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​Chapter 1: A Gentleman's Burden
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London, England
October 1881
The morning light filtered through the heavy damask curtains of the Ashworth estate library, casting long shadows across leather-bound spines that held the accumulated wisdom of generations. Lord Percival Ashworth stood motionless before the window, his reflection a stark silhouette against the glass—tall, rigid, impeccably dressed despite the early hour. His dark auburn hair was already perfectly styled, not a strand daring to rebel against the pomade that held it in place. Even in solitude, he maintained the posture drilled into him since boyhood: spine straight, shoulders squared, hands clasped precisely behind his back.

But beneath this marble facade, his thoughts churned like autumn storm clouds.

I am thoroughly and irrevocably damned.

The phrase had become his morning ritual, as familiar as his valet's quiet ministrations or the sound of carriage wheels on cobblestone. He adjusted his cufflinks—once, twice—a nervous habit he'd developed whenever his mind wandered into territory that society deemed unsuitable for a gentleman of breeding.

"Good morning, Percy."

He startled, though years of deportment training ensured the movement was barely perceptible. His sister Cordelia glided into the library with that peculiar grace she possessed, her chestnut hair already arranged in an elaborate coiffure despite the early hour. At twenty-eight, she was considered approaching dangerous proximity to spinsterhood, though she seemed remarkably unconcerned by this social catastrophe.

"Cordelia." He inclined his head in greeting, grateful for the distraction from his own melancholy thoughts. "You're abroad rather early."

"As are you." She settled into one of the wing-backed chairs near the fireplace, arranging her burgundy silk morning dress with practiced precision. "I find myself wondering what occupies your mind at such hours. You've been... distant lately."

If only you knew, he thought, but said merely, "I find the morning hours conducive to reflection."

"Reflection." She repeated the word as if testing its weight. "How perfectly vague of you, brother dear. Father would approve."

There was something in her tone—a subtle note that suggested she saw more than she let on. Percival had always suspected Cordelia possessed an uncomfortably keen intellect, disguised beneath layers of proper feminine accomplishment.

"Speaking of Father," she continued, pulling a piece of cream-colored stationery from her reticule, "he wishes to discuss your matrimonial prospects this afternoon. The Weatherby girl, specifically."

Percival's stomach performed an acrobatic feat that would have impressed circus performers. Miss Charlotte Weatherby was perfectly pleasant, possessed of adequate beauty and an appropriate dowry, and represented everything he should want in a wife. The very thought of courting her filled him with the sort of dread typically reserved for root canal procedures or Parliamentary sessions.

"I see." He managed to keep his voice level. "And what prompted this particular urgency?"

Cordelia studied him with those intelligent brown eyes. "Percy, you're thirty-two years old. Father grows concerned about the continuation of the family name."

The family name. As if those three words could somehow override the fundamental impossibility of his situation. How could he explain that the very idea of intimate congress with any woman, no matter how accomplished or beautiful, filled him with something approaching panic? That instead, his traitorous mind conjured images of strong shoulders and kind eyes, rough hands and gentle voices—all belonging decidedly to the wrong gender?

"I find myself quite... particular in my requirements," he said carefully.

"Particular." Again, that testing quality in her voice. "Or perhaps your requirements lie in an altogether different direction?"

The words hung between them like a loaded pistol. Percival felt the blood drain from his face, then return in a heated rush. Cordelia couldn't possibly know—could she? Such things weren't discussed in polite society. They weren't discussed at all.

"I'm sure I don't take your meaning," he said, though his voice sounded strained even to his own ears.

Cordelia rose gracefully and moved to the window where he stood. For a moment, they stood side by side, two figures silhouetted against the gray London morning.

"Percy," she said quietly, "there are many ways to find happiness in this world. Some are simply... less conventional than others."

Before he could respond—before he could even fully process the implications of her words—the library door opened with the sort of authoritative creak that announced the presence of Lord Reginald Ashworth.

"Ah, children. Excellent." Their father strode into the room with the bearing of a man accustomed to immediate obedience. Distinguished silver hair, serious gray eyes, formal bearing—he was the very picture of aristocratic authority. "Percival, I trust Cordelia has informed you of this afternoon's discussion?"

"Indeed, Father."

"Splendid. The Weatherby family comes with impeccable credentials. Charlotte is a sensible girl, well-educated without being tiresome, and her dowry will complement our holdings admirably." Lord Reginald spoke of marriage as if discussing livestock breeding, which, Percival supposed, wasn't entirely inaccurate from society's perspective.

"I understand she possesses considerable skill at watercolors," Percival offered weakly.

"Watercolors, yes. And she plays the pianoforte with adequate competence. More importantly, she comes from healthy stock. The family tends toward robust constitutions and numerous offspring."

Percival's cufflinks required immediate adjustment.

"Father," Cordelia interjected smoothly, "perhaps Percy might benefit from a bit more time to consider such an important decision?"

