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It was not my fault. 
Not entirely, anyway. The explosion might have been, and perhaps I might share the blame for the flooding, but not the fire… that was all his doing—Mr. Darcy. The proudest, most conceited, most maddeningly self-assured and quite possibly the most frustratingly right man in all of England. And he was my partner.

      [image: ]It all started with Jane. It would mortify her if she knew I said that, but it is true. Jane is always proper, never causing so much as a raised eyebrow or a sniff of condescension from anyone, save Mr. Bingley’s sisters. I do not count them. 
My favorite sister had achieved our mother's dearest wish and got herself betrothed. Mr. Bingley, the new tenant of the neighboring estate and an exceedingly genial man, had tumbled head over ears for her the moment they met. I could see it from the beginning—they fit, like cogs in a wheel. It was such a promising attachment from the start that in my own head, I began calling her “Jane Bingley” within a fortnight of their first meeting.
It made sense. He was handsome and affable and conveniently well-off; she was handsome and modest and unfortunately impoverished. What remained to be answered in such a serendipitous pairing?
His sisters were violently displeased, and they made certain to inform me of it whenever they got the chance. At first, I amused myself by agreeing with them that Mr. Bingley and Jane could never suit, and Miss Bingley almost started to like me for it. However, I could never keep a sober face for long, and she at last saw through my ruse and declared me pernicious, deceitful, ill-favored, and… well, I forgot the rest. Her final threat was to invoke the name of Mr. Bingley’s absent friend, Mr. Darcy, and announce that he would call Mr. Bingley off “this sham of an entanglement.”
I had not, at that time, met Mr. Darcy, and merely shrugged it off as Miss Bingley’s irrational denial of the inevitable. Had I been acquainted with the gentleman’s temperament or the weight of his persuasive abilities, I might have been more nervous. However, with little to concern me, I looked forward to the day when Jane could truly take the name I had been calling her in secret for the past two months.
As it happened, Mr. Bingley was not merely a nouveau gentleman, but also something of an elevated tradesman. His father had made a fortune selling buttons to the army, enough so that his daughters could boast dowries to make my mother swoon and Mr. Bingley could afford to purchase an estate that would make five of my father’s inheritance. Any average man would have cut his involvement in the industry and departed for the gentle countryside, never to show his face in Birmingham again, but Mr. Bingley was rather… odd, as my aunt Philips once described him. He kept close ties to his factory and was not ashamed of his background in trade.
Consequently, he and my uncle Gardiner became fast friends. It was this happenstance which thrust me into the ill-conceived decision that might well have ended my life—or, at least, my life as I knew it.
Uncle Gardiner had got his start as an apprentice to a carriage maker, and then somehow found his way into the ironworks and crafting machine parts, such as gears and spindles, and later large machining tools. He was too clever to be left at the smelting pot, and so his employer elevated him to a mechanical designer, but to be truthful, he was terrible with drawings and even worse with his figures. He was far better at talking to buyers and solving problems with machines that were already built—a family trait, we found. By the time he was five-and-thirty, he had done so well in sales that he moved to London and began purchasing more and more interest in his company until he owned it outright. And, as luck would have it, he had sold Mr. Bingley some equipment that was now malfunctioning.
Mama had taken Jane to London to purchase her trousseau, and she insisted that I come along as well—to keep me out of mischief, she claimed, but my sort of mischief was, sadly, the more readily found when my uncle was near to abet my questionable interests.
On only the second day of our visit, Mama twisted her ankle quite badly on the step, requiring her to put it up in a most un-ladylike fashion and remain in her room. It could not be helped. Jane needed her wedding clothes, and Mama could not abide for Jane not to take advantage of the very best warehouses when they were just down the street. Jane and I went out with our aunt every day until poor Jane was pink in the face at the thought of another night rail or mob cap.
Mr. Bingley himself met us on our return one afternoon. He was just coming out of our uncle’s study, and he glowed quite as much as Jane when they greeted one another. They instantly fell to silly lover’s chatter, talking about the weather and the day’s events and such inconsequences as would make any other two acquaintances think their conversation partner the dullest in the world.
“My dear Miss Bennet,” he said at length, “I have been very much longing to have you and your family to my townhouse some evening for dinner. What do you say?”
“Oh! My mother would be delighted, Mr. Bingley, but she cannot stir at present. Perhaps in a few days she might be well enough.”
My uncle came just behind. “I am afraid there is no point in making such plans, Jane. Mr. Bingley and I are bound for Birmingham tomorrow to look over some issues with his lathes and punches.”
Mr. Bingley’s face fell. “Goodness, I had already forgot. I certainly hope we shall not be long—not more than a week, perhaps two. You will not have gone back to Longbourn by then, will you?”
“I do not know.” Jane glanced at me with a helpless shrug. “It depends upon how well Mama recovers.”
“Dear me! Then I shall not see you until nearly the day of our wedding.” The poor man nearly pouted, but in such a good-natured way, I could not help but wish he might not be disappointed.
“I may be able to suggest a solution to our dilemma,” my uncle offered. He, too, sent me a sly look, then grinned like a Cheshire cat as he thought over his words before uttering them. “Yes, I believe it will do nicely. Mrs. Gardiner and Mrs. Bennet may remain here in London, but if Jane and Lizzy would like to accompany us to Birmingham, I would be proud to escort them. I am certain we could find suitable rooms in the inn for the ladies and their maid. What do you think?”
Mr. Bingley brightened at once and reached for Jane’s hand. “My dear, it is a perfect idea! I had hoped you might be inclined to come north with me after we are wed, to see my factory and so on. Would you come?”
Thus, we were all bound for Birmingham the following morning.
