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		​Chapter 1

		

		Lady April Cabley’s world was the size of a fist, clenched tight. It was the space between the whalebone stays of her corset, the small, sun-warmed patch of earth behind the kitchens, and the dusty silence of Leicester House—a silence so all-encompassing it swallowed the very colour from the air.

		On this particular Tuesday, that world was composed of the scent of damp earth and the fragile stem of a rosemary sprig. She knelt on a folded sack, her knees pressing into the ground, the wool of her gown a coarse barrier. Her fingers, though pale and uncalloused in her gloves, moved with a practised gentleness. Patience.

		Her nurse, Frannie, was always admonishing her to have patience, though she usually meant it in the context of standing perfectly still while being laced into a new instrument of torture. Stand still. Don't fidget. A lady endures. These were Frannie's commandments, delivered with the conviction of a woman who believed she was giving April the only tools she would ever need. April had absorbed them the way she had absorbed everything Frannie taught her—completely and without examination, the way a child absorbs the weather.

		A robin landed on the stone wall, its head cocked, one bright eye like a bead of jet. April stilled her breath. For a moment, they were the only two living souls in a world of grey stone and overgrown ivy. The bird regarded her, then dropped to the path, bold as you please, to snatch a wriggling worm from the soil she had just turned. A small, genuine smile touched her lips. It had few reasons to linger there.

		"Lady April?"

		The voice was thin and reedy, like the rest of its owner. Ellen, her maid, stood by the back door, a white apron stark beside the gloom of the passageway within. She twisted the corner of it in her hands, a gesture April knew well. It meant an edict from the upper floors.

		"I'm sorry to interrupt, my Lady. His Lordship has sent for you. In the library."

		The robin, startled by the sound, vanished. The small pleasure of the garden withered. Her father, the Earl of Leicester. The title felt like a stranger’s name, a heavy coat that didn’t fit. He had not been a father for years, not truly. Not since Malcolm. Not since the name ‘Viscount Branxton’ had been transferred from a vibrant young man to a cold brass plate on the family vault. Since then, the Earl had been a spectre, a rumour of bad debts and worse odours who haunted the hallways of his own home. To be summoned by him was not unlike an eclipse: remarkable, cold, and portending damage.

		April rose, brushing the dark soil from her gloves. Each movement was a rehearsal. She straightened her spine, already compressed by the unforgiving lines of her corset, and smoothed her skirts. These were the gestures Frannie had drilled into her, a silent litany of propriety.

		The journey through the house was a descent into a mausoleum. Sunlight struggled through grimy sash windows, illuminating dust motes dancing in the stale air like lost souls. Portraits of severe-faced Cableys stared down from the walls, their painted eyes full of judgement. April kept her gaze fixed on the threadbare runner that snaked its way up the main staircase, a river of faded red in a sea of sepia-toned neglect.

		Ellen followed a few paces behind, a silent, sympathetic shadow. She would not speak unless spoken to, not in these corridors. Frannie had been very clear on that point, and Ellen, who adored April with uncomplicated devotion, had absorbed the rule as thoroughly as April had herself.

		The library doors stood ajar. They were immense things of carved oak, meant to impress, but now they only seemed weary. From within came the rasp of a page being turned, the unmistakable clink of a crystal decanter. April paused, her hand hovering just above the brass handle. She could smell it even from the hall—a mixture of stale cigar smoke, expensive brandy, and the sour tang of a man’s long-unwashed despair.

		She took a breath, the small act a rebellion against the crushing pressure of her stays, and pushed the door open. Ellen remained outside.

		The Earl was not at his desk. He stood by the grand, unlit hearth, a glass of amber liquid in one hand, his back to the room. He looked smaller than she remembered, the fine fabric of his coat hanging on his frame like a burial shroud. He did not turn.

		"Shut the door, girl."

		The command was clipped, impatient. April obeyed, the soft click of the latch echoing unnaturally in the cavernous chamber. She folded her hands, assuming the posture of a patient statue. The silence stretched, taut and thin. He was staring at the portrait over the mantel—the only splash of life left in the room. Malcolm.

		At twenty-two, her brother had been caught in paint forever: laughing, his uniform immaculate, a hint of a devilish glint in his eyes. The artist had captured the energy the Earl had so desperately chased in darkened spaces and smoky clubs, only to find ash.

		"The Duke of Rutland has been here," the Earl said, finally turning. His face was a landscape of ruin. Puffy flesh sagged around bloodshot eyes, and veins mapped a red network across his nose. He swayed, ever so slightly, on his feet.

		"Yes, Father," April murmured. The title felt like a lie.

		"He made me an offer. For a certain... debt." He took a long swallow from his glass, watching her over the rim, his gaze not quite focused, as if he were looking at her through a veil of smoke and self-pity. "A generous offer. All will be settled. The entail remains intact. The family name is preserved."

		April did not move. She did not breathe. She understood the words, but not their shape. They floated in the stuffy air like disconnected symbols. Debt. Settled. Name.

		Her father set his glass down with a thud that made the decanters on the tray tremble. He took a step toward her, and the odour of him wafted over—a combination of stale sweat, brandy, and some cloying perfume. It was the scent of strangers.

		"You are to be married, April."

		The words landed like stones in the dead pool of the library. Married. The word was a fairy tale, a distant concept whispered by Ellen as they mended linens. It belonged to other girls, girls with laughter in their voices and light in their eyes. Girls who were not sold to settle a marker at a gaming table.

		"To the Duke of Rutland."

		Her heart, which had been still, gave a sudden, violent lurch against her ribs. The Duke of Rutland. A title that carried the weight of an approaching storm.

		"The wedding will be soon. A private affair," the Earl continued, his tone dismissive, as if he were discussing the slaughter of livestock. "Your dowry, the one your grandmother so thoughtfully tied up in legal knots, will cover the entirety of my obligations to him. A fine solution, is it not? Your purpose, finally realised."

		He turned away from her again, reaching for the brandy decanter. The conversation, for him, was over. He had delivered the verdict; he was washing his hands of her.

		She wanted to ask why. She wanted to ask who the Duke was. She wanted to ask what would become of her. But Frannie's voice was a cruel chorus in her mind: ‘A lady does not ask why, April. She reflects credit upon those who have formed her. This is your purpose and your dignity both.’ And so she was quiet, after all. She stood there, in the grave-like library, as her father poured another drink, the amber liquid glugging in a funereal measure.

		"You may go," he said, waving a limp hand at the door. "Be ready. He will be in touch."

		April turned, her limbs leaden. Each step back toward the door was an effort. She moved on instinct alone, her form a stranger to her. She did not look back at the portrait of Malcolm, nor at the ruin of her father. She kept her eyes forward, on the heavy oak door, on the dark, silent hall beyond.

		Ellen was waiting just outside, her face a pale, worried moon in the gloom. She took one look at April's expression—or rather, the lack of it—and her own face crumpled.

		"Oh, my lady," she whispered, her hand flying to her mouth.

		April could not speak. The words were stuck in her throat, a knot of fear and disbelief. She simply shook her head, a brief, tight gesture. She walked past Ellen, her footsteps on the runner the only sound in the suffocating silence of the house.

		She reached the sanctuary of her chamber, a quiet, sparse space under the eaves. The window overlooked the back garden, a patch of green in a world of grey. She went to it, her fingers tracing the cold glass. The robin was gone. The rosemary cutting was just a thin, green shoot in the dark earth.

		The fist of her life had finally closed.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 2

		

		The days that followed were a blur of muted colours and hushed, frantic activity. April moved through them as a ghost might, a pale spectator to a drama in which she was the unwilling prize. The remainder of her mother's jewels, long locked away in a leather-bound casket, were brought out. Ellen, her hands trembling, arranged the simple string of pearls at April's throat; the cool orbs felt like a string of tiny, hard tears.

		They sat her on a stool in front of her mirror to arrange her fair hair into a simple chignon. Neither of them had the skill for anything more elaborate. April watched them in the glass, memorising the ghost of her own reflection before it was rewritten.

		Frannie took a final, brutal tug at her laces, pulling the corset so tight that April saw brief black flowers bloom at the edges of her vision.

		"Beauty is suffering," Frannie declared, her hands steady and certain at April's spine. "And a wife must be a credit to her husband, whatever the cost." She spoke as though it were simply a law of nature, and kindness lay in making sure April was prepared for the gravity of it.

		April bore the pinching of the new shoes and the weight of the silk gown that smelled faintly of camphor. She bore the pitying glances from the few remaining servants. She was a statue in white.

		The east wing chapel was frigid, the air thick with the ghosts of forgotten prayers. Stained-glass windows, depicting saintly Cableys in moments of martyrdom, threw weak, coloured light onto empty pews. Only one figure was present—her father. The Earl of Leicester was slumped and unshaven, his attention fixed on the silver flask tucked inside his coat.

		April stood at the front, her hands clasped so tightly her knuckles were white. Then, the heavy oak door creaked open.

		He did not move with hesitant reverence, but with a purpose that seemed to suck the remaining air from the room. His entry was an intrusion, a claim being staked. The Duke of Rutland.

		April dared a glance. He was tall, filling the narrow aisle with a presence that bordered on menacing. His coat was of impeccable black wool, cut with a severity that allowed no foppery. He removed his top hat, revealing hair as dark as a raven's wing. But it was his face that held her. A strong jaw and eyes the colour of a winter sky—so pale they were almost grey. They swept the chapel, taking in the dilapidation before finally coming to rest on her.

		He saw her. Not as a girl, but as an object. His gaze was the cool, possessive interest of a collector appraising a long-sought acquisition.

		He walked forward, his footsteps unnaturally loud on the stone flags. He stopped beside her, a solid wall of dark wool and cold air. April could smell him—a sharp scent of soap and starch, with an underlying hint of cloves.

		The vicar, a nervous man clearly paid for his discretion, cleared his throat and began. "Dearly beloved," he started, the irony landing like a physical blow.

		April felt the Duke turn toward her. He did not offer an arm; he simply stood, an undeniable force. When the time came for her vows, her mind was a blank sheet.

		A rough cough came from her left. The Earl cleared his throat in command.

		"I do," April whispered, the words tearing from her throat like rust.

		The Duke’s vows were given in a low, resonant baritone. He said the words without a hint of emotion, as though he were reading the shipping news.

		"I pronounce you man and wife."

		The finality of it hung in the frigid air. A seal set.

		"You may kiss the bride."

		April braced herself for a perfunctory press of lips. Instead, the Duke’s hand shot out to the nape of her neck, his fingers tangling in her hair with a bruising, unyielding grip. His other arm clamped like an iron band across the small of her back, jerking her upward until she was pressed flush against the hard wall of his chest.

		Then his mouth was on hers.

		It was not a kiss; it was a conquest. When April’s mouth parted in a shocked gasp, he invaded. His tongue was a bold, searching force, claiming her with a proprietary heat that rendered the freezing chapel irrelevant. This was the heavy vocabulary of a master.

		A jolt, sharp and terrifying, shot through her. Something liquid bloomed low in her belly—a thrumming response to the sheer, masculine weight of him. Her fingers clutched at the fine wool of his coat, gripping it as if she were anchoring herself against a gale. She was panting against his mouth, her body arching involuntarily into the man who was breaking her.

		And then, he released her.

		It was an abrupt letting go. April stumbled back, her legs feeling as insubstantial as spun sugar. She stared up at him, her lips stinging and swollen.

		The Duke of Rutland, however, was utterly unchanged. Not a single hair was out of place. He adjusted the starched line of his cuffs and smoothed the lapels where her fingers had just been. He looked down at her, noting the frantic pulse in her throat and the high flush of her cheeks with clinical detachment.

		A shadow of a smirk—dark and devoid of warmth—touched his mouth. You belong to me now, his gaze said, and we both know you no longer have the will to fight it.

		"Say your goodbyes," he said in that low, uninflected baritone. "We leave now."

		Without another glance, he turned on his heel. His boots echoed sharply on the stone as he walked away, each step a nail in the coffin of her old life.

		Her father had already risen, taking a long pull from his flask. He did not meet her eyes. "A good match," he slurred. "Better than you deserved." He stumbled out of the side door, leaving only the scent of brandy and decay.

		Ellen rushed forward, enveloping April in a desperate embrace. "Oh, my lady, what is to become of you?"

		April could not answer. The Duke's brand was still hot on her skin. She lifted a hand, patting Ellen's back awkwardly. "I must go."

		Ellen pulled back and pressed something tiny and hard into April's palm. A silver thimble, worn smooth. "For luck," Ellen whispered. "And remember... remember the kitchen garden. Remember how you made things grow."

		April closed her fingers around the thimble—a tiny anchor before she transferred it to her pocket. She walked out of the chapel, leaving Ellen weeping in the pews.

		The Duke's coach waited on the overgrown gravel drive—a monolith of black lacquer and gleaming brass, waiting to carry her into the architecture of her new life.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 3

		

		The journey was a passage between lives, the carriage a gilded cage of dark green velvet and polished mahogany. The Duke sat opposite, a shadow that seemed to expand until the interior of the coach felt suffocatingly small.

		He did not read. He did not look out at the passing hedgerows. He simply watched her.

		His pale grey eyes tracked the frantic pulse in her throat and the way her chest strained against the whalebone of her travel bodice with every shallow, terrified breath. It was a slow, clinical inventory. He looked at her mouth—still swollen from the proprietary force of his kiss—with dark, flickering amusement. He was not checking her comfort; he was assessing the quality of the asset he had just acquired.

		Every time the carriage jolted, his knees, draped in fine black wool, brushed against hers. He did not move to give her space. Instead, he seemed to enjoy the way she tried to shrink into the velvet squabs, his gaze pinning her in place as effectively as his arms had done in the chapel.

		The silence was a physical weight, a dense, expectant tension that vibrated between them. It was not the sepulchral quiet of her father’s library; this was the predatory stillness of a man who has already won the hunt and is now deciding how best to utilise the prize.

		April tried to lose herself in the passing scenery, but the world beyond the window was a blur of green and grey, a watercolour painting smeared by rain. The steady, rhythmic thud of the horses' hooves and the relentless clatter of wheels were the sounds of her life being unraveled, thread by agonizing thread.

		In her pocket, her fingers brushed the cool weight of Ellen’s thimble. Her small, sun-warmed patch of earth and the fragile rosemary cutting now felt like relics from a dead civilisation.

		She kept her gaze fixed outward, a shield of feigned interest, yet she was hyper-aware of the man opposite her. The clean, sharp line of his jaw. The way the pale light from the window seemed to avoid him, leaving his features in a state of thoughtful shadow. He carried no excess weight—nothing soft, nothing wasted—but his stillness had a gravity that pulled at the very oxygen in the coach.

		Finally, he moved.

		He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. The motion invaded her intimate space, and the scent of him washed over her—soap, starch, and that metallic, clove-like spice. It was a sterile scent, cold as the gleam of a surgeon’s knife.

		His voice was low and uninflected, but it felt like a blade pressed to her skin.

		"Do not mistake your presence here for status," he began. He kept his gaze on the passing scenery, as if she were a detail beneath his full attention. "You are a debt settled, April. Nothing more. You have only one duty, and that is to be useful."

		He turned his head then, his pale eyes pinning her to the seat. He looked at her bare, ringless hand—a stark reminder of the ceremony he had stripped of all finery.

		"I did not see fit to bind you with gold today; you have not yet earned the right to wear my mark. For now, you are merely an instrument. I have no need for a Duchess's opinions or a woman’s whims. I require a possession that responds to my hand without hesitation. You will be seen when I wish to display you, and you will be silent until I require your voice. Your thoughts, your feelings, your very breath—they belong to me now, to be utilised or discarded at my discretion."

		He leaned forward slightly, his shadow swallowing her whole.

		"I am a man of particular requirements, and I find I am most satisfied when my acquisitions function with immediate, unquestioning precision. Do you understand your place, or must I spend the journey teaching it to you?"

		April’s heart hammered against her ribs, a frantic bird beating on the whalebone cage of her corset. This was not the "duty" Frannie had whispered about. He wasn't asking for her obedience—he was informing her of her total erasure.

		"You will not interfere. My household is not yours to manage." He finally met her eyes, and the world outside the window vanished. There was only him, and the absolute certainty in his gaze. "Do you understand?"

		She understood. Her world, once the size of a fist, had now shrunk to the size of his will.

		"Yes, Your Grace," she whispered. The title sat in her mouth like a stone. The words were a final, dreadful acceptance of her own disappearance.

		A flicker of something crossed his face. It wasn't warmth, but a look of clinical approval—the way a master craftsman might nod when a gear finally catches. He offered no balm for the erasure he had just dictated. Instead, he studied her trembling lips as if calculating their future utility.

		"Good," he said, the word short and sharp. "See that you do not forget the sound of your own voice saying those words. I have little patience for a possession that requires constant recalibration."

		He sat back, reclaiming his side of the carriage, already dismissing her as a person. The silence returned, but it was different now. It was no longer a question. It was the answer—absolute and final.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 4

		

		Rutland Hall was not a home; it was a fortress. A monolith of pale, golden stone, it rose from the flat Rutland plain, its honey-coloured limestone face catching the winter light with cold indifference. The park stretched away on all sides—naked lime avenues, frost-silvered grass, and the black thread of the Welland beyond the ha-ha. It was the architecture of absolute authority.

		As the carriage swept up the drive, April felt a new kind of dread. Leicester House had been a mausoleum of neglect; this was a tomb of pristine, unassailable order.

		The carriage drew to a halt before doors as dark as polished jet. A footman in midnight blue and silver rushed to the door. Another man emerged—older, with a face where no emotion had gained permanent purchase. He moved with a gliding efficiency that was both reassuring and deeply unsettling.

		"Your Grace," he said, his voice as dry as autumn leaves. "Welcome home."

		The Duke stepped down with effortless grace, his tall frame cutting a shadow that stretched across the gravel. He did not turn back.

		"Havers," he acknowledged, his tone as flat as the manor’s facade.

		With the slightest, most dismissive jerk of his head toward the carriage, he signaled for her to follow. April felt a jolt of pure shame. She was not a bride being presented; she was a piece of luggage to be accounted for.

		She was forced to navigate the descent alone. At barely five-foot-two, the jump from the high carriage step was a treacherous mountain. She gathered her skirts, her movements clumsy as she tumbled onto the gravel. She felt every bit the country girl, her silk and pearls—arranged by Ellen’s nervous hands—feeling like a clumsy masquerade.

		The butler, Havers, finally deigned to look at her. His gaze was a clinical inventory. He summed her up, found her lacking, and filed her away.

		"This is April," the Duke said, his voice devoid of warmth or title. "A debt settled, and now my wife. See to her."

		He turned his back on her entirely, leaving her standing in his wake—small, ringless, and discarded.

		"I am Havers, the butler," the man said, still looking past her. "You will address me as Mr Havers. If you would follow me."

		As they entered the Hall, Havers continued his instructions. "His Grace has arranged a maid for you. You will call her Mistress Gable. She is a woman of considerable experience. You will receive instruction from her regarding your... role. You will adhere to her guidance without question."

		"This" house, he called it. It was his house, and she was merely the latest possession within its pattern of black and white marble.

		A woman stood at the foot of the grand staircase, her presence so anchored she seemed part of the architecture itself. She was middle-aged, her hair in a chignon of such severe, lacquered perfection it looked carved from obsidian. Her gown of lavender silk was of a cut far finer than any April had ever touched. Her face was a mask of angular precision, her eyes sweeping over April like an audit.

		"This is Mistress Gable," Havers announced. "She will be responsible for your person. Dinner is at eight o'clock. She is to be prompt." With a perfunctory bow to a spot over April’s shoulder, he disappeared.

		"You are small, Your Grace," Mistress Gable remarked, her voice like velvet stretched over steel. "But your frame is adequate. I shall begin the corrections immediately."

		She swept a short curtsy—deferential yet subtly mocking. "Allow me to show you to your chambers."

		Mistress Gable ascended the grand staircase without waiting. April hurried to follow, her petticoats rustling with an indelicate swish that echoed in the hushed space. Each step was broad and deep, designed for stately grace, not a panicked rush.

		By the first landing, April’s lungs were burning. A stitch formed in her side. Her stays were relentless, compressing her torso and denying her a full breath. She clutched the cold, polished balustrade to steady herself.

		Mistress Gable paused at the top of the second flight, a glint of amusement in her dark eyes. "Is there a difficulty, Your Grace?"

