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Content Warnings




Ruthless with a Rogue is a scorching hot, high angst regency romance. I want to share a few content warnings that some readers might want to be aware of. If you do not wish to read the content warnings please skip ahead to the start of the book. 
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CONTENT WARNINGS:

Note: Certain content warnings may reveal elements of the story and could be considered spoilers.


This book contains adult content and explicit language. It contains detailed sex scenes between two consensual adults. 

It also includes mature themes and elements that may be distressing to some readers, including:


	Sexual assault / assault (minimally described on-page), with associated emotional trauma and PTSD symptoms


	Mental health struggles stemming from childhood abuse, including depression and on-page references to flashbacks


	Graphic on-page violence and gore


	Grief and uncertainty surrounding the possible loss of a loved one
















  
  

Author's Note


A note to my readers







Welcome to the World of Koz—where history meets heightened drama, emotions run deep, and sometimes…things get a little ridiculous (especially at the Chesterfield Ball).



Before you dive in there are some things I want you to know: My stories are coined as "entertainingly modern." I write high-heat historical romance with a modern flair. While I dive into history to create a rich backdrop, if you're expecting Jane Austen’s prose, you won’t find it here (oh, and I curse quite a bit).

In my world, love triumphs no matter the character—my stories champion feminism, sexual empowerment, LGBTQ+ positivity, neurodivergence, and mental health awareness. Love has always found a way, and in my stories, those barriers are always broken.

If my style sounds like something you’d enjoy, I invite you to step into this fantasy world with me and indulge in a little escape. Grab your wine (or drink of choice) and let’s have some fun!

Happy reading!

Lizzie








  
  
Historical Note




If you’d like to learn more about some of the inspiration for this story and the historical details I uncovered while writing it, you can find more on my website here: https://lizzieckoz.com/ruthless-with-a-rogue/


Before you dive in, I’d like to offer a few caveats for the sake of historical accuracy. 

One concerns Livy and Mr. Frederick Hodge’s analytical engine. Livy is very loosely inspired by Lady Ada Lovelace, who later worked with Charles Babbage on his design for the Analytical Engine. In reality, Ada and Babbage did not meet until 1833, whereas this story takes place in 1817 (Ada would have only been two years old during my story!). So, while their partnership and discoveries had not yet occurred, I drew inspiration from them for my story.


The other small caveat: I use the word fellatio, which, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, didn’t come into use until 1882. I’m going to use it anyway…consider it a little artistic liberty. I’m sure there are other words I’ve used that didn’t exist in the time period, but I do try my best to stick to ones that were in use! Except for fellatio. Because fellatio is fun. 








  
  
Free Novella




Join my newsletter crew and get a free novella you won’t find anywhere else. 


https://books.lizzieckoz.com/secondchanceamidstthestorm





He left her with heartbreak.
He came back with demons.
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Dedication




To my husband. 


Because nerdy talk is the best dirty talk.
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Numbers are reliable.
They’re always there.

They don’t care if you’re odd,
because some are odd too.

Numbers will never abandon you.
Never find you a disappointment.

But they also won’t ever wrap you in a hug.
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Livy







April 1817

Hampshire, England.

Livy may not have been the most well-versed when it came to men, but when a woman brought up marriage while half-naked in bed with one, she was fairly certain silence was not the desired response.

She stared up at the man who’d played the leading role in every fanciful dream of her youth, the one who now lay frozen on his forearms above her. Something passed in his light-blue eyes, something she couldn’t decipher. 

Soft thunder rumbled in the distance, punctuating the heavy silence that had fallen over the Thorton family’s hunting lodge, and her heart sank under the oppressive weight of it.

“Pardon?” Warren finally asked, his voice strained.

“I don’t want to anticipate our vows,” she repeated hesitantly. “We were to wait until we’re officially married before we consummate our relationship…” 

This wasn’t a new development. She and Warren had had this discussion years earlier when their innocent flirtations had become more…passionate. And up until this point, they’d never had an issue with waiting. But Warren had been different tonight. Something in the way he’d touched her had been a bit more frantic, a bit more grasping.

He remained still and silent. She put a tentative hand on his smooth, muscled chest. “I’m happy to have a short engagement so we can be married quickly and resume…this.” 

She smiled uncertainly up at him. That was where they’d been heading, wasn’t it? Had she miscalculated? Hadn’t they decided they’d wait until marriage? Marriage was implied. 

Five years of flirtations, of stolen moments, of learning everything about each other surely added up to a marriage proposal. She knew what made those ice-blue eyes dance with laughter. She knew how he loved a wild country dance, preferred card games and whisky with his mates here in Hampshire over the raucous city life of London. She knew of his most private fear—the fear that he wouldn’t live up to his parents’ expectations.

Warren squeezed his eyes shut and hung his head, his soft sandy-blond waves brushing over her face as his forehead came to rest against hers. His lean frame expanded into hers for a moment, then he rolled away. 

Livy turned to him, panic bubbling up inside her. Her brain frantically worked through the events of earlier that day when he’d called on her. His surprise call, considering he wasn’t due home for another two months from his journey to the continent.

I missed you, Liv. I had to see you. I came here the moment I arrived home.

Surely that was positive. The degree of certainty undeniable, the margin of error miniscule. He’d come home early because he’d missed her.

“Get dressed, Liv. We need to talk.”

She double-blinked and pushed up on her elbows. “Pardon?” she parroted his earlier response. That very much sounded negative.

He stood, gathered her dress off the rug, and tossed it next to her on the bed. She sat up and snatched up the garment. Her fingers twisted the fabric, her gaze glued to the bunched-up pale pink muslin of the dress she had hastily donned before sneaking out to meet Warren at midnight. There had been a promise in his eyes when he’d called on her earlier that day. A promise for the rest of their lives. She’d thought the day was finally here. Why else would he come home early, come home straight to her?

She gnawed on her lip. “I don’t understand, Warren.”

“I’ll explain once you’re dressed.”

She glanced up at his weighty sigh. He’d already thrown on his thin lawn shirt and was tucking it into his buckskin breeches. She pulled her dress over her head, her movements sluggish, like her body was trying to delay the inevitable. She had some assumptions about where this was going. And she didn’t think she wanted to find out if she was correct.

She finished the last button on her bodice, and Warren approached her. He took her hand and led her to lean against the edge of the large four-poster bed. “Liv, you are a lovely girl.”

Her eyes fluttered shut. Her sinking stomach turned to lead. She could hear the ‘but’. Why was it that when it went unsaid, it felt as though it’d been screamed?

A warm palm cupped her cheek, and her eyes snapped open to meet Warren’s light-blue gaze. An apology glittered in those irises, in the furrow of his blond brows. He swallowed hard. “We’ve had much fun over the past few years. But that’s all it will ever be. I cannot marry a girl like you.”

Livy froze. Her heart, the blood in her veins, her lungs. Her vision dotted in front of her. And just like that, she was a heartbroken six-year-old girl again, standing outside her father’s study while her mother and father argued.

“At least stay for Ollie, Clementine. A girl needs her mother, needs a woman’s guidance. Someone to prepare her for her entrée into society one day.”