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The moment I set eyes upon him, I knew I had a problem. A broad-shouldered, unhappy, and accursedly clever one. 
Mr. Bingley had told us much of his good friend, Mr. Darcy, for that gentleman had been supposed to join him at Netherfield in October. An unfortunate situation—Mr. Bingley never clarified what that situation was—had prevented the gentleman’s coming to Hertfordshire, but Birmingham was a deal nearer to Mr. Darcy’s estate in Derbyshire. Mr. Bingley claimed his friend only met us there out of his own goodwill and desire to be helpful, but I suspected that the gentleman’s primary concern was to approve, or disapprove, of Jane.
We were taking our morning tea at the inn with my uncle when the gentleman arrived, darkening the doorway with his impressive height and then the room with his equally impressive scowl. Mr. Bingley had his back turned at first, but I noted the gentleman because… well, because any woman with two eyes and half a wit could not do otherwise. His gaze fell directly on our party—flitting between all of us until they settled with finality on me.
Mr. Bingley jumped from his chair when he discovered his friend’s arrival. “Darcy! I cannot tell you how delighted I am that you have come. Miss Bennet, may I present to you my friend? Fitzwilliam Darcy of Pemberley in Derbyshire. Darcy, this is Miss Jane Bennet of Longbourn, and these are her sister Miss Elizabeth Bennet and her uncle Mr. Edward Gardiner.”
Mr. Darcy appraised Jane in some surprise. I expect he had thought I was Mr. Bingley’s betrothed, and the more open, friendly manner he adopted when he greeted Jane irritated me more than I liked to confess. He was respectful yet reserved with my uncle and hardly spoke a word to me. I decided to return the favor.
“I asked Darcy to come—” Mr. Bingley was explaining to Uncle Gardiner—“because you will seldom find a cleverer fellow. He was a true Classic at University, but his real interest was Mathematical and Engineering pursuits. Why, only last year, he was invited to give a guest lecture at Cambridge on the many advancements by the Arkwright style mills—you know, there is that famous mill in Wirksworth, not far from Matlock, and Darcy has studied it extensively.”
I sat up straighter. Truly? A gentleman interested in mechanical pursuits? This, I had to hear.
“As an academic exercise only,” Mr. Darcy was careful to remind his friend.
“Of course, of course,” Mr. Bingley agreed. “But I find your advice to be invaluable, nonetheless.”
“Well, then, Mr. Darcy,” Uncle Gardiner said, “I trust between all of us, we will soon discover the problem and put Mr. Bingley’s lathes and punches to rights.”
“Oh, it is not just those,” Mr. Bingley sighed. “I had word when we arrived last evening that the shaker machine is not operating smoothly. We use it to shake the dust and debris from the finished buttons, and it has been shaking a deal more than it is designed to do. Oh! Do forgive me, my dear,” he apologized to Jane. “I know our business can be of no interest to you. Shall you find it very dull to pass the day here while we determine the problem?”
“Mr. Bingley, if you do not mind,” my uncle interrupted, “I was hoping to satisfy my niece’s curiosity by permitting her a tour.”
Mr. Bingley and Mr. Darcy both turned their eyes to Jane—one in near exultation, the other in clear dismay. “But of course, my dear Miss Bennet! I had not thought of it, but how very fitting that you should see my family’s factory just once. Now that I think of it, I cannot think of anything that would please me more than for you to know where I come from.”
I hesitantly lifted my hand. “I beg your pardon, but it is I who wished to see the factory.”
Mr. Bingley’s face lost some of its enthusiasm, but the most marked change came over Mr. Darcy. His countenance bore a poorly concealed pique that I could only presume was visceral disapproval. “Bingley,” objected he, “are you certain it is a suitable environment for the ladies?”
“Why…” He frowned and looked thoughtful. “Why, to be sure, they will be safe enough, while we escort them. It is not thought of as seemly for a lady. In fact, I would never expect a lady to tour a factory at all, unless she has some particular reason.”
“Is curiosity not a compelling enough reason?” This I asked not of Mr. Bingley, but of Mr. Darcy, who was still looking askance at me.
“Certainly not,” he answered flatly. “But I shall leave that decision to your guardian.”
My uncle appeared somewhat uneasy. I knew very well why he had arranged matters as he did, but equally clear was his desire to avoid any unpleasantness with the gentlemen. I relieved him of his dilemma by smiling sweetly at Mr. Bingley.
“Sir, if you are certain of our safety, my sister and I would count it a memorable experience to see with our own eyes what your father built.”
His brow cleared. “Then that settles it. I shall call for the carriage.”
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Mr. Darcy was one of those fellows a person would simply love to see taken down a rung or two. Every word from his mouth was self-assured, premeditated, and clearly thought by him to be unassailable. And, unfortunately, he was always correct. 
Always.
I confess, never had I heard a better-educated man. I grew fascinated by his discussion with my uncle as they talked of pressure calibrations, power ratios, stroke depth… it was all a touch thrilling. And it was true that Mr. Darcy’s manner was not precisely boastful, but only because he had no cause to boast. My uncle was already gazing at the man like he was a sparkling new tool, and I was finding it difficult not to do the same.
I had other distractions to aid me, however, because Mr. Bingley’s factory was truly a marvel. The building itself was not tremendous—merely a two-story, square-shaped brick edifice with a handful of windows. It was all painted white, and one chimney belched out coal smoke while another exhausted steam. Inside, the main floor housed two different manufacturing rooms, with almost two dozen people laboring at punches, presses, a shaker and several lathes. A spinning network of leather belts throughout brought power from the steam engine, housed in its own room at the rear of the building.