		"No," April gasped. "No difficulty."

		She pushed on, her head spinning. She felt the whalebone of her old stays bowing, failing to hold her upright as her strength ebbed. Mistress Gable reached the final landing, pristine and composed. April was half a flight below, clinging to the banister in ragged, agonised pants.

		"A lady of your station should manage stairs without appearing as though she has run a footrace," Gable’s voice drifted down, cool as January sleet. She reached out and flicked the edge of April’s bodice where a bone had warped under the heat of exertion. "But then, one cannot expect much of such a provincial child. We shall have to replace these flimsy stays with something... more substantial."

		The "simple task" of climbing had stripped April of her last shred of dignity. She followed Gable toward a pair of mahogany doors carved with a scene of dogs tearing at a fallen stag.

		"In, Your Grace," Gable said, the title dripping with sarcasm.

		April stumbled inside. The room was a riot of deep colours—forest-green silk and upholstery the colour of spilled wine. It was opulent and utterly devoid of softness. It was an apartment designed for the display of a well-kept mistress.

		"His Grace has an excellent eye for what is... appropriate," Gable murmured.

		Through an archway, the bed sat like a monstrous altar, draped in wine-coloured velvet and stark white sheets. April knew with a sickening certainty that she was the sacrifice.

		In the bathing room, Gable gestured to a large copper tub. "The Duke prefers you to be clean. I will assist. Undress."

		April stood frozen. "I am waiting," Gable said, her dark eyes gleaming with a predatory light. "Let us see what he has paid for. All of it."

		Slowly, April’s trembling fingers found her buttons. Her gown dropped in a pool of silk and pearls. Soon she stood in only her shift.

		"The shift," Gable commanded. "Remove it as well."

		As April lifted the fabric over her head, she felt the firm, sliding pressure of a palm tracking her spine. It was the stroke of a buyer checking the grain of fine wood. She dropped the shift and stared ahead with wide, terrified eyes.

		"Such delicate skin," Gable murmured, her thumb pressing hard enough to leave a white mark on April's shoulder. "A lack of discipline in the posture. We shall fix this tomorrow. Stand straight, child. Even your skin does not belong to you now."

		In the cheval glass, April saw Gable standing over her. The woman’s fingers found the laces of her corset. She did not pull; her thumbs traced the lower curve of April’s breasts with a proprietary intimacy.

		"These have been cinched with a startling lack of symmetry," Gable observed. She began to unlace the stays, her knuckles grazing the valley of April’s spine. As the pressure eased, Gable’s fingers trailed along the red welts the whalebone had left behind.

		"Breathe, child. Enjoy the air while you have it," Gable whispered as the busk clicked open like a bone snapping. "The steel I have prepared for you will not be quite so... forgiving."

		When the last of her undergarments lay in a heap, April stood completely naked. She crossed her arms in a futile gesture of protection. Gable stepped in a slow, deliberate circle around her, her silk skirts whispering like a snake through grass.

		"There," Gable said, her voice a low, satisfied hum. "All that provincial cotton hid the true dimensions of what I have to work with."

		Gable’s fingertips explored the veins at April’s throat, then slid lower to tease the curves of her hips. April could not move, her breath caught in her throat.

		"Let us see all, Your Grace." Gable’s hands cupped the underside of April's breasts as she passed, teasing her nipples briefly before withdrawing. She picked up a cake of rose soap. "Scrub away the scent of that farmhouse. You will smell of nothing but the scent he has chosen for you."

		April scrambled into the hot water, huddling as small as possible.

		"There will be no shyness here, Duchess."

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 5

		

		Gable's voice echoed against the gilded tiles. "Part your knees. I will rinse your hair."

		It was an order delivered with the unassailable calm of a coachman to a horse. April had spent her life in obedience, but she saw now that Frannie’s gentle bathing had not prepared her for the rigours Gable required. She uncurled, her movements feeling crude and exposed. Her feet came to rest on the rim of the tub as she leaned back, allowing Gable to wash her hair with confident, efficient motions.

		"Better," Gable observed.

		April squeezed her eyes shut, her face flaming as she felt the slick warmth of the water against her thighs.

		"Good," Gable said, her voice laced with satisfaction. She finished and laid down the towel, water dripping from her fingertips onto April’s open legs. "My, my," the woman murmured, her lips close to April’s ear. "Blushing like a virgin on her wedding night. But your flesh tells a different story. It seems to enjoy a firm hand."

		To emphasize the point, Gable gave one nipple a sharp, punitive twist. A whimper escaped April's lips—half pain, half a sensation she refused to name.

		"Did I say you could make a sound?" Gable’s whisper was a lash of ice. "His Grace values silence. It is a sign of discipline."

		April bit her lip until it went white, drawing a brief, shuddering breath. A lesson learned.

		Gable continued her methodical washing, her hands moving down April's stomach, her knuckles grazing the sensitive skin at the juncture of her thighs. She took one breast in her left hand and pressed firmly against the pink bud between April’s legs with her right.

		"Come, sit upon the side so I can rinse you."

		April obeyed instantly, eager to avoid another pinch. She perched on the edge of the copper bather as water splashed against her, the heat of the rinse a sharp contrast to the cool air of the room. Gable watched with a thin smirk, already calculating the transformation to come.

		When April stepped from the tub, Mistress Gable enveloped her in linen. It was not the brusque drying of her childhood; it was a deliberate audit. Gable’s hands moved over her frame through the fabric, pressing at her curves and the soft planes of her flesh. She dried April's legs with long, careful strokes, her hands coming dangerously close to the confused pulse between her thighs.

		Gable gestured toward the crimson chaise longue. "There."

		April’s feet felt leaden, the thick carpet swallowing her toes. She sank onto the velvet, which felt unnaturally cool against her bare skin. She lay back, stiff as a board, her hands flying to her breasts in a futile, instinctive attempt at sanctuary.

		Gable leaned over her, the scent of lavender and starch overpowering the steam. "The Duke prefers an unobstructed view," she whispered. "As do I." A cool, dry hand clamped onto April’s knee. "Open."

		"Mistress, must I?" April’s voice was a broken whimper.

		Gable sighed with weary, professional disappointment. "Begging is a tedious habit. You have no concern that is not His Grace’s concern." Her fingers pressed into the bone of April’s knee like a vice until her legs gave way.

		"Wider," Gable commanded.

		April’s eyes filled with stinging tears as Gable reached for a leather case. The shred-shred of a steel blade being drawn across a strop was the only sound—a rhythmic, calculated warning. Gable extracted a wickedly sharp straight razor and laid a steaming cloth over April’s mons. The heat was a searing shock. April flinched—a tiny, unavoidable recoil of the nerves.

		Crack.

		The slap was a sharp, stinging report. Gable hadn't struck in anger, but with the clinical efficiency of a master punishing a clumsy apprentice. The blow landed squarely on the tender, heated flesh Gable had just softened.

		April yelped, her legs snapping shut. But Gable was faster, pinning April’s thighs down with iron strength.

		"I warned you of the cost of twitching," Gable murmured. "Stay as you are, or the steel will find a deeper path than the hair."

		April held her breath, paralyzed by the cold kiss of the razor. The skritch of the blade against her skin was the sound of erasure. She watched as the last of her blonde hair was scraped away, leaving her exposed and raw.

		"There," Gable whispered, her breath a ghostly warmth against April’s inner thigh. "No more unsightly shadow. His Grace finds such things... unclean."

		The warm cloth returned, wiping away the lather and the shorn silk, leaving behind skin that was shockingly bare. To April, it felt alien—a shivering smoothness that made her feel more naked than if she had no skin at all.

		"Clear and presentable," Gable said with dark satisfaction. She used two fingers to spread the delicate folds of April’s sex, exposing her to the cool air. It was a final violation, proving that no part of April remained private. "Just as a debt should be."

		She finally withdrew her hand. "Into the bedchamber. You will find a dressing gown upon the bed. You are to wear nothing else beneath it. No shift, no stockings. Not yet."

		Gable gathered the linens and the razor with terrifying, rhythmic efficiency. "I shall return in one quarter of an hour. Do not be late. The Duke has a low tolerance for objects that do not arrive when summoned."

		Left alone, April moved into the bedchamber. The dressing gown was laid out like a spill of ink. It was a robe of heavy, obsidian silk, so densely woven it felt liquid.

		The cut was designed with a lethal intelligence. There were no buttons, only a single sash. As she slipped it on, the collar fell away in a deep 'V', exposing her chest and the frantic heave of her breathing.

		The true cruelty was the friction. The heavy silk clung and dragged. With every tentative step, the fabric brushed against her nipples, sending an unwelcome spark of sensation through her. The gown was a paradox: it covered her while acting as a constant, tactile reminder of her nakedness.

		The quarter-hour passed in a horrifying limbo. April paced the room, her bare feet sinking into the decadent carpet. She was no longer a woman; she was a collection of calibrated, aching parts, assembled for the Duke's evening inspection.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 6

		

		here was no knock; the heavy oak simply swung wide, admitting the cold draught of the hallway and the woman who now governed April’s every breath. Mistress Gable did not enter as a servant; she entered as a warden unlocking a cell.

		"You will stand when I enter a room, April," Gable said, her voice a sharp, rhythmic snap. "Just as you will always rise for your superiors. Am I understood?"

		April flinched, the silk of the gown dragging cruelly against her sensitized skin as she scrambled to her feet. This room—her supposedly private refuge—had already been breached.

		"I... Yes." April could not bring herself to utter the woman's title; it felt like handing over a final, jagged piece of her soul.

		Gable stopped in the center of the room, her dark chignon gleaming under the gaslight. She gripped April’s chin in a tight pinch, her gaze sweeping over her with a slow, agonizing condescension. "Yes, what, Duchess?"

		April’s throat constricted. "Yes... Mistress."

		The word tasted of copper in her mouth. The shame of her own submission was a tangible weight, more restrictive than any garment.

		"Better," Gable remarked. Her dark eyes lingered where the black silk strained over April’s chest, then dropped to her bare, shorn legs. A thin smirk touched her lips. "His Grace is waiting in the drawing-room. He has a profound distaste for being kept waiting. Come."

		"But I am only in my dressing gown," April whispered in disbelief. Her hands instinctively clutched the silk lapels. "Surely I should be properly dressed. A corset, a gown—"

		Mistress Gable’s laugh was a dry sound that didn't reach her eyes. "You are dressed exactly as your owner requires you to be. Do not confuse your former status with your current function. You are not being presented to society; you are being presented to the Master."

		Gable adjusted the fall of the silk over April’s shoulder, her knuckles grazing the sensitive skin at the base of her throat. The touch was light, but it felt like a brand. "Follow. Without question."

		April’s legs felt like wooden blocks, but she forced them to move. She followed Gable out of the safety of her chambers and down the grand staircase, her bare feet silent on the carpet.

		The drawing-room was an intimate space that felt, tonight, like an arena. A fire blazed in the hearth, playing over the silk walls. The Duke of Rutland stood by the mantel. He had changed into dinner dress: a coat of black superfine, a pristine white cravat, and a black silk waistcoat. Every inch of him was disciplined, radiating a chilling power.

		Havers stood near the door, a statue of silver-haired neutrality. His presence made it clear: this was not a dinner; it was a presentation.

		As April entered, the Duke’s gaze fell upon her. It was an unnerving inventory. There was no heated appreciation, only a cool, calculating assessment.

		"Hold a moment, April," he commanded. "Turn so that the light best picks up the sheen of your gown."

		A hot blush crept up her neck as she turned. Even through the shame, she felt a detached terror that he found her humiliation satisfying.

		"It will suffice, Gable," the Duke announced, his voice that of a connoisseur admiring a prized animal.

		Gable bowed. "As you wished, Your Grace."

		He turned his pale eyes back to April. "And how did she respond to her bath, Gable?"

		April's breath died in her lungs.

		"She wept at times, most beautifully," Gable replied with the composure of a tutor reciting a student's marks. "The Duchess is most responsive. She possesses a remarkable sensitivity."

		April felt the blood drain from her face. Responsive. The word was a violation, reframing her anguish as a "useful attribute."

		"Sensitive," the Duke echoed, his polished shoes clicking a precise rhythm on the marble hearth as he approached. "That will serve us well." He extended a hand toward Gable in a gesture of impatient authority. "And her obedience?"

		"Lacking," Gable said without hesitation.

		The answer landed like a blow. Gable had noted every instinctive flinch, every subtle attempt to thwart the razor.

		"A small matter," the Duke agreed easily. He spoke as if discussing a flawed piece of hardware. "Havers, we'll dine now."

		The Duke headed for the dining room, but paused as he passed Mistress Gable. He placed a hand securely on her shoulder with the comfortable familiarity of a colleague. "Well done, Mistress, to get her so settled in so short a time." He looked at April. "You'll join me for dinner to discuss her training further."

		"At your pleasure, as always," Gable replied, a pleased look on her face.

		April trailed behind them, the heavy silk whispering against the Axminster carpet. The dining room was a cavern of dark mahogany, smelling of beeswax and roasted venison. The Duke took the head of the table; Mistress Gable sat to his right. April was gestured to the far end—a mile of polished wood away.

		The footmen placed heavy silver covers before the Duke and Gable. Then, a footman approached April. He carried only a tureen. He ladled a single, solitary spoonful of clear broth into the center of April’s vast bowl. It looked like a tear at the bottom of a well.

		"The Duchess has had a taxing journey," the Duke remarked to Gable, as if April were a piece of furniture. "A heavy meal would only distress her. Wouldn't you agree?"

		"Entirely," Gable replied. "Discipline begins with the appetite."

		April reached for her spoon, her fingers trembling.

		"Wait," Gable’s voice cut through the air. "You have forgotten your manners. His Grace has provided for you. You will thank the staff."

		April’s face burned. She looked at Havers. "Thank you... Havers," she whispered.

		"Louder," the Duke commanded, not lifting his eyes from his plate. "And with the proper gratitude."

		"Thank you for the meal, Mr Havers," April said, her voice a hollow echo.

		Only then did the Duke nod. April brought the spoon to her lips. The broth was exquisite—tarragon and cream—but it tasted of ash. She felt them all watching her: the Duke, her keeper, the butler. Watching her swallow.

		"Now that her father's debt is transferred," the Duke said, his voice cutting through the silence, "she needs to learn what I require of her."

		Gable tipped her head toward him, allowing her dark hair to drape over her shoulder. "She is capable of great obedience, Your Grace, if given a firm hand. However," she paused, her eyes flicking to April, "a new instrument for refinement is required—one more to your tastes."

		"Do whatever is necessary," the Duke replied, granting Gable free reign.

		April forced down the spoonful of soup. The training she had known for nineteen years was over; a deeper, more clinical refinement was beginning, and the hunger in her stomach was eclipsed by the cold terror of what "necessary" meant in this house.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 7

		

		Throughout the remainder of the meal, the Duke and Gable spoke in low, measured exchanges, discussing April as if she were a piece of furniture they were considering rearranging.

		"I trust her obedience will improve with your regime, Gable?" the Duke asked, wiping his lips with a linen napkin. There was no warmth in his voice, only the hard demand of a man who intended to utilize his acquisition to its fullest.

		Mistress Gable set her cutlery down with a deliberate slowness. "Her resistance is a vestige of habit, Your Grace. It will be corrected."

		When the final plate was cleared, the Duke rose. "Take her upstairs and make her ready. I will visit within the half hour."

		A gasp caught in April’s chest. The sheer silk of her gown brushed her aching nipples, a tactile reminder of the vulnerability she had forgotten during the journey. Her fate had been decided in a single, cold command. As Gable glided toward her, April felt a thread of terror settle deep in her gut.

		“Up, Duchess,” Gable purred, her scent of evening mist and rain-washed stone settling over April. She didn't speak gently, but with a terrifying certainty. “We have much to do before the Master arrives.”

		April pushed back her chair, her body trembling so violently she could barely stand. She tried to clutch the silk at her chest, but the gown was designed for access, not modesty. She followed Gable’s purposeful glide, her own small steps feeling like those of a child being led to a dark room.

		“Never mind your modesty, child,” Gable said, not looking back at April’s reddened face. “All have seen—or will see—what you are.”

		They climbed the stairs. Gable paused frequently, allowing the sound of April’s laboured, frantic breathing to echo in the vast stone stairwell. "You didn't run a hundred miles from bath to dinner, Your Grace," Gable teased as the silk rustled against April’s peaks.

		Gable unlocked the suite and gestured for April to enter. The room had changed. In the corner stood an object of polished mahogany and brass—a specialized riding chair, its dark leather straps expectant.

		"His Grace was specific regarding your display," Gable said. She reached out and stripped the obsidian silk from April’s frame. It hit the floor with a faint hiss.

		April stood entirely bare, her skin clinical and smooth. "Please," she whispered.

		"You have been bought and paid for, my little love," Gable replied with warm cruelty. She gripped April’s arm and guided her toward the frame.

		April was maneuvered into the device. It was not a seat for rest; the central ridge was narrow, forcing her pelvis into an aggressive, forward tilt. Gable worked with a craftsman’s economy, buckling the heavy leather around April’s thighs, pinning them wide. Her ankles were locked into brass stirrups, and her arms were drawn back, wrists secured to the mahogany behind her.

		"The tilt is passable," a resonant baritone said from the doorway.

		The Duke moved into the light. He had removed his coat, his presence cold and declarative. He ignored April’s face, his attention fixed instead on the mechanics of her restraint. He stepped closer, his shadow falling over her like a shroud. He reached out, his large hand moving over the pale curve of her inner thigh.

		April’s body betrayed her. At his touch, a slick heat arrived between her legs—a throb of response that made her arch against the mahogany before she could think to stop it.

		"She is responsive," the Duke observed, cataloguing the moisture on his fingers with the detached interest of a naturalist.

		"Involuntarily so," Gable added, a trace of mockery in her voice.

		A tear slipped from April’s eye. She was trapped, displayed, and her own flesh was answering the man who owned her. The Duke leaned down, his scent of soap and clove-spice overwhelming her.

		"I can smell you, April. You want to be used," he whispered, his voice vibrating against the slick opening between her legs. His thumb brushed her, drawing a shudder she couldn't control. "Your silence is your agreement."

		With precise fingers, the Duke opened his fall-front breeches. "Tonight we teach her her role," he said to Gable. He pressed his length against her, teasing the entrance to her sex. "She is to be trained to anticipate her function. Want and need must be at the forefront of her thoughts. Hungry for what I will feed her."

		A sound tore from April—a gasp of shock and wretched pleasure. Her hips, pinned as they were, could only strain against the manacles in helpless reply.

		"You will open for me or be made to understand the cost of resisting," he said. He pushed forward, breaching her with only the first inch—a sharp, splitting pressure. He held there until her muscles tightened around him in a frantic, instinctive clinch. Then, gripping her hips, he levered his length in one sleek stroke, driving himself fully inside her.

		April wailed—a thin, broken scream. He filled her with a brutal intensity, stretching her past any semblance of comfort. Every nerve ending bloomed into a liquid hunger she couldn't process.

		"Oh, God!" The plea was wrenched from her as he withdrew and thrust again—an inexorable, punishing cadence. The stirrups denied her purchase; she could only writhe beneath the leather while he wrought havoc on her innermost self.

		Mistress Gable circled them, her gaze devouring every tremor. When the Duke looked at Gable over April’s heaving chest, there was a conspiratorial flash of pride. The conditioning had begun.

		"That's it," the Duke growled. "Relax into your own body's cravings."

		The mahogany frame groaned under the rhythmic violence of his claim. Faster and fiercer he rode her, until every sound clawed from April’s throat was no longer her own.

		"Nothing inside you is yours now," he reminded her, suckling a straining nipple until the point flared. April cried out, a high, keening sound, as her body bore down on his length. "Take it. And if it hurts, you take that too."

		The climax smashed through her, flooding her vision with white. She lost all sense of place, pinned only by her spread ankles and the thick heat of the Duke rutting deep inside her. It felt as if her body had opened to let him seed a new, darker truth within her.

		He didn't relinquish her. He chased his pleasure through the aftershocks, his hips driving with a new urgency.

		"Please," she whispered, unsure if she begged for surcease or continuation.

		Mistress Gable moved close, her voice like honeyed poison. "Bear it well. Show your husband your worth." Gable's fingers began to pinch at April's throbbing nipples while the Duke plundered relentlessly between her legs.

