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​The Governess's Stormbound Surrender
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The carriage lurched violently, groaning in protest as its iron-rimmed wheels struck another unseen rut buried beneath the drifts. Eleanor Hayes gasped, her knuckles turning white where she gripped the frayed leather strap hanging by the window. Outside, the world had been reduced to a churning abyss of white, a blizzard so thick it seemed intent on erasing the very existence of the Cornish coast. The wind shrieked through the crevices of the carriage, tearing at the doors, while the precipitous drop to the roiling ocean below remained a terrifying, unseen presence just inches from the wheels. She shivered, though not entirely from the biting chill that seeped through the cracks in the floorboards. The driver, a hunched, silent figure wrapped in oilskins who had met her at the station, had not spoken a word for hours. He drove the horses with a reckless, grim determination, seemingly indifferent to whether they reached the summit or plummeted into the void. Every jolt sent a fresh wave of nausea through Eleanor’s empty stomach, a physical manifestation of the dread pooling in her gut since she had accepted the position at Harrowstone Manor.

Suddenly, the ascent leveled out, and the carriage slowed to a halt with a final, shuddering creak. The door was wrenched open, admitting a blast of icy air and snow that stung her cheeks like thrown gravel. Eleanor gathered her skirts and stepped down into the deep powder, her boots immediately soaking through. Looming before her in the gloom was Harrowstone Manor. It was a monstrosity of grey stone, a Gothic skeleton rising from the cliff edge as if birthed by the rock itself. Turrets pierced the storm-laden sky like jagged teeth, and the windows were mostly dark, save for a few on the ground floor that glowed with a sickly, dim yellow light—eyes watching her arrival with patient malice. The heavy oak doors groaned inward before she could even reach for the iron knocker, revealing a cavernous, shadow-drenched foyer.

Stepping across the threshold, the silence of the house hit her harder than the gale. It was a heavy, suffocating stillness, smelling of beeswax, damp wool, and something metallic—like the faint, lingering scent of old iron or dried blood. A woman stood in the center of the hall, illuminated by the flickering light of a single candelabra held in a steady, gloved hand. She was tall and severe, her black dress blending into the shadows, her grey hair pulled back so tightly it seemed to stretch the skin of her face.

"You are late, Miss Hayes," the woman said. Her voice was devoid of warmth, crisp and brittle as dead leaves. This was Mrs. Graves, the housekeeper. Her pale eyes swept over Eleanor, taking in the cheap, travel-worn fabric of her dress, her windblown hair, and the trembling of her hands. There was a flicker of emotion in that gaze—a momentary pity, perhaps—but it was quickly swallowed by a distinct, curling disdain. "The Master does not tolerate tardiness."

"The storm..." Eleanor began, her voice cracking. She cleared her throat, trying to summon a shred of dignity. "The roads were treacherous, Mrs. Graves. I feared we might not make it at all."

"The road is always passable for those Lord Harrowstone summons," Mrs. Graves retorted, turning her back on Eleanor without offering to take her coat. "Follow me."

Eleanor was led up a grand staircase that twisted into the darkness of the upper floors, the wood groaning softly under their feet. Shadows danced along the walls where portraits of grim-faced men hung, their eyes seeming to track her ascent. Mrs. Graves brought her to a room on the third floor, a narrow, drafty chamber that felt more like a monastic cell than a guest room. A meager fire sputtered in the grate, offering little heat, and the furniture was sparse and austere.

"You will leave your trunk here," Mrs. Graves commanded, standing in the doorway like a warden blocking an escape route. Her expression was unyielding. "Lord Harrowstone demands your presence immediately."

Eleanor blinked, exhaustion dragging at her eyelids. She felt grimy from two days of travel, her skin clammy and her clothes stiff. "Surely, Mrs. Graves, I might be allowed a moment to wash and change? I am hardly presentable for—"

"Immediately," the housekeeper cut in, the word cracking like a whip. Her eyes narrowed. "He has waited long enough, and his patience is thinner than the air up here. The Study is on the ground floor, behind the double doors at the end of the East Hall. Do not keep him waiting a second longer."

