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	My dear reader,

	As you will see, in this novel, I advocate for the right of women who do not have ideal measurements to find a perfect husband, if they so desire.

	During the period in which I set this story, women with voluptuous curves were not the preferred choice of gentlemen, although I understand that intelligent women weren't preferred either, for fear they might outshine them.

	Don't you remember Rubens' nudes? Goodness! He was crazy about them! He was so obsessed that when he went to brothels (known as lupanars back then), he would only take to bed those prostitutes who weighed over eighty kilos. And today, we are starving ourselves for the Bikini Operation!

	Anyway, let's not generalize because I hate it when we are all lumped into the same group.

	Here you have a beautiful story, and I hope you enjoy it.

	Adelaide Sinclair

	 


With affection to whoever reads this novel.
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	Autumn of 1825

	Ravenswood Manor, near Bath, England

	 

	Vivian rode Artemis at a gallop. Despite knowing that a storm would soon begin, she decided to leave her home because she could no longer bear the pressure she was experiencing there. Her mother had told her for the fifth time that they would return to London the following spring and that she would seek a husband for her once and for all. If she did not choose her future husband, her father, the honorable Earl Edmund Harrington, would find the best candidate to take care of his daughter after his death and continue generating benefits and work with the inheritance she would gain from the marriage. Vivian did not want her husband to be chosen for her; she wanted destiny to put him in her path so they could both fall in love.

	The wind whipped her face as Artemis surged forward through the rolling fields of Ravenswood Manor. The sky, overcast and gray, foreshadowed the imminent storm, but Vivian hardly noticed. Her mind was overwhelmed by her mother's insistence and society's expectations. The past seasons in London had been a torment for her. She recalled with bitterness the disapproving glances and the whispers behind silk fans. The slimmer and haughtier young women monopolized the attention, while she, with her robust figure and short height, was relegated to the background.

	Vivian remembered the few occasions she had been invited to dance. Two dances for the entire season, both with fifty-year-old widowers who, although courteous, only sought a new wife for convenience. She had rejected their propositions with a sharpness that still made her smile. Though she did not own the beauty standards set by society, her intelligence and cunning provided her with invaluable consolation. She prided herself on her ability to dodge marriages of convenience, dreaming of a true love that transcended appearances and societal expectations.

	As she rode on, the first drops of rain began to fall, creating a soft drumming on the dense foliage of the nearby forest. The hills of Ravenswood, covered in lush green, offered a temporary refuge from the outside world, a sanctuary where she could reflect in peace. The tall, majestic trees swayed in the wind, whispering stories of bygone eras.

	Vivian tightened the reins and allowed Artemis to slow down. She felt the weight of her family's and society's expectations crushing her, and these solitary rides were her only escape. She thought of her mother, Countess Beatrice Harrington, whose determination to see her married bordered on obsession. For Beatrice, each season that passed without an engagement was a personal failure. Vivian sighed, knowing her mother simply wanted the best for her but wishing she could understand her desire to find genuine love and not just a marriage of convenience.

	The seasons in London had always been a trial. While other young women her age enjoyed the attention and compliments, Vivian found herself on the sidelines, observing from a distance. She vividly remembered the balls, the bright lights, the elegant dresses, and how she felt like a stranger in the crowd. Her attempts to socialize were often ignored, and those who did pay her attention did so more out of courtesy than genuine interest.

	Despite everything, Vivian was not a bitter person. She knew how to appreciate the beauty of life and found solace in her intelligence and talents. She spent hours reading, drawing, and exploring the lands of Ravenswood. She loved getting lost in books, where she learned countless new things. Her drawings were her escape, filled with dreamlike landscapes and fairy-tale figures. Riding Artemis was a pleasure and a breath of life.

	As she moved forward, the fields of Ravenswood unfolded around her like a vast green ocean, interrupted only by rolling hills and dense forests. The tranquility of the place comforted her. Here, far from the bustle of London and the criticisms of society, she could simply be herself. The connection with nature and the freedom she felt while riding were her greatest comforts. Artemis, her faithful horse, seemed to understand her thoughts and emotions, adjusting his pace according to Vivian's mood.