		"My girl," Gable purred, her nails scraping over April’s peaks. "You're taking him so sweetly. But this is just the beginning. By morning, your form will know nothing of protest."

		The Duke roared, slamming into his release, a hot rush filling April as she shook against the restraints. He held himself deep for a moment before slipping free.

		"She was almost adequate for the first time," the Duke said, his voice regaining its clinical edge. "Keep the straps. Add a spreader bar. I wish to use her again before morning."

		"As you wish, Your Grace," Gable answered with dark delight.

		April floated at the edge of consciousness, her thighs quaking. The Duke left, but Gable remained a looming presence. The woman reached down, gathering the Duke’s spent seed, and brought it to April’s lips.

		The first drop crossed April’s tongue—a mixture of the Duke and herself. The understanding began. She would be whatever they made her. As her eyes closed, she knew she wouldn't sleep. She was at the altar now, and the wedding night was merely the first lesson in her erasure.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 8

		

		April woke bleary and sore to the insistent sound of running water. She remained bound in the riding chair, her muscles stiff from the spreader that had pinned her splayed for the Duke’s convenience. As the morning light flooded the room, she shifted gingerly, feeling the heavy, aching ache of the previous night’s joining.

		"Good morning, Your Grace," came a sardonic voice. Mistress Gable glided into view carrying a tray, wearing the confident air of a scholar checking her most promising work. On the tray sat the ritual of her new life: a single spoon and a thin porcelain bowl of watery gruel.

		"You look well-rested. Did you enjoy yourself?" Gable’s voice was a silken purr. She ran a cold hand from April’s thigh up over the reddened marks left by the leather straps. Her fingers traced the curve of April's belly, where the Duke's seed remained. "His Grace has left 'gifts' for you. I am to assist him in their application. He will be here shortly. I'll feed you while we wait."

		April’s heart hammered, a dizzy current of dread and involuntary arousal swimming under her skin. As she parted her lips for the gruel, Gable raised a silencing eyebrow.

		"Silence, Duchess. No sounds of complaint."

		The meal was over too swiftly, doing little to ease the hollow gnaw of hunger. Then, a velvet-lined box was opened to reveal three large, gleaming gold rings.

		"His Grace did not provide a ring for your finger," Gable said. "He has chosen these instead."

		"Excellently timed, Mistress," the Duke’s voice announced from the shadows. He approached from April's other side, his presence quiet and commanding. "Has she been briefed on their function?"

		"She is yet unaware, Your Grace," Gable replied with a curtsy.

		"The gauge is such that they will provide a significant weight, April," the Duke commented. He reached out and twisted her nipple with a force that drew a high-pitched whimper. "You will feel their pull with every movement. A permanent mark of my ownership." He held out his hand for the first piece of gold, the end sharpened to a needle point. "They will hurt. Accept the pain."

		April grit her teeth as he lifted the gold toward her left breast. The tip was smeared with oil of cloves, its medicinal scent overpowering her. The needle bit into the sensitive nub. The sensation of flesh parting was both real and dreamlike, bringing hot tears to her eyes. With practiced ease, the Duke threaded the gold ring through the new aperture.

		"Two to go," he said, as if reciting a lullaby. He took her right breast with the same clinical firmness, inserting the gold. "Do you know where the third one is destined, April?"

		Unable to draw breath for a protest, April could only manage a slight shake of her head.

		"Stay focused, child," Gable suggested as the whimpering began. She held out a damp cloth for the Duke.

		"That leaves only one place. Can you guess which part of you I intend to mark?" The Duke’s voice was measured, ignoring the way April's torso strained against the straps in fear.

		His movements were slow and exacting. Her childhood training in stillness allowed him to work with terrifying precision, drawing very little blood. He leaned down, his hot breath ghosting over her. "I must get this just right," he murmured. To her shame, April moistened instantly at his proximity. He pressed his lips to her skin before slipping the final ring through her clitoris. He pulled back to admire the heavy, glittering metal now warming against her flesh.

		April thrashed against the restraints, gasping as the new source of pain throbbed within her.

		"Look at that," the Duke remarked, as if taking notes on an experiment. "You may bleed a little, but this shape is for both my pleasure and your torment. It will be worth the cost."

		As the Duke turned away, Gable began cleaning the scene with damp cloths. "The marks are well-placed, Your Grace," she noted. "They allow for friction and force in equal measure."

		"Finish cleaning her and begin the next phase," the Duke commanded. "She will need regular hygiene for the weeks to come. Prepare her other... apertures... for the changes to follow." With that, he left the room.

		April remained locked in the chair, the shock of the "gifts" vibrating through her.

		"Now, April," Gable said, her tone soft and threatening. "We shall clean your new adornments and begin fitting you for His Grace’s further needs. You can still be useful in other ways."

		With a practiced tug, Gable unbuckled the chair's leg straps and ankle stirrups. As she let the breast belt drop free, she reached out and tugged lightly on the new gold ring in April's nipple.

		A spike of pain shot in a direct line from April’s breast to her raw mons. She cried out, clutching her wrist in a futile motion of protest.

		"Tsk. The pain fades," Gable whispered, her palm firmly grasping April’s wrist as she dragged her toward the bathing room. "But the reminder? That is lasting. Hurry, girl. I have your new corset ready, and several other... adjustments... to make."

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 9

		

		Within the cold bathing space, the girl, Polly, waited by the copper tub, the air thick with sea salt and fresh soap.

		"Your bath, Your Grace," Polly said with a curtsey that stopped short of her eyes. For the first time, April was not attended only by Gable or the Duke.

		"Come now," Polly said, drawing April nearer. "No need to be shy." The smile on the girl’s lips held a sharp, youthful malice.

		Before April could protest, she was pulled into the water. The heat stung her newly pierced flesh, a sharp reminder of the morning’s "gifts." One woman took each arm, their movements efficient and probing. They washed her with a clinical thoroughness, soaping her aching curves and cleaning the fresh wounds of her piercings with a mixture of agony and overstimulation. A low moan escaped April—a sound she could not suppress as hands slid beneath her hair and along her neck.

		Gable’s smile was almost playful. "In this house, April, it is not just our mouths that must be pleasing to the Master. Every part of us has a function. Don’t you agree?"

		Polly leaned forward, her hand grazing the gold ring upon April’s mons. Her fingers pushed into places already tested the night before. Against her will—against every tenet of her upbringing—April arched into the seeking touch.

		"Precisely," Gable purred as she joined the task. "Take what you are offered. Learn to beg for your use."

		Tears spilled over as the women went to work. The probing fingers quickened, taking root in her sex until the sounds of the water were drowned out by the slurping rhythm of her own arousal. When she tried to pull away, they teased and taunted her, slowing their pace until the ache to be touched became a physical demand. She found herself pumping her hips into the air, stopping only when Polly looked up with mocking amusement.

		The climax was dangled before her, then snatched away as April was pushed forward, her face pressed into the dark, curling hair of Mistress Gable.

		“Taste me, April. Learn your place,” Gable coaxed. April opened her mouth in a forgotten reflex, her tongue sliding over the tangy, delicate secret of her keeper.

		“Yes. Deeper. Use your lips,” Gable moaned.

		April drank in the liquid heat with shallow, desperate breaths. She had no time for horror; the lessons were arriving too fast. Gable praised her, using her mouth and tongue like a tool, until April’s body surrendered in waves of hot pleasure.

		"This is what you are, April," Gable crooned over her. "Something to be used for another's pleasure."

		Polly dropped to her knees behind April, her rough fingers entering deep and expert—one pair in her wet entrance, the other slipping into her tight, puckered rear without relenting. Through the blinding pulses, April wondered if she would always be this—a thing kept and used, morning and night.

		"Now that you are beginning to accept what you are," Gable whispered as April sat gasping, "we can move to the next level."

		April was lifted from the tub and placed on an embroidery stool. Mistress Gable’s hands ran over her shoulders, bringing up fresh gooseflesh. She pulled April’s ear close to her lips. "You performed wonderfully, my sweet. Most seasoned girls struggle with their first taste of a mistress."

		Gable turned to Polly with a cold smile. "Tidy her hair. She looks like a dockside floozy. I shall ready her garments."

		Polly worked with a harsh hand, piling April’s hair into an elaborate weave of pins and ribbons. "Hold still, Duchess. I don't have all day." She grabbed April’s arm and led her into the bedroom, where Gable waited by the fire.

		"Frannie did some work with you," Gable observed, circling her, "but we need to get your waist down to a presentable seventeen inches. That is three inches from where you currently stand." She looked down at April. "If you behave, we may allow you the mercy of having it loosened at night. If the Duke approves."

		The corset on the bed was a skeletal cage of satin and more than two dozen steel bones. Its hooks and locks glinted with a surgical light. Polly stepped forward with a strip of stiffened leather, testing it against her own elbow before buckling it around April’s waist to draw the initial line.

		"Step inside," Gable commanded.

		April stepped. The corset settled about her hips. Gable adjusted the fabric with brisk, precise touches before snapping the side fastenings. The rigid steel began its work immediately.

		The true tightening followed. Gable stood in front of April, watching her face, while Polly gave each satin ribbon a deliberate, rhythmic tug.

		"If she can talk, she can breathe," Gable remarked to Polly’s observation of April’s silence. "And we shall restrict that further."

		The sensation was absolute. The cage laced around her ribs and stomach, making every breath a sharp, clipped sip of air. April’s lungs heaved against the constraint; her vision spotted with dark motes as the room tilted.

		Crack. Gable slapped April’s thigh. "Stay alert. Nearly complete."

		Each tug pushed April’s breasts upward and outward, creating a high shelf where her nipple rings now rested.

		"There. Finished," Polly said, testing the laced waist with her fingers. "It’s a start. Only a few more items before she meets His Grace."

		"The board is a crude instrument," Gable remarked, rejecting the old wooden stays of April’s childhood. She held out a high, stiff collar of polished black leather. "Head up, April."

		Gable’s fingers caught April’s jaw, tilting it toward the ceiling as the leather was snapped around her throat. A steel-linked stay was attached from the back of the collar to the topmost eyelet of the corset. Instantly, April’s head was locked into a permanent, adoring tilt. She could no longer look down; she could only gaze upward in a graceful, vulnerable line.

		"The arms, Polly. Let us find the silhouette."

		April’s shoulders were drawn back with forceful precision. Her arms were encased in silk-lined leather bindings that wound from shoulder to wrist, pinning her hands at the small of her back. She was now a tripod of silk and leather, her chest thrust forward, her arms useless.

		"Hold her steady," Gable said, her voice a silken purr.

		Polly held April as her vision swam from the nineteen-and-three-quarter-inch cinch. The heeled boots were fitted—three-inch spool heels designed to test her balance and begin the discipline of her tendons. Gable tightened the buckles and snapped silver bracelets over her ankles, locking them into place. April swayed, her calves already throbbing.

		Gable stepped back, circling her acquisition. "Now, don't you look a picture? A Duchess in every line, and not a single muscle that belongs to you."

		In the mirror, April saw a vertical monument of constraint. A black, rigid collar held her chin high. The steel corset narrowed her waist to a terrifying degree. White silk stockings ended in heels she could never remove.

		Gable stood behind her in the reflection, tall and composed in her lavender dress, holding a long gold chain leash attached to the silver loop at April's throat.

		"The Duke will approve," Gable said, her eyes meeting April’s in the glass. She gave the leash a tug. "Walk, April. Let us see if you can carry his weight."

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 10

		

		By the time they reached the heavy doors of the Duke’s study, April’s calves were vibrating with a fine, uncontrollable tremor. The journey from the third floor had been a gauntlet of sensory isolation. Because of the steel stay anchoring her collar to her spine, April was blind to anything below her chin; she could not see the floor, sensing it only through the precarious tilt of her three-inch heels. Every step was a leap of faith into a void.

		“You’re stumbling like a newborn calf, April,” Gable whispered, her hand a sharp pressure on April's bound arm. “If you cannot find the floor with your feet, you will find it with your knees. His Grace will not be amused by a possession that requires a leading string.”

		Mistress Gable rapped three distinct times. At the masculine command to enter, she forced April forward, keeping the leash taut to maintain her arched posture.

		The Duke, Marcus Stafford, stood before a map, his broad back to the room. He was a picture of absolute control—not a hair out of place, the lines of his suit as sharp as a blade. As he turned, his gaze was simmering, coiled with a chilling authority.

		"Look at you, April." It was the first time since the chapel he had truly seen her in the light. "A fine frame for what is mine by right. Gable has been instructive, hasn’t she?"

		His voice was a low purr that seemed to vibrate in the thin air April was allowed to breathe. She sank into a curtsy, her knees hovering inches above the carpet, her thighs screaming with the effort of holding her weight on the points of her heels. The steel stays of her corset bit into her hips, a cold reminder that her body was no longer permitted to yield.

		He stepped into her space, his mass blotting out the light. He reached out, his fingers tangling roughly in her ringlets. With a sharp yank, he drew her head back. Because of the anchored collar, the pull didn't just strain her scalp; it tightened the leather against her jaw, forcing her throat into a long, vulnerable arch.

		"Did you thank your Mistress for her service this morning, April?"

		It was a gentle chastisement that carried the weight of a decree. Marcus held her head with just enough slack to see the hard set of his jaw. April’s legs shook violently now. The heels felt like needles driven into her soles.

		"T... Thank you, Mistress," April whispered.

		"For the service, April," the Duke prompted, his thumb grazing her jaw with clinical tenderness. "Be specific. A possession should be aware of the care it receives."

		"Thank you... for the morning service, Mistress," April gasped, her vision blurring.

		“Rise, April, and kneel at my desk,” the Duke instructed. He sat in his heavy leather chair, the green-shaded lamp casting his features into sharp relief. “This is a place you will spend much time. Best you become comfortable now.”

		April forced herself upright. Her arms, locked behind her in their leather sleeves, offered no balance. She moved blindly, her gaze fixed on the dark grain of the desk's edge. She took small, shuffling steps, the only gait permitted by her bound shoulders and rigid stays. When she reached him, she dropped vertically, her knees hitting the Axminster rug with a muffled thud. The posture collar kept her throat arched even as she settled at his feet.

		Marcus laced his hand into her hair, guiding her head forward. He sat with his legs apart, bracketing her, his mass effectively swallowing her. Because she was on her knees, her mouth was level with his groin—confronted by the heavy, demanding swell of him behind the grey superfine.

		“Gaze upon it, April,” he said. “And thank me for the privilege of your new position.”

		April stared up at him, her green eyes wide and glassy. Her mind was a void, a white space where her identity used to be. She was a broken doll of silk and gold. The Duke seemed to find the sight of her wordless shock exquisite. He leaned forward, eclipsing the lamp.

		"What a beautiful little kneeling whore she makes, Gable," he remarked, his voice an unhurried purr of satisfaction. He hooked a blunt finger over her bottom lip, dragging the soft flesh downward to expose her teeth and tongue. "Look at her. She is all instinct and breathless want."

		A hot, silent tear spilled down April’s cheek—an admission of her debasement. She was a 'kneeling whore' in a Duchess’s skin, and she was beginning to believe this was the only truth that mattered.

		"She's just starting to learn her role, Your Grace," Gable noted, moving from the shadows. "Frannie was too easy on her. It is likely her gag reflex will disappoint you at first."

		"We shall progress slowly until I own you wholly," Marcus murmured, tracing a finger along the gold chain of her leash. "Then, April, your sweet mouth and pretty throat will open for only what my cock tells it."

		He shifted her by the scalp with the efficiency of a man moving a prized hound. Because her chin was locked upward by the steel stay, she was forced to look at the ceiling. She heard the clinical snick-click of bone buttons as he opened his trousers. Then, he yanked her head forward, forcing the collar to groan against her corset as he made her fight the very stay that held her.

		"Look at it, April," he commanded, holding her face inches from his cock. "This is your new horizon. The only home you have left."

		The metallic, clove-like scent of him was a living heat. He pulled her forward until she was pressed against him, his legs a dark frame for the raw reality of his body.

		"If you show pleasure in your duty—if you learn to serve—perhaps you will receive pleasure in return."

		April could only stare, a thing of gold rings and steel stays.

		"Your first effort," Marcus said with a note of appreciation as he pushed into her mouth. "Do better next time. Take it slow and deep."

		He permitted her only a measured autonomy, pushing into her mouth to learn the landscape he now possessed. April focused with oxygen-starved intensity on the rhythm he demanded. Her throat burned in protest against the assault. When the head of his cock nudged her throat, she had no choice but to open.

		“Yes, open for me,” Marcus growled.

		April gagged, her throat spasming around the invader.

		“Keep going, Your Grace,” Gable crooned, kneeling behind April. She slid a finger inside April’s channel, finding a sensitive spot April hadn't known existed.

		A groan escaped the Duke as he surged. He spurted a thick, hot stream—a flood that filled her mouth and throat. April held herself perfectly still against his jerking body, her knees pressed into the rug, leaning into the superfine of his thighs for support.

		He was not finished. He took his spent cock in his hand, smearing the trails of his seed across her face. The scent of clove and musk marked her territory.

		"Good whore, for a first lesson. But not good enough for a release."

		Gable withdrew her finger from April’s sex and brought it to April’s mouth. “Suck your juices from my finger, April. See how much you enjoyed your husband’s cock.”

		April, in a state of shock, closed her mouth around Gable’s finger and licked herself clean.

		The Duke adjusted his cravat and smoothed his suit. Gable brought April clumsily to her feet, as she was unable to rise on her own.

		"Can she rise?" the Duke asked.

		"Not yet, Your Grace. She lacks the strength. I shall work on her stamina."

		Marcus offered a thin smile—one of anticipation, not kindness. "Take her for breakfast. We resume at two. And Gable, see she has no chance to rest while she eats."

		The heavy door clicked shut. On April’s cheeks, the trails of his seed began to cool and tighten—a ghostly mask that marked her more surely than any gold ring. The girl from the kitchen garden was a dream she was finally forgetting, washed away by the scent of clove and the absolute, crushing reality of her new horizon.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 11

		

		Breakfast was a ration of thin broth and lemon water, prescribed by Gable to facilitate the morning’s quarter-turn of the steel stays. Mistress Gable sat at the mahogany table, her chignon as sharp as the carved furniture. She ate poached eggs and buttery toast, the rich scent of coffee filling the room like a taunt.

		April tried to ignore the movement of Gable’s fork, focusing instead on the precarious tilt of her heels. Gable held her in an agonizing curtsy—a correction for her performance in the study. Polly, her face a mask of resentment, fed April the broth with an aggressive clumsiness that left much of it on the silk napkin tucked into April’s corset.

		"Mistress?" April whispered.

		Gable didn't look up. She was sorting through a velvet-lined case of ivory dilators and silk-wrapped gags. "What now, April? Can’t you see we are busy?"

		"May I please rise? I need to use the commode," April begged. The steel stays pressed into her bladder with every shallow sip of air, making the need both urgent and debasing.

		Gable set her cup down with a methodical click. She rose and stood over April, her shadow cold and absolute. April had to tilt her head back against her anchored collar just to see the woman’s face.

		"A Duchess should have better control of her functions," Gable said, her fingers tracing the rigid line of the steel busk. "The corset provides the discipline the mind lacks. If you cannot remain still, perhaps the cinch needs another turn."

		Gable made an infinitesimal gesture. Polly stepped forward with the lemon water. "You have not finished your refreshment," Gable said. "Gratitude is a discipline. You will learn to be thankful for everything, regardless of the trivial needs of your body."

		Polly pressed the glass to April’s lips. She had no choice but to swallow. The cold liquid hit her stomach, intensifying the pressure against the steel. April drank until it was empty, her throat working rhythmically under the leather collar.

		"Now," Gable purred. "What do you say to Polly for her patience?"

		April’s thighs shook violently. "Thank you... for the water, Polly."

		"And to me, April? For ensuring you are properly hydrated for the training ahead?"

		"Thank you... Mistress," April gasped, her knees buckling. The pressure in her abdomen was a pulsing scream.

		"Thank you, Mistress... for properly hydrating me," she added, her eyes squeezed shut. "And thank you... for allowing me to use the commode."

		Gable seemed satisfied. "There will be no more warnings. Rise, April. Polly will escort you. You have exactly two minutes before the first dilator is introduced. A second late, and you return to the curtsy for the hour."

