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 CHAPTER ONE



 Manchester, England, 1891


“Warren? What the devil are you doing here at
this hour?”

The voice, though gentle, interrupted the
distant drone of the factory like a thunderclap.

Aubrey Warren snapped to attention. His pen
slashed a line through a column in his ledger as he whipped his
head up to regard the man in the doorway.

The hallway outside the office remained dark
despite the weak sunrise fighting its way through the Manchester
smog. Yet Aubrey recognised the barrel-shaped body perched on
spindly legs as Mr Jennings, mill manager.

“Sorry, sir,” said Aubrey. His broken nib
dripped ink between the pages of the ledger. Aubrey whipped out an
old rag—already more ink than cloth—to blot the mess.

Mr Jennings shut the office door and hung up
his hat, exposing his balding pate.

“What time did you come in?” he said,
approaching Aubrey’s desk. “Five o’clock? Four?”

Aubrey held his tongue.

Mr Jennings sighed. “You never went home, did
you, Warren?”

"There was work to be done, sir."

“Work ought to be done during office hours.”
Mr Jennings clasped his hands behind his back and bent at the waist
to peer down at Aubrey’s desk. “That’s Smith’s ledger, isn't it?
Why are you working through the night in another man's ledger,
Warren? Sabotage, perhaps—should I fear a mutiny?”

From any other man, the stream of questions
would be an inquisition. But hearing them in Mr Jennings’s resigned
tone, Aubrey didn’t feel attacked, only duly chastised. “No,
sir.”

“Then Smith has begged you to correct his
work for him?”

Not so much begged as
commanded, Aubrey thought. Aloud, he said,
“Smith’s work is perfectly adequate, sir.”

“Then why are you here?”

“To confirm its adequacy.”

Mr Jennings didn’t bother to pretend he
believed him. “I’d send you home, Warren, but I'm afraid I cannot
spare you today.”

Aubrey awaited further explanation. Mr
Jennings offered up nothing more, merely ambled away behind the
door of his own inner office, set apart from the common clerks.
Aubrey returned to Smith's ledger.

Smith himself strolled in at quarter-past
eight. While not a notably athletic specimen, he looked like
Hercules next to Aubrey. Aubrey’s flat, dark hair was a mere shadow
of the light-brown locks Smith waxed into waves. Smith's bright
copper eyes far outshone the black-brown of Aubrey’s, and Smith's
cheeks flushed warm and pink with life while Aubrey’s sunk into a
colour indistinguishable from the parchment he worked on. Though
they were of a like age, only Smith carried the aura of youthful
vitality. Aubrey, meanwhile, seemed to have died at twenty or so
and somehow kept on with the bookkeeping.

Aubrey cast his own attention back down to
his desk and tried to ignore the sounds of Smith tossing his hat
and jacket onto their respective pegs. The sound of Smith's
footsteps coming closer proved more difficult to disregard. The
sound of Smith’s voice, impossible.

“What, still at it, Warren?”
Smith clapped a hand onto Aubrey's shoulder.

Aubrey watched in vain as the tail end of his
7 veered off into the next row. He lifted his eyes from the ruined
page. “So it would seem.”

Smith clucked his tongue in mock reproof and,
much to Aubrey's relief, wandered off to his own desk, seeming
content to let his ledger remain in Aubrey's more capable hands.
Aubrey knew better than to attempt to return it to him. Left up to
Smith, the entire mill complex would crumble around their ears.

No sooner had Smith sat down than Mr Jennings
reappeared.

“Interesting news, boys,” he said.

Aubrey snapped to attention. Smith deigned to
remove his feet from his desk. Mr Jennings fixed the same placid
look on both.

“The mill is changing hands,” he continued.
“Our new owner, Mr Althorp, requests a tour of the property.
Today.”

Short notice, yes, but Mr Jennings ran a
tight ship. Whoever this Mr Althorp was, he would find no fault in
the Rook Mill. Not if Aubrey had any say in the matter.

“We've an hour and three-quarters to
prepare,” Mr Jennings went on. “Make yourselves ready.”

Aubrey surreptitiously rubbed the stubble on
his chin. Mr Jennings returned to his office. The instant the door
clicked shut, Smith put his heels back on his desk. Aubrey hoped
he'd have the sense to adopt a more professional posture before Mr
Althorp arrived. Not that Aubrey looked any better himself. A
prickly jaw, ink-stained knuckles, and yesterday's shirt did not
add up to a respectable appearance. Nothing could be done about the
shirt—he wouldn't have enough time to walk home and back, to say
nothing of what the sweat and smog of the return journey would do
to a fresh shirt. His unshaven face was another matter.

Aubrey closed Smith's ledger and opened the
bottom-right drawer of his desk. There, under a ream of parchment,
sat a battered cigar box. Its contents rattled as he tucked it
under his arm. Without a word, he deposited Smith's ledger beside
Smith's ankles and walked out the door.

The office stood apart from the main body of
the mill on the other side of a cobblestoned courtyard, with a
water pump centred between them. Most of the water drawn from it
went to thirsty mill workers. Several such men gathered around it
now, talking amongst themselves. They fell silent as Aubrey
approached.

“Good morning,” said Aubrey.

A couple of the men responded in kind. After
that, the group as a whole seemed to forget the oddity of a clerk
coming down to mingle with the rest of the workforce. They moved
back a bit to let him at the pump and struck up their conversation
again as if he'd never arrived. Aubrey took no offense. He had
little practice in the art of conversation, and work to do
besides.

Out of his cigar box came a plain clay bowl
with multiple hairline fissures running down its sides. Aubrey
filled it with water, then stripped off his jacket, waistcoat, and
shirt, and draped them over the pump handle. This caught the
workers’ attention again. The youngest one, a lad of fourteen or
so, pointed at Aubrey’s pale bare chest, but caught a slap on the
back of his head from one of his elders before he could open his
mouth to heckle. The rest of the workers turned back to their
business.

Aubrey assumed they hoped ignoring him would
make him stop being odd in their yard and go away. He wondered how
their reaction might differ if they knew he hadn't been born to the
middle-class status of a clerk. If they realised his origins were
far lower than that, even lower than their own. Still, any shame he
felt at revealing his naked flesh was nothing compared to the shame
he would feel if he made no effort to appear respectable in front
of the mill’s new owner. To that end, he returned to his cigar box
and drew out a bar of soap and a razor.

Aubrey knew his own face well enough to shave
without a looking-glass. Today he used double his usual allotment
of soap—all the while trying not to think about the cost—and pulled
the blade over his cheeks with especial care. Once done, he washed
his face and hands, beat the soot from his clothes, dressed, and
returned to the office. He could still feel the mill hands’ stares
on the back of his neck as he left the yard.

He stepped through the office doorway at
quarter-past nine. Contrary to his expectation, Smith had moved in
the interim—he'd draped a handkerchief over his eyes. It fluttered
in time with his snores. Aubrey, knowing Smith would accomplish as
much asleep as he would awake, didn’t bother trying to rouse him.
Instead, he returned the cigar box to its drawer and took out his
own ledger. He had three-quarters of an hour until Mr Althorp
arrived. He intended to make them count.

Mr Jennings re-emerged at ten minutes to ten.
He took in the sight of the sleeping Smith, then turned to Aubrey
with a finger pressed against his inexpressive lips. Aubrey
followed him out of the office in silence.

“Sir?” said Aubrey as they walked across the
yard towards the mill. “Shouldn’t Smith be present as well?”

“I find the more industrious employees makes
a better impression,” said Mr Jennings.

Aubrey thought it might have been a
compliment.


 Lindsey Althorp boarded the morning train from Wiltshire to
Manchester. One short tour of the textile mill to show his father
he’d grown into sedate and responsible manhood, university or no
university, then he could catch the very next train back to the
country house and get on with the urgent business of reading the
latest Strand. He
would have brought the magazine with him, but reading on the train
made him ill.

