, but he was indeed laying it on thick.

      She sputtered a moment, but when she went to speak, he interrupted her.

      “I only speak the truth, Madame Bloomington.”

      And this time…

      Ambrosia couldn’t stop her lips from stretching into a grin at his audacity. She’d never known anyone who spoke in such a forthright manner, except perhaps the eccentric neighbor she’d left behind in Rockford Beach, Mrs. Tuttle.

      “Is that a smile? Good heavens, it is!” He spoke as though he was catching sight of a rare bird.

      “You’re outrageous, do you know that?” Ambrosia couldn’t allow his behavior to go without comment, although her smile stretched wider, and she couldn’t stop the small giggle that followed.

      Instead of following up on her declaration, or commenting at all even, he reached down to the floor and then handed her a small package.

      “What is this?” She stared at it suspiciously.

      “Open it and see.”

      Tamping down a surge of guilt for accepting anything from a strange gentleman, she steadied herself on the seat and slowly began unwrapping the paper.

      “Pastries.” The box was filled with the very same flaky confections Mrs. Neskers had served her earlier.

      “Madame Neskers mentioned you didn’t finish yours.” He gave a one-shouldered shrug, as if brushing away any suggestion that the gesture had been thoughtful.

      But it had been.

      How was it that she was so unaccustomed to simple kindness?

      “Thank you, Mr. Beckman,” she murmured. “It was… very considerate. You didn’t have to.”

      “Not that considerate, princesse.” There he went again. “I’m hungry too.”

      She gave a breath of laughter, then retrieved a handkerchief from her reticule and carefully wrapped it around one of the pastries before holding it out.

      He didn’t take it.

      Instead, without so much as a warning, he leaned in and took a bite straight from her hand. If not for her gloves, his lips would have grazed her skin.

      “Safer this way, Madame Bloomington,” he said around a mouthful, his tone maddeningly smug.

      Ambrosia blinked.

      Had he just⁠—?

      How had she come to be here, feeding a man pastry while driving, alone…?

      In the dark.

      She jerked her hand back and wiped her gloved fingers on the napkin.

      “You, sir,” she said stiffly, “are incorrigible.”

      “Entirely true,” he agreed with a shrug. “Your turn, then I’ll have another, if you please.”

      “I—no. I most certainly will not—this is… It’s indecent!”

      “Very well,” he said with an infuriating calm. “But I shall not take another bite. Not unless you do. Two bites, princesse. I insist.”

      She stared at him, aghast. “But⁠—"

      “It’s only fair,” he said. “You cannot expect me to eat alone. I’m not a barbarian.”

      Some might argue with that…

      Nonetheless, with great hesitation, she lifted a pastry to her own lips and took a modest bite. And then blinked again.

      How was it that the very same pastry, which had tasted dry and uninspired earlier, now melted on her tongue like buttery heaven?

      She took another, slower bite—this time savoring the creamy filling, aware of him watching her with one lifted brow.

      “Happy now?” she muttered, dabbing at her mouth with the corner of the handkerchief.

      “You have no idea,” he said, and leaned in for his turn. His lips and the tip of his tongue brushed the edge of her glove—just for a moment—but it sent a jolt through her spine all the same.

      She dabbed at the crumbs in his not-quite-a-beard before she could think better of it.

      What was she doing?

      She hadn’t ever touched her husband’s hair, let alone his whiskers.

      Mr. Beckman leaned in for another bite. And then another.

      So she kept feeding him—and herself. One pastry, then the other. Mulberry and cream. She took alternating bites as though it were a tiresome obligation, all the while secretly relishing the rich, flaky decadence melting on her tongue.

      How long had it been since she’d indulged in something so sweet?

      Too long. Far too long.

      When the last crumb was gone, she folded the now-creased handkerchief with care and tucked it firmly back into her reticule, as if doing so might bring propriety back to her present circumstances.

      But she didn’t have long to sit quietly.

      Mr. Beckman shifted the reins into one hand and pointed toward the stretch of moonlit road ahead.

      “The Cow and Cleaver,” he said.

      “Pardon?”

      “The turn up ahead.” He chuckled, eyes crinkling at the corners. “It leads to the inn.”

      Of course.

      “I hope they have rooms to let.” At least one, because Mr. Beckman wouldn’t really expect her to sleep in her carriage. Would he?

      She secretly studied his profile. Strong chin, determined mouth, a nose that was almost aristocratic—almost, in fact, heroic.