But the beauty—ah! The true majesty of the factory was its machines. Presses drilled precise holes in buttons, lathes created even surfaces, punches produced round shapes from shell and bone. In another room, a stamp received hot metal sheets directly from an oven and pressed them into elaborate designs. I felt my pulse skipping at the thrill of all that precision.
Mr. Bingley introduced us to the overseer, a Mr. Phipps, who looked somewhat less than delighted to have his workday interrupted merely to offer us a tour. He obliged his employer, however, and took us round the perimeter of the rooms. Jane could not hide her awe, and Mr. Bingley seemed to grow six inches as he put her hand on his elbow. Uncle Gardiner was no stranger to factory works, and Mr. Darcy also appeared to take in his surroundings with a familiar eye. That he held himself aloof from the clatter and the grime only served to deepen the impression of one who felt himself to be in command of the situation. He looked dutifully to my comfort and safety, as a gentleman might be expected to do, but the constant glances he sent my way clearly described what he thought of my presence.
“This one here is the worst,” Mr. Phipps told Mr. Bingley as we approached one of the lathes. “Do you see? It seems to jump, and the resulting buttons are uneven.”
We watched as a youth of about fifteen applied his tool to a tiny, punched shell button and sent a cloud of fine dust particles into the air. Jane coughed and Mr. Bingley produced a handkerchief for her to cover her mouth. I was not in need of such gentlemanly provision, which was a good thing, because my uncle did not seem to notice this bit of gallantry.
He was already scratching his chin and leaning close to the lathe. “Gears do not appear to be stripped,” he muttered. “Saddle is firmly seated, post is well-anchored, tool seems to be sharp…”
Mr. Darcy stirred and cleared his throat. I sensed him leaning close to Uncle Gardiner, similarly engrossed in the doings before us, but he kept flicking his eyes toward me. I ignored him, or I tried to, but he was one of those persons whose voice was louder even when he kept silent than when he spoke. I could see that he expected my uncle to coddle me and was uneasy that the thing was not being done. Yet, he was equally unwilling to take the duty upon himself, lest he be supposed to be expressing an interest in me.
I turned my chin up to face him and smiled the most condescending smile I was capable of—which, I confess, was not very much so. He straightened and looked me full in the face.
“Miss Elizabeth are you comfortable?” he asked, his voice raised over the din of humming machines.
“Not at all, Mr. Darcy, for I never am comfortable when I am being watched.”
He blinked, opened his mouth, and then looked forward again with his jaw muscle twitching. Smiling in triumph, I placed my hand on my uncle’s arm and peered at the troublesome lathe. I could see nothing terribly amiss, and neither, apparently, did my uncle. He glanced at me once with a lifted brow, but I only shook my head.
It was the same with the shaker and the press. They appeared to be in perfect condition, but it was as if everything was jerkier than it ought to be. The stamped copper buttons would occasionally turn out off-center or squashed altogether, and the press frequently broke the delicate bone and shell buttons.
“Do you see?” Mr. Phipps asked when we had all gone back out of doors. “We are operating at a loss this month from all the additional labor hours and materials spent in reclaiming the ruined buttons.”
“Indeed, thank you, Phipps,” Mr. Bingley said. “We will look in again after Mr. Gardiner has had a chance to consult his schematics.”
“Yes…” My uncle was stroking his chin again and cocking a sideways look at me. “Mr. Bingley, I thank you for permitting the ladies to tour your factory. I believe I will see them back to the inn for our luncheon and return to discuss the problem a bit more with you. Shall you be accompanying us? Mr. Darcy?”
“I am afraid not,” Mr. Darcy answered. “I will return to my own lodgings and meet you again later this afternoon. Good day, Mr. Gardiner.” He bowed formally to Jane, but when he came to me, he simply drew a stifled breath, dipped his head and walked away.
“Oh! Do not mind Darcy,” Mr. Bingley laughed. “Always a hundred affairs on his mind. I have no doubt we shall see him again in a few hours, and probably in a better mood after he has sent off a dozen letters of business he must have been fretting over. Jane, my dear, if it does not trouble you greatly, I thought I would remain here and see what can be done.”
We each took one of my uncle’s arms as he escorted us to the carriage—Jane gazing longingly over her shoulder at Mr. Bingley, and myself looking straight ahead at the retreating back of the man marching briskly up the street.
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Icrossed my arms. “No, not at all. Not in the slightest bit.” 
Jane stared at me. “You cannot be serious. You must have liked Mr. Darcy at least a little. Why, Mr. Bingley speaks so highly of him! He is reported to be most generous and kind. And he is handsome, which you always said a young man ought to be if he can help it.”
“And wealthy, which I understand he is, but I do not suppose that is his fault. What I object to is his demeanor. From the moment he set eyes on me, he was staring down his nose at me. You must have seen that!”
Jane tilted her head. “He was staring at you, to be sure, but I did not think he did so in displeasure. Are you certain he disliked you?”
“Absolutely. It was as plain as that chimney on Mr. Bingley’s factory. By the by, what did you think of it?”
“The factory? Oh, Lizzy, you know I never had a head for any of that. I think it fine and even admirable that Charles takes care to be a fair master and tries to hire honest men. Do you know that he supplies his workers with the best mid-day meal of any master in Birmingham? I was pleased to hear that. I suppose that is my only interest in his factory, that it is his and he takes pride in his family’s work. But what did you think?”
I shifted on the bed and cast my eyes up in thought. “The operation appeared efficient enough, although I think if he rearranged a few of the machines, he could still position his belts for proper drive and take better advantage of his floor space. All the equipment appears well-maintained, save for the fact that his boiler is old, but I suppose you saw that. There seemed to be a deal too much steam being put out in proportion to coal smoke—I mean, in comparison to other factories in town. And I do not quite understand why the room was not lighter. More windows would be in order.”
