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      The storm struck just as Eliza Farrow's hired carriage turned through the iron gates of Heathmoor Hall. Lightning split the darkening sky, illuminating the Gothic manor house in stark, dramatic flashes. She pressed her gloved hand against the rain-streaked window, studying her new prison through the gloom.

      For that's what it was, truly. A prison of her own desperate making.

      The carriage lurched to a stop before the imposing front steps, and Eliza gathered her courage along with her worn traveling case. She had exactly three pounds, four shillings to her name, and nowhere else to go. This position—governess to Lady Sophia, ward of the notorious Viscount Heathmoor—was her final chance at respectability.

      She'd heard the whispers about Heathmoor Hall, about the governesses who'd fled in the dead of night. About Lord Heathmoor's... particular methods of household management. But desperation made women accept impossible situations.

      Eliza's previous employer's wandering hands had ensured she had no choice but this one.

      Thunder crashed overhead as Eliza ran up the stone steps, her dark wool dress already sodden from the brief exposure. The massive oak door opened before she could knock, revealing a stern-faced butler whose expression suggested he'd been expecting her.

      "Miss Farrow, I presume." His voice carried the particular disdain servants reserved for other servants who'd fallen on hard times. "His Lordship is waiting in his study."

      Eliza followed him through corridors lined with portraits of stern-faced ancestors, their painted eyes seeming to track her progress through their domain. The house felt oppressive, heavy with secrets and masculine authority. Everything spoke of wealth and power—from the Turkish carpets beneath her feet to the crystal chandeliers that caught the lightning's glare.

      The butler stopped before a heavy door. "His Lordship will see you now."

      Eliza straightened her shoulders and entered the lion's den.

      Gabriel Heathmoor, Viscount Heathmoor, stood with his back to her, hands clasped behind him as he gazed out tall windows at his storm-lashed grounds. Even in silhouette, he radiated the kind of masculine authority that made lesser men step aside and women flutter their fans. Broad shoulders filled out his dark coat perfectly, and when he turned to face her, Eliza felt her breath catch.

      He was younger than she'd expected—perhaps thirty-five, with dark hair and penetrating green eyes that seemed to see straight through her careful composure. His face was aristocratically handsome but marked by lines that spoke of experience with the darker pleasures of life. This was not a man who concerned himself with society's rules.

      "Miss Farrow." His voice was deep, cultured, with an undertone that made something flutter low in her belly. "Punctual, despite the weather. I appreciate that in a woman."

      "My lord." Eliza dropped into a curtsy, acutely aware of his gaze cataloguing every detail of her appearance. "I hope I haven't kept you waiting."

      "Not at all. Please, sit." He gestured to a chair positioned directly before his massive desk—a chair that forced her to look up at him when he took his own seat. "I trust your journey wasn't too arduous?"

      "No more than expected, my lord." Eliza folded her hands in her lap, fighting the urge to fidget under his unwavering stare. Something about this man made her skin prickle with awareness.

      "Excellent." Gabriel opened a file on his desk—her references, no doubt the carefully edited version that omitted certain... complications. "Your credentials are impressive, Miss Farrow. Educated at Miss Pemberton's Academy, fluent in French and Italian, accomplished at the pianoforte. Previous positions with the Earl of Westmont and Lord Ashford."

      Each word was spoken with the precision of a man who missed nothing. Eliza's pulse quickened, wondering what else he might know.

      "However," Gabriel continued, his eyes never leaving her face, "both previous positions ended rather... abruptly. Care to explain?"

      Heat flooded Eliza's cheeks. "I found the working conditions unsuitable, my lord."

      "Unsuitable." His mouth curved in what might have been a smile. "How delicately put. Tell me, Miss Farrow, do you consider yourself a woman of strong moral convictions?"

      The question was loaded with meaning she didn't quite understand. "I believe in conducting myself with propriety, my lord."

      "Propriety." Gabriel leaned back in his chair, studying her with those penetrating eyes. "And yet you've fled two positions where your male employers found you... attractive. One wonders what kind of governess inspires such inappropriate behavior."

      Eliza's spine stiffened. "I can hardly be held responsible for the improper conduct of my betters, my lord."

      "Can't you?" The question hung in the air like a challenge. "Perhaps you underestimate your own... effect on men."

      Something dangerous glittered in his eyes, and Eliza felt her body respond in ways that shocked her—heat pooling low in her belly, her skin hypersensitive to his nearness, a shameful dampness between her thighs. What was wrong with her?

      "I assure you, my lord, I have never conducted myself in any manner that might encourage⁠—"

      Gabriel raised one hand, and she fell silent instantly, her reaction to his command both thrilling and terrifying. "I'm not questioning your virtue, Miss Farrow. Merely observing that virtue, properly displayed, can be as provocative as vice."

      Eliza stared at him, uncertain how to respond to such a scandalous observation.

      "Now then," Gabriel continued, his tone becoming brisk and businesslike, "let me explain what I require in this household. Lady Sophia is sixteen, intelligent, and utterly without discipline. She's run off three governesses in the past year through sheer force of will. Are you prepared to handle a strong-willed charge?"

      "Certainly, my lord. I believe young ladies benefit from firm guidance."

      "Firm guidance." Gabriel's smile was sharp. "How refreshing. And are you yourself accustomed to... firm guidance, Miss Farrow?"

      The question sent heat spiraling through her belly. "I beg your pardon?"

      "A simple question. Do you respond well to authority? To clear expectations and consequences when those expectations are not met?"