		April fought to straighten her legs. Without her arms for balance, she relied on Polly’s rough grip to reach the dressing room alcove. The humiliation was absolute. Bound and helpless, she had to stand in mortified passivity while a sixteen-year-old apprentice performed her toilet. Polly’s touch was perfunctory and irritated.

		"Don't look so pained," Polly muttered, focusing on the steel cinched into April's skin. "Mistress says you aren't to touch yourself at all. You’re just like a big doll now."

		"One minute," Gable’s voice called, clinical and cool.

		They returned to the sitting room exactly as the clock began its second chime. Gable held a slender, polished ivory rod that gleamed with a pale light.

		"Lean against the bedpost, April. Spread your legs."

		Polly held her steady. April leaned into the mahogany, her breasts heaving above the corset. She could see nothing behind her; she could only feel Polly’s cold hands spreading her thighs and the clinical shock of the lubricated ivory.

		The dilator was freezing—a sharp intrusion. Gable worked with terrifying precision. Each slow movement felt amplified by the silence and the agonizing pressure of the steel against April’s midsection.

		"Polly, include an enema in the morning toilet. I want her internal channels as pristine as her skin," Gable commanded.

		"Of course, Mistress. I’ll be thorough," Polly replied with a hint of glee.

		"Breathe, April," Gable murmured. A sharp slap landed on the globe of April’s bottom. "Relax the muscles. You need to learn how to receive something larger. His Grace takes much delight in your other apertures."

		After a measured stretching, Gable lodged the tool firmly inside her. "The first stage is complete. Now, the reflex training. His Grace expects his wife to receive him without distress."

		Gable picked up a rosewood bit—a weighted tool designed to suppress the gag reflex. Because April’s head was anchored up, Gable had to force her mouth open, sliding the wood over her tongue until it reached the back of her throat.

		"Focus on your 'sips' of air. Do not fight the wood."

		For the next two hours, April was tutored in opening her throat. The rosewood phallus was pulled from her aching jaw only to be pushed back in, with instructions on tongue placement and swallowing. Below her, Polly knelt, teasing April’s sex with a persistent, unwanted focus.

		Eventually, April learned the trick of relaxing her throat.

		"Her pussy creams up nicely when her throat is relaxed, Mistress," Polly observed, pushing a third finger inside April to stretch her against the pressure of the dilator.

		By one-thirty, April was a mask of fire and exhaustion. Gable wiped the drool from April’s chin.

		"Prepare her for the Duke," Gable said. "We return to the study at two. Ensure her piercings are polished and her posture is absolute. We would not want him to find his Duchess... lacking."

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 12

		

		The ritual of the two o’clock greeting was an exercise in precision. April was forced into a curtsy so low that, deprived of her arms for balance, she nearly toppled onto the Axminster. She struggled to maintain eye contact with the Duke, suspended in a state of trembling equilibrium for what felt like an eternity.

		"A little better, wife," Marcus said. He stepped forward, taking the gold lead of her collar to draw her upward. With his free hand, he touched her lips. "What else have you learned for me today?"

		He used his thumb to force open the jaw he had so thoroughly taxed that morning. April wet her lips and opened her mouth as wide as the leather collar permitted, the pressure on her jaw now a familiar, dull ache.

		A satisfied smile touched his mouth. "Open on command. Gable, your talents with the girl are well-invested."

		"The work itself is payment enough, Your Grace," Gable replied from the shadows, her voice demure and clinical.

		"Yes, you always did love the stubborn ones best," Marcus remarked, his breath a heavy exhale. He turned his full, simmering focus back to April. "Now, child. We must ensure you understand exactly what is expected of this position."

		April remained slack-jawed as he closed the distance. His hands began an exploratory inventory of her exposed skin. Even in her three-inch heels, she felt dwarfed by his height. His fingers found effortless access beneath her collar and the rigid line of her corset, dismissing her every attempt at modesty.

		"One day, perhaps, we shall see fit to dress you," he mused. The inflection made it clear: her "clothing" would be a reward for an erasure she had not yet completed. He traced the lines of her silhouette, indicating where he saw the need for future "refinements."

		"You understood what this purchase entailed, April. For the remainder of the day, you will remain here, kneeling by my desk. Like a proper wife. Learn to take pleasure in it."

		The instruction chilled her, leaving no room for rational thought. She moved on instinct, her blood leaden with resignation. The constriction of the leather and steel was a constant; now, exhausted and wounded, the prospect of submission was the only thing that made sense.

		The Duke gave her a measured shove, guiding her toward the desk. She reached the cushioned surface and dropped to her knees. A firm pinch over her nipple corrected her slight delay.

		"No more dreaming, wife," Marcus whispered against her ear, his voice dark and hard. "Just a wet sheath. You know how to spread your legs; now let us see if you can remain still while entertaining me."

		It was a study in suspended agony. April knelt there, vision clouded by the dizziness of her cinch, listening to the rhythmic snick-click of his buttons. The sound alone made her leak. What she was about to receive was the only "freedom" her body was allowed to know.

		"You may look," Marcus commanded. He held her chin, forcing her to see the reflection of her own lustful need in his eyes. "So grateful already. Not very proper for a Duchess. You look like a common dockside floozy. We must continue your tutoring."

		"I... I..." April gasped, her lungs struggling against the steel.

		"Open your mouth. Close your eyes. Wait."

		April obeyed. A sharp, metallic click resonated through the room as the lead of her collar was snapped to a brass ring on the mahogany desk. She was now an architectural fixture.

		His fingers entered her mouth first, pushing down on her tongue. A soft moan vibrated through her gagging throat. To her dazed senses, the masculine, salty taste was as intoxicating as fine wine. Marcus chuckled, wiping his fingers on her cheek before replacing them with the solid heat of his cock.

		Under Gable’s morning tutelage, April’s sex was already weeping. She took him deeply, her nose pressed against his base. The Duke wasted no time, working her throat with a frantic, rhythmic pace. Every instinctive movement she made earned a more forceful correction to keep her still.

		"More!" he growled, his voice gruffer than it had been that morning.

		April yielded. She pressed herself down on his hardness as far as the collar-lead allowed, feeling the sudden, hot burst of his gift coating her throat. Her body spasmed, her mouth fighting for air against the assault while her core remained in a state of unreleased tension.

		"Better," he said. It was the only confirmation she received as she swallowed the sharper notes of his satisfaction.

		Marcus adjusted his dress with clinical detachment, regaining his gentleman’s stature while April remained kneeling, her thighs quaking against the rug.

		"I nearly took you then and there," he said candidly, returning to his business as if the previous hour had been a mere formality. "Relax with that thought. I will have need of you again before dinner. You can expect to spend many hours on your knees before me."

		With that, the Duke returned to his seat and rang for tea. He resumed his work, leaving April chained to the heavy mahogany as Gable was dismissed for the afternoon.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 13

		

		"I... I don't know how..." April whispered.

		As she knelt by the mahogany desk, dazed by the morning's assessments, she could not stop the stray thoughts from escaping her lips.

		"April, darling, this truly displeases me," Marcus said, not looking up from his letters. "Do you require a gag to assist your cogitation? I find silence much more conducive to reflection."

		"I beg your pardon, Your Grace," April whispered, the only response she could find.

		She considered the silence. She wondered if begging for a gag might be a mercy, or if begging for release from the leather bonds might earn her a meal instead of the watery gruel. She was a girl raised on ridiculous dreams, now paying a debt she hadn't accrued. She vowed to learn the rules—not out of loyalty, but as a desperate attempt to retain some small, hidden corner of a mind of her own.

		The rattling of a china saucer broke the spell. At a silent nod from the Duke, a footman held a small cup of tea to her lips. It was weak, unsweetened, and black. The man showed no interest in the young woman leashed to the desk, nor the seed cooling on her cheeks; to him, she was merely another fixture to be serviced. He tipped the cup forward, allowing her a single, meagre sip.

		"That will suffice. Withdraw," Marcus commanded. He had noted her clenching fingers and the way her throat worked to swallow, yet he continued his correspondence without missing a beat.

		The truth settled in her gut: she was to take only what was offered, and only at the convenience of her owner. The heavy stride of Mistress Gable interrupted her thoughts as the woman knelt beside her.

		"Attentiveness is required, April," Gable whispered, her tone a dangerous edge. "You do not want to earn a punishment when the hour calls for a simple polishing."

		April steeled herself as a damp cloth reached her thighs. Gable moved with slow thoroughness, tending to April’s skin as one might polish fine wood. Her fingers smoothed their way beneath the edge of the corset, tracing a path to the clitoral piercing. Gable gave the gold ring a sharp, sudden tug.

		April moaned into the pain.

		"Silence. I want no dramatics during your hygiene," Gable said. "Your duty allows for no fuss."

		Another firm tug drew a reaction April could not suppress. Her knees pressed together instinctively, a movement that made Gable withdraw her hand and capture April’s chin.

		"Oh dear, such a lack of control," Gable murmured, her voice an off-hand observation. "You have been left wanting for proper discipline. I can assist with that."

		April did not plead. She bit her lip to still her tongue as Gable offered two fingers. Like a creature accepting a treat, April allowed the slick hand to slip between her lips.

		"Suck," Gable commanded. "Clean my fingers, and perhaps we shall play."

		April’s mouth followed the instruction with a terrifying, instinctive hunger. Gable moved her free hand back to April's raw sex, adding pressure. She worked April slowly, making it clear how easily she could be coaxed toward a promise that would remain unfulfilled.

		"Wait for the Master, sweet April," Gable teased. "He is always first."

		The teasing continued as the daylight began to dim—a persistent throb in April's flesh that Gable met with a low, humming amusement. Finally, the rustle of papers signaled the Duke’s attention. He turned his chair toward them.

		"So the little whore knows her manners and begs for her come?" Marcus’s voice was amused, yet hard.

		April’s breath quickened. Gable withdrew her hand, leaving April suspended in a state of agonizing want.

		"A little taste, then, since you begged," Marcus said.

		He stood and freed his member. There would be no relief for her soaked core; she was only to suckle what he provided. Her tongue took to the task as he began to fuck her mouth with steady, rhythmic thrusts. With one hand on her head and Gable’s fingers returning to her sex, the room filled with the sounds of her submission.

		The conditioning was taking root. The ache was finally paying off. The orgasm that had been denied all day crashed through her as Marcus jerked against her. She was almost grateful for the hunger as she tasted the salt and clove of his deep, final thrust.

		The silence that followed was heavy with tired relief. April breathed through her open mouth, the taste of him a new, marking gift.

		"Pitiful," Gable remarked, the word a cold judgment. "You did not even try to hold your release until your husband finished. You require a firmer lesson in restraint if you are to be salvageable for Society."

		The words drifted over April like smoke. She was too hollowed by the release to process the shame Gable was already cataloguing for the morning. She nuzzled Marcus’s trousered thigh, seeking a warmth he did not offer.

		"Let her rest," Gable said to the Duke. "Tomorrow begins at dawn. There is much work to do."

		Marcus stepped back, allowing Gable to unclip the gold lead from the desk. April was barely conscious as she was led back to her chambers, the scent of the Duke and the weight of the steel the last things she knew before the dark claimed her.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 14

		

		April woke to the rigid weight of her sleeping corset and the vertical strain on her ankles. She was leashed to the headboard, her arms bound to her sides, leaving her in a state of suspended, aching helplessness. She was in desperate need of the commode, her memory of the previous night lost in the fog of exhaustion.

		As she struggled against the metal bones and the taut leather, a low whine of desperation escaped her lips. A silver bell chimed, and Mrs. Havers glided in. She moved with the icy composure of an administrator, ignoring the flustered, half-naked girl in the canopy bed.

		"Good morning, Duchess. I imagine Your Grace requires sorting for her first day of lessons," Mrs. Havers said. Her voice carried a cold emphasis, her eyes performing a slow, judgmental survey of April’s dishevelment.

		"I can arrange for a vessel, Your Grace," she added, her lips quirked at April’s immediate, breathless nod of pleading.

		Mrs. Havers released the leash from the headboard and assisted April from the bed, holding the lead like a groom with a horse as April stood over the porcelain.

		"Mrs. Havers, will you turn your back?" April whispered.

		"Why, Duchess? You have nothing to hide from the staff of this house," the woman replied.

		The strain was too great for modesty. April yielded, the release blissful despite the humiliation of being watched and leashed.

		"Please help me, Mrs. Havers! I don't understand... Could you release me? Just for a moment?"

		Crack.

		The slap across April’s face was hard enough to make her head ring.

		"How dare you speak so, Your Grace," Mrs. Havers said, leaning in until her breath was on April's skin. "You are a fortunate young woman to be the Duchess here. You are exactly where—and what—you should be. You will become what this house requires."

		April bowed her head, her cheek stinging with a heat she had never known. "I am sorry, Mrs. Havers."

		"Off with you. You are already late for your toilet with Polly." Mrs. Havers grasped April’s bound arm and dragged her toward the dressing room. "Fortunately, your necessities have been reduced. Preparing an object takes far less time than a lady."

		Polly waited by the tub, a razor already glinting in the light.

		"In the bath," Mrs. Havers commanded. "His Grace dislikes tardiness."

		She briskly removed the sleeping corset and released April’s arms, only to strike her side when April moved to touch herself. "No touching. I've heard what a hussy you are. Keep your hands on the rim where they can be seen."

		Left alone for a moment, April huddled in the water, her tears flowing silently. There was something more dangerous in Mrs. Havers’ clinical composure than in Gable’s overt discipline. Between her husband’s cold engineering, Gable’s shaping of her flesh, and now this rebuke from the housekeeper, April realized there was no safe harbour left in Rutland Hall.

		Polly arrived with the rhythmic tap of heels. "You need a shave," the girl said casually.

		April stood, resting her brow against the cool tile of the wall to allow Polly unfettered access to her thighs. She remained still as the razor moved over her raw, aching skin.

		"You'd better behave," Polly warned.

		"Yes, Polly," April complied.

		By half-past seven, Mrs. Havers returned with a tray of specialized equipment. April’s heart sank as she saw the rubber hose and the ivory tip of the enema.

		"No, please," she begged. Polly only giggled as the door closed behind the housekeeper.

		"Quiet," Polly said, slapping April’s thigh. "I must say, what a greedy hole you have. Imagine how much stretching it will require to satisfy the Master." She produced a small stopper. "Lean over the stool. Quickly, or you'll miss your broth."

		April knelt, clutching the edge of the velvet vanity stool. The warm mixture was forced inside her, creating an unsettling, heavy movement in her gut that urged a shameful elimination.

		"The effects are swift in a frame as small as yours," Polly observed.

		Crack. A slap to April’s left cheek punctuated the internal pressure.

		"I feel... strange," April whispered, her voice breaking.

		"Relax, girl. It will flow easier if you don't fight it."

		April did as she was told, focusing on the rhythmic cramping of her muscles until the task was complete. She was still kneeling, catching her breath, when Mistress Gable entered the room.

		"Well done, Polly," Gable said. "Is she ready for her punishment? I warned her not to make me wait today."

		Polly stood, a triumphant look in her eye as she tightened the leash and pulled April upright over the spent basin.

		"No forgiveness, Duchess," Polly whispered with a satisfied smile.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 15

		

		Life at Rutland Hall settled into a rhythmic erasure. Each day began with the removal of evening restraints, followed by the clinical efficiency of Polly’s razor and the increasing volume of the morning enema. Any infraction was met with a slap on her exposed skin; in this house, April was a perpetual canvas for correction.

		The gold rings in her nipples and sex had healed into permanent, heavy markers of the Duke’s ownership. Her waist had been reduced to eighteen and a quarter inches—a feat achieved through the rigorous quarter-turns of the corset and a liquid diet of broth, lemon water, and the Duke’s seed. She had learned to find a desperate peace in the masculine, salty taste of him, her throat becoming a wet, accommodating sheath for his daily requirements.

		Still, Gable’s demands were a constant torment. "You show no grace for what He provides," Gable whispered, the woman’s statuesque height dwarfing April’s cinched frame. "Every unbidden word will be met with punishment."

		Crack. A slap landed on April’s tender backside.

		"I... I just want him to recognise me," April whispered, the pining thought earning a sharper strike to her thigh.

		"And what should he recognise? Your chatter?" Gable flicked the leash, spinning April until she swayed on her four-inch spikes. "You are a throat for him. A toy. When you stop thinking and start simply being, perhaps we shall discuss these 'feelings.' Until then, you are merely a vessel for his lust."

		As if summoned by the thought, Marcus arrived from an early morning ride, splattered with damp earth. April rose on her heels, her legs vibrating as she fought for balance without her arms. She stood unclad save for the steel cage of her corset and her heavy gold rings. She curtseyed as low as her bindings allowed, her mouth open, her eyes begging for a connection.

		"Splendid wife," Marcus murmured, his voice lacking inflection but carrying a note of contented possession. "Kneel."

		He gripped her hair and guided her into his private chambers. He allowed her to remain at his side as his valet removed his mud-flecked clothes. The scents of soil and sweat became her only perfumes. When he was nude, her mouth found its place instinctively. His body demanded attention, and she provided it with noises of delight that drew a contented groan from him.

		Afterward, he held her by the hair. "I understand you have been missing meals, April."

		"I need nothing but what you provide, Your Grace," she whispered into the silence.

		"Gable tells me you wail for different satisfaction." His face was serious, his tones frigid. "Open."

		He pushed himself back into her mouth. "Relax your throat. Drink it all. Do not spill a drop."

		April gasped as he shifted forward, his weight resting against her chin. With one hand in her hair and the other pulling her nipple ring taut, Marcus released his bladder into her mouth. She emptied herself around the flood, savouring each drop as her body clenched in a near-climax that received no release.

		"Good," Marcus whispered, pulling free. He applied a gag to her mouth, watching as confusion turned her cheeks crimson. "Take her to the study, Gable. I have correspondence to attend to."

		Later that morning, April resumed her place beneath the Duke’s desk, her knees on a small pillow, her head anchored to the mahogany by her gold lead. Her world was a darkness of wool and clove-scent, punctuated by the shallow sips of air her eighteen-inch cage allowed.

		The heavy doors opened. A new, rhythmic click of boots echoed on the floor.

		"Your Grace. Mistress Gable," Duval announced. His voice was as thin as a tailor’s needle. He ignored the gold-ringed form at the desk; to him, April was a structural commission awaiting cladding.

		"Duval. You have seen Gable’s sketches? She requires a complete wardrobe for the Season," Marcus said, his hand resting casually on April’s head.

		"I have. To silk-wrap a form so rigidly defined by steel is a task few in my profession could grasp," Duval replied, circling her.

		"Show him, Gable," Marcus commanded.

		Gable hauled April upright. She stood in the center of the room—a vertical monument of steel, leather, and gold. Duval traced the line of her waist with a gloved finger, then flicked the gold ring in her right nipple.

		"These markers, Your Grace—are they healed for load-bearing tension?"

		"They are. Why?"

		"The ball gowns will be heavy," Duval explained. "I propose internal silver leads integrated into the bodices. We shall clip the supports directly to her nipple and clitoral rings. The gown and the girl will move as a singular, rigid unit. If she attempts to slouch, the dress itself will remind her of her place."

		"The psychological weight of the silk," Marcus mused. "Yes."

		Gable nodded. "The sleeves must be integrated into the back-lacing. She is to have no access to her own person, even in private."

		"Naturally," Duval said, kneeling to inspect her feet. "The spikes allow for human resistance. For the Season, I suggest ballet pointe boots—kid leather lined with steel. They will lock her feet into permanent verticality. She will not walk; she will be positioned, her balance controlled entirely by the lead in your hand."

		A wave of cold terror washed over April. To be locked on her toes, her clothing clipped into her very flesh—she would be a puppet of silk and steel.

		"Pointe boots and internal leads," Marcus said, his voice a purr of approval. "A structural triumph. Measure her, Gable. I want brocades and satins that look like armour, yet move like water over her steel."

		April stood silent, her gaze fixed on the ceiling. She was a doll of steel and leather, soon to be encased in a cage of silk that would be clipped directly into her flesh. Her erasure was becoming an achievement of engineering.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 16

		

		After the initial consultation, Marcus gestured for the fitting to proceed. Gable took up April’s leash and led her to the mirrored gallery—a cold, expansive hall where April’s gold-marked form was reflected a dozen times over.

		Duval stood by a velvet-topped table, his leather portfolio open. He ignored April’s eyes; his gaze was fixed on her arches with the hunger of a mathematician solving a difficult equation.

		"Show me the current elevation, Gable," Duval commanded.

