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Chapter 1: The Market at Lowood

	 

	"Drop the bolt of silk this instant, girl!" 

The heavy fabric cascaded from Chloe Wallace's trembling fingers, pooling in the muddy rut of the Lowood market street. She gasped, her breath catching painfully against the unforgiving constraints of her worn, ill - fitting corset, as the shadow of a tall, imposing figure eclipsed the morning sun. 

"Pick it up," the voice commanded again, cold and sharp as a winter frost. 

Chloe looked up, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird. Standing before her was Lord Wallace Harrington, the Marquess of Lowood. He was a man of terrifying proportions, clad in charcoal wool that fit his broad shoulders with military precision. His eyes, dark and piercing, swept over her with a clinical, predatory intensity that made her knees weak. 

"I - I am sorry, my lord," Chloe stammered, her voice barely a whisper. She dropped to her knees, her fingers scrambling to gather the ruined fabric. The cheap stays of her bodice bit into her hips, a cruel imitation of the finery the Marquess was accustomed to. 

"Your apologies are as flimsy as this thread, girl," Wallace Harrington said, his black leather boots stopping inches from her hands. He looked down at her, his expression one of bored superiority. "You are the seamstress from the village edge, are you not? The one the locals say has a talent for the delicate lace of the old world?"

Chloe nodded frantically, unable to find her words. She felt the weight of his gaze like a physical touch, a heavy hand upon the back of her neck. Around them, the bustle of the market seemed to fade into a muffled hum. Jack Villiers, a gentleman of high standing and Wallace’s frequent companion, stood a few paces back, watching the exchange with a smirk of knowing amusement. 

"Stand up," the Marquess ordered. 

Chloe obeyed, though her legs felt like water. She stood before him, her head bowed, her small frame dwarfed by his masculine presence. She could smell the scent of expensive tobacco and sandalwood clinging to him, a scent that spoke of power and absolute rule. 

"You look as though you can barely breathe, Chloe Wallace," Wallace remarked, his eyes lingering on the strained, frayed laces of her bodice where they peeked through her thin shawl. "Your posture is an affront to the eye. A woman in my presence must carry herself with the dignity of the house she serves, even if she is but a common mender."

"I am not in your service, my lord," she whispered, her courage flickering for a brief, dangerous second. 

Wallace Harrington stepped closer, invading her personal space until she was forced to lean back. He reached out, his gloved hand tilting her chin upward with a firm, unyielding grip. "You are now. You will come to Lowood Hall this evening. There is an inheritance of lace that requires a master’s touch, and I find myself in need of a new project to refine. I shall oversee your integration myself. Starting with that atrocious corset. It is tied with the incompetence of a peasant, and I will not have it."

Chloe’s face flushed a deep, burning crimson. To have a man of his station speak of her undergarments in the open market was a scandal in itself. She felt the eyes of the village upon her, the weight of their judgment nearly as heavy as the Marquess’s hand. 

"Do not make me send Samuel Little or any of the other stable hands to fetch you," Wallace warned, his voice dropping to a low, dangerous register that vibrated in her chest. "If you are late, the consequences will be most unpleasant. Do you understand your position, Chloe?"

"Yes, my lord," Chloe breathed, her eyes welling with tears of shame and an inexplicable, terrifying spark of submission. 

"Good," Wallace said, releasing her chin with a flick of his fingers. He turned to Jack Villiers, his heavy velvet cape swirling behind him. "Ensure she is brought through the carriage entrance, Jack. I wish to see her in the morning room. Her silhouette is currently... unacceptable. It requires my personal discipline."

As the Marquess strode away, leaving Chloe trembling in the mud, she knew her life had changed irrevocably. The King of Lowood had spoken, and she was nothing more than a scrap of lace to be patterned according to his iron will. She looked down at her hands, still stained with the dust of the market, and felt the first true squeeze of the life he intended to wrap around her.

	 


Chapter 2: A Glance from the Carriage Window

	 

	The carriage door swung open with a violent click, the sound echoing against the stone pillars of the Lowood portico like a gavel striking a block. Chloe Wallace did not move at first, her small hands buried in the folds of her threadbare skirt. She was a mere seamstress, a girl of needles and thread, yet here she was, delivered like a parcel to the gates of the most powerful man in the county. Tristan Freeman, the Marquess's lead footman, stood stiffly at the step, his face a mask of iron - clad duty.