	She watched as the raindrops fell around her, creating small ripples in the puddles forming on the ground. The sound of the rain was hypnotic, almost meditative. She closed her eyes and let her thoughts wander freely. Where was the man destined to be her life companion? Was there someone who could see beyond superficialities and appreciate her true self? In her heart, Vivian held onto the hope that somewhere, her destiny awaited, and that one day, their paths would cross in a moment of pure serendipity.

	The rain began to fall harder, and she decided it was time to seek shelter. She guided Artemis towards a nearby grove, where the trees provided some protection against the storm. As she sheltered under the canopy of leaves, she pondered where she should go to wait out the approaching storm. "The gamekeeper's house," she decided. Although Mr. Spencer would not be there, having just left for London to visit his new nephew, she could use the small house for shelter until a servant came to fetch her or the rain stopped. She urged Artemis in that direction as the storm arrived.

	Vivian could barely see because of the rain, but she knew she was on the right path. The thick, cold drops struck her face, making it difficult to keep her eyes open. Each lightning bolt briefly illuminated the path, giving her glimpses of hope amidst the darkness. Finally, she spotted the small gamekeeper's house and felt a momentary relief.

	As she was about to reach the wooden fence that Mr. Spencer had built around the house to keep out wild animals, she noticed a large bundle on the ground. At first, she decided to ignore it, as there were many dead animals in that area due to fox attacks. But as she got closer, the bundle took shape, and she discovered with astonishment and horror that it was the figure of a person. Without a second thought, she made Artemis stop abruptly, dismounted, and ran towards the man.

	"Sir! Sir!" she said, shaking him to wake him up in case he was unconscious.

	Her face showed horror upon discovering that the man, covered in mud and grime, was bleeding from his left shoulder and head. Quickly, her agile mind informed her that he had been struck and, despite being stunned, had tried to run. His attacker had then shot him. Possibly thinking he was dead, he had abandoned him. But judging by the dirt marks on his pants, the man had crawled a long way seeking help.

	In a rush, she placed her hand under his nose and, noticing that he was breathing, a feeling of relief washed over her. With titanic effort, she tried to lift him, but his inert body and the rain made the task difficult. The mud caused her feet to slip, and she could barely keep her balance.

	"Come on, Vivian, you can do it!" she told herself as she leaned down and, with great effort, began dragging the body towards the gamekeeper's house.

	The mud clung to her dress, making it heavier with each step. Her breathing was labored, her lungs burned with the effort. She tried to stay calm, but every time the man slipped from her hands, a wave of panic overcame her. With wet, disheveled hair covering her face, she could barely see her surroundings.

	In a moment of desperation, her feet slipped in the mud, and she fell backward, hitting her backside on the ground. The fall elicited a groan of pain and frustration. However, she did not let defeat overcome her. She got up with difficulty, feeling the penetrating cold of the rain and mud soaking her clothes, and tried again.

	Each movement felt like a battle, each inch gained was a small victory. Finally, she managed to drag the man to the porch of the small house. Her hands trembled from the effort and cold, and she had to pause to catch her breath. Her mind raced, searching for the best way to enter the house without letting go of him.

	With a final exhalation of determination, she knelt and, using all the strength she had left, opened the door of the cabin. She managed to push the man inside, feeling her muscles protest with every move. The interior of the hut was dark and cold, but at least they were protected from the storm.

	Vivian closed the door with a shove and fell to her knees beside him. Her soaked dress clung to her skin, her disheveled hair fell in strands around her face, and her hands trembled uncontrollably. She felt exhaustion overwhelming her, but she knew she couldn't give up now.

	With great difficulty, she stood up and fumbled for a way to light a fire. She remembered that Mr. Spencer used to leave dry wood and tinder by the fireplace. With trembling hands, she managed to ignite a small flame that soon turned into a warm fire. The flickering light illuminated the man's pale face, revealing the severity of his wounds.

	Without wasting any more time, she tore a piece of fabric from her dress and used it to clean the blood from the stranger's face and shoulder. Each movement was accompanied by the sound of the rain pounding on the cabin's roof and the crackling of the newly lit fire. Despite the pain and fatigue, Vivian focused on her task with steely determination.

	Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, she managed to stop the bleeding and clean the wounds as best she could. Her body was exhausted, but her mind remained alert, watching for any sign that the man might regain consciousness. She let herself fall beside him, seeing his slow and shallow breathing, and silently prayed that he would survive the night.

	Vivian's hair, now completely loose, cascaded around her face, framing her green eyes filled with worry. Although her dress was ruined and her body ached from the effort, she felt a strange satisfaction. She had done everything possible to help the man, and although she did not know who he was or what had happened, she was committed to caring for him until he was safe.

	Despite her fatigue, she moved away from him and grabbed a candlestick from the wooden table. She lit the candles in the fire and headed towards the small kitchen to find a pot. The room was simple but functional. The worn wooden buckets housed jars of preserves and dried herbs. The walls, darkened by chimney smoke, gave the place a rustic air. In one corner, a small wooden table showed signs of frequent use, with knives and utensils in disarray. It was not difficult to find what she wanted. Once she had the pot in her hand, she filled it with water and intended to return to the living room. However, she remembered that Mr. Spencer always had healing herbs in the cupboard because he often suffered mishaps during his work.

	With the candlestick in her right hand, she walked to the small pantry and quickly found what she wanted. She grabbed a good bunch of lavender and tossed it into the pot. Despite her exhaustion, she moved quickly because time was essential. If the man's wounds were not treated as soon as possible, his body would not withstand the fevers that would soon set in.

	While the water was heating, she looked for clean areas on her clothes. Finding none, she lifted her dress and removed her petticoats. She tore them into pieces to use as bandages and cleaning cloths. She heard the water begin to boil and positioned herself in front of the fireplace. Protecting her hand with the fabric of her dress, she took the pot and walked towards the man. She placed the pot on the floor, knelt in front of him, and said:

	"Excuse me, sir, but I will have to undress certain parts of your body to treat your wounds." She paused as if waiting for a response. "Not saying anything? I suppose you agree," she added sarcastically.

	With trembling but determined hands, she began to unbutton the man's shirt. Each button seemed like a small victory, a step closer to being able to help him. The fabric, soaked and sticky, resisted, but she did not give up. When she finished removing the shirt and revealed the extent of the wound, Vivian was horrified. Who had wanted to kill him? For she had no doubt that the bullet was aimed directly at his heart.

	The atmosphere inside the cabin was oppressive. The mix of chimney smoke and the metallic smell of blood filled the air, making it dense and suffocating. The candlelight cast dancing shadows on the walls, creating a play of light and darkness that accentuated the gravity of the moment. Vivian, despite the tension, kept her concentration. She knew that every second counted.

	"Wow!" she exclaimed amusedly as she dipped the first piece of fabric into the hot water. "I never imagined that the first time I would see certain male parts would be to heal them."

	She carefully cleaned the wound with the hot cloth, watching the water turn red. Each stroke with the cloth was a battle against the mud and blood. The lavender, floating in the water, emitted a soft and calming aroma, slightly countering the acrid stench of the wounds. Then, she applied a disinfectant liquid to help with healing. Each movement was delicate but firm, and her concentration was absolute.

	Next, she set on removing his pants. With great effort, she managed to unbutton them and slid the fabric down. The sight of his legs, covered in mud and bruises, filled her with a mix of compassion and determination.

	"Come on, Vivian, don't look where you shouldn't," she told herself, focusing on the task at hand.

	Forcing her eyes not to admire the area hidden beneath his underwear, she slowly cleaned his long, hairy legs. As she had suspected, he had crawled on his knees to reach a safe place.

	After thoroughly cleaning him, she applied makeshift bandages made from her petticoats. Her breathing was still labored, but a sense of accomplishment washed over her. She had done everything possible to stabilize the man.

	Finally, she allowed herself a moment to breathe deeply and see her work. He stayed unconscious, but his breathing was more regular, a sign that he might recover. But she was not content with just treating his wounds and hoping for the best. She slowly stood up, every muscle in her body protesting from the recent exertion. She approached the small cupboard and, recalling the times Mr. Spencer had spoken to her about his healing herbs, searched through the carefully labeled jars. She found a jar of chamomile, known for its anti-inflammatory and calming properties. Determined to use every resource at her disposal, she prepared an infusion with the chamomile to help reduce the man's fever and inflammation.