		Gable forced April onto a small mahogany podium. April stood on her five-inch spikes, her legs vibrating with a fine, mechanical tremor. Duval hummed a clinical sound of disapproval.

		"The heel is a compromise. It allows for a remnant of human resistance," Duval said, circling her with a silver tape measure. "To elevate her to a masterpiece, we must move beyond it. I have prepared the prototype."

		Duval opened a wooden crate to reveal the ballet pointe boots. Fashioned from soft white kid leather, the interior was a cage of steel. The toe was a reinforced block; the sole, a rigid, unyielding spine. Gable removed the spikes and slid April’s feet into the boots. The fit was a cold finality. She pulled the laces with rhythmic force, the silver ankle bracelets snapping shut over the knots.

		"Rise, April."

		April stood, and the world tilted. The boots forced her feet into a total, vertical alignment. There was no heel to catch her, no flat surface to rest upon. She was balanced entirely on the steel blocks of her toes. Without her arms to steady her, she began to sway, her breath coming in panicked sips.

		"Control her, Gable," Duval said, withdrawing three gleaming gold leads. "The architecture requires tension."

		Gable stepped forward. She caught the gold ring in April’s right nipple, drawing it forward with a sharp, merciless tug. April’s mouth parted in a silent, pained gasp as Gable clipped the first lead to the internal frame of the corset.

		"Can you gag her? I must have silence as I work," Duval requested, his tone as detached as a surgeon’s.

		Gable extracted a ring gag of rigid leather and buckled it tight, muffling April’s whimpers. Duval took the second lead and repeated the action on her left nipple, drawing the breast forward until it lay flat against her torso in a painfully perfect line. He paused to polish the gold with a cloth.

		"The lower ring," he murmured. He crouched behind April, his hand insistent as he found her clitoral piercing. "This must bear the primary weight."

		He snapped the third, most substantial lead into place. April let out a muffled, sharp sound behind the gag. The leads, taut as violin strings, pulled her core in opposing directions. She was yanked forward by her nipples and down by her sex, her spine a line of unyielding torque.

		But she did not fall. The three independent vectors of tension pulled her into an iron stance. Her swaying ceased. She was pinned impossibly straight.

		"It holds," Duval whispered. "Her frame is in active negative tension with itself. She has no center of her own; her center is wherever we decide to pull."

		The effect was instantaneous. The gold leads acted as internal stays. If she attempted to sway, the leads pulled at her piercings, the sharp pain forcing her back into the required arch. To slump was impossible. She could be straight, or she could be in agony.

		"Perfect," Duval said, circling the podium. "She is no longer a girl; she is a structural triumph. The leads will transfer the weight of the Season’s silks directly to her skeletal frame."

		April stood silent, a mannequin of steel and gold. Her toes burned in their metal cages. She was waiting for the world to witness her architectural erasure.

		"She will remain in the boots for the morning lessons," Duval directed. "She must learn to trust the gold more than her own feet."

		Duval spread new drawings across the velvet. "For the riding habits, I intend to use the stiffest cured hide. It will provide the torque to keep her pinned to the saddle—a singular extension of leather and steel. Her Grace will require no reins; the horse shall be guided by the carriage of her frame alone."

		"A singular extension," Gable echoed. She picked up a leather-wrapped riding crop. "And the dilator? Perhaps incorporated into the saddle?"

		"A marvellous suggestion. I shall have a custom seat crafted. She will find her lessons... tailored to her stature."

		Gable cupped April’s face, checking her breathing. Satisfied, she looked at Duval. "We are confident of her obedience on the leash. It is time to push her toward a new understanding." Gable’s hand rose, and the crop fell, hard and stinging, across each of April’s thighs.

		April jolted, her body snapping into a rigid line. The movement caused the gold leads to snap taut, her breast rings yanking her chest forward with brutal force. She remained silent, her head locked toward the gilded ceiling.

		"The evening silks must be weighted with lead shot," Duval continued, tracing a line on a sketch. "A necessary ballast to counter the elevation of the toes. She must appear rooted, even while perched on the edge of a collapse. I have also designed silver chokers to clip to the bodice spine, ensuring the tilt is maintained even during the waltzes."

		"And the travelling clothes?" Gable asked.

		"A traveling corset of double-layered steel, integrated into the carriage seating," Duval said. "She will be as secure as the upholstery. I shall present the Duke with a Duchess who is a flawless embodiment of her purpose. Her body is no longer biology; it is a designed construct."

		As April stood in the frozen, agonizing posture, she felt a leak of warmth against her thigh. Duval’s vision was the truth of her flesh. The steel and leather were not just clothing; they were the new bones through which the world would see her. She was being redesigned, one gold lead at a time, into the Duke’s masterpiece.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 17

		

		The month that followed was a slow, rhythmic baptism in steel, leather, and silk. By the time November’s grey light began to fail by mid-afternoon, April's eighteen-inch waist had been surrendered to a relentless seventeen and three-quarter inches. She no longer remembered the sensation of a full breath, nor the taste of solid food.

		After the morning ritual with Polly, Gable drilled her for hours in the Mirrored Gallery. April remained locked in her ballet pointe boots, Gable only leading her to the Duke when her ankles began to wobble—a failure corrected by the rhythmic crack of the riding crop across her thighs. In the study, April was once again anchored to the Duke’s desk, though now the leads were clipped to her nipple rings to keep her pinned closer to his reach.

		It was in that dark space, her throat an accommodating sheath for his requirements, that they began to test her new tether points.

		"Excuse me, Your Grace. May I borrow the Duchess? Her first gowns are ready for evaluation," Duval inquired, standing at the threshold.

		"One moment. I must relieve myself," Marcus replied, his hand holding April’s head with a firm, proprietary grip. "Be my little vessel, Duchess, and then you may go to your fittings."

		The command was absolute. Without waiting for a response, he pulled the gold leads, drawing her forward with a sharp tug that elicited a small, breathless gasp. Her head was forced into his lap as she shifted to her knees so he might direct her mouth with his hand and use her as a receptacle, forcing her to drink. He continued to hold her head there while the warmth flowed, and until she had licked him clean to his directions. She felt at home there at last; the sweet golden taste and release was her morning reward for being on her knees beneath his desk for several hours.

		"Gently, April." His touch was a tender warning as his fingers sifted through her golden hair. He tilted her chin with a single finger, checking her well-being with the cold authority of a collector. "Good girl. Off you go."

		He unclipped the gold lead from the desk and passed it to Duval with the same absent-mindedness a man might show when handing over a set of keys.

		"He wishes to see you in your new skins," Duval said, his tone matter-of-fact as he led her toward the mirrored room where Gable waited.

		"Let us hope today is the first fitting in which you can navigate the hallway without stumbling," Gable remarked.

		Dressed as she had been for her morning lessons—naked save for her steel cage and gold markers—April modeled ten gowns that day. Her progress was a grueling struggle against the verticality of the pointe boots. Gable observed with the rapt attention of a sculptor; for her, the convergence of Duval’s engineering and April’s physical submission was the ultimate spectacle.

		Each gown featured weighted hems and internal leads that clipped directly to her rings. The construction was designed to remind her of her place with every step; if she moved too quickly, the dress itself pulled at her flesh.

		"Is the riding habit complete?" Gable asked. "And the specialized saddle?"

		"I have worked on the entire suite," Duval replied. "They are functional. We require only the Duchess’s body to determine the final torque."

		"Splendid," Gable said, a look of predatory satisfaction crossing her face. "We shall see about tomorrow morning, then. I wonder if she is prepared for a truly... disciplined ride."

		"If Her Grace responds as I suspect, I have several other designs inspired by her stature," Duval added.

		At the final fitting, the assistants were dismissed. April’s white cotton chemise was laid upon a mannequin—a wooden replica of her shrunken frame. As Duval and Gable stood over her, they did not regard April's form with modesty or consideration; they looked at her as a foundation, a biological substructure upon which the Rutland legacy would be built.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 18

		

		That evening, the Duke came to April's rooms shortly after Gable had restrained her in her bed to sleep. Her sleeping corset kept her defined waist narrowed even in her rest; her arms were locked beside her, leaving only her legs free of movement, though as always, her neck collar was locked to the headboard.

		In the candlelight, the sharp lines of Marcus's features were relaxed—though they retained that edge of sharpness that had terrified her at the altar. His smile now sent both an unwanted thrill down April's core and an unwanted warmth she wasn't ready to explore at the edge of sleep.

		"My wife, I'm afraid I must wake you. There is something of a pleasure I want," the Duke said, his voice low and enticing.

		"Gable has been stretching your rear hole for me, and I find I cannot wait any longer. Not when these beautiful green eyes shine up at me so," Marcus commented as he loomed over her, casting darkness across her frame. Only the warm reflection of a dimmed lamp and the halo of her unbound hair illuminated her features.

		April didn't know what to say. The use was written upon his desires; she must not deny him, and indeed, she could not. His gentle, probing touch on the dilator Gable had fitted her with for the evening was different from what she was used to; it was firmer, deeper, and stronger.

		In her confusion at having her husband touch her so intimately, April couldn't help but try to push back against him, restricted though she was by her restraints. She lifted her hips up to his touch, hoping he would slip his fingers into her wetness as he toyed with the dilator.

		"Lift up further, April, or would you like me to tie your legs back for you?" the Duke asked. It was almost gentle of him.

		She tried to get her heels under her, but she couldn't find any traction on the silk of the bed.

		"Please... Please, Your Grace," she nearly cried, unable to discern what she was even begging for, breathless as she was. She was being denied both the relief of position and the release of whatever need was building in her. Her cunt was still dripping from Gable's earlier efforts, which she had endured on her hands and knees before her husband’s servant.

		"No, I can't wait to tie your legs, little girl. You lift your hips to receive me," Marcus said. He grabbed her and pulled her up toward his chest, lifting her so she was seated half-above him as his cock settled alongside her thigh.

		"No need to cry, little love. I will still make use of this rear end of yours, just in this way instead."

		He spread her thighs as wide as her small, conditioned legs could separate and pulled her up to accommodate him. She could feel the length of him in the crack of her buttocks, sliding along her cleft and gathering her slick. He continued to pull and push the dilator in and out of her anus while he slipped his cock against her empty sheath.

		"I could slip myself inside you easily, April, especially now that Gable has begun her training—opening you as only I would," the Duke said roughly. His movement turned sharp as he positioned himself and shoved forward hard against the resistance of April's rim as he removed her dilator and discarded it on the floor. "You always seem so keen to take a good fucking, and I see I have barely worked you over enough." His grin was dangerous and his eyes sharp, marking the shock on her face. "Now, pay attention to that little hole you spread for me and take a deep breath."

		With one hand still toying in her cunt, gathering juices to rub along his cock, Marcus kept her full of tension until he had his other hand on her hip and was dragging her against his cock. In one firm, slow push, a width of thickness greater than any she had yet received slipped into her with a popping sensation and a loud gasp of surprise, followed by a near-silent plea of 'no' from April.

		"Tight. What delight. It feels like the first time taking my wife," Marcus groaned, pushing deeper into her with purpose, watching as April tried to arch her small form but only fought against the restraints holding her.

		The pressure of his touch turned to rhythmic, stinging slaps as he held her against him, his hips pistoning in time with the frantic thrumming of her heart. Even as she whimpered, half-choking against the collar, she knew he had marked every part of her he intended to claim. She was no longer a person; she was a landscape to be colonised.

		He worked her hard for the remainder of the evening, mindless to her responses.

		As he spent himself inside her quim for the second time that night, he made her mouth swallow the essence of it without protest and clean herself from him as an essential habit of her married life.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 19

		

		Dawn was still a dark shroud over Rutland Hall as the bedchamber door creaked open. It felt far too soon as April blinked through the remains of sleep to find Gable standing over her. Beside the Mistress stood Duval, holding his riding crop and a bundle of stiff, dark tack. Marcus had already returned to his own chambers, leaving his wife pinned to her side exactly where he had used her.

		"Saddle up, April," Duval said, his voice thin and sharp. "Mistress has a brand-new habit she cannot wait to wear, and Your Grace must look sharp for this crisp morning."

		The light tapping of his crop against the mahogany bedpost brought immediate alertness to April’s limbs. She forced herself awake, acutely aware of the shift in protocol—it was Duval, the engineer, waking her today, not Polly or the housekeeper.

		"Polly is coming to clean the mess you’ve made of yourself during the night," Duval commented as he turned to leave. "Afterward, you will ride with your keeper."

		April tried to speak, but only a muffled sound escaped her throat.

		"Silence," Gable scolded, slapping her own leather-wrapped crop against her trousers. "You will stay quiet until you are off this bed. Now, rise, girl. You must earn your riding apparel; you know the rules."

		Gable unclipped the gold lead from the headboard, waiting for April to kneel at the side of the mattress. In the early months of her training, the slight delay in April's obedience would have cost her several strikes. Now, April managed to shift onto her knees without the aid of her bound arms, though her muscles trembled with the effort. Gable decided the slight hesitation warranted a correction anyway.

		Crack. The crop bit into April's thigh.

		"I... I am sorry, Mistress," April squeaked.

		Gable harrumphed, releasing the leash from the bed but grabbing a fistful of April’s golden hair instead. She yanked April behind her, forcing her to scramble across the floor to keep her head from being snapped back. They reached the bathing room, where Polly and Mrs. Havers waited by the steaming copper tub.

		"Disrobed and into that tub, you useless slut!" Mrs. Havers barked. She raised an iron willow switch, her eyes tracking Polly, who looked equally terrified. "You will learn to get your filthy juices up quickly in preparation for this ride!"

		There was a frantic urgency to the morning. This was worse than Gable’s usual clinical quiet; it was a heated, predatory pace. April remembered then that Gable had come from the bawdy houses of London—it was in these moments of anger that the "Mistress" vanished, replaced by a woman who knew exactly how to make a girl shudder.

		Her corset and heels were stripped away, but placed prominently beside the tub, a reminder that they would be replaced immediately. April scrubbed herself with oil and a soft cloth, working with a desperate haste to remove the dried salt and essence of the night before. She had no time for self-consciousness; a sharp strike from Mrs. Havers’ switch across her shoulder kept her focus entirely on her hygiene.

		Later that morning, the stable yard was a landscape of grey mist and the smell of damp hay. April could see grooms moving through the paddocks, but the rigid tilt of her collar prevented her from turning her head.

		Polly had pinned April's hair into a severe, high knot. The girl’s hands had been strangely careful as they moved over April's skin, a silent intimacy that April found herself warming to in the cold morning air.

		Duval produced the riding saddle from a polished wooden case, alongside boots designed with hidden platforms to accommodate her small feet. They were ballet pointe in style, but with a disguised base that allowed her to appear solid while remaining on her toes. Gable tightened the seventeen-inch leather riding corset, cinching it until April’s vision spotted.

		The bay mare stood waiting in the stall. The saddle Duval had engineered featured a large leather plug in the seat and additional straps to pin the rider’s thighs in place.

		"Polly, change the Duchess’s boots," Duval directed. "These are steel-lined, and the uppers will lace to her knees. You will note the internal leads that connect directly to her clitoral ring. The tension must be absolute."

		"Yes, Monsieur Duval," Polly whispered.

		Fitting April to the saddle was a grueling task. Duval had underestimated the girth of the internal plug, and April was still tender from the Duke’s late-night visit. Gable grabbed the leather phallus and brought it into position, easing April onto it with a firm, downward pressure.

		As the plug sank in, April winced, her breath hitching. Duval worked quickly, fastening the buckles that pinned her thighs and ankles. Once she was seated, the first stirrup strap was attached to her clitoral ring. Gable pulled the lead, drawing April’s chest forward and higher as she buckled her feet into place.

		"Will she be using the reins, Duval?" Gable asked.

		"No," the engineer replied, beaming. "The reins held in her hands are mere fictions. I have run the true leads to her nipple rings. She shall guide the animal through the carriage of her own frame. If the horse moves, she feels it in her flesh; if she moves, the horse feels her will."

		The mare swished its tail, the movement causing the internal plug to shift. Every twitch of the horse’s muscles sent a corresponding pull through April’s rings. She was a singular extension of the leather and steel.

		"His Grace is waiting," Gable said, snapping out her willow switch. "Walk on, April. Lead us out."

		April wiggled her shoulders, the movement yanking the leads on her nipple rings to signal the horse. Every step the mare took stung her raw breasts.

		"Ah, I see she is finding her balance through her tits," Marcus called out, his voice rich with amusement. He mounted his own steed, his shadow falling over her. "Must be a difficult lesson after last night’s ride."

		The sight of him sent a jolt through April. Despite the pain, she felt her body betraying her, moistening as she worked herself deeper onto the saddle’s plug.

		"Careful, April," Marcus chuckled. "You will hurt your pussy lips working yourself quite so deeply."

		For the next fortnight, the morning rides became a ritual of endurance. April learned to canter without immediate climax, using the tension in her nipples to turn and stop the beast. By the end of each session, she was exhausted, held upright only by the architecture of the habit.

		One foggy morning, Marcus rewarded her by stopping in an open paddock. "On your knees," he commanded.

		Gable assisted April from the saddle, the internal plug remaining seated within her as she was lowered to the uneven ground. The Duke brought his horse close and freed himself from his riding trousers, his member rigid in the cold air.

		"Mouth open, April."

		She knelt in the dirt, her face level with his pleasure. Gable held her steady as Marcus buried himself to the root.

		"I should fit you with bit and bridle next," Gable mused, watching her Master use his wife. "A true breeding mare."

		April’s world vanished into the scent of clove and horsehair as she experienced her release alongside the Duke.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 20

		

		"Her posture has improved, Your Grace," Gable remarked one evening as they dined. "The riding has been of great benefit to her strength."

		"The gold leads provide the necessary correction when her focus flags," Marcus replied, wiping his mouth with a linen napkin. "However, she still lacks the absolute rigidity Duval requires for the six-hour balls. She should not tremble."

		"Then I shall increase the drill," Marcus concluded. "If the ankles waver, the seventeen-inch cinch will provide the stability she lacks."

		April, positioned at the foot of the table, remained standing as she waited for the footman to serve her. She felt the man’s hand at her chin, forcing her head back into a long, vulnerable arch. He used a silver spoon to feed her the thin broth, the lukewarm liquid hitting her throat in measured, humiliating doses. She swallowed with practiced, rhythmic grace, her gaze fixed on the ornate plasterwork of the ceiling. Each swallow was a fresh torment against the seventeen-and-a-half-inch stays; her lungs burned for the air she was no longer permitted to fully take.

		"The Season debut will require her to stand for eight hours without reprieve," Marcus said, his eyes tracking the rhythmic movement of April’s throat as she was fed. "Does the evening gown accommodate the commode rituals, or will she require a different architecture for the ballroom?"

		"Duval has engineered hidden access within the lead-weighted hems, Your Grace," Gable said. "Polly will attend her. There will be no unseemly accidents."

		April finished the last drop of broth, her internal muscles working even as her legs began to burn. The footman licked the spoon clean and withdrew, his task complete.

		"Have her practice standing more," Marcus directed. "Has she been made to dance yet?"

		Gable shook her head. "We have prioritised endurance. Duval believes her control is nearly sufficient to begin the instruction."

		"It is inefficient of you to have delayed this, Gable," Marcus said. His voice was not angry, but simply final.

		"Mistress..." April’s voice was a soft, frayed whisper over the tyranny of her corset.

		"On your knees, April," Marcus commanded.

		Her response was instant—a conditioned grace that had replaced all hesitation. She bent her frame, the effort pulling the anchored collar taut against her bound wrists as she descended. Her head was held at a perpetual upward angle by the tension of the gold leads.

		"His Grace is correct. We have been too lenient," Gable said, her voice dripping with practiced contempt. "Sleep will henceforth occur in a forced stand. Tonight, we begin."

		April’s heart beat a frail, rapid rhythm against the inflexible steel busk. She waited, her gaze directed at the Duke’s polished boots, for the final verdict. Marcus rose, his presence a physical force. She smelled his scent—clove, starch, and the cool, metallic tang of the Duke as he passed near her face.

		"Rise, April. Go to your chambers. Stand at the foot of the bed. Mistress Gable will bring your retainer. It will be fastened to the markers you display for me."

		She did not ask what a "retainer" was. She would learn through the direct application of it upon her flesh. She rose on her five-inch heels, her steps a metronome of training. Her horizon was no longer the world; it was the Duke’s thighs.

