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Trigger Warning

This novel contains mature themes and content intended for adult readers. It includes:


•  Power imbalances and a forced arranged marriage

•  Explicit scenes of non-consensual discipline, including spanking, switching, and threats of corporal punishment

•  Psychological domination, coercive control, and moments of humiliation

•  Emotional manipulation and possessive behavior

•  A hero who disciplines the heroine physically and emotionally as a form of control and eventual obsession

•  Graphic depictions of punishment and internal conflict related to submission, control, and identity



The story explores a dark and intense dynamic between a powerful Duke and a defiant debutante, including scenes that some readers may find emotionally or psychologically distressing.

Reader discretion is strongly advised.
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Chapter One
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The air inside Devonshire House shimmered with golden light. Thousands of candles burned in the chandeliers and sconces, their flames mirrored in the polished marble floor beneath swirling gowns and gliding slippers. 

The ballroom pulsed with the practiced elegance of the aristocracy, each movement deliberate, each smile rehearsed. The scent of crushed roses, beeswax polish, and expensive French perfume mingled with the faint tang of champagne and the whisper of silk brushing stone. 

It was a symphony of extravagance, the carefully choreographed illusion of perfection.

Clusters of gentlemen and ladies stood in curated arrangements, their laughter delicate, their words chosen with care. A flutter of a fan, the arch of a brow, the tilt of a gloved hand—each gesture was a message, each exchange a calculation. 

Tonight was not just a gathering. It was theater. The intricate, ruthless dance of the London Season played out beneath chandeliers, and Amelia Whitmore stood at its very heart.

She had dreamed of this night since she was a girl listening at the keyholes of drawing rooms, imagining the rustle of gowns and the promise of waltzes. 

Her first ball. Her grand debut. Her chance to step out from the edges of conversation and into the gaze of someone who might choose her. 

But tonight, she wasn’t just present—she belonged. 

Her gown was pure white, a color that clung to virtue like armor, the bodice stitched with painstaking precision, every pearl and silken ribbon a silent declaration of innocence. Her dance card, tied to her wrist with a length of satin, fluttered slightly with each movement—light as a promise, or a threat.

Her fingers smoothed the fabric at her hip in a gesture of restlessness she tried to hide. It wasn’t nerves. Not truly. It was anticipation. A sharp-edged kind that sat low in her belly and refused to quiet. She knew exactly what she was waiting for.

Her gaze moved through the crowd—over wigs and jewels, past powdered faces and practiced smiles—until it caught on him.

Brian Adler, the Earl of Conserf, stood beneath the central chandelier, his golden-brown hair catching the light as he laughed with a viscountess. He was handsome in that effortless, untouchable way, a man born to navigate rooms like this one, to smile and flatter and glide from conversation to conversation without missing a step. Everything about him seemed designed for charm—his polished grace, his easy manner, the warm gleam in his eyes when he smiled.

Amelia had adored him since she was a child, since the days she trailed after him in gardens and corridors, forever two steps behind. She had built dreams from the way he had once tousled her hair, from every smile he’d cast her way without noticing the longing behind hers. 

She had waited years for him to turn and see her—not as the girl he’d outgrown, but as a woman worthy of wanting.

And tonight, she had almost believed he had.

Her fingers brushed the edge of her dance card again, grounding herself in proof. His name was there. The third waltz. But as she read it once more, something inside her twisted. Not the first. Not even the second. The third. She told herself it didn’t matter. That it was foolish to want more than what had already been given. She had no claim on him. But still, the smallest breath of disappointment lodged deep in her chest and refused to shift.

The orchestra began to play, and the first dance of the evening swelled into life. Amelia inhaled slowly, forcing the rising ache of yearning back into silence. 

She would not be sentimental. Not tonight. 

There were too many eyes, too many games already being played across the ballroom floor.

But before the dancers could make their first turn, the atmosphere shifted.

At first, it was only a quieting, the softest lull in conversation. Then a subtle turn of heads, a hush that moved like smoke across the room. 

It wasn’t the response reserved for royalty or scandal—no announcement had been made. Yet the awareness was sudden and absolute, as if every guest had heard the same silent message at once: he has arrived.

The Duke of Foxleigh.

He did not step forward. He did not greet. He didn’t have to. His presence alone bent the edges of the room. No one moved from his path, but the crowd rearranged around him all the same, shifting as if some invisible pressure rolled outward from where he stood. The space near him grew wider, not by invitation, but from wariness.

Amelia had heard his name whispered for years.

Benedict Towns, Duke of Foxleigh, was a man surrounded by myth and shadow. He rarely left his estate. He did not dance. He did not entertain. He did not tolerate fools. 

Some said he had gone mad after the war. Others claimed madness would be a kindness compared to what truly lived inside him. There were stories—never repeated in polite company—of men who had crossed him, and of what remained afterward.

