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Lydia felt like a waterfowl, bleached and plucked, shoved into the skin of a peacock. The 
shoulders were entrenched in soft, puffy material that made her arms look like dainty little 
things, almost too shy to step outside and into the safety of long white gloves. “Safety” was 
more of a false impression than a promise, mind. If she took them to the kiln, her hands would 
surely burn to cinders. All else was a rather vibrant blue with gold accents, glancing across each 
candlelight on their way as if to demand the attention of God.  
 
Walking in it was simply wrong. The weight of everyone she dreamed of being but could never 
so much as touch bore her down. Yet, flanked by the entourage of pretty maids, walk she did.  
 
Mr. Barkley awaited them just before the receiving hall.  
 
“You are late, Lucile.” He motioned to one of the maids.  
 
A smirk, wraithlike in nature, crept along the French woman’s lips. “Well, we had to find the 
correct piece for Miss Rutley's décolleté an-” 
 
With the sigh of one who recognizes the hint of a coming disaster through years of experience, 
the steward cracked, pushing the old alderwood door open. It groaned, perhaps in sympathy. 
“Please, delay no longer.” 
 
Before Lydia passed him by, he whispered, “I trust that you know the proper manner of address 
by now.” He was likely born with that scowl. 
 
Someone had the longtable pushed aside, there was nothing but a yawning expanse of scarlet 
between Lydia and Felton, donned in full formal attire with his hands crossed at the waist. His 
wife astride, lounged on a deeply cushioned chair. She perked up at Lydia’s arrival, all but 
launching herself forward.  
 
The countess of Lumhelm; Julia Keats, a woman of forty odd years, invaded Lydia’s personal 
space without so much as a care. Teetering at this angle or that, she took a measure of her chin 
and adjusted the fabric around her hips. Green eyes brightened like a child inspecting a pony.  
 
“You did a marvelous job with her, girls. Thank you,” She chimed.  
 
As one, the maids curtseyed. Lucile spoke for them all, “We are pleased to please you, Milady,” 
They marched their way to the shoulder of the room where some unfamiliar faces stood present, 
Mr. Barkley trailing behind.  
 
A polite cough from Felton drew Julia back to his side.  
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“Lydia bird,” his gravelly voice came. “Do you know why you were summoned?”  
 
A swallow, heavy and fitfully awkward, like the much-too-large petticoat. The most she could do 
was shake her head. A kind smile from Lucile and another stern gaze from Mr. Barkley was 
enough for her to dig up a tiny voice.  
 
“No. Or rather-  no, Lord Lumhelm.”  
 
A lie. At least in part.  
 
She was there, a floor below, when Allan disclosed to Felton their scandal. To so boldly speak 
of such things, to ask his father’s permission to marry someone such as her. It made her heart 
soar even while it froze.  
 
Only an admonishment, and perhaps even a banishment was in the cards. She’d be wiped 
away like a stain and forgotten. It was the better outcome, truly. If she left into the night hours 
ago; as she originally planned, Allan would be at odds with her, not Felton.  
 
That was what she thought until the bath, and the scrubbing that still stung at her skin, and the 
powder, and the dress.  
 
“I received word of your… escapade.” He groused. “With my son.” 
 
Yes, but why dress her up and push her in front of them in this manner? Was she so common 
that her mere appearance was an offence?  
 
The moment was surely felt by the both of them. Lydia, a child in the face of some wrongdoing. 
Felton, a disbelieving schoolmaster groping for the words and punishment most appropriate.  
 
“I do not approve. I want Allan to live much happier than I, and I want his children to experience 
joy thought unimaginable by my cohort. When he speaks of you, he reminds me of the first day I 
met Julia.” 
 
“Awwww.” The woman in question turned away coquettishly, taking the air away from Felton 
briefly.  
 
He recovered with his senses, unfortunately. “But I do not approve. Appearances and word of 
mouth carry weight, you know this truth by virtue of your profession. They are a great deal 
heavier in our world than yours. No one with ears may hear that Lydia Rutley locked arms with a 
foolish, lovesick viscount.” 
 
Juliet said, “It is quite fortunate that our dear little Allen sank his teeth into the daughter of our 
good friend, the Baron of Sleekfell instead. Is that not so, Vincent Hawthorne?” Her gaze 
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followed a man in a red waistcoat. As long as passersby squinted and bit their tongues, he and 
Lydia could be mistaken for family. He had the same round features and dark eyes.  
 
He nodded, not excited to be a part of the game that was clearly afoot, but resigned to it. “I am 
so very glad to see you brought into the light at last, my Alice.”  
 
“If I may speak freely,” Said the other man waiting on the wayside, a dandily dressed blonde. 
“You mustn't sound so forced, Lord Hawthorne. This is your only child. The precious cherie 
you’ve sheltered and nurtured untill she was ready to reveal to the kingdom. Resplendent in 
beauty, and shrewd in thought. You’ve placed enough stock in her to name your heir despite the 
circumstances of her birth.”  
 
Juliet placed a conspiratorial hand against her lips, leaning towards Vincent. “Surely. You 
almost sound as if you’d prefer to pay your debts, or relinquish your land than recognize your 
own blood. Do you hate your daughter that much?” 
 
A denial as fast as a whip, or perhaps faster, stumbled from the baron’s lips.  
 
Felton, over the grovling, introduced the blonde as Lucian Conall. “A novelist under my employ, 
but to you, a personal historian,” he explained.  
 
“You have marketable talents, a gift for finance, and an adroit grasp for the written word. You 
will serve us well. More importantly, you possess Allan’s heart. As long as you can keep up the 
facade of Alice, the now recognized daughter of Vincent Conall, you have my tentative blessing. 
You will be taught to think, act, and breathe as we do, though the nature of your facade must 
never travel beyond Allan and the souls in this here room.” 
 
The dress didn’t feel so heavy anymore, more like the weight of wings, carrying Lydia into a 
dream. “Thank you! Thank you, Lord Lumhelm!” Her face burned. It was all she could do to 
keep tears from spilling out.  
 
Felton shook his head. “You have my wife to thank. She convinced me, and spun the plot. I 
merely pulled some strings.”  
 
She did thank her, even as Juliet stalked much to nimbly towards her once more. She nabbed 
both of Lydia’s hands, speaking of plots and flowers and romanticism like they were family. If 
this machination worked, they would be.  
 
Felton continued, “Take heed: a mortal blow shall be dealt to us all if this deception is 
unraveled. Our house is one of morals, of providence, of class. Do not fail, Alice.” 
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“Our house is one that covers rusted gates in beautiful streaks of paint and claims that it hasn’t 
yet fallen as far as it’s fellows.” Julia smiled. “Worry you not, dearest. I have a good eye for 
decoration.”  
  
It was a perfect. Almost. 
 
“What of my real father?” Lydia dared ask.  
 
 
 
 
  