"His Lordship is waiting, Miss Wallace," Tristan Freeman said, his voice devoid of sympathy. "He does not care for the sin of tardiness. You would do well to remember that your life in the village is over. You belong to the Hall now."

Chloe stepped out, her boots clicking timidly on the gravel. The sheer scale of Lowood Hall felt like a weight upon her chest, a monument of grey stone and ancient history that seemed to watch her with a thousand glass eyes. She was led through the Great Hall, past portraits of stern men and weeping women, until she reached the morning room. 

Wallace Harrington stood by the floor - to - ceiling windows, his back to the door. He was a pillar of dark broadcloth and absolute authority, his presence filling the room with a suffocating, masculine gravity. The air smelled of expensive tobacco and the heavy, cloying scent of hothouse lilies. 

"Come closer, girl," he commanded, not yet turning. 

Chloe stumbled forward, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird. "My lord," she whispered, her voice trembling.

"I said closer. I will not have you hovering by the woodwork like a common thief," Wallace said. He turned then, his eyes raking over her with a clinical, possessive intensity that made her feel entirely exposed. "Your frame is lacking, Chloe. You slouch. You carry the weight of your poverty in your shoulders, and it displeases me. A woman in my house must be a reflection of my own standards."

He signaled to a stern woman waiting in the shadows - Lady Evelyn Ellington, whose reputation for discipline was feared even by the local gentry. Beside her stood Jack Villiers, the Marquess’s closest confidant, who watched the proceedings with a look of predatory amusement.

"Evelyn, the stays," Wallace Harrington ordered, his voice dropping to a low, resonant register. "We shall begin her education with the foundation of her character. She is to be molded to my liking, starting with the very breath in her lungs."

Chloe felt the blood drain from her face as Lady Evelyn Ellington stepped forward, clutching a pair of stiff, whalebone corsets that looked more like an instrument of torture than a garment of fashion. 

"Strip to your chemise, child," Evelyn Ellington commanded, her voice as sharp as a razor. "His Lordship wishes to oversee the fitting himself. He believes that a woman’s posture is the mirror of her obedience."

"In front of... in front of the Marquess?" Chloe gasped, her face flushing a deep, shamed crimson. She looked at Jack Villiers, who merely raised his glass in a mock toast, and then at Wallace, whose expression remained as cold as marble.

"You are my property, Chloe," Wallace said, stepping into her personal space until the heat of his body radiated through her thin cotton dress. "Every inch of you, from your hair to your heels, is subject to my inspection. Do not make me repeat the command. Modesty is a luxury you can no longer afford."

With trembling fingers, Chloe did as she was told, her tears blurring her vision as her dress pooled at her feet. She stood in her simple chemise, shivering despite the warmth of the room. Wallace Harrington circled her, his gaze lingering on the curve of her waist and the swell of her breasts. 

"The laces, Evelyn," Wallace said.

The heavy stays were pressed against Chloe’s back. She felt the first tug of the silk cords, and it felt as though the world were shrinking. 

"Tighter," Wallace Harrington commanded, stepping behind her to place his gloved hands on her shoulders, holding her steady. 

"I... I cannot breathe, my lord," Chloe choked out, her hands reaching back instinctively to claw at the air.

"You will breathe when I allow it," Wallace whispered into her ear, his breath hot against her skin. "This is the first lesson of Lowood. You will learn to find comfort in the restriction I provide. You will learn that your will is secondary to the shape I choose for you."

Lady Evelyn Ellington gave a final, brutal heave. Chloe’s back arched, her chest thrust forward as the whalebone bit deep into her ribs, forcing her into a rigid, unnatural posture of submission. The laces hissed as they were knotted with finality. 

"There," Wallace said, stepping around to face her. He reached out, his thumb tracing the line of her trembling lower lip. "A silhouette befitting a woman of my station. You look like a lady, Chloe, even if your heart still beats like a peasant’s. We shall have to work on the heart next."

"Please," she whimpered, her eyes pleading.

"You are a creature of lace and rules now," Wallace said, his eyes darkening with a dominant fire. "And if you break the rules, the consequences will be far more permanent than a tight corset. Do you understand, my little seamstress?"

"Yes, my lord," Chloe breathed, the words barely audible as the restriction of the stays forced her into a state of lightheaded surrender. 