Even without it, he had plenty to occupy his
mind. He’d never owned a mill before, which leant a novel air to
the day’s excursion. (His elder sister, Rowena, had predicted over
breakfast he’d grow bored with it before the week was out. Because
of this, she had not been invited along.) He’d won the mill off
Clarence in a card game down at the club last week. He’d had every
intention of giving Clarence the chance to win it back, but
Clarence had declined all invitations to play. Seven days later,
Lindsey supposed it was his to keep.

Lindsey had never visited Manchester before.
He knew people there, or rather he knew people who did business
there, or who hired people to do business there for them. But the
city itself, boasting no literary significance or sporting
society—at least, none Lindsey had ever heard of—did not play to
his interests. So Manchester had remained a dull, smoggy haze in
his imagination.

But as he stepped off the train in Manchester
Central, the dull haze sprang to life with a clang that knocked
Lindsey’s preconceptions right out of his head. Manchester wasn’t
so downtrodden and depressed as Dickens and Gaskell had led him to
believe. The street surged with crowds to match any in London. The
air rang with the constant echo of rattling steam engines and
screaming factory whistles. The smog of a thousand busy chimneys
swirled around the hansom cab carrying Lindsey from the train
station to his new mill. It would take more than a good brushing to
clean the grime of Manchester from Lindsey’s blue frock coat, but
that was his valet’s problem; rather than concern himself with it,
he sat back in idle contentment to watch the industrious world go
by.

When the cab pulled into the cobblestone
courtyard of Rook Mill, Lindsey found himself disappointed.
Clarence Rook, the dear old schoolmate who’d given up the mill, was
a man of elegance, with a subtle-yet-stylish wardrobe and an
impeccable eye for everything from silk waistcoats to horses. The
mill’s architecture reflected none of Clarence’s good taste. Of
course, Clarence hadn’t built it—his paternal grandfather had
designed and commissioned the mill complex, and it seemed the old
man's vision had been red brick, as both construction material and
inspiration for the shape of the mill complex as a whole, and its
individual buildings. Straight lines and right angles dominated the
mill, broken up by chimneys spewing dark plumes into the
low-hanging smog. A massive clock tower rose up beyond the roof of
the largest and most central of the buildings, likewise plain.
Lindsey, who’d hoped for something more in the neo-Gothic line,
withheld a sigh. Modern architecture might be good for business, he
thought, but it did nothing for his soul.

The hansom stopped in front of the largest
building. Lindsey stepped down into the courtyard and encountered a
bizarre phenomenon. The cobblestones vibrated. He took an
experimental step forward. The vibration continued. Lindsey
suspected it might bear some relation to the faint roar coming from
behind the tall, black, rectangular double-doors of the mill. He
looked up at these doors just as the one on the left opened,
allowing more of the roar to escape. A voice projected over the
rumbling.

“Mr Althorp?”

Lindsey stepped closer. Two men stood in the
doorway. The one who’d spoken looked the same age as Lindsey’s
father, dressed in a gray suit which matched his grizzled
muttonchops. His round bulk kept the second, smaller man in
shadow.

“You have the advantage of me,” said Lindsey,
sweeping his top hat from his head.

“Mr Jennings, sir,” the gray man said with a
deferential nod. “Mill manager.”

“A pleasure,” said Lindsey, not entirely
sincere. From architecture to staff, this adventure was proving
underwhelming. If Mr Jennings noticed, he disguised it well.

“My assistant clerk,” Mr Jennings said,
moving aside to let the other man into Lindsey’s line of vision,
“Mr Warren.”

Lindsey stared.

Mr Warren, appearing scarcely older than
Lindsey himself, stood a good head shorter. His heart-shaped face
held a small, sharp nose, Cupid’s-bow lips, and a spellbinding pair
of large, dark, half-lidded eyes. He wore a black wool suit, which
offset the china white of his skin as much as it matched the ebony
gleam of his hair, combed back to reveal a high, intelligent
forehead.

“Sir,” said Mr Warren in a tone as mechanical
as their surroundings. He gave Lindsey a clockwork-sharp nod.

Lindsey hardly heard him, though his
hind-brain noted the gesture and may have responded in kind.
Alternatively, he might have continued staring at Mr Warren with
parted lips and furrowed brow. He couldn’t say for certain.

“Mr Althorp?” said Mr Jennings.

“Yes,” Lindsey replied, a half-second before
he redirected his gaze away from Mr Warren.

“If I may,” said Mr Jennings, standing back
with an invitational gesture. Mr Warren mirrored him in silence.
Lindsey stepped up into the mill, and the tour began.

From outside, the ground had vibrated.
Inside, the floorboards quaked with tenfold violence. The muffled
roar multiplied into the endless, thundering bellow of Leviathan
rumbling through the deep. It deafened Lindsey. He hoped the effect
was temporary.

The mill interior loomed larger than any
ballroom he'd ever danced in. Clattering machines filled it from
wall to wall. Lindsey couldn’t tell where one ended and another
began. To his eyes, it seemed an ouroboros of cotton and steel.
Levers and wheels zipped back and forth, and a thousand
criss-crossed threads trembled in the air. Every motion in the mill
produced a fresh burst of lint. This lint floated through the room
like a flurry of snowflakes. Lindsey inhaled a speck of it, quite
by accident, and coughed. He couldn’t hear his cough, could barely
feel it reverberate through his own ribcage over the clamour of the
room.

Dozens of women and girls tended the
mechanical labyrinth, reaching in with narrow arms and small hands
to adjust this or that, then retreating fractions of a second
before steel came crashing down where their limbs had been. These
constant brushes with disfigurement or worse didn’t seem to alarm
them. Lindsey turned to Mr Jennings to remark upon this, but found
him already in the midst of speech, crisply gesticulating at
various points of interest throughout the room. For all Lindsey
could hear him, he may as well have merely mouthed his words.

“Pardon?” Lindsey half-shouted. Then,
realising half-measures would get him nowhere, he repeated his
inquiry at a bellow. Neither attracted Mr Jennings’s attention.

Before Lindsey lowered himself to tapping Mr
Jennings’s shoulder like an impertinent schoolboy, Mr Warren’s pale
fingers reached out and performed the service for him. Mr Jennings
gave a start and followed Mr Warren’s nod to Lindsey.

Mr Jennings said a word. Given the context
and the shape his mouth formed, Lindsey determined it to be:
“Sir?”

Lindsey repeated his question. To his
amazement, Mr Jennings heard him, and rattled off an answer.
Lindsey couldn’t hear a word. Still, he nodded as though he
understood.

Mr Jennings started down an aisle of the
labyrinth. Lindsey looked to Mr Warren for a cue, and for the
simple pleasure of looking at Mr Warren. Mr Warren remained
stone-faced—no, marble-faced, Lindsey decided, like Michelangelo’s
David—as he waved Lindsey onward. Lindsey followed Mr Jennings. Mr
Warren took up the rear, much to Lindsey’s consternation.

Mr Jennings attempted to draw Lindsey’s
attention to various points of interest, shouting over the constant
rattle. Lindsey caught none of it. He considered turning to Mr
Warren again, under the pretense of asking for clarification, but
then Mr Jennings wanted to show him the winding threads, and the
rolling wheels, and a hundred other dreary things that weren’t Mr
Warren’s face. Mr Warren remained behind them, or so Lindsey
assumed. He dearly wished to turn around and confirm it, but Mr
Jennings pointed to the rotating shafts and belts suspended from
the ceiling, forcing Lindsey to tilt his head up and behold
them.

Like Orpheus and
Eurydice, Lindsey thought, his eyes still
fixed on the ceiling. Forbidden from gazing upon Mr Warren, he
could only trust Mr Warren yet followed him. He wondered if Mr
Warren would find the parallels as amusing as he did. Likely Mr
Jennings would not; he didn't seem the poetic sort. But Mr Warren
was undoubtedly poetic. Surely a marvellous literary mind
philosophized underneath his ivory brow. Multitudes of mythological
references must teem behind those shadowed eyes. And his mysterious
silence—why, he was clearly deep in thought, as far beyond the
earthly realm of the mill as Lindsey himself.

