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            Chapter One

         
         
            Derbyshire, 1824

         

         After only a year of living at Crossbrook Cottage, Amelia had worn a path along the perimeter of the property, a comforting
            length of bare earth she had trod hundreds of times before, tracing the boundaries of her small, self-contained universe.
            Here, in a part of Derbyshire sufficiently remote that she could depend upon never being invited to a gathering larger or
            grander than a card party at the vicarage, but not so far from good roads that her friends and family would be deterred from
            making brief visits, she felt safe.
         

         
         Safe, but also ready to weep from boredom.

         
         She hadn’t meant to stay away this long, but the thought of returning to London made her heart race and dread pool in her
            belly. She was not by nature a quiet and retiring person, but if this isolation was the price of her sanity, she would pay
            it. Despite the assurances of well-meaning friends, she did not even think this was hyperbole: that last year in town, leading
            up to . . . the incident, she had feared herself to be on the verge of something very much like madness.
         

         
         To keep herself from clawing the cottage walls from sheer boredom, she kept to a routine. Nothing too precise, just a knowledge
            that she would leave the house as soon as it was light enough to see the path before her, and that she would return home in
            time for a late breakfast. At this hour she could be certain of running into nobody at all, not the gardener, not the vicar’s
            officious wife, not so much as a stray dairymaid.
         

         
         At least that was what she had supposed before she saw the giant. He lumbered along the path she had worn with her own feet
            as if he weren’t intruding on her property, her quiet, her peace of mind. And then, with God as her witness, he tipped his
            hat as he passed her by. The next day he did the same, and accompanied his hat tip with what sounded like an oddly old-fashioned
            “good day to thee.” Infuriating.
         

         
         By the third day she begrudgingly concluded that he was not a proper giant, merely a large man with a fondness for trespass.
            Surely he was twice as large as any man needed to be. Worse—because he could not be held responsible for the breadth of his
            shoulders or the length of his legs—was the fact that he persisted in tipping his hat to her and murmuring a greeting. She
            would have thought that from her demeanor (eyes unwaveringly set on the path before her, shoulders back, face unsmiling) he
            might have gathered that she did not wish to acknowledge his presence. She had the rules of etiquette all but etched into
            her skin, and knew to a certainty that even in the country, ladies were under no obligation to acknowledge any man to whom
            they had not been properly introduced. That precept was firmly implanted in her mind, along with all the rest of her mother’s
            teachings, and which rural solitude had for the most part rendered blessedly irrelevant. But still the giant tipped his hat,
            and did it with such cool courtesy that Amelia felt the fury down to her bones.
         

         
         “Why not take your walk at another hour?” Georgiana asked when Amelia returned to the cottage, snarling and hissing like an
            outraged badger.
         

         
         Amelia flopped into the well-worn chintz chair and glared at her friend. “That would be letting him win.”

         
         “Do you suppose he’s aware that you’re engaged in a contest?” Georgiana asked without looking up from the latest Ladies’ Register. She lounged on the sofa, her head on one end and her feet on the other, a cat wedged between her face and the armrest. If
            for Amelia the country promised solitude, for Georgiana it allowed a degree of idleness that Amelia found frankly inspiring.
            After over a decade of working as a governess, Georgiana had taken the notion of retiring to the country very literally. She
            was one of the few people on the planet whose company Amelia felt equal to bearing, partly because most days she was as still
            and silent as a piece of furniture.
         

         
         Amelia sniffed. “That hardly matters. I know it is, and that’s enough.”

         
         Georgiana turned a page. “Ooh, Amelia, this would suit you.” She held up a page featuring a fashion plate. “Green velvet,
            with a pelisse and bonnet to match, I should think.”
         

         
         “It’s nearly August. Why are you thinking of green velvet?”

         
         “Fine, green satin, have it your way.”

         
         “I didn’t agree to any such thing,” Amelia protested, laughing. “Besides, where on earth would you have me wear a satin gown
            of any color?” She gestured at their surroundings, indicating the parlor with its plain white curtains and its shabby rug,
            its single sofa and the table where they took their meals. Looking around, she felt a sense of relief. No stifling gowns.
            No audience eagerly awaiting her next misstep. Only this little room and the other equally neat and tidy rooms in this cottage.
            It was a refuge, a sanctuary, the first place on earth she had ever felt that she could rest.
         

