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      The letter arrived at dawn, delivered by a mud-splattered messenger who looked as though he'd ridden through hell to reach Evermore Manor. Dominic Montclair, Duke of Evermore, broke the seal with steady hands despite the dread pooling in his gut.

      Your Grace,

      I cannot. I will not. Please forgive me, but I cannot bind myself to a man of your... reputation. The stories I have heard... I would rather face my father's wrath than your marriage bed.

      Lady Margaret Fairfax

      Dominic crumpled the parchment, his jaw clenching as rage and panic warred in his chest. Tomorrow. The wedding was tomorrow, and his bride had fled like a rabbit from a wolf.

      Twenty-four hours. That's all he had left before his thirtieth birthday passed and everything—the dukedom, the estates, the fortune his family had built over centuries—passed to his dissolute cousin Percival.

      "Bloody hell," he muttered, striding to the window of his study. The Yorkshire countryside stretched endlessly before him, autumn mist clinging to the moors like ghostly fingers. Beautiful, peaceful, and about to belong to a man who would destroy it all within a year.

      His father's will had been explicit: Marry before your thirtieth birthday and produce an heir within twelve months, or the inheritance passes to the next male heir. The old duke had been determined to force his rakish son into respectability, even from beyond the grave.

      Dominic had delayed as long as possible, convincing himself he had time. Lady Margaret had seemed perfect—bland, biddable, desperate enough for a title that she'd overlook his reputation. Her father had been eager for the connection, the financial settlement, the prestige of calling the Duke of Evermore son-in-law.

      But apparently even desperation had its limits.

      The sound of hoofbeats on gravel drew his attention. His steward, Jenkins, was approaching at a gallop, his expression grim even from a distance. More bad news, no doubt.

      "Your Grace," Jenkins panted as he dismounted. "I've just returned from the village. There's been talk..."

      "What sort of talk?"

      Jenkins shifted uncomfortably. "About tomorrow's wedding, Your Grace. Word has spread that Lady Margaret... that is, to say, the villagers are asking questions."

      Of course they were. A duke's wedding was the social event of the decade in these remote parts. The church had been decorated, the manor staff had prepared for days, and now there would be no bride to witness it all.

      "And?" Dominic's voice was dangerously quiet.

      "There's also the matter of the Wells family debt, Your Grace. Miss Seraphina came to see me yesterday, asking for more time. Her mother's condition has worsened, and without payment..."

      Dominic's head snapped up. Seraphina Wells. He'd nearly forgotten about the miller's daughter whose father had died owing him a considerable sum. The family had been struggling to make payments ever since, the debt growing larger with each missed installment.

      "How much do they owe?"

      "Two thousand pounds, Your Grace. With interest, it's closer to three thousand now."

      Three thousand pounds. A fortune to a miller's family. Pocket change to a duke.

      But more importantly... Seraphina Wells was beautiful, desperate, and completely isolated from London society. She lived in the village with her ailing mother and younger sister, working as a seamstress to make ends meet. She'd never heard the whispered rumors about his appetites, never been warned away from the notorious Duke of Evermore.

      An idea began to form, so audacious it took his breath away.

      "Send word to Miss Wells," Dominic said slowly. "Tell her I require her immediate presence at the manor. This afternoon."

      Jenkins frowned. "Regarding the debt, Your Grace?"

      "Among other things." Dominic's smile was sharp with sudden purpose. "And Jenkins? Have Mrs. Crawford prepare the blue bedchamber. We may have a guest."

      As his steward departed, Dominic returned to his study and pulled out a fresh sheet of paper. He had less than twenty-four hours to convince Seraphina Wells to save them both.

      The marriage would be permanent—he needed a wife, not a temporary convenience. But she didn't need to know that her acceptance would mean sharing his bed every night, submitting to desires that had sent his intended bride fleeing in terror.

      All she needed to know was that her family's survival depended on her answer.

