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        London, England

        July 1892

      

      

      “A toast,” Sir Lindsey Althorp declared, raising his champagne flute and standing from his seat at the head of the dinner table. The flickering candlelight of the crystal chandelier sparkled down through the white-gold bubbles. “To a beautiful bride-to-be and her attending angels. The City of Light will shine all the brighter for your presence in it.”

      His guests agreed heartily and with much cheer. Lindsey himself clinked glasses to his right with the subject of his toast—one Miss Emmeline Rook, soon to become Lady Emmeline Althorp, when he married her June next. She bit her lip as she smiled, her blush bringing the faintest hint of pink to her otherwise colourless features. The shimmering silk of her bright chartreuse gown proved colour enough, in Lindsey’s opinion.

      To his left, the rim of his glass struck that of one Mr Aubrey Warren and rang with such a true, clear note as if to underscore his own feelings for the man. To Lindsey’s eyes, Aubrey always looked quite handsome—the fine-boned delicacy of his features offsetting the dashing burn scar running from his chin to his ear—but Lindsey thought he looked particularly becoming tonight, in sleek black-and-white evening attire tailored so close to his slender frame. The smile Aubrey gave as they toasted made him handsomer still, bringing joyful warmth to his deep brown eyes and a beguiling curve to his Cupid’s bow lips.

      “Hear, hear,” came a voice from further down the table, drawing Lindsey’s attention away from his beloved.

      The speaker was one Lord Cyril Graves, third son of an inconsequential Marquess and Lindsey’s old school friend. He sat on Emmeline’s other side and across the table from Miss Rowena Althorp, Lindsey’s own sister, and the true hostess, no matter what her seating arrangement might imply. These smaller, more informal dinners between the siblings’ closest friends tended to turn etiquette on its head. If they continued down this road, they’d end up almost Bohemian.

      A more Bohemian dinner would well suit his other gentleman guest, Mr John Halloway—an artist by trade, and Graves’s particular companion by choice. He sat next to Rowena and across from Lady Charity Pelham, the dignified young widow who would chaperon Rowena and Emmeline on their impending sojourn. The ladies were to set sail upon the morrow for Calais and journey to Paris, where they would spend the next month or two acquiring a new wardrobe for Emmeline from the House of Worth, including her wedding gown, and likely a few dresses for Rowena as well.

      The toast ended, Lindsey resumed his seat and turned his attention to the conversation closer at hand.

      “I do wish you could come, Aubrey,” Emmeline was saying to Lindsey’s beloved. “Eiffel’s tower is reason enough!”

      Aubrey demurred with a sidelong glance at Rowena. “I don’t think I’d be much help picking out dresses.”

      “Really, Emmeline,” Rowena drawled. “I wish you were even half as interested in choosing your wedding gown. To hear you tell it, one would think we were going to Paris purely for the pleasure of riding a packet steamer.”

      “Oh, but I trust your taste implicitly!” Emmeline assured her, undaunted.

      “Just so long as you don’t try to walk down the aisle in chartreuse,” Rowena murmured into her wineglass.

      Emmeline went on to describe in exhaustive detail the technical specifications of the packet steamer the ladies would take across the Channel. Aubrey, her equal in engineering, listened attentively. Lindsey followed along as best he could, until the end of the dessert, at which point Emmeline and the other ladies withdrew, leaving the gentlemen to liquor and conversation unrestrained by sensitivity to feminine ears. Not that the ladies could possibly find anything to object to in the resulting conversation of these particular gentlemen.

      “Really,” Graves said as the door closed upon the ladies’ skirts, “I don’t think Doyle’s last effort quite up to the standard set by his previous works.”

      “Thought you considered Doyle beneath your touch,” Halloway observed dryly.

      Graves, evidently well-accustomed to such barbs from his artist, scoffed. “One can hardly escape him! It’s all anyone will talk of in the clubs. Besides, my position obliges me to read a wide variety, for better comparison.”

      Lindsey well knew Graves referred not to his position as a member of the aristocracy, but his position as a literary critic for certain fashionable publications. “You have compared Doyle to himself, then, and found him lacking—in your opinion.”