         
         “You can have nice things without needing them,” Georgiana said. “We dine from china when I daresay tin cups or slabs of tree
            bark would do just as well.” She turned the page of her magazine. “Where do you think your giant lives? Heaven knows he can’t
            live nearby or we would have heard about it.”
         

         
         Amelia had wondered the same. The nearest village was a mile away, but it was little more than a hamlet. If he were a visitor
            who had come to enjoy Derbyshire’s scenic vistas, he would hardly walk the same route each morning. If he were a newcomer,
            Amelia would have already heard of his arrival ten times over from her maid and manservant, and Georgiana would have had the
            news from every neighbor in the parish.
         

         
         There was another possibility, which was that Pelham Hall had been let. Amelia strongly preferred not to think of that. The
            entire appeal of this place was its isolation, and a neighbor within walking distance would ruin that. When she had taken
            this house, the Pelham Hall land agent who handled the transaction in the owner’s absence assured her that the manor was half
            ruined: quite picturesque but sadly unfit for human habitation. There had been a fire some years earlier, and the place had
            stood empty and crumbling ever since.
         

         
         Still, the next day she took a walk up to Pelham Hall to put her mind at ease. The east half of the house stood a blackened
            ruin, its windows gaping ominously. The west half appeared to be intact, but still desolate. Weeds obscured the gravel drive
            and ivy grew over the door. There was no sign of anybody having been there recently: no cart tracks, no windows opened for
            airing, not a single sound other than the birds chirping and the leaves rustling in the wind. Beside her, Nan growled.
         

         
         “I quite agree,” she told the dog. “Highly unpleasant and unfit for humanity. Thank heavens.”

         
         She returned home, her heart lighter in her chest.

         
         Sadly, morning strolls turned out to be less enjoyable when they were part of a one-sided war of attrition. Amelia considered
            walking in the evening instead, but it was the summer, and farmers and cottagers were out and about until the sun finally
            set at nine. Just about the last thing Amelia needed was to stumble upon a courting couple. Roaming about the countryside
            before dawn or after dusk seemed a good way to break an ankle, not to mention give Georgiana fits from worry. So every morning
            at her appointed hour, Amelia took her old-fashioned wide-brimmed rush hat off the peg by the door, wrapped herself in a shawl
            she could remove once the sun began to warm the hillsides, and headed off for a walk as if it weren’t all about to be ruined
            by the stranger.
         

         
         Nan, as per her habit, materialized from the stables and began trotting hopefully a few paces behind Amelia. Nan was a mongrel
            who had liberated herself from the thankless drudgery of herding sheep in order to live off the land. Except that Amelia was
            almost certain Keating, her manservant, slipped the beast some table scraps, and she wouldn’t be shocked to discover that
            the dog bedded down by the fire in Keating’s rooms.
         

         
         As Amelia made her way down the familiar lane, Nan drew closer. While she liked to think that Nan joined her either as protection
            or out of a sense of adventure, she suspected that the dog thought Amelia was a sheep. Well: fluffy hair, general roundness
            of form, she supposed she could not blame the dog. Nan seemed to believe that every living creature who got within ten yards
            of Amelia was a potential sheep rustler.
         

         
         “I haven’t any bread today,” she said to the dog, who had developed a bizarre fancy for the stale bread Amelia fed to the
            ducks who gathered at the bend in the brook. “You’re only going to be disappointed later when you realize you’ve wasted your
            time on me.” Nan looked up at her hopefully. “Fine, then. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
         

         
         Nan barked, startling her out of her thoughts. Amelia looked up, expecting to see that a goose or duck had strayed into the
            path. But no, it was the giant. And he was standing right in front of her.
         

         
          

         Sydney could not quite see the woman’s face beneath the wide brim of her straw hat, but he could see enough to know he was
            being scowled at. The scowl was in the clench of her fists and the set of her shoulders; the very air around her was thick
            with her annoyance. Of more pressing concern was the woman’s dog: its hackles were up and it looked about to go for his throat.
            He had seen her with the dog often enough to know that this seemed to be the dog’s way of letting the world know his mistress
            was spoken for. Sydney approved in theory, even if in practice he did not much care for the prospect of being eaten. If young
            women had to walk about the countryside on their own, they ought to have excessively mean dogs with them. There was probably
            a charitable foundation somewhere whose aim was to pair every snarling cur with a wandering maiden. He would be certain to
            ask the next time he had to make pained conversation with one of the railway shareholders’ wives. If he ever got back to Manchester,
            that was.
         