      If some highwayman jumped out to attack them, she was almost certain he’d pull a weapon from one of his boots and easily dispatch of the villain. And then he might stare into her eyes again, this time in order to assure himself of her well-being.

      And when his lips drew closer to hers, she would not pull away from him. She would tilt her head back⁠—

      “If there is only one room, you will share it with me, no?”

      Ambrosia reeled back in shock.

      “I am not some lightskirt, Mr. Beckman.” She would be clear on this point. Crystal clear. Simply because she’d broken a few of her own rules… and perhaps indulged in a fantasy or two, pertaining to this—this absolute boar of a man…

      “I never said you were. But if you remember correctly, it was you who was watching me.”

      “I was appreciating your horse,” she clarified.

      She couldn’t help but notice the reappearance of his dimple. “But of course, madame.” He seemed to intentionally deepen his French accent as he nodded agreeably.

      Too agreeably.

      “He was—he is—a beautiful animal.”

      “She,” he corrected her for the second time. “But that wasn’t all you were appreciating. You were distracted, no?”

      Ambrosia deliberately ignored his taunting. “Well, she is a beautiful animal, then. And…” Despite his indecent implication… “I truly am sorry she was stolen from you.”

      Mr. Beckman’s jaw tightened, his eyes locked on the moonlit road ahead.

      “Whoever took her will regret it soon enough,” he declared. “If she hasn’t already thrown him, I will.” The words that followed came out almost a growl. “When I come back.”

      Ambrosia glanced sideways at him, surprised by the edge in his voice. Whatever matter was awaiting him in London must be important indeed.

      “You must have good reason to go on without her,” she said, her voice tentative.

      He didn’t answer, not right away. Just gave the reins a subtle twitch and said, “I must, indeed.”

      “You will return for her, though? After this great meeting you have in London?”

      “I will.”

      Again, with that cocksure attitude of his. In this matter, however, she rather esteemed him for it.

      A splintered sign appeared, and Mr. Beckman steered them toward the cluster of buildings in the distance. Ambrosia could hear voices and horses now, an indication the inn was bustling—but hopefully not at capacity.

      Surely, he would not expect her to share her chamber with him, in truth?

      If there was but one room.

      Surely, he was only teasing.

      Of course he was.

      And yet…

      Over the course of a few hours this man had managed to finagle his way onto her coach and under her skin, but ultimately, he was no more to her than a passing stranger.

      And even though, yes, he was charming and handsome and … the utter opposite of nearly every man she’d ever met in her life, she could just pretend he could be trusted.

      She straightened her back.

      It was not inconceivable that the Cow and Cleaver would be down to their final vacancy at this time of night, with this many people milling about, with the number of horses she could spy in the stable.

      In which case…

      Ambrosia clutched her hands in her lap as she contemplated the possibility of Mr. Beckman claiming the last room for himself.

      No gentleman would do such a thing… But was he, in fact, a gentleman?

      Ambrosia leaned forward, eyeing the distance from the driver’s box to the ground and then from there to the main entrance.

      She would need to move quickly. Get inside before he did.

      Because after everything she’d endured today, she refused to sleep in her blasted carriage.
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      Dash guided the carriage onto the rutted road leading to the Cow and Cleaver, the horses flicking their ears as the scent of hay, smoke, and something less pleasant drifted down the lane. He might have been watching the inn draw closer—but what he was really watching, out of the corner of his eye, was the golden-haired widow at his side.

      Madame Bloomington, clutching her reticule for dear life, was clearly preparing to make a break for the reception desk.

      He nearly laughed aloud.

      Her posture had stiffened, her gloved hands fidgeting with the little ribbons at her wrist.

      She tucked a stray curl behind one ear, and then angled her knees ever so slightly toward the edge of the driver’s box.

      If there was only one room, she meant to claim it.

      Would he let her, though?

      Because this wasn’t like his other journeys, not by a long stretch.

      And there was something about this widow—naïve, prim, and hopelessly out of her depth—that had him wrestling with his usual sense of propriety. She was too trusting for her own good. If she thought London would be kind to her simply because she said “pardon” and had a lovely blush, she had another thing coming.

      A dose of reality, in the form of bedding down on a cot in the back of the kitchen, might not be the worst thing.

      Dash licked his lips.

      Tugged gently on the reins.

      And experienced an odd sense of mischief as the horses halted several yards from the Cow and Cleaver’s entrance.

      Giving no warning whatsoever, he then leapt from the driver’s box, landing lightly on the gravel.