"Good," Wallace said, turning to Jack Villiers. "See that she is moved into the quarters near my study. I want her close. I want to hear the sound of those stays creaking every time she moves. It will remind her that I am always watching."

As they led her away, Chloe glanced out the tall carriage windows that lined the hallway. The village was a distant, blurry memory. She was a prisoner of the silk and the bone, a virgin sacrifice to the iron - willed Marquess of Lowood, and the true discipline had only just begun.

	 


Chapter 3: The Seamstress and the Marquess

	 

	I am no longer the woman who walked the dusty paths of the village, carrying a basket of mended linens and dreaming of nothing more than a warm hearth. That girl died the moment the heavy iron gates of Lowood Hall swung shut behind me. Now, I am a creature of silk, bone, and terror. My breath comes in short, ragged gasps, not from exertion, but from the cruel constraint of the busk pressing against my sternum. Lord Wallace Harrington has claimed me as surely as a king claims a conquered territory, and there is no map that leads back to the life I once knew. The impossibility of return weighs heavier than the velvet of my skirts. I am a prisoner in a golden cage, and the key is held by a man who demands nothing less than my total erasure.

The morning of the garden party arrived with a clinical precision that only a household as disciplined as Lowood could manage. I stood in my new quarters, my arms raised as a stoic maid cinched my stays. The Marquess stood by the window, his back to me, the very silhouette of his broad shoulders radiating an oppressive authority.

"Tighter," Wallace Harrington commanded without turning. "The girl has a tendency to slouch. I want her spine as rigid as her new station requires. She must learn that every movement in this house is a matter of etiquette."

"Please, my lord," I whispered, my voice trembling. "I can scarcely draw air."

He turned then, his dark eyes sweeping over me with a possessive intensity that made my skin flush. He walked toward me, the heavy thud of his boots on the polished floor sounding like a death knell. He reached out, his gloved fingers tracing the line of my jaw before moving down to the laces of my corset. He gave them a sharp, authoritative tug himself, forcing a small cry of surprise and pain from my lips.

"You will breathe when I allow it, Chloe," he murmured, his voice a low, dominant rumble. "You are here to be refined. You are here to be mine. Do not forget that your common origins are a stain we are currently scrubbing away."

He led me out into the sunlight of the gardens, where the elite of the county had gathered. I felt like a lamb led to the shearers. Jack Villiers stood near the fountain, sipping spirits and watching me with a knowing, predatory smirk. Beside him, Lady Evelyn Ellington stood like a pillar of ice, her gaze scanning my form for any breach of propriety.

"She looks presentable, Wallace," Jack Villiers remarked, nodding toward me. "Though the village still clings to her eyes."

"A temporary affliction," Wallace replied, his hand firm upon my arm, his grip a constant reminder of my submissiveness. "I shall ensure she learns the weight of her new reality."

My heart hammered against the walls of my chest. I felt exposed, a virgin commoner thrust into a world of vipers. It was then that I saw him - Samuel Little. He was adjusting the harness of a carriage horse near the perimeter of the lawn. He was a face from my past, a reminder of the dirt and the freedom I had lost. Without thinking, driven by a desperate need for something familiar, I slipped away from Wallace’s side while he was engaged in a tense conversation with Lady Evelyn Ellington.

"Samuel," I breathed, reaching the edge of the rosebushes.

The stable hand looked up, his eyes widening in shock. "Chloe? You look... you look like a ghost in all that finery. They say the Marquess has kept you. You must come away, Chloe. This isn't your place."

"I cannot," I said, tears pricking my eyes. "He has - "

"He has what, Chloe?"

The voice was like a lash across my back. I spun around to find Wallace Harrington standing a mere two paces away. His countenance was a mask of cold, aristocratic fury. Behind him, the guests had turned, their conversations dying into a suffocating silence. Jack Villiers looked on with amused interest, while Lady Evelyn Ellington’s lip curled in disgust.

"A servant girl whispering with a stable hand in the midst of my guests," Wallace said, his voice carrying clearly across the lawn. "A grave breach of loyalty. A total collapse of the discipline I have seen fit to instill in you."

"My lord, I only - "

"Silence," he barked. The word echoed off the stone walls of the manor. He stepped forward and seized my wrist, his grip like a vice. "You have forgotten your place, Chloe. You have forgotten that you belong to me, not to the dirt of the stables. You require a correction that you will not soon forget."