Lord Reginald's eyebrows drew together. "Time? My dear, what is there to consider? The match is entirely suitable. Percival has had thirty-two years to sow whatever wild oats required sowing—though I trust he has conducted himself with appropriate discretion."

Wild oats. If his father only knew that Percival's wildest transgression had been allowing his gaze to linger too long on their stable master's son during last summer's estate tour. Even that brief moment of weakness had required three hours of prayer and self-recrimination.

"Of course, Father. I merely wish to give the matter the gravity it deserves."

"Gravity." Lord Reginald nodded approvingly. "Precisely what I hoped to hear. Marriage is a serious business, Percival. The foundation upon which society rests. A man's duty to his family, his class, his nation."

Duty. Another weighted word in the Ashworth vocabulary. Duty to marry appropriately. Duty to produce heirs. Duty to maintain the family reputation. Duty to suppress any inclination that might threaten the carefully ordered structure of their world.

"I shall give Miss Weatherby my most serious consideration," Percival said, and felt something inside him wither a little more.

"Excellent. I shall call on Lord Weatherby tomorrow morning to discuss arrangements." Lord Reginald moved toward the door, then paused. "Oh, and Percival? Do try to summon some enthusiasm for the endeavor. Young ladies appreciate a bit of romantic ardor, even within the bounds of propriety."

Romantic ardor. For Miss Charlotte Weatherby and her reportedly exceptional watercolors.

After their father departed, Cordelia remained at the window. The silence stretched between them, heavy with unspoken understanding.

"Percy," she said finally, "what if I told you there were places in this world where men like you might find acceptance?"

"Men like me?" His voice was barely above a whisper.

"Men whose... inclinations don't align with society's expectations."

The words hit him like a physical blow. She did know. Somehow, his perceptive sister had seen through all his careful constructions to the shameful truth beneath.

"Cordelia, I—"

"I'm not condemning you, brother. I'm suggesting that perhaps your happiness matters more than Father's plans for the continuation of bloodlines."

"My happiness?" The concept felt foreign, like a word in an unknown language. "What of duty? What of family honor?"

"What of living a life that doesn't feel like a daily exercise in self-denial?"

He turned to face her fully, and was surprised to see tears glistening in her eyes.

"Why?" he whispered. "Why would you risk even speaking of such things?"

"Because you're my brother, and I love you, and I've watched you grow more hollow with each passing season." She reached out and touched his arm—a breach of formal protocol that somehow felt more intimate than any embrace. "Percy, there must be more to existence than simply enduring it."

More to existence than enduring it. The words echoed in his mind as if spoken in a vast cathedral. When was the last time he had felt anything approaching joy? When had he last looked forward to a day rather than simply dreading its challenges?

"Even if such a place existed," he said slowly, "I could never abandon my responsibilities. My position, the estate, Father's expectations—"

"What if position and estates and expectations didn't matter? What if you could be simply... yourself?"

Something cracked open in his chest—some carefully maintained wall of propriety and resignation. For just a moment, he allowed himself to imagine it: a world where he might walk freely, speak honestly, perhaps even... love without shame.

The fantasy lasted exactly seventeen seconds before reality crashed back down.

"It's impossible," he said, his voice flat. "Such places don't exist, and even if they did, I am Lord Percival Ashworth. I have duties, obligations—"

"You have a life, Percy. One life. Are you truly willing to sacrifice all possibility of happiness for the sake of maintaining appearances?"

The question hung in the air between them like smoke from a guttering candle. Percival stared out at the London fog, thick and gray and suffocating, much like the future that stretched before him. Marriage to Miss Weatherby. Children who would never truly know their father because he would always be performing the role of what a father should be. Years of careful pretense, of adjusting his cufflinks and maintaining proper posture while his authentic self withered away completely.

"I don't have a choice," he said finally.

"Everyone has a choice, Percy. Some are simply more costly than others."

She kissed his cheek—another breach of protocol—and left him alone with his thoughts.

Percival remained at the window as the morning progressed, watching servants hurry across the courtyard, carriages roll past the estate gates, London continuing its relentless march toward modernity. Somewhere out there, perhaps, men like him lived authentically. But such possibilities might as well exist on the moon for all the good they did him.

By eleven o'clock, his despair had crystallized into something approaching physical pain. The weight of expectations, of duty, of his father's plans and society's requirements pressed down on him like a burial shroud. Miss Charlotte Weatherby's watercolors. The necessity of producing heirs. A lifetime of pretending to be something he fundamentally was not.

"I cannot do this," he whispered to his reflection in the window glass. "I simply cannot continue this charade."

The words seemed to echo in the empty library, bouncing off leather-bound volumes and mahogany shelves as if the room itself were responding to his despair. The very air felt thick, oppressive, charged with the weight of his breakdown.

