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​The condition we now refer to as 'autism' was first recognised by the medical communities of Europe in the first half of the 20th century.

However, before this point, Autistic people still existed. Many were simply seen as 'eccentric' and certain euphemisms arose to describe them.

One such euphemism arose during the Industrial Revolution, within the upper class of London. Many of the great minds behind the revolution were referred to as having 'an inventor's disposition'.

The majority of the modern day technology we so heavily rely on - particularly automatons and other mechanicals - can be traced back to these inventors.

One such inventor was referred to only as The Owl, and they were single-handedly responsible for a great deal of both technological and social change during Queen Victoria's reign.

- Excerpt from The Owl: The Birth of the Automaton Age, 
By Professor Lucinda Caroline Mawson
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​Somewhere just south of York, Lady Ruth Constance Chapelstone came to the conclusion that travelling by train did not agree with her.

Of course, she had never left her home city of Newcastle before, so she had no idea if the train was the offensive factor, or if it was simply travel itself. As her eyes ached and her stomach churned, however, she decided that the question of what exactly was offending her was immaterial. She was offended, and that was enough to turn her mood sour.

Her hair clips felt as if they were trying to dig into her skull, and her nose couldn’t help but pick up even the slightest smell. Her only source of comfort was the familiar pressure of her corset tight around her middle, grounding her. But the comforting effect was slightly muted by the fact that the bright yellow colour of her dress was now too much for her eyes.

“How much longer until we reach London, Uncle Thomas?” she asked as soon as he stepped into the private carriage. Despite being her uncle, he was only a few years older than her. However, because he shared her dark hair and eyes — contrasted by fair skin — they were often mistaken for siblings and could easily pass as twins, probably because Ruth almost entirely took after her father. The only thing she inherited from her mother was thick, almost unmanageable, hair and a full figure.

“We are still in the north, my dear,” he pointed out as he took the tray he was carrying and placed it down on the table between them.

Oh good, thought Ruth, he brought tea.

Someone else should have probably brought them the tea, in all honesty, but Ruth was in no fit state to deal with strangers, and her uncle was more than accommodating. An inventor’s disposition, he called it, simply taking it as the flip side to his greatest discovery.

When they had been younger, Thomas had taken to inventing for a while, as he had seen what the industrial revolution was doing for Britain and he wanted to play a hand in shaping the future.

He had been lousy at it, of course. Ruth had told him as much when she had visited his workshop. After a few hours of ravenously pouring through his textbooks while he brought her tea and biscuits, she had managed to fix up the invention that he had spent weeks stumped over, completely unable to get it to work as intended. After that, Thomas had given up inventing, fancying himself an entrepreneur instead, much to the chagrin of his father. Ruth had taken over his workshop, bearing some of the family disappointment so that it was no longer Thomas’ sole domain. After all, the workshop was no proper place for a lady. 

It didn’t take Thomas long to realise that he could make them both rich by selling Ruth’s inventions. Not that they needed the money, of course; that was simply Thomas’ way of keeping score.

At her mother’s insistence, no one knew that Ruth was behind Thomas’ inventions. Thomas said that it was a shy friend of his — nicknamed The Owl for his penchant for only working at night — giving Thomas the perfect excuse not to introduce the inventor to his friends.

Much to everyone but Ruth and Thomas’ surprise, it wasn’t long before The Owl had the attention of Queen Victoria herself. As far as Ruth was concerned, it was inevitable. Her engine designs were far superior to anything the Crown had in operation, and her dirigible schematics were not only technically impressive, but far more eye-pleasing than anything currently in use.

If there was one thing The Owl had become notorious for, it was style. Ruth’s penchant for fashion and design was as impressive as her knack for invention. It was simply a shame that nothing else held even the slightest interest for her. Her mother always said that, had they not had servants, Ruth would have no chance at survival.