         
         To that end, he was headed for the village to post a letter. With an aim to dispatching his errand as quickly as possible,
            he made to step around the woman and her dog, and brought his hand up to tip his hat.
         

         
         “Don’t you dare,” she snapped. It was the first time he had heard her speak, and he was appalled to hear a plummy English
            accent. He had thought her a village girl, wearing that plain dress and raggedy hat. But instead she opened her mouth and
            that came out. Good Lord. He tried not to recoil.
         

         
         “I beg your pardon?” he asked stiffly, unsure as to what he dare not do.

         
         “Don’t you tip your hat to me. Not on my own property. Don’t even think about it. Not even once.”

         
         Was hat tipping a lewd gesture now? He was sufficiently unacquainted with the great and good of the land not to be sure it
            wasn’t. He would have to ask Lex, presuming the man weren’t lying dead in a ditch somewhere. “This isn’t your property,” he
            said instead. That much he knew to a certainty. He could see the boundaries of this part of the country as clearly as if his
            map were spread out before him.
         

         
         He thought he saw her flush under the brim of her hat. “Technically, it belongs to an absentee landlord”—she pronounced this
            as the vilest epithet—“as does most of this part of the countryside, but I hired Crossbrook Cottage for a full three years.
            I have all rights to the land from this lane to the canal.”
         

         
         So, this was the tenant of Crossbrook Cottage. His own tenant, he supposed. The Pelham land steward had mentioned such a circumstance.
            “No, you don’t,” he said. “This is a cattle path. There’s a right of way along this lane as far as—”
         

         
         “I’ve never seen a cow on this path nor any sign a cow has ever been here,” she protested, her chin in the air. “Nor a sheep,
            nor any person other than you. Besides, you aren’t a cow. How can you claim a right to a cattle path?”
         

         
         He shrugged. He had reached the end of his knowledge of both rights of way and of cattle. “Couldn’t tell you,” he said.

         
         “And who are you to lecture strangers on cattle paths, anyway? Obsolete and probably fictitious cattle paths, I may add.”

         
         Sydney opened his mouth to speak the truth but he couldn’t do it, couldn’t say that he owned this land without reckoning with
            what that meant. A shadow of grief lurked at the edges of his vision on even the brightest days here, and he found that he
            was too weary to fight it all the time; sometimes he had to pretend it wasn’t there, following him about. “I’m a land surveyor,”
            he said, and maybe that wasn’t such a bad lie, because it had been true once upon a time.
         

         
         From the hillock where Sydney stood, the countryside looked much the same as ever. The place seemed to have gotten on swimmingly
            even with an absentee landlord, or as swimmingly as it ever had, which was probably not saying much. He badly wanted to return
            to the railway, where he could turn his attention to the future and rid himself of the moldering past. There, he could keep
            his mind busy and free of old ghosts.
         

         
         He turned and faced the woman again. Oh, she was definitely scowling now. He sighed. Sydney didn’t actually enjoy making people
            cross with him, but it seemed to be something he achieved with effortless grace.
         

         
         “Excuse me,” he said in his best attempt at cordiality, which probably fell several degrees short of whatever this fine lady
            was accustomed to. Too bad for her. “I apologize for disturbing you.” That, he thought, was quite a magnanimous concession,
            considering that it was she who had interrupted him, not the other way around. “Good day.” He stepped past her, staying well
            clear of the dog, and made his way to the village.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         It had been nearly a week, and still there was no sign of Lex.

         
         After the fire, Sydney had written no fewer than half a dozen letters to Lex, all of which had been answered in an unfamiliar
            hand, none of which contained more than a bland sentence or two: his lordship sends his condolences, his lordship is recovering
            from his injuries, his lordship returned to London and has no plans to return to the North. Mortified that it had taken him
            six such letters to grasp that his correspondence was unwanted, Sydney had given up writing altogether. After all, they had
            only known one another for a year—a year during which they had become brothers-in-law, lovers, and then—Sydney had thought—friends.
            If Lex considered Sydney a reminder of the inferno and catastrophe with which that year had ended, Sydney could hardly blame
            him.
         