She felt his gaze before she found it. A creeping awareness curled over her skin like smoke, raising gooseflesh along the back of her neck, settling somewhere beneath the pearls at her throat. When she finally turned her head, her breath faltered.

He was watching her.

And he did not look away.

His expression was unreadable, his gaze dark and direct, lacking even a trace of the polite detachment other men wore like armor. He didn’t leer. He didn’t admire. He assessed. As though he were already considering what it would cost to have her. As though he’d already decided to pay it.

She stood frozen, every instinct screaming at her to look away—but she couldn’t. The weight of him pressed down without ever moving, a presence more consuming than the ballroom itself. And still, his stare held hers.

The rumors tumbled through her mind in an anxious rush. 

Foxleigh does not care for society. Foxleigh does not entertain. Foxleigh is not a man to be crossed. 

But worse than any of that were the whispered tales—spoken only in the darkest corners of drawing rooms—of the things he enjoyed. Tales of men punished not for crimes, but for arrogance. Tales of a whip. Of discipline delivered not with regret, but with pleasure.

And now, for some reason she could not comprehend, he was staring at her.

She might have stayed locked in his gaze for hours if not for the voice that broke through it.

“Amelia.”

She flinched, too sharply. Brian had appeared before her, smiling gently, his presence pulling her out of the trance.

“My lord,” she murmured, dipping into a curtsy that felt unsteady. Her fingers trembled as she folded them before her.

Brian chuckled, reaching for her hand, "We’ve known each other for years, Amelia. Must we pretend we haven’t?”

“I suppose not,” she replied, willing her voice not to shake. She tried to focus on his touch, his smile, the soft warmth she had once wanted so badly. But it was too late.

The shadow returned.

Even before she turned her head, she knew.

Brian’s posture changed, his fingers loosening around hers. His shoulders stiffened as the hush returned to the space around them, so palpable it felt like the silence before a storm.

Foxleigh stood behind her.

She didn’t need to look. She felt the force of him like heat on her spine.

“Your Grace,” Brian said, voice clipped.

Foxleigh didn’t respond. His attention remained fixed on her.

“Your card,” he said.

It was not a question.

Amelia’s breath caught. Her hand moved of its own accord, untying the ribbon from her wrist and offering the card to him with trembling fingers. Brian opened his mouth to protest.

“I have already—”

“I did not ask you,” Foxleigh interrupted, his tone cool, unbothered, final.

He opened the card, withdrew a pen from his coat, and signed his name in the next available waltz with the kind of ease that made her pulse trip in her throat. When he handed it back to her, his gloved fingers brushed hers. The contact lasted less than a second. And yet, the heat of it clung.

His gaze held hers, and for a breathless moment, she could not move.

“I shall collect you when it is time.”

Then he turned and walked away, each step deliberate, each movement a dismissal.

He didn’t look back.

But Amelia stood frozen, staring at the place where he had been, the parchment pressed against her palm, the echo of his voice still lingering at her ear.

And somewhere beneath the shock and the silence, her heart beat faster.

Not from fear.

But from something far more dangerous.
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Chapter Two
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The night unfurled in a haze of candlelight and stringed music, each hour stretching longer than the last, yet Amelia could not settle. 

The ballroom, once dazzling, now felt too warm, the air clinging to her skin like silk soaked in heat. The lace at her neckline scratched uncomfortably against her throat. Her gloves felt tight, constrictive, as if they were stitched not from satin but from tension. Her pulse skipped unevenly as her eyes flicked once more toward the dance floor.

The waltz loomed. His waltz.

It was only a dance, she reminded herself—repeating the words as though they might root her. She had waltzed before. Dozens of times. With careful, smiling young men who pressed no closer than decency allowed and offered only charm as they twirled her across polished floors. But she had never waltzed with a man like him.

Turning toward the refreshment table in search of anything that might cool the heat in her blood, she was stopped by a familiar voice at her side.

“Amelia," Brian’s tone was soft, familiar. He stood too close, his expression easy and open. That same boyish smile she had once memorized curved gently across his lips, "Are you enjoying the evening?”

“I am,” she lied, lifting her chin and composing her features into a polite mask. The smile she offered was graceful, well-rehearsed, and not at all real.

He studied her more carefully this time, his charm flickering under a sheen of uncertainty, "You look lovely tonight,” he said, the compliment warm but edged with something quieter, "The most beautiful debutante in the room, "

Color rose in her cheeks, but it was not the fluttering thrill she might once have felt. It didn’t rush through her like it had when she was fifteen and convinced he would one day fall in love with her. She should have been breathless with joy. This moment—his attention, his admiration—was what she had longed for, wasn’t it?

But something was off.

Before she could place the shape of it, the air shifted. Not subtly, as it had before, but decisively. As though a hand had reached down and drawn a single line through the room.