Jane rolled her eyes. “I asked for your feelings, not a technical analysis of the factory.”
I frowned. “I do not understand. I told you my feelings.”
“You did not. You are being blunt again, Lizzy, and Mama would scold you if she heard you speaking so. Were you impressed? Surprised? Disappointed in anything?”
“The only thing I am disappointed in is that Mr. Darcy came to collect Uncle Gardiner for the afternoon before we could discuss anything. I certainly cannot speak openly with our uncle in his hearing, so I shall have to wait until tonight.”
“Tomorrow, rather. Mr. Bingley has agreed to keep the steam engine running after his workers go home today. That way, Uncle can investigate each of the machines without disrupting the work.”
“Convenient,” I mumbled distractedly. “And so are the particular garments I packed for just such an occasion.”

      [image: ]Idid not tell my uncle my plan, which was well, for he would have stopped me. Jane protested, as she usually did whenever I took an idea into my head, but I promised her I would be discreet. She eventually gave up, but only because she knew it was no use arguing. 
It was not difficult to dress myself in the boyish clothing I had brought. The main trouble was escaping the watchful eye of Mildred, the maid who had accompanied us, and sneaking out the door without being spoken to. Once in the darkened streets, I looked identical to a hundred other lads in similar attire.
I slipped into the rear gate at Mr. Bingley’s factory. There was a yard behind the building where carts and barrels and crates were lined up neatly for the next day’s work. A mountain of new shells stood at one end and bits that could not be used were piled at the opposite corner, ready to be carted away. I pushed at the back door, and fortunately, it was not locked.
Mr. Bingley’s foreman was not twenty paces away, just closing the iron door on the furnace. A few workers would have remained behind to keep the engine running, and I had hoped to disappear among them, but I could not do so if he saw me first. I flattened myself against the back wall, my heart racing until the man hung his shovel and left.
It was easy to determine where my uncle and Mr. Bingley were, for only the machines they examined at any particular moment would be running. Everything else stood cold and silent, waiting for its belt drive to be engaged. Just then, I could hear that they were in the main room, so I went the other way—dipping my fingers in a well of grease as I passed by to smear it on my cheek, in case anyone saw me.
It was a puzzle. Why would all the machines my uncle’s business had sold to Mr. Bingley be malfunctioning? They appeared sound at first glance. One would think if the problem were so glaring, the experienced foreman would have understood the issue at once. But no—not even Uncle Gardiner, who had sold and repaired hundreds of similar machines, could see the problem yet.
I needed to touch one, to spin the shaft by hand and watch the gears slowly nesting together, to feel the rotation and balance with my own fingers. Perhaps they had all got too cold in shipping and the metal warped ever so slightly. Perhaps Mr. Bingley’s men were incompetent.
I reached the lathe and smoothed my hand over the main wheel. This was the one Phipps had said was the worst. Scarcely had the shaft moved when a voice barked behind me.
“Who goes there?”
I cringed, shrinking down inside the ill-fitting boy’s jacket. Dear heavens, it was Mr. Darcy’s voice. What in criminy was he doing here? He should have been in the next room, hovering over Mr. Bingley!
“Is this your workstation? What can you tell me of this machine?”
I hunched my shoulders up to my ears and jerked my cap down over my eyes. Thank goodness the room was poorly lit. “Dunno,” I grunted in my best Northern brogue.
“What is your usual station? Turn round, boy,” he commanded.
I wanted to bolt, but with those long legs of his, he would only catch me. Staring at my feet, I slowly inched each flat-soled shoe about until I was facing him, but I kept my cap low over my eyes.
“You have no cause for fear. Look at me, lad, for I wish to speak with you.”
No cause for fear. If only he knew! But he could not—could never know, and nor could anyone else. I continued staring at my feet, my arms crossed over my chest.
“Come, now,” he sighed in exasperation. “Did I not say you have no cause for silence?” He came closer, each step causing my heart to jump.
I tried squeezing my eyes closed and even started to back away, but I only pressed into the lathe.
“You are not causing mischief, are you?” Mr. Darcy’s steps came nearer. “Not one of those machine breakers? Come here—”
He caught my wrist and forced my hand back until I had to turn my body to keep him from hurting my elbow. Still, I lowered my face away and refused to speak, knowing that my true voice would ruin me.
“What is your business here? An honest lad would have spoken by now! I shall have you up before Mr. Bingley.”
He gave my arm a twist—not hard enough to cause much pain, but certainly enough to control my actions, for I could not break away. I gasped in panic as I felt him starting to walk with me… and then he froze.
He spun me around and I looked directly into his eyes for half a heartbeat. His brows lowered, he leaned down…
And then I coughed.
He released me entirely then, and I continued my coughing fit with my face buried into my forearm. I bent over, watching for the moment when he would step just to the left—and when I saw my opening, I ran.
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“What I do not understand is why we did not have this problem a month ago,” Mr. Bingley huffed in frustration. “Phipps tells me it came on all at once.” 
“Had you brought on a new engineer?” Uncle Gardiner wondered. “Are you using a different grease? New belt, perhaps?”
“I asked those questions, but no.” Mr. Bingley drew another sip of his tea, his brow furrowed in thought. “What do you think, Darcy?”
Mr. Darcy had been silent throughout the morning meal. I thought it odd, and dreadfully unnerving, when he announced for no reason that he was changing his lodgings to the same inn where we stayed. It was now our third morning in Birmingham, and so far, I had almost entirely managed to avoid speaking directly to the man.
He had not confronted me about that night at the factory, and I had begun to breathe more easily. He had not recognized me. Truly, I did not know how he could have, for the light had been weak at the end of the day, and even Jane had said how very like a boy I looked. And what lady would smudge her cheek with grease? No, I was safe.