“Don’t make me laugh, John. That girl isn’t suited for society. It would be cruel. She’d only bring me embarrassment.”

“Clementine,” Father had warned.

“This marriage has failed in every regard. It was supposed to lift me up—grant me standing, riches, a place among those who matter. Instead, I am wearing second-rate fabrics and subject to penny-counting. Olivia was my last chance. And naturally she inherited nothing of my beauty. She’s plain, ungainly, and forever prattling arithmetic. A girl like that will never draw a husband of worth. She is of no use to me. You’ve proven no use to me. There’s nothing here for me any longer. I am leaving.”

“Perhaps it is best you go then.” Father’s voice had been quiet, but no less hard for it.

“Breathe, Liv.”

She sucked in a gasping breath, her memories clearing away as oxygen finally filled her depleted brain. “A girl like…me?” she whispered. 

Warren’s eyes fell shut, a grimace contorting his features. When he finally opened them again, what stared back at her was a pale, sorrowful blue. “I came home early because my father has fallen ill.” His words were hoarse, and Livy wasn’t sure if it was better or worse that he felt some sort of pain too. “My parents are demanding I take a wife. And…” He swallowed, his features tightening. “You must understand, Liv. I am to be a viscount. I need to marry someone refined. I cannot marry the girl who runs wild in the country.” His fingers traced down her cheek, down her jaw, lovingly, forlornly. “Even if that’s what I want,” he whispered.

Thunder boomed outside, a crash that tore through her chest as she stared at the young man she’d known she would marry since the day they met at the age of fifteen. Oh, how she had drastically miscalculated. Five years. Of affection, of the warmth of his arms around her, holding her like she mattered. Correlation does not equate causation.

“My parents expect me to marry someone of high social standing and good breeding. Wealth wouldn’t hurt, either. Unfortunately, your father is not known for his financial aptitude, and with your mother’s family in trade…” He shrugged, a hollow look taking over his face, as if to say, This is the way of our world, and I’m helpless against it. “You’d need to bring something to the marriage. The way I feel for you isn’t enough.”

Livy barely heard his words. They were far away, like she wasn’t even sitting in the hunting lodge any longer. Or maybe it was because she couldn’t hear anything over the cracking of her heart, shattering as if hit with an axe, the shards slicing her lungs, making it impossible to breathe. She brought one shaking hand to cover her mouth, the other to clutch her stomach. 

She is of no use to me. There’s nothing here for me any longer. I am leaving.

“Take me home,” she choked out.

He stood and helped her up. The steady beating of rain echoed off the roof of the lodge. The deluge had come out of nowhere. Just like Warren’s pronouncement. 

“Liv, there is nothing I enjoy more than our time together.” He reached for her hand, intertwining their fingers, his gaze tracing where they were joined. “It pains me as well,” he said, his words so low they were barely audible. “To know I will never be able to feel the softness of your skin again.” His misty blue eyes met hers, flashing with anguish, and he leaned forward. “The press of your lips…”

The axe came down a second time. She jerked away before he could kiss her, anger roiling in her gut—at him? At herself? 

Both.

How could he do this to her? She had tried so hard to be the type of woman worthy of being his wife. She’d hidden her knack for numbers. She didn’t curse. She might run wild in the country with him—something he never seemed to mind when it was him she was doing it with—but she’d always acted demure and respectable in public company. Always trying to prove she was fit to be a lady. But it didn’t change the fact that her father was a poor baron. Her mother not even gentry. Her family held no standing.

Once again, Olivia Forester wasn’t enough.

He roughly cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, Liv. This isn’t easy for me either.”

She balled her fists, the blood pumping through her veins so cold it burned. It wasn’t easy for him? For him?

“I wish it could be different.”

Or, in other words, he wished she could be different.

She did too.
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Livy





Livy carefully applied a fresh poultice to Bonny’s hindquarters. Fibonacci, her beloved silver roan mare, stomped her hooves, tail swishing, the hair flicking against Livy’s arm. 

“Hush, darling. This will ensure you heal up nicely.” She placed the bowl of poultice on the stool next to her and wiped her hands on a clean rag. “My poor beauty,” she crooned. “That thunderstorm scared you something dreadful, didn’t it?” Her eyes slid shut. “It wasn’t a pleasant night for me either,” she whispered. 

A part of her still hoped she’d dreamed the entire ordeal. Another one of her recurring nightmares. Though those usually involved an ethereal blonde woman walking away without looking back.

Footsteps echoed through the stable, slowly growing louder. Hope rose before she could temper it. Warren and his family were set to depart this morning, probably already had. But it didn’t stop visions of him galloping back to Maplehurst Manor, out of breath and determined, declaring he’d convinced his parents they belonged together and then sweeping her up to ride off into the sunset to live happily ever after.

Not even in the realm of tail-end scenarios, Livy. Stop being fanciful. There was no such thing as fairy tales in real life.

Livy turned and craned her neck out of the stall to see a head-full of overlong russet curls heading her way. Some of the gloomy cloud surrounding her dissipated as Mr. Quinton Sheffield and his roguish grin approached her.

Warren, Quinton, and Livy had grown up together—Warren and Livy living on neighboring estates and Quinton and Warren’s friendship going back to when they had been small children. Ever since she’d stumbled upon Warren at the age of fifteen, there had been an instant connection. She, Warren, and Quint had been inseparable, and she’d hung around them and their set. Her heartbeat stuttered. What would happen to her and Quint’s friendship now? She couldn’t lose both of them. 

“Hullo, Liv-O,” Quinton said, and the light dancing in his mahogany eyes helped ease a bit of her fears.

Bonny walked over next to Livy and stuck her head over the stall door. Quinton readily gave in to Bonny’s demand and stroked her white and pink whiskered nose. “And hullo to you there, my Bonny lass. Has Livy been treating you well?”

The mare nuzzled into Quint further, basking in the attention. Quinton was a charmer of all the ladies, equine and human alike. All but Livy. Quinton was like the big brother she’d always longed for.

“To what do I owe the pleasure of your company, Quint?”

His smile dimmed, and his gaze skirted away. “I actually come from Lansdowne Abbey.” 

Her stomach flipped over. Lansdowne Abbey. The Thorton family’s estate. 

He shoved his hands in his pockets and rocked back and forth on his feet. “Warren told me what happened before he left.” 

Left. There was the confirmation. Warren was gone. It was final now.

His russet brows knitted. “I’m sorry, Liv. I truly am. Want me to give him a nice right-hook in the nob next time I see him? Just like I taught you.”

She tried to smile, but by Quinton’s wince, she hadn’t succeeded. “I appreciate the offer, Quint, but no,” she said quietly. “Does this change anything between us?” She gnawed on her lip and glanced away. “Do I…” She paused and swallowed, the burn of tears building behind her eyes, but she fought them back. “Do I lose you too?” she whispered.

Would he be another person walking away? Something slick slid down her cheek. Mother had left long ago, making it clear her disappointment of a daughter wasn’t worth staying for. Papa loved her…when he remembered she was there. It wasn’t his fault, of course. But she’d thought—she’d really thought—someone had finally seen her.