		The walk to her chambers felt short, her gait mechanical. At the foot of the bed, she turned and stood, her back to the door. The room was silent save for the hiss of her shallow breathing. Gable appeared behind her, the slither of her lavender silk too close. She carried a length of cold, heavy chain.

		"The retainer," Gable murmured. The word had a finality to it, the taste of tomb-dark iron.

		As the first weight pulled at the gold ring on the back of her collar, April understood. The retainer chain clipped into the spine of the corset, then dropped to loop around the gold ring in her labia. The remaining length wound over and over about her thighs, pinning them together.

		Each new weight on her ankles and wrists tightened her skin. There was no looking down without pulling on every gold point fixed into her flesh. She was no longer a woman; she was a tense, vertical line of negative tension.

		"Rest, Duchess," Mistress Gable commanded the mannequin. "Tomorrow is a new day."

		Locked into the stillness of her Master’s plan, April waited to obey whatever the next chapter required.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 21

		

		By December, the first heavy snows had settled over the sprawling eaves of Rutland Hall, turning the estate into a silent, white fortress. Inside the drawing room, the atmosphere was thick with the scent of pine, beeswax, and the smoky warmth of a roaring fire. It was a private Christmas gathering—a study in domestic power where the only guest was the possession herself.

		Marcus and Gable sat in high-backed wing chairs by the hearth, a silver tea service resting between them. April was positioned on the rug at their feet, kneeling upon a velvet cushion. She was unclad, her skin gleaming like polished marble in the firelight. Her body was a rigid column of seventeen-and-one-half-inch steel, gold leads, and the verticality of her pointe boots. Her head was locked into its adoring tilt by the anchored collar, her gaze fixed on the intricate carvings of the mantelpiece.

		"A gift for my Duchess," Marcus said.

		He rose and knelt before her. He caught the gold ring in her right nipple, his fingers steady as he hooked a heavy emerald to it. April’s breath hitched—a tiny, aborted gasp immediately swallowed by her training. The weight was significant, pulling at the tender skin with relentless gravity. He repeated the process with the left nipple, then moved lower, attaching the third and heaviest emerald to the gold ring between her thighs.

		The effect was a brutal addition to her posture. The emeralds acted as secondary anchors, their weight intensifying the tension of the gold leads. April felt the sharp, localized stabs of pain, the heavy gems swaying slightly with each shallow sip of air.

		"She looks appropriately festive, Gable," Marcus said, returning to his seat.

		"Quite radiant, Your Grace," Gable replied. She withdrew two items of clinical precision from her pocket: a tapered ivory dilator and a heavy, polished gold ring gag. "And a gift from me, April. To ensure your silence during the journey."

		Gable forced April’s mouth open and slid the gold ring over her tongue, the cold metal stretching her jaw into a permanent, straining openness. The gag was weighted, designed to suppress any involuntary sound and maintain a state of constant oral availability.

		Despite the mounting weight and the agonizing stretch of the gag, April remained perfectly still. The weeks of sleeping in the standing retainer had wrought a profound change in her constitution; she no longer felt the urge to shift or sway. Her muscles had developed a stony, unyielding endurance, her legs capable of maintaining her verticality with a mechanical precision that transcended her former human fatigue. The standing rest had made her as durable as the furniture she was anchored to.

		"She is almost there, Gable," Marcus said, watching the firelight play over the emeralds hanging from his wife's flesh. "The standing drills have served us well. I believe the final seventeen-inch cinch should be applied on the morning of our departure."

		"I agree, Your Grace. It will be the final seal upon her rebirth."

		Marcus rose once more, the superfine wool of his trousers brushing against April’s shoulder. "A celebration requires a dance, Duchess. And you are so festively decorated, I find I cannot resist."

		He caught her bound upper arms and hauled her up. April’s world blurred as she was forced onto the steel blocks of her pointe boots. Without her arms to balance her, the pendulous weight of the emeralds created a terrifying momentum. Every slight movement caused the heavy gems to sway, the hooks biting into the gold rings of her nipples and sex.

		"Hum us a tune, Gable. Something for a happy couple."

		He caught April’s waist with his large hands, his fingers nearly meeting around the seventeen-and-one-half-inch cinch. Gable began to hum—a low, melodic waltz that echoed off the wood-panelled walls.

		Marcus began to move, spinning April in slow, deliberate circles. It was a study in structural agony. With her jaw locked open and her head anchored upward, April was a silent passenger in her own body. The rhythmic spin caused the emeralds to swing outward, the centrifugal force pulling at her piercings with sharp intensity. She could not cry out; she could only breathe in shallow, desperate gasps through the gag.

		The gold leads snapped taut and slackened with the cadence of the dance, a relentless push and pull against her markers. She was entirely dependent on Marcus’s grip to keep from toppling.

		"See how she glides, Gable. The gold and the steel have taught her well."

		He danced with her for a half-hour, swinging her body until the room spun. When he brought the dance to a halt, he held her flush against his heat. He looked into her dazed eyes, his thumb tracing the edge of the gold gag that held her mouth in a permanent offering.

		"You have found your purpose at last, April," Marcus said.

		He released her, and Gable stepped forward to steady the trembling girl. April remained on her toes, the emeralds slowing their swing, her body a column of silent, weighted submission.

		She was no longer a girl; she was a singular extension of the house—a doll, a mannequin, a masterpiece ready to be boxed and displayed for the Ton.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 22

		

		By late February, the Mirrored Gallery had been transformed into a cold, technical laboratory of silk and steel. The floor was littered with snippets of midnight-blue velvet, silver thread, and discarded whalebone. April stood at the centre of the room on her mahogany podium, a silent, gold-marked column of marble skin and emeralds. She had been standing on the steel blocks of her pointe boots for three hours without reprieve, her balance maintained only by the relentless tension of the gold leads and Gable’s regular corrective touch with the riding crop. Her thighs bore the fresh, stinging heat of the morning’s discipline.

		Monsieur Duval moved around her with a surveyor’s precision. "The clarity of her skin is remarkable, Mistress," Duval noted, peering closely at the pale expanse of April's shoulder. "His Grace’s forethought in the matter of her diet was truly inspired. By stripping away the coarse solids of her former life and replacing them with a singular, liquid purity, he has not only narrowed the waist but refined the very texture of the canvas I must work upon. She is becoming... translucent."

		"It is a necessity for the seventeen-inch cinch," Gable replied, tapping her crop against her palm. "Solid food breeds a solid spirit. His Grace prefers her hollowed out, ready to be filled only by his requirements."

		The heavy doors creaked open as Mrs Havers entered, followed by a footman carrying a silver tea service. The housekeeper’s gaze swept over April’s shorn, weighted form with a look of clinical disdain. She poured the tea for Duval and Gable as they worked, the aroma of Darjeeling a sharp contrast to the metallic scent of the room.

		"She is swaying again, Gable," Duval said, his voice thinning with perfectionist irritation as he watched the heavy emeralds on April's breasts vibrate. "The verticality is nearly there, but the micro-tremors in her knees will ruin the line of the brocade. She is still too... human in her resistance."

		Crack. Gable delivered a sharp, stinging strike to the back of April’s thighs. "He is correct. You are wasting our labour with this pathetic instability, April! If the spirit is weak, the steel must be stronger."

		"Allow me to test the load-bearing tension," Duval said, setting his tea aside. He reached out and caught the two silver leads that ran from the internal frame of the prototype walking dress to April’s nipple rings. With a sudden, forceful yank, he pulled the leads downward and outward.

		April’s body jolted, her spine arching as the gold rings in her flesh were yanked to their limit. The heavy lead-shot in the dress’s hem acted as a ballast, pinning her lower half to the podium while Duval’s pull forced her chest into a terrifying, high shelf.

		"See, Gable? The leads can carry the weight of the silver-threaded wool," Duval said, observing the way the rings held firm in April's skin. "The architecture is sound. The girl, however, must learn to lean into the pain rather than flinch from it. She must become the anchor."

		The afternoon light was beginning to fail when they finally draped the evening silk over her. It was a gargantuan construction of satin and brocade, so heavy that April’s breath came in ragged, oxygen-starved gasps against the seventeen-and-one-quarter-inch stays.

		Marcus entered the gallery as the final leads were being adjusted. He stood in the doorway, his tall frame a shadow of dark superfine against the fading light. He watched in silence as Gable clipped the bodice leads to the gold rings in April’s flesh.

		"She looks... monumental, Duval," Marcus said.

		"She is a structural triumph, Your Grace," Duval replied, his voice echoing in the cold room. "The weight of the silver thread is carried entirely by her frame. She cannot slouch, she cannot yield. She is positioned for the evening."

		Marcus walked toward the podium. He ignored April’s face, which was held in a mask of vacant adoration by the gold ring gag. He touched the heavy brocade at her waist, his hand nearly spanning the distance of her cinch.

		"An extension of the house," Marcus whispered, more to himself than to the others. He moved his hand upward, his thumb catching the heavy emerald teardrop that hung from her right nipple, visible through the deliberate lace-work of the bodice. He gave the gem a sharp, sudden tug.

		April’s body jolted, the internal knee-locks of the dress preventing any collapse. The gold leads and the steel boots held her perfectly vertical, the pain of the tug forcing her back into the required position. She could not moan; she could only breathe a hot, frantic 'sip' of air against the gold gag.

		"She responds just as I desire," Marcus said, his eyes darkening with satisfaction.

		"She is your creation, Your Grace," Gable said, her voice a silken purr. "She is ready for the final seventeen-inch cinch. She is ready for London."

		April stood silent, a masterpiece of silk, steel, and gold. She no longer remembered the scent of rosemary. She only knew the burn in her toes, the weight of the silver thread, and the absolute reality of the man who now owned every inch of her existence.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 23

		

		By the first week of May, the transition was total. Rutland Hall was a hive of quiet, disciplined activity, though the bustle was entirely external to April. In the Mirrored Gallery, Polly and a team of housemaids worked under Mistress Gable’s sharp eye to pack the massive leather-bound trunks. Inside were the architectural silks Duval had spent the winter engineering: the morning poplins with their integrated sleeves, the lead-weighted walking dresses, and the towering silver brocades for the Carlton House debut.

		April stood at the centre of the gallery, a silent, unclad mannequin of steel and gold. She had been polished to a glass-like smoothness, her skin rubbed with oil until it gleamed. She was permitted no part in the packing; she simply stood on her vertical toes, her head anchored upward, her mouth held in its adoring parting by the gold gag.

		Mrs. Havers moved through the gallery with a clipboard, her gaze performing a final, bloodless audit of the "merchandise." She stopped before April, not to offer a farewell, but to inspect the condition of the canvas. She reached out a cold, dry hand and pinched the skin of April’s thigh, checking for any sign of softening.

		"She is holding the oil well, Mistress," Mrs. Havers noted with clinical indifference. "Though the tremors in her ankles persist. I trust the travelling restraints will correct this lack of discipline during the journey."

		"Check the lacing on the travelling silks once more, Polly," Gable commanded, ignoring April's watering eyes.

		"Yes, Mistress," Polly said, offering a perverse giggle as she passed April, the tip of her finger flicking the heavy emerald that still hung from April's right nipple.

		The emeralds were to be removed for the journey, replaced by the functional gold leads that would clip April directly into the carriage’s structural frame. Only Gable and Polly would accompany the Duke and Duchess to London, ensuring her maintenance was absolute at every mile.

		The morning of the departure arrived with a grey, pre-dawn chill. Marcus entered the dressing room while the final preparations were being made. He was dressed for travel in a heavy greatcoat of charcoal wool, his presence filling the room with the scent of starch and cold air.

		"Is she ready, Gable?" Marcus asked.

		"She is, Your Grace."

		Gable stepped behind April, while Mrs. Havers moved to the front to provide the opposing force. Mrs. Havers placed her hands flat against April's chest, her eyes fixed on April’s face with a look of terrifying, motherly void.

		"Hold your breath, girl," Mrs. Havers commanded.

		The seventeen-and-one-half-inch corset was loosed for a fleeting, terrifying moment of expansion. April gasped, her lungs trying to seize the air, before Gable and Havers worked in unison to haul the laces taut with a rhythmic, brutal force.

		The cinch was taken to exactly seventeen inches.

		April’s vision spotted as her internal organs were compressed into the new, impossible silhouette. She righted herself, a glimmer of desperate satisfaction in her eye as she looked at the Duke for a sign of her achievement, only to be ignored as he checked his pocket watch.

		"Seventeen inches," Gable whispered, her voice a low, satisfied hiss.

		Marcus stepped forward, his hand tracing the narrow, inhuman line of her waist. "Perfect. She is a Rutland masterpiece." He turned to the door. "Bring her down. The carriage is waiting."

		The journey to the courtyard was a blur of mincing steps. April was led down the grand staircase, her balance entirely dependent on Gable’s iron grip. Outside, the specialised carriage Duval had engineered stood ready—a high-bred vehicle of black lacquer and silver trim with a refitted interior.

		Inside, the rear seat had been replaced with a high, upright chair of double-layered steel and plush velvet.

		"Position her," Gable said.

		Polly assisted as Gable guided April into the seat. The travelling silk was more of a structural casing than a dress; its integrated corset was snapped directly into the chair’s spine with a series of clinical clicks. April was locked into place. Her arms, bound behind her, were pinned into a recessed cavity in the chair’s back. Her vertical toes found the steel blocks built into the floorboards.

		Then came the final tension. Gable clipped the gold leads from April’s nipple rings and sex directly into the carriage's internal frame. The tension was absolute. April was now a singular extension of the vehicle, as motionless as the upholstery.

		"The gag, Mistress," Polly said.

		Gable slid the heavy gold ring gag over April’s tongue, locking her jaw in its permanent, straining openness.

		"She won't move an inch," Gable said, closing the heavy carriage door.

		"And you've made her so I can still use her during the ride," Marcus remarked as he climbed into the seat opposite his wife. "How convenient."

		The carriage lurched forward. April sat in the darkness, a doll in a box, her world narrowed to the burn in her toes and the rhythmic pull of the gold leads against her flesh. The long road to London had finally begun.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 24

		

		The first day of the journey ended at a secluded inn near Waltham, a place where the Duke’s coin had purchased absolute discretion and a private wing far from the eyes of other travellers. The carriage lurched to a final, heavy halt in the courtyard. Inside the dark cabin, April remained exactly as she had been positioned ten hours prior—a singular, vertical extension of the steel-framed seat.

		Her endurance was a testament to the months of standing drills; despite the long miles, her spine had not buckled. Her only sustenance for the day had been the biological offerings of the Duke as he relieved himself thrice on the journey; the liquid diet that Marcus viewed as the essential fuel for her seventeen-inch silhouette.

		The door opened, and the cool, damp air rushed in. Gable appeared, her silhouette framed by the lantern light.

		"Unlock her from the frame and bring her inside," Marcus commanded, his voice holding the day’s authority.

		Polly and Gable worked in practiced, unfeeling synchrony. The moment the gold leads were uncoupled, the tension that had held April’s frame dissolved. She sagged forward, her world tilting as Polly caught her under the arms. The sudden return of her own weight, coupled with the absolute numbness in her feet, made her vision blur.

		"Out with you, April," Gable said, her hand a sharp, guiding pressure. "We must have you sorted before His Grace finishes his brandy."

		They processed into the inn. April moved in a daze, her mincing six-inch steps clicking rhythmically on the stone. Because her head was anchored toward the ceiling, she navigated the narrow corridors entirely by the pressure of Gable’s hand on her shoulder.

		In the private suite, the heat of a pre-lit fire hit April’s skin like a blow. The travelling habit was stripped away, the heavy silks falling in a silver heap. April stood unclad—a column of seventeen-inch steel and gold leads.

		"She has held her bladder all day; best get that sorted, Polly," Gable directed.

		The bath was a transaction. Polly’s touch was procedural, scrubbing April's white skin with a harsh lavender soap that made her nipples—tender from the day's load-bearing tension—tighten into hard peaks.

		"Your corset is holding beautifully, Your Grace," Polly taunted, roughly drying April’s inner thighs. "I don't think we'll have to fuss with the lacing tonight. His Grace likes to unwrap his gifts himself."

		Gable returned with a small bowl of watery broth, feeding it to April in measured spoons that strained against the steel of her upper ribs. They brought her to the bed. A special rope was woven through the rings of her corset, her arms bound once more at her spine. Her collar chain was snapped into a gold anchor set into the headboard.

		"I believe he'll be using your arse again tonight, April," Polly whispered with cruel satisfaction. She pushed April onto her back and opened her with a long, cool, dampened finger. Each swift, ungentle plunge of Polly’s digit brought a humiliation April could no longer contain without a full, open-mouthed expression of bliss.

		They left her locked in the room, alone in the firelight. The soft linens of the inn felt foreign; she was a possession in a silent, vertical vigil. The door opened, and Marcus entered. He hung his greatcoat without a glance, his focus fixed on the still figure tied to his bed.

		"Gable was adamant in her preparations, I see," Marcus said.

		He unhooked the chain from the anchor and hauled her up. April clung to the edge of her balance as he threw her unceremoniously over his knee. Her stomach met the hard muscle of his thigh with a soft thud.

		"Hunger breeds good manners, April," he said, his voice a calm, conversational purr as he collected a jar of oil. "Perhaps a reminder of what service looks like is required after such a long journey."

		His large palm settled over her backside before he brought it down in a sharp, cracking slap. The force pushed a muffled squeak from her gagged mouth. A second strike followed, then a third, fanning the embers of shame and desire until they were a blaze.

		Then came his fingers—the slow, methodical invasion she had craved. He filled her with two thick fingers, mapping her internal landscape.

		"I think the ride has made you greedy," Marcus commented, his breath hot against her ear. "Such a tight little space. Are you grateful for the journey?"

		April could not answer. She could only breathe in ragged sips around the gold in her mouth. A sharp twist of his wrist was enough to tip her over the edge; the climax tore through her with a choked, soundless force.

		Marcus withdrew and released his fall-front breeches. He shifted her, lifting her small frame as if she were a toy. "Scoot forward and grip the bedpost," he ordered.

		When she moved too slowly, his palm came down on her thigh—a stinging command. She inched forward until her knees were set wide and her head rested against the pillow. Without ceremony, he breached her. Her tightness, clenched by her recent orgasm, made him groan as he drove deep into her arse. He began riding her with a powerful, controlled rhythm.

		He said nothing, letting the slap of his hips and April’s muffled sounds of strain fill the space. This was service, and April had nothing to do but submit. As her mind became hazy from oxygen deprivation, the world shrunk to the size of her husband’s pleasure. When he finally finished, she fell into a heavy, dreamless sleep, her task—for now—complete.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 25

		

		The remainder of the trip passed in a rhythmic blur of sensory deprivation and absolute ownership. April remained locked to her seat, her spine held in a state of constant, vertical tension by the steel frame and the gold leads. Marcus used her as he saw fit; he often slept wrapped around her, his heat a stark contrast to the cold cabin air. In the mornings, he would take her mouth once more, leaving her filled with his essence until Polly was permitted to replace the gag.

		By the time the carriage entered the Belgravia district of London, April’s body felt limp, drugged by days of deep penetration and the absence of light. Through the heavy veil Gable had draped over her, she saw the pillars of their destination: the townhouse on St. James’s Square.

		It was a statement piece of Portland stone, its windows reflecting the grey London twilight. It was a fortress of society, designed to be envied.

		"You will not speak to the servants in this house, April. In fact, you are not to speak at all," Marcus commanded, his voice a terrifyingly calm vibration. He caught her jaw between his hands, his thumbs pressing into the soft skin of her throat. "You are to be the perfect wife I have created. You shall stay in your chambers or the gardens until I permit your debut. Do you understand?"

		He did not wait for the response she could not give. He guided her up the steps to the landing, where Mrs. Jennings, the London housekeeper, stood with a look of impeccable service.

		"Welcome home, Your Grace," Mrs. Jennings said, her gaze lingering on the way the Duchess moved with an ethereal, mincing gait. To the housekeeper, the Duchess appeared so refined she barely seemed to touch the earth.

		"The Duchess is fatigued, Jennings. See that Gable and Polly have all they require for her maintenance," Marcus said, handing April over like a piece of precious, fragile luggage.