Left alone as Mrs. Graves vanished into the shadows of the corridor, Eleanor felt a crushing weight settle upon her chest. She was here because of her father's debts, a governess in title but a pawn in reality, sent to a place that whispered of secrets and cruelty. She had no choice. With a shaky breath that plumed in the frigid air of the room, she smoothed her skirts as best she could, pinched her pale cheeks to bring some color back, and turned to leave. The descent back to the ground floor felt like a funeral march. The house seemed to breathe around her, the settling timber sounding like the groans of a living beast. She walked the length of the East Hall, her footsteps echoing too loudly on the polished floorboards. At the far end, the double doors of the study loomed, massive and imposing, carved with intricate scenes of hunting and slaughter. A sense of impending doom washed over her, a primal instinct screaming at her to turn and run back into the blizzard. Instead, she swallowed the lump of terror in her throat and raised a trembling hand. Her knuckles hovered inches from the dark wood, poised to knock, as she prepared to meet the architect of her fate.

Eleanor’s knuckles grazed the dark wood of the door, the sound startlingly loud in the hush of the corridor, and before the echo could die away, a deep, resonant voice commanded her to enter. She pushed the heavy double doors open and stepped across the threshold, immediately assaulted by a wall of stifling heat and the rich, cloying scent of cured tobacco, aged brandy, and masculine musk. The study was a cavernous monument to conquest, lined floor-to-ceiling with dark mahogany bookshelves that seemed to swallow the light from the roaring fireplace. But it was the silence of the dead that arrested her breath; the room was a macabre menagerie of taxidermy. Glass eyes glinted from every shadow—stags with antlers like jagged crowns, foxes frozen in a snarl, and a massive bear rearing up in the corner, its claws extended in eternal aggression. 

Standing before the hearth, his back to her, was a figure that commanded the space more effortlessly than the lifeless beasts surrounding him. Lord Sebastian Sterling did not turn immediately, allowing the silence to stretch until it was taut as a bowstring. When he finally pivoted, the movement was fluid, carrying the lethal economy of motion of a jungle cat rather than the stiffness of English aristocracy. He was terrifyingly handsome, possessed of a face carved from granite and shadow, with high, sharp cheekbones and a mouth set in a cruel, unyielding line. His eyes were the color of a bruised storm sky, burning with an intelligence that felt instantly invasive. Eleanor dipped into a clumsy curtsy, her wet skirts clinging miserably to her legs, water pooling on the priceless Persian rug beneath her boots. She waited for him to offer her a seat, to gesture toward the velvet armchairs positioned near the fire, but he remained motionless, his gaze raking over her with a clinical, almost insulting thoroughness. He inspected her not as a guest, nor even as a servant, but as one might assess a horse at auction, searching for flaws in the bone structure and weakness in the spirit.

"You are soaking wet, Miss Hayes," Sebastian stated flatly, his voice a low baritone that seemed to vibrate in the floorboards beneath her feet. He did not sound concerned; he sounded offended by the disarray she brought into his sanctuary. He took a slow, deliberate step toward her, closing the distance with long strides that ate up the space between them. Eleanor instinctively wanted to retreat, but the heavy doors were shut behind her, and the sheer force of his presence pinned her in place. "My housekeeper informs me you arrived with nothing but a single trunk and a great deal of hesitation. Did you think to bring the Cornish weather in with you as a gift?"

Eleanor opened her mouth to speak, her throat dry despite the dampness of her skin. "I... the storm was severe, My Lord. I apologize for my appearance. Mrs. Graves insisted I come to you immediately, without changing."

Sebastian stopped only inches from her, forcing her to crane her neck to meet his gaze. He towered over her, broad-shouldered and encased in a tailored black suit that emphasized the latent power coiling in his frame. Up close, the scent of him was overwhelming—sandalwood and a sharp, metallic tang that made her head swim. "Mrs. Graves knows that I have no patience for vanity," he murmured, his eyes dropping to the pulse fluttering wildly in the hollow of her throat. "And I have even less patience for excuses."