The Duke of Foxleigh had arrived.

She felt him first, the way one senses a storm on the horizon—sudden pressure, the stilling of air, the hush that falls over nature before the sky splits open. The music didn’t stop, nor did the conversations entirely, but everything grew quieter. The crowd adjusted itself around him in small, unconscious ways. People stepped aside without realizing they had done so.

And then she turned.

He was there.

Towering in black, as stark and solid as the edge of a cliff, Foxleigh stood at the edge of the room like a man who had never needed to announce himself to be obeyed. His gaze found hers with an unerring certainty that felt impossible to explain, and once it had, it did not move.

Brian tensed beside her, his arm brushing hers as if he meant to steady her or shield her—though from what, he could not have said.

“Your Grace,” Brian greeted, his tone clipped, the warmth stripped clean.

Foxleigh did not respond. He did not so much as glance at Brian. His attention was absolute, pinned on Amelia as if she were the only person in the room. Something in her stomach twisted as his eyes swept over her with clinical calm, as though he already knew what he would do with her—and how far he was willing to go to get it.

“It is time,” he said.

The words were simple, but they cracked like thunder.

Her hands clenched at the fabric of her skirts, "I—”

He extended a hand.

“Your dance, Lady Amelia, "

There was no invitation in his voice. Only command.

She hesitated just long enough to feel the ripple of it—fear, maybe. Or curiosity. Or something worse. But then her hand was in his. His fingers wrapped around hers, solid and warm, his grip assured and utterly unyielding. And just like that, he was leading her toward the center of the floor.

The whispers followed them before the first note had even sounded.

The Duke of Foxleigh never dances.

Why her?

What does he want with Amelia Whitmore?

The orchestra began, and he moved without hesitation, one hand at her waist, the other guiding hers with a subtle but unmistakable strength. He did not crowd her—but he didn’t allow space for retreat, either. His thumb brushed once over the back of her glove, a slow stroke that made her breath falter.

She had never been held like this.

Other partners had been careful with her, gracious. They led with tentative steps and polite distance, afraid of giving offense. But Foxleigh danced as though there was no possibility she wouldn’t follow. As though her obedience were a foregone conclusion.

“You are tense,” he murmured, his voice low, warm, and close.

Amelia swallowed hard, "I’m not accustomed to dancing with strangers.”

“Am I a stranger?”

He didn’t smirk. Didn’t tease. The question was quiet and curious, but something in it made her skin prickle.

She had no answer. Everyone knew of him, yes—but no one truly knew him. And standing here, wrapped in his hold, she realized she might know less than anyone at all.

The music surged, and he spun her easily, pulling her closer than any other partner ever had. Her breath caught.

“Conserf is watching us,” he said, his voice a velvet thread of steel.

Her pulse jumped. Brian. She had spent the night wishing for him to notice her, to say the words she’d always imagined. But since the moment Foxleigh had taken her hand, she hadn’t thought of him once.

“You should be careful,” the Duke said, his tone unchanging, "A man with debts as high as Conserf’s will see only your dowry, not your devotion, "

Her breath hitched, sharp with offense, "That’s a cruel thing to say.”

“Cruel,” he echoed, tilting his head as though genuinely pondering the word, "Or merely true?”

She wanted to tell him he was wrong. She wanted to argue, to defend Brian. But the words refused to come. Because beneath her anger, there was something else—recognition. A cold edge of doubt that she had never allowed herself to voice aloud.

The waltz stretched on, the ballroom falling away until only he remained—his hands, his voice, the command that radiated from him without effort or apology. She followed because she had no other choice. Because he had never given her one.

And then, as suddenly as it had begun, it was over.

The final note rang out.

Foxleigh did not release her immediately. He held her gaze for a moment longer, unreadable and still. Then he stepped back, bowing with the same precision that marked every movement he made.

“Lady Amelia.”

Her curtsy felt mechanical, her knees unsteady beneath the weight of whatever had just passed between them. By the time she rose, he was already walking away.

He did not look back.

But she knew—without doubt, without question—that this would not be the last time she felt his hands on her.

As his presence retreated, the rest of the world rushed back. The music softened into conversation, skirts whispered across the marble again, and laughter floated through the air as if nothing had happened. She stood in the middle of it all, her breathing still uneven, her skin still burning in places he had not even touched.

She had danced before. Had smiled, flirted, curtsied with grace. But nothing had ever felt like this. There had been no tenderness in his hold. No gentleness. Only a terrible, deliberate possession, wordless but absolute.

You are mine—he had not said the words. But she had heard it all the same.

Straightening her spine, she tried to shake it off, to tell herself it had been nothing but a waltz. One dance. A mistake of attention. A powerful man seeking novelty.

But as she stepped toward the edge of the ballroom, the whispers returned—behind fans, behind hands, laced with curiosity and awe.

