
  
  [image: ]




  
  Copyright © 2025 by Jennifer Allis Provost 
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.
Cover by Selkkie Designs https://www.selkkiedesigns.com/
Edits by Silverpress Edits https://www.silverpressedits.com






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Trigger Warnings
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Prologue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Map of Alessia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter One
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  3.
                
                 The Arrangement
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Two
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  4.
                
                 The Wedding
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Three
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  5.
                
                 Dragon Ridge
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter Four
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  6.
                
                 Vile Soup
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter Five
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  7.
                
                 Reconciliation and Theft
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter Six
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  8.
                
                 Enjoy Your Bath
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter Seven
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  9.
                
                 A Visitor and Dinner
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter Eight
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  10.
                
                 Made for Each Other
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter Nine
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  11.
                
                 Breakfast and Birthdays
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter Ten
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  12.
                
                 Midwives and Messengers
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  13.
                
                 Many Faults
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  14.
                
                 Meeting the Masons
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  15.
                
                 Waylaid, Again
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  16.
                
                 Born in Fire
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter Fifteen
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  17.
                
                 Ashes and Aftermath
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter Sixteen
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  18.
                
                 Revelations
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter Seventeen
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  19.
                
                 The Dragon's Den
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter Eighteen
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  20.
                
                 The Ash Field
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter Nineteen
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  21.
                
                 Flower Names
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter Twenty
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  22.
                
                 Lineage
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter Twenty-One
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  23.
                
                 Signs and Truths
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Two
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  24.
                
                 Scales and Spines
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Three
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  25.
                
                 Midsummer Eve
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Four
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  26.
                
                 Preparations
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Five
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  27.
                
                 Flight to Serpens
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Six
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  28.
                
                 The Knight
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Seven
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  29.
                
                 If Things Take a Turn...
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Eight
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  30.
                
                 Sanctuary
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Nine
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  31.
                
                 Recovery
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Chapter Thirty
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  32.
                
                 Fate Speaks
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Chapter Thirty-One
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  33.
                
                 The Archive
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Two
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  34.
                
                 Unbound
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Three
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  35.
                
                 Healing Fire
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Four
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  36.
                
                 The Hayloft
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Five
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  37.
                
                 More Complications
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        38.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Six
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  38.
                
                 Sisters
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        39.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Seven
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  39.
                
                 Ancestors
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        40.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Eight
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  40.
                
                 A Keyring and a Candlestick
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        41.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Nine
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  41.
                
                 Escape
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        42.
        
        Chapter Forty
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  42.
                
                 The Grand Master
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        43.
        
        Chapter Forty-One
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  43.
                
                 Phoenix, Risen
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        44.
        
        Chapter Forty-Two
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  44.
                
                 Home
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        45.
        
        Chapter Forty-Three
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  45.
                
                 Tomorrow, and Tomorrow
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        46.
        
        Dragon Descending
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  46.
                
                 Chapter One: A New Mission
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Lochlyn and Rosalie's Family Tree
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also By Jennifer Allis Provost
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About The Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Trigger Warnings
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Not gonna lie, a lot happens in these pages—however, most of the gory stuff is described, but not directly depicted. Does that make it better? Who knows! Having said that, if you have any questions about this list, please don't hesitate to reach out to me. The easiest way is via the contact form at https://authorjennierallisprovost.com. Happy reading!
	Childbirth (traumatic)

	Separation of parents from newborn

	Death of parents/siblings (past events)

	Parental abuse

	War

	Death on a massive scale (due to war)

	Captivity

	Extreme punishment

	On page sexual situations










  
  Prologue
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In the beginning, all creatures inhabited the Otherworld. 
For many an age, the creatures lived and worked together according to their natural hierarchy. Stronger creatures, such as gryphons and minotaurs, kept order, while the smaller, gentler beings minded the land. Selkies and merpeople managed the waterways, and fairies and wood sprites looked after the forests. Life was simple, and good.
One day, new creatures appeared. Some said they were sea monsters, but they had legs and moved about on land. Some called them living nightmares, but all those who had truly seen them either died by the mysterious creatures’ fangs and claws, or soon afterward. No one knew what the new creatures were, and they were afraid.
And the monsters appeared to be multiplying.
As they always did in times of strife, the creatures looked to the strongest among them: the dragons. To combat this new threat, the dragons met in their most secret cave, spoke for thirty days, and emerged with a plan. The dragons would use their fire to tear a hole from the Otherworld to the Mundane realm and thus lead an escape while leaving the nightmares behind. Any who wished to accompany them were welcome, but no one was forced to leave their home.
And so, a year and a day after the nightmares appeared, the largest and oldest dragon burned a hole between worlds. The ensuing movement was thereafter known as the Great Migration, and it was the event that brought both creatures and magic to the lands of humans. In time, creatures and humans mated, and shifters were created from their mixed blood. Soon, the shifters organized among themselves, and the kingdom of Alessia was created.
The dragon clan was offered kingship, but they declined, instead preferring to make their home among the mountains and raise their broods in peace. Even so, the dragons watched over the lands and were always prepared to defend their neighbors and their nests with fire and claw. Some say you can still see dragons flying among the clouds, keeping watch over their children. Others know that the dragons are all but extinct, and only one remains in the Mundane realm. He needs to find a bride and produce an heir before his kind is nothing but a memory.
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  Chapter One
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The Arrangement