	While the infusion was brewing, she returned to him and touched his forehead. As she had suspected, he was starting to have a fever, and his body was beginning to shine with sweat. Without thinking about whether it was too late to save him, she soaked several cloths in the lavender water and began to clean him again.

	"You cannot give up, sir. You must survive this to take revenge on the person who hurt you. If you die, that criminal will have succeeded," she said, placing cloths on his body to lower his temperature.

	As soon as the scent of chamomile reached her nose, she got up quickly and grabbed the new pot. She headed to the kitchen and looked for something to offer to the man. Seeing a cup on a shelf, she hurried over to it. She grabbed it, filled it with the infusion, and returned to him.

	"Sir, I need you to drink this. I promise it will help reduce your fever," she said, lifting his head and placing the cup to his lips.

	But the liquid spilled onto his neck and chest, with none staying in his mouth. Nervously, she placed his head back on the floor and opened his mouth to pour a small part of the infusion in. However, when she heard him cough as if choking, she stopped.

	"What the heck can I do?" she asked aloud. She looked at the man, then at the cup. Then back at the man and sighed. "Dear future husband, I'm sorry," she said before taking a good sip of the infusion and giving it to the man through her mouth, like a mother bird feeding her chicks.

	When there was nothing left in the cup, Vivian withdrew from the man and looked at him perplexed. Fate had played a cruel trick on her that afternoon. Not only had she seen a semi-naked man for the first time, but it was also the first time her lips had touched a man's, and for what purpose? To save him. No pleasure, no joy. She had missed out on the romance part, as happened daily in her life.

	Once the man's breathing was regular and his fever had lowered, Vivian decided to take a short rest. However, she couldn't because she heard voices outside the cabin. Happy to recognize who it was, she got up and ran out to meet him.

	"Mr. Hawkins!" she shouted when she saw him get off the carriage.

	"Thank God I found you!" exclaimed the footman upon seeing her. "What on earth happened to you?" he asked, frightened by her terrible appearance.

	"There’s no time to explain why my clothes are dirty and torn!" she said, dragging him inside the cabin. "We need to save him!" she said, pointing at the man.

	"Good heavens!" Hawkins exclaimed upon discovering the human figure. "Why did you kill him?"

	"It wasn't me!" she replied, annoyed. "I saved him!"

	After a deep sigh, as Vivian caused trouble daily, the servant approached the man and checked his condition. Then, confirming that she had done a great job, he grabbed the pants and put his hand in the pocket to find some information.

	"What are you doing?" she asked, curious.

	"I want to find out his identity," he explained, moving the garment to search it thoroughly.

	Suddenly, a crumpled and torn business card fell to the floor. Hawkins picked it up, unfolded it, and read it.

	"Good Lord!" he exclaimed.

	"Who is it? Who is he?" she asked anxiously.

	"He is Lord Alaric Montagu, Marquess of Windermere."

	"Is he a very important man?" she asked, having never heard of him.

	"Yes, very important and dangerous," expressed the footman, looking again at the injured man.

	"How dangerous?" she said, taking a step back, as if he might get up and attack her.

	"Miss Harrington, it is better that he does not discover that you saved him, or your life will be in danger," expressed Hawkins with anguish.

	"Then he must not know," she said firmly.

	"Fine, we’ll do the following: return in the carriage and tie your horse to it. When you are home, ask the coachman to pick me up. While I wait, I’ll dress this gentleman again. Then I will take him to the Ravenshire mansion and say I found him on the road. They will take care of him."

	"Are you sure they won’t harm him? Maybe his family wanted him dead?" she said anxiously.

	"He is the only son of the Duke of Ravenshire, and I am sure they will want to care for someone who can continue their lineage."

	"In that case, let’s trust his family to save him," Vivian said, looking at him with pity.
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	Spring of 1826

	Madame Laroche's Establishment

	 

	Vivian was in the fitting room at Madame Laroche's, admiring her reflection in a large full-length mirror. She was trying on one of the many dresses she had ordered from the famous Parisian seamstress. The deep emerald silk of the dress enhanced her green eyes and contrasted wonderfully with her long, black hair. The delicate gold thread embroidery and the subtle drape of the fabric accentuated her robust figure in a way she had never imagined.