He began to circle her, his footsteps silent on the thick rug. Eleanor stood frozen, her heart hammering a frantic percussion against her ribs as he moved behind her. She could feel the heat radiating from his body, searing through the chill that had settled into her marrow. "My solicitors tell me your father was a man of expensive tastes," he continued, his voice dropping to a velvety whisper near her ear, sending a shockwave of gooseflesh cascading down her spine. "Gaming tables. French brandy. Women who were not his wife. He left you with quite the legacy of ruin, did he not?"

Eleanor squeezed her eyes shut, shame burning hot in her cheeks. "I am here to work, Lord Sterling. To pay off what is owed."

He laughed then, a dark, humorless sound that lacked any trace of mirth. "Work?" The word was dripping with skepticism. He came back around to face her, invading her personal space so aggressively that the tips of his polished shoes touched the sodden leather of her boots. He reached out, his hand large and warm, and grasped her chin between his thumb and forefinger. His grip was firm, bordering on painful, tilting her face up to the harsh light of the chandelier. "Look at me when I speak to you, Eleanor." The use of her given name was a shock, a breach of propriety that signaled the dissolution of societal rules within these walls. "Do you understand the magnitude of the sum I settled on your behalf? You could scrub these floors for a hundred years and barely touch the interest."

His thumb brushed across her lower lip, dragging the sensitive skin down slightly, exposing the wet pink of her inner lip. The intimacy of the gesture was shocking, improper, and devastatingly effective. Eleanor’s breath hitched, a confusing mixture of terror and a dark, heavy heat pooling low in her belly. She should have pulled away, should have slapped his hand, but his gaze held her captive, mesmerizing and deadly. "I... I will do whatever is required," she whispered, her voice trembling.

Sebastian’s eyes darkened, the pupils blowing wide as he stared at the wet sheen of her mouth. "Whatever is required," he echoed, testing the weight of the words. "Be very careful with your pledges, little mouse. Harrowstone consumes the weak." He released her chin with a disdainful flick of his fingers, though his gaze remained heavy on her form, traveling down to where the wet fabric of her dress clung to the curve of her breasts, outlining the stiffness of her nipples reacting to the cold and the adrenaline. He made no effort to hide his appreciation of her vulnerability; in fact, he seemed to feed on it. "You are not a governess here, not truly. You are collateral. An investment."

He stepped back, the loss of his body heat leaving her shivering violently once more. He walked to his desk and picked up a crystal decanter, pouring a measure of amber liquid, his back to her once again, dismissing her importance as easily as he had summoned it. "You belong to Harrowstone now. And by extension," he took a sip of the drink, the firelight catching the sharp angle of his jaw, "you belong to me. Remember that when the house begins to whisper to you at night. Obedience is the only currency I accept." He waved a hand toward the door without looking at her. "Get out of my sight. And for god’s sake, dry yourself off before you ruin the floorboards."

Eleanor turned and fled, her hands shaking so badly she could barely turn the brass handle, the sound of her own gasping breath loud in her ears as she escaped the suffocating gravity of the man in the study.

The nursery was located on the fourth floor, a realm of drafty corners and dust motes dancing in the pale, filtered light of the storm. Eleanor had changed into her only other dress—a modest grey wool that felt stiflingly tight across her chest—before ascending to meet her charge. Ivy Sterling was a small, fragile creature of eight years, though her eyes held the haunted, hollowed-out look of an old woman who had seen too much of the world’s cruelty. She sat at a small table near the window, her hands folded with unnatural stillness in her lap, staring out at the white oblivion consuming the glass. She did not look up when Eleanor entered; she merely flinched, a minute contraction of her shoulders as if expecting a blow.

"Good morning, Ivy," Eleanor said softly, trying to inject a warmth into her voice that she did not feel. "I am Miss Hayes. I’m to be your governess."

Ivy turned slowly. She was pale, her skin translucent enough to show the map of blue veins beneath, and her hair was a tangled mane of jet black, stark against the white of her pinafore. "You’re the new one," the child whispered. It wasn't a question. It was a sentence.