“Rosalie,” Lord Osman Irontooth barked as her chamber door banged open. “Caterina has shamed me for the last time!” 
Rosalie looked up from her book and wondered what her sister’s latest transgression was. With Caterina, it could be anything. “I’m sure it’s not so bad, Father,” Rosalie soothed as her father paced; whenever Caterina irritated their father, Rosalie was always there to calm him down. “And her wedding is tomorrow. After that, she’ll not be your problem any longer.”
“She will remain my problem for years to come.” Osman stopped in front of his younger daughter and wiped his hand down his face. “Last night, Caterina fled the castle along with her guard.”
Rosalie carefully schooled her face into a neutral expression. She and the rest of the Keep knew about Caterina and Curran’s months-long affair. But by silent agreement, not a single person had said a word about it to Osman. No one wanted him to assume they were complicit in Caterina’s schemes because Osman’s punishments were as legendary as they were cruel.
“That’s awful,” she said; while her voice was even, her heart was breaking. Rosalie adored her older sister, who was one of her very few allies in her father’s house. Now that Caterina has run off with Curran, she was worried she’d never see her again. “Has a party been sent after her?”
“No. When I offered Caterina to Lord Blackmoor, I assured him of her chastity. After yesterday’s events, he’ll never accept her.” Osman lowered his hand. “You must marry the duke in her stead.”
“What?” Rosalie demanded, as she leaped to her feet. “I can’t marry someone called the Black Duke,” she said, referencing the duke’s common name.
“Why not?” Osman demanded.
“For one thing, you promised me that I would retire to the convent on my next birthday!”
“Things have changed. You need to do your duty for your family, not hide behind a tower filled with monks.”
Rosalie was so mad her hands shook. It had taken her years to convince her father to let her move into the convent and away from his life of political schemes. Now, thanks to Caterina’s inability to understand the consequences of her actions, Rosalie’s own plans were dashed. “I can’t marry him,” she insisted, as she balled her trembling hands into fists. “I’ve never even met him!”
“Nor had Caterina,” Osman said. “But the contracts have already been drawn up, and this alliance is very important to me.”
“Why?” Rosalie demanded, surprising both herself and Osman. “What is so important about this one man that you need an alliance with him so badly?” She’d never been one to question her father’s orders, but this was different. This was more important than Osman banning leeks from the kitchens because some got stuck in his teeth and embarrassed him in front of the prince’s envoy, or him forbidding dancing because he once tripped in front of the entire court. 
This was important.
“It’s simple,” Osman said. “The duke’s region, Dragon Ridge, is the wealthiest and most powerful in Alessia. I desire both.”
At Osman’s straightforward explanation, Rosalie felt her resolve wither away to almost nothing. Osman’s only true love was gold, and whatever influence he could buy with it. He’d even purchased his title, though it galled him that he wasn’t actual nobility. But if he pawned his remaining daughter off to a duke, he could claim nobility by association.
That was all Rosalie had ever been to him. A pawn.
“Will he accept me?” Rosalie asked. She didn’t mention that unlike Caterina, whose mother had been true nobility, her own mother was one of Osman’s mistresses. That meant Rosalie wasn’t Osman’s official heir, and had very little standing in her home court, or anywhere else. Of that, they were both aware.
“He will,” Osman said. “The contract states that the duke will take the hand of my daughter. Which daughter is not specified.” When Rosalie remained silent, he continued in a softer tone, “Rosalie, my child, will you do this for me?”
She fought the urge to laugh in his face; Osman Irontooth never asked people to do things. He only issued orders and expected immediate and total compliance. While she could refuse to marry the duke, it would cause her father to hold a grudge—and he was a vindictive man.
But should she refuse? Rosalie had never been happy in Osman’s home. Her father was little more than a tyrant, feared by his staff, his serfs, and most of his family. Caterina, being the eldest child and the only real nobility in the house since her mother’s death, was the sole person who dared to openly defy him. Rosalie worried that Caterina’s latest act of defiance would cost them dearly, her most of all.
However, Caterina had read the wedding contract, and she’d explained it to Rosalie. It had stated that Osman’s daughter would remain with the duke as his spouse for one year. Once that time was up, Rosalie could dissolve the marriage if she so desired. A year wasn’t so much time in the grand scheme of things, and no matter what life would be like in Dragon Ridge, she would finally be free of her family’s schemes. Hopefully, for good.
“I’m sure being the duke’s wife won’t be so bad.” Rosalie’s hands were trembling again, so she shoved them underneath her arms, though she could do nothing about the tremor in her voice. “When will I meet him?”
“The ceremony will be held in the chapel tomorrow at midday,” Osman replied, as he turned to leave her rooms. “You’ll meet him then.”
“What should I do in the meantime?” Rosalie asked.
“I suggest you begin packing. The duke wishes to return to his home at Dragon Ridge as soon as the marriage is consummated.”