      “I have,” Graves conceded. “The Adventure of the Copper Beeches is nothing when contrasted against A Study in Scarlet.”

      “You must wonder why Dr Watson took the trouble to record it,” Lindsey replied, smiling.

      “I liked it,” said Aubrey.

      A surprised silence descended upon the table—tinged with delight on Lindsey’s part and disbelief on Graves’s. Halloway, meanwhile, swirled his port in his glass and sat back to watch with the air of one anticipating a most amusing show.

      “I had rather thought,” Graves began, then stopped himself with a glance at Lindsey.

      Whatever barb Graves had chosen to suppress, Lindsey felt grateful for his efforts. His Aubrey had suffered under Graves’s slings and arrows before, and Lindsey would not stand to see him suffer so again.

      Tonight, however, Aubrey appeared to anticipate the attack. Raising his pointed chin, he replied in a perfectly even voice, “You had rather thought I might prefer The Adventure of the Engineer’s Thumb.”

      Graves glanced at Lindsey again before replying, in more muted tones, “Indeed.”

      Aubrey took the jab at his profession much more coolly than Lindsey would have done on his behalf. “You’re correct. I’m very fond of that one. Though I cannot argue for its literary  merit, on account of my own bias. I suppose you prefer The Adventure of the Noble Bachelor?”

      Halloway’s bark of laughter quite overpowered whatever initial reply Graves might have made. Lindsey couldn’t help joining in; a glance at Aubrey found him likewise affected, though in a more reserved manner, his humour present only in his dark eyes and the smallest tug at the corners of his bow-shaped lips.

      In waiting for silence, Graves had time to craft a more measured response. When the noise died down, he said, “The Noble Bachelor is well enough for the masses. I maintain, however, that nothing yet matches the intrigue of A Study in Scarlet. And indeed, nothing Doyle has produced rivals Wilde.”

      “Actually,” Halloway interrupted, having recovered from his bout of mirth, “he’s fond of The Blue Carbuncle.”

      “Really?” said Lindsey, turning upon his friend. “I’d have thought that too Dickensian for your taste.”

      Graves, attempting to hide his red face behind his wineglass, muttered, “You’re all bastards.”

      Aubrey chuckled—then surprised Lindsey again by asking Graves, “What do you consider Wilde’s best work?”

      Graves looked at him warily, then, upon judging his inquiry to be sincere, began speaking upon The Picture of Dorian Gray, and quickly warmed to his subject—the sheer illicit pleasure of such decadent prose proving Wilde’s mastery over the English language, etc. His discourse carried the gentlemen on to the hour when etiquette deemed it prudent to rejoin the ladies in the drawing room.

      “Rowena,” Lindsey asked the moment he crossed the drawing room threshold. “Your favourite Holmes adventure—which is it?”

      Rowena, seated betwixt Emmeline and Lady Pelham in a circle of matching armchairs, answered without hesitation. “A Scandal in Bohemia.”

      Lindsey supposed he ought to have guessed as much. Graves, for his part, declared he’d already known it. Aubrey, meanwhile, had no sooner entered the drawing room than Emmeline leapt up to seize his elbow and resume their engineering discussion as if it’d never been interrupted.

      Later that evening, the guests all drifted to their respective chambers for the night, and Lindsey caught up to Aubrey at last in the hallway just outside the master bedroom.

      “You know,” Lindsey said as he laid his hand upon the small of Aubrey’s back, “I’m rather fond of The Engineer’s Thumb myself. And other parts besides.”

      Aubrey chuckled. “I’m just glad Graves wanted to talk about something I’ve actually read, for once.”

      Lindsey, his brow furrowed, opened his mouth to enquire further.

      “Lindsey,” came his sister’s voice from behind him.

      Interrupted, Lindsey spun to find Rowena standing at the other end of the hall.

      With a speaking glance, Aubrey pressed Lindsey’s hand and slipped away into the master bedroom, leaving Lindsey alone in the hall with his sister.