Ruth briefly wondered if air travel would have been easier on her stomach, or, if not, if there was some way for her to alter her designs to make it so that it was.

Her attention was drawn back to the present as Thomas flipped the switch at the side of the bulky mechanism cradling the teapot. It made a whirring noise as it lifted up the pot and began to pour the tea, causing the pot to clink against the cup in a way that made Ruth whine in protest. Her ears were exceptionally delicate. As was the rest of her, for that matter.

“This tea of yours had better not offend my palette,” Thomas told her as he passed her a cup.

She ignored the sugar in favour of milk. She couldn’t stand sugar in her tea, and only even used the milk to cool it so that she didn’t burn herself. She had a tendency to forget how hot tea was in her eagerness to drink it.

“It’s not my fault if your palette is easily offended.”

He raised an eyebrow at that, and Ruth had to concede that it had been hypocritical of her. While she had broad taste in tea, she was very particular with her food. In fact, the cook at home had resigned herself to making the same three dishes for Ruth, with no variance. She supposed that was a luxury she may not be granted in London. Even if she had the same dish there, it probably wouldn’t be right.

She drank the tea immediately after adding her milk. It was still hot enough to provide her with the scorching sensation she craved, while not burning her insides. The ginger in the chai helped to settle her stomach.

Thomas pulled a face.

“Not to your liking?” she asked as she poured herself a second cup.

“No,” he told her firmly. “But it is no matter. I am far less interested in the topic of tea than the topic of what great invention The Owl has to show my contacts in London. They have already seen your previous work, so we’ll need something fresh and exciting.”

“I have actually been working on something. For Grandfather.”

“For my father?” Thomas asked with a raised eyebrow as Ruth brought out a series of schematics.

“I have a prototype in one of my cases,” she assured him as she found the correct piece of paper, “but this is the design.”

“It’s... a leg.”

“Yes. A fully functioning, clockwork leg.”

“And how exactly would the leg know when to move and when to remain still?”

Ruth sighed into her, again empty, teacup. “That is what I am still working on. I have several ideas. Perhaps a control of some sort. I could possibly program it to move as the stump moves in a specific way. I have also been reading about the possibility of measuring the information sent by the brain to the limbs. I could perhaps make use of that...”

“Careful not to get too carried away with theoretical ideas,” Thomas reminded her, as he so often did. Ruth never listened, but he kept reminding her anyway.

“When will we be in London?” she asked again, eager to be off the train.

“I’ll find you some more tea,” was Thomas’ only reply.
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​The first word Ruth would use to describe London was crowded.

That wasn’t a good sign.

The second would be putrid, which wasn’t any better. Of course, all cities had a certain stench about them, but she was used to Newcastle. She wasn’t sure if London smelled objectively worse, but she knew that it was different, which was enough to upset her.

Between the oppressive atmosphere and her lingering nausea from the train, Ruth was close to tears.

She hovered on the step of the train, waiting until the crowds on the platform dissipated a bit before getting off.

“It’s King’s Cross,” Thomas told her gently as he realised what she was doing. “It’s never quieter than this.”

Ruth made a small noise of annoyance in the back of her throat before steeling herself and stepping down onto the platform. She distracted herself from the bustle around her by focusing on the large mechanical arms unloading the luggage from the train.

Watching the gears turn was calming, even if she couldn’t help but criticise the design as she looked it over.

Clunky. Inelegant. Clumsy.

She wondered if there was a single engineer besides herself with even the slightest inclination towards style.

Luckily, Thomas predicted her discomfort, and had a carriage waiting for them. At the front was a mechanical driver, if such an unwieldy contraption could even be considered a driver. It clearly directed the horses, but they had made no effort to make it look even vaguely humanoid.

It looked like a box with metal, spider-like arms out of the side, and a speaker on the front.

“LORD CHAPELSTONE,” it greeted with a grating voice that made Ruth tighten her fists around the fabric of her skirt.