      [image: ]After Osman left to scream at the staff about tomorrow’s wedding, Rosalie went to her sister’s rooms. Caterina had a large apartment in the eastern tower befitting her station, complete with an atrium where her guard, Curran, slept. Rosalie shook her head, since everyone now knew where Curran had actually been sleeping. According to Melly, Caterina’s maid, the two had been caught half-dressed in each other’s arms. Curran was then hauled off to the dungeon, and Caterina was locked in her bedroom. Afterward, Osman threatened Melly and the guards into silence so the wedding could proceed as planned.
Caterina’s escape had only foiled Osman’s plans temporarily, and now Rosalie was the bride-to-be.
She passed by the dressing table and saw her reflection in the mirror, and considered how alike yet different she and her sister were. Caterina was beautiful, tall, and well-proportioned; with pale blonde hair that reflected silver in the sunlight and blue eyes that always sparkled. Her sister had looked like the princess she was, and she would have made a good match for the duke.
Rosalie resembled her sister—they shared a father, after all—but she didn’t share Caterina’s jaw-dropping beauty. Rosalie was a head shorter, and while her hair was blonde, it was a much darker shade. Her cheeks were round, and she blushed easily in both embarrassment and anger. The most striking aspect of Rosalie’s appearance was her dark green eyes; a feature passed down from her own mother. She leaned toward the mirror and made a face, wondering what her mother would say about this upcoming marriage.
She would probably scream in Father’s face. Scream and throw something at him.
Rosalie sighed. Her mother was gone, as was her sister—which meant there was no one left to help her fight her battles. When a tear threatened to escape her lashes, Rosalie dashed her hand against her eyes and sat in front of the dressing table. She had many fond memories of sitting in that very spot while Caterina brushed and braided her hair, or let her try on her gowns and jewels. Most of Caterina’s jewelry had been passed down from her mother and was set with green stones marked with a rampaging basilisk, Alessia’s official seal. Now, the jewelry box was empty, and most other sentimental items were gone save for a tin of tea. The main ingredient in that tea was dried orange peel, and it was Caterina’s favorite blend. Rosalie opened the box and smelled the bright citrus aroma. She then noticed two letters lying underneath the tin. One was addressed to her and the other to Lord Blackmoor.
She tucked the letter addressed to the duke in her pocket, then she opened the one made out to her. When she read her sister’s words, she clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle her sobs.
Dearest Rosie,
I’m so, so sorry to run off without saying goodbye to you. Please know that this isn’t how I wanted things to go, but I cannot marry the duke. I just can’t! I refuse to spend even one year of my life trapped in marriage to a man I do not love, especially when I’ve already found love. What sort of fool would I be to throw away what I have with Curran when it’s only just begun?
By the time you read this letter, I expect we’ll be far away from Father and all his mad schemes. Even as I write this, I already miss you, my dearest sister. When it’s safe to do so, I will come find you at the convent. Then, once we’re together again, I’ll tell you everything.
With all my love,
Cat
Rosalie wiped her eyes, then she refolded the letter and slipped it into her pocket beside the other envelope. She didn’t begrudge Caterina’s happiness with Curran, and hoped they would have a good life together. She only wished she could be part of it.
With a sigh, Rosalie stood and surveyed the rest of Caterina’s room. Knowing their father, he would have the entire apartment emptied and scrubbed as soon as possible. Rosalie had never been sentimental about her possessions, but Caterina had been. And Rosalie knew just what she would’ve wanted to preserve.
She got down on the floor, reached under the bed, and pulled out a wooden trunk. Inside the trunk were various cosmetics like perfumes and creams, but it was also where Caterina kept her mother’s letters. Even though Danae had passed while her daughter was still young, she had written almost a hundred letters to Caterina, with subjects ranging from entering womanhood to how one should carry oneself at the king’s court. After Rosalie’s own mother had passed, Caterina shared the letters with her, and thus both sisters benefited from Danae’s kindness.
Rosalie hoisted the trunk of letters, set the tin of tea on its lid, and gave her sister’s room one final look. It was long after noon, and Rosalie had much to do before nightfall. After her wedding to the duke, her new life would begin.