“No,” Quint burst out, eyes stretching wide. “Of course not, Liv-O.” He stepped up to her and pulled her into an awkward hug over the stall door, her arms trapped at her sides. “You’re like another little sister to me.”

But she wasn’t. Perhaps she had some more time with Quinton as a friend. But one day, just like Warren, he’d marry too. There’d be room for his sisters by blood. 

But there’d be no more room for her.

She carefully pulled away from him and wiped her tears away with the back of her wrist. “Apologies, Quint. I didn’t mean to burden you with a weeping woman.”

Quinton’s lips hooked up in a boyish half-smile, even though his whisky eyes still glimmered with concern. “Three sisters, Liv-O. Weeping women are my specialty.” He leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially, “You know, I’m known to be a weeper myself.” 

A smile broke through her heaviness. Quinton truly was a charmer. She blew out her cheeks. “What on earth do I do now?”

Quinton’s face fell, and his mouth opened and closed helplessly. She hadn’t meant to pose the impossible question to her friend. It wasn’t as though Quinton would have the solution—

But Livy always found solutions. 

Ideas started turning over in her mind. She straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin. She was a strategist. Logical. It wasn’t as though she gave up every time an equation got the better of her.

Warren didn’t deem her suitable? Well, then she would become suitable. This would be no more difficult than the intricate mathematical equations she enjoyed teasing her brain with. She could do anything she set her mind to.

“What are you thinking, Liv-O? The look in your eye…” He took a step backward. “I might be a bit afraid.”

Experience had shown she wasn’t good enough as she was. How long was she going to pretend she was fine with being less than? It was time to change. 

Improve.

“Do you recall the time Bonny and I landed that jump all you boys thought we couldn’t?” Bonny nickered in agreement, and Livy grinned. “We proved you all wrong. I’m going to do it again, Quint.”

Quinton studied her, head cocked in question.

“I am going to London. I’ll prove to Warren and his parents just how worthy I am of his regard.”

I’m going to prove them all wrong.
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Two weeks later…

London, England.

As Roderick Blackwood, Marquess of Dunmore, stared at the voluptuous nude woman frozen in front of him, it occurred to him he was getting too old for climbing out windows. Perhaps he should cease his dalliances. He coughed, choking back his laugh. 

That’s a bloody corker.

At eight-and-twenty, he had many windows and many women ahead of him.

Footsteps thundered from out in the hallway, an almighty roar reverberating through the house.

Derek glanced over at the bed to see the rosy-cheeked brunette still frozen in place. Shadows danced off the sheet clutched to her chest in the dim candlelight of her bedchamber, eyes wide as saucers fixed on the large oak door.

“You have to be fucking kidding me,” Derek muttered. 

Clearly, this woman was a novice at assignations. He closed his eyes and sent a prayer to the gods of debauchery. He had just wanted to drown himself in her overabundance of curves, forget for a brief moment, and be on his way. Down the stairs. Exiting through a bloody door. But no, he was going to be inconvenienced by leaving through a window.

“Cora!” the voice bellowed, closer now.

Derek snapped his fingers. “Well, don’t just sit there.” He shook his head and started looking for his boots. She was going to feign shock after cuckolding her husband? “Don your robe and get ready to answer the damn door.”

Ah! There’s one. He scrambled over and grabbed his Hessian boot. Hopping on one foot, he pulled it on and scanned the room for its twin. He spotted it and stealthily ran to the other side of the room. He moved to put it on and froze. He frowned down at his bare toes, wiggling them. Where was his stocking? He shrugged and pulled on his boot. No time to find it.

He hurried over to the window, sweeping his shirt and cravat off the ground and grabbing his coat off the armchair next to the window.

The brunette…what was her name again? Cora was what the enraged husband in the hall had said? Cora yanked her arms through her dark rose silk robe, forgoing a night rail, generous breasts bouncing with her movements. 

Derek paused to enjoy the view. Perhaps they were worth an exit through a window. He grinned and threw up the sash. He glanced back, attention falling on her ivory night rail on the floor, the delicate fabric ripped in half down the front. His grin widened as dark delight rushed through him. Best of luck explaining that one, dear.

Bang! A door crashed against something hard in the adjoining room. Another roar. “Cora!”

“I’m coming, my lord,” Cora squeaked, her hands fumbling in her haste.

Derek chuckled. Not the first time she’d said that tonight. Nor the second. “A word of advice,” he drawled. “The next time you consort with a gentleman, ensure your husband won’t be returning home.” He swung his leg over the window frame and straddled it.

A sniffle sounded from inside the room, and his gaze flew to her face. Slightly furrowed eyebrows. Puckered, plush lips. He homed in on her mouth—her surprisingly talented mouth. Fine, he’d admit it—the window exit was worth it.

“Next time I consort with a man…” She inhaled a shaky breath. “Are you implying you won’t be seeing me again?”

His gaze shot back to her eyes. They were glossy. Another sniff. Shite. Tears. He let out a large breath and pinched his nose. God save him from emotional women. This was why he never bedded a woman more than once. Emotions. His lip curled in disgust. Emotions were what destroyed families, either wielded for self-interest or as instruments of manipulation.

A pounding shook the door to the adjoining chamber. “Cora! Open the bloody door!”

Derek shot her a pitying look. “I’m a marquess, woman,” he bit out. “And I am about to scale down the side of your home. All because you couldn’t plan accordingly. I can get what you gave me anywhere, served up on a gilt platter while I lounge in bed if I so wished. I do not scurry through windows like a thief.” 

He swung his other leg over and explored the molding beneath the window until he found purchase with the toe of his boot.

“It’s true what they say,” she said with a shuddering breath. “The only things to commend you are your wealth and title.” 

An ugly heat streaked through his muscles, tightening, coiling, but Derek forced it away with a curve of his lips, more snarl than smile. Society thought he was a cynical, heartless bastard. And he loved proving them right. “Don’t forget my cock, darling.”

With that, he dropped down, leaving her blushing and sputtering.

Now to find his carriage. He had instructed his driver to continuously circle the block until he was done with his errand. He balled his fists and then released them, shook them out. Tried to shake away the fury. 

The only things to commend you are your wealth and title. 

She’d been singing a different tune a moment ago. One that involved moans and gasps and pleas. He’d wager his entire fortune that woman had never had an orgasm before. And this was the gratitude he received? For giving her three. But that’s how they worked. All they cared about was what they could use you for. Which was why he’d never let them have it. Have him. Fuck them.

He used them.

He had a few rules in life: Don’t let the game control you, you control the game. Don’t let drink consume you, you consume the drink. Don’t let any woman own you, you own all women. Those rules never allowed for a bad night.

His breath materialized in front of him with each huff, drifting into the cool night. Ballocks. He hated how drastically the temperature dropped at night in April. His skin prickled with gooseflesh as he whipped his shirt over his head. He kept his eyes peeled for his carriage and approached the main street from the mews of the London townhouse he had just exited.