Mr. Darcy set aside his fork. “I have one or two suppositions I should like to test, but to do so, I must have access to your equipment after hours again.”
“Of course, of course.” Mr. Bingley nodded with enthusiasm. “Just so. I knew you would bring that sketch book of yours.”
“It is not a sketch book,” Mr. Darcy patiently explained. “They are mathematical formulae. I must know the horsepower, the belt velocity, and the coefficient of friction.”
Mr. Bingley cocked a good-natured grin at Uncle Gardiner. “Did you understand what he said?”
Uncle Gardiner laughed. “Not a word. I am afraid I do my mathematics on my toes and fingers.”
“I have only twenty of those,” Mr. Darcy answered dryly. “However did you design your machinery without using even basic algebraic formulae?”
“I, like others in my family, am a repairist at heart, not a designer. I hired smarter men than myself. What of you, sir? You strike me as just such a fellow. Have you stacks of schematics and calculations in your home study? As a leisure pursuit, of course.”
Mr. Darcy toyed with his cup and, for some reason, cast a curious glance at me before he spoke. “I have not the leisure you must think. My duties are many; to my estate and to my family. I am happy to help Bingley if I can, but I am no expert; only an enthusiastic amateur.”
“We are all on equal footing in that regard. I am afraid, Mr. Bingley, that if we cannot discover the solution between ourselves, I shall have to send some of my men to you. I had hoped this might be a simpler problem.”
“So had I,” Mr. Bingley sighed. “But, my dear Miss Bennet—” he reached across the table to take Jane’s hand. “I am so delighted that you did have the chance to see the factory this once. I fear this tour shall be a disappointment in all respects but that one. Shall you wish to return home soon?”
Jane made the most noncommittal answer I could imagine—declaring her pleasure at being wherever he was, or some nonsense of the sort. I scarcely paid her any mind, because Mr. Darcy’s finger caught my attention. He was tracing out some imaginary shape on the table, his brow clouded with thought. I could not follow just what he seemed to be drawing, but his index finger described a repeating arc, forward and back in an elliptical motion, and then embellishing some invisible detail.
A fine line appeared between his eyes—brown eyes; the deepest, most liquid brown I had ever known. But naturally, I was not noticing his eyes. Hardly ever. Especially not when they flashed up to me and fixed there, the way they were doing just now. We both blinked and looked away.
“What was that, Bingley?” Mr. Darcy asked abruptly.
“I was saying that if we cannot determine the cause today, or perhaps tomorrow, we ought to go back to London. I would not waste any more of Mr. Gardiner’s time, and the ladies are surely eager to return to their shopping.”
Mr. Darcy glanced at me again. “That is sound reasoning, but my calculations may take more than just this evening. Perhaps we might all apply our heads to the enterprise and see what comes of it.”
“I am willing,” my uncle declared. “Very well, then, the three of us shall spend the whole of the evening—”
“I would not wish to leave the ladies to themselves yet again,” Mr. Bingley protested. “Are you certain I can be of use, Darcy?”
“All who are willing,” Mr. Darcy insisted. Then he looked pointedly at me and held my gaze long enough for my cheeks to heat and my stomach to perform a somersault. “Miss Bennet—” he turned sharply to Jane—“would you object to passing an hour or two in such a way? I am certain Mr. Bingley would see to your comforts.”
The couple flushed, and the way they looked at each other made me wonder precisely how many dark corners they might find in his factory. Both agreed breathlessly, and my uncle submitted with only mild reservation writ over his face.
Mr. Darcy returned his gaze to me. “Excellent. I trust you will manage tolerably well, Miss Elizabeth. I hope you do not mind a bit of grease.”
I swallowed the knot that had formed in my throat and jerked up my chin. “No more than you do, I am sure.”
His lips tugged sideways, revealing a rather fetching dimple. “We shall see, Miss Elizabeth.”
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“Why on earth would Mr. Darcy wish for us to come to the factory with the gentlemen later this evening?” Jane drew her cape up a little higher upon her cheeks as we set out on the street, with Mildred following close behind. We were bound for a local milliner of whom our uncle had heard high praise, and Jane was determined to complete her trousseau, whether in Birmingham or London. 
“It sounded as if he only wished to please Mr. Bingley,” I lied, not looking at my sister as we walked.
“But that makes no sense. Why not permit Mr. Bingley to remain at the inn with us and have Mr. Phipps at hand this evening to help determine the problem? We would remain in the public rooms, and Mildred would provide ample chaperonage.”
“You are asking me to interpret the words and motives of a man I understand no better than you. How should I know? Perhaps he is a peculiarly modern-thinking fellow and believes we might contribute something helpful—which I find difficult to believe. Perhaps it is the opposite, and he simply desires that we be closely attended by our uncle. Or, perhaps…”
“Perhaps what?”
I did not like the sudden turn of my thoughts, but the last notion made more sense than the others. Why would Mr. Darcy nearly insist upon our company in such an environ? If word reached Meryton—or worse, Mr. Bingley’s fashionable friends in London—that Jane had not merely taken a properly chaperoned tour of her betrothed’s factory but had dawdled there, after hours with men at work… why, her credibility and reputation would be in tatters! Mr. Bingley would not turn from her, I did not think, and she would be safely wed to him at the end of the month, but those in his sphere would scorn her.
Would Mr. Bingley’s friend truly place a lady in such a position, willfully damaging her future? Miss Bingley seemed to think the gentleman would not be in favor of the marriage, and he would not be the first to retaliate in spite for his disappointed plans. It was not impossible…
“Lizzy, whatever are you thinking? You have that fearful look on your face again—the one you get whenever you have an idea. Good heavens, you give me gooseflesh every time you look that way.”