Eleanor pulled up a chair, placing a primer on the table. "I am. Shall we start with some reading? Or perhaps history?"

Ivy stared at the book as if it were a foreign object. "It doesn't matter," she said flatly. "He won't let you stay long enough to finish a book."

"Lord Sterling?" she asked, keeping her voice level. "He... he hired me to teach you."

Ivy looked at the door, her eyes wide and fearful. "He hires them all. Miss Vane was here before. She was pretty, like you. She laughed a lot." Ivy leaned forward, her voice dropping to a terrified hush. "She tried to go into the West Wing. She wanted to see what was behind the red door. Uncle Sebastian... he caught her."

Eleanor swallowed hard, her throat clicking dryly. "And... did he dismiss her?"

Ivy shook her head slowly, her gaze returning to the window. "She went for a walk on the cliffs. In the dark. She never came back for her trunk." The girl picked up a slate pencil and began to scratch jagged lines across the dark stone, the screeching sound tearing at Eleanor’s nerves. "Don't go where the doors are locked, Miss Hayes. The house eats people who don't listen."

By mid-afternoon, the oppressive atmosphere of the nursery became suffocating. Leaving Ivy to her nap—though the child simply lay on her bed with her eyes wide open—Eleanor slipped out into the corridor. She told herself she needed to learn the layout of the manor to better serve her employer, but deep down, a rebellious spark of curiosity had been fanned by the child’s ominous words. The house was a labyrinth of shadows and silence. She wandered down the East Hall, away from the main staircase, her footsteps muffled by the threadbare runner. The portraits here were older, the paint cracking, faces obscured by layers of grime. At the end of a narrow spur of the hallway, she found a heavy oak door bound in iron straps. It looked ancient, forbidding, and entirely out of place among the paneled walls. Without thinking, compelled by a force she couldn't name, Eleanor reached out and depressed the cold iron latch. It held fast. Locked.

"Looking for a way out, Eleanor?"

The voice was a low rumble of thunder right at her ear. Eleanor gasped, spinning around, but there was nowhere to go. Sebastian Sterling had materialized from the shadows like a phantom, and he was already closing the trap. Before she could utter a defense, he moved with terrifying speed, stepping into her personal space and forcing her backward until her shoulder blades slammed against the rough wood of the locked door. He didn't stop there. He pressed his body against hers, a wall of hard muscle and radiating heat that pinned her in place. The contact was shocking, improper, and overwhelming. She could feel the hardness of his chest against her heaving breasts, the solid line of his thighs bracketing her legs, trapping her completely.

"I... I was lost," she stammered, her heart hammering against her ribs so hard she feared he could feel it through their layers of clothing.

He chuckled darkly, the vibration traveling from his chest into hers. "You are a terrible liar," he murmured, leaning down so his face was inches from hers. His eyes were dark voids, swirling with amusement and a dangerous, hunting hunger. "This door leads to the old cellar. Dangerous footing. Unstable air. I keep it locked for your protection." His voice dripped with sarcasm. He shifted his weight, grinding his hips subtly against hers, a deliberate display of dominance that sent a jolt of liquid heat straight to her groin. The sheer size of him was terrifying; he could crush her with ease, yet he held himself with a restrained violence that was infinitely worse.

"I am sorry, My Lord," she whispered, unable to meet his gaze, staring instead at the pulse beating in his throat. "I will return to the nursery."

Sebastian didn't move. Instead, he raised a hand, his leather glove creaking softly as he reached out to touch her face. He traced the line of her jaw with his thumb, the leather cool and smooth against her flushed skin. "You are trembling," he noted with satisfaction. His thumb moved up to press against her lower lip, dragging it down, forcing her mouth open slightly. He stared at her parted lips, his pupils blowing wide. "Curiosity is a fatal flaw in a woman, Eleanor. It leads to... complications." He leaned in closer, his breath hot and scented with brandy against her cheek. "If I catch you prying again, I will not be satisfied with merely scaring you. I will take it as an invitation to teach you exactly who is master of this house. Do you understand?"

"Yes," she breathed, the word trembling on her lips against the pressure of his thumb. "Yes, Lord Sterling."