This state of affairs continued up all four
floors of the mill, down the steel spiral staircase, and out the
same doors they had entered hours earlier. Lindsey’s whole skull
rang in the absence of the industrial roar. He turned back to the
mill and, much to his relief, found Mr Warren standing there, with
Mr Jennings beside him.

“Have you any further inquiries, sir?” said
Mr Jennings.

At last, an opportunity to break Mr Warren's
silence. Lindsey would have delighted to hear, in the relative
quiet of the yard, the sound of whatever voice might issue from Mr
Warren’s beautiful bow-shaped lips.

“How many persons does the mill employ?”
asked Lindsey, his attention fixed on Mr Warren’s perfect, yet
immobile face.

But Mr Warren’s shadowed eyes flicked away to
meet Mr Jennings, and it was the latter who replied, “One hundred
and sixty-six at present, sir.”

Lindsey made a second attempt. “And when was
the factory complex built?”

“1844, sir.” Mr Jennings again.

Lindsey racked his brains for a question
which Mr Warren could answer but Mr Jennings could not. At length,
his mind produced a suitably subtle solution. He withheld a
triumphant grin, and asked, “How long have you been employed here,
Mr Jennings?”

“Some six-and-twenty years, sir.”

Lindsey hummed thoughtfully,
then offered up the piece de
resistance of his cunning plan. “And you,
Mr Warren?”

Mr Warren’s dark eyes widened. He looked to
Mr Jennings, who raised his eyebrows. Mr Warren’s expression
flattened again. He turned back to Lindsey.

“Eight years, sir,” he said.

Lindsey ruminated on this new information. He
supposed the earliest a lad could start clerking in a textile mill
would be fifteen. Add eight to that, and Mr Warren was at least
twenty-three, to Lindsey's twenty-one. What he might do with this
information, Lindsey couldn’t say, but it was more of Mr Warren
than he’d known five minutes ago, so he cherished it.

“Was there anything else you wanted, sir?”
said Mr Jennings.

An excellent question. From Mr Jennings,
nothing. From Mr Warren, everything. However, the two men had one
thing in common.

“May I see your offices?” asked Lindsey.

After a good three second’s pause, Mr
Jennings replied, “The offices, sir?”

“Yes,” said Lindsey. “I presume you and Mr
Warren clerk in an office?”

“Of course, sir,” said Mr Jennings.
“Warren?”

Mr Warren nodded briskly and dashed off—the
precise opposite of the outcome Lindsey had hoped for.

“If you’ll follow me, sir,” said Mr
Jennings.

Lindsey did his best to disguise his crushing
disappointment.


 The
new owner was insane.

This was the conclusion Aubrey drew as he
sprinted across the yard. Mr Jennings, ambling along on his twiggy
legs, would slow Mr Althorp down, but even so, Aubrey estimated he
had mere minutes to get the mill office in order. He threw the door
open and faced his first obstacle: Smith, still at his desk, still
asleep.

Aubrey stopped in the doorway. The sound of
the door alone ought to have woken him, and yet here they were.

“Smith,” said Aubrey.

Smith snored. Aubrey didn't have time for
this.

“Smith,” he said again, louder.

Smith smacked his lips.

Aubrey dared not shout. Mr Althorp might
arrive any moment now, and it wouldn't do for him to overhear
Aubrey berating his fellow clerk. He considered chucking the
apparently-comatose Smith out the window, but that was mere fancy.
Smith’s broad shoulders would never fit through the window frame.
Besides, Aubrey didn’t think he could lift him.

Smith mumbled something in his sleep.

Aubrey looked over the office for a solution
and came across a crumpled paper ball by Smith’s wastebasket.
Having missed the bin, it flew a truer course to Smith's
forehead.

Smith started awake. “What!?”

“Mr Althorp is here,” said Aubrey.

“Already?” Smith rubbed his face and looked
to the clock over the door.

“Yes,” said Aubrey. “He wishes to see the
office. Mr Jennings is leading him here as we speak.”

“Oh, splendid,” said Smith mildly.

Aubrey didn’t reply, being far too busy
emptying wastepaper bins into the corner stove, where yesterday’s
coals still smoldered. The papers flared up. An ember landed on
Aubrey’s thigh. He hurried to pat it out and brush it away,
muttering oaths under his breath. A cursory examination showed
minimal damage to his trousers; the ember hadn't stayed long enough
to burn, and the black wool helped disguise charcoal smears. Still,
Aubrey would know the blemish existed, and the knowledge had
already begun driving him mad. Smith wasn't helping.

“So,” said Smith, who remained seated at his
desk, though he had finally put his heels back on the floor where
they belonged. “What’s Althorp like, then?”

Based on first impressions, Aubrey had
determined several facts regarding Mr Althorp. First, he was young,
much younger than Aubrey had expected—though according to rumour,
the previous owner, Mr Rook, was of a like age. Mr Althorp was also
aristocratic, judging by his crisp public-school accent and the
long, aquiline features that seemed to come standard with a
peerage. Such a lineage might explain his peculiar mannerisms; the
staring, the selective hearing loss, the general air of
sleepwalking.

“Warren!” said Smith. “Are you deaf?”

“Tall,” said Aubrey.

“What?”

“He’s quite tall,” Aubrey elaborated. In
fact, he thought Mr Althorp bore strong resemblance to a lamp post.
A tall, narrow pole topped with bright blond curls like a yellow
gas flame.

“That’s all you know?”

Aubrey opened his mouth to retort. A muffled
voice outside the office cut him off. He rushed to the door. In
that instant, the door swung inward. Aubrey scampered out of the
way to admit Mr Jennings, who held the door open for Mr
Althorp.

The look on Mr Althorp’s face suggested he
saw something very different from the dreary chamber Aubrey toiled
in six-and-one-half days per week. Indeed, according to his
awestruck expression, one might suppose he'd entered a great palace
or cathedral of ancient times.

Smith had jumped up from his chair when the
door opened and stood at the ready beside his desk. It took some
time for Mr Althorp to notice him. It might never have happened at
all if Mr Jennings hadn’t intervened.

“My other assistant, Mr Smith.”

“How do you do, sir,” said Smith in the
smooth tone of an actor reciting from memory. He played the part of
a contented servant well, Aubrey thought, when he bothered with the
effort.

Mr Althorp didn’t respond, his attention
focused on the lint- and soot-smeared window on the opposite wall.
When he did turn in Smith’s direction, rather than look Smith in
the eye, his gaze dropped down to Smith’s desk, then wandered over
to Aubrey's far cleaner one.

“And who works where?” said Mr Althorp to no
one in particular.

“I set up shop here, sir,” said Smith. He
rapped his knuckles against his stained blotter, then jerked his
chin towards Aubrey’s desk. “Warren sits there.”

Mr Althorp’s manner transformed from bored to
bright in an instant. “Does he, indeed?”

Aubrey tensed.

Mr Althorp approached his desk, folded his
hands behind his back, and bent forward at the waist to examine
Aubrey’s work. He stood in silence for a long, uncomfortable
minute, then moved a bit to the left and cocked his head to one
side, inspecting the desk from all angles as if it were an artifact
of some long-deceased civilization which he couldn’t touch for fear
it would crumble to dust. Aubrey resisted the impulse to offer Mr
Althorp a magnifying glass.

“And what do you do here, Mr Warren?”

Aubrey restrained his expression of surprise
to a raised eyebrow, which he wrestled back into its original
position posthaste. “I assist Mr Jennings in keeping records of our
raw material input, finished material output, orders filled, the
accounts to which we sell, the persons we employ, and the expenses
incurred in maintaining the mill. Mr Smith does the same,” he added
hastily.

But Mr Althorp’s attention remained fixed on
Aubrey. “Could you furnish me with a copy of these records?”