He did not lead me back to the house. He intended to make the scandal complete, to seal my reputation and my subjection in one stroke. He dragged me toward a stone bench near the center of the garden, in full view of the gathered ton.

"Wallace, surely you don't mean to..." Lady Evelyn Ellington began, though her eyes betrayed a cruel hunger for the spectacle.

"I mean to ensure that no one in Lowood ever doubts who governs this girl's soul," Wallace declared.

He forced me down across his lap. The silk of my skirts was bunched up, exposing the white lace of my drawers and the vulnerable line of my stockings. I sobbed, the sound muffled by the velvet of his coat. The humiliation was a physical weight, heavier than the corset that restricted my lungs.

"You are my property, Chloe," Wallace said, his voice dropping to a terrifyingly calm level. "And property must be maintained."

The first strike of his hand was a sharp, stinging shock against my backside. I shrieked, my body arching against his thighs, but he held me down with iron strength. The guests watched in a rapt, scandalous silence. This was the Marquess of Lowood’s law - a public display of traditional Victorian discipline that stripped away the last of my commoner's pride.

Strike after strike fell, each one a rhythmic reminder of my impertinence. My skin burned beneath the fine fabric, and my tears flowed freely, wetting the Marquess’s trousers. I felt the eyes of Jack Villiers and the others on me, witnessing my total surrender. My virginity, my shyness, my very identity was being re-molded by the Marquess’s hand.

"Do you understand your place now?" Wallace demanded, his breath hot against my ear as he finally ceased the correction.

"Yes, my lord," I sobbed, my voice broken and small. "I am yours. I am whatever you wish me to be."

He stood me up, his hands lingering on my waist to steady my trembling frame. He looked out at the guests, his expression one of absolute triumph. "She is a Harrington ward now," he announced. "And she shall be treated as such."

He turned me toward him, his fingers wiping the tears from my cheeks with a terrifying tenderness. I looked into his eyes and saw the truth of my future. The village was gone. Samuel Little was a shadow. I was bound to this man by the lace she mended and the pain he inflicted. I was the kept woman of the King of Lowood Hall, and as he led me back toward the house, I realized with a shuddering breath that I no longer wished to run. I was his, body and soul, lost in the shadows of his magnificent, cruel empire.

	 


Chapter 4: A Command Beyond Refusal

	 

	The grand foyer of Lowood Hall rose up to meet me, a cavernous expanse of black marble and white stone that echoed with the heavy, rhythmic tread of Lord Wallace Harrington’s boots. The scent of the house was not like the fresh, earthy air of the village - it was a suffocating mixture of expensive beeswax, aged mahogany, and the cold, unyielding perfume of ancient lineage. I felt the weight of the massive crystal chandeliers hanging above like frozen tears, their flickering light reflecting off the polished surfaces in a way that made my head swim with a sense of vertigo. Every inch of the estate breathed power, a silent, architectural testament to the centuries of Harrington blood that had ruled these lands with an iron hand.

I stumbled slightly, the silk of my skirts rustling loudly in the oppressive silence of the hall. Wallace did not slacken his pace or offer a steadying arm; instead, his hand remained firm upon the back of my neck, his fingers brushing against the sensitive skin just above the lace collar of my gown. He led me past the line of servants who stood like statues against the wainscoting, their eyes cast downward in a show of perfect, terrifying discipline. Among them, I caught a glimpse of Hattie Yearwood, her face a mask of stone as she observed my disheveled state and tear-streaked face.

"Look up, Chloe," Wallace commanded, his voice a low vibration that seemed to command the very air I breathed. "You are no longer a creature of the dirt, wandering the markets. You belong to the master of this house. You will walk as if you understand the gravity of that honor, or I shall be forced to correct your posture once more."

I swallowed hard, my throat tight with the remnants of my sobbing. "Yes, my lord," I whispered, forced to tilt my head back by the sheer rigidity of the corset he had personally overseen the tightening of earlier. The busk pressed hard against my sternum, forcing my chest out and my shoulders back in a posture of permanent, vulnerable submission. Each breath was a shallow struggle, a reminder that my very life was now regulated by the silk and bone he had wrapped around me.

We passed through the Great Gallery, where the portraits of past Harringtons watched us with judgmental, painted eyes. I felt the lingering gaze of Lady Evelyn Ellington from the doorway behind us, her sharp features silhouetted against the shadows of the corridor. Beside her stood Jack Villiers, his expression one of amused curiosity as he watched the Marquess lead his new prize into the depths of the manor. The opulence was a physical weight, a golden chain that felt heavier than any iron shackle could ever be.