"I wish..." He pressed his forehead against the cool glass, his carefully maintained composure finally cracking completely. "I wish there were somewhere—somewhen—where I might simply be myself. Where love was not a crime and authenticity was not a burden to be borne in shameful silence."

The last word came out as a sob, and Lord Percival Ashworth—thirty-two years old, heir to an ancient title, prisoner of his own propriety—finally, utterly, completely surrendered to his despair.

The library began to spin.

At first, he attributed it to emotion—grief and panic could surely produce such physical symptoms. But the sensation intensified, the room tilting and wheeling around him as if he stood at the center of a vast carousel. The leather volumes blurred together, the morning light through the windows fracturing into prismatic fragments that danced across his vision.

"What in God's name—"

But the words were lost as the world dissolved entirely, taking with it the weight of expectations, the burden of propriety, and the life of careful pretense he had known for thirty-two long years.

When the spinning stopped, Lord Percival Ashworth was no longer in 1881.

And his life, though he did not yet know it, was about to begin.
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​Chapter 2: Most Peculiar Circumstances
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Los Angeles, California
February 2026
Consciousness returned to Lord Percival Ashworth like a tide washing over sun-warmed sand—gradual, then overwhelming. The first thing he noticed was the absence of familiar sounds: no clip-clop of horses on cobblestone, no distant bell towers marking the hour, no servants bustling about their morning duties. Instead, a peculiar humming filled the air, accompanied by what could only be described as a mechanical roar that seemed to come from everywhere at once.

The second thing he noticed was that he was lying on remarkably smooth stone that felt neither cold nor damp, despite being outdoors. This observation struck him as sufficiently peculiar to warrant opening his eyes.

The sky above him was an impossible shade of blue—deeper and more vivid than any English morning had a right to be. Palm trees swayed against this cerulean canvas, their fronds rustling in a warm breeze that carried unfamiliar scents: something sweet and floral mixed with an acrid undertone he couldn't identify.

Palm trees. He blinked several times, certain they would resolve into proper English oaks. They remained stubbornly tropical.

Percival attempted to sit up, a maneuver that proved more challenging than anticipated. His perfectly tailored morning coat felt restrictive, his waistcoat uncomfortably tight. Every item of clothing that had been impeccably appropriate for an October morning in 1881 London now seemed absurdly formal for wherever he had found himself.

"Dude, are you okay?"

The voice came from his left—distinctly American, distinctly female, and employing a form of address no proper lady would ever use toward a gentleman. Percival turned his head to see a woman of perhaps thirty years regarding him with concern. She wore the most scandalous outfit he had ever witnessed: trousers that clung to her legs like a second skin, and a shirt that exposed her arms from shoulder to wrist. Her dark hair was pulled back in what appeared to be a simple tail, secured with some manner of elastic band.

Most shocking of all, she was crouched beside him in a position that displayed a shocking lack of regard for modesty.

"I beg your pardon?" he managed, his voice hoarse.

"I said, are you okay? You've been lying here for like twenty minutes. I was about to call 911." She tilted her head, studying him with frank curiosity. "Nice costume, by the way. Very authentic. Are you here for the Bridgerton auditions?"

"Bridgerton?" He struggled to process her rapid speech, delivered in an accent he'd never heard before. "I'm afraid I don't understand."

"The period drama? Netflix just greenlit season six?" When he continued to stare blankly, she frowned. "Okay, maybe you're more of a Sanditon guy. Either way, the casting call isn't until Thursday, and you're not supposed to stay in character between auditions. Studio policy."

None of these words formed coherent meaning in Percival's mind. He managed to prop himself up on one elbow and take in his surroundings more fully. He appeared to be lying on a vast expanse of smooth gray stone, surrounded by buildings that defied every principle of architecture he understood. They stretched toward the sky at impossible heights, their surfaces gleaming like mirrors, reflecting the brilliant sunlight in ways that made his eyes water.

"Where..." He cleared his throat and tried again. "Forgive me, but where exactly am I?"

The woman's expression shifted from concern to amusement. "Seriously? You're committed to this, aren't you? You're in the parking lot behind Sunset Studios. In Hollywood. Which is in Los Angeles. Which is in California." She spoke slowly, as if addressing a child or someone of limited mental capacity.

California. The word meant nothing to him beyond vague associations with American gold rushes and lawless frontiers. Certainly not this gleaming, sun-soaked landscape that looked like no frontier he could imagine.

"Hollywood," he repeated carefully.

"Yeah, the entertainment capital of the world? Where dreams come true and all that?" She stood, brushing dust from her scandalous trousers. "Look, I'm June Martinez, assistant producer on The Bachelor: Love Finds a Way. And you are clearly method acting way too hard for whatever show you're auditioning for."

The Bachelor. The title conjured images of eligible gentlemen and marriage-minded young ladies, though he couldn't fathom why such a thing would require auditions or involve studios.