It took Aubrey a half-second to swallow his
shock.

Mr Jennings, ever the consummate
professional, required no such pause to collect himself before he
cut in. “All of them, sir?”

Mr Althorp pursed his lips. Aubrey, refusing
to believe anyone could give serious consideration to such a
request, held his breath.

“No,” Mr Althorp said. “Just the last month's
will do.”

Smith made a choking noise. Aubrey shot him a
disapproving glare. It went unnoticed.

“Of course, sir,” said Mr Jennings. “Mr
Warren will be delighted to copy them out for you.”

Aubrey, who’d assumed the task would fall to
him the moment Mr Althorp had suggested it, put on a polite smile
for his benefit. He couldn’t imagine it looked at all sincere. But
true delight lit up Mr Althorp’s face.

“Would you really?” he said, looking between
Aubrey and Mr Jennings as if he couldn’t believe his good fortune.
To see his grin, one would think they’d offered him a stable full
of fine racing horses, or whatever it was rich young toffs desired
most. Aubrey didn’t pretend to know. Regardless, Mr Althorp’s
visage glowed almost as bright as his hair as he declared,
“Splendid!”

The corner of Mr Jennings’s mouth twitched.
Behind Mr Althorp’s back, Smith covered his mouth as faint hiccups
fought their way out of his throat. Fortunately, Mr Althorp
continued to not pay him the slightest attention.

“They should be ready by the end of next
week,” Mr Jennings continued. “We’ll have them delivered to your
residence.”

“No need for that,” said Mr Althorp. “I'll
just drop by again to retrieve them.”

Mr Jennings betrayed his astonishment with a
slow blink. “Very well, sir. Will that be all?”

Mr Althorp’s smile dimmed a little. His eyes
flicked over to Aubrey just long enough for Aubrey to realise how
astonishingly blue they were, like pure indigo dye. Before Aubrey
could recover his senses enough to smile, or bow, or do anything
intelligent, Mr Althorp spoke.

“Of course,” he said, as if in answer to Mr
Jennings’s question. Then he added, “Good day, Mr Warren.”

Aubrey couldn’t stop his eyebrows from
shooting up to his hairline, but he managed to echo Mr Althorp’s
sentiment aloud nonetheless. Mr Althorp beamed at him. For a moment
it seemed as though Smith would be forgotten again, but Mr Althorp
turned and offered him the same words of parting. Smith responded
with a bow deep enough for Aubrey to suspect mockery in the
gesture. If Mr Althorp noticed, he took no offense.

Mr Jennings led Mr Althorp out to his waiting
hansom cab. Smith showed restraint for once in all the years Aubrey
had known him and waited until they were out of earshot before he
spoke.

“What d’you think, then?” said Smith. “Daft,
or just stupid?”

Aubrey feigned hearing loss as he returned to
his desk and started copying out a month’s worth of accounts. With
his head full of numbers, it would be far easier to forget the
sight of those blue eyes.


 CHAPTER TWO



 Upon his return to the country house in Wiltshire, Lindsey
exchanged his morning suit for evening attire, then retired to the
library. Hundreds of books sat on mahogany shelves, matched by a
mahogany reading table, with an entire south-facing wall of
ceiling-high windows for illumination. In the far corner stood a
Wardian case full of ferns, installed by Lindsey’s mother, the late
Lady Althorp, some twenty-five years earlier. At the moment of
Lindsey’s entrance, the library’s only occupant, apart from the
ferns, was his sister.

Rowena Althorp, almost as tall as her brother
and just as blonde, could have passed for his twin. In fact she was
three years his senior and had spent much of their childhood
reminding him of it. Now, she sat half-curled in on a settee next
to the hearth, her skirts hanging down off the edge, and her gaze
cast down into a magazine.

“How was the factory?” she asked, not raising
her eyes from her reading material. Nor did she raise herself from
the settee. In Lindsey’s lifelong experience with her, this
constituted a warm reception.

“Marvellous!” Lindsey answered her.

“I’m glad to hear it," she said, looking up
at last. “Though I wonder what marvels one might find in a cotton
mill.”

“Oh, hundreds, I'm sure.”

Rowena gave him a slow blink, a habit Lindsey
thought she’d acquired from a particularly uncanny kitten she’d had
as a girl. He supposed he should elaborate.

“I found it a trifle difficult to hear the
finer points of the tour over the sound of the machinery,” he said.
“Mr Warren will clear matters up later.”

“And who is Mr Warren?” asked Rowena.

“A clerk,” said Lindsey.

“I see,” said Rowena, in a tone suggesting
the opposite. She fixed him with a queer look. “Are you quite well,
Lindsey?”

“Tolerably so, I think. Why?”

“You’ve been home for nearly
an hour and you haven’t asked after The
Strand.”

“Oh!” said Lindsey. “Yes. Right. Where is
it?”

Rowena lifted her magazine to put its cover
within Lindsey’s line of sight.

“Ah,” said Lindsey. “So it is.”

“Do you want it?” she said, replacing it in
her lap.

“Later, perhaps.”

“Later? Isn’t it what you came in for?”

“No, no,” said Lindsey. “I’m here for the
encyclopaedia. Got to read up on textile manufacture, engineering,
that sort of thing.”

“Engineering,” Rowena echoed, her voice
flat.

“Yes, precisely that. There’s rather a lot
for me to catch up on.” He approached the shelves and began his
search. “Now that I think of it, do we have any books on
engineering specifically?”

“Are you suggesting there’s a single book in
this room with which you’re not intimately familiar?”

“You exaggerate,” said Lindsey. He drew his
fingertips along the assorted leather bindings for the sheer
pleasure of their texture. “I only gave the works of Dr Johnson the
most cursory glance. I’m sure there are many other volumes I’ve not
yet skimmed.”

“If you say so,” said
Rowena, and resumed reading The
Strand.

Lindsey found the E volume of the
encyclopaedia easily enough. He encountered difficulty when he
flipped to the entry on engineering. He knew enough maths to keep
track of his own expenditures, but this business confounded him.
Furthermore, nothing on the page resembled anything he’d seen at
the mill. He frowned down at it. This didn’t help. Yet he kept at
it, long after Rowena had tossed The Strand aside and left to dress
for dinner. He was still trying to decipher it when a footman came
in to call him to the dining room.

Dinner in the country house was served à la
Française at the unfashionable hour of six. Rowena was already
seated when Lindsey arrived, as was his father.

Sir Geoffrey Althorp, a tall, thin man of
some sixty years with a close-trimmed grey beard, sat at the head
of the table. In times gone by, his thick white hair had been a
match for Lindsey’s in its golden hue. Overall, father and son bore
a great resemblance, differing in only three areas: age,
athleticism (though Sir Geoffrey had been a ripping sportsman in
his youth, rheumatism made him no match for Lindsey’s effortless
energy), and temperament. Lindsey owed his sentimental nature to
his dearly departed mother. Likewise, Rowena’s indifferent sarcasm
derived from their father.

“Busy day at the mill?” said Sir Geoffrey
after he carved the roast and dispensed it to his offspring.
“Didn’t work you too hard, I trust? Learn anything?”

“Indeed, sir,” said Lindsey. “Thought not so
much as I’d hoped.”

Sir Geoffrey gave a sardonic smile. “You'll
simply have to go back again tomorrow.”

“I intend to,” said Lindsey.

Sir Geoffrey paused, his fork halfway to his
mouth. He lowered it and fixed Lindsey with a look of icy
inquiry.

Lindsey hurried to explain himself. “That is
to say, not tomorrow, but soon. I’m waiting on word from Mr
Warren.”

“Who?” said Sir Geoffrey.

Rowena piped up in her sweetest,
most-helpful, least-natural tone. “The clerk.”

“And why,” said Sir Geoffrey, “is my son
waiting on the word of a manufacturing clerk?”

“Because,” said Lindsey, “he will be
providing me with last month's records. Shipping and receiving and
the like. Thought it would be best to keep an eye on things from
the outset. Wouldn’t want to do anything rash.”