         
         So when two weeks ago, Sydney had received a letter from Lex’s secretary, indicating that the Duke of Hereford required Sydney’s
            presence at Pelham Hall, post haste, Sydney had been puzzled. He had thought it odd that Lex would summon him to what was,
            technically at least, Sydney’s own house, and a ruin to boot. But Lex had always been peculiar and imperious, and had likely
            grown even more so since inheriting the title, so Sydney hadn’t dwelt on it overmuch. When he arrived at Pelham Hall and found
            it empty, he thought Lex had perhaps been delayed, but nearly a week had passed and there was still no sign of his old friend.
            He asked in the village and no message had been left for him. Had something dreadful happened to Lex? Had he simply forgotten
            that he had sent for Sydney? Sydney did not know which prospect bothered him more.
         

         
         He had a week before he had to get back to Manchester, so he took a room at the village’s tiny inn and spent his days roaming
            the countryside, which was troublingly unchanged from two years earlier. He remembered every path, every lane, every stream
            and boundary line which he and Andrew had surveyed and mapped with their own tools, walked with their own feet. He could almost
            conjure up the image of the first map they had drafted, see where Pelham Hall was written in Andrew’s bold scrawl, before they had known the toll that place and its inhabitants would take on their lives.
         

         
         A week, and then he would return to the city, to a world of building and creation and progress. The prospect of returning
            to a life of usefulness, of solving problems that most people didn’t even realize existed, made him wish he hadn’t paid Lex’s
            summons any mind. But he and Lex had been something like family once, and he owed the man this much. Then he could leave the
            charred ruins of this manor house, and with it he could bid a final and relieved farewell to a part of his life he wished
            had never happened.
         

         
         He avoided the scowling woman’s property line. He had no wish to trouble women with his presence, and the countryside held
            an almost infinite number of paths he could choose instead of the one that traced the property line between Pelham Hall and
            Crossbrook Cottage. He knew that if he followed the brook for about an hour, he’d come across a circle of standing stones,
            so he packed a flask of ale, bought a loaf of bread from the baker, and set off. It was still early, but the day was already
            hot, so by the time he reached the stones, he had stripped to his shirtsleeves and tucked his hat under his arm.
         

         
         The first thing he saw was the dog, asleep at her mistress’s feet. If it hadn’t been for the presence of the dog—unmistakable
            with those gangly legs and peculiar black-and-white markings, like a child’s clumsy sketch of a shepherd’s dog—he might have
            convinced himself that this was not the woman with the border dispute, but some other person. The woman herself was seated
            on the grass, her back resting against one of the standing stones. She had a book open in her lap, and bare feet stretched
            before her. Her ease contrasted so sharply with the straight spine and upturned nose of their previous encounter that he felt
            almost ashamed to see her so lax and unguarded. This was Susannah at her bath, but instead of seeing her in a state of undress,
            he had a sense of seeing her without armor.
         

         
         For a moment Sydney considered retreating. Perhaps he could slip away and she’d never know he had been there. But if she did
            happen to look up and see his retreating form, she might think he had followed her and was lying in wait. So there was nothing
            for it but to keep walking towards her.
         

         
         “I do beg your pardon,” he said by way of greeting once he was close enough to be heard. Too late he realized he ought to
            have donned his coat and hat.
         

         
         “Oh!” She looked up with a start, but then immediately recovered herself, transforming into the woman he had previously encountered.
            She jumped to her feet and snapped her fingers for the dog, who promptly positioned herself between Sydney and the woman.
         

         
         He raised his hands, palms out, and took a step backward. “I didn’t mean to intrude upon you. I only—” He stopped, acutely
            aware that telling her he did not mean to attack her would be the opposite of reassuring. “I’ll be on my way now,” he said,
            taking another step backward.
         

         
         She was still looking up at him with an unreadable expression when the dog sprang at him, its teeth sinking into his calf.
            Sydney remained utterly still, partly because he was stunned, and partly to avoid further provoking the dog.
         

         
         “Nan! Heel, you bad dog,” the woman said. “Heel right this minute.” The dog gave a confused whimper and slunk off behind the
            woman’s skirts, darting betrayed looks over her shoulder at her mistress.
         

         
         “She did her job,” Sydney said, striving to sound normal despite the pain shooting up his leg. He looked down to assess the
            damage. His calf had been protected by the sturdy leather of his boot, but he suspected he was bleeding anyway. “Don’t scold
            her.” He fully resented whatever antiquated feudal instinct led him to want to reassure this woman.
         