A dark blur shifted in the shadows of an alley off the street. Derek’s gaze homed in on the movement. A pair of small eyes glinted in the lamplight of the street, whatever it was—animal or human—huddled against the murky wall of the alley. He approached slowly, the form of a small child becoming more distinct. 

The child froze, and he knew from experience what would happen next. Derek lunged just as the scamp darted to flee. His hand caught the back of the grimy rags the boy or girl was wearing.

“Get urff me!” The child thrashed violently, and Derek hastily clamped his other hand around the child’s wrist. “I ain’t goin’t be buggered!”

“Nobody’s getting buggered,” Derek gritted out because the little urchin managed to land a hard kick to his shin. “If I put you down and keep my hands in the air where you can see them, do you promise not to run?”

The dirt-covered face peered up at him, eyebrows pinched. But the little ragamuffin stilled, so Derek carefully lowered the child to the ground.

“I’m not going to harm you. Will you hear me out if I let you go?”

The child eyed him wearily but nodded, overgrown hair that looked hacked by a butcher instead of a barber, flopping wildly.

Derek let the child go and stepped back. “Have you heard of Second Chance House for Foundlings?”

The dirty mop of hair nodded.

Derek slowly reached into the folds of the jacket over his arm and withdrew a calling card and a coin. “Proceed to this address if you’d like a hot meal and a safe place to stay. Just present this card. And if you decide not to, you have a crown for a week’s worth of meals.”

The child snatched up the card as Derek listed the address. The clop of hooves sounded to his left, and his gaze landed on his carriage coming down the road, pulled by two massive Belgian Blacks, clouds of white air puffing ominously from their noses. 

He looked back at the child, but it was gone. Would the child take him up on his offer? Not even half the ones he approached ended up showing up at the foundling home. Even then, the home was already packed tighter than a stagecoach. The expansion better get on its way soon or they’d, no doubt, overflow.

He turned to his impressive horseflesh. They were a fabulous purchase, complementing his black carriage to perfection. Complementing the blackness residing within himself. 

The junior footman scurried to open the door, and Derek climbed inside. A cold hollowness stole over him, immediately followed by an oppressive weight. It forced him back against the deep-red velvet-covered seats. It dragged his shoulders down, like if the claws sank in deep enough, pulled hard enough, they could bring him down into Hell. It’s where he ended up when he couldn’t fight it.

Sleep was no longer an option tonight, that was for certain.

His eyes sank shut, and it took everything in him to pound his fist against the roof.

“To my club!”
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That same night.

London.

Livy placed another one of her dresses—her very few dresses—in the wardrobe of her London rented rooms. She was really here. And she was really doing this. 

It had taken some…clever thinking on her part. Papa, when she’d finally managed to draw his attention from his work, hadn’t thought a trip to London was necessary.

“A season? Aren’t you a bit long in the tooth for a season? How old are you now?”

She chuckled to herself even as a pang went through her chest as she smoothed out the dress and tucked it away. Twenty, she’d reminded Papa, she was twenty. She tried not to let it hurt that he didn’t remember. And, yes, twenty might be edging toward the later side for a debut, but it wasn’t as though she was on the shelf.

Then he’d dropped very surprising news on her.

“And the barony goes to you upon my death. So, you don’t need to bother yourself with a husband. I am sure I discussed it with you at some point.”

Papa hadn’t. Though he’d probably meant to. Another common occurrence with Papa.

Her lips curled sadly. Perhaps if she dressed up as a planet, she’d have an easier time keeping her astronomy-loving Papa’s attention. She’d been grasping desperately to find a reason for them to go to London. She’d even tried to lure him with the presentations he could attend at the Royal Society. But he’d assured her he was close to a breakthrough—for certain this time—he couldn’t possibly go to London right now. And then she’d lost him to his fervent scribbling again.

She didn’t blame him for his absent-mindedness. It was who he was, and she knew he loved her, in his own way. He may have his faults, but she loved him dearly. Mother hadn’t, though. Why couldn’t individuals love one another for who they were? She’d always love Papa, oddities and all. But that wasn’t the usual way of the world; a person had to have purpose, something valuable to contribute. She wasn’t about to fade into the background and be forgotten. She would make sure she was someone worth loving.

Fortunately, the perfect idea had come to her—

“This is all dreadfully dull.”

Livy bit her lip against her grin and turned to her Aunt Mellie. Her aunt was on the far side of Livy’s bedchamber, hips swaying and generous bosom bouncing as she paced. The Mirror of Graces was spread open in one hand, and her nose wrinkled in disgust. Her aunt was a handsome woman in her early fifties. While Papa had gone completely white early, Aunt Mellie still retained her dirty blonde locks, locks currently framing a pair of increasingly rosy cheeks.

Aunt Mellie wasn’t exactly what one would consider a perfect chaperone. She was a bit quirky, in the best way, just not in your typical matron of the ton way. It had been quite some time since Livy had seen her aunt with Uncle Nigel’s long illness and then passing. Oh, but spending time with her aunt was going to be amazing—for the both of them. Something Papa had agreed whole-heartedly with. Which was how Livy found herself in a set of rented rooms in London.

“Now, it says here we need to make sure you are not eating overly fatty foods, fasting for inordinate periods of time, nor drinking in excess.” Aunt Mellie blinked at her freshly refilled wineglass. “I do hope these rules don’t apply to chaperones.”

Livy bit back a chuckle. Her aunt did enjoy her wine.

“They also recommend exercising daily, specifically two to three hours a day.”

Livy’s eyes flew wide. “I beg your pardon, did you say two to three hours a day?” Livy loved spending time outdoors, riding, swimming, wandering through the countryside…but two to three hours a day?

A giggle escaped Aunt Mellie, followed by a hiccup. “Dear me, I read that wrong. Apologies. Exercising two to three hours after sunrise is recommended.”

“That seems much—”

“And clean. You must be clean.” Aunt Mellie’s gaze was locked on the book again, tapping the page.

Livy narrowed her eyes at her aunt. “Are you sure this will be helpful? Will I truly make an impression on society because I don’t overindulge in food and drink, go for walks in the morning, and take regular baths?”

“I am sure the regular baths will help. No one will want to talk to you if your person is malodorous.” Aunt Mellie looked up again, grinning, her blue eyes twinkling. “Whatever would you have done if I hadn’t rushed to your aid in the middle of the night?”

Livy’s lips twitched. “I most certainly would have gotten tosspot drunk and rolled in a pile of manure before attending my first ball.”

They shared a small smile. Aunt Mellie looked back at the book, and a frown pulled at her features. “I think the most difficult piece for you will be hiding your intelligence, dear. It notes that—with men, especially—you should be reserved on certain subjects.” Aunt Mellie looked pointedly at her.

Livy huffed. “Yes, I know. I will not speak on mathematics.” I will not speak on mathematics. She was really going to try. 

Warren’s alarmed visage when she’d failed to hold her tongue flashed across her mind. She winced. She was naturally inquisitive, with a slight obsession with numbers. She always struggled to refrain from blurting out answers when someone posed a math question. But Warren really shouldn’t have asked for another hit during that game of Ving-et-Un, not with the cards that would have been left in the deck.