"Miss Martinez," he began, attempting to rise to his feet with as much dignity as possible. The world tilted alarmingly, and he was forced to steady himself against what appeared to be an enormous metal conveyance of some sort. It was painted a brilliant red and possessed more curves than seemed structurally sound.

"Oh, don't call me Miss. Just June." She waved a hand dismissively. "And seriously, you can drop the accent. I know you're probably from like Ohio or something."

"I assure you, madam—June—that I am from London. England."

"Right. And I'm from Mars." She pulled a small rectangular object from her pocket and touched its surface with her finger. The thing immediately blazed to life with colors and moving images that made Percival stumble backward in alarm.

"Bloody hell! What is that contraption?"

June looked up from the glowing rectangle, eyebrows raised. "Okay, that reaction was actually pretty good. But it's just my phone."

Phone. He'd heard the word before—Mr. Bell's talking telegraph contraption had been the subject of much discussion in certain London circles. But that device had required wires and operators and all manner of complicated apparatus. This thing appeared to operate through pure sorcery.

"How does it..." He gestured helplessly at the glowing surface.

"How does what work? It's an iPhone. You know, Apple? The most valuable company in the world?" When he continued to stare, she added, "Don't tell me you're one of those anti-tech weirdos. Please. I do not have time for a lecture about the evils of social media."

The words cascaded over him like water over stone—familiar sounds that conveyed no meaning whatsoever. Apple was a fruit. Social media was incomprehensible. And what, precisely, was an iPhone?

"June," he said carefully, "I fear there has been some grave misunderstanding. I am Lord Percival Ashworth of the Ashworth estate in London, and I have no earthly idea how I came to be in this peculiar place."

"Lord Percival?" She laughed—not a cruel sound, but one of genuine amusement. "Okay, that's commitment. But listen, Your Lordship, unless you've got an appointment with one of our casting directors, you need to move along. This is private property."

"Casting directors?"

"For the show? The reason you're here in your fancy costume?"

Percival looked down at his attire, which had seemed perfectly appropriate when he'd dressed that morning in his chambers at the estate. Now, surrounded by this alien landscape and confronted with June's scandalous modern garb, he began to understand why she might consider it unusual.

"This is not a costume," he said quietly. "These are my clothes."

Something in his tone must have registered, because June's expression shifted from amusement to concern. She studied him more carefully, taking in his posture, his mannerisms, the genuine bewilderment in his eyes.

"Okay," she said slowly. "Let's say, hypothetically, that you really are some kind of time-displaced Victorian lord. What's the last thing you remember?"

"I was in my family's library, speaking with my sister about..." He paused, unwilling to share the intimate details of that conversation with a complete stranger, no matter how oddly kind she seemed. "About certain expectations regarding my future. I became quite distressed, and then everything began to spin, and I found myself here."

June was quiet for a long moment, her fingers moving across the surface of her glowing rectangle with practiced ease. Finally, she looked up at him with an expression he couldn't quite decipher.

"What year do you think it is?" she asked.

"It is October 1881, naturally."

"Right. Well, Lord Percival, I've got some news that's going to rock your world." She held up the glowing device so he could see its surface. Numbers blazed across it in impossible clarity: February 18, 2026.

The world tilted again, more violently this time. Percival found himself gripping the red metal conveyance for support as the implications crashed over him.

"That's... that's not possible."

"Phone doesn't lie. Welcome to the twenty-first century." June studied his reaction with professional assessment. "You know what? This is either the most elaborate method acting I've ever seen, or you're having some kind of breakdown. Either way, you look like you're about to faint, and I can't have random Englishmen collapsing in our parking lot. Bad for insurance."

She touched the surface of her phone again, and it began to emit sounds—actual human voices, as if tiny people were trapped inside the device.

"Hey, Cass? It's June. I need a favor. Can you come down to parking lot C? I've got a situation here."

"What kind of situation?" The voice that emerged from the phone was crisp, professional, distinctly female.

"The kind that's either brilliant reality TV or a complete mental health crisis. Maybe both."

"On my way."

The voices stopped, and June returned the device to her pocket as if carrying tiny trapped humans was the most natural thing in the world.

"Right," she said briskly. "Let's get you somewhere you can sit down properly. And maybe some water. You look like you're about to pass out."

She began walking toward the mirrored buildings, clearly expecting him to follow. Percival remained frozen beside the red conveyance, his mind struggling to process what he'd just witnessed.

2026. Nearly one hundred and fifty years had passed. Everyone he'd ever known—his father, Cordelia, even Miss Charlotte Weatherby and her watercolors—they were all dust in churchyard graves. The world had continued without him, had transformed into this gleaming, incomprehensible place where women wore men's clothing and carried talking rectangles and spoke in rapid streams of incomprehensible words.

"Lord Percival?" June had stopped walking and was looking back at him with something approaching sympathy. "I know it's overwhelming. But standing in a parking lot having an existential crisis isn't going to solve anything."

"A what lot?"

"Parking—never mind. Just come on. Cassandra will know what to do with you."