  
  Chapter Two
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The Wedding


The next day at noon, Rosalie stood shivering outside the chapel doors as she clutched a bouquet of lilies. She was wearing a pale green dress edged in gold brocade, and pink and white roses were woven into her blonde hair. She was also barefoot, which was why she was so cold. There was a custom about the bride walking unrestrained from her father’s house to her husband’s, and somehow shoes would interfere with that walk, but Rosalie had never paid any attention to the particulars of the adage. Once her father had agreed to send her to a convent, she hadn’t thought much about marriage at all. 
In fact, unlike most marriageable women, she didn’t even have any wedding finery. Wearing Caterina’s abandoned wedding dress was also out of the question, since Osman had burned it in a fit of rage after last evening’s dinner. Other girls kept a special chest filled with lengths of silk and lace, but Rosalie filled her chests with books and dried flowers, interesting rocks, and whatever art supplies she could find. She wondered if the Black Duke liked to read, or paint. She wondered if he liked anything at all.
Most of all, she wondered why he was called the Black Duke.
It wasn’t that she hadn’t asked, because she had. She’d asked every single person she’d encountered since she’d been told about her pending matrimony about how the Black Duke had gotten his ominous moniker. Most, like her brothers, had laughed in her face at the term “ominous moniker.” Cretins. But a few, like Melly and some of the scribes, had heard of Dragon Ridge and its mysterious lord. None of them knew exactly how he’d earned his name, but they all agreed that something devastating had happened in Dragon Ridge, and that the region still bore the scars today.
One scribe, newly employed by Osman, claimed the duke had left a trail of bodies in his wake, and wore black as part of his penance. Rosalie hoped that was nothing but a rumor.
Rosalie shook her head and sat on the edge of the fountain in the chapel’s courtyard. The water was dedicated to the Fates, and that morning it flowed clear and cool. Rosalie took that as a good omen and hoped that happiness would flow between herself and her new husband.
“This is the path that has been set before me,” Rosalie murmured as she dipped her fingers in the holy font and dabbed the sacred water onto her forehead and breast. “The Fates have deemed me worthy to walk it with my husband, and walk it I will. I will see this through.”
At last, the chapel doors opened. Rosalie held up her bouquet, tossed her hair back, and proceeded toward the altar. Waiting for her at the far end of the aisle was Lord Blackmoor, and she got her first glimpse of the man she was about to marry.
True to his name, the duke was clad in a black velvet jacket and black trousers tucked into tall black boots. The only flash of color was his ivory shirt, which was visible at his collar and cuffs. Even his hair was black, and Rosalie noted that it was an even jet hue without a hint of gray. She’d assumed the duke was a bent, bitter old man like her father and was glad to be wrong. Hopefully, his personality was the opposite of her father’s as well. The musicians changed their tune to announce her arrival, and the duke turned to watch Rosalie approach.
She gasped.
He was the most handsome man she had ever seen.
The Black Duke was tall and broad shouldered, his features fine and even. His eyes were an icy shade of blue, though the way he looked at Rosalie chased the lingering chill from her bones. A well-trimmed beard darkened his jaw, and she saw a glint of gold at his throat. Most importantly, he appeared to be close to her own age, and she dared to hope the two of them would have something in common.
Rosalie realized she was staring at him, and focused on his hands instead of his face. The duke kept up his scrutiny of her, and she was amazed she didn’t stumble up the aisle. Then she noticed the sword belted at his hip, and briefly imagined him leading a charge across the mountains. She raised her bouquet to hide her smile; when she dared look at the duke’s face, she saw the corner of his mouth curled up. He’d caught her.
He’s tall, and handsome, and he has a sense of humor. Fates, please don’t let him be an idiot too.
When Rosalie reached the altar, she smiled at her almost-husband. Now that she was standing next to the Black Duke, marrying him didn’t seem so bad. He was just a man, and Rosalie could handle a lone man. Then, the duke opened his mouth. Rosalie assumed he’d introduce himself, or say hello, or tell her how happy he was for their wedding.
Instead, he turned away from her and stared straight ahead at the cleric. Rosalie swallowed her humiliation and faced forward. She hadn’t expected love at first sight, but she hadn’t expected outright rejection, either.
The cleric opened his book of rites to begin the ceremony and droned on about love and duty and service to the Fates. He spoke so slowly that Rosalie worried she would faint from hunger and thus fail to complete the marriage. Finally, the cleric reached the crux of the matter.
“Lochlyn Blackmoor, do you claim this woman as your wife?” the cleric asked.
“I do,” the duke replied.
“Do you, Rosalie Greenwood, accept this man as your husband?”
“I do.”
“I now pronounce you man and wife,” the cleric intoned. “You may kiss your bride.”
They faced each other, and Rosalie realized her very full bouquet was in the way of them kissing. “I don’t know where to put this,” she began, when the duke took her hand.
“It’s very pretty,” he said, kissing her knuckles. “You like flowers?”
“Yes, I picked these myself,” she said before the duke lowered their hands. They walked down the aisle and left the chapel, and as the courtiers and well-wishers tossed petals and rice at her and her new husband, all Rosalie thought about was how she hadn’t even gotten to kiss him.