      Rowena, having approached in the meantime, addressed him just as the bedroom door clicked shut. “Before we depart, there’s something I must charge you with in my absence.”

      “Name it,” declared Lindsey, still bewildered.

      “Select a girl or two from the country house for your Manchester staff.”

      Lindsey blinked at her. “Pardon?”

      “You’re about to add a bride to your household,” Rowena explained. “Charles might do well enough caring for a pair of gentlemen, but a lady has further requirements.”

      “I rather thought that end of the business would be left up to Emmeline.”

      Rowena paused. Lindsey recognised her expression well: the parted lips, stopped tongue, and sidelong glance she wore when she had a ready and honest answer, but required careful wording to avoid giving offence. “I believe Emmeline’s talents are better suited to the refitting of the house for electrical power. At least, she seems determined to expend all her energy upon it, and I doubt she will have much left over for the general keeping of your house.”

      Lindsey understood her as perfectly as if she’d said outright that Emmeline couldn’t supervise domestic staff if her very life depended upon it.

      “Besides,” Rowena continued, “the wedding isn’t until next June. It seems woefully unfair to expect Charles to continue on by himself for almost a year. He has enough to do as your valet, and since you established your residence in Manchester, he’s become something of a girl-of-all-work as well.”

      Charles did have rather a lot to occupy him, Lindsey supposed. Though, upon reflection, many of Charles’s former duties as Lindsey’s valet—brushing suits, polishing boots, the general tidying-up of the master bedroom—had been taken on by Aubrey, mostly out of Aubrey’s stubborn streak of independence and quiet refusal to allow anyone but himself to see to his wardrobe. As he’d said when Lindsey had suggested Charles might see to the shoe-horns, he’d managed well enough on his own for the last four-and-twenty years and didn’t see any reason to stop now.

      Rowena, heedless of Lindsey’s interior monologue, added, “To say nothing of how much more smoothly the transition from bachelor life to wedded bliss shall prove if the staff are already in place and settled into their routine.”

      Lindsey had to concede her reasoning appeared sound, though he hardly considered himself a true bachelor now that he’d found his Aubrey. “Would you recommend anyone in particular?”

      “Anyone from the country house would suit,” she replied. “They’re all used to our… peculiarities. And I’m sure many of the maids would leap at the chance to move to a city. It would give them a far better chance of finding husbands.” In response to Lindsey’s confused expression, she added, “It isn’t as though any of the footmen would do them the honours.”

      Lindsey, well aware of his sister’s curious hiring practises—to whit, taking on only confirmed bachelors in her efforts to waylay any attempt at blackmail by the staff—hadn’t before considered its effects on the marriage prospects of the female servants.

      “Emmeline will, of course, bring over Bessie as her lady’s maid,” Rowena went on blithely, regardless of his reply or lack thereof.

      It took Lindsey a moment to recognise the name of his fiancée’s former girl-of-all-work.

      “However,” said Rowena in response to no one but herself. “I would recommend you recruit at least one other housemaid—ideally two—and take on one of the kitchen-maids as your new cook.”

      “As you wish,” replied Lindsey.

      She gave him a warm smile, kissed his cheek, and bid him goodnight.

      Lindsey entered his bedroom at last, but whatever questions he had for Aubrey stilled upon his tongue. Aubrey’s suit was already hung up, laid out, and folded away, with Aubrey himself already abed. His sharp cheek lay against the soft pillow, the heavy lids of his soulful eyes had shut, and his porcelain brow unfurrowed by any waking concerns.

      Lindsey, unwilling to rouse his sleeping angel, slipped silently into bed beside him, and as he turned towards him, had the satisfaction of semi-conscious arms wrapping themselves ‘round his shoulders, and so allowed Aubrey to pull him down into sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Over the course of the past few months, breakfast had become Aubrey’s favourite meal of the day. Not just for its offerings—which, as he regarded the sideboard laden with steaming hot muffins, scones, and sausage, crisp bacon and toast, and an embarrassment of eggs, he had to admit proved considerable in quality and quantity alike—but for its solitude. In the London townhouse, breakfast was the only meal not presided over by at least one servant. As such, it was the only meal he had in town where he didn’t feel as though his every move were scrutinised for defect.