         
         “I’ll scold her as much as I please, thank you,” the woman said with acid sharpness. “She’s not supposed to attack every man
            she dislikes. She’s not supposed to attack anyone. She probably thought you were a goose out to steal her sandwiches. She’s
            not even my dog.”
         

         
         Sydney did not try to make sense of any of this, but instead pulled his boot off and dumped the contents of his flask on the
            bite, wincing. Then he unwrapped his neck cloth and tied it around the small wound before replacing the boot. “There,” he
            said. “I’ll be off.” He started to tip his hat and then remembered she objected to that gesture. He stuck his hands in his
            pockets instead.
         

         
         “You will not,” the woman said in a tone Sydney generally heard from foremen commanding their workers. “You’ll sit down until
            you’re certain your leg isn’t too badly off. Then you’ll give me the address of your bootmaker so I can arrange for a new
            pair to be sent to you.”
         

         
         His bootmaker? Sydney didn’t have a bootmaker. When his boots started to look shabby, he had them repaired. When absolutely
            necessary, he demoted his old boots to the status of second-best and bought a new pair at whichever bootmaker happened to
            look most sensible in whatever town he happened to be at that moment.
         

         
         “I’m afraid I’m in between bootmakers,” he said gravely, suppressing a mad urge to laugh.

         
         “Then tell me where to send money. Two pounds?”

         
         Two pounds? Two pounds? Did she think his boots were made from cloth of gold? “I assure you that won’t be necessary,” he said, reminding himself
            that guillotines were against his principles. “These boots are fine, you see.” He indicated his leg.
         

         
         She peered doubtfully at the marred but unbroken leather. “Regardless,” she said, waving an airy hand, “sit.”

         
         Quite before he realized what he was doing, Sydney sat. “I really don’t wish to bother you,” he said.

         
         “What would bother me would be if you came to harm on your way home. It would be my responsibility and I’d spend the rest
            of my days feeling guilty. I have quite enough of that already, so I’d like to spare my future self the trouble, thank you.”
         

         
         Sydney opened his mouth and snapped it shut again, knowing that whatever came out would be uncivil; he might not have the
            knack for making himself agreeable, but even he knew that he should not deliver a lecture on how women of at most five-and-twenty
            who thought boots cost two pounds couldn’t possibly have anything of substance to be troubled about.
         

         
         “Come, Nan,” the woman said, “be a good girl and show the man that you aren’t a ravening beast.” The dog snarled. “I’m afraid
            her poor brain is a mass of confusion. She thinks you’re a sheep rustler intent on stealing me. Here, give her a morsel of
            cake.” She produced a cloth-wrapped bundle from her basket and handed it to him.
         

         
         And that was just too much. It was utterly typical of a woman of her class not to have the sense to keep herself alive. “No,”
            he said, realizing a moment too late that it had come out rather gruff. “You mustn’t train your dog to befriend me. I could
            be any variety of villain.” I might tip my hat to you, he thought.
         

         
         She narrowed her eyes, something like approval flashing in their gray depths. “True. You eat the cake.” He began to protest—he
            was not going to sit here and have a picnic with a woman who not three days earlier had expressed in no uncertain terms a
            desire never to share so much as a cattle path with him. But she made a disapproving sound, cutting him off. “Eat the cake.
            What if you go into shock? However would I get you back to Heatherby? I would have to leave you here while I got help, which
            I assure you I would find tedious in the extreme. It would take three strong men to carry you, and I wouldn’t know where to
            find two strong men, let alone three. So eat the cake.”
         

         
         He ate the cake, if only because it would keep his mouth too busy to tell her what he really thought. It tasted lemony and
            rich and exactly like the sort of cake a woman who thought boots cost two pounds would have on her person. He didn’t even
            want to think about where the sugar came from. Meanwhile, the woman had turned back to her book and was ignoring him. Since
            the moment he stepped into this clearing he was reminded of the time Andrew had convinced him to ride in one of the Durham
            tram cars as it went down a slope—confused as to his destination and then regretting everything that had led him to agree
            to such a venture in the first place.
         

         
         Their positions, she with her back against a standing stone, he sitting on the ground a few feet away, gave him an unobstructed
            view of her profile. She appeared younger than he might have supposed from the way she ordered him about. And not just ordered
            him about, but did it competently, as if tending to dog bites and replacing boots and bossing about strange men were all part
            of her ordinary day. This, he reminded himself, was a regrettable result of class distinctions and not a quality he admired.
         