“Why would that be so terrifying?”
“Because something dreadful always follows. Do you remember the time you put that steam valve you got from Uncle on Mrs. Hill’s poor little tea kettle? You burst it, and shattered the nearest window, too, when the top popped off. It was a good thing Mrs. Hill had just stepped away from the stove to sweep up, or she would have been terribly burned.”
“I was twelve,” I protested. “Do you not think I am more judicious at twenty?”
Jane thinned her lips and gave me her beast deadpan expression. “Lizzy, what are you thinking? Tell me now before someone is hurt.”
“Nothing! But Jane—” I stopped her with my hand on her sleeve, waiting until the passers-by had ebbed and Mildred turned away. “Will you promise me not to do anything… impulsive?”
“Me!” Jane sputtered in laughter. “Promise you that I will do nothing impulsive? Hah, that is like Mama promising Papa that she will not buy too many books. Was I not just warning you to exercise caution, and now you ask it of me?”
“I am not the one happily betrothed to a wealthy man of status, and about to enter a factory building with him after dark. I would not see you… compromise your future. There, that is the best I can say it.”
Jane smiled patronizingly and petted my hand, as if I were a small child. “Lizzy, rather than worrying about me, you ought to be concerning yourself with Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy.”
“Darcy?” A passing voice echoed. “Did you say Fitzwilliam Darcy?”
We turned and discovered a tall, terribly dashing-looking militia officer coming back to speak to us. “We did,” I answered, “but do not suppose the gentleman is anything to us.”
“Forgive me for eavesdropping.” He swept his hat off and offered us a perfect bow. “Lieutenant George Wickham, at your service.”
“Elizabeth Bennet,” I answered with a curtsy. “And this is my elder sister Jane Bennet.”
He bowed again and replaced his hat. “Delighted to meet you both. May I infer from your manner and speech that you do not hail from these parts?”
“We are from Longbourn, in Hertfordshire,” Jane replied. “We are in the company of my uncle, Mr. Darcy, and Mr. Bingley, my betrothed, as the gentlemen investigate machinery problems with his button factory.”
“Bingley Buttons, yes I know that name. May I bid you welcome to Birmingham? A far cry it is from your pastoral heaven in Hertfordshire, but really, when you get used to it, it is not so bad. Just so long as the Luddites are content and we militia officers are not often called upon to keep the peace. But a man such as I ought to have no right to complain, naturally.”
“I am sure you uphold your office faithfully and well,” I told him. Indeed, he must, for any officer so smart-looking and polite must find it convenient merely to talk the hammers and pitchforks out of the rioters’ hands. I sighed…silently.
“You are very kind, Miss Elizabeth. But may I be so bold—I am old friends with a fellow named Fitzwilliam Darcy. Grew up with him, you see. I wonder if we might be speaking of the same chap.”
“I doubt there could be too many gentlemen fittingly cursed with such a pompous name,” I retorted.
“Hah! Then it is most decidedly the same fellow. And he is here in town, you say? I do not wonder at the caustic tone in your voice but allow me to assure you—Darcy is not a bad sort. In fact, he is quite capable of making friends where he chooses, and I am sorry he has not seen fit to make a friend of you.”
“It is no loss to me if he does not.”
“An excellent perspective, Miss Elizabeth.” He tipped his hat to us once more. “Please forgive me, for I must be about my duties. I hope we cross each other’s paths again. Good day.”
I watched him go, and for a moment, I forgot all about my troubles with Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy.
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“You have it all wrong,” Mr. Darcy insisted—for the fourth time. 
Mr. Bingley dropped the wrench and threw his hand in the air. “Then you show me how it is done! I warrant you are no more versed in the use of that contraption than I am.”
“Miss Elizabeth here could employ it better,” Mr. Darcy grumbled, but I thought I caught a glimmer of something in his eye as it flicked my way. Was the man mocking me?
“I hope you do not mean to imply that my niece is indelicate,” my uncle objected mildly.
“Not at all,” Mr. Darcy replied. “And Bingley knows very well that I mean no true insult to his abilities. It is generally thought a credit to his station that he should be unfamiliar with the use of laborer’s tools, but we shall not accomplish our design by beating away at the machinery with all the expertise of primates. In any event, nothing is to be gained by loosening that nut just now, for I wish to conduct a survey of rotations per minute at half pressure on the boiler.”
Mr. Bingley squinted, shook his head, and then relented. “Very well, Darcy, do as you please. Shall I escort the ladies to the upper floor, away from the noise?”
My uncle glanced over at me. “I believe I will claim that privilege, Mr. Bingley. Come, Jane, Lizzy, let us walk about for a moment.” He waited for Mr. Bingley to fall back, then offered each of us an elbow as we walked toward the stairs. He glanced back once, then turned us quickly into the smaller chamber instead of going up to the next floor.
“Lizzy,” he said in as low a voice as could be heard, “let us look at that stamping machine while the gentlemen are occupied. Have you thought of anything?”
“Well,” I answered in an equally modulated tone, “I cannot think it is the machines themselves. Nearly everything is operating oddly, so why are we not inspecting the belt drive or the engine?”
“I believe that is what Mr. Darcy is about, but I cannot follow his method. You and I, we think more alike, and perhaps between us we might discover something.”
“Honestly, Uncle, this is beyond my understanding. I might be capable of tinkering with models in your workshop, but I have only enough knowledge to get myself into trouble. Mama never permitted me to study—”
“Which is exactly why I hoped to have you here,” he interrupted. “You know the basic principles behind everything that comes out of my warehouses, and you have a quicker wit than most men I know. Why, how often do you detect and then solve a problem by sheer intuition and your own good sense? The experts are at a loss, so perhaps we need an unschooled intellect.”