		The routine at St. James’s was a strictly guarded secret. While the London staff treated her with the reverence due to a Duchess, only Gable and Polly saw the "doll" beneath the silk. To the butler and the footmen, April was an icy, distant figure—disdainful and silent. They did not realize her silence was a mandate, and her distance was a result of the steel and leather that bound her.

		In the master dressing room, the transition to "Society Wife" began. The traveling silks were stripped away, leaving April shivering in her seventeen-inch cage. She stood on her vertical toes, her jaw throbbing with heat now that the gag was removed for the first time in three days.

		"Silence is your only currency tonight," Gable warned, the riding crop delivering a stinging tap to April’s thigh when she tried to whisper a reply.

		Polly brought forward the evening gown—a masterpiece of deep violet silk. The sleeves were the true marvel of Duval’s cruelty; fashioned from stiffened, silk-covered leather, they were integrated into the bodice spine, pinning April’s upper arms flush against her ribs. Her hands were forced to rest perpetually in her lap, useless for anything but display.

		"The sleeves provide the Rutland posture," Polly whispered, her perverse giggle echoing as she cinched the laces. Gable clipped the gold leads to April’s markers, hiding them beneath the violet folds. The tension was adjusted until April was a singular, vertical line of silk and gold.

		They processed down the grand staircase. Jennings, the butler, bowed as they entered the dining room.

		"Dinner is served, Your Grace," he said.

		April was guided to her seat. Because of the sleeves and the seventeen-inch cylinder of her waist, she could not sit in a traditional sense; she perched on the edge of a specialized, high-backed chair that supported her spine.

		The meal began. Footmen moved with silent efficiency, placing plates of roasted pheasant and wine-soaked sauces before the Duke and the Duchess. April’s stomach, conditioned by months of thin broth, cramped with a primal hunger. She watched Marcus cut into the meat, the silver fork clicking against the china.

		"The Duchess will be required at the Alvanley ball on Thursday," Marcus remarked, his tone cultured and low.

		"She is prepared, Your Grace," Gable replied, taking a delicate bite of asparagus. "She has learned the required discipline."

		April sat perfectly still. Because of the sleeves, she could not have reached her fork even if Gable had permitted it. She watched the food cool, the steam rising like a taunt. To Jennings and the footmen, she was the epitome of aristocratic restraint—a woman so high-bred she found the vulgarity of food beneath her.

		"She is a credit to your house, Your Grace," Jennings remarked softly as he poured the wine. "A most graceful addition."

		"She is exactly what I required," Marcus said. He did not look at her eyes; he looked at the silhouette. He reached out and caught her anchored jaw, tilting her head back to display the perfection of her throat for the butler to admire.

		April remained silent, her gaze fixed on the chandelier. She was a Rutland masterpiece, proving her grace through her own starvation.

		"Take the plates," Marcus commanded.

		As Jennings removed the untouched food, April felt a singular, sharp pull on her gold leads—Gable’s signal under the table. She had passed the test.

		"Take her upstairs, Gable," Marcus said. "I wish to retire early tonight."

		"It shall be done, Your Grace," Gable replied, leading the silent, violet-clad figure back into the shadows of the house.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 26

		

		The night of the Carlton House reception arrived with a cold, glittering clarity. In the St. James’s Square dressing room, the atmosphere was surgical. Duval was present, his fingers trembling with a professional fever as he performed the final inspection. The London staff stood at the periphery, offering pins and silken threads with the same detached reverence they might afford a cathedral altar. To them, April was not a woman; she was a state event.

		April stood on her mahogany podium, a silent column of silver-threaded brocade. The seventeen-inch cinch was absolute, her waist a singular, impossible point between the heaving shelf of her breasts and the expansive, lead-weighted bell of her skirts. The gown was a triumph of physics; the silver choker around her throat was clipped directly to the internal steel spine of the bodice, ensuring the adoring tilt of her head was maintained even if her spirit failed.

		"The knee-locks are engaged, Monsieur," Gable noted, her voice a low, whiskey-smooth register as she checked the internal whalebone frames that would dictate April’s gait.

		"Excellent. She is ready for the verticality," Duval replied.

		Gable reached beneath the heavy silver skirts. She clipped the load-bearing gold leads to the rings in April’s nipples and sex, anchoring them to the gown’s frame. April’s jaw tightened. She was free of the gold gag, but under a decree of absolute silence. She could only breathe in shallow, rhythmic 'sips' through her parted lips, her eyes watering as the tension of the leads pinned her shoulders back.

		"Remember, April," Marcus said, stepping into the room in his formal black superfine and Garter ribbon. "You are the Duchess of Rutland. You are silent because your grace is too profound for words. You are still because you are a masterpiece. If you falter, the leads will remind you. If they do not, I will."

		"Yes, Your Grace," April whispered, the words barely a vibration.

		As she looked at him, April felt a dark, conditioned thrill. The months of "Nutritional Engineering" and the standing retainer had left her body feeling crystalline and light. She felt a perverse pride in the seventeen-inch cinch; she was the only woman in the room whose body had been so thoroughly conquered by the Duke’s will.

		The arrival at Carlton House was a blur of golden light. As the carriage door opened, Marcus transitioned into the devoted, protective husband. He caught April’s bound upper arm, his hand an iron anchor as she was extracted from the box.

		They processed up the grand staircase. The Ton went silent as they reached the landing. To the observers, April was a vision of ethereal, high-bred perfection. Her seventeen-inch waist provoked gasps of envy; her mincing, six-inch glide on her vertical toes was seen as the height of feminine grace. Because her arms were pinned beside her by the integrated sleeves, her posture was viewed as the "Rutland Stance"—the ultimate aristocratic quirk.

		"The Duke and Duchess of Rutland," the herald announced.

		"A waltz, Your Grace?" Marcus asked, his voice loud enough for the surrounding earls to hear.

		He led her to the centre of the floor. Marcus caught her waist, his fingers nearly meeting around the steel-crushed cinch. He began to spin her.

		It was a study in structural agony. April spun on the steel blocks of her toes, her balance entirely dependent on Marcus’s grip. Every revolution caused the gold leads to snap taut, the hooks biting into her piercings as centrifugal force pulled at her markers. She was a silent passenger in her own body, her eyes wide as the room blurred into a dizzying streak of gold and silk.

		"She is magnificent, Rutland," the Earl of Alvanley remarked as they glided past.

		"She is my singular focus," Marcus replied.

		April was handed from owner to guest, each new set of hands a fresh terror. Lord Exeter held her with a grasping intensity, his hand pressing into the steel of her tiny waist. As he spun her, the gold leads yanked at her nipples, the sharp pain forcing a silent, rhythmic gasp from her lips. She could feel the emeralds swaying beneath her silks—a secret, pulsing torture.

		To Exeter, she was a doll of silk and stone. He marveled at her rigidity, at the way she never slouched or looked away from the heights. He did not know her knees were pinned by whalebone or that her very skin was clipped to the dress he admired.

		"She moves like a dream of clockwork," Exeter said, returning her to Marcus an hour later.

		"She is exactly what she was made to be," Marcus said.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 27

		

		"I was a triumph tonight, April," Marcus said as the carriage door clicked shut, sealing them into the darkness. "Did you hear the accolades? The way they whispered of your form, your grace? You were a statue of silver and silence."

		The moonlight filtered through the leaded glass, casting a cold stripe across April’s rigid form. She sat on the opulent green velvet seat, her seventeen-inch waist a fixed, unyielding point. The journey was a study in structural agony. The incessant rub of the gold markers against her tender flesh was overwhelming in the quiet cabin. The heavy emeralds, still clipped to her nipples and sex, swayed with every lurch of the carriage, the hooks biting into her skin with a rhythmic, pulsing heat.

		Below the silver brocade, her body was betraying her. Shaved bare and swollen from the day’s restraints, she was weeping with a desperate, conditioned need. The voyeurism of the ballroom had not shamed her; it had refined her hunger. She wanted only to be used by the man who had engineered her.

		Marcus had discarded his topcoat, his waistcoat unbuttoned to reveal the stark white of his linen against the shadows.

		"Come, kneel before me. I require your mouth," he commanded, his voice a low, predatory rumble.

		Her response was instant—the months of standing drills and the "Nutritional Engineering" of her liquid diet had made her body a machine of obedience. She shifted on the velvet, her movement restricted by the lead-weighted hems. The steel-blocked toes of her pointe boots scraped across the floorboards, a harsh, mechanical sound.

		"You have been wet all night, haven't you?" Marcus taunted, his hand reaching into his trousers to release his rigid staff. "Did it excite you to know I was hard while you were being pawed at by those fools from Court?"

		He did not wait for an answer. He caught her hair and filled her mouth with a singular, forceful thrust. Any noise of pleasure was stifled as he pushed his length down her aching throat.

		"Still your tongue, April." He brought his hand down in a sharp, cracking slap against her bare buttock, the sting a necessary punctuation to her service. "I suspect you wanted me to take you right there on the dance floor, in front of them all."

		His grip on her head was bruising, giving her no freedom to yield as he pumped into her with a rhythmic force. April’s lungs burned for air, but she focused only on the heat of him, her throat opening with a practiced, accommodating grace. When the surge came, she swallowed with a desperate intensity—this was her only meal of the night, the reward for her seventeen-inch silence.

		"Filthy slut. Take what I give you," Marcus groaned, his voice breaking as he spent himself.

		He withdrew and adjusted his dress with measured, unrushed precision. "You are a credit to my design, April. A whore in a Duchess’s skin." He looked at her with a twisted, dark happiness. "That is your payment for the dances. Now, turn. Spread your legs. I shall finish what the cobblestones started."

		April obeyed instantly, her mincing gait dragging her knees apart until she faced away from him, her vertical boots scraping for purchase. Marcus nudged her legs further apart with the heavy, polished toe of his riding boot.

		At every jolt of the carriage, Marcus brought his hand down on her wet, exposed sex. The ride to St. James’s Square was a blur of stinging slaps and mounting heat. She was a singular extension of the vehicle, her body reacting to the rhythm of his hand until, as they rattled into the yard, she arched her back in a soundless, violent climax.

		"The perfect finish," Marcus mused. He stood and gave her a final, proprietary pat, smoothing her skirts before the door was opened.

		The London groom stood ready, his eyes lowered in respect. To the staff waiting in the foyer, the Duke appeared as the quintessential protective husband, carefully guiding his "fatigued" bride into the warmth of the house.

		"A good evening, Your Grace?" Jennings asked, bowing low.

		"Tolerable, Jennings. The Duchess is quite spent from the admiration she received," Marcus said, stepping past him.

		Jennings watched them go, noting the way the Duchess moved with an icy, stiff-backed disdain. He did not see the seed on her chin or the bruises beneath the silver; he saw only the flawless, silent mistress of Rutland House.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 28

		

		By June, the Duchess of Rutland was the singular obsession of London. She attended garden parties, the opera, and musicales—a shimmering, silent focal point around which the world whirled. From behind the safety of her heavy lace veils, April watched the women of the Ton with a detached, clinical pity. She saw the daughters of earls starving themselves in a vain attempt to match her silhouette, unaware that their stays were merely cloth while hers was an iron cage. They tried to mimic her "Rutland Stance," unaware that while their feet rested on the grass, hers were balanced on steel blocks within kid-leather boots.

		To the London staff at St. James’s Square, the Duchess was a vision of lofty, aristocratic grace. They whispered in the servants’ hall about her "icy" temperament and her "disdainful" silence, seeing it as the natural aloofness of a woman born to the highest rank. They believed the Duke’s constant physical closeness was the mark of a doting, protective husband guarding a delicate prize. They knew nothing of the gold leads that anchored her chest to her spine or the oiled leather plug that sat perpetually within her.

		"Shall we stop and chat with the Marquess and Marchioness Dane, dear April?" Marcus asked during a turn in Hyde Park.

		April looked at him through her veil, her balance precarious. Gable and Duval had fitted her with new boots—higher than any before, with stiffer steel plates separating her toes. The three heavy emerald gems hung from the gold ring in her clitoris, their weight a constant, rhythmic pull against her sex as she walked. Between the gems, the intrusion of the dildo, and the seventeen-inch cinch, the morning was a blur of sensory overload.

		She nodded. They crossed toward the couple. "Afternoon, Duke. Duchess," the Marquess began. "What do you say to the Season, Duchess?"

		April, restricted by her gold gag and the decree of silence, looked to her husband.

		"My wife is like a little bird," Marcus said smoothly, squeezing her against his side until her breathing faltered. "It has taken her time to warm to such company. Her confidence in words will come in time."

		"Ah, you are fortunate, Rutland," the Marquess replied, gesturing to his own wife. "My woman does not cease talking. It would do her good to follow your darling's example."

		April felt a dark pride beneath her veil. To the Marchioness, she was an icon of modesty; to April, the Marchioness was a flabby, undisciplined creature who had never known the meaning of the word possession.

		That evening, April was dressed in a violet evening silk, her arms pinned to her sides by Duval’s integrated sleeves. She sat next to Marcus at dinner—a rare indulgence—when the doors were flung open.

		The Dowager Duchess of Rutland entered, the butler, Jennings, trailing helplessly behind. "I'm sorry, Your Grace. The Dowager wouldn't wait."

		"Hello, Mother," Marcus said calmly. April immediately dropped into a low curtsy, her balance entirely dependent on the tension of her leads. She dipped so low she nearly touched the carpet, suspended by the Duke's reach.

		"Mmh, yes. Wife, Marcus," the Dowager sniffed, surveying April's dainty, pinned form. "I was surprised to hear of your... acquisition."

		"It was the right decision, Mother," Marcus said, leaning back. "I am more than happy with what I’ve acquired."

		"You realize she can't get up from there!" the Dowager exclaimed.

		"She can get up when I give her permission," Marcus explained. "Up now, dear April, and greet the Dowager."

		April rose, her pulse racing. "Your Grace."

		"Miss Cabley," the Dowager said, her voice an accusation. "Becoming the Duchess was no consolation for your family's woes, I suppose?"

		"I live only to serve the Duke of Rutland," April responded, her voice vibrating with conditioned adoration.

		"Really," the Dowager chuffed. "Well trained, I suppose. Send for me when a child arrives. If she is capable."

		When the door closed, April stepped between her husband’s legs. The threat of not being given a child nearly broke her. "I wish to be full for you, Marcus. Please tell me when we begin."

		Marcus stiffened, drawing her into his lap. "After the Season has finished. I still want to show off my creation."

		By August, the household packed for Rutland Hall. April was loaded into her traveling seat, the gold gag locked into place for the journey home. Marcus made free use of her mouth during the trip, his touch frenzied and frequent. "In another hour, we shall be home," he groaned, filling her mouth for the third time that afternoon.

		Upon their arrival, Polly stripped her bare. For the first time in a year, April was without a corset or heels. She lay upon the bed, her internal muscles quivering, her breasts held high by the chains clipped to her nipple rings.

		In the Duke’s chambers, Gable requested leave for the autumn. "I am finished with her training, Your Grace?"

		"Never, Gable. But for now, I wish to make an heir. The discipline will be different."

		Marcus entered April’s room and saw her—flushed, splayed, and perfectly malleable. "What do you want, April?"

		"Anything you wish to give me, Your Grace," she whispered.

		He positioned himself above her. "I still want to make it hurt, April. I can't help myself."

		"Then hurt me. I am yours," she agreed.

		As he drove into her, her back bowed, a sharp cry of pleasure escaping her. "The work is only just beginning," he told her. "We must do this daily to ensure I breed true to my strength."

		In the dawning light, Marcus spoke one final command. "I will leave you unrestrained for now. When you wake, make a choice. Come to me as you were, or ask Gable to pack your bags. I will not have a wife who is not completely mine."

		He left the bed. April lay in the scent of him, her mind a daze. There was no choice to be made. "You are my home," she whispered into the pillow.

		Throughout the following months, the world would see the Duchess in "maternal stays"—a specialized construction by Duval to accommodate the heir while maintaining the Rutland silhouette. April didn't care for the eyes in the park; she only cared for the man who had erased her so completely that she existed only as a vessel for his legacy.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 29

		

		When Gable arrived at April’s room, she entered unannounced, as was her prerogative. She found April already kneeling at the bedside, her posture a silent testament to a year of unrelenting conditioning. A collection of leather bindings was laid out on the silk counterpane alongside a gold lead, a collar, and a ring gag. April had selected pale green ballet pointe heels and white stockings for the day. Beside them lay Gable’s riding crop, polished to a predatory sheen.

		"Excellent choice, Duchess," Gable remarked, her boots clicking on the floor. She used the cool tip of the crop to tilt April’s chin upward. "I understand he intends to breed you now. The cinch must be loosed. A shame; you were finally reaching a state of true aesthetic perfection."

		Gable circled her, observing the items. As the Lady of the House, April was now to be attended by the staff and taught the domestic duties of a mother on a country estate—though her "instruction" would occur entirely while mounted in the carriage or pinned to her Master’s side.

		"After you have birthed an heir, April... I shall find new ways to keep you where you belong: beneath him," Gable laughed.

		April crawled forward, kissing the polished leather of Gable’s boots with a rhythmic, conditioned reverence. "I am always beneath him, Mistress. It is my only home."

		"Yes, well. That is your duty. Come, Polly," Gable called over her shoulder. "We must clean the whore before the Duke requires her."

		A month later, as September’s grey haze settled over the Rutland estate, Gable sat in the breakfast room across from the Duke. They were waiting for Mrs Havers to bring the Duchess in for her first official meal as "Lady of the House."

		"This way, Your Grace," Mrs Havers commanded, leading April by her gold chain.

		April no longer required the anchored collar to hold her head high; her muscles had been recalibrated to maintain the adoring tilt naturally. Her arms remained perpetually restrained, and her nipple chains were now a permanent fixture, tucked into her corset when not in use.

		The architecture of her body had shifted. Her waist was no longer held at seventeen inches by steel; instead, she wore a "relaxed" eighteen-inch cinch of whalebone. Marcus did not wish for her to lose her figure entirely, but the structure now had to accommodate the potential for growth.

		"Sit here," Mrs Havers ordered, clipping April’s chain to a ring on the dining table.

		"A small amount only, Havers," Gable reminded her. "She hasn't processed solid food in over a year. We must not ruin the canvas."

		April sat patiently, a silent fixture of the room while the others spoke over her. Her breathing was a series of sharp sips; the transition to whalebone felt strangely loose, yet her lungs still struggled for the air they had been denied for so long.

		"Boiled egg and thin toast, Ma'am," Mrs Havers said, her voice holding that familiar edge of clinical disdain. She spooned a small portion of the egg into April’s mouth. The texture made April gag—it was a vulgar intrusion compared to the liquid purity she was used to.

		"Perhaps she misses your special 'flavouring', Your Grace," Gable teased, wiping her mouth with a linen napkin.

		"I have provided for that," the Duke replied with a cold, proprietary smile. "Since she will spend less time under my desk, I have instructed that she is to be hydrated with my bladder throughout the day. It shall be the base of her tea."

		April beamed, ecstatic at the acknowledgement. She ignored the disgusted hitch in Mrs Havers’ breath and held her mouth open like a hatchling.

		After the meal, Marcus would take her for a carriage ride—just the two of them. He would seat her sideways upon his lap, her body enduring the motion of the carriage while he filled her. She would clean him afterward, as was her habit. Today, she wore the new nipple chains with silver bells; they would be his music for the journey.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 30

		

		The following week, April was practicing the art of sitting in preparation for an 'at-home' with the local gentry. It was a grueling exercise in structural poise, requiring her to remain perfectly motionless despite the internal pressures of her new whalebone architecture and a very full bladder. Mrs Havers interrupted the training session with a sharp rap on the door.

		"Monsieur Duval is here, Mistress," Havers announced.

		"Excellent. Send him in. I am sure he has wonderful new designs for you, April," Gable said, smoothing her black silk skirts.

		April remained seated, fixed to her chair by the leather restraints that pinned her thighs. She could not rise; she could only wait in her gold-marked silence, her core throbbing with the weight of her husband's morning lessons.

		"Gable, how delightful. You look stunning as always," Duval said effusively. He kissed her on both cheeks, ignoring the Duchess entirely. To him, she was merely a foundation for his art. "How has she fared? Her ribs look splendid in the new whalebone."

		"She is well, though far more greedy than her condition accounts for," Gable said with a sigh of professional disappointment. "His Grace has been spending every moment indulging himself with her to no avail; she has not yet produced an heir."