         
         The hair that escaped her bonnet was curly, a rusty shade too red to be called auburn, too dark to be called copper. She had
            no small quantity of freckles, which stood to reason if she spent her mornings out of doors. She was plump in a way that suggested
            softness, and beneath the cotton of her gown he could see the roundness of her stomach and the heaviness of her breasts. He
            dragged his gaze away.
         

         
         “How did you know I’m staying in Heatherby?” he asked when he finished the last bite of cake. He wasn’t surprised that she
            knew where he was staying. He had enough experience with country life to know that word of new arrivals traveled fast. But
            he wanted to learn how much of his identity was common knowledge.
         

         
         She blinked at him, as if she had forgotten he was there, and he wished he had remained silent. She closed the book, but kept
            her place with her finger. “You’re in the county on business, so it’s unlikely that you would be staying in the home of a
            friend. Therefore you’re staying at an inn, and probably one very near to my house because your path took you past my lane
            at an hour too early for you to have walked very far. The nearest inn to my house is the Swan in Heatherby.”
         

         
         She was right that he was staying at the Swan in Heatherby, but wrong about everything else. Correcting her would entail forcing
            his entire biography onto a stranger. It would mean speaking aloud the truths he preferred not to even voice within his own
            mind. He rose to his feet, dusting the cake crumbs off his trousers. “Thank you for your courtesy. I had no intention of bothering
            you today—”
         

         
         “I know you didn’t,” she answered, tilting back the brim of her hat as if to get a good look at him. “I’m aware that after
            I spoke to you, you altered your path to avoid meeting me. Why? You said yourself that you believe you have every right to
            walk there.” She spoke those words bold as can be, no trace of hesitation or a blush, as if he owed her an answer.
         

         
         “Common decency,” he said, vaguely affronted that she thought him the sort of man to force his presence on a woman.

         
         “Piffle,” she retorted. “Many people take a positive delight in doing things they believe they have a right to, especially
            if it annoys someone else. Don’t pretend not to know that. You don’t seem like you’ve led a sheltered life.” Her gaze raked
            up and down his form, as if she could read his years of experience in the length and breadth of him. His face heated.
         

         
         Of all the times to form an ill-advised attraction. But, heaven help him, he had always had a weakness for people with sharp
            tongues and a tendency towards imperiousness. Speaking of which: when he got back to the inn he would need to ask the ostlers
            if they had heard of any carriage accidents, or perhaps bad weather to the south, or any mishap that might explain Lex’s delay.
         

         
         “You’re a young woman alone in the countryside,” he said, striving for patience. “I have about ten inches and five stone on
            you. I try to be conscious of that sort of thing.” Not only was he large and tall, but had frequently been told that he looked
            perpetually cross, that in particular his eyebrows gave him a look of grave disappointment and imminent anger. His clothing
            was serviceable but not fine, his hair was always in need of a cut, and he seized upon any excuse to avoid shaving. All told,
            he did not look much like a person any right-thinking woman would relish the prospect of meeting on a secluded lane. He tried
            to present a less threatening aspect by tipping his hat and wishing her good day, but he was very much afraid this had produced
            the opposite result.
         

         
         He had thought it entirely reasonable for her to be wary of his presence, yet now when he thought of it, she hadn’t seemed
            precisely afraid. She certainly didn’t seem afraid of him now, even with her dog asleep in the sunshine. Her reaction to him
            that day she scolded him on the path had been one of frustration, he now thought. Not fear.
         

         
         “All right, then,” she said, closing her book and rising to her feet. As she stepped into her boots, he caught himself trying
            to get a glimpse of what a two-pound pair of boots looked like, but they seemed a perfectly ordinary pair of stout brown half
            boots. He looked away as she tied them. “Let’s get you back to your inn.”
         

         
         He shrugged into his coat and slung his satchel across his chest. As they walked along a path that hewed close to the brook,
            he resisted the urge to give her his arm or to insist on carrying her basket. She was only being fastidious in walking him
            back to the village, and he knew she walked these hills daily. She didn’t need his assistance. He forbore from making any
            conversation, not wanting to presume on her, and also not having the faintest idea what to talk about.
         

         
         “What are you surveying?” she asked after they had walked in silence for some distance.