“Or perhaps I will only get in the way and expose myself as a lady who dabbles in unladylike pursuits. What will Mama say?”
My uncle sobered and stopped to look at me. “I had thought this a charming chance for you to indulge your mind in such a puzzle and yet keep your respectability intact. Do you feel at risk, Lizzy? I would not want that, and indeed, would escort you back to Longbourn on the morrow if you wished.”
I shook my head. “No, I thank you, Uncle. I simply do not believe you ought to look to me for your answers. I am certain you will find them yourself, but come, I am willing to pretend I might be of some help.”
“There is the spirit. Here, do these teeth look at all worn to you? What of the tightness of the gears—too much gap?” He gestured to the belt drive of the stamping tool, and we began our investigation in earnest.
Half an hour later, we had, quite accidentally, separated in our quest. Jane kept close to Uncle Gardiner for some while—at least, I believed she did, but at one point I thought I heard Mr. Bingley’s voice with hers in the next room. I looked about, but my uncle had wandered off on his own inspection, and I assumed they must have all been together.
The main chamber had gone quiet again, but there was some fuss from the boiler room. I could hear that the furnace had been stoked, and the main belt was flying at full speed. I stood back a moment watching it, when I noticed movement from the corner of the room. A lever and a hand, rocking slowly—just enough to engage the wheel on the belt, and then drawing back before it locked in.
Fascinated, I wandered closer, until I could just make out Mr. Darcy’s tousled dark hair. He crouched behind the lathe, his face leaned close to the gears, his mouth pressed tightly in thought. He released the lever and took down some note for himself. As he was writing, I crept round behind him until I could see a rough sketch of the lever and wheel drive in his book. Beside it was a jumble of numbers I could not hope to comprehend, even if I had been near enough to make sense of them.
He left off writing and tipped his head up to the lathe. “Have you ever seen the like, Miss Elizabeth?”
I jumped, my hands searching behind me for the wall as my stomach clenched. When did he notice me?
He did not glance back at me but resumed his writing. “The lathe, I mean. A well-constructed piece, I should say. Fascinating in its relative simplicity, but startlingly efficient all the same.”
I stepped forward. “I am sure I cannot share in your appreciation, sir. What was it you called this device?”
He looked over his shoulder. “Forgive me, madam. As a lady of refinement, I do not suppose you have had an opportunity to understand the machine’s basic design or its task. Perhaps I ought instead to be applauding your forbearance in acceding to our rather amateurish whims and whiling away the evening in such an environ. Most ladies would feel it, at best, an uncomfortable employment, and at worst, a loathsome and socially disastrous obligation.”
“It is no punishment for me to accompany my uncle, and my sister is always content in Mr. Bingley’s presence. Others, I dare not vouch for.”
“These others you speak of, are they other ladies, or other gentlemen in our party?”
I crossed my arms and drew back my shoulders. “Either.”
He turned his face back to the lathe. “Shall I presume by your attitude and manner that you are not in pursuit of an advantageous marriage? Apart from Bingley, who is an exception in every way, I cannot think of a single gentleman in possession of sufficient fortune to afford a modestly dowered wife who would also appreciate a lady with machine grease on her cheek.”
My heart stopped. He had recognized me! I tried to bite out a quick retort but choked on it.
Mr. Darcy rose to his full height and laid his book aside as he turned to face me. “Is that a safe assumption, Miss Elizabeth?”
“Indeed, it is not!” I snapped. “What I mean to say is that my motivations are no different from any other lady’s.”
“Then you do aspire to an advantageous match? You have a peculiar way of going about it.”
My indignation flared. “I do not know which is more offensive—that you presume that all ladies must seek wealthy gentlemen to marry them, or that you find my own manner ‘peculiar!’”
“In the first case, I merely state my own well-documented observations,” he answered reasonably. “In the second, I refer to simple facts, and I would challenge you to deny them.”
I raised my chin as I stared back at him. “I have no need to do so. My affairs and interests cannot possibly be your concern.”
“No? And have you never heard of gentlemen who were compelled into marriage by honor rather than inclination? What think you of females who contrive to place themselves in compromising scenarios to bring about such a match?” His tone was everything cool, hard, and intentionally provoking.
Mine was less controlled. “Know this, Mr. Darcy!” I hissed. “I am not the sort of female who would deceitfully ensnare a respectable man. Nor would I rejoice in gaining your interest, your wealth, or your connections, be they ever so much superior to my own!”
A wry smile twisted his mouth. “Is that a fact? Care to prove yourself, Miss Elizabeth?”
I crossed my arms. “Why should I bother?”
“Because everyone in this factory this evening has their reason for being here. Mr. Bingley and Mr. Gardiner wish to prove, each to the other, that he is clever and amiable and a worthy business contact, soon to become a relation. I am here to nurse a long-held fascination and, I hope, to make myself useful to my friend. Miss Bennet's motives are, perhaps, better left unsaid, though they are clear to both of us. And what of you, Miss Elizabeth? Are you here as a female machinist? A guardian to your sister who does not bother to guard her? Or had you something else in mind when you agreed to come this evening?”
I glared at him until he finally blinked, then marched past him. So, he wanted it this way, did he? Then he would have it. I pointed at the machine.
“This lathe is a model 135, the latest in its size class from my uncle’s designers. It employs three different wheel diameters for variable speeds and was the first in its category to feature the longer adjustment arm on tool post. The tail stock has been fitted with an attachment to hold the small buttons manufactured here, and a similar piece has been built for the chuck.”
Mr. Darcy pitched up one eyebrow and eased closer, his hands laced behind his back. “And what of the rotational velocity? Does this lathe operate according to the manufacturing specifications?”