He held her gaze for a second longer, the air between them thick enough to choke on, charged with a dark, twisting tension that felt like the precursor to violence or passion. Then, abruptly, he pulled back. The loss of his body heat left her gasping, the cold air rushing in to fill the space he had occupied. "Good," he said, smoothing his cuffs as if he hadn't just had her pinned against a wall. "Dinner is at eight. Do not be late." He turned and strode away, disappearing into the gloom of the corridor without a backward glance.

Eleanor remained slumped against the door for a long moment, her legs shaking so badly she couldn't trust them to hold her weight. Her skin burned where he had touched her, and a heavy, confusing ache pulsed low in her belly. Gathering her wits, she pushed herself off the door and fled back toward her room. When she reached the sanctuary of her chamber, she rushed to the window, desperate for a glimpse of the outside world, for a reminder of freedom. But there was nothing. The blizzard had intensified into a whiteout, a wall of snow that erased the sky, the cliffs, and the road. The wind shrieked like a dying beast, sealing the manor in a tomb of ice. Eleanor pressed her hand against the freezing glass, the realization settling over her with the weight of a stone slab. The road was gone. The world was gone. She was trapped in the belly of the beast, alone with the darkness, the secrets, and the man who hunted them.

Night had fallen over the Cornish coast with the weight of a lead shroud, turning the blizzard outside into a wall of screaming darkness, yet the interior of Harrowstone Manor was quiet as a tomb. The silence was broken only by the chime of the grandfather clock in the hall, signaling the hour of nine, when a sharp rap on Eleanor’s door startled her from her anxious pacing. It was Mrs. Graves, bearing a heavy silver tray laden with a tea service, her expression as pinched and sour as curdled milk. She thrust the burden into Eleanor's trembling hands without a word of preamble, merely gesturing toward the abyss of the corridor with a curt command to attend to the Master in his study. The tray was agonizingly heavy, the fine bone china rattling softly against the silver with every step Eleanor took, the sound amplified by the oppressive hush of the house. Her arms ached, muscles already weary from the tension of the day, but fear proved a potent motivator, driving her forward despite the protest of her body.

When she reached the double doors of the study, she paused to steady her breathing, the memory of Sebastian’s earlier scrutiny burning beneath her skin like a brand. She nudged the door open with her shoulder, stepping once more into the stifling heat of the room. Sebastian was seated behind the massive mahogany desk, a quill scratching rhythmically across parchment, the sound distinct and abrasive in the quiet. He did not look up as she entered, his concentration absolute, the firelight casting sharp, dancing shadows across the planes of his face. Eleanor approached with the caution of one walking on cracked ice, her eyes fixed on a clear space near his elbow where she intended to deposit the tray. But as she leaned forward, the sudden, sharp crack of a log settling in the fireplace caused her to flinch violently. The china cup rattled in its saucer, and a single, amber droplet of tea launched itself over the rim, splashing directly onto the edge of the document Sebastian was annotating.

The scratching of the quill ceased instantly.

For a moment, the world seemed to stop spinning. Eleanor froze, her breath trapped in her throat, watching in horror as the dark liquid bloomed on the crisp paper, bleeding into the ink of his script. Sebastian slowly set the quill down, his movements terrifyingly precise. He did not shout. He did not curse. He simply stared at the stain for a long heartbeat before raising his eyes to hers. The storm-tossed obsidian gaze was devoid of anger, replaced by a chilling, blank neutrality that was infinitely worse. "I believe," he said, his voice soft and smooth as velvet drawn over a blade, "that I made myself clear regarding competence."

Eleanor’s hands were shaking so badly now that the crockery chattered like teeth. "My Lord, I... it was an accident, I swear—"

"Silence." The word was not loud, but it possessed a weight that snapped her mouth shut. Sebastian rose from his chair, unfolding his height with that same lethal fluidity she had witnessed earlier. He walked around the desk, not toward her, but to the door, which he deliberately locked with a heavy, distinct click. Eleanor’s heart hammered a frantic rhythm against her ribs, panic rising in a suffocating tide. "Carelessness is a luxury of the wealthy, Eleanor," he murmured, turning to face her, leaning casually against the doorframe as he crossed his arms over his chest. "You are not wealthy. You are indebted. And debts must be managed with precision."