      [image: ]The wedding party was ushered directly from the chapel to the feasting hall. To Rosalie’s dismay, most of her brothers were already drunk. Or perhaps they were still drunk from the night before. Either way, she was well and truly mortified.
“This way,” the duke said, placing his hand on the small of her back. “I requested a small table just for the two of us.”
“Thank you,” she murmured, and they wended their way through the crowd. “You must think us barbarians.”
“Not at all.” The duke held out her chair. “A wedding is a joyous occasion. Your family is happy for us.”
Rosalie smiled at him and didn’t mention that this level of debauchery was a normal occurrence in her father’s hall. “I suppose they are. Do you have a large family, as well?”
“I did, once.” A shadow moved across his face. Rosalie recalled the rumors of a tragedy happening at Dragon Ridge and wondered if that event had included his family. “Although, I only had three brothers.”
“Most don’t have as many siblings as I do.” That was because most men didn’t take as many mistresses as her father did. “I’m told you live in the mountains?”
“Yes,” he replied, and Rosalie saw a glint of happiness in his eyes. “Dragon Ridge is on the highest peak, so high we can reach out and touch the clouds. I do hope you’ll like it there.”
“I’m sure I will,” she said, then she remembered the small parcel she had for him. “I realize this is an odd time to broach the subject, but Caterina wrote you a letter.” Rosalie set the letter on the table in front of him. The duke picked it up, then he slipped it inside his breast pocket.
“Thank you,” he said, a bit stiffly. “Do you miss your sister?”
“Yes.” Rosalie swallowed her latest sobs. “I do.”
“Blackmoor!” Osman yelled across the hall. “Come speak with me, so we may conclude our business. You can spare him for a few moments, can’t you, Rosalie?”
The duke grimaced. “I’ll be but a moment,” he said, and Rosalie watched as her father drew the duke toward the far end of the hall. While Rosalie struggled to discern what they were discussing, her only full-blooded brother, Devlin, sat in the duke’s empty seat.
“What’s that all about?” Devlin asked, jerking his chin toward their father and the duke. “Father making enemies already?”
“Most likely.” Rosalie noted the duke’s stiff shoulders, and how he was facing away from Osman as he spoke. “Have you heard anything about Caterina?”
“Not a word. After you leave tomorrow, we won’t have any women left in the house.” Devlin leaned back and held out his goblet for the serving girl to fill. “Save for these lovely wenches, of course.”
“Devlin!” Rosalie hissed. “Could you please control yourself, at least until my wedding’s over with?”
“All right.” He drained his goblet and set it on the table. “You always were my favorite sister. When can I come live with you?”
“Never,” Rosalie said, but she didn’t mean it. Aside from Caterina, Devlin was the only sibling she got along with. Even though he was at an age where he desperately wanted to impress their older brothers, she still remembered when he was a small, sweet boy, who looked to her for everything after their mother passed away. “At least, not for some time. I can’t arrive at Dragon Ridge with my family in tow! What would the duke think?”
“Distract him well enough tonight, and he’ll let you get away with anything,” Devlin said with a wink. Rosalie moved to swat his arm, but he evaded her. “Here comes your happy husband now.”
Rosalie looked up, and saw the duke stalking toward their table, his eyes as dark as thunderclouds. “Fates, what did Father say to him?”
“No idea,” Devlin said as he stood and grabbed his goblet. When the duke reached the table, he said, “Just keeping my sister company until you returned. May the Fates smile upon your union.”
“Thank you,” the duke said as he reclaimed his seat. Devlin flashed an apologetic smile at Rosalie and went off to find more wine.
“I saw you speaking with my father,” Rosalie said. “Was he… disagreeable?”
“Not at all.” The duke smiled tightly. “We were discussing our departure tomorrow morning. Have you already packed?”
“Yes.” Rosalie gazed around the hall, expecting to feel sad, or at least a bit melancholy. Instead, she was ready to leave Irontooth Keep in the past and begin the rest of her life. “I’m as prepared as I can be.”