Numbers made sense to Livy in a way nothing else ever had. But no man wanted to marry a woman like that. Livy couldn’t wrap her head around why. Was it enjoyable speaking to someone who had feathers for brains? According to texts on deportment and what she’d learned from her governess, men wanted ninnies for wives. Seemed awfully boring. Especially when dinners could be spent discussing differential equations.

She set her shoulders. “I will do whatever it takes to be what they want me to be, Aunt Mellie.” No mathematical equation had ever stumped her. She wouldn’t let this either.

“I wish it weren’t so, dearest. Such is the lot of a woman in this life. We must conform or risk ostracization. However…” Her aunt’s eyes glinted mischievously, a cunning little smile curving her lips. “You would be surprised how easy it is to control a husband who underestimates your intelligence.”

Poor Uncle Nigel hadn’t stood a chance. Though considering how utterly besotted the two were, Livy didn’t think he’d minded. 

“You know, dear, I do think some of this looks to be in our favor. It says here that the best dress is one without excessive adornments as it will take away from the female’s form.” Aunt Mellie took a sip of wine and glanced at the stray dresses lying on Livy’s bed. “We have no money for excesses, so that works out quite nicely.”

Livy snorted, and her aunt grinned. “My housekeeper and I altered my dresses to the best of our ability. Though I don’t have enough to get through the remainder of the season…” And beyond that, it would be painfully clear her gowns were worn and hardly made of the finest silks.

“We shall just have to find you a husband quickly, won’t we? I met your Uncle Nigel at the first ball I attended, recall.” Her aunt raised a blonde brow, a teasing glimmer in her blue eyes. 

Though her aunt said it in jest, a tightness built in Livy’s chest. Her aunt didn’t realize how much her statement rang true. She needed to convince Warren she was his perfect wife. Before he found someone else. 

“I just know you will ensnare the men of the ton.” Aunt Mellie set down her wineglass and clapped her hands. “Our first ball is tomorrow. And it’s the Chesterfield Ball. Are you excited? This is going to be so much fun!”

Livy smiled at her aunt’s exuberance as she walked over to her satchel. “I am excited. And nervous. I hope our preparations are enough.” I hope I will be enough. But it wasn’t just that. Livy had attended her fair share of country dances. But a London ball? Her stomach squirmed. Everything was more relaxed in the country. More free.

Livy pulled her notes out of her bag, her gaze sweeping over them. She’d much rather curl up against a tree with her newest text on calculus by Mr. Frederick Hodge, but this was who she needed to be. A viscount’s wife would need to host her own balls.

“Nerves are normal, Olivia. Don’t you worry, with your plan”—Aunt Mellie nodded toward the papers in Livy’s hand—“I have the utmost faith you will make an excellent match.”

Over the past week, Livy had devised a battle plan of sorts. If there was one thing she was good at, it was studying. And she had put all her focus into studying society. Debrett’s was filed away in her mind, ready to be recalled at a moment’s notice.

And this plan she’d devised? Ended with her as the Honorable Mrs. Warren Thorton. Once she proved to Warren that she would make him the perfect wife, she would never have to worry about being forgotten. She would never have to worry about being found lacking.
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The next night.

Derek took another sip of his red wine and grinned as Dorothea, the Dowager Duchess of Ironcrest and his best mate’s beloved grandmother, put up with her grandson’s ribald jokes over dinner at Ironcrest House. 

She was a thin, petite woman, with glistening silver hair always perfectly styled, her person always perfectly attired. She was every inch the duchess she had been bred to be, from her polished exterior to her core of inner strength. With a bit of a sardonic, dark twist. Which made her that much more loveable.

He loosely cradled his wineglass, waiting for Rafe to crack his grandmother’s composure. What would the attempt be tonight? Raphael Sinclair, the Duke of Ironcrest, and Derek’s best mate since they’d first met at Harrow, sat across from him. Dark hair cropped close to his head, with his severe brow and white-puckered scar interrupting his otherwise smooth, pale skin, Rafe painted a slightly terrifying picture. Especially with his nearly permanent scowl in place.

Rafe and he were one in the same. They both understood there was little to appreciate in this world. Both knew that the world fed on hate, on destruction, thrived on it. It was why Rafe almost never smiled. It was why every one of Derek’s smiles was mocking. He’d learned from a young age how to say fuck you with a grin.

“Did you know, Grandmama, that Derek had to climb out Lady Seville’s bedroom window last night? Lord Seville was beating down the door.” Rafe turned his flat grey gaze on Derek, the faintest of sparks glinting there. As much amusement as that gaze ever held. Always only for Derek or Dorothea.

Derek’s lips twitched. Way to throw a man under a coach and four. “Arsehole”, he mouthed. That spark glowed brighter. 

Dorothea slowly turned her head in Derek’s direction from where she sat at the head of the table, her assessing brown gaze locking on his. She arched a perfectly manicured silver brow. 

Derek lifted a shoulder. “The woman clearly didn’t know how to have an affair. For her sake, I hope I was able to impart some wisdom for her next attempt.”

Dorothea looked down at her plate and meticulously cut a piece of her lambchop. “I do hope you used adequate protection, Derek.”

He abruptly broke out coughing, red droplets of wine spraying across the ivory linen tablecloth. He glanced wide-eyed at Rafe, pounding his chest and desperately trying to draw in air. Rafe’s shoulders were shaking with silent laughter, even with the frown still in place. Derek glared at his friend. You will pay for that. But beneath the ire was only fondness, warmth stirring in his chest at the rare laughter.

“Lord Seville is known to frequent some very…low-end academies. Who knows what diseases he has picked up from those hedge whores. You really should be more discerning in your choice of bedpartners.”

Rafe’s jaw dropped open, a choked sound coming from him. “Dear Lord, Grandmama,” he wheezed. “How in bloody hell do you know about academies? And the ones Seville frequents, for that matter?” 

Dorothea shot an amused glance between the two men. Derek met Rafe’s identical slack-jawed expression and then looked back at the dainty slip of a woman. This was the woman the entire ton revered as the embodiment of a perfect duchess. A paragon. And here she was…speaking of prostitutes and syphilis.

Dorothea’s smile faded, and her gaze lifted heavenward. “Do you forget who I was married to? Who I birthed? You think a whorehouse is scandalous?” She leaned forward, her brown eyes turning hard. “I know things that would make you boys blush. And your stomachs turn.” Her gaze slid to Rafe's. “I don't think I need to remind you what your father partook in.” Rafe's jaw snapped shut, his gaze shuttering.

“Do not flatter yourself, thinking you’ve invented caterwauling and debauchery.” She popped the lamb in her mouth, chewing delicately.

“I wonder…” Derek murmured, glancing between Rafe and Dorothea, “If there is anything we could do that would shock you, Dorothea.”

Without glancing up from her plate, she murmured, “I daresay you could not.” She froze, her fork halfway to her mouth, her gaze shifting between him and Rafe. “Save for the event either of you marry, I suppose.”