      As an early riser, he’d grown accustomed to beginning the meal alone. Today, however, he found Halloway already at the table, making neat work of sausage and eggs.

      “Graves is having a lie-in,” Halloway offered by way of greeting.

      Aubrey withheld a wistful smile as he recalled how peaceful Lindsey had appeared when he’d left him scant minutes ago. “And the ladies?”

      “Gone. Hours ago. Probably on-board the packet by now.”

      Aubrey took in this intelligence as he filled a plate with selective offerings. When he turned back to the table, he found Halloway had pulled out a chair beside him.

      “I haven’t forgotten your promise,” said Halloway as Aubrey sat down.

      It took Aubrey a moment to remember his own pledge. “To model for you, you mean.”

      “Yes. If you’re still willing.”

      “I am.”

      “Splendid. When?”

      Aubrey hesitated. When he’d initially agreed to model for Halloway, he’d done so impulsively, and only after the Rook Mill boiler explosion had burned away half of the features that had inspired Halloway to paint him in the first place. They hadn’t agreed on a date and had only barely agreed on a subject.

      “Icarus, wasn’t it?” Aubrey offered, as if his hazy memory surrounding this detail prevented him from deciding when he would model. He still didn’t know who or what Icarus was—he’d meant to ask Lindsey about it at the time, but so much had happened since that he’d quite forgotten.

      “Icarus, indeed,” Halloway confirmed, still giving no hint as to the definition of an Icarus. “Whenever it’s convenient for you.”

      Aubrey reviewed his mental calendar. “The electrical conversion of the mill will have to wait until Emmeline returns from Paris, so there’s not terrible much for me to do while she’s gone. I suppose I could be free as early as this week. Unless Lindsey has something planned.”

      “What are we planning?” asked Lindsey, appearing just then upon the threshold, his entrance warming the room like a beam of sunshine.

      “Painting Warren as Icarus,” Halloway repeated. “It’ll take some doing to transform my rooms into the rocky seashore, but we’ll manage somehow.”

      Aubrey recalled his old lodging house, where Halloway still had his studio. A cramped little flat in a back-street of Manchester, dim thanks to the perpetual smog, and draughty thanks to Halloway keeping the windows open all hours to let out the paint fumes. Aubrey didn’t look forward to returning. Still, he had made a promise, and he intended to keep it.

      Lindsey, meanwhile, appeared thoughtful as he filled his plate at the sideboard and approached the table. “Would it be more convenient for you to paint somewhere else?”

      “Did you have someplace in mind?” asked Halloway, looking as curious as Aubrey felt.

      “The Wiltshire house is rather commodious,” Lindsey replied, sitting down on Aubrey’s other side. “Plenty of light, quiet seclusion, great big windows for ventilation—more than enough room for you to paint in, if you’d prefer. We could all stay there for a holiday whilst we wait for Rowena et al to return from Paris.”

      A wave of relief washed over Aubrey. He pressed Lindsey’s hand under the table, and felt a firm clasp in return.

      Halloway appeared intrigued. “If you’re offering, then I’d be delighted to accept.”

      “Accept what?” Graves grumbled, shoving his hair out of his eyes as he shuffled through the doorway.

      “An invitation to a country holiday in Wiltshire,” Lindsey summarised for him, his own ebullient demeanour unchanged by his friend’s sour entrance. “Halloway’s going to paint Aubrey. You’re welcome to join us.”

      “In the middle of the season?” Graves asked as if he couldn’t quite believe his ears. “I’m afraid I’ll have to decline. I’ve far too many engagements yet in town. Can’t get away to the country until the first hunt, at the earliest.”

      All the better from Aubrey’s perspective. Though he and Graves maintained a politeness between them, for Lindsey’s sake, it wasn’t an easy one. Graves hadn’t thought much of workhouse brats before Aubrey came along, and Aubrey got the impression he didn’t think much better of them now, despite Lindsey’s partiality.