He pushed off the door and moved toward her, crowding her space until her back pressed against the edge of the desk. "Put the tray down." She scrambled to obey, sliding it onto a side table, nearly upsetting the pot in her haste. When she turned back, he was right there, looming over her, the scent of sandalwood and tobacco encompassing her senses. "In this house, mistakes have consequences. If I allow you to remain clumsy, you will never be of use to me. You require... calibration."

His hand shot out, grasping her wrist, not violently, but with an inescapable firmness. He guided her—forced her—to turn around, pressing her hip against the mahogany. "Bend over the desk, Eleanor." The command was issued in a conversational tone, which made the blood drain from her face.

"My Lord?" she squeaked, disbelief warring with terror.

"Now." The single syllable brokered no argument.

Trembling, tears stinging her eyes, Eleanor leaned forward, her stomach pressing against the cool, polished wood, her hands gripping the far edge of the desk for stability. She was bent at the waist, her posterior presented to him, a position of profound vulnerability that made her cheeks burn with humiliation. She heard the rustle of fabric behind her, and then the shocking sensation of her skirts being gathered. Sebastian bunched the heavy material of her travel dress, lifting it steadily, higher and higher, until the drafty air of the room kissed the back of her thighs. He did not stop until the fabric was pooled at her waist, exposing the white cotton of her bloomers.

"Please," she whispered, the word broken and small. "Lord Sterling, please don't."

"Quiet," he instructed, his voice coming from directly behind her. She felt his hand settle on the curve of her bottom, the heat of his palm searing through the thin cotton of her undergarments. He wasn't hurting her yet; he was claiming the territory, his fingers spreading wide to encompass one rounded cheek. "You are a child in a woman's world, stumbling where you should stride. A child's mistakes warrant a child's correction."

His hand lifted, and the first blow landed with a shocking, sharp crack.

Eleanor cried out, her body jerking involuntarily against the desk, her fingers scrambling for purchase on the smooth wood. The pain was immediate and stinging, a blossoming fire on her right cheek. Before she could process the shock, the second slap fell, harder than the first, landing squarely on the other side. "One," Sebastian counted calmly, his voice detached, as if he were counting coin rather than meting out punishment.

"Two."

Another strike, the sound echoing crisply in the high-ceilinged room. Tears spilled over Eleanor’s lashes, hot and fast. The humiliation was absolute—a grown woman, a governess, bent over a stranger's desk like a naughty schoolgirl, her most private self exposed to his stern judgment. "You belong to Harrowstone," Sebastian murmured, the words punctuating the rhythm of his hand. *Smack.* "And Harrowstone demands perfection." *Smack.*

The pain began to layer upon itself, transforming from a sharp sting into a broad, throbbing burn that radiated deep into her flesh. She bit her lip to stifle a sob, her hips squirming helplessly, but he used his free hand to press flat against the small of her back, pinning her in place with effortless strength.

"Three." *Crack.*

"Four." *Crack.*

With each impact, a strange, confusing alchemy began to take place. The blood rushed to the surface of her skin, heating her not just with pain, but with a fierce, traitorous warmth. The sheer dominance of his presence, the absolute control he exerted over her body, twisted a knot of arousal deep in her belly. It was shameful, perverse, and undeniable. She felt her nipples hardening against the fabric of her bodice, crushing into the desktop, and a dampness began to gather between her legs that had nothing to do with the earlier rain.

"Please... Sebastian..." she gasped, the slip of his name falling from her lips unbidden.

He paused, his hand hovering in the air. The silence that followed was thick with tension. "Sebastian?" he repeated, his tone darkening. The next blow landed with significantly more force, a heavy, resounding swat that knocked the breath from her lungs and elicited a high, keen cry from her throat. "You will address me as My Lord. Five."

