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Treveth Cove, Devon — August, 1878

Eleanor Ashworth had, at the age of twenty-four, become very accomplished at the art of being comfortable.

Not happy, precisely. Happiness was a word she associated with Cecily, who was three years her junior and had an embarrassing tendency to shriek when presented with a surprise. Eleanor did not shriek. Eleanor arranged her expression into something pleasant and said how delightful, and meant it approximately half the time, which she felt was a reasonable average for a woman in her position.

Her position, as of this particular August morning, was wedged between a hatbox and her sister in the second carriage of a convoy heading southwest toward the Devonshire coast, while their mother travelled in the first carriage with Mrs Alderton, who had opinions about everything and shared them at length. Eleanor had engineered this arrangement. She was not ashamed of it.

"You've been looking out that window for three hours," Cecily observed. "There is nothing out that window except hedgerows and the occasional startled sheep."

"I am thinking."

"You are brooding. There is a distinction."

"I am thinking," Eleanor repeated, with the patient precision of someone who had been correcting their younger sister for two decades and had made very little progress, "about the sea. I have not seen the sea in four years. I am permitted to anticipate it."

Cecily made a sound that was not quite a hum and not quite disagreement, which was her particular gift. She was pretty in the way that drew immediate attention — all dark curls and wide eyes and an expression of perpetual, slightly dangerous interest — whereas Eleanor was pretty in the way that took longer to notice and which people generally described, when they described it at all, as handsome. Eleanor did not mind. Handsome lasted.

"Gideon is not coming until the fifteenth," Cecily said, in the tone of someone who believes they are being casual.

"I know when Gideon is coming."

"I only mention it because you seem—"

"Cecily."

"—relaxed. In a way that you are not generally relaxed when Gideon is nearby. I merely thought the observation—"

"Cecily

"—worth making."

Eleanor turned from the window. Cecily met her gaze with an expression of perfect innocence that neither of them believed for a moment.

"Lord Hartwell", Eleanor said carefully, "is a good man. He will make a perfectly—"

"If you say adequate, I shall scream."

"—suitable husband. I was going to say suitable".

"You were going to say adequate."

Eleanor did not answer this, because she had been, in fact, going to say adequate, and Cecily had always been able to read her with the aggravating accuracy of someone who had grown up in the same house and paid attention. She turned back to the window. A stretch of moorland had replaced the hedgerows. It was bleak and wide and beautiful in a way that made Eleanor's chest feel odd — as though some part of her had been waiting for something large enough to look at.

"I want the library," she said, after a moment. "Mrs Fenthorpe writes that the house has an excellent library. Three hundred volumes at least."

"And the sea," Cecily said, relenting.

"And the sea."

They sat in companionable silence for the remainder of the journey. Outside, Devon opened itself up like a slow, deliberate sentence — all green and grey and salt-scented possibility — and Eleanor watched it come and did not think about Gideon Hartwell and told herself that was entirely fine.

She was very good at that, too.
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The House, the Guests, the Inconvenient Cliff Path

Treveth House did not disappoint.

It sat on the cliff's edge as though it had always been there and had simply decided one day to permit a house to occupy its space — all bleached stone and wide sash windows, with ivy that had been wrestling with the east wall for what appeared to be several decades and was winning. The sea was visible from nearly every window, which was, Eleanor thought, setting a rather aggressive precedent for the fortnight ahead.

Mrs Doris Fenthorpe, their hostess, was a widow of fifty and the kind of woman who managed large social gatherings the way a conductor manages an orchestra — with great energy, genuine goodwill, and a tendency to place incompatible instruments next to one another in the hope that something interesting would happen. She greeted the Ashworth party at the door with both hands extended and a running commentary on the other guests that was so dense with cross-references Eleanor felt she needed a diagram.

"The Aldous Maddox party arrived this morning—three brothers, a very good family in the northern sense, the father made his fortune in steel, the eldest brother manages the business now, thoroughly respectable—" Mrs Fenthorpe paused to squeeze Eleanor's hands with significant warmth. " And the younger Miss Hale, who is to marry the middle brother, such a handsome engagement, though she is a very sensible creature and perhaps rather too clever to be as pleased about it as one might hope—" Another pause, another beaming smile. "But you will meet everyone at dinner. Go rest. You look beautifully travel-worn."

This was not a compliment Eleanor had received before. She accepted it graciously.

She did not rest.

