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  Chapter One
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The Contract


It wasn’t that Caterina disliked her father. She loathed him with every fiber of her being. 
That loathed man had just informed her that he’d arranged a marriage for her with Lord Blackmoor, who was more commonly known as the Black Duke of Dragon Ridge.
“What if I don’t want to marry this man?” Caterina demanded. She clutched the marriage contract in her hands, creasing the expensive parchment and smudging the ink. “For that matter, what if he doesn’t want to marry me?”
“Want has little to do with marriage,” her father, Lord Osman Irontooth, replied. He’d certainly never wanted to marry her mother, and made that apparent at every opportunity. Ironic, since Caterina’s mother had been true nobility, and the one thing Osman’s vast wealth couldn’t buy was an aristocratic bloodline. “Marriage is about alliances, and I’ve sought one with Dragon Ridge for many years.”
“What, did they not want to be your friends?” Caterina taunted.
Osman’s eyes narrowed. “The current duke is old Gorlas’s youngest son, and the man needs an heir. His father has been gone for many years, and his elder brothers went to war in the Northern Reaches long before. If the duke doesn’t marry soon, his line may die out.”
“What a tragedy that would be.” Caterina muttered. “May I ask why you seek to keep the Blackmoors’ lineage well and hale?”
“Not only are they descended from the dragons of old, they’re incredibly wealthy,” Osman replied, as he leaned toward his daughter. “I suspect the family has been living off an old dragon hoard for decades, perhaps centuries. And once you give Blackmoor a son, I’ll have a claim on that hoard.”
Caterina pursed her lips; she was fairly certain inheritance didn't work that way, but arguing with her father over gold was pointless. Instead, she bowed her head and re-read the contract. This wasn’t the first time her father had used her or her siblings to further his own schemes. This wasn’t even the first time he’d tried to marry her off, though every one of those intended alliances had fallen through; upon meeting Osman, most people wanted nothing more to do with him or his children.
Complicating matters was that Caterina had just reached her twenty-seventh year. Most women of her status were married by her age, and while Caterina had never wanted to be anyone’s wife, nor did she want to live at Irontooth Keep forever. This marriage, while unexpected and unwanted, might be her way out from under her father’s influence. More importantly, the contract stated that Caterina would remain married to the Black Duke for one year. At the end of that time period, she could dissolve the union, if she so wished.
Caterina sighed, and decided to humor her father, at least for a little while.
“When will this marriage take place?” Caterina asked. 
“The duke will be here in three months’ time.”
“Why wait so long?” she pressed. “You might up and die before you get to see this golden dragon hoard you so desire.”
“Watch your mouth,” Osman snapped. “As for the wait, the reason is twofold. One, it’s winter, and traveling through the mountains is treacherous at this time of year.”
Caterina paused; she enjoyed living in the lowlands, where the summers were warm and the winters were mild, save for the occasional snowfall. If she went along with this marriage, she’d be forced to relocate to the cold, remote mountains. “And the other reason?” she prompted.
“I’ve hired a knight from the Order of the Sun,” Osman replied. “He should arrive on the morrow.”
She wasn’t surprised he’d hired a knight from the most expensive order in the realm. Osman loved nothing so much as flaunting his wealth. “What is the purpose of this knight? To ensure the duke’s safe travels?”
“Lord Blackmoor can look after himself,” Osman replied. “The knight is to guard your chastity.”
Caterina laughed out loud. “That’s been gone for a long, long time.”
“Be that as it may, you graceless child, but the duke doesn’t need to know that,” Osman declared, as he made a shooing motion with his hand. “Away with you. I’ll summon you when the knight arrives.”
Caterina set the marriage contract on the table, then she turned on her heel and stalked out of the hall. She was furious with her father, the knight who would unnecessarily hover over her, and this duke she had yet to meet, so she did what she’d always done when in such a foul mood. She fled to her sister’s chamber, and told her everything.