Derek drained his wine and signaled for a refill, a happy buzz settling over him. “Not any time soon, Dorothea.”

She hummed, and unease skittered down Derek’s neck. When Dorothea started thinking—plotting—it was best to run far, far away. Because Dorothea always got her way. Well, at least ever since she and Rafe had fled Ironcrest to live at Derek’s country seat in Northamptonshire. 

Derek didn’t know what she’d endured at Ironcrest, but he knew whatever it was, it was no better than what one would experience in a penitentiary. She deserved to finally get whatever she wanted. With the exception of marrying him and Rafe off. Obviously.  

“I have yet to find anyone I deem suitable for either of you.” She took a ladylike sip of her wine, her gaze still locked on him—calculating. “Yet.”

He plastered a grin on his face and toasted his friend with his freshly refilled wineglass. “And good thing. Rafe and I do not dare disappoint the ladies of London.” 

“Speaking of,” Rafe began, “I believe we have a few ladies of London who are anxiously awaiting us. We should be going.” 

Derek and Rafe pushed back in their chairs. Rafe stood. Derek’s arse lifted off his chair— 

“Sit!” Dorothea’s voice sliced through the dining room.

Derek snapped straight in his chair, and Rafe was back in his chair before the word stopped ringing through the chamber. 

“Goodness, is it not trying enough that I have to endure your inebriated state and sexual recounting throughout our meal? And now you propose to cut the meal short? I think not. You will depart when I say you are free to do so.” Dorothea casually popped another bite of lamb into her mouth.

Derek discreetly glanced at a slumped-shouldered Rafe, his friend’s gaze downcast. Dorothea had a knack for making them feel like adolescent boys. Which he supposed was apt, since she’d acted as a maternal figure for them both—Rafe from the day he was born and Derek once she and Rafe had arrived at Dunmore Court when Derek had been seventeen. She was the only maternal figure Derek had ever had. The only one who’d wanted to take on that role.

Rafe glanced up and caught Derek’s gaze. His lips pulled back in a grimace. A memory flickered through Derek’s mind—a younger, gangly version of Rafe, wearing that same expression while sitting at the Dunmore dining table after they’d swapped out the tureen of soup with one filled with frogs. Though Rafe’s hair had been longer back then, riotous tight black curls. His best mate had always hated them. 

The corners of Rafe’s lips tilted up almost indiscernibly, and he mouthed “frogs.”

Derek rolled in his lips to hide his answering smile. He and Rafe always seemed to know what the other was thinking. That came with being best mates. And sharing like demons.

“In addition…” Dorothea paused to dab her lips.

Derek tensed, glancing quickly at Rafe, whose alarmed expression mirrored his own.

“You both will be escorting me to the Chesterfield Ball this evening.”

She placed a neatly speared bite of asparagus in her mouth, her lips curling into a smirk as she chewed.

His and Rafe’s groans echoed through the dining room—followed by Dorothea’s soft laughter. He needed another drink if he was going to endure that.
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Derek wanted to scratch his eyes out. Lord Finley was rambling on about his idiotic investment strategies. He glanced around the tightly packed Chesterfield ballroom, the mundane deep, rich colors of gentlemen and matrons and the pale washed-out gowns of unmarried misses blurring before him. Tonight was much too boring. Rafe had already disappeared with Lady Camoys and a blonde he hadn’t been able to make out, and it seemed the fools of the ton were gathering around Derek like flies to shite. Not the most flattering comparison for himself, but it was apt.

“Government securities are a waste of time, in my opinion. The returns are much too low for my liking. If there’s not a substantial payoff, what purpose does it serve? You must take a risk if you want to make money,” Lord Finley spouted. All the men’s heads bobbed in agreement like a sea of demented seals.

All but one. “What say you, Lord Dunmore?” Lord Wessex asked, a gleam in his eye.

Derek had an inkling the man knew his stance on the topic. The young buck lived for the sport of scandal. Which was probably why he slept with every woman except his fiancée. A fiancée Dunmore would be more than happy to satisfy if the fop wasn’t up to the task. She was supposedly demure and decorous. Derek didn’t buy it. That woman had fire in her eyes. She’d be a fantastic shag.

The sea of heads turned to look at Derek, awaiting his response. Oh, right. Correcting the blinking lobcocks. “Ignoring an opportunity to make money, however small, is pure idiocy.”

The group of men stilled. Lord Finley gaped, mouth working as he stared unblinking up at Derek’s much taller form.

“Not to mention,” Derek continued. “If you had any understanding of the bond market, you would know there are plenty of ways to make a fortune by investing in that alone. As you all already know, I believe in a diversified portfolio, of which a sizeable portion is made up of the funds. A man may take larger risks if a man can afford to do so. But investing based on speculation is a fool’s game.”

A splotchy red bloomed over Finley’s face, and his mouth snapped shut with a clack, his nostrils flaring so wide Derek could see some exceptionally long nose hairs. He grimaced. What an unattractive picture the man presented.

“If you ever desire further education, feel free to call upon me.” Derek paused, gaze sweeping over the man. “As it appears, you are woefully deficient.” A rush spread through him. Christ, he loved being an arse.

Lord Finley sputtered as the other men’s gazes darted back and forth between each other. Except for Wessex. Wessex’s face lit up like a giddy schoolboy. Derek flicked an imaginary piece of lint from the arm of his coat and pulled his pocket watch from the fob pocket of his breeches. He had fifteen minutes before he needed to meet Lady Torrington. Best get a move on. 

“A pleasure as always, gentlemen.” He nodded to the group, threw a smile at the red-faced, fuming Finley, and took his leave.

Meandering through the crowd, he kept his gaze firmly fixed on the exit, avoiding meeting anyone else’s gaze. Earlier in the night, Dorothea had huffed her frustration at her grandson’s disappearance with two women in full view of the ton. She had made her sentiments quite clear with some choice words that almost had Derek blushing—almost—before promptly making her way to one of the card rooms. 

He and Rafe were granted a reprieve from her plotting for another night. Though he had a feeling Rafe was in for an ear blistering tomorrow. Derek would conveniently make himself scarce for that. Dorothea was the scariest slip of a woman to ever walk this earth.

“The only reason he’s here is to cuckold some poor unsuspecting gentleman. He never even dances.”

Derek stiffened at the overloud whisper. It wasn’t necessarily about him, but—

“His behavior is abhorrent. Have you heard the shocking things he and the Iron Duke partake in?”

But it usually was.

A snicker sounded from behind him. “If I didn’t know better, I would say you sound jealous. Upset he isn’t vying for a place in your bed?”

Gritting his teeth, Derek pushed forward, having heard quite enough—but then had to veer backward, narrowly avoiding a collision with a couple making their way through the crush.

“Goodness, no!” the woman hissed. “I would never stoop so low as to be one of his trollops. But perhaps I could steer my dear Phillipa his way. What an advantageous connection that would be, to gain the wealth and power of the Marquess of Dunmore.”