"This is your world now," Wallace said as we reached the foot of the sweeping grand staircase. He stopped and turned me to face him, his towering height casting a long, dark shadow over my trembling form. "Every room, every tapestry, every shadow in this house belongs to me. And because you are mine, you shall be refined until you shine like the gems in my family vault. You are the lace that I have chosen to mend, and I shall do so with whatever tools I deem necessary to ensure perfection."

He reached out, his gloved hand tilting my chin upward with a bruising strength. The leather felt cool and smooth against my heated, sensitive skin. "The common life you knew is dead. Samuel Little is a name you shall never utter again, lest you wish to feel the sting of my displeasure. You are a ward of Lowood Hall, and that means you are subject to the King of this domain."

His gaze dropped to the swell of my breasts, pushed high by the restrictive corset and the delicate, expensive lace that he had claimed was my only reason for being here. The scandal of the garden party still burned in my cheeks, the memory of his hand correcting my impertinence before the elite members of the ton. I was a ruined woman in the eyes of society, but in his eyes, I was a project - a possession to be molded and broken at his whim.

"Tonight," Wallace continued, his eyes darkening with a possessive fire that made my knees weak, "you shall learn the true meaning of your position. There are rules in this house, Chloe. Rules of etiquette, rules of dress, and rules of absolute, unquestioning obedience. You have already seen how I deal with those who forget their place."

"I understand, my lord," I replied, my voice a mere breath of sound. The grandeur of the hall seemed to shrink around me, the high ceilings pressing down as I realized there was no escape from his reach. I was trapped in a palace of lace and discipline, and as he began to lead me up the stairs toward the private quarters, I felt the terrifying, intoxicating pull of his absolute authority. I was his property, and the threshold of Lowood Hall had closed behind me like the door to a beautiful, velvet-lined cell.

	 


Chapter 5: Through the Iron Gates of the Estate

	 

	Chloe Wallace stumbled as the heavy carriage door of the Lowood coach swung open, nearly tumbling into the filth of the village square. She had been distracted, her mind heavy with the weight of her poverty and the stack of delicate lace she carried, when the massive black stallion of the Marquess of Lowood had nearly trampled her into the cobblestones.

"Watch your step, girl!" a voice like velvet-covered iron commanded.

Chloe looked up, her heart leaping into her throat as she met the gaze of the most formidable man in the county. Lord Wallace Harrington stood before her, having dismounted with a predatory grace that spoke of absolute power. He was clad in a dark riding coat of the finest wool, his tall boots polished to a mirror shine, and his expression was one of cold, aristocratic disdain. He reached out to steady her, his gloved hand gripping her upper arm with a strength that made her gasp.

"I - I am so sorry, my lord," Chloe whispered, her gaze dropping instantly to his boots. She was a mere seamstress, a creature of the shadows, and the presence of the Marquess was overwhelming.

"You are the girl from the village," Wallace stated, his voice a low rumble that vibrated through her very bones. "The one who mends the lace for Lady Evelyn Ellington. I recognize the work in your arms."

"I am, your lordship," she replied, her breath hitching as he stepped closer, invading her personal space. The scent of expensive tobacco, leather, and cedar enveloped her, making her head spin.

"Your posture is abysmal," Wallace remarked, his eyes roaming over her trembling form with a clinical, possessive intensity. "And your stays are far too loose. You carry yourself like a common drudge. A woman in my presence must carry herself with the rigidity befitting her service, even one of your low birth."

He turned to his companion, Jack Villiers, who was watching the exchange from horseback with a knowing smirk. "Jack, it seems we have found the solution to the lace repairs at Lowood. This girl shall come with us. The ancient veils of my grandmother require a hand that knows the needle, and she requires a master who knows the lash of discipline."

"My lord?" Chloe gasped, her eyes wide with shock as she looked up at him. "I cannot - I have duties here. I have a room to pay for."

"You have the duties I give you," Wallace countered, his grip tightening on her arm just enough to let her know he would not be denied. He looked over to Samuel Little, the local stable hand who had hurried forward to tend to the horses. "You. Pack whatever meager belongings this girl possesses and bring them to the estate. She is coming to Lowood Hall immediately."