      [image: ]“He’s passing me off as some chaste virgin,” Caterina said, as she paced across Rosalie’s room. “Won’t this duke be shocked when he comes here expecting a meek young bride, and encounters the likes of me.”
“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Rosalie said, her nose buried in her book. “You talk about yourself like you’re an old hag. Really, Caterina, anyone would be honored to marry you.” She looked up, holding her page with her thumb. “What is this duke’s name, again?”
“His surname is Blackmoor. They call him the Black Duke of Dragon Ridge.”
Rosalie returned her attention to her book. “Never heard of him.”
“I’m not surprised,” Caterina said, slightly annoyed that Rosalie never took an interest in the political structure of Alessia. She wouldn’t recognize the king himself, except for his basilisk’s tail. “You really need to look up from your books once in a while, and learn something about the world you actually live in.”
“No, thank you. Based on what I’ve seen of the world, I greatly prefer my stories.” Rosalie turned the page. “Why do they call him the Black Duke?”
“No one really knows. Rumors swirl around him; some say he’s murdered whole villages, including all the women who’ve shard his bed.” When Rosalie gasped, Caterina continued, “But those are just rumors. Dragon Ridge is so remote anything could have happened, and we’d never know the truth.”
“Perhaps the real reason isn’t anything so scandalous,” Rosalie offered. “Perhaps he wears black because he’s in mourning, or they could be ceremonial clothes for the region.”
“Perhaps.” Caterina pursed her lips as she watched her sweet, compliant sister reading on the window seat. Half-sister, really; Rosalie’s mother had been one of Osman’s many, much abused mistresses. That meant she was immune from talk of arranged marriages and forming alliances with powerful, wealthy families. In fact, Rosalie was due to retire to a convent on her twenty-second birthday, which would happen in just four months. A month after Caterina was due to marry.
By the time Caterina was settled into her life with the Black Duke, Rosalie would be safe among the priestesses.
“I’ve just had the best idea,” Caterina said. “You marry the duke, and I’ll go to the convent instead.”
“You, in a convent? You bore far too easily for such a quiet life.” Rosalie lowered her book, and continued, “I don’t think this marriage will be so bad for you. And even if it is, you said the contract only demands you stay with him for a year. After that year’s up, if you don’t like him, you can move on. You can even keep your surname, if you’d like.”
Caterina grimaced; de Serpens was her mother’s surname, and she shared it with her uncle, King Olivar the Magnificent. She wasn’t close to her uncle, but she did recall how her mother had petitioned the king to let her and Caterina leave Irontooth Keep and move to the capital city. Olivar ignored her pleas, and then she died, and Caterina had been trapped in her father’s home ever since.
Maybe the Fates had set the Black Duke in her path as a way for her to leave her sole living parent behind.
“I don’t know. Caterina Blackmoor does have a nice sound to it.” Caterina leaned on the windowsill, and watched the comings and goings in the courtyard. 
“What about this knight father hired?” Rosalie asked. “What do you think he’ll be like?”
“Honestly, Rosie, I’ve no idea.”






  
  Chapter Two
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Meeting the Knight


The knight Osman commissioned from The Order of the Sun arrived the next morning. Caterina and Rosalie watched him approach from their vantage point at the top of the eastern turret. 
“He sits his horse well,” Rosalie said, as they watched the knight dismount and speak to the stable master. “Excellent form.”
“You like him,” Caterina said, as she bumped her shoulder against her sister’s. “I’ll sneak you into his room later tonight, once Father and the rest are deep in their cups.”
“Don’t get any ideas,” Rosalie warned. “Now that Father has finally agreed to let me leave the keep, I am not doing anything to jeopardize my plans. You know how vindictive he is,” she added.
“I certainly do,” Caterina murmured, as she thought about the many times she’d irritated and outright enraged her father. She’d always wondered what would happen if she pushed him too far, and now the answer had presented itself. After years of rejecting and refusing every suitor her father dredged up for her, Caterina was to be put under guard, day and night, until some mysterious man from the mountains swooped down and took her away.
“This convent of yours seems more attractive by the moment,” Caterina said. “Perhaps instead of sneaking you out of your room to see the knight, I’ll plan how I can sneak away from Dragon Ridge and join you among the priestesses and books.”
“Oh, Cat,” Rosalie said, as she looped her arm with her sister’s. “As soon as I’m settled, I’ll write to you, and together we’ll plot how to get you free of this duke. We’ll not be separated for long. I just know it.”
Caterina clutched Rosalie’s arm. “By the Fates, I hope you’re right.”

      [image: ]A short time after the knight arrived, Caterina was summoned to her father’s receiving room. Even though they couldn’t refer to it as a throne room, since Osman was a pirate turned landowner who’d bought his title and therefore was not actual royalty, a set of gilded chairs sat on a velvet wrapped dais at the far end of the chamber. Tonight, Osman sat in the larger chair, and whomever was his current favorite usually sat in the lesser seat. Today, that chair was vacant, and Caterina briefly wondered what had become of his latest mistress. If the girl had any sense, she’d fled Osman’s household and never looked back.
Caterina paused just inside the entrance, and took her time assessing the knight. He was standing attentively in front of her father, so she was able to inspect him unawares. The knight was tall and broad shouldered, not that she thought the Order would have sent a stripling to guard her. He was clad in a red tabard over a chain mail shirt, and brown leather pants and boots. A sword was belted at his waist, and his helm was tucked under his arm. Most interestingly, he had a head of wavy auburn hair that shone gold where it caught the light.
Osman spied his daughter and smiled. “Here’s your charge now,” Osman said, as he waved Caterina forward. She advanced and curtsied to her father, then she faced the knight. 
“Caterina, this is Curran,” Osman continued. “He’s been sent by the Order of the Sun.”
Curran turned to Caterina, and bowed. He was younger than she thought he’d be, and had deep brown eyes. “Well met, my lady,” he said in a deep, sonorous voice.
“I’m told you’re to watch over me?” she asked.
“Yes, my lady,” Curran replied, as he straightened. Caterina noticed that a phoenix was emblazoned across the front of his tabard. “I will guard you with both my body and sword, and lay down my life if necessary.”
“Let’s hope it won’t come to that,” Caterina murmured. “Really, Father, our home has never been attacked or infiltrated. Is this level of protection necessary?”
“It is, because I have deemed it so,” Osman replied. “Curran’s sole purpose here is to ensure your safety. In fact, he can begin his duties right now.”
With that, Osman waved them away. Grateful to be done with that charade, Caterina left the receiving room. Curran followed directly behind her. 
“Have you been given a room?” Caterina asked, after the knight had silently followed her across half the castle.
“I will sleep across your threshold
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