      [image: ]The wedding feast went on through the afternoon and straight into the evening. About an hour after sunset, when three of her brothers were passed out drunk on the floor and two others were in a brawl with the miller’s son, Lochlyn announced that they would retire to their room. Initially, Rosalie had been glad to escape the crowded hall, but as soon as she entered their chamber, relief gave way to trepidation.
Now she was to face the duke, in bed.
At least Melly was there, though she couldn’t resist offering Rosalie some unsolicited advice. “Don’t be nervous, pet,” she said as she helped Rosalie out of her wedding dress. “We all go through this at one time or another. It’s just our lot as women.”
Rosalie smiled at Melly since she was only trying to be helpful. But the duke wouldn’t be Rosalie’s first bedmate. And, while she wasn’t as adventurous as some, she knew her way around a man. “I suppose that’s true.”
“There’s a girl.” Melly eased Rosalie’s nightgown over her head, then she slipped out of the room. With a sigh, Rosalie stepped out from behind the screen. Her husband was sitting on the bed, already clad in nightclothes similar to her own. He stood when he saw her.
“Um. Hello,” Rosalie said.
“I’m sorry we didn’t have more of an opportunity to speak earlier,” he said. The celebration had been quite chaotic and, thanks to the loud musicians and even louder guests, she could hardly hear the duke over the din.
“It’s alright,” she said. “We can always talk now.” Rosalie took a step toward him but was startled when a servant bustled into the room.
“I’m afraid people will be in and out all night,” the duke said after the servant had left. “Since we’re departing so early tomorrow, the preparations need to happen overnight.” He extended his hand to her. “You look tired. Would you like to lie down?”
She accepted his hand, and they got onto the bed. The blankets had already been drawn back, and Rosalie wished someone had warmed the bed as she slid her feet against the cool sheets. The duke moved to speak, but another servant approached them.
“We’ll just close you in nice and snug,” the servant said as she snapped the bed curtains closed. “Not that we don’t all know what you’ll be up to in here! Bed him well, my lady.”
Rosalie’s face heated as she swallowed her shame. She wasn’t a particularly modest person, but the concept of everyone in the castle knowing she was in bed with the duke tied her guts up in knots. Lochlyn frowned, then he slashed his hand so quickly Rosalie never saw the weapon.
“Why did you do that?” she asked, as his blood dripped onto the bed.
“Anyone who sees the sheets will assume our marriage is official,” he said. “Now, no matter what happens tonight, no one will question us. “I don’t enjoy being intimate with servants rushing around my bed,” he added.
“Neither do I, but you didn’t have to cut yourself. Also, it’s a myth that women bleed when they first lie with a man.” Rosalie took his hand and pressed her fingers over the wound to halt the blood. “Does it hurt very much?”
“I’ll be fine.” With his other hand, he stroked her hair. “You’re very kind.”
“As are you.” She glanced up at him, and his smile calmed her nerves. “Would you like to talk for a bit?”
“I’d like that very much.” He sat up against the headboard. Rosalie sat next to him and pulled the blankets up to their waists. “Your surname is Greenwood?”
Of course, he would start with that. “My mother was only a mistress,” Rosalie replied. “Therefore, I have her surname. Although, I suppose I’m a Blackmoor now.”
“Rosalie Blackmoor, the Lady of Dragon Ridge,” he said. “You don’t have to change your name if you don’t want to. Many keep their mothers’ names to honor their family.”
“I wish my mother was here now,” Rosalie said, a tear slipping down her cheek. “She’s been gone for so long, and I miss her terribly. But no, I won’t keep her name. I’ll be a Blackmoor like I’m supposed to be.”
The duke set his hand on top of hers. “Whatever you wish. I’ll have the paperwork drawn up once we’re home.”
Home. When the duke said that simple word, the gravity of what Rosalie had done came crashing down around her. She married a man she didn’t know, and in a few short hours she would leave the only home she ever knew, never to return. Her mother was gone, as was her sister, and she wouldn’t even have Melly with her either. Rosalie looked up at her handsome, patient husband, and burst into tears.
“What’s wrong?” he demanded. “I don’t know what you’ve heard about me, but I won’t—”
“It’s not you,” she said, turning away. “So much has happened, and… and…”
Rosalie hid her face against the pillow, wishing her heart would harden and her tears would dry up. She felt her husband’s hand on her shoulder, and when she didn’t object, he drew her back against his chest.
“I’m so sorry,” she began.
“Don’t be sorry,” he said. “Be overwhelmed, or sad, or whatever you need to be, but know this: you never need to be afraid of me. We have each other now, and I will always take care of you.”
Rosalie moved onto her back and gazed at him. Of all the things she’d expected, she hadn’t dared hope that her husband would be kind. “Do you wish Caterina was here with you instead of me?”
“No.” He used his thumb to wipe away her tears. “I’m very glad I’m here with you.”