There it was. No one had given him a second glance when he’d been drowning in debt of his father’s making. Add some shiny coin to a title, and suddenly, every gentleman wanted to know how he did it and every lady wanted to use their daughters to secure a piece of it. All the while saying how they truly felt behind their fans and games of cards. There was nothing redeemable about any of them. Manipulative, self-serving bastards who’d abandon or beat their children—or marry them off to someone like him—because it suited them. Or simply because they were all fucking sadistic.

Derek didn’t hide who he was, what he thought of them. He let them all know how he felt straight to their faces. He was an honest cove that way. The world couldn’t handle the truth. Couldn’t handle taking a long, hard look at themselves. And discovering they were all scum. 

They got mad at him because he fucked their wives. Fucked their daughters. Sometimes both. But guess who approached him with those propositions? Derek didn’t chase after women; they chased after him. He wasn’t the one fathers and husbands should be angry with. Especially when they were out fucking their mistresses and whores anyway. Hypocritical filth.

Derek shoved through the crowd, guests gasping as he jostled them. They could go to the devil for all he cared. His vision dotted over, the blackness trying to swallow him. Blazes, he needed a drink. And a fuck. He reached inside his coat and whipped out his flask. He winked at an elderly matron throwing him a reproving glance and took a long swig in front of her. 

They judged him, but he wasn’t the one being unfaithful; he wasn’t the one throwing away the family’s money over a roll of a die. They all wanted to use him for their own purposes. Before he could serve any purpose, where were they? Sleeping with his mother and taking his family’s money as his father so willingly doled it out over the baize. That’s where. A growl ripped from him. Fuck the lot of them.

His gaze snagged on Lord Brambleton’s lumbering form on the dance floor, tossing around a slight, simply attired, golden-haired woman. He smirked over his flask. The poor mouse. Despite Brambleton’s awkward, jerky movements, the woman did an admirable job of remaining upright. 

Derek pitied anyone who had to be within a few feet of Brambleton. Not only was he graceless, Brambleton tended to spew when he spoke. He recalled a recent card game with the lord, and his lips pulled back. The man carried around a disturbing smell, like a fish stand in the heat of summer. His stomach roiled. The poor woman.

The dance spun the woman around, and Derek’s gaze fell on her face. A grimace contorted her pretty features, eyes squeezed tight. He frowned, cocking his head to the side. Was she hopping? That was definitely not part of the waltz. Brambleton, you bacon-fed lout, you stepped on her foot, didn’t you? Derek didn’t often feel sympathy for others, but the unfortunate chit just earned his. Because, really, no one deserved that.

The woman recovered, a smile splitting her face, eyes opening to reveal large blue eyes. 

And time stilled. 

Large blue eyes. The deepest, truest shade he’d ever seen.

Even from his current distance, he could discern the cerulean hue with perfect clarity, like the Aegean Sea when he had traveled to Crete. 

So. Bloody. Blue. 

He couldn’t look away. Imprisoned. His heartbeat stumbled. Irrevocably altered. Then the dance spun the pair around and ripped those irises away from him. And ripped away the floor beneath his feet. Everything unsteady. He knew it wouldn’t even out until he caught sight of those eyes again.

Without warning, his flask was snatched from his grasp. All he could do was stare dumbly as he turned to find Lady Rutledge grinning at him, her black hair piled atop her head in a semblance of a coiffure, just as unruly as the woman herself. Lord Rutledge stood just behind her, his lips pressing together as he failed to bite back his smile. 

Lady Rutledge passed the flask behind herself, using the flowing skirts of her deep red dress to hide it as she handed it off to her husband. She loved wearing the shocking blood-red color. An ode to her bastard status.

“My goodness, Lord Dunmore. I’ve never seen you so distracted before. To have left your whisky unguarded so…tsk tsk. And I know what vintage you keep in there.” 

Her green and gold eyes twinkled up at him, and it took all his restraint to keep from smiling. Despite Derek’s best efforts, Lady Rutledge had managed to befriend him. She always partook in his investment meetings with Rutledge, unconventional as that was, and, well…she simply refused to be scared away. He’d eventually given up, and it had turned out her efforts had been genuine—she had sought nothing more than friendship. Plus, he admired her little fuck you to the ton with her attire choices.

Derek also begrudgingly admitted she was unusually fun. He was so accustomed to Rafe’s serious demeanor—he was monikered the Iron Duke for a reason—and while Rutledge had loosened up since his marriage, he was still a stick in the mud, perhaps a twig in the mud now. It was a nice change of pace to have someone who laughed in Lady Rutledge. Sometimes. Derek could only tolerate it on occasion. Macabre was more his style.

Lord Rutledge took a discreet swig before hiding the flask in his coat, something he never would have done before marrying his wife. He grinned at Derek. “Consider it payback for the amount of my scotch you’ve drank.”

“Touche, Rutledge. Though I will want that flask back.”

Rutledge inclined his head. “I’ll get it back to you at our next meeting for the foundling home. I’m interested in hearing how Ironcrest’s expansion is faring.”

“You and I both. I hate to keep those children waiting.”

Derek glanced back at Lady Rutledge, who was fixated on someone on the dance floor.

“Isn’t that something…” she muttered.

“Pardon?” Derek asked.

Her head whipped back, and she smiled up at him. “Oh, ‘tis nothing!” She took hold of Rutledge’s hand, giving it a tug. “Perty and I must be going, but we will see you for supper soon, yes?” She blinked up at him earnestly. “Excellent, glad that is settled. Ta ta!”

He huffed out a discreet chuckle while Lady Rutledge dragged her husband away. She leaned forward and whispered something to Rutledge, and he threw his head back, erupting in laughter, his arm coming to wrap scandalously around his wife. The man could never stop touching her. 

A rare love match in the duplicitous world of the ton. A hollowness filled Derek’s chest, and he reached for his flask—his filched flask. Bugger. Sometimes the burn was a welcome distraction. Sometimes it only made things worse. He supposed a quick shag would also serve nicely.

He exited the ballroom and headed left down a hallway that led to the salons, Lady Rutledge’s tinkling laughter still echoing in his ears. Rutledge certainly had his hands full with her. She was a whirlwind. 

A whirlwind of skirts and piercing blue eyes rushed to the front of his mind, just as clear as when he’d seen them moments ago. He needed to discover the identity of the mystery blue-eyed angel. She had just been moved up to the top of his list of women to bed. The bed being optional.
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Livy





“Thank you for the pleasure of a dance, Miss Forester.” Lord Brambleton bowed over Livy’s hand. 

She dipped a curtsy, a smile plastered on her face. As he walked away, she let her shoulders slump. A fan tapped her back, and she snapped upright. 

“Thank you, Aunt Mellie,” she grumbled. 

Tonight was exhausting. Her neck and back ached from keeping her posture faultless. Her cheeks were sore from smiling, most of which had been forced. And now her feet felt as though they’d been trampled by a pasture of cattle. Her energy seeped from her, and along with it, her good spirits.

A wide-eyed wonder had initially settled over her when her slippered feet had met the marble tiles of the Chesterfield’s grandiose entry. And that had just been the entry. When she’d stepped into the ballroom, filled with ladies in the most exquisite gowns she’d ever seen, all she’d been able to do was stand there dumbly underneath the glittering crystal chandeliers, her feet forgetting how to function. She’d never seen such brilliance. It was silly, but it had been like she’d walked into a whole new world.