Cassandra. At least that was a proper name, though he suspected this Cassandra would prove as scandalous and confusing as everything else in this impossible future.

He forced himself to release his death grip on the red conveyance and follow June toward the buildings. Each step felt like walking through honey—everything required enormous effort, as if his body was still trying to catch up with wherever his mind had landed.

The buildings loomed larger as they approached, their mirrored surfaces reflecting their approach in ways that made him dizzy. But it was the sounds that truly unsettled him: that mechanical roaring he'd noticed upon awakening, now clearly identifiable as coming from dozens of similar red, blue, and silver conveyances moving at impossible speeds along smooth black pathways.

"Those are..." he began.

"Cars," June supplied helpfully. "Automobiles? You know, horseless carriages?"

Horseless carriages. He'd read speculation about such devices in Scientific American, but the reality was far more overwhelming than any scientific journal could have conveyed. They moved with such speed, such noise, with no visible means of propulsion.

"How do they move without horses?"

"Internal combustion engines. They burn gasoline. Look, we'll cover Modern Technology 101 later, okay? Right now I just need to get you inside before you collapse or someone calls the cops."

Cops. Another incomprehensible term to add to his growing list.

They reached what June apparently considered the entrance to the building—a wall of glass so perfectly transparent that Percival nearly walked directly into it. Only June's quick grab of his arm prevented the collision.

"It's a door," she explained, pressing her hand against a section of the glass wall. It swung open with a soft whoosh, revealing an interior that defied every principle of architecture Percival had ever learned.

The space was vast, filled with light that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere, illuminating surfaces that gleamed like polished marble. People moved about with purpose, all dressed in clothing that would have scandalized every social gathering he'd ever attended. Men in casual shirts without proper coats, women in trousers that revealed the shape of their legs, everyone speaking in rapid bursts of that peculiar American dialect.

And the noise—a constant hum of conversation, mechanical sounds, and something that might have been music but bore no resemblance to any composition he'd ever heard.

"June Martinez, you have thirty seconds to explain why you're bringing some random Victorian cosplayer into my studio."

The voice was crisp, authoritative, and belonged to a woman who appeared to have materialized from thin air. She was perhaps forty years old, with silver-streaked black hair cut in a style that somehow managed to be both severe and elegant. Her gray eyes missed nothing as they catalogued Percival from head to toe with professional efficiency.

"Cass, meet Lord Percival Ashworth," June said with what sounded like barely suppressed amusement. "He claims to be from 1881."

"Claims to be—" The woman Percival presumed was Cassandra stopped mid-sentence, her sharp gaze focusing on his face with uncomfortable intensity. "What did you say your name was?"

"Lord Percival Ashworth, madam. I find myself in somewhat unprecedented circumstances."

Cassandra's eyebrows rose slightly at his formal manner of address. "Right. And you just happened to wander into our parking lot in full Victorian regalia?"

"I'm afraid the circumstances of my arrival are rather difficult to explain."

"Try me."

Percival glanced around the cavernous space, taking in the impossible architecture, the scandalous clothing, the general atmosphere of barely controlled chaos. How could he possibly explain that he'd somehow traveled through time? That everything he'd ever known had vanished while he'd lain unconscious in their parking lot?

"I appear to have become displaced from my proper time," he said finally. "I realize how that must sound—"

"Like you're either having a psychotic break or you're the most committed method actor in Hollywood history," Cassandra interrupted. But her tone wasn't dismissive. If anything, she seemed genuinely curious.

"Method actor," Percival repeated. "That phrase has been mentioned several times. I confess I don't understand its meaning."

Cassandra exchanged a look with June that conveyed volumes of information he wasn't privy to.

"June," she said finally, "take Lord Percival to Conference Room B and get him some water. Maybe some food if he wants it. I need to make a phone call."

"What kind of phone call?"

"The kind that either gets us the most interesting reality show contestant in television history, or gets this poor man the psychiatric help he clearly needs."

She strode away with the brisk efficiency of someone accustomed to making important decisions, leaving Percival alone with June in the middle of this bewildering future world.

"Conference Room B it is," June said cheerfully. "Don't worry about Cass. Her bark is worse than her bite, and she's got great instincts for people. If she thinks you're worth helping, you probably are."

"And if she doesn't?"

June grinned at him—an expression of such casual warmth that it momentarily eased the knot of panic in his chest.

"Then, Lord Percival, you're about to get a very crash course in how the twenty-first century handles confused Englishmen in parking lots."

As she led him deeper into this strange new world, Percival couldn't help but wonder if Cordelia had been right after all. Perhaps there really were places where men like him might find acceptance. He simply hadn't expected that place to be nearly one hundred and fifty years in the future.

1881, he thought, glancing back at the glass doors that had closed silently behind them. I suppose I won't be making that appointment with Miss Weatherby after all.