  
  Chapter Three
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Dragon Ridge


Lochlyn awoke with his new wife nestled in his arms. Last night, he held her as she cried, and once her tears slowed, they talked a bit more. Rosalie told him stories about her mother, and her siblings, and how she’d personally gathered the lilies for her wedding bouquet from the Keep’s gardens. All the while Lochlyn watched her and wondered how he’d gotten so lucky. 
He’d been amused when his original betrothed had escaped with her lover, and even a bit relieved. Amusement became annoyance when Osman insisted that Lochlyn marry his younger daughter, Rosalie, instead. Lochlyn would have preferred to return to Dragon Ridge alone, leaving all thoughts of matrimony behind. But Osman advised that his daughter had already agreed to the union, and Lochlyn prepared to wed a woman he knew almost nothing about.
The next morning, when he’d taken his place in front of the altar, he briefly considered leaving—Osman and his contracts be damned. But while he didn’t appreciate being dragged into Osman’s family drama, he was loath to renege on his word and sully the Blackmoor name. Fates knew, it had already been sullied enough.
The guests filled up the pews in twos and threes while the musicians played a somber tune, and the cleric began reciting his benedictions. When the cleric called for the guests to stand, he knew his bride had arrived. Lochlyn turned around as Rosalie stepped onto the aisle and nearly lost his breath.
She was beautiful.
Rosalie’s hair was the color of spun gold, and it tumbled over her shoulders and back in loose, shiny curls. Pink and white roses were woven into her hair, and her skin was eggshell smooth, and her pale green gown showed off her lovely form. As per custom, her feet were bare, and even her toes were perfect.
When Rosalie reached the altar, Lochlyn discovered that her eyes were a darker shade of green than her gown, and her lips were two, perfect, pink rose petals. He opened his mouth to speak, to greet her, to say anything at all—but not a sound issued forth. Ashamed, Lochlyn faced the cleric, and he didn’t look at his bride again until the vows were done and it was time for him to kiss her…
And he didn’t. He couldn’t. What if Rosalie recoiled from his touch and shrank back from him as Carys once had? Lochlyn doubted he would survive another rejection, certainly not a public one. He kissed his new wife’s hand instead of her mouth and saw the first glint of disappointment in her eyes. No matter, he resolved to make it up to her as soon as they were someplace private.
Now, they were alone in bed, and in contrast to the night before, Lochlyn couldn’t hear a single other person in the room with them. It was the perfect time to whisper a few endearments in her ear, to prove how well he would care for her… But they were due to leave at dawn, and Lochlyn did not want to rush their time together. That didn’t mean he couldn’t do something special for his bride.
“Rosalie,” he whispered. “Beloved.”
Her eyes fluttered open, and she smiled. “Good morning,” she murmured, then her eyes widened when she realized how close they were. “Forgive me,” she began, but he hushed her.
“Stay,” Lochlyn said as he stroked her cheek. “Unless you’re not comfortable?”
“I am. Very much so.” Rosalie relaxed against him. He moved his hand to her neck and felt a patch of slick skin over her spine.
“You have a scar?” he asked. The scar was large enough to fit three coppers, and Lochlyn felt a surge of anger at whoever had dared to hurt his bride.
“It happened when I was a baby. Apparently, I was burned.” She walked her fingers up Lochlyn’s chest. “No one’s ever called me beloved before.”
“Good. I like having a name for you no one else uses.” A man should have such names for his wife, pet names that made her feel safe and loved. He would do anything to ensure she never felt fear ever again, except perhaps of him. That couldn’t be helped. “What I don’t like is that it’s time to get up.”
“Do we have to?” she asked with a pout. “Can’t we just stay in bed forever?”
“Once we’re home, we can stay in bed for days at a time,” he said, almost sighing aloud at the thought of an entire day in bed with Rosalie. “Weeks, even. But we do need to get there first.”
“Very well.” She caressed his jaw. “I take it that everything else is awaiting our arrival at Dragon Ridge?”
“If it’s all right with you, I’d like to get to know you a bit more,” he said. “I want to tell you about my family, and to show you around the Ridge. The mountains are beautiful and I hope you’ll love them as I do.”
“That sounds wonderful.” Rosalie sat up and stretched. “Very well, my lord husband. Give me a few moments to dress, and we’ll be off.”
Lochlyn kissed her cheek. “As you say, my lady wife.”
Rosalie blushed when he called her his wife, then she opened the curtains and spoke to the maid who had been sitting quietly next to the hearth. After they left Rosalie’s chamber, Lochlyn dressed quickly and went to where the carriages were waiting for their departure. Unsurprisingly, Osman had not deigned to see his daughter off.
“Despicable, old fool,” Lochlyn muttered as he checked his and Rosalie’s luggage. “The man’s been blessed with a dozen children, yet he treats them all like possessions.”
“What’s that, my lord?” the driver, Borneas, asked.
“Nothing of consequence,” Lochlyn replied. “As a surprise for my wife, I’m going to go ahead and make Dragon Ridge ready for her arrival. Please let her know my intentions,” he added, pressing a gold coin into the driver’s hand. “A dozen of my guard will ride with you, but I’m trusting my wife’s safety to you in particular. Take good care of her, and there will be a permanent position for you in my court if you so desire it.”
“Thank you, my lord,” Borneas said. “I’ll look after her as if she were my own daughter.”
Lochlyn dipped his chin toward the driver, then he made ready to depart for his home in the mountains. Alone, he could travel much faster, and with the extra time, he intended to do everything in his power to make Rosalie feel like Dragon Ridge was her home too.