      And Dominic Montclair had never been a man to let scruples stand in the way of necessity.

       

      Three hours later

      Dominic stood at his study window, watching a slight figure make her way up the long drive to Evermore Manor. Even from a distance, he could see the tension in her shoulders, the way she clutched her worn shawl against the autumn wind.

      Christ, she was even more beautiful than he'd remembered. Dark chestnut hair caught the afternoon light, escaping her simple chignon in wayward curls that framed her face. Her movements held a natural grace despite her obvious nervousness, and Dominic found himself imagining how that slender body would feel beneath his hands.

      He'd noticed her beauty during her few previous visits to discuss the debt—the way her pale blue eyes flashed with intelligence when she spoke, the stubborn tilt of her chin when defending her family's circumstances. But seeing her approach his home as a potential bride rather than a debtor sent heat coursing through his veins.

      That graceful composure would serve her well as a duchess. The question was whether her desperation would overcome her inevitable shock at his proposition.

      A soft knock interrupted his thoughts. "Miss Wells to see you, Your Grace," announced Briggs, his butler.

      "Send her in."

      Seraphina entered with careful steps, her gaze taking in the opulent study with its leather-bound books and rich furnishings. Up close, she was even more devastating—creamy skin that begged for his mouth, full lips made for kissing, and a lush figure her modest gown couldn't disguise. Her breasts rose and fell with each nervous breath, drawing his gaze to the tantalizing glimpse of cleavage at her neckline.

      Dominic's cock stirred as he imagined those pale blue eyes darkening with passion, that soft mouth crying out his name in pleasure. Soon, if his desperate plan succeeded.

      "Your Grace." She curtsied with perfect form, a reminder that even villagers understood proper deference to their betters. When she straightened, Dominic caught the subtle scent of lavender and something uniquely feminine that made his blood warm. "You wished to see me about my family's debt?"

      "Among other things." Dominic gestured to the chair across from his desk, noting how the afternoon light streaming through the windows turned her dark hair to burnished mahogany. "Please, sit. We have much to discuss."

      She perched on the edge of the chair, clearly uncomfortable with the luxury. The modest cut of her gown couldn't hide the swell of her breasts or the narrow span of her waist, and Dominic found himself wondering what sounds she would make when he unlaced that prim bodice.

      "I know we're behind on payments, but my mother's medicine is expensive, and my sister⁠—"

      "Miss Wells." Dominic's voice cut through her explanation with gentle authority. The way she startled at his tone, her lips parting slightly, sent another bolt of desire straight to his groin. "I'm not here to discuss payment schedules."

      Confusion flickered across her delicate features, her brow furrowing in a way that made him want to smooth the lines with his thumb. "Then why⁠—"

      "I have a proposition for you. One that would eliminate your family's debt entirely."

      He watched her breath catch, hope and wariness warring in her expression. The rapid flutter of her pulse at her throat drew his attention, and he imagined pressing his lips to that exact spot while she trembled beneath him.

      "What sort of proposition?"

      Dominic leaned back in his chair, studying her with the intensity that had made lesser men nervous. But Seraphina held his gaze, her chin lifting with a courage that impressed and aroused him in equal measure.

      "I need a wife, Miss Wells. Immediately."

      The color drained from her face so completely that Dominic half-rose from his chair, ready to catch her if she swooned. But she remained upright, those pale blue eyes wide with shock and something that might have been panic.

      "I beg your pardon?"

      "Tomorrow is my thirtieth birthday," Dominic continued as if he hadn't just proposed the most scandalous arrangement imaginable. "According to my father's will, I must be married by then or lose my inheritance. My intended bride has... reconsidered her decision."

      "But Your Grace, I couldn't possibly—" Seraphina shot to her feet with agitated energy, moving to the window with quick steps that made her modest skirts sway enticingly. Dominic's hands clenched as he imagined gathering that dark chestnut hair in his fists, using it to guide her mouth to his. "I'm nobody. A miller's daughter. I'm not nobility. I don't know how to be a duchess. I can't even⁠—"

      "You can learn."