         
         It took him a moment to remember that he had told her he was in the area as a land surveyor. A decent man would inform her
            that she was speaking to her landlord, that he owned the land they stood on, Crossbrook Cottage, and the ruins of Pelham Hall.
            After two years he surely should be used to Andrew being gone and all Andrew’s worldly goods now being Sydney’s own. But he
            hadn’t, and was vaguely ashamed of this failure on his part. So he grit his teeth and told another lie. “A tramway,” he said,
            because that was what he and Andrew had been mapping out three years ago when they had first been assigned to Derbyshire.
            And, true to the nature of these projects, the first rail on that line hadn’t yet been laid and perhaps never would; he and
            Andrew needn’t have come here in the first place. “I plan routes and I design engines,” he added, almost desperate to say
            something honest.
         

         
         She blinked, and he had the impression that she was riffling through her mind for another conversational gambit; surely young
            ladies with expensive taste in footwear did not care to hear about hydraulics or steam engines. She would steer away from
            engines and instead ask where his people came from, whether he knew some cousin’s wife’s vicar, or how he found the weather.
            But instead her eyes flicked up to meet his. “What kind of engines?” she asked. Across her face flitted the same expression
            Andrew used to have when sneaking a lemon drop out of their father’s pocket. It was a look of barely concealed longing. It
            was, to say the least, not the expression that usually accompanied polite inquiries about engines.
         

         
         Granted, he had been out of civilized society for some time, living in a make-do sort of way among engineers and tinkerers,
            occasionally making reluctant forays into more refined company to curry the favor of railway shareholders and promoters. Perhaps
            at some point in the past few years engines and tramways had become all the rage among whatever rarified circles this lady
            traveled in. He doubted it, though.
         

         
         “Steam engines,” he said.

         
         “Well, obviously,” she said with undisguised frustration. “I hardly thought you were building siege engines. I meant what
            are you doing with them? Where are these engines going? Looms? Pumps? Ships?”
         

         
         “Well, yes,” he said, flustered.

         
         She stared and made a prompting on with it sort of gesture with her hand.
         

         
         “Mostly railways and tramways at the moment,” he added, not certain why she was staring at him but finding it disconcerting.

         
         She licked her lips. His face flushed with mortifying promptitude. He stumbled over a tree root and only barely regained his
            footing. Served him right for looking at young women’s lips like he had never seen a pair of them before. He tried to get
            some control of himself.
         

         
         “I beg your pardon,” he said, thinking that if she could be frank and forthright about their previous meeting then so could
            he, “but three days ago you didn’t want me on your property. Now you seem eager to hear about steam engines. On the one hand
            I feel certain I ought to remain silent so as to spare you the burden of conversing with me, but on the other I don’t want
            to be silent and churlish. I’m afraid I’m quite at a loss.” This, he knew, was too much honesty. People didn’t care for that.
            He expected a chilly silence, perhaps even a rebuke. Maybe he even wanted that, just to get it over with, just so he’d know
            where he stood.
         

         
         To his surprise, she let out a ripple of laughter that might have been deemed a snort in someone with any other accent. “Believe
            me, sir, if I could begin to explain the inner workings of my mind I’d be a very happy woman. The fact is that I’m—” She hesitated
            long enough for Sydney to turn his head, seeing her furrowed brow and pursed lips. “I don’t do well with people,” she said
            slowly, as if weighing each word. “I’m something of a recluse.” The hesitation in her voice reminded him of the way he thought
            about being the owner of Pelham Hall—a reluctance to give voice to an unwanted truth. “So it came as an unpleasant surprise
            to see you at a time when I wished to see nobody. But when my dog—excuse me, a dog who thinks she’s my dog—attacks a man,
            I rise to the occasion. And when I have the chance to learn about something that’s unknown to me, I can’t resist.”
         

         
         She spoke those last three words as if speaking of a pleasure more carnal than machinery. Sydney ran a finger under his collar
            and kept his attention on the path before him until they reached the place where the lane diverged towards Heatherby and the
            inn in one direction, and Crossbrook Cottage in the other.
         

         
         “Good day, sir,” she said, her face tilted up towards his. “I wouldn’t object to seeing you on my walk in the future.” With
            that, she nodded her head at him and walked away.
         

         
         Really, he shouldn’t be so flattered by a person announcing that she wouldn’t dread encountering him. He watched her progress
            along the lane to her cottage for a full minute before he realized that if things went reasonably well, there would be some
            message from Lex waiting for him at the inn, and he wouldn’t ever see this woman again.
         