“I see,” said Sir Geoffrey in the same
unconvinced tone Rowena had used in the library.

“I do hope you hear from him before Saturday
next,” Rowena broke in. She held her chin high, but kept her eyes
cast down on her plate as she cut a ladylike bite of roast. “It
would be a terrible shame if you had to run out on your friends in
the middle of shooting.”

The shooting she spoke of was to be an
informal affair between Lindsey and a few old schoolmates—Miller,
Graves, and Clarence Rook. Lindsey didn't think it would be too
difficult to reschedule, should the need arise.

“I'm sure,” said Sir Geoffrey, “Lindsey
wouldn't miss a minute of shooting for the world.”

Lindsey finished his dinner in quiet
complacency.


 Aubrey started copying out last month’s records as soon as Mr
Althorp left the office. He was a quarter of the way through them
by six o’clock, when Smith stretched and yawned (for the seventh
time that day) and announced his intention to go home. An hour and
a half after Smith’s departure, Mr Jennings emerged from his
office, ready to retire for the evening, and insisted Aubrey do the
same. Aubrey hated to leave a task unfinished, but Mr Jennings
stood firm.

Mr Jennings went home by omnibus. Aubrey
preferred to walk, though he lived in a more distant neighbourhood.
He rented the garret of a ramshackle house, where he shared the
ground floor water closet with five other lodgers. All were
bachelors. Three were clerks. Mr Brown on the first floor was an
evangelical tract writer with a habit of slipping said tracts under
the doors of his fellow lodgers. Mr Halloway, in the rooms just
below Aubrey’s garret, was a painter. He’d invited Aubrey to model
for him on the day he’d moved in, offering a modest sum for his
trouble. Unfortunately for Mr Halloway, Aubrey was determined to
lead a respectable life. Respectable gentlemen didn’t allow their
likenesses to be preserved in the nude, no matter how noble the
scene or how handsome the preserver. Furthermore, the paint fumes
required Mr Halloway to keep his windows open at all times for
ventilation, and the prospect of standing naked in a cold draught
for hours on end didn’t appeal to Aubrey.

On a typical evening, Aubrey arrived home
long after Mr Jennings had finished dinner. But it hadn’t been a
typical day, and Aubrey supposed himself a fool for expecting a
typical evening to follow. He had made it out of the mill complex
without incident when a figure in a flat cap, muslin dress, and
standard-issue factory smock waylaid him.

“Mr Warren,” said Miss Brewster, a young
woman with a skeptical twist to her lips. She had one hand on her
hip, the other on the brick wall beside her to block Aubrey’s
path.

“Miss Brewster,” said Aubrey, touching the
brim of his hat.

She removed her hand from the wall and
crossed her arms. “I notice you’ve not brought word of a meeting
between myself and Mr Rook.”

“My apologies,” Aubrey began.

It had evidently been a bad day at the mill,
for Miss Brewster didn’t allow him to continue. “Your apologies.
That and twopence will give me a cup of the swill they call tea
‘round here. I’m not interested in apologies, Mr Warren, I’m
interested in action.”

“I’m aware—”

“Are you? Because I’m getting an impression
otherwise. Perhaps you’ve forgotten our demands—equal pay for equal
work. There’d be far fewer babes with starving bellies if their
mothers could earn as well as their fathers.”

“Miss Brewster!” Aubrey interrupted as she
paused for breath. “I am entirely sympathetic to your
concerns.”

“Then why haven’t you let me bring them to Mr
Rook directly?”

“Because he would have you arrested.”

Miss Brewster fixed Aubrey with an
incredulous squint. “If I were afraid of arrest, I’d hardly have
begun this line of inquiry in the first place.”

Aubrey would have pointed out how, with her
imprisoned, there would no one to speak for the female workforce,
but there were more pertinent matters at hand. “A meeting with Mr
Rook would do you no good now. He no longer owns the mill.”

“Who does?”

“Mr Althorp.”

“Get me a meeting with him, then.”

Aubrey stared at her. “I’m afraid you
overestimate my influence.”

“With all due respect, I overestimate no such
thing. As the new owner, Mr Althorp will confer with Mr Jennings,
and Mr Jennings already bends his ear to you.”

Aubrey’s throat went dry. His mind worked
double to talk himself out of his panic. Just because Miss Brewster
had noticed the peculiar bond between him and Mr Jennings, it
didn’t mean she knew the true nature of that bond, or how it came
to pass. While observant and clever, she focused her energies on
improving the lot of her fellow workers—not on collecting idle
gossip. And just because she’d noticed something out of the
ordinary, it didn’t mean the truth looked so obvious to anyone
else. Still, Aubrey resolved to be more careful in the future. He
swallowed as surreptitiously as possible. “And now, I bend my ear
to you?”

“Precisely,” said Miss Brewster. “One
meeting’s all I ask. Name a date and time.”

Aubrey felt too exhausted to remember the
current date and time, much less the projected future schedule of a
man he'd met not twelve hours ago. But he’d brushed off too many
off Miss Brewster’s requests already. From the look she gave him
now, he wouldn’t leave the factory yard alive if he tried to run
for it.

“A week,” he said. “Let me talk to him first,
get him warmed up to the notion. He’s new at this.”

Miss Brewster considered his terms in
silence, then nodded and stuck out her hand. Aubrey shook it. She
stepped aside to let him pass.

“I’ll be holding you to your word, Mr
Warren,” she said as he walked by.

Aubrey touched the brim of his hat again and
escaped while he could.


 CHAPTER THREE



 Aubrey finished copying the records two days later, around
nine o’clock in the morning, and sent a telegram to Mr Althorp
announcing the completion of his task. Rather than send a return
telegram, Mr Althorp himself arrived at the office at three the
same afternoon.

“Sir!” was the best Aubrey could manage on
such short notice. He gave silent thanks for Smith’s failure to
come to work that day, though Smith’s empty desk made a glaring
eyesore.

Mr Althorp didn’t seem to notice. He directed
his inquiring look at Aubrey alone.

“Mr Warren,” he replied in a chipper tone.
“May I come in?”

“Of course, sir,” said Aubrey, and stood to
greet him.

Mr Althorp smiled and stepped over the
threshold. Aubrey had the copies—two folios' worth—ready on his
desk before Mr Althorp reached it.

“Here you are, sir,” said Aubrey, attempting
to hand them over.

“Splendid,” said Mr Althorp. He made no move
to take the folios from Aubrey. “Could I ask another favour of
you?”

After a moment of hesitation, Aubrey set the
folios back down on his desk.

“Of course, sir,” he said, careful not to let
any bitterness seep into his words. He'd only stayed up half the
night making copies Mr Althorp apparently no longer wanted.

“I’d like another tour of the factory,” said
Mr Althorp.

Aubrey limited himself to a single blink of
confusion. “If you’ll wait here, sir, I'll fetch Mr Jennings.”

“Forgive me,” said Mr Althorp, holding out a
hand to stay Aubrey’s progress towards the door. “I’m afraid I’ve
been unclear. I'd like you to direct the tour, if at all
possible.”

Aubrey didn’t raise his eyebrows at his new
employer, no matter how much he wished to. “If you found Mr
Jennings’s tour insufficient, I fear mine wouldn’t suit much
better. His knowledge of the mill is unparalleled. A tour directed
by myself would be far less informative.”

“Perhaps,” said Mr Althorp. "But in my
experience, the more knowledgeable the speaker, the drier the
speech. Thus, in the presence of ‘unparalleled knowledge,’ one
finds one’s attention wandering, and one learns very little.”

Aubrey suspected Mr Althorp’s attention would
wander if a stray dust mote floated into his peripheral vision.
“Correct me if I mistake your meaning, sir. You believe my
ignorance will prove advantageous to your purpose?”