One she was never meant to be a part of.

Then she’d spotted Warren from across the ballroom, caught his eye for the briefest of moments. And, in the most heartbreaking of fashions, he’d abruptly turned and presented his back to her, taking every bit of her delight with him. She knew he’d seen her too. One didn’t look like a stunned owl for nothing. 

Her weathered gown, fashioned from inferior materials, lacking adornment or jewels, had suddenly seemed like a glaring symbol of inadequacy. She spread her fan and closed it repeatedly, staring blindly at the movement. She didn’t belong here. Could she really do this? If this were a Bernoulli trial, she could deem it a failure. 

“None of that, Olivia.”

Livy glanced at Aunt Mellie, an endless number of concern lines crinkling her aunt’s forehead.

“I can see your morose thoughts. They’re hovering like gnats. We knew this would be difficult. We are coming up from the dredges. It will take time. I know Lord Brambleton is far from what you—or I—would consider a suitable husband, but being out on the dance floor allows you to be seen. I have been watching. The gentlemen are noticing. You are one of the most beautiful women in this room.”

She tried to smile for her aunt, and she managed something. By her aunt’s reaction, it wasn’t very good. It was hard to be excited about gentlemen noticing her. Because none of those gentlemen were Warren. And a tiny part of herself, the awkward girl who still lived inside, all gangly limbs and too-large front teeth, deflated at the thought that all she had to attract a man was the beauty she’d grown into.

For now. 

She was going to change that. Remember the plan, Livy. By the time she was done, she’d be sought after. Warren would have to line up behind all the gentlemen vying for her hand. Oh dear. That had been quite petty. It wasn’t Warren’s fault the world had created these strict rules, these rigid roles they were required to conform to.

Livy brought her fan up to cover her mouth and leaned toward her aunt. “He smelled awful, Aunt Mellie. You cannot begin to understand how difficult it was to suffer through that dance with a smile on my face. And I think he broke my foot when he stomped on it.”

Aunt Mellie chuckled. “Yes, I did see that. You recovered quite nicely. Why don’t you step out to the retiring room for a brief respite? You have a break in your sets, yes?”

Livy shot her aunt a dry look. “You know as well as I that the remainder of my dances are unclaimed.” She let out a frustrated groan. “And after my first dance, it will remain that way, unless there are more of Lord Brambleton’s ilk circling the ballroom.” 

She traced her toe over the seams in the parquet flooring. “I cannot believe I started talking about the Probabilities and Duration of Human Life by Richard Price. The gentleman is surely spreading the word that I’m a morbid oddity.” But she’d been so amazed—the man was one of ten children. Ten successful births. Ten children surviving infancy. Surviving childhood. Statistically speaking…it was astonishing. Goodness, the probability was less than 0.1%.

“Yes, that was an unfortunate slip. But I highly doubt he even understood what you were saying, let alone has the ability to repeat it. Heaven knows I could never repeat half of what you and your papa discuss.”

Aunt Mellie patted her arm, warm eyes so full of understanding that Livy’s belly flipped over. “I wish I had better connections, dearest, but your uncle and I truly didn’t spend much time in London. They’re limited, and I don’t see any familiar faces here tonight. The only reason we were able to garner an invitation to this ball is because I happened to run into Lady Chesterfield yesterday while fetching a new pair of gloves. I think she was delighted by the prospect of some fresh intrigue at her ball—an unknown young lady coming out. I promise you I will start taking tea with anyone I can reconnect with to see if we can broaden our circles.” 

“I appreciate that, Aunt Mellie,” Livy said quietly. 

She truly did appreciate everything her aunt was doing. And she needed to give this everything she had in return. No moping. No second-guessing. Just a quick moment to reclaim her resolve. 

“I think I will take that respite now to collect myself before any future dances.” If there would even be any. No. Stop that, Livy. A strategist does not give up. They analyze results, discard what doesn’t work, and continue to improve on what does. 

She edged her way around the crowd, making for one of the doors leading out of the ballroom. One benefit of being unknown in society was anonymity. She easily slipped away. For now. She had noticed a few whispers behind fans and gazes looking in her direction. They were assessing, weighing her worth, deciding if they found her lacking. An uncomfortable fluttering built in her gut. Olivia Forester didn’t have the most promising history when it came to that.

She lifted her chin. But that was going to change.

She escaped through the door and immediately crashed into a firm chest. 

“Oh, goodness! My apologies…” She trailed off, her gaze landing on a set of familiar misty blue eyes. Warren.

The hands that had reached out to steady her dropped off her person as if burned. He cleared his throat awkwardly. “Miss Forester.” His gaze darted down either side of the empty hallway. 

“Mr. Thorton.” She dipped a curtsy and smiled up at him. Perhaps now that she could talk to him, he might be willing to ask her to dance. “It’s a pleasure to see—”

“I should be going. It wouldn’t do for us to be seen together.” He took a hasty step backward. “Apologies for the collision.”

She opened her mouth, words sticking in her throat.

His face softened, and he murmured, “I’m sorry, Liv. I just… I don’t have a choice in this. If my parents see us conversing…” With one last whispered apology, he stepped around her and disappeared back into the ballroom.

She blinked dumbly at the spot Warren had just vacated. He couldn’t even be seen with her? She’d known she had some changes to make, including her standing in society. A standing that currently did not exist.

That girl isn’t suited for society. It would be cruel. She’d only bring me embarrassment.

That might have been true once, but after she’d grown into her limbs, grace had come easily to her. Her teeth and ears seemed rather proportionate to her face now. Though she still hadn’t managed to control her mathematical ramblings. She knew she was nobody of consequence. She just hadn’t realized she truly was…an embarrassment.

She needed to find the retiring room, or at least an empty chamber, before she lost her composure. Her blood was running hot with frustration, yet something ice-cold had formed in her stomach. Her thoughts couldn’t seem to process themselves. 

Livy had never understood how terrifying change was up until this moment. How naïve she was to think she’d just travel to London and improve herself, win Warren’s affections as easy as that. No, it was going to consist of her constantly putting herself on display on nights like tonight, serving herself up for judgement. Stepping into a skin that didn’t fit her. She just had to hope that eventually she’d grow into it. 

Change took time. It was uncomfortable. Unsettling.

She could really use a hard ride with Bonny right about now. Her throat tightened. Livy hadn’t realized how much she’d miss the country. She strode down the hallway, heart sinking. How had things gotten so turned around? 

A rosy-cheeked woman exited a room up ahead and hurried down the hallway in Livy’s direction, patting her coiffure. She—Lady Torrington, Livy thought she was—glanced down her nose at Livy as she passed. Livy attempted a friendly smile and cast her gaze to the floor. 

After the woman passed by, Livy glanced at the door the woman had come from. Thank the stars, the retiring room. Please let it be empty. She needed a moment to herself. Then she would don her armor again.

She pushed the door open and rushed inside.
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