         
         That would be for the best. Sydney remembered what happened the last time he had met a young lady with a moneyed accent on
            these hills.
         

         
          

         “Georgiana!” Amelia cried upon entering the cottage. “I met a person unexpectedly, spoke to him, and it wasn’t terrible!”

         
         She already knew she was able to make sufficiently unremarkable conversation. Her years in London had been nothing if not
            proof that she could talk to virtually anyone without disgracing herself, regardless of how she felt about it. Occasionally,
            when she had been able to talk to people who had ideas and learning, she had been able to lose her self-consciousness in the
            thrill of actually talking about something interesting. Those moments had been rarer and rarer with every season she spent
            in London, as the weight of apprehension crushed any joy she might have once felt.
         

         
         Furthermore, she was far from unused to men. Amelia’s mother had firmly believed in demystifying the entire gender, and had
            therefore allowed her daughters to attend dinners and salons far in advance of their official debuts. Amelia had been making
            conversation with gentlemen since she could string together a sentence. And even though she was far from a sparkling conversationalist,
            she could get the job done.
         

         
         “Georgiana?” she called again. “I think I’ve discovered the solution to all that ails me. The trick to graceful social intercourse
            is to wait until after one’s dog has attempted to murder one’s interlocutor. Do you think they’d let me do that at Almack’s?”
            She knew she was being absurd, but the fact that she had managed to comport herself in a somewhat social situation, without
            wanting to run screaming away made her think there might be an end in sight. Perhaps her mind was reverting to something like
            normal. “We’ll be in London before Christmas, or as soon as I’ve trained up a pack of dogs to do my evil bidding. Georgiana?”
            But there came no response. She remembered belatedly that Georgiana had taken the pony cart into Bakewell to purchase some
            things for the house.
         

         
         Georgiana had been the Allenbys’ governess until the girls no longer required one. The daughter of an impoverished but respectable
            family, she was an unobjectionable choice as a lady’s companion. That, however, was not why Amelia had asked her to come to
            Derbyshire. Georgiana had been a perfectly responsible and respectable governess, but after—well, Georgiana had always been
            game for what Amelia’s father had once indulgently referred to as her pranks. When Amelia smuggled a kitten into church, Georgiana
            covered up the animal’s mewls with a feigned coughing fit. When Amelia slipped out of ballrooms to flirt with red-coated officers
            and moustached fortune hunters and bejeweled widows of ill repute, Georgiana aided and abetted her at every step. When Amelia
            anonymously published a novel so obscene that it would have sent her to prison if her identity had been discovered, Georgiana
            demanded an annotated copy. And then when Amelia began publishing much less objectionable novels, Georgiana insisted that
            all the best villains be named after her.
         

         
         So after that final incident, when Amelia decided becoming a hermit in the Peak District was preferable to watching her mind
            come apart at the seams, of course Georgiana had declared herself delighted to come along. It was not meant to be permanent,
            only a holiday from the circumstances that were quite literally driving Amelia mad. Amelia had thought a few months would
            do the trick, and then Georgiana could return to town and get another post as governess or finally accept Amelia’s offer of
            an annuity. But a year had passed, and still Amelia was no closer to feeling ready to return to London. She couldn’t keep
            Georgiana here indefinitely, nor could she face a future of total solitude. It was no wonder that she had greeted that day’s
            painless interaction with the stranger as a good omen.
         

         
         “There was a letter for us at the inn,” Georgiana said when she burst into the parlor later that afternoon. Her face was alight
            with barely checked mischief.
         

         
         Amelia glanced up from the book she was reading. Georgiana waved a folded sheet of expensive stationery. At least, Amelia
            assumed it was expensive. All previous letters from Mr. Marcus Lexington had arrived on paper so fine that Amelia hadn’t been
            able to resist looking up her correspondent in Debrett’s, but to no avail. “Give it over,” Amelia cried, making a grabbing gesture with her hand.
         

         
         Georgiana plopped down beside her on the sofa. “Shall we?” she asked as she broke the seal.

         
         This bizarre correspondence had begun six months and twelve letters ago, in the middle of a harsh winter. For several days
            Amelia had been unable to leave the cottage for so much as a stroll around the grounds, and Georgiana hadn’t even been able
            to call on the vicar’s wife. Huddled around the fire, Amelia had read aloud Mr. Lexington’s defense of Richard III in one
            of
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