“Yes,” Thomas replied. “You are our ride?”

“INPUT NOT RECOGNISED. PLEASE RESTATE REQUEST.”

Ruth couldn’t help but roll her eyes. “It’s a Fralsen, Thomas. Fifth model, by the look of it. You would have an easier time trying to converse with a stray cat.”

“Then what shall we do?”

“Get in and hope it takes us somewhere where I can lie down,” Ruth told him firmly. She was quite fed up and just wanted to curl into bed.

Thomas nodded, acquiescing, before helping her into the carriage.

The driver thankfully managed to take them to Thomas’ house in the city without any issue. Ruth’s travel sickness had returned by the time they left the carriage, despite the short journey.

Ruth noted that said house was modest compared to home, but she didn’t care. She just wanted to be inside.

“Workshop?” she asked as soon as she was through the door. Her tiredness immediately fled as she remembered Thomas promising her a workshop worthy of her talents.

Her uncle smiled. “In just a moment. I want to introduce you to someone.”

As soon as the door closed behind them, a young woman hurried down the stairs. She was wearing a plain brown dress that was just a few shades lighter than her dark skin. Her black hair was tied back, forming a fluffy cloud to the back of her head. She didn’t look older than sixteen.

“Ruth, this is Ivy. When I first visited London, she approached me and begged to work with The Owl.”

“So, she knows?”

“No, I thought I would leave that up to you. But I won’t be here all of the time, so I suggest a trade. The Owl takes her on as an apprentice and has someone to talk to about his inventions, and she makes sure that he doesn’t starve himself.”

Ruth smiled, though it was a little strained. She wasn’t too sure that she wanted someone around her at all times, yet she had to admit that it would be nice to have some help from someone whose eyes wouldn’t glaze over when she got too deep into the minutia of her designs.

“I suppose it is not too disagreeable an arrangement,” Ruth said, turning to Ivy. “Could you show me to the workshop?”

Ivy nodded, showing her up the stairs until they reached the attic.

“This is the workshop, Milady,” Ivy said in an almost painful cockney accent. That would take some getting used to.

Before she could dwell too much on it, however, Ruth spotted the selection of work benches and top-of-the-line tools. She had been good at making do when she lacked something, but the idea of not having to made her grin. How much time it would save!

“Oh, it’s beautiful!” Ruth cried as she hurried back to where Thomas had just brought in their luggage, finding the case with her designs. She took as many as would fit in her arms before running back upstairs to affix them to the large board on the wall of her workshop.

“When will The Owl arrive?” Ivy asked, though Ruth didn’t hear her, as she was too absorbed in deciding which project to start first.

“He just did,” Thomas told her with a smile. “I suggest getting some tea for you and Lady Ruth. She is always more talkative when there is tea.”
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​Ruth hated leaving her workshop, but some things could not be avoided. Introducing herself to London society was one of them. Ivy, much to Ruth’s envy, had no such social expectations placed on her, allowing her to remain in the workshop to focus on her own projects.

Ivy had been shocked that Ruth allowed her to work on whatever she wanted, but in truth, it was simply convenient. Ruth didn’t need help at all times, and she didn’t want the pressure of feeling as if she had to entertain Ivy every second she was working. So, Ivy had her own projects to work on when Ruth didn’t need her or was busy choosing a new dress.

“Smile, dear,” Thomas reminded her as they arrived at Lady Dunsten’s ball.

Ruth nodded, realising that she had been frowning in thought. She just really wanted to be back in her workshop. But there was a bright side; attending a ball had given her an excuse to buy a new dress, and the dark blue one she had on had one of the sturdiest corsets she had ever found.

“Thomas,” greeted a man who looked just a little older than Ruth, with brownish red hair that extended into mutton chops and a very clean military uniform. “It’s good to see you again.”

“You too, James.” Thomas gestured to Ruth. “This is my niece, Lady Chapelstone.” 