The thought, rather unexpectedly, filled him with something that might have been relief.
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Sunset Studios, Conference Room B
February 18, 2026
Conference Room B proved to be another exercise in architectural impossibility. The walls were made entirely of glass—transparent as the finest crystal yet somehow providing complete privacy from the bustling corridor beyond. A table that appeared to be carved from a single piece of black stone dominated the center of the space, surrounded by chairs that looked more like art installations than functional furniture.

Percival lowered himself gingerly into one of these peculiar seats, half-expecting it to collapse under his weight. Instead, it molded itself to his form with an adaptability that would have impressed the finest furniture makers of his era.

"Okay, so water, definitely," June said, bustling about the room with practiced efficiency. "Food—are you hungry? When's the last time you ate?"

The question gave him pause. Time, he was beginning to understand, had become a rather fluid concept in his current circumstances.

"I believe I took breakfast this morning," he said carefully. "Though I confess I'm no longer entirely certain what constitutes 'this morning.'"

June paused in her bustling and looked at him with something approaching sympathy. "Right. Time displacement. That's got to mess with your internal clock something fierce."

She pressed her hand against a section of the wall, and it immediately blazed to life with colors and moving images, much like her phone had done. Percival startled backward in his chair, which responded by adjusting itself to his new position with disconcerting smoothness.

"Sorry! Should have warned you about the smart wall," June said, touching the glowing surface with practiced ease. "Just ordering you some food. You look like a sandwich kind of guy. Maybe some soup?"

"You can summon food through a wall?"

"Welcome to the future, Lord Percival. We can summon pretty much anything through a wall these days."

The door—he still couldn't quite think of those glass panels as proper doors—slid open to admit Cassandra, followed by a man who appeared to have stepped directly from the pages of a fashion periodical. He was tall, impeccably dressed in clothing that somehow managed to be both casual and elegant, with perfectly styled black hair and a smile that seemed designed for maximum impact.

"Lord Percival," Cassandra said without preamble, "I'd like you to meet Dexter Kim, the host of our show."

Dexter extended his hand—a gesture Percival recognized, though the casual manner of it struck him as oddly informal for a first introduction. He rose and accepted the handshake, noting the firm grip and the way Dexter's eyes assessed him with professional curiosity.

"Dex," the man said warmly. "And you can drop the handshake. We're pretty casual around here."

"I find myself uncertain of the proper protocols," Percival admitted.

"That's perfect," Cassandra said, settling into one of the impossible chairs with the confidence of someone who trusted modern furniture implicitly. "Tell me, Percival, what do you know about reality television?"

"I'm afraid I'm not familiar with the concept. Is it similar to theatrical performance?"

Dex and Cassandra exchanged one of those meaningful looks that seemed to be a common form of communication in this era.

"Not exactly," Dex said, his smile never wavering. "Reality TV is about real people in real situations, looking for real connections. No scripts, no acting—just authentic human emotion."

"The Bachelor: Love Finds a Way," Cassandra continued, "is about giving people a chance to find love in an environment designed to foster genuine connections. One person—the bachelor—meets twenty-five potential partners over the course of several weeks. Through a series of dates, conversations, and shared experiences, he gradually narrows down his choices until he finds the person he wants to spend his life with."

Percival's teacup—when had June provided him with tea?—rattled slightly against its saucer as he set it down.

"Twenty-five... potential partners?"

"All men," Dex added helpfully. "This is our first season focusing specifically on LGBTQ+ love stories. Very much in demand right now—audiences are hungry for authentic queer representation."

The words hit Percival like a physical force. LGBTQ+ meant nothing to him, but the phrase authentic queer representation sent his mind reeling. In his time, such things were spoken of only in whispers, if at all. The idea that there might be an entire audience hungry for stories about men loving men seemed as fantastical as time travel itself.

Perhaps more so.

"You're suggesting," he said carefully, "that twenty-five gentlemen would compete for my... affections? Publicly?"

"That's the basic premise, yes," Cassandra said, watching his reaction with keen interest. "The question is whether you're interested in participating."

"I..." Percival's mind struggled to process the concept. Everything about it violated every principle of propriety he'd ever been taught. Men didn't compete publicly for other men's affections. Such inclinations weren't celebrated or broadcast for entertainment. They certainly weren't the subject of what appeared to be a popular form of theatrical presentation.

"I realize it's overwhelming," Dex said gently. "The process, the cameras, the public attention—it's not for everyone. But what we're offering is a chance to find genuine love in an environment where authenticity is not just accepted, it's celebrated."

Authenticity is celebrated. The phrase echoed in his mind, resonating with Cordelia's words from what felt like both a lifetime ago and mere moments before: Perhaps your happiness matters more than Father's plans for the continuation of bloodlines.

"The gentlemen who would be... competing," Percival said slowly. "They would be aware of the nature of the arrangement?"