“Yes!” said Mr Althorp with a triumphant
grin. It quickly faded. “I mean, that is to say—not ignorance,
precisely—”

Aubrey withheld a grin of his own. Doing so
was only moderately more difficult than trying to ignore how Mr
Althorp stammered and blushed when flustered. The scarlet flush
clashed with the gold of his hair and oughtn't have looked as
becoming as it did.

Mr Althorp took no notice of Aubrey’s
struggle. “—merely an understanding of how one who is not already
possessed of all the facts might approach new information, as it
relates to manufacturing. To use the common phrase, you can put it
into layman’s terms.”

Aubrey choked back a snort of disbelief at
the thought of Mr Althorp considering himself a layman.

“Are you ill, Mr Warren?” said Mr
Althorp.

His gentle tone, combined with the knitting
of his brows would, in any other person, represent grave concern.
In a man of Mr Althorp’s position, such and emotion was impossible.
Particularly towards a mere assistant clerk.

“Not at all, sir,” said Aubrey. “If you were
still interested in a tour...?”

“Yes!” said Mr Althorp with more enthusiasm
than the situation warranted. “If you have the time for it?”

“You are full owner of the mill, sir,” said
Aubrey. “My time is your object.”

“Still, I should hate to infringe upon your
hospitality, or impede your work in any way.”

And yet, here you
remain, thought Aubrey, though the
sentiment lacked its typical bite. If nothing else, touring the
mill with Mr Althorp would be a refreshing respite from yet another
afternoon spent toiling in darkness. The latter reasoning silenced
the guilty little voice in the back of Aubrey’s head that demanded
maximum efficiency.

“No imposition at all, sir,” said Aubrey. “If
you’ll just let me notify Mr Jennings of my absence, we may begin
our tour directly.”

“Delightful!” said Mr Althorp, and sounded as
if he meant it.


 As
Lindsey followed Mr Warren across the yard to the mill, it seemed
as if he walked not upon the vibrating cobblestones but on a cloud
of bliss. This cloud began to dissipate as they reached the mill,
and vanished entirely when Mr Warren opened the doors and the
deafening roar of industry returned in full force.

In his eagerness to secure a tour from Mr
Warren, Lindsey forgot the reason Mr Jennings’s tour proved
insufficient. Now it was too late to deter Mr Warren from gesturing
at various industrial processes and giving detailed verbal
instruction—all of it drowned out by the cacophony around them.

Lindsey, regretting the lost opportunity to
hear Mr Warren’s voice, yet happy for the chance to gaze upon his
face, nodded along regardless of what Mr Warren was saying. This
strategy worked until a nod from Lindsey produced a queer look from
Mr Warren. Mr Warren repeated himself, his bow-shaped lips moving
with slow precision. Despite this, the factory’s rumblings
swallowed up his words. Lindsey, having already failed with a nod,
tried shaking his head. Mr Warren’s queer expression deepened into
a full-on frown of confusion. A handsome frown, but a frown Lindsey
was loath to have caused. The game was up.

“I can’t hear you,” said Lindsey, with no
proof in his own ears of whether or not he'd made any sound at
all.

Mr Warren’s frown disappeared. He brought out
a notebook and pencil from his jacket pocket, scribbled in it, then
held up the result for Lindsey to read. In clear, precise script
were the words:

Will this do?

Lindsey laughed. “Yes, quite!”

The corners of Mr Warren’s mouth twitched. He
wrote more, then handed the notebook over to Lindsey.

Carding room. Straightens cotton fibre and
removes impurities.

Lindsey looked up to find Mr Warren pointing
at a particular section of the apparently endless machine. Men fed
great bundles of cotton into huge cylinders of wire teeth, which
devoured it, tearing it to pieces and remolding it into a cleaner
more orderly shape. The cotton tossed from one cylinder to the
next, growing brighter and finer at each stage, then the whole mess
fell onto a conveyor belt. Lindsey watched in quiet fascination
until Mr Warren tapped him on the shoulder—a touch Lindsey
savoured—and indicated they should move on.

They followed the carded
cotton into the spinning room, where Mr Warren’s notes told Lindsey
of the self-acting mule. It hunched on the floor like an enormous steel spider. Two
men tended it. As Lindsey watched, the front of the mule lurched
forward. Wheels ran along a track in the floor, presenting a long
bar at waist-height with a hundred bobbins stuck on in a row,
trailing threads behind. With a clatter and whirr, the bobbins spun
and grew thick with thread. Then, quick as they'd started, they
stopped. The mule folded back in on itself and the men sprang into
action. The first scooped up the full bobbins and carried them off
in a hand-cart. The second swooped in after him to refill the rack
with empty bobbins. With a decisive thunk, the machine jerked into
motion again. Boys—younger than Lindsey had been when his father
sent him to Eton—ran under the mule between revolutions, ducking
clacking beams to fiddle with the suspended strings. According to
Mr Warren’s notes, the men were mule-spinners, and the boys
were piecers,
repairing broken threads.

The bobbins went next to the
weave room. Lindsey and Mr Warren went with them. Here worked the
dozens of young women Lindsey recalled from his initial tour. They
continued to ignore him, intent on their task as Mr Warren
explained it. His notes, full of looms and warps and wefts brought to life all the diagrams
and illustrations Lindsey had studied the night before.

More importantly, Mr Warren’s face came
alive, too. Throughout their tour, a smile threatened to overtake
his bow-shaped lips and his dark eyes shown bright as he expounded
on the industrial processes. Lindsey found it most distracting, and
as a result, failed to memorise some of the knowledge Mr Warren
endeavoured to impart. It didn't trouble Lindsey overmuch; if worse
came to worst, he'd simply request a third tour of the mill.

Mr Warren drew Lindsey’s attention up to the
rafters, where a thick leather belt wrapped around a spinning
shaft, connecting it to the loom on the floor. Lindsey turned back
to Mr Warren with a quizzical expression. Mr Warren scribbled in
his notebook.

Power transferred from engine to shaft to
belt to loom.

“And where is the engine?” shouted
Lindsey.

Mr Warren motioned for Lindsey to follow him
back to the stair.


 Mr
Althorp followed Aubrey out of the mill like an amicable shadow.
They circled the building to the engine house at the back. Aubrey
introduced Mr Althorp to the two men on duty: Mr Cartwright, chief
engineer, a heavyset fellow in his fifties with a gray
broom-bristle mustache; and Mr Hepworth, second engineer, of a
narrower build with thirty-odd years under his belt. Mr Althorp
peppered them both with questions. Aubrey bit his tongue to keep
from answering them in Mr Cartwright’s place. They were more
intelligent questions than Aubrey would've expected from a toff of
Mr Althorp’s calibre—along the lines of, “At what pressure does the
boiler run?”, rather than, “What is an engine?”—and Mr Cartwright
responded with his customary dry, yet respectful, tone. Still, Mr
Cartwright had a thankful nod to spare for Aubrey when Aubrey
gently steered Mr Althorp away towards the mill yard.

They walked side-by-side, Aubrey taking a
step and a half for every one of Mr Althorp’s strides. Mr Althorp
looked up at the rooftops of the mill complex. Aubrey looked at Mr
Althorp. Weak sunlight filtered down through the clouds of
Manchester. Each pathetic ray caught and bloomed brilliant in the
blond waves escaping from under Mr Althorp’s top hat. Aubrey felt
some guilt—he wasn't paid to admire handsome gentlemen on the
sly—but the sight captivated him nonetheless. If he were caught, he
supposed he could pass off his behaviour as the natural awestruck
gaze a posh twit would expect the lower classes to bestow upon the
gentry.

“I’ve been reading up on textile
manufacture,” said Mr Althorp, startling Aubrey out of his reverie.
“I’ve come across a curious item. I wonder—if it isn’t too much
trouble—could you tell me more about Jacquard looms?”

Aubrey stumbled to a halt.

“Jacquard looms?” he echoed, giving Mr
Althorp a very unprofessional look of surprise.

“If it wouldn’t be too much trouble,” Mr
Althorp reiterated.