      Halloway cast an indulgent look at Graves. “In that case, I’m afraid you’ll have to do without me until then. I simply cannot pass up such an opportunity.”

      Graves sniffed, which Halloway seemed to understand as a concession, as he patted Graves’s hand in sympathy.

      “The ballroom is probably best suited to your needs,” Lindsey went on, peering into the middle distance as if he saw his country house before him in his mind. He added in an apologetic tone, “Not that I know much about art.”

      “All I need is space and light,” Halloway reassured him. “And Warren’s assistance. I’ll provide the rest.”

      “Do you have a composition in mind?” asked Lindsey. Aubrey, too, felt no small measure of curiosity.

      “Several,” Halloway replied. “I believe my sketch-book is in the guest room…”

      Lindsey dispatched Charles to retrieve the sketch-book. When Halloway had it in his hands, he wasted no time in flipping it open to a blank page and demonstrating his idea.

      “We’ll have you stretched out like this,” Halloway said to Aubrey, his pencil dashing across the page to bring his vision to life. “And the wings will fold over here, like so…”

      Aubrey watched, amazed, as before his very eyes emerged, from nothing, the image of a nude man, reclining on his side, with one arm above his head and another lying limp before him, and his hips canted towards the viewer, with anything objectionable covered by a broken wing strapped to his shoulder—the other wing spread beneath him.

      “Think you can do it?” Halloway asked.

      “Do I have to wear the wings?” Aubrey replied.

      Halloway chuckled. “I might need to tie a few belts to your arms, but no—the wings will remain mere fantasy.”

      Aubrey, who hadn’t realised the painting would involve wings at all until Halloway had begun sketching, tried to look as though he’d known all along that, of course, there would be wings. “Seems doable to me.”

      Lindsey, meanwhile, had come around to peer over their shoulders at the sketch. “By Jove, that’s grand!”

      Aubrey glanced towards him only to have his own attention arrested by the evident joy writ across Lindsey’s handsome features. Lindsey’s enthusiasm proved infectious as ever, and Aubrey found himself smiling down at the sketch in turn.
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        * * *

      

      Aubrey hadn’t returned to the Wiltshire house since the boiler explosion at Rook Mill. He and Lindsey had spent the bulk of their time in Chorlton-cum-Hardy, just outside of Manchester. They preferred it for proximity to the mill whilst Aubrey oversaw its reconstruction and future conversion to electrical power, as well as for the excitement of life in the thrumming mechanical heart of England. Every week or so they stayed overnight at the London house for one of Rowena’s dinner parties or a more casual gathering at Lord Graves’s rooms in Pont Street.

      But Aubrey had seen nothing of the country since his accident. Nor had the country seen anything of him.

      They set out from the London townhouse after breakfast—Halloway returning to Manchester for his painting supplies, and Graves retreating to his own rooms in Pont Street.

      Lindsey and Aubrey went straight to the train station and arrived in Wiltshire in the evening, just in time for dinner—a very late one, by the standards of country hours. The family carriage, painted gleaming black with the Althorp crest rendered in silver upon its door, awaited them at the train station. If the coachman and groom who attended the horses had any forewarning of what’d become of Aubrey’s face, it evidently hadn’t been enough. Even by the glow of gaslight, Aubrey saw their eyes widen and their cheeks drain of colour—though, of course, neither one said anything aloud about it. And both, to their credit, recovered quick enough to perform their duties as expected.

      When last Aubrey had passed between the pair of enormous marble lions flanking the front steps into the Wiltshire house, he’d had a far more symmetrical face. Now, as he and Lindsey disembarked from the carriage, Aubrey wore the scaly scars from his steam burns over his right cheek, stretching from chin to ear.

      The grooms, already inured to the sight of Aubrey’s face, showed no further discomfort as they held the carriage door open. Likewise, when the enormous pair of oaken doors to the house swung inward to reveal the butler, Mr Hudson, he too maintained his stone-faced expression as he bowed them in.