"Oh, absolutely," June interjected, looking up from her wall-summoning activities. "Everyone who applies knows exactly what they're signing up for. These aren't unwilling participants—they're guys who are genuinely looking for love and think you might be their person."

"My person," Percival repeated.

"Your match," Cassandra clarified. "Your partner. Your soulmate, if you believe in that sort of thing."

Soulmate. Another concept that would have been scandalous in his proper time, now discussed as casually as the weather.

"And this... process... is considered acceptable in your society?"

"More than acceptable," Dex said with enthusiasm. "The show has been running for twenty-three seasons. We've had twelve successful marriages from previous seasons, three of which are still going strong after more than a decade."

"Marriage," Percival breathed. "Between men?"

"Legal in all fifty states as of 2015," Cassandra said matter-of-factly. "And about time, too."

The room seemed to tilt slightly, though Percival was beginning to suspect this was his standard response to overwhelming information rather than any actual architectural instability. Men could marry other men. Legally. Publicly. With societal approval.

If this was indeed some form of elaborate dream or mental breakdown, it was certainly a pleasant one.

"I find myself... intrigued by the concept," he admitted. "Though I confess I have no experience with such... public displays of affection."

"That's what makes you perfect," Cassandra said, leaning forward with the intensity of someone who'd just solved a particularly complex puzzle. "Look, Percival, I've been producing reality television for fifteen years. I can spot a fake from across a crowded casting call. But you? Everything about you screams authenticity. The way you speak, the way you move, that genuine bewilderment when June tried to explain what an iPhone was—it's all completely real."

"Because it is real," Percival said quietly.

"I know. And that's what audiences are craving—someone who isn't performing for the cameras, who isn't trying to leverage their fifteen minutes of fame into an influencer career or a book deal. Someone who's genuinely looking for love."

Someone who's genuinely looking for love. The phrase settled into his consciousness like a key fitting into a long-locked door. Wasn't that exactly what he'd been searching for his entire life? Not the arranged marriage his father demanded, not the socially acceptable connection that would produce heirs and maintain family honor, but actual, authentic love?

"The process would involve," he began, then stopped, uncertain how to phrase his concern delicately.

"Physical intimacy?" Dex supplied with the sort of casual directness that Percival was beginning to associate with this era. "Only what you're comfortable with. We're not running a brothel, just a dating show. Some contestants choose to explore physical connection, others focus primarily on emotional intimacy. It's entirely up to you and whoever you're connecting with."

Physical connection. The very phrase would have sent him into paroxysms of shame in his proper time. Now, in this impossible future where men could marry other men and authenticity was celebrated rather than concealed, it sounded almost... reasonable.

"There would be cameras," he said.

"Everywhere," Cassandra confirmed. "That's the reality part of reality television. But you'd be surprised how quickly you adjust to them. After the first few days, most contestants forget they're even there."

"And if I were to... not suit the requirements? If the gentlemen found me lacking in some essential quality?"

"Then you'd go home having had an experience unlike any other," Dex said kindly. "But honestly, Percival, I don't think that's going to be a problem. You've got this whole mysterious, romantic, old-world charm thing going on. Plus, let's be honest—you're devastatingly handsome in a brooding Victorian poet sort of way."

Devastatingly handsome. No one had ever described Percival Ashworth in such terms. Acceptable, perhaps. Suitable for his station, certainly. But devastatingly handsome? The concept was as foreign as everything else in this bewildering century.

"When would this... process commence?" he asked.

"We start filming next week," Cassandra said. "But we'd need your answer today. There's paperwork, medical clearances, background checks—though I suspect yours might be rather unique—and we'd want to get you settled in, maybe work with our styling team to update your look slightly."

"Update my look?"

"Nothing dramatic," June said quickly, apparently sensing his alarm. "Just maybe some clothes that don't scream 'I raided the costume department of a period drama.' You can keep the formal vibe—it's very you—just translate it into something that reads as twenty-first century."

Percival looked down at his morning coat, his perfectly pressed trousers, his impeccably polished boots. They were the finest garments his tailor could produce, appropriate for any social situation a gentleman might encounter. The suggestion that they required updating seemed almost insulting.

Then again, he supposed, social situations had changed rather dramatically since 1881.

"If I were to agree to participate," he said slowly, "what would prevent me from simply... leaving? Should I find the experience unsuitable?"

"Nothing," Cassandra said promptly. "You're not a prisoner. You can walk away at any time. Though I hope you won't."

"Why?"

She smiled—the first genuinely warm expression he'd seen from her since their introduction. "Because I think you might be exactly what this show needs. Someone real. Someone who's not here for fame or followers or brand deals, but because he's genuinely looking for love."

Someone who's genuinely looking for love. There it was again, that key turning in that long-locked door.

"And if I should find it?" he asked quietly. "This genuine love you speak of?"

"Then you'd be one of the lucky ones," Dex said. "Trust me, there's nothing quite like it."