      By the time the delightful Madame Bloomington even registered that they had stopped, Dash had already hit the ground running, the soles of his worn Hessians striking the dirt in an easy rhythm.

      Flickering lights burned from behind the windows ahead, a warm and welcoming sight, and he allowed himself a grin. There was something invigorating about the chase—not for the room, but for the peculiar thrill of knowing Madame Bloomington would be making a mad dash behind him. He had felt her energy coiled beside him before he jumped, all but heard her plotting her scheme.

      Certain of his victory now, he slowed his pace deliberately, listening for the sound of skirts rustling or her half boots thudding behind him.

      Nothing.

      Just the rhythmic clatter of his own footfalls and laughter inside the inn.

      By the time he reached the porch steps, Dash stopped short and glanced over his shoulder.

      Madame Bloomington was not behind him.

      She was still on the driver’s box—dangling from it, rather—her gloved hands gripping the edge as she twisted around, her boots hunting for purchase atop the wheel. One toe landed, but when she went to put her weight on it…

      Dash moved to help, but it was too late.

      Her foot skidded down the rim and the sudden shift was enough to jar her loose from the driver’s box. “No!”

      Her hands shot out, tossing her reticule into the air, and with her feet still somewhat caught up in the wheel, she landed bottom-first.

      The audible squish of her landing was followed by a stunned silence.

      Then… “Oh, figs and fudge!”

      Forcing his attention away from the sight of two delightfully stocking-clad ankles, Dash flinched.

      Not at the fall, which didn’t seem as though it had hurt her too terribly, but at the… squelchy patch she’d landed in.

      Ah, merde.

      He was already moving, boots kicking up dust as he crossed back toward her, guilt warring with his amusement. This was not, he admitted silently, how one repaid a woman’s hospitality.

      “Are you hurt?” he asked, crouching beside her.

      She pushed up onto one elbow, her face flushed, her expression murderous.

      “You—! You absolute… rogue!”

      Her words lacked true venom. How could they, when she looked like a petulant fairy that had been dropped from a flower?

      Seemingly unbothered by the manure splattered across her skirts, she rummaged until she found her reticule. Then, with calm efficiency, she extended her free hand.

      “Help me up.”

      Dash huffed out a laugh and crouched down beside her. “Did you truly think you could beat me?”

      “If you were a gentleman,” she said, lifting her chin despite her predicament, “you would have given me a sporting chance.”

      “I thought we’d established that I am not, in fact, a gentleman,” he drawled, even as he offered his hand.

      Her eyes narrowed, which ought to have been enough of a warning, but the second their palms met, she gave a sharp tug—more forceful than he’d expected—and Dash, already leaning forward, lost his balance entirely.

      If not for a last-second twist and a well-placed boot, he’d have landed directly atop her. Instead, he hit the ground beside her with a grunt and…

      Another unfortunate squelch.

      “Minx,” he muttered.

      “I am not sleeping in my carriage!”

      Showing no remorse whatsoever, Madame Bloomington bolted to her feet and took off towards the inn with all the speed—but none of the grace—of a warrior queen.

      Dash could have still beaten her to the door.

      Easily.

      But this, watching her go… was so much better.

      Her figure—draped in manure-slicked muslin, hair tumbling like golden ribbons—was nothing like the poised widow of earlier.

      And again, he was grinning.

      His heart, which should’ve been weighed down with thoughts of Gwennie or his own miserable obligations, lifted instead.

      “Go on then, my little English widow,” he muttered. “Vive la victoire.”
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      Ambrosia closed the door behind her, turned the key in the lock, and after lighting a few candles, let out an enormous sigh. The room was small and spare—a single bed, a modest vanity, a narrow window overlooking the inn yard, and a hard-backed chair.

      But it was blessedly hers. Hers alone.

      And although she’d resorted to less than honorable methods to acquire it, she had won.

      Her heart gave a little hum, pleased with itself.

      Upon stumbling into the inn behind her and discovering that Ambrosia had, in fact, landed the last room available, Mr. Beckman had grumbled something about a cot in the kitchen. But he hadn't complained further. In fact, he’d seemed more amused than angry. And… she hadn’t expected that.

      In fact, while she’d finished paying the innkeeper and then waited for the key, Mr. Beckman had chatted amiably with the innkeeper’s wife.

      He hadn’t even fussed over the manure.

      Which was all over her skirts.

      Ambrosia glanced down at herself and grimaced. The brown mess caked on the hem, and seeping into her bottom… was not mud.
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