Aubrey tried to stop gawking at him. “No
trouble at all, sir. But I’m afraid the explanation is rather dull.
I should hate to bore you.”

Mr Althorp put on a grave expression, though
his eyes continued to gleam with a suppressed smile. “I take full
responsibility for my own potential boredom.”

“Very well.” Aubrey cleared his throat.
“Jacquard loom is something of a misnomer. The actual mechanism is
a head which one may attach to almost any dobby loom. It uses a
system of punched cards to—please, stop me if I grow tedious.”

“Not at all,” said Mr Althorp. “This is
fascinating.”

From anyone else, Aubrey would have assumed
the remark was sarcastic. But the look of rapt attention on Mr
Althorp’s face suggested otherwise. Aubrey couldn’t decide which
reaction was more unnerving. He swallowed his discomfort and spoke
on.

“As I said, the punch card system enables the
creation of much more complex patterns. Each card is fitted over
the hooks of... One moment. We require a diagram.”

He dug out his notebook and pencil, cast
about for a flat surface, found the brick wall of the offices, and
ran over to them. Only then did he realise how deranged he must
appear to Mr Althorp’s eyes.

Yet Mr Althorp didn’t question his behaviour.
He followed Aubrey to the wall and peered over his shoulder at the
blank page. The faint heat radiating from Mr Althorp’s chest, like
a thrumming engine, washed over Aubrey’s back as if his wool jacket
were made of cobwebs. The warmth drove all thought of engineering
from Aubrey’s brain for several terrifying moments. He hadn’t stood
so close to another man—to another person—for more years than he
cared to count. A weak and reprehensible part of him yearned to
lean back. His rational mind reminded him he had a job to keep and
a reputation to uphold. He forced himself to think upon the latter,
found strength enough to steady his pencil, and began to draw.

It wasn’t the best diagram Aubrey had ever
produced. The texture of the bricks beneath his notebook gave his
linework a bit of a wobble, and his pencil moved at speed to keep
up with his words. Still, when he finished his explanation and
looked back over his shoulder, Mr Althorp nodded in
understanding.

“Fascinating!” he said again. “Might I keep
that?”

Aubrey, caught in the midst of closing his
notebook, paused. His left eyebrow shot up before he could stop
it.

“The drawing, I mean,” Mr Althorp added. “If
it wouldn’t be—”

“No trouble at all, sir,” Aubrey finished for
him. He tore out the page, careful to keep a straight edge to the
paper. “If you’d like a more accurate diagram, an encyclopaedia
might...”

As he held out the page to Mr Althorp, he
trailed off, a thought having just occurred to him. An
encyclopaedia would not only contain a more accurate diagram, but
also a full and complete explanation of the Jacquard loom. In fact,
Aubrey couldn’t think of any source but an encyclopaedia from which
Mr Althorp could have learned of the Jacquard loom’s existence in
the first place. Which made his desire for an explanation from
Aubrey equal parts superfluous and unfathomable.

Mr Althorp took the drawing with a benign
smile and folded it up to fit in his waistcoat pocket. “Thank you.
You said something earlier about punched cards outside the textile
industry?”

“Yes!” Aubrey replied with a bit too much
vigor. “That is to say, Charles Babbage intended to integrate them
into his analytical engine. He never managed it, of course, but
just two years past, Herman Hollerith used punch cards to sort
through census data...”

In Aubrey’s experience, most people stopped
listening by this point, if not long before. He knew he ought to
keep his passions restrained, particularly when speaking to his
employer. However, Mr Althorp gave no sign of impatience. On the
contrary, his eyes widened as Aubrey detailed the latest advances
in mathematics and the sciences.

“Extraordinary!” said Mr Althorp when Aubrey
finished. “Most extraordinary indeed! Mr Warren, you’re wasted as a
clerk. You ought to be an engineer.”

The cautious smile blooming on Aubrey’s lips
died at that remark. “I’m quite happy in my position, sir.”

He meant to sound more grateful, but there it
was. Any fool would be happy to be clerking rather than labouring,
or starving, or on his knees before men of Mr Althorp’s station.
His frustrated aspirations didn’t matter. Aubrey was lucky enough
to have escaped the poverty of his youth. To expect more would be
folly.

Mr Althorp frowned in confusion but said
nothing beyond, “Of course.”

Aubrey forced a smile in return.


 CHAPTER FOUR



 Aubrey.

The sight of Mr Warren’s Christian name on
the Rook Mill payroll sent a thrill through Lindsey’s brain. Aubrey
Warren. He wanted to say it aloud, to let it roll over his lips, to
imagine how it might feel to address the clerk so. However, Lindsey
sat in the country house library, where his father might come in at
any moment, and so Lindsey didn’t deem it prudent to take the
risk.

Apart from Mr Aubrey Warren, the factory
records puzzled Lindsey. Not as badly as the engineering, thank
God, but they furrowed his brow nonetheless. From what little he
understood of economics, it ought’ve run thus: profits decreased,
wages decreased; profits increased, wages increased. However, while
Rook Mill profits seemed on a steady rise, no corresponding
increase had occurred in wages. Instead, wages had stagnated across
the board, from overseers to sweepers, for the last five months.
Then, in the week preceding Lindsey’s acquisition of the mill,
wages dropped, with the office staff—Mr Jennings, Mr Smith, and Mr
Warren—taking the deepest plunge. Most confusing, particularly
given what Lindsey had observed of Mr Warren’s work ethic.

“Good heavens,” said a dry voice from the
doorway. “What a magnificent mess you've made.”

Lindsey looked around at the factory records
spread out across the library table, his lap, and the floor, then
lifted his eyes to meet his sister’s gaze as she approached. He
opened his mouth to explain himself, but she cut him off.

“If I hear another word about Jacquard looms
or self-acting mules,” she declared, “I will scream. Isn’t the
whole enterprise supposed to be self-regulating? I don’t recall
Clarence ever giving it so much attention.”

“Why should he?” said Lindsey. “It’s all old
hat to him.”

“Whilst for you, it’s a novelty.”

“Not a novelty, Ro,” Lindsey protested.
“Merely... something new.”

“You just defined the word novelty.”

Lindsey bristled. “To call it a novelty would
imply my interest is frivolous at best.”

Rowena looked skeptical.

“Which it most certainly is not!” Lindsey
added.

“Of course not,” Rowena replied in her most
patronising tone. “Still, I’ve never seen you so excited over
anything outside the pages of a penny dreadful.”

“Lies and slander,” said Lindsey. “I’m a fair
sportsman, for one.”

“Then what on earth are you doing in here
while your friends go out shooting?”

Lindsey blinked at her, turned to the
towering grandfather clock, then pulled out his pocket-watch to
confirm its grim tidings. “By Jove. That late already?”

“Clarence is waiting for you by the stables.
Miller and Graves went ahead with Tanner. Will you be joining them
before sunset or after?”

Lindsey ignored his sister’s sardonic smirk
as he hurried from the room.

True to her word, he found Clarence at the
stables, leaning against a fence and craning his elegant neck to
watch a groom put Sir Geoffrey’s best hunter through her paces.

Clarence, yet another old Etonian, came from
manufacturing stock. His grandfather had ascended from mill hand to
mill owner, and his father from mill owner to multiple mill owner.
Clarence would inherit the whole when he came of age in another
year or so. In the meantime, he had the original Rook Mill to
practice on—until he’d put it up as collateral in a casual game
with Lindsey.

Despite his grandfather’s origins, Clarence
looked the gentleman. He was among the few men who could stand
eye-to-eye with Lindsey, though Clarence had broader shoulders.
Auburn waves of hair tumbled over his brow, and his grey eyes
changed their tint from green to blue depending on the light. These
features had proved most distracting for Lindsey at Eton. Clarence
had turned this distraction into an advantage by tutoring Lindsey
in mathematics, which Lindsey had been hopeless at before
Clarence’s interference. Beyond academics, they’d bonded over
cricket, where they both excelled, and had become inseparable.