      She spun to face him, and Dominic sucked in a sharp breath at the sight of her flushed cheeks, the way her agitation had loosened more curls from her chignon. Christ, she was magnificent when fired up. He wondered if she would look equally beautiful when fired by passion.

      "Learn?" Her voice rose, those expressive eyes blazing with disbelief. "Your Grace, duchesses are born to their roles. They're educated from birth in languages and deportment and—and I don't even know which fork to use at a formal dinner!"

      Dominic rose from his chair, moving toward her with deliberate intent. He could see the exact moment she registered his approach—her breathing quickened, her lips parted slightly, and that tantalizing pulse at her throat began fluttering like a trapped bird.

      "I said you can learn, Seraphina." He used her given name deliberately, watching how it made her shiver. "I'll teach you everything you need to know."

      "But the scandal⁠—"

      "There would be no scandal. We would marry here, in the village church, with only the necessary witnesses. You would become the Duchess of Evermore, and I would ensure you're properly prepared for the role."

      She shook her head violently, sending more of those dark curls escaping to frame her face. Dominic's fingers itched to touch them, to discover if they were as silky as they appeared.

      "This is madness. You could have anyone⁠—"

      "But I need someone immediately. And you, Miss Wells, need what I can provide." His voice dropped to that tone that made her pulse race despite her panic. He could see it in the rapid rise and fall of her chest, the way her hands trembled at her sides. "Your family's debt would disappear. Your mother would receive the finest medical care available. Your sister would have a dowry that ensures her future."

      The mention of her family hit its mark. Dominic watched her resistance waver, saw the moment when love for her family began to outweigh her fear. The sight of her internal struggle—duty warring with self-preservation—made his chest tighten with something that felt dangerously like admiration.

      "My mother's medicine... it's so expensive, and the physician says without proper care..."

      "My personal physician, Dr. Hartwell, is one of the finest in England. He would attend your mother immediately, with unlimited resources for treatment." Dominic moved closer, close enough to see the tears gathering in those pale blue eyes, close enough to catch that intoxicating scent of lavender. "She would have everything she needs to recover."

      "And Rosalie?"

      "Your sister would receive an education befitting a duchess's sister, plus a dowry generous enough to attract any gentleman she chooses."

      Dominic watched her hands tremble as she pressed them to her temples, the gesture pulling her bodice taut across her breasts in a way that made his mouth go dry. Soon those hands would be touching him, exploring his body with the same desperate need he felt building in his own.

      "But I still don't understand why you would choose me. Surely there are ladies more suitable⁠—"

      "More suitable?" Dominic's laugh was harsh. "Miss Wells, suitable ladies flee at the first whisper of my reputation. They fear what marriage to me would entail."

      He saw the exact moment curiosity overcame her caution, the way her tongue darted out to wet her lips in a gesture that sent heat straight to his cock.

      "What would it entail?"

      Dominic's gaze intensified, and he had the satisfaction of watching her shiver under the weight of it. "You would be my wife in every sense of the word. You would share my bed, submit to my desires, and provide me with the heir my inheritance requires."

      The color that had returned to her cheeks drained away again. "Share your bed? Every night?"

      "Morning and evening, whenever I desire your company." His voice was matter-of-fact, though inside he was burning with the need to show her exactly what those desires entailed. "I require daily intimacy from my wife, Seraphina. Can you accept such terms?"

      He watched her stagger backward, her hand flying to her throat in a gesture of pure innocence that made his blood pound. She had no idea what she would be agreeing to, no concept of the pleasures he would teach her body to crave.

      "I... I thought married couples had separate chambers. That wives only... occasionally..."

      "Not my wife." Dominic's smile was predatory, and he saw her shiver in response. "My wife will be available to me always. Eager for my touch. Responsive to my every demand."

      "But I don't know how—I've
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