He continued until he reached twelve, each strike delivered with a rhythmic, inescapable cadence that left her sobbing openly, her face buried in her arms. Her bottom felt ablaze, throbbing in time with her frantic heartbeat, the sensitive skin tenderized and glowing under the thin cotton. Finally, the assault ceased. The hand on her back remained for a moment, heavy and grounding, before he slowly smoothed her skirts back down over her stinging flesh. The restoration of her modesty felt almost jarring after the intense exposure.

Eleanor could not move; she lay draped over the desk, weeping softly, her body a wreck of confusing sensations—pain, shame, and that low, throbbing pulse of desire that terrified her more than his hand ever could. Sebastian moved to her side, leaning down so his mouth was inches from her ear. "Dry your tears, Eleanor," he commanded, his voice devoid of the earlier menace, returning to its cool, aristocratic calmness. He reached into his pocket and produced a pristine handkerchief, dropping it onto the desk beside her head. "You have been corrected. The debt for the spill is paid. Clean your face and compose yourself. Dinner is served in twenty minutes, and I expect you to be seated opposite me, dry-eyed and attentive." He straightened, walking back toward the fireplace as if nothing extraordinary had occurred. "Do not make me fetch you."

The dining room was a cavernous expanse of shadow and flickering candlelight, the long mahogany table stretching out like a dark lake between them. Eleanor sat at the far end, the distance seemingly calculated to emphasize her isolation, while Sebastian occupied the head of the table, his silhouette framed by the high-backed velvet chair that looked more like a throne. The storm outside had intensified, the wind rattling the leaded panes of the tall windows with a fury that made the heavy velvet curtains tremble, but inside, the atmosphere was suffocatingly still. A fire roared in the oversized hearth, casting long, dancing distorted shapes against the tapestries depicting ancient, bloody battles, yet Eleanor could not stop shivering. The sting of his hand still throbbed on her posterior, a persistent, rhythmic reminder of her subjugation that pulsed in time with her erratic heartbeat. She kept her eyes lowered, staring at the untouched bowl of potage before her, the rich scent of roasted root vegetables and heavy cream turning her stomach in her anxiety.

"Eat," Sebastian commanded, the single syllable cutting through the hush with the precision of a scalpel. He did not raise his voice; he didn't have to. The authority in his tone was absolute, woven into the very fabric of the room. He was watching her, she could feel the weight of his gaze like a physical touch, heavy and intrusive. He lifted a crystal goblet of deep red wine to his lips, his eyes tracking the tremble of her hand as she obediently lifted her spoon. "You will need your strength. The winter here is unforgiving, and I do not tolerate frailty in my possessions."

The word 'possessions' hung in the air, distinct and deliberate. Eleanor swallowed a mouthful of the soup, though it tasted like ash in her dry mouth. "I am... I am not a possession, My Lord," she whispered, a weak, fleeting attempt to reclaim some shred of her autonomy.

Sebastian set his glass down with a soft chime against the wood. A cruel, thin smile touched his lips, not reaching his dark eyes. "Are you not?" he mused, leaning back and steepling his fingers. "The roads are buried under six feet of snow, Eleanor. The pass is blocked. No one is coming up that mountain, and certainly, no one is going down. You are as bound to this house as the gargoyles on the eaves. Your father sold you to settle a debt, and now nature has sealed the contract. You belong to the storm, and you belong to me."

He watched her finish the soup in agonizing silence, his gaze dissecting her every movement—the way she wiped her mouth, the terrified flutter of her lashes, the rigid tension in her shoulders. When the servants cleared the course and left them alone once more, the silence thickened, becoming almost viscous. Sebastian stood abruptly, the sudden motion making Eleanor jump in her seat. He walked slowly toward the fire, turning to warm his hands, his back to her. "Stand up," he ordered, staring into the flames.

Eleanor obeyed, her legs trembling beneath the heavy folds of her travel dress. She gripped the back of her chair for support, her knuckles white. Sebastian turned to face her, the firelight casting him in demoniac relief, shadows hollowing out his sharp cheekbones. "Come here. Stand before the hearth where I can see you properly."