      Eliza's mouth went dry. Something in his tone suggested he wasn't speaking purely about educational philosophy. "I... yes, my lord. I believe structure is important."

      "Excellent." Gabriel rose from his chair and moved around the desk, coming to stand directly before her. The scent of sandalwood and something darker, more masculine, filled her senses. "Because I require absolute obedience in my household, Miss Farrow. From everyone under my protection."

      Eliza tilted her head back to meet his gaze, her heart hammering against her stays. "Obedience, my lord?"

      "Complete and unquestioning." His voice dropped to a whisper that somehow carried more command than a shout. "When I give an instruction, it will be followed immediately and without argument. When I express displeasure, it will be addressed immediately and without excuse. Is that clear?"

      Eliza felt her temper flare despite her precarious position. She'd fled two households to escape domineering men who thought her station gave them license to command her person. She would not submit to such treatment again, no matter how desperately she needed this position.

      "I can provide excellent education for your ward, my lord," she said, lifting her chin with quiet defiance. "But obedience is earned, not demanded. I am a governess, not a servant."

      The silence that followed her words was deafening. Gabriel stared down at her, his expression unreadable, and Eliza felt her courage begin to waver. Perhaps she'd pushed too far. Perhaps⁠—

      "Interesting." His voice was soft, contemplative. "Very interesting indeed."

      Gabriel returned to his chair, but his eyes never left her face. "Tell me, Miss Farrow, what would you do if Lady Sophia refused to obey your instructions?"

      "I would speak with her about proper behavior." Her voice sounded breathless even to her own ears.

      "And if that failed?"

      "I would... restrict her privileges."

      "And if she continued to defy you?" His voice dropped to that whisper that made her shiver.

      Eliza's throat worked as she struggled to think through the haze of awareness he created. "I would bring the matter to your attention."

      "Would you?" Gabriel's smile was predatory, all white teeth and dark promise. "And what would you expect me to do about it?"

      "I suppose you would..." Her mind went blank under his stare. "Speak with her?"

      "Speak." Gabriel's laugh was rich and dangerous. "Oh, my dear Miss Farrow. You truly have no idea what kind of household you've entered."

      Before Eliza could respond, the study door burst open without warning. A young woman swept in, her blonde hair disheveled and her riding habit splattered with mud. She was beautiful in the way only sixteen-year-old girls could be—all fresh curves and glowing skin and absolute confidence in her own untouchability.

      "Gabriel!" Lady Sophia announced dramatically, "I've just had the most dreadful row with that horrible Mr. Peterson. He says I can't ride Tempest anymore because she's too spirited, but I told him he's being perfectly ridiculous because I ride better than half the men in the county, and furthermore⁠—"

      "Sophia." Gabriel's voice cut through her chatter like a blade. "You will address me as 'my lord' or 'guardian' in front of company. And you will apologize to Miss Farrow for your dramatic entrance."

      Lady Sophia's blue eyes swung to Eliza for the first time, taking in every detail of her modest dress and practical hairstyle. "Oh. The new governess." Her tone suggested Eliza ranked somewhere below the stable cats in terms of importance.

      "Yes," Gabriel said mildly. "The new governess. Whom you will treat with the respect due her position."

      "Will I?" Sophia's chin lifted in a gesture that reminded Eliza strongly of her own defiance moments earlier. "And if I choose not to?"

      The challenge hung in the air between guardian and ward. Eliza watched, fascinated despite herself, as Gabriel's expression grew cold and dangerous.

      "Then you will discover that my patience has limits, young lady." His voice was soft, deadly. "Just as Miss Farrow is about to discover that defiance in this household has... consequences."

      Sophia's eyes widened slightly, but she held her ground. "You wouldn't dare. Not in front of her."

      Gabriel stood slowly, his movements deliberate and predatory. "Sophia, you will go to your room immediately. No dinner tonight, and you will write a formal apology to Miss Farrow for your discourtesy. Is that understood?"

      Sophia's bravado cracked. "But Gabriel⁠—"

      "Is that understood?" His tone brooked no argument.

      "Yes... yes, my lord." Sophia's defiance crumbled under his authority. She dropped a grudging curtsy to Eliza. "My apologies, Miss Farrow. I was... rude."

      "Apology accepted," Eliza managed.

      "Go." Gabriel's single word sent Sophia fleeing from the room.

      When the door closed behind her, Gabriel turned his full attention back to Eliza. "As you can see, Miss Farrow, I do not tolerate disrespect in my household. From anyone."

      The emphasis on the last two words made Eliza's pulse quicken.

      "Now you understand," Gabriel continued, moving closer. "This is how we maintain order in my household. Clear expectations, immediate consequences, and thorough correction when those expectations are not met."

      Eliza stared at him, her mind reeling at the display of absolute authority. "You... you sent her to bed without dinner."

      "I disciplined her appropriately." Gabriel's tone was matter-of-fact. "As I will discipline anyone under my protection who chooses to defy my authority. Including," his eyes glittered with dark promise, "governesses who forget their place."

      The threat sent lightning through her veins—part terror, part shameful arousal that made her face burn with humiliation. "My lord, surely you cannot mean⁠—"

      "Can't I?" Gabriel moved closer, and she caught his scent—sandalwood and leather and something purely masculine that made her knees weak. "You defied me minutes after entering my home, Miss Farrow. Told me obedience must be earned rather than given. Such rebellion requires immediate... attention."

      Eliza backed toward the door, her pulse hammering so hard she was certain he could hear it. "I am not a child to be corrected!"

      "No." Gabriel's smile was sharp as a blade. "You're a woman. Which means your correction will be far more... personal."
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