At university, Clarence had studied the
Classics, as befit a man of the station to which his family had
ascended. His father would have preferred he study mathematics, but
the old fellow had passed on before the end of Clarence's first
term. Clarence’s uncle became his legal guardian, but failed to
govern him. The best he could do was withhold the bulk of
Clarence’s inheritance until Clarence reached his majority,
sticking to the letter, if not the spirit, of the entailment.
Clarence made do with a small allowance and his winnings from games
with friends.

Lindsey had often hoped
Clarence might become his brother-in-law; Rowena Rook had a delightful ring to
it, and it would be dashed convenient if his sister married his
bosom friend. Clarence agreed, but Rowena did not, so Lindsey let
the matter drop. Clarence had a sister of his own, two years their
junior, and had hinted at a possible union between her and Lindsey.
Lindsey laughed him off. Emmeline Rook was a pale slip of a child.
Lindsey hadn’t given much thought to what he wanted in a wife, but
he felt certain Miss Rook didn’t possess the desired
qualities.

At present, whilst Clarence admired the mare,
Lindsey admired Clarence. A minute or so passed before Clarence’s
chimerical eyes slid sideways to meet Lindsey’s, and Lindsey
realised his presence had not gone as unnoticed as he’d
assumed.

Lindsey coughed. “Shall we be off, then?”

A wicked smile wound its way up Clarence’s
cheek. “Indeed.”

He took up two guns propped against the side
of the stable, handed one off to Lindsey, and led the way towards
the woods. Throughout their journey, they remained silent. While
they were the sort of friends who didn’t need to fill the air with
chatter, today’s silence put Lindsey on edge. He and Clarence
hadn’t discussed the mill since Lindsey had won it. He wished to
bring it up, to have Clarence’s opinion of the place, its staff,
and one particular clerk. At the same time, he remained wary of
upsetting his dearest friend. He’d just made up his mind to broach
the subject when the gamekeeper drew up to them.

Tanner, the gamekeeper, was rather young for
his position—hardly older than Lindsey himself. Lindsey supposed
Rowena had hired him for his handsome face and considerable height,
which precisely matched the footmen. True to his station, Tanner
greeted the gentlemen with a doff of his tweed cap and fell into
line behind them, near enough to be of use if called upon. While
Lindsey didn't think Rowena would ever hire the eavesdropping sort,
Tanner’s presence was enough to quell all desire to speak with
Clarence on the delicate subject of the mill.

The last day of shooting before the London
season had a maudlin air about it, despite nature’s best efforts to
insist spring had arrived and the world was born anew. The trees
had budded and the grass had turned from brown to green, but an
echo of frost hung in the air. Most of the fauna remained in
hibernation. Rabbits, however, were always a plentiful
nuisance.

Sir Geoffrey’s favourite hound, Belle, stuck
close to Lindsey’s side. She’d grown a bit spoiled in her old age,
but she remained capable of flushing game out from the underbrush
and retrieving it once it had fallen. The rabbits she brought back
for Lindsey were all shot clean through the neck. As the shooting
drew to a close, Lindsey ended up walking along the edge of the
wood with Roderick Miller.

If Lindsey were blessed with an elder
brother, he would have wished for someone like Miller. Miller was
two years Lindsey's senior, with a ruddy complexion,
strawberry-blond mustache, and a hearty, if rare, smile. He stood
almost as tall as Lindsey, and twice as broad. The bulk of him was
muscle, though if he were anything like his father, it would all
turn to fat by the time he saw forty. His father, grandfather,
great-grandfather, etc., were bankers. The senior Miller was Sir
Geoffrey’s personal financial advisor. That was how Miller
introduced himself to Lindsey at Eton, where he took him under his
wing. Miller not only pulled Lindsey into his established circle of
acquaintances, but insisted Lindsey step outside his books and try
his hand at sport. As a result, Lindsey thrived at Eton well after
Miller left for university. At Cambridge, Miller bucked the banking
tradition by studying law. Fortunately, his father came to terms
with it by the end of his university career.

“Miller,” said Lindsey, adjusting his grip on
the gun over his shoulder. “I should like your advice on a personal
matter.”

“And you’ll have it,” Miller assured him.
“Just as soon as you tell me what it is.”

Lindsey had rehearsed the problem over and
over in his head since he’d left the library. Yet he found he
couldn’t say it out loud while looking Miller in the eye, so he
dropped his gaze. Between them, the barrel of Miller’s gun brushed
the grass back and forth with every stride.

“I’ve made a new acquaintance,” said
Lindsey.

Miller firmed up his grip on his gun.
“Oh?”

The forced casual tone didn’t fool Lindsey.
It confirmed his instincts to keep the details of his problem as
vague as possible. It wasn’t that he didn't trust Miller—after all,
Miller had been his friend, his confidante, his mentor at Eton. But
even Lindsey knew cultivating a friendship between a gentleman and
a clerk was not the done thing. An upstanding fellow such as Miller
would certainly disapprove.

“It’s...” Lindsey coughed. “It’s something of
a delicate issue.”

“Delicate issues are my speciality,” said a
voice behind them.

The voice belonged to Lord Cyril Graves, the
third son of an unremarkable marquess. His brown locks hung down
into his eyes, giving him a habit of tossing his head back to clear
his vision. The first time Lindsey saw him do it at Eton, the
gesture reminded him of a mighty and impatient stallion. To others,
Graves was merely horse-faced. He’d sported a well-waxed handlebar
mustache at university, but sacrificed it on the altar of the
Aesthetes soon after. In his post-university career, he wrote
infrequent, acerbic literary reviews.

On the present excursion, Graves hadn’t shot
a thing. He hadn’t even aimed his gun, much less fired it, despite
a Hellenic devotion to Artemis and the rest of the Olympian set.
Lindsey suspected he’d come along only to pose in picturesque
woodlands and pretend he was attending a Bacchanal.

Graves threw an arm across Lindsey’s
shoulders and demanded to know the issue. Lindsey hesitated to
divulge the details—Graves tended to carry tales—but Miller had no
such reluctance.

“Althorp,” said Miller, “has made a new
acquaintance.” He punctuated his remark with a significant lift of
his bushy brows.

Graves mirrored the expression. “Who?”

“No one you’d know,” Lindsey demurred.

“Don’t be coy,” said Graves, tossing his
head. “Let me guess—animal, vegetable, or mineral?”

Lindsey smiled in spite of himself. “A man,
our age, though... not of our sort.”

Graves widened his eyes and turned to Miller,
who appeared to suffer the same surprise, though with less
theatricality.

“He has rendered me a great service,” Lindsey
continued, ignoring Graves’s immediate inquiry into just what
service had been rendered. “I should like to reward him for
it.”

“A shilling or two should suffice,” said
Miller. “Ten, if the service were extraordinary.”

“Too extraordinary for shillings,” said
Lindsey. The thought of courting Mr Warren’s friendship with mere
money repulsed him. "I want to further the acquaintance, not cap it
off.”

“A further acquaintance with a man of another
sort who has performed extraordinary service,” Graves murmured, a
little too loud to be talking to himself. Lindsey pretended he
couldn’t hear him.

“A gift, then?” said Miller, raising his
voice over Graves’s ongoing speculation.

“Surely Althorp is gifted enough already.”
Clarence emerged from the woods with the gamekeeper in tow.

Graves explained Lindsey’s predicament with
more dramatic speculation than Lindsey had suggested.

“The solution is obvious,” Graves concluded.
He turned back to Lindsey. “Give him a book.”

Lindsey shook his head. His friends stared at
him.

“Are you feeling quite the thing, Althorp?”
said Miller.

“Clearly not,” Graves interrupted Lindsey's
reassurances. “He’s suffering from a brain fever if he thinks a
book isn’t the solution to this and every other problem.”

Lindsey hurried to explain over Graves’s
elaboration on the brain-fever theory. “It’s
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