"Yes, my lord," Samuel Little stammered, bowing his head low.

The transition was a blur of motion and terror. Before Chloe could protest further, she was hoisted into the opulent interior of the Harrington carriage. As the vehicle lurched forward, she felt the finality of her situation. She sat huddled against the silk cushions, staring at the man who had just effectively purchased her life with a single command.

The carriage passed through the towering iron gates of Lowood, and Chloe felt a shiver of dread. The gates groaned on their heavy hinges, closing behind them with a sound like a prison bolt sliding home. The estate was breathtaking - a sprawling expanse of perfectly manicured lawns and ancient stone that seemed to stretch on forever.

"Welcome to your new life, Chloe," Wallace said from across the carriage. He sat with his legs crossed, watching her with a dark, possessive fire. "In this house, my word is the only law you will know. You will be refined, you will be disciplined, and you will learn to serve your betters with the proper humility."

"I am only a seamstress, my lord," she whispered, her hands shaking in her lap as they approached the grand manor house.

"You are mine," Wallace corrected, his voice dropping to a dangerous, silky whisper. "I saw the way you trembled when I touched you in the square. You are a creature of submission, Chloe Wallace, and by the time I am finished with you, you will realize that your very soul belongs to the King of Lowood Hall."

The carriage came to a halt in front of the grand entrance. Waiting there on the stone steps was the stern, imposing figure of Lady Evelyn Ellington, her face a mask of high-born disapproval.

"Is this the creature you have brought back from the mud, Wallace?" Evelyn asked, her voice sharp as a razor.

"She is," Wallace replied, stepping out of the carriage and reaching back to haul Chloe out after him. He did not wait for her to find her footing; he pulled her close to his side, his hand resting heavily on the small of her back, feeling the weak structure of her cheap corset. "She requires much work, Evelyn. She is soft, undisciplined, and far too bold with her eyes. We shall begin her refinement tonight. I shall oversee the tightening of her stays myself to ensure she understands the pressure of her new station."

Chloe felt a wave of heat wash over her, a terrifying mix of shame and a strange, intoxicating pull toward his authority. As she was led through the massive oak doors and into the marble foyer, she knew there was no turning back. She was inside the lion - s den, and the Marquess had no intention of letting her go.

"Take her to the west wing," Wallace commanded Young Galloway, a footman who stood at attention. "And see that she is bathed. I want the scent of the village washed from her skin before she is presented to me in my study."

Chloe followed the servant, her head bowed, the weight of the iron gates still echoing in her mind. She was no longer a free woman of the village; she was the property of Wallace Harrington, a prisoner of lace, silk, and the uncompromising will of a lord.

	 


Chapter 6: The Splendor of the Great Hall

	 

	Chloe Wallace felt the weight of the Great Hall pressing down upon her shoulders, a physical manifestation of the Marquess’s overwhelming power. The ceiling soared to dizzying heights, adorned with frescoes of ancient gods and goddesses who looked down upon her with cold, painted indifference. This was the world of Wallace Harrington, a place of iron-clad rules and suffocating tradition, where a girl of her station was less than the dust upon the mahogany banisters. He was dangerous, she realized with a tremor that shook her very marrow. He did not merely want her skill with a needle; he wanted her submission. He wanted to strip away the seamstress from the village and replace her with a creature of his own design. The thought should have filled her with nothing but terror, yet as she remembered the heat of his gaze, a treacherous ache bloomed deep within her belly. She was a virgin, unversed in the ways of men, and the Marquess was a predator who had already tasted her fear.

"Do not dawdle, girl," Young Galloway said, his voice echoing off the marble floors. "His Lordship is a man of precise schedules. To keep him waiting is to invite his displeasure, and believe me, you do not wish to see the Marquess displeased."

Chloe followed the footman through a labyrinth of corridors, her eyes wide as they passed portraits of stern-faced ancestors. At last, they reached a lavish dressing room in the west wing. Waiting there was Hattie Yearwood, a woman whose face was as stiffly starched as her apron.

"Take her," Young Galloway commanded before retreating with a sharp click of his heels.

Hattie Yearwood did not waste words. "In the tub, Chloe Wallace. The Marquess has ordered you scrubbed until your skin glows. He will have no scent of the marketplace in his presence."