She had never been able to sleep in new places until she had learned their geography, and Treveth House was too interesting to sleep through. She changed out of her travelling clothes with Turner's efficient assistance, pinned her hair back with rather less care than her mother would have approved, and went to find the cliff path before anyone could suggest she do something else instead.

The path ran along the edge of the headland, perhaps twenty yards from the house, with a low stone wall on the seaward side that offered the illusion of safety without the inconvenience of actually preventing a fall. Eleanor walked it slowly, one hand trailing along the wall's rough surface, and felt the tightness in her chest that had been her constant companion for the past several months begin, very slightly, to loosen.

She had gone perhaps half a mile when she nearly walked directly into another person.

He had been standing at the wall's end looking out at the water—just standing, in the comfortable and complete way of someone who has been outdoors long enough to have stopped performing it—and he turned at the sound of her approach with the unhurried ease of a man who was not accustomed to being startled. He was tall, broad-shouldered in the way that suggested use rather than fashion, with dark hair that the wind had entirely defeated and the kind of face that was interesting rather than handsome: strong jaw, a nose that had clearly been broken at some point and not particularly mourned, and eyes of an indeterminate grey-brown that were currently observing her with frank curiosity.

"The path goes further," he said. "If you were worried it ended here."

"I was not worried. I merely stopped to avoid a collision."

"Fair enough." He turned back to the water. Then: "Have you seen it before? The cove?"

"No. I've not been to this part of Devon."

"It's better at dawn," he said, in the tone of a man sharing useful information rather than attempting to impress. "The light comes up from behind the headland, and the whole thing goes orange for about twelve minutes. Worth getting up for."

Eleanor looked at him. He was still looking at the sea. There was something refreshing, she thought, about a person who did not adjust their expression when speaking to an unknown woman on a cliff path — who did not become either particularly charming or particularly formal but simply continued to be whatever they already were.

"You've been here before," she said.

"Third summer. My brother is very fond of Mrs Fenthorpe's cook."

"That seems a reasonable basis for repeated attendance."

"He thinks so." A brief pause. The sea moved below them, grey-green and absolute. "You're one of the Ashworth party."

"I am Eleanor Ashworth."

He turned then and gave her a nod that was not quite a bow — it had the direction of deference without the social machinery, which Eleanor found unexpectedly appealing. "Callum Maddox."

"The middle brother."

Something shifted in his expression — not displeasure, exactly, but a kind of resigned recognition. "Mrs Fenthorpe was thorough."

"Exhaustively."

He almost smiled. It was a very nearly smile, the kind that stopped just short as though uncertain of its welcome. "The path continues past that second rise," he said. "There's a better view of the harbour from there. Worth the extra ten minutes if you have them."

"Thank you."

"The morning's better, though."

"So you said."

She walked on. She did not look back, partly because she had an instinct that he would not be looking after her and partly because she did not entirely trust herself if he was. The path curved around the headland, the sea spread itself below her in every direction, and Eleanor Ashworth stood at the second rise and breathed and tried to identify the precise nature of the feeling currently occupying her chest where the tightness had been.

She did not have a name for it yet.

She suspected she would.
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Names and Complications

Dinner at Treveth House was conducted in a dining room whose windows faced the sea and whose table was long enough to require a certain amount of strategic placement if conversation was to flow in any direction other than straight down the centre. Mrs Fenthorpe had given this considerable thought. Eleanor, arriving to find herself seated between a Colonel Waverly and a vacant chair that was presently being occupied by the question of who would fill it, understood that she was being positioned for some purpose she had not yet identified.

The vacant chair turned out to belong to Callum Maddox.

He sat down without apparent embarrassment and unfolded his napkin with the practical efficiency of a man who ate food for its nutritional value and had limited patience for its theatrical dimensions. He looked at Eleanor. She looked at him. The mutual recognition was swift and, on both their parts, carefully not performed for the table.

"Miss Ashworth," he said.

"Mr Maddox."

"You found the harbour view."

"I did. You were right about the ten minutes."

Across the table, Cecily — who had been seated opposite with the unerring instinct of someone who had lobbied Mrs Fenthorpe for precisely this vantage point — was doing something with her eyebrows that Eleanor chose not to interpret.

The soup arrived. Conversation spread around the table in the usual way — weather, travel, the particular excellence of the journey from Exeter — and Eleanor attended to it with the competence of long practice
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