      But as Aubrey followed Lindsey further into the house, he couldn’t help noticing it seemed busier than it had before. Every corner turned, every threshold crossed, every corridor passed down contained at least one footman or maid scurrying out of sight. Aubrey told himself he and Lindsey had caught the staff in the midst of readying the house for their unexpected arrival. This comforting lie didn’t survive the sight of one maid gawking in horror as he passed an open doorway to the room she dusted.

      Lindsey appeared to notice nothing of the sort, and Aubrey didn’t want to bring the mood down by mentioning it while they changed clothes and went down to dinner.

      In the dining room, a splendid meal was laid out on the sideboard a la Française, though Aubrey knew Lindsey probably considered it simple fare. Charles, Lindsey’s omnipresent valet, stood ready by the sideboard. Since Charles went wherever Lindsey led, Aubrey had grown used to his presence in the Chorlton-cum-Hardy house. But here in Wiltshire, a footman stood by the sideboard as well, and Aubrey thought he caught him staring at his half-melted face before Charles dismissed him and, at a nod from Lindsey, followed him out.

      Lindsey remained oblivious as he carved the roast and served it to Aubrey. He kept up a constant light-hearted chatter, talking of what fun Rowena must be having in Paris with the freedom to choose all Emmeline’s trousseau, and what sport might be had in the countryside whilst Aubrey sat for Halloway’s painting. Aubrey kept up with him well enough, though not without a twinge of guilt for his own inattention. He felt all too preoccupied with the staff’s reaction to his new face.

      “…and of course, I’ll need your opinion in the matter,” Lindsey concluded.

      Aubrey, caught out at last, felt a shameful blush flare in his cheeks. “Forgive me, what matter?”

      Lindsey appeared somewhat surprised but by no means offended by the question. “The matter of selecting staff to join our household in Manchester.”

      Aubrey stared at him. He considered the lack of servants a major point of advantage to living in the house at Chorlton-cum-Hardy. Though it hardly seemed prudent to say as much now. Particularly with listening ears around every corner.

      “At the very least,” Lindsey continued, as if sensing Aubrey needed more information to work with, “we require a cook and a housemaid.”

      “I like Charles’s cooking,” said Aubrey. The simple fare Charles threw together every day for the two supposed bachelors settled in Aubrey’s stomach far easier than the fancier entrees presented at Rowena’s feasts or Graves’s soirées.

      “As do I,” said Lindsey, interrupting Aubrey’s musing on whether or not Lindsey missed the taste of finer food. “But he does have rather a lot to do as the only staff in the house and well deserves the assistance other servants might provide.”

      Aubrey couldn’t deny the point. When he’d first shacked up with Lindsey, he’d spent rather too much time wondering when in the blazes Charles found a minute to sleep. The man did everything—at least, everything outside of the master bedroom, where Aubrey had gradually taken over the business of keeping things in order.

      “To that end,” Lindsey continued, “Rowena thought we might recruit some of the maids here to join us in Chorlton-cum-Hardy. And so I’m asking your opinion on which maids will come along to Manchester.”

      Aubrey’s sole experience with household staff thus far had consisted of brief stays in Lindsey’s larger establishments—the Wiltshire house, in which tonight marked only his third visit, and the London townhouse, which he saw with greater frequency and yet which remained more Rowena’s household than her brother’s—and his former landlady at the boarding house in Manchester, who insisted she was not a housekeeper at every opportunity, despite fulfilling all the duties of the position. And Charles, of course. But Charles aside, Aubrey found he hadn’t yet grown accustomed to life with servants. Even the word—servants—felt odd rattling around his brain; it seemed to bespeak an earlier age, without the benefit of electricity or even gaslight. Downright feudal. It didn’t sit well with him.

      Yet explaining as much to Lindsey felt impossible.

      So instead of explaining, Aubrey said, “Fair enough. Though I still don’t think I’d be much help in the matter of selection. I didn’t grow up with staff; I haven’t the first idea how to choose them.”

      To Aubrey’s relief, Lindsey seemed to accept this point, and the conversation returned to the more comfortable themes of Paris and painting.
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