Chloe allowed herself to be handled, her clothes removed by Hattie’s practiced, unsympathetic hands. The water was hot, scented with expensive lavender that seemed to cling to her skin like a brand. She felt exposed, her small, pale body a stark contrast to the opulence of the room. Once she was dried, Hattie produced a chemise of the finest lawn, edged with the very lace Chloe was meant to repair. It felt like a cobweb against her skin, provocative and thin.

"Now for the stays," Hattie whispered, her eyes darting toward the door.

The corset was a masterpiece of silk and whalebone, stiff and unforgiving. Chloe stepped into it, her breath hitching as Hattie began to pull the laces. But before the maid could finish, the heavy oak door swung open with a thud that vibrated through the floorboards.

Wallace Harrington stood in the doorway, his tall, broad-shouldered frame casting a long shadow across the room. He had discarded his frock coat, appearing even more formidable in his waistcoat and rolled-up sleeves. His eyes, dark and predatory, fixed on Chloe’s trembling form.

"Leave us, Hattie Yearwood," Wallace commanded.

"But, My Lord, the girl is not yet - "

"I said leave," he repeated, his voice a low, vibrating rumble that brooked no argument.

Hattie curtsied deeply and hurried out, the door closing with an ominous finality. Chloe stood in the center of the room, her hands clutching at the front of the unlaced corset. She felt the cool air on her back and the heat of his gaze on her face.

"You look frightened, Chloe," Wallace said, stepping closer. His presence was like a physical weight, commanding and absolute. "Is it the house that intimidates you, or is it the man who owns it?"

"Both, My Lord," she whispered, her head bowing instinctively.

"Good. Fear is the beginning of wisdom," he replied. He walked behind her, his boots clicking rhythmically on the floor. Chloe felt her heart hammer against her ribs like a trapped bird. "I told you I would oversee your refinement. A woman’s posture is the first mark of her breeding. You are soft, Chloe. You slouch as if you hope the world will not notice you. I shall make sure you are noticed."

He reached out, his large, calloused hands grasping the silk laces of her corset. Chloe gasped as he gave them a sharp, experimental tug.

"Deep breaths, girl," he murmured, his breath warm against the nape of her neck. "This is the first lesson in your new life. You will learn to endure the pressure. You will learn that your comfort is secondary to my requirements."

He pulled the laces with a sudden, brutal strength. Chloe’s breath was forced out of her in a sharp sob as the whalebone bit into her waist, cinching her middle with agonizing precision. Her chest was thrust forward, her spine forced into a rigid, unnatural arch.

"Please, My Lord - " she gasped, her hands flying up to grasp the bedpost for support. "It is too tight. I cannot breathe."

"You can breathe well enough to complain," Wallace said coldly, his hands working the laces with the expertise of a man who demanded perfection in all things. "You are a common girl, Chloe. You have lived a life of loose clothes and looser morals. Under my roof, you will be disciplined. You will be held tight. You will feel the weight of my authority in every breath you take."

He gave another fierce pull, and Chloe felt her vision swim. The corset was a cage, a silken prison that defined her shape according to his whim. He tied the laces in a hard, unbreakable knot and then moved to stand in front of her. He placed a gloved finger under her chin, forcing her to look up into his eyes.

"There," he said, his expression one of dark satisfaction. "Now you possess the silhouette of a woman who belongs at Lowood Hall. You look like property, Chloe. My property."

Tears blurred her vision, but she did not dare let them fall. She felt small, dominated, and strangely sparked by his touch. The shame of her position was eclipsed by the sheer, overwhelming reality of his power over her.

"I have guests arriving soon," Wallace continued, his voice dropping to a silkier, more dangerous tone. "Jack Villiers and Lady Evelyn Ellington expect to see the progress I have made with my new acquisition. If you embarrass me, Chloe - if you show any of that village insolence - the consequences will be far more painful than a tight corset. Do you understand me?"

"Yes, My Lord," she whispered, her voice trembling.

"Yes, what?" he prompted, his grip on her chin tightening.

"Yes, Master Harrington," she corrected herself, the submissive title tasting like ash and honey on her tongue.

He smiled then, a slow, predatory curve of his lips that sent a shiver of both dread and desire through her body. "You are learning. We shall see how well you remember your place when the eyes of the ton are upon you."

He turned on his heel and strode toward the door, leaving Chloe standing in the center of the room, her body bound tight, her heart belonging to the King of Lowood Hall long before she even realized it was lost.
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