Her boots clicked softly on the floorboards as she approached, stopping a few feet from him. The heat from the fire was intense, flushing her pale cheeks, but it was the cold calculation in his eyes that made her burn. "You are hidden beneath too many layers, Eleanor. Ugly, shapeless wool that offends my eye. Take it off."

Eleanor’s breath hitched, her lungs seizing. "My Lord?" she gasped, her hands flying instinctively to the high collar of her bodice. "Surely you cannot mean—"

"Every stitch of that wretched dress," he interrupted, his voice dropping to a low, dangerous rumble. "I wish to see what I have purchased. I want to see the flesh that cost me a fortune. Do it. Slowly."

The command brooked no refusal. With shaking fingers, Eleanor began to undo the buttons of her bodice. The task was maddeningly slow, her dexterity failing her under his unblinking scrutiny. He watched with the detached interest of a collector examining a specimen, his gaze traveling over her as she peeled the fabric back. She shrugged the heavy bodice from her shoulders, letting it fall to the floor in a heap of dark wool. Next came the skirt, the heavy material pooling around her ankles, leaving her standing in her petticoats and corset. The air in the room felt suddenly sharper, biting at her exposed arms and the curve of her neck. The humiliation was a tangible weight, pressing down on her chest, making it hard to breathe. To be stripped like this, not in the throes of passion but in the cold light of judgment, was a degradation she had never imagined.

"Continue," he murmured, taking a sip of his wine, his eyes fixated on the swell of her bosom pushed high by the rigid whalebone of her stays. "The petticoats. They obscure the line of your hips."

Eleanor bit her lip to stifle a sob, reaching behind her to untie the tapes. The layers of white cotton whispered as they slid down her legs, revealing the bloomers and the intricate lacing of her corset. She stood before him in her undergarments, a sight that would be scandalous for any eyes but a husband's, and yet he looked at her with critical appraisal rather than lust. He walked a slow circle around her, forcing her to stand statue-still as he inspected her from every angle. "You are too thin," he commented dryly, pausing behind her to trace the line of her spine with a single, cold finger. Eleanor shuddered violently at the contact, a confusing jolt of electricity shooting through her nerves. "I can count your ribs. We shall have to fatten you up if you are to endure the nights here." He moved back to the front, his gaze dropping to the white cotton of her drawers. "But the hips are wide enough for breeding. That is something, at least."

Eleanor squeezed her eyes shut, tears leaking out to track hot paths through the powder on her face. "Please, My Lord, I beg you..." she whimpered, her hands hovering uselessly at her sides, fighting the urge to cover herself.

"Open your eyes," he snapped. She did. He was standing close now, looming over her, his scent of tobacco and sandalwood overwhelming her senses. He reached out and tugged on the ribbon of her chemise, not undoing it, but testing the tension. "I will leave you your modesty for now," he decided, stepping back to the velvet armchair by the fire and sinking into it. He swirled the wine in his glass, the liquid blood-red in the firelight. "You may keep the chemise and corset. But your pride... that I will strip away entirely." He gestured to the floor at his feet, a careless flick of his wrist. "Get on your knees, Eleanor. Crawl to me."

The order hung in the air, a final severance from the world of polite society she had left behind at the station. To crawl was to admit defeat, to accept her status as something lower than human. But the memory of the desk, of the stinging pain and the terrifying pleasure, was too fresh. Her will crumbled under the weight of his dominance. Slowly, agonizingly, she sank to the floor. The hardwood was hard against her knees. She lowered her hands, the posture of a supplicant, and began to crawl across the Persian rug toward him. The firelight flickered over her semi-nude form, casting long shadows that seemed to reach out and grab her. When she reached his boots, she stopped, sitting back on her heels, her head bowed, her breath coming in shallow, jagged gasps. Sebastian did not speak immediately. He simply sat there, sipping his wine, looking down at the woman he had broken with nothing more than words and the promise of control.

For a terrifying span of seconds, the only sound in the cavernous dining hall was the crackling of the logs in the hearth and the ragged, shallow sound of Eleanor’s breathing. She knelt on the Persian rug, the rough wool of the carpet biting into her knees, her hands resting flat on her
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