“Pleased to meet you,” James greeted her with a smile, taking Ruth’s hand to kiss. “Your uncle has mentioned you briefly, but he failed to mention your beauty.”

Ruth felt a spike of irritation at that. She didn’t want to deal with men fawning over her. That would mean rejecting them, which could get messy.

Ruth had never cared for messy.

She smiled, despite the irritation. “Why, thank you.”

James, to Ruth’s relief, turned back to Thomas. “So, you didn’t bring The Owl with you?”

“No,” James said. “He dislikes having to leave his workshop. You know how inventors are.”

“I do, but Thomas... While his inventions are, without a doubt, the best, this is becoming a matter of security. If The Owl wishes to sell inventions to the Crown, I must at least meet him.”

Thomas nodded, though Ruth wanted to scream at him to come with an excuse or a lie. Something — anything — to delay that possibility.

“I’m sure that can be arranged,” Thomas said, deeply confusing Ruth.

“That would be much appreciated,” James told him.

Before Ruth could protest, a woman approached, with the same reddish-brown hair and grey eyes as James.

“Are you two boring poor Lady Chapelstone with your talk of business?” she asked in a no-nonsense manner.

James stiffened, his brow furrowing ever so slightly. “This is my sister, Anne.”

Anne moved over to Ruth, leading her away from the men. “Come on, dear, let’s leave those two to talk. I’ll introduce you to everyone.”

Any protest from Ruth died on her tongue, her words draining away with her terror at the prospect of meeting new people without her uncle.

Anne had not been joking when she had said everyone, Ruth learnt as she was escorted throughout the room in a whirlwind of new names and faces, none of which she remembered. It took her almost an hour to slip her new guide, pretending to need to relieve herself. Instead she found a quiet corner and allowed herself a brief respite. It took several moments of focusing on her breathing and the comforting way her corset hugged her for the room to stop spinning. 

“Had to slip away?”

Ruth jumped at the intrusion, though it was barely noticeable, thanks to her lethargy. She had to put what little energy she had recovered into her smile as James approached, passing her a glass of wine.

“I don’t drink,” she told him, eventually remembering to add, “But thank you for the thought.”

He nodded in understanding. “Thomas mentioned that you weren’t much for crowds.”

Ruth didn’t have anything to say to that, so she simply nodded.

“I’m sorry, I thought having my sister introduce you around would make things easier for you.”

“It did,” Ruth managed. It wasn’t even a lie. Having Anne escort her had certainly been better than her standing mutely in a corner or constantly tailing Thomas as he talked with men, who would either look her over with unrestrained interest or ignore and condescend her. 

“Anne is very nice.” Ruth had no idea if that particular point was true or not; she had been so carefully keeping her attention on getting her social niceties correct with all of the other girls Anne had introduced her to that she hadn’t had enough concentration to pay much attention to her guide. Definitely not enough to form an opinion on her. But she hadn’t been sure of what else to say, so she had fabricated the positive opinion in the hopes of keeping James happy so that he wouldn’t notice if she slipped.

James smiled. “I’m glad you enjoyed her company, Lady Chapelstone.” He moved his mouth upwards at just one side in a way that Ruth couldn’t quite decipher. “Your name is a tad long, may I call you Ruth?”

“My name is but four syllables,” she pointed out, before realising that it was perhaps rude of her. She was unsure of how to decline without risking his ire, so she relented. “But, yes, you may call me Ruth.”

His smile widened to become even on both sides. “Thank you, Ruth.”

She nodded, curtly, wishing that she had something non-alcoholic to drink so that she could buy herself a little time before she was expected to speak once more.

Thankfully, Thomas chose that moment to find her.

“Are you having a nice time?” he asked.

“I am a little tired,” she said, as she always did to indicate that she wished to be extracted.

Thomas nodded in understanding before turning to James. “We should take our leave. It’s getting late, and Ruth requires her sleep.”