The Duke of Foxleigh had danced.

And he had chosen her.

She told herself it meant nothing.

She told herself she would forget.

But already, she knew that was a lie.
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Chapter Three
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The early hours of morning crept in slowly, drawing long silver streaks across the lace curtains of Amelia’s chamber. 

The hush of the house, the stillness of the sky—none of it quieted her thoughts. The echoes of the ballroom still clung to her like perfume, staining everything they touched. She could still smell the candle wax, still hear the rise and fall of music, the half-laughed secrets exchanged beneath crystal chandeliers. And beneath it all, pressed into the fabric of her memory like a handprint in wax, she could still feel him.

Foxleigh’s touch had not lingered, yet it had marked her. The quiet force of it, the way his hand had closed around her waist, not to support or flatter, but to command. He had guided her like a man who did not ask for permission. As if she were already his to move. As if her body had always belonged to him.

Everyone else had pretended not to notice. But she had felt it. All of it.

She hadn’t seen Brian since.

That, more than anything, left a dull ache in her chest. She had spent so long yearning for him to see her as something more than a childhood playmate—had twisted herself into the woman she thought he might one day desire. But when he had finally noticed her... when he had finally stood before her with admiration in his eyes... she hadn’t been thinking of him at all.

She had been thinking of Foxleigh.

The realization sent a wave of embarrassment rushing through her. She pushed away from the edge of the bed and crossed the room, grabbing a cloth from the washbasin and pressing it to her cheeks. The water was cool, almost sharp, and she welcomed it. She needed to chase the heat away, the memory of candlelight and crushed velvet and the searing feel of his gaze.

It was foolish. The Duke of Foxleigh was not a man who entertained idle thoughts of courtship. He was not warm. He was not gentle. He had asked her to dance—nothing more. He had not flirted, had not lingered, had not smiled.

And yet when she closed her eyes, she could still hear his voice.

A man with debts as high as Conserf’s will see only your dowry, not your devotion.

The words should have enraged her. But they hadn’t. They had rattled her. Not because they were cruel, but because they were honest. Because they echoed a doubt she had long buried beneath rose-colored hope.

With a frustrated breath, she blew out the last of the candlelight and crawled beneath the covers, her limbs restless, her body too warm. Sleep did not come easily. Every time her eyes closed, she felt the weight of his hand at her back, the pull of his voice in her mind.

And still, she told herself it meant nothing.

She told herself she would forget.

By morning, the light had shifted. Crisp autumn air filtered through the windows, accompanied by the muffled sounds of servants moving through the corridors. Amelia sat across from her aunt in the breakfast room, a piece of toast untouched on her plate, her tea grown cold. Lady Edith had been watching her for some time, her sharp gray eyes narrowing with every silent minute.

“You are positively distracted,” the dowager said at last, setting her teacup down with a measured clink, "And unless I am mistaken, I suspect I know the reason why.”

Amelia lifted her eyes, slow and guarded, "I do not know what you mean.”

Lady Edith gave her a look that had withered stronger wills, "No? Then you must not have noticed how the entirety of last night’s ball could not stop whispering about you and the Duke of Foxleigh.”

Heat rushed to Amelia’s throat, "It was only a dance.”

“A dance with any other gentleman, perhaps,” her aunt replied smoothly, “but not with him.”

Amelia shifted in her chair, willing her voice to remain composed, "He asked. I could not refuse. It would have caused offense.”

Lady Edith’s answering laugh was low and amused, "My dear girl, the Duke of Foxleigh does not act to make polite conversation, nor does he ask for dances simply to pass the time.”

Amelia stared down at her plate, resisting the urge to twist her napkin in her lap.

“The Duke,” her aunt went on, her voice turning contemplative, “was not always as he is now. I knew him before the war. Before the scar. Before the retreat from society that made him a myth instead of a man. He was never easy—never soft—but there was once something noble in him. Something... capable of gentleness.”

Amelia looked up, "You speak as if you knew him well.”

“I knew what he was,” Lady Edith corrected, "And I know what is left. The man who danced with you last night is not kind. He has not been kind in a very long time.”

A chill settled between them.

“Then why did he dance with me?”

For a moment, her aunt said nothing. Then, a shadow of something unreadable crossed her features, and she gave a small, tight smile, "That, my dear, is the question we should all be asking.”

––––––––
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LATER THAT AFTERNOON, Amelia rode out into Hyde Park, her mare moving at a graceful canter along the gravel path. The fashionable hour had not yet begun, leaving the trails near-empty. A crisp wind moved through the trees, lifting her hair from her shoulders as she tried to clear the fog from her mind.

The silence should have soothed her. But instead, it made her thoughts louder.

Brian. The waltz. The whispers.

Foxleigh.

She shook the thought away, tightening her grip on the reins.
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