	As she adjusted the bodice, Vivian reflected on the events of the last twenty days since her arrival in London. She had attended four parties and, as always, had stayed in a corner of the room, seeing how the gentlemen preferred the company of slimmer and more haughty young women. Despite her mother's tireless efforts to attract the most promising men of the season to her, Vivian had only received polite greetings and trivial conversations.

	It wasn't sadness that Vivian felt, but a growing anxiety. The prospect of her father having to intervene to arrange her marriage filled her with unease. London society, with its unyielding rules and expectations, seemed more and more like a golden cage from which she could not escape.

	"Do you like the dress, Lady Vivian?" The soft, melodious voice of Madame Laroche pulled her out of her thoughts.

	"Yes, very much," Vivian replied, looking at herself in the mirror with renewed admiration.

	The truth was that Madame Laroche's designs exceeded her expectations. She hadn't expected the color and fabric to enhance her physical attributes, few as they were according to social critique. She grabbed the skirt with both hands and moved it from right to left, seeing how the fabric swayed elegantly. Could this daring appearance help her secure a husband?

	"How were you able to make these beautiful and suggestive dresses in such a short time?" she asked with genuine curiosity.

	Madame Laroche, standing in the center of her shop, smiled.

	"I cannot reveal all my secrets, Lady Vivian," she said, turning her gaze towards the door upon hearing footsteps. "But I assure you, I always strive to do my best for my most distinguished clients."

	She couldn’t tell the young lady that a gentleman had shown interest in her and, after learning who was responsible for her wardrobe, had paid a considerable sum to ensure all of Lady Vivian's orders were ready in less than a week.

	"I must say, your talent is truly impressive. I feel... transformed," Vivian said, stepping out of the fitting room so the seamstress could see how the first garment she had tried on looked.

	"Fashion has the power to enhance a woman's natural beauty, Lady Vivian," Madame Laroche responded, with an approving look. "And you possess a unique beauty that these dresses only highlight further."

	Vivian blushed slightly at the compliment, feeling for a moment like one of those debutantes who always garnered attention at the balls.

	"Is there anything you would like to change?" Madame Laroche asked finally, stepping closer to inspect the work.

	Madame Laroche saw her with satisfaction. Her ability to craft garments that not only beautified her clients but also granted them confidence was a gift few had. And in this particular case, there was something more at stake.

	"No, it's perfect," Vivian replied with a smile.

	"In that case, please try on the next one," she asked, pointing to the other dress.

	Vivian looked at the garment in question and widened her eyes in surprise. Not only was it burgundy red, but it was also even more daring than the one she was wearing. Had her seamstress taken her measurements correctly? Because if she wore that dress, it would show more cleavage than she was used to. Thinking it might have been an order from her desperate mother to attract a host of perverts, she entered the fitting room and began to undress.

	As she did so, she heard the bells on the door, showing that more customers had arrived.

	"I don't understand your interest in accompanying me," said a woman's voice. "As far as I remember, every time I've asked you to join me in doing something, you've always refused."

	Alaric did not hear his sister's complaint. He was focused on knowing, through Madame Laroche's facial expression, if Vivian was still there, as he had been informed by a street boy who delivered him a note.

	"Good morning, Lady Waverly, and welcome," said Laroche with a courteous smile. Then, she looked at Alaric and gave a slight bow. "My lord..."

	"Good morning," Alaric responded with a slight nod.

	"Madame Laroche, I have come unannounced because I urgently need to change my entire wardrobe," said Seraphina, admiring a series of dresses elaborated with intricate lace and embroidery. "And you must take my new measurements because I just found out that I am pregnant," she added, touching her belly.

	"Congratulations, milady!" exclaimed the seamstress.

	"That's why I decided to come with you," Alaric intervened, trying to catch any signal from the seamstress that answered his question. "My brother-in-law would kill me if anything happened to you."

	"Nonsense!" said Seraphina, waving her hands dismissively.

	Alaric smiled.

	"My lord, if you don't mind, while I take your sister's measurements, you can sit in that small reception area I have in front of the display window and read the newspaper."

	Alaric looked towards the place the seamstress indicated, then refocused on her. When she discreetly pointed with her gaze to the fitting room, he felt incredible joy. She was there, and he could see her.
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