I drew my eyes away—I was not certain when they had become distracted from the machine back to the man, but so they had. “I am afraid I cannot answss…” I stuttered and gulped when I sensed that he was looking over my shoulder, his frame near enough to my own that I could feel the heat from his chest, the vibration from the timbre of his voice. My palms began to sweat.
“Do be easy, Miss Elizabeth,” he said roughly as he took a fractional step away. “I am afraid I owe you an apology.”
“A—an apology?” I repeated thickly.
His hands remained locked behind his back and he stood a respectable distance from me, but I felt dizzy. It was almost as if he had just embraced me and twirled me about for a waltz, and I remained breathless and reeling, no better than Lydia when she first sampled champagne.
“Indeed, an apology,” he rasped, “for I can see that your intentions are quite as genuine as my own. You demonstrate an understanding and an interest which is… rare for a lady.”
“Pray, say what you truly think.” I set my teeth and prepared not to flinch when I heard him denounce me. “You may as well, for anyone would. My behavior is shocking. Scandalous. No man in his senses would even dare ask me to dance if he knew how I spent my leisure hours. I am heedless and ungovernable, and my family must be contemptible to have indulged my whims to the point they have.”
He looked as if he might laugh, but his voice was serious. “I will declare your character a unique one, Miss Elizabeth. Have no fear that I will expose you, assuming I am the only one to learn this facet of your character. I will only offer you one caution.”
I blinked. “Caution? What would that be?”
He came a step closer, tipping his face away as his voice hummed low in my ear. “A factory lad does not run on the balls of his feet like a dancer. Nor does he smell of lavender.”
I stood there, staring at his cravat and the way his throat, with its fresh stubble moved against the soft white fabric. Caught like a foolish rabbit I was, too mesmerized by the snare to make my escape. He stepped back again with a mild look and raised his hand in greeting to someone behind me.
“I see Bingley and Gardiner are growing impatient with my inspections, Miss Elizabeth,” he said in a normal tone. “Perhaps we ought all to retire to the inn.”
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The following morning found me eager to escape the inn. I could not abide the thought of sitting across the breakfast board from Mr. Darcy again, for the way his steady, grave expression had rested so frequently on me the previous evening had left me in a fit of knots that endured well into the pre-dawn hours. Thus, I persuaded Jane to break our fast late in our room, and then look in on a quaint little stationery shop we had discovered on a previous outing. 
I felt safe in descending the stairs at half past ten—surely, the gentlemen would have gone by then—but was dismayed to find none other than Mr. Darcy just outside and speaking urgently to an express rider. His color was ruddy, his features pinched with some great anxiety, and his tones clipped and commanding. There was no hope of passing by without his notice, but he only looked briefly in our direction before returning to his business.
I glanced over my shoulder and quickened my steps, catching Jane’s elbow to hasten her as poor Mildred almost jogged to keep up.
“Lizzy!” Jane panted, “I do not think they will sell all the ink and paper before we arrive.”
I said nothing, but I did slow… a little. Jane huffed and pulled her wrap up round her shoulders again as she shot me a quizzical look. I think she meant to ask me why my oddest and most provoking behaviors seemed suddenly to have centralized round the person of Mr. Darcy, but by then we had gained the shop and a red-coated officer was holding the door for us.
“Why, Miss Bennet and Miss Elizabeth! A pleasure to encounter you again. A very good morning to you both.” Mr. Wickham bowed from the waist, a teasing twinkle in his eye.
“And a good morning to you, sir,” I answered. “Have you come to purchase notepaper?”
“Naturally, for what is a gentleman or an officer who neglects his correspondence? A useless fop, I say. And what of you, Miss Elizabeth? I hope you have not come for supplies to write to some fortunate fellow in Meryton.”
Jane rolled her eyes and wandered into the shop, leaving me to make answer on my own. “Oh! I do not expect any such fellow could exist.”
“No?” he asked in surprise. “Impossible, Miss Elizabeth.”
I stared back. “Why impossible? I have never been a lady to catch the gentlemen’s notice, and even less have I found any of interest to myself.”
Mr. Wickham laughed easily. “Now I know you are in jest, Miss Elizabeth. If you will pardon my indelicacy, I shall proclaim you exceedingly fetching in every way a gentleman finds appealing.”
“Save for my lack of dowry or feminine accomplishments.”
“Ah! That is unfortunate, but with a face such as yours, I still wonder at the wits of the men in Meryton. They must all be blind, I should say.”
“I do not know of any who are blind,” I mused, yet I touched my chin in thought. “Nor are any half-witted. They are all quite average.”
His brow furrowed, and he laughed again. “Then I shall express my opinion that only a very exceptional fellow shall one day be blessed with your favor. What do you think, Miss Elizabeth, is that not a terribly gallant thing to say?”
“Gallant, perhaps,” I confessed slowly, “but nonsensical. Do you mean to imply that I would only favor a particularly remarkable individual, or that my favor alone would furnish the sort of distinction you claim?”
“Er…both, I should think. Come, Miss Elizabeth, I was just about to purchase ink so I might write to my dear mother. Will you accompany—here now!” he exclaimed as a rider brushed by at a high gallop, perilously close to the walk. Had I been a step nearer the street, I might have been nicked by the rider’s irons.
“I say,” he sputtered, “that was uncalled for! Miss Elizabeth, are you well?”
I was watching after the rushing horse and did not answer immediately. “I think he is an express rider. I saw Mr. Darcy speaking with him a moment ago. I wonder what the hurry could be?”
Mr. Wickham seemed to still. “Darcy hired an express rider?” He turned his gaze up the street. “And riding north… I wonder…”
“Is anything amiss, sir?” I asked.
“Amiss? Oh! I am certain it is nothing. Did you say yesterday
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