“Of course. It was nice to see you both. Thomas, I shall send correspondence about meeting with The Owl.”

“Of course,” Thomas replied as they took their leave.

As soon as they were outside, Ruth turned to her uncle. “He can’t meet The Owl.”

“No, he can’t, but it would be impolite to not at least seem to make the effort to arrange a meeting. I shall fob him off with excuses, and he shall eventually grow bored. If he wants the inventions, which he clearly does, he will forgo the meeting after a few failed attempts.”

Ruth gave a disgruntled hum. It seemed like courting trouble to her, but her uncle was much better with people than she was.
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​“I think I’ve done it!” Ruth called out, bouncing up and down a little with excitement. Having Thomas around to appreciate her work had always been nice, but he had always seen it as an opportunity. As Ivy quickly bounded over, Ruth found herself glad to have someone who appreciated her work in the same way that she did.

“Done what? Can I see?”

Ruth nodded, taking Ivy by the shoulders and moving her back from the contraption she had just finished tinkering with. As usual, when Ruth got close, Ivy seemed to get a tad fidgety, causing Ruth to assume that she was shy.

Ruth took the box from the counter, which was connected to the mechanism by a long, thick cable.

Ruth moved the toggle on the box, and in response, the metal spindles that were connected to the bottom of an oval, looking almost like an oddly shaped table, moved with a clicking sound, going from side to side.

“It’s like a spider!” Ivy exclaimed with fascination, taking a timid step towards the contraption.

Ruth nodded. “They’re legs. Should someone lose their own, they could control these new ones with this box.”

“Should they not look more... human?”

Ruth blinked. “Why? This is far more efficient.”

Ivy shrugged. “I suppose, but I imagine many people would be attached to how their human legs look.”

Ruth hummed in thought before nodding. “Perhaps you’re right. This is what I enjoy about having you here, Ivy. You’re good at giving me a fresh perspective on my work.”

Ivy grinned as Ruth went back over to the spider legs to adjust one that was slightly out of sync with the others.

“What about your other project?” Ivy asked, moving over to the workbench.

“Oh, the mechanical brain? It’s progressing. I have it capable of simple arithmetic, but it’s a chore. I’m trying to build the system from the ground up, rather than basing it on the Fralsen system, which I believe to be inherently flawed.”

“Could you use some help with it?” Ivy asked, inching closer to the invention, though she didn’t dare touch it.

“I suppose some input wouldn’t go amiss.”

Before Ivy could respond, a loud knock echoed from below. Ruth froze at the unexpected noise, her fists clenching as she realised that it meant unexpected visitors.

“I’ll answer it,” Ivy said before rushing downstairs to greet their guest.

Ruth couldn’t cope with any more household staff than Ivy, but it would have been unseemly for either her or Thomas to answer. Ivy, thankfully, didn’t seem to mind helping them keep up appearances, though Ruth suspected that had to do with how well Thomas was paying her.

“Lord Holly,” Ivy said, loud enough for it to carry upstairs.

Ruth frowned, not recognising the name.

Thomas, who had been in his downstairs study, hurried out, and Ruth saw from her spot at the top of the stairs that he was inviting James inside, recognising him by his muttonchops.

“I’m dreadfully sorry for stopping by unannounced,” James said, though Ruth didn’t think that he sounded sorry at all. “I was nearby and thought that this may be an opportune time for me to meet The Owl.”

Ivy raced back upstairs as Thomas began to make excuses.

“Your clothes, Ma’am,” she hissed.

Ruth looked down to see that her plain dress, apron and gloves were covered in grease.  James would know immediately that she had been the one in the workshop if he saw her.

“Quickly,” Ruth said, hurrying to her room and waving for Ivy to follow her. “Help me get changed. I will not be able to lace up quickly enough on my own.”

Ivy did as she was told, though she moved stiffly as she did so. Ruth wondered if the poor girl was ill, though she pushed the thought away. She didn’t need to be worrying about contracting anything from her assistant when she had so much else to be concerned with.