The room fell quiet except for the barely perceptible hum of whatever mysterious forces powered this impossible building. Percival stared out through the transparent walls at the bustling activity beyond—people moving with purpose, engaged in work that seemed meaningful to them, living lives that appeared to include the possibility of authentic happiness.

Cordelia, he thought. You were right after all. There are places where men like me might find acceptance.

"Lord Percival?" Cassandra's voice was gentle. "What do you say?"

He thought of his father's plans for Miss Charlotte Weatherby and her watercolors. He thought of a lifetime of careful pretense, of duty and obligation and the gradual withering away of any hope for authentic connection. He thought of Cordelia's words: Everyone has a choice, Percy. Some are simply more costly than others.

Perhaps it was time to make a costly choice in favor of happiness rather than propriety.

"I find myself... amenable to the arrangement," he said finally.

The reaction was immediate and enthusiastic. June actually clapped her hands, Dex's professional smile transformed into something genuinely delighted, and Cassandra looked as if she'd just discovered buried treasure.

"Excellent," she said briskly, immediately returning to business mode. "June, get him to Legal for the initial paperwork. Dex, can you clear your schedule this afternoon? I want to do a preliminary interview, get some footage for the promotional materials."

"Promotional materials?" Percival asked faintly.

"Don't worry," Dex said, patting his shoulder in what was clearly meant to be a reassuring gesture. "We'll ease you into it. Baby steps."

As the meeting dissolved into a flurry of activity—June making notes on her phone, Cassandra discussing schedules and logistics, Dex asking questions about his "backstory"—Percival found himself wondering what he'd just committed to.

Twenty-five gentlemen. Cameras everywhere. Public displays of affection that would have landed him in prison in his proper time. The possibility of finding love in a world where such love was not only legal but celebrated.

It was terrifying.

It was impossible.

It was, he realized with a start, the first thing he'd genuinely looked forward to in longer than he could remember.

Well, Cordelia, he thought as June led him toward whatever legal arrangements awaited him. It appears I've chosen the costly path after all.

The smile that crossed his face was the first authentic expression of joy he'd worn in thirty-two years.
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​Chapter 4: Uncharted Territory
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Bachelor Mansion, Malibu
February 25, 2026 - 6:47 AM
Lord Percival Ashworth stood before a mirror that was quite possibly larger than his entire dressing room at the family estate, adjusting cufflinks that no longer belonged to a perfectly tailored morning coat. The stylist—an energetic woman named Maya who spoke in rapid bursts of enthusiasm—had indeed "updated his look," though she'd been true to her promise of maintaining his formal sensibilities.

Gone were the elaborate waistcoats and morning dress of his proper time, replaced by what Maya called "elevated casual elegance." A crisp white shirt, impeccably fitted, with sleeves rolled precisely to his forearms. Trousers that followed the clean lines of his legs without the excessive draping of Victorian fashion. A jacket that suggested formality without drowning him in fabric.

He looked, he had to admit, rather more like himself than he'd expected.

"You ready for this, Lord Percival?" June's voice came from somewhere behind him, though he couldn't see her reflection in the mirror.

"I find myself questioning that assumption with increasing frequency," he replied, turning to face her. She stood in the doorway of what the mansion's staff had described as his "suite"—a collection of rooms so spacious and well-appointed that they rivaled the finest hotel accommodations he'd ever experienced.

"That's totally normal," June said, consulting her ever-present phone. "First-day nerves are basically mandatory. Even the most confident guys usually spend the morning before meeting the contestants having some kind of existential crisis."

"Existential crisis," Percival repeated. "A rather apt description of my current state."

June grinned at him—that warm, uncomplicated expression that had become oddly reassuring over the past week of preparation. "You're going to be fine. Better than fine. Cass has been practically glowing since the wardrobe tests. Something about 'authentic romantic lead energy' and 'the kind of vulnerability that makes people want to protect you while simultaneously wanting to jump your bones.'"

Percival's cufflinks required immediate adjustment.

"Miss Martinez, I must protest such—"

"June," she corrected automatically. "And sorry, I probably should have eased you into Cassandra's more colorful commentary. She means it as a compliment."

"Ah." He wasn't entirely certain how to respond to the notion that anyone might wish to "jump his bones," though the intent seemed broadly positive. "And the gentlemen who will be... meeting me today. They are prepared for someone of my particular... disposition?"

"They know you're formal, if that's what you're asking. Cass described you as 'charmingly old-fashioned with hidden depths.' Which, honestly, is probably the most accurate casting description she's ever written."

Hidden depths. If only they knew how deeply hidden those depths truly were.

A sharp knock at the door interrupted his brooding. Cassandra entered without waiting for invitation, dressed in what had become her standard uniform of sharp efficiency and barely contained energy.

"Gentlemen," she said briskly, "it's time."

"Time for what, precisely?" Percival asked.

"Your first on-camera interview. Just you, Dex, and a very tasteful conversation about what you're looking for in
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