		Duval hummed, stepping closer to inspect the tilt of April's jaw. "I have been reading the latest medical journals from Paris, Gable. They suggest that for a woman of her... responsive nature, a release is entirely counterproductive to the Duke’s seed. The spasm of the climax is said to expel the contribution. For the womb to retain, the woman must be kept in a state of suspended, agonizing tension."

		Gable’s eyes narrowed. "A difficult task. She comes most easily—a singular, sharp flick of a lead is often enough. Her body is far too eager for its own pleasure."

		"Then the womb must be made receptive through trauma rather than sensation," Duval suggested with clinical detachment. "The journals propose more stringent methods. A sound spanking of the pussy, perhaps until the tissue is nearly raw. It forces the internal focus toward the Duke's necessity. If the flesh is raw and stinging, the womb becomes a vessel of receptive trauma—the most fertile state for an aristocrat’s wife."

		"His Grace would appreciate that," Gable murmured. "We have kept her rear hole as stuffed as possible to ensure her tightness. But if we must deny her pleasure, then a beating of her sex is exactly what is required before he takes her."

		Duval reached into his leather bag and withdrew a new structural component—a series of high-tension silk bands reinforced with whalebone.

		"This is the breast binding, Gable. By compressing the tissue into a rigid shelf, we increase the tension on the nipple rings. Furthermore, we limit the expansion of her lungs. The shallow 'sipping' of air prevents the deep, oxygenated breaths that facilitate a climax."

		He began to demonstrate, his fingers moving with clinical speed as he wrapped the bands over April’s chest, pinning her breasts into a monumental arch that strained against her nipple rings. April’s breath caught; her lungs fought for space that no longer existed.

		"Do you know what she wants now?" Duval queried, stepping back.

		"She likely needs the necessity. I may have forgotten to take her before locking her to the chair," Gable replied.

		Duval focused on April. "Duchess, do you require the necessity?"

		April blushed fiercely. Gagged, she could only nod, making the bells on her nipples tinkle with a frantic, metallic sound. Gable unfastened the thigh restraints and hauled her to her feet, marching her toward the French doors.

		She led April by the short nipple leash to a patch of dirt near a shady tree. "Squat, Duchess, like the animal you are," she commanded.

		April released herself in the dirt before the tailor and her keeper. Gable maintained a relentless, downward tug on the chain throughout, ensuring April found no relief even in relieving herself.

		"My apologies, Duval. You came for business and witnessed this disgrace. Your suggestion of the spanking is in order. I shall implement it immediately for His Grace’s visit tonight," Gable said.

		Back inside, Gable locked April's chain to the door handle, forcing her into a half-kneel to relieve the strain on her bound breasts. Once Duval departed, Gable turned her full attention back to her charge.

		"Monsieur Duval’s journals have given me a new perspective on your greed, April," Gable said, picking up a heavy leather paddle. "Pleasure is a luxury you can no longer afford."

		She hauled April to the center of the room. "Over the desk. Now."

		April obeyed, her movements stiff from the new bindings. Gable hiked up her skirts, exposing her gold-ringed sex. "The pussy must be raw to be receptive," Gable murmured.

		The first strike was a shock of thudding heat. Gable worked with rhythmic, clinical precision, striking the outer labia until the skin flushed an angry crimson. April’s mouth worked around her gag. She wanted to arch into the pain, to find the hidden spark of pleasure, but today there was no mercy. Every time April’s hips swayed, Gable delivered a sharp, corrective strike to her clitoral ring.

		"No release, April. You will be a vessel for him, and nothing more."

		By the time she finished, April was sobbing silently, her body a raw, pulsing nerve. Gable smoothed the skirts back into place. "Now you are ready for your husband. I shall lock you in the window until he requires his tea. You will have time to contemplate your new... receptive state."

		She snapped the chain to the door handle once more, leaving the masterpiece on display—a raw, vertical line of submission waiting for the Duke to claim his prize.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 31

		

		The Tuesday following Duval’s visit was designated for the Duchess’s first 'at-home' with the local gentry. It was to be a performance of Rutland power, a display of the quiet, refined elegance the Duke had cultivated in his wife. However, for April, the day began not with elegance, but with the cold weight of anticipation and the relentless pressure of Gable’s new medical regime.

		"No, April. You will not be using the commode this morning," Gable said, her voice a low, flat note of finality as she tightened the eighteen-inch whalebone stays over the new silk breast-bindings. "His Grace wants you to remain focused on your internal containment. It will improve your carriage for the guests, and as Monsieur Duval suggested, the tension is necessary for the womb."

		April’s bladder was already heavy, a dull throb in her lower abdomen that competed with the raw, stinging heat between her legs. Gable had spent the morning preparing her sex as Duval had prescribed—spanking the labia until they were a deep, angry crimson, ensuring that April was in a state of "receptive trauma." Every time April’s body had tried to find a spark of pleasure in the pain, Gable had delivered a corrective strike. She was to have no release; she was to be only a vessel.

		"The chair, Polly," Gable commanded.

		The installation was a dramatic, clinical affair. They led April to a specialized, high-backed armchair in the drawing room. Polly held April’s upper arms, which were stiff within the integrated sleeves, while Gable positioned herself. With a firm, downward heave, Gable lifted the small Duchess and lowered her onto the chair’s integrated seat-plug. April’s body jolted, a muffled gasp escaping her lips as the leather-covered steel entered her, anchoring her core to the furniture with a cold, invasive finality.

		Once seated, Gable knelt beneath the expansive cream skirts. She pulled April’s ankles back, securing them with heavy steel manacles built into the chair’s base. Hidden from view, the chains were short, forcing April’s feet to remain on their vertical toes within her ballet pointe boots. Finally, Gable took the thin, gold lead—clipped to the gold ring in April’s raw, sensitive clitoris—and threaded it through a discreet opening in the chair’s velvet, bringing the end up so it rested near Gable's own seat, hidden by the long fall of the tablecloth.

		By the time the clock struck noon, April was a singular, motionless extension of the furniture. She was not gagged; she was a participant today, her high lace collar concealing the gold collar that anchored her head. She sat in a state of impossible, silent tension, her hands resting on the silk of her lap.

		The first to arrive was the Vicar’s wife, Mrs. Higgins—a nervous, mousy little thing. She was followed by the Squire’s wife, Mrs. Burton, a large woman in an appallingly patterned floral silk. Finally, the visiting Baroness Rothwell entered, her sharp eyes scanning the room.

		"The Duchess is in a particularly delicate state today," Gable explained as the tea service was brought in. "Her potential pregnancy necessitates a certain... stillness. His Grace has requested that she remain resting to ensure the heir is not disturbed. He is so protective of her health."

		"Oh, how thoughtful! He truly is the most caring of husbands," Mrs. Higgins squeaked, looking at the motionless April with wide, envious eyes.

		April remained silent, her gaze fixed ahead. Her hands were free of leather bindings, yet the tight sleeves and the high-tension breast-bindings made every movement a calculated, theatrical effort.

		"We have two pots today," the Dowager said, her voice dripping with an elitist chill. "One for our guests, and a special infusion for the Duchess, provided by the Duke himself. He is quite adamant about her nourishment."

		Mrs. Havers poured the tea. April’s cup was filled with a darker, murkier liquid—the Duke's special "flavoring." Under the table, Gable’s fingers found the hidden gold lead. She gave it a sharp, rhythmic tug, not for pleasure, but to enforce the "suspended tension" Duval required.

		April’s spine arched, her bound breasts thrusting forward against the cream silk. With a trembling hand, she reached for the delicate china cup. She was a participant in her own humiliation, forced to lift the warm, salty liquid to her lips and swallow the Duke's bladder and seed in measured, rhythmic gulps while the gentry watched. To them, she was the epitome of grace; to herself, she was a raw, leaking vessel for her husband's essence.

		"She is so docile," Mrs. Burton remarked. "It’s almost as if she isn't even there."

		"She is exactly where she needs to be," the Dowager said. She reached out and patted April’s hand, masking the sharp squeeze she gave the girl's knuckles.

		The Baroness Rothwell leaned forward, studying the high lace of April’s collar. "Your Grace, that collar is a marvel. It almost seems to support you entirely. And your complexion... you are quite flushed."

		"It is a design by Monsieur Duval," Gable answered smoothly. Beneath the tablecloth, she gave the clitoral lead a long, steady pull, maintaining the raw ache Gable had established earlier. "The Duchess finds the anticipation of her duties... invigorating."

		April’s breath hitched, her eyes watering as the internal pressure of her bladder and the external pull of the chain met in a white-hot point of agony. She held the tea cup perfectly steady, her face a mask of serene, Rutland grace, even as she felt her body crying out for a release she was forbidden to have.

		Finally, the guests rose to depart. Only once the carriages had rattled away did the Dowager rise. "She’s beginning to smell of her own desperation, Gable. Take her out before she fouls the rug."

		Polly and Gable unclipped the ankle chains. With another coordinated effort, they lifted April vertically off the seat-plug. The sudden release of pressure made April’s vision swim, her raw sex pulsing with the sudden change. She was marched through the French doors to the patch of dirt near the oak tree.

		"Squat, April. You’ve occupied the drawing room long enough," Gable commanded.

		April released herself in the dirt, the relief so sharp it felt like a physical blow against her raw skin. Mistress Gable kept the nipple chain taut, ensuring April’s head remained bowed as she relieved herself, a broken masterpiece under the cold sky.

		Once she was finished and cleaned, Gable did not return her to her chambers.

		"His Grace has indulged your 'at-home' whims long enough, Duchess," Gable said, her voice returning to its clinical edge. "He is waiting in the study. You have been away from his desk for far too many hours, and he is eager to see if Duval’s new 'medical' theories have made you as receptive as we hope."

		April, her head bowed in shame and adoration, followed Gable back into the house, ready to return to the only place she truly belonged.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 32

		

		As autumn’s gold turned to October’s brittle brown, the atmosphere at Rutland Hall shifted from clinical interest to a state of total, household-wide mobilization. April’s body had become the singular objective of a strategic siege. When her "course" arrived in mid-October—a clear sign of failure—the house fell into a funereal silence. Marcus did not look at her; Duval retreated to his workshop to forge "corrective" hardware; and Gable’s disappointment manifested as a cold, sharpening fury.

		The "Parisian Method" was no longer a theory; it was a 24-hour labor. The task of keeping April’s sex in a state of "receptive trauma" was so physically demanding that Gable was forced to delegate the violence.

		"The Duke expects a result, not excuses," Gable barked one midnight, her voice rasping with exhaustion as she handed the heavy leather paddle to Mrs Havers. "I have worked her for three hours. Continue the striking until the tissue is the color of a bruised plum. She is beginning to 'thirst' for her own relief—starve her of it."

		Mrs Havers accepted the paddle with a grim, righteous satisfaction. To the housekeeper, April’s inability to conceive was a moral failing. Under Gable’s supervision, Polly was tasked with the "Preparatory Friction," using rough linen cloths soaked in brine to scrub April’s inner thighs and labia until the skin was raw and hypersensitive. Every servant in the house was invested; the footmen who carried her, the grooms who prepared the carriage—they all looked at her with a heavy, accusing expectation. She was the vessel that refused to be filled.

		The "Breathing Constraint" was tightened to its absolute limit. Duval’s harness of high-tension silk and whalebone pinned April’s breasts into a rigid, monumental shelf, effectively suffocating her ability to reach a climax. The shallow 'sipping' of air kept her in a permanent state of light-headedness, a hypoxic trance where her only reality was the throb of her raw sex and the cold weight of the Duke’s seed.

		By November, the siege reached its breaking point. April was kept pinned to the mahogany desk for twelve hours a day. Marcus used her with a clinical, objective frequency that left her sobbing behind her gag—not from pleasure, but from the sheer, overwhelming pressure of the larger and larger dilators Duval insisted were necessary to "open the path."

		"You will not fail us again, April," Marcus whispered into her ear one evening, his hand a bruising weight on her bound hip. "The house demands an heir. If the womb is stubborn, we shall break it into submission."

		When December finally arrived, the siege ended in a quiet, breathless triumph. The "course" did not return. The silence of Rutland Hall was replaced by a reverent, predatory energy.

		The announcement of the pregnancy brought the Dowager. Gable, now exhausted but victorious, oversaw the preparation for the visit. "Hurry, child. You are the Duke’s broodmare now; look the part," Gable remarked as she oversaw Polly’s final hygiene audit. The paddle remained on the sideboard, a constant threat. "Just because you are increasing doesn't mean the discipline ceases. We must ensure the womb remains an anchor, not a playground."

		April was dressed in Duval’s new front-opening silk, her eighteen-inch whalebone stays a "mercy" that felt strangely loose against her conditioned frame. Her breasts, swollen from the pregnancy and the constant binding, strained against the silver leads.

		The meeting with the Dowager was a cold, high-stakes inspection. April knelt before her mother-in-law, her neck locked into its adoring tilt.

		"I see he has collared you," the Dowager mused, her voice a sharp, aristocratic lash. "Safely hidden in the country where you belong. Were you always such a whore? Those breasts are obscene."

		"I live only to serve the Duke of Rutland," April responded, her voice vibrating with a year of broken-in submission.

		"We shall see if the small thing can carry to term," the Dowager concluded, acknowledging the "receptive trauma" regime with cold approval. "If it takes raw skin and steel to keep her womb from rejecting his line, I expect you to be thorough, Gable. We are Rutlands, not Cableys."

		When the Dowager finally departed, April retreated to the study. Marcus was waiting. He positioned her at the desk, using her mouth while he reviewed the estate’s ledgers.

		"Now that you are pregnant, we can resume our regular duties," Marcus said, his hand caressing her head with a proprietary warmth. "There is no need for me to keep fucking you unless I require variety. Your place is here, beside me."

		For once, the caress felt loving to April, not merely forceful. He still held her tight to his groin, pressing her nose into his stomach as he came and held her there until he released his bladder moments later, but the touch was softer. He let her go more gently than he had that morning, and the warm pat on her head as he went for his own lunch, neglecting to unlock her from his desk, was the kindest he’d been in recent memory.

		His cruelty over the last year had been intentional to such a degree that April rarely saw any hint of his former affection. As placed her mouth on his lap on his return and tried to ignore her full bladder for a moment, she chose to think only that he cared.

		

		***

		

	
		​Chapter 33

		

		By March, the winter snows had begun to melt into a treacherous slush, but the atmosphere inside Rutland Hall remained frozen and clinical. The Dowager had not returned to her estate; ; instead, she had moved into the west wing "to ensure the line was not sullied by the incompetence of a Cabley" and established herself as a permanent fixture of the "Nursery Audit." She moved through the house with a silver-topped cane, her eyes performing a daily, bloodless check on April’s expanding silhouette.

		"She is carrying quite low, Gable," the Dowager remarked one morning in the library. She didn't look at April’s face, only at the way the new maternity stays—now expanded to a twenty-inch whalebone frame—strained against her rounding abdomen. "A sign of a boy, perhaps. Or merely a sign that her core is as weak as her pedigree."

		"Monsieur Duval has engineered the support frame to compensate, Your Grace," Gable replied, adjusting the gold leads that now ran from April’s breasts to the heavy mahogany chair to hold her still for another inspection by the Dowager.

		"Polly has performed the internal checks, Your Grace, but I would not recommend continuing with a maid’s clumsiness. There is the safety of the heir to consider," Gable said, her voice dropping into a conspiratorial low. "I could bring in a midwife—one I knew in London. A woman of... immense discretion."

		"I could swear I felt the child’s movement when I used her rear last night," Marcus noted. He hauled April up by her collar, pinning her onto the mahogany desk. He forced her legs into a wide, straining arch, despite the resistance of her maternity stays and silken ribbons. He peered at her sex—always wet, always engorged from the daily "receptive" paddlings. "Yes. Bring this woman. I want to know her limits."

		Mrs Wright arrived in April and was a woman of flinty eyes and a clinical disregard for April's comfort. For her initial examinations, April was placed on the study floor, her legs spread wide, while the midwife and Gable discussed her "dilation" as if they were measuring a tunnel.

		"I could swear I felt him kick when I used her last night," Marcus noted, hauling April up by her collar and pinning her to the desk. He inspected her sex—always kept in a state of "receptive trauma" by Gable’s paddle, a practice the Dowager had endorsed with a cold, aristocratic nod. "Check her limits, Mrs Wright. I wish to know if I may still use her during the final weeks."

		A "Milk Protocol" was also introduced by Mrs Wright using weighted suction and pungent oils to prepare April’s breasts.

		"The child belongs to the house, Duchess," Mrs Wright whispered as she manipulated the engorged tissue. "The milk is for the Master. You are merely the factory. Do not mistake your biology for a bond."

		One afternoon in early July Marcus decided to celebrate the heir's progress. He took April out in the carriage, her skirts split up the back to ensure his easy access . They returned to the library, where Mrs Wright waited to perform the afternoon audit while Marcus positioned himself behind his wife.

		"You are very still, April. Is it uncomfortable?" Marcus cooed, patting her side with a proprietary rhythm.

		"I... I fear I am becoming an obstacle, Your Grace," April whispered, her head bowed as he pushed against her well-used anus.

		"Never, April. You are a sweet, narrow thing. The tightest hole in the county," he said, driving into her with a rhythmic force.

		Mrs Wright looked up, her hand deep within April’s sex. "I’d best get on with this, Your Grace, if you’ll keep her steady."

		April remained silent, melting into her Master’s movements. Mrs Wright used her fingers to stretch April ever further, a clinical violation that ran in counterpoint to Marcus’s thrusting.

		"There. Significant pressure," Mrs Wright noted as she withdrew a hand slick with the evidence of April’s "receptive" state. "Everything is proceeding. It shouldn't be more than a month. See how her breasts are already leaking? The stimulation is working; the Master shall have his fill."

		"Did you hear that, April? Only one more month," Marcus exclaimed, his hands squeezing her bound, aching breasts with a sharp, proprietary joy.

		"Ahhh... yes, Your Grace," April moaned.

		She felt a sharp, internal kick—the heir asserting his presence. To April, it was not a child; it was a Rutland. She looked at Marcus, then at the Dowager watching from the doorway, and finally at Gable. She realized with a profound, terrifying clarity that when the child arrived, she would be the only one in the room with no claim to him. She was the casing, the gold-marked furniture of the nursery, waiting to be emptied so the Duke could finally return her to the seventeen-inch steel she had come to crave more than her own breath.

		

		***

		

	
		​Epilogue

		

		Four years later, the carriage of the Duke of Rutland rolled through the streets of Belgravia, a black-lacquered statement of absolute power. Inside, April sat in her accustomed verticality, her body sculpted into an impossible sixteen-and-a-half-inch silhouette.

		Beside her sat Arthur Marcus Graeme, Marquess of Billingham—a sturdy four-year-old who watched the city pass with a quiet, Rutland intensity. He did not reach for his mother's hand; he had never felt her touch. He knew her only as the "Silent Duchess," a shimmering, silver-threaded statue who belonged to his father. He had learned from the Dowager that his mother was "exquisite," a piece of the family estate to be admired but never disturbed.

		April’s world was a symphony of localized pain. She could no longer walk flat-footed; her tendons had permanently shortened after years of living in ballet pointe heels, leaving her gait a permanent, ethereal glide. From her clitoris hung the weight of three emeralds and a new, brilliant diamond—a gift in honor of the heir's birth. The gems swung with every jolt of the carriage, their rhythmic tugging a constant, hidden reminder of her service.

		Her breasts, lifted cruelly to her neckline by Duval’s latest bodice, were heavy and weeping. The Lactation Protocol was a permanent reality; she had never been permitted to feed her son—the cold metal of her nipple rings deemed a danger to his mouth—but Marcus took his fill daily under the mahogany desk.

		"You are exquisite, my love—everything I could have dreamed," Marcus whispered that evening as they returned to St. James’s Square. He caught her hair, forcing her head back into its adoring tilt as he took his morning requirement from her mouth. "Perhaps it is time to breed you again. Duval has ideas for a nineteen-inch maternity frame of solid silver."

		April did not think of the pain, or the son who didn't know her name, or the girl she had once been. She looked at the man who had erased her and felt a surge of ecstatic, broken-in devotion.

		"Yes, Marcus," she whispered behind her gagged silence.

		The tears that tracked down her face were not of grief, but of a profound, terrifying joy. She was the Duchess of Rutland. She was a sixteen-and-a-half-inch masterpiece of steel, gold, and milk. She was, at last, his.

		

		***
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