Ruth quickly stripped off her skirts as soon as the door shut behind her.

“Could you bring me a clean dress?” she asked Ivy, who hurried across the room to her wardrobe.

Ivy hesitated as she brought the blue dress back to Ruth, who had stripped down to her underskirts.

“What is it?” Ruth asked, impatiently placing her hands on her hips.

“I... Nothing,” Ivy squeaked, not quite looking at Ruth.

Ruth didn’t quite believe her, but took her word as Ivy helped her to scramble into the dress and lace up, though Ivy was noticeably hesitant as her fingers neared Ruth’s skin, putting Ruth a little on edge.

She wished Ivy wasn’t so damn shy.

As soon as Ruth was laced up properly, she raced out of her room, just as James was making his way up the stairs.

“The Owl doesn’t like to be disturbed while he’s working!” Thomas protested, following quickly behind James.

“Just a quick introduction, Thomas. Then this can all move along.”

Ruth stepped forward, drawing James’ attention.

“I’m afraid The Owl stepped out for a bit,” she said before James reached the door of the workshop.

“Stepped out?”

“He went for a walk to clear his head. He does that from time to time when he’s looking for inspiration.”

“How long do you think he will be gone?”

She shrugged. “Maybe an hour, maybe the rest of the night. You know how inventors are. It would most likely be a waste of your time to wait for him.”

James nodded. “I’m sorry for my intrusion, Ruth. I simply thought that it would be best to get my meeting The Owl out of the way. I suspect he may try to put me off forever, and I am a busy man.”

“He is quite shy. Perhaps you should forgo the meeting, given that Thomas can vouch for him.”

“I wish that I could, but there are strict protocols on the matter. If I cannot meet The Owl, the Crown cannot use his inventions.”

“That would be a pity.”

“Indeed,” James said before turning back to Thomas. “If you could let me know when you expect him to be home, I shall try to stop by. I know you want to protect your friend, but this is a necessity and putting it off will not help.”

Thomas nodded. “I shall redouble my efforts to arrange a meeting.”

“I would be most grateful,” James said, before turning back to Ruth. “And I would be most delighted to see you again.”

“Oh, if you drop by to see The Owl, I’m sure you will,” she said, her tone betraying nothing, though she meant her words as a subtle barb to her uncle. Not that he would pick up on it, but it made her feel better.

As soon as the front door closed behind James, Ruth glared at Thomas, her arms folded tightly across her chest.

“Your approach isn’t working.”

To her irritation, her uncle simply replied with a mild, “Apparently not.”
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​Ruth felt discomforted by her lack of corset. She had always liked the constant pressure around her middle, and she greatly missed it. But wearing one would ruin the illusion she was going for.

The fabric around her chest, binding it down, wasn’t the same. In fact, it felt uncomfortable around her rather generous bosom.

“How do I look?” Ruth asked Ivy, as she twirled around in Thomas’ clothes.

“I think you look rather dashing.”

Ruth smiled as she placed a hat over her pinned up hair, pulling it down over her eyes so that she wouldn’t be recognised.

She paused as she heard the front door open. Ivy hurried out of the room to double check that it was Thomas, before coming back and giving a nod of affirmation.

Ruth grinned, rushing out of the room and downstairs as her uncle was still taking off his coat.

“Ruth?” Thomas asked as he saw her.

Her heart sank in disappointment at being recognised, before realising that no one else would likely be in the house. And Thomas had known her all her life; just because he recognised her didn’t mean that others would.

“No,” she said, forcing her voice low. “I’m The Owl.”

Thomas rolled his eyes. “Ruth, you’re never going to fool anyone with that disguise.”

“I might,” she said, forgetting about making her voice low.

“Ruth, your face is too soft, and you’re quite recognisable. Especially to someone like James who knows
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