      [image: ]Lochlyn arrived at Dragon Ridge a few hours later. He immediately sought out his staff, sharing with them his plans for welcoming his new wife. Silas, the steward who oversaw the day-to-day affairs of the castle, was sent to the village for baskets of lilies like the ones from their wedding; while the housekeeper, Madchen, filled Rosalie’s chambers with cakes and other sweet treats. As for Lochlyn, he went to the wine cellar and retrieved a few bottles of the claret he’d watched her enjoy at the celebration. Satisfied that he had made Rosalie’s rooms comfortable, he waited.
And waited.
Close to sundown, a messenger arrived. Rosalie’s carriage had thrown a wheel, and they had thus been delayed. Lochlyn wanted to go to her, but the messenger assured him that repairs had already been made, and his wife was on her way to him. Lochlyn remained where he was, watching the road, eager to show Rosalie his home.
In the cold hour just after dawn, Rosalie’s carriage finally rolled past the gates. Lochlyn ran down the castle steps to greet her, bouquet in hand as he waited for the door to open. When it did, and Rosalie appeared in the carriage’s small doorway, he smiled.
She sneezed. Twice.
“You’re sick?” he demanded, instead of offering her a proper greeting, or telling her how he’d missed her, or asking how her journey had been.
“Being confined to this drafty, cold carriage for a full day and night has given me a chill.” She stumbled when she attempted to step out of the carriage. “I believe my feet went numb some time ago too.”
“Here, take my arm,” Lochlyn said, but she waved him away.
“Really, I’m fine,” Rosalie said, then she stumbled again. Lochlyn caught her and lifted her in his arms.
“I’ll carry you to your rooms,” he said.
“You don’t—”
“There are many stairs, and I don’t want you to risk a fall. I’m sorry your journey wasn’t good. I heard about the broken wheel,” he added.
“Really, my lord, none of that was your doing,” she said as she wound her arms around his neck. “Why are there flowers on the ground near the carriage?”
“I brought you a bouquet. When you faltered, I dropped it in order to catch you.”
“Oh. Thank you.”
“There are more flowers in your rooms.” He gave her a sheepish grin. “I may have gone a bit overboard.”
“Well, then. Thank you again.” Rosalie craned her neck to take in the surroundings as they crossed the atrium. The rising sun was at the perfect angle, and the light shining through the stained-glass windows illuminated the space like a cathedral. “Your home is beautiful.”
“Our home,” he amended. “Dragon Ridge is yours now too. Here we are.”
Lochlyn swept into the bedchamber with Rosalie in his arms and settled her on the closest chair. “I need a hot foot bath for my lady, as well as some hot tea,” he requested from an attendant, then asking Rosalie, “Is tea what you prefer? We can make anything you like here.”
“Tea is fine,” she said, with a grimace. “Really, I just want to warm up and enjoy not being in a carriage. It was my first time in one, and I hope it will be the last.”
“First time? Do you usually travel by horseback?”
“I’ve never left home before.”
Lochlyn bowed his head. He hadn’t meant for her to endure her first journey alone. “I’m sorry I went on without you,” he began.
“It’s fine,” she said. “I just need to get these cold boots off and sit near something warm.”
“Let me help you,” he said, then he knelt and started unlacing her boots.
“My lord!”
Lochlyn looked up, and for the first time he noticed the dark circles under her lovely jade eyes, and the way her shoulders slumped. Rosalie didn’t want help with her boots. She wanted to be left alone.
“Forgive me,” he said, releasing her foot and standing. “I wanted you to feel welcome here, but it appears that I’ve failed on all accounts.”
“You haven’t failed at all,” she said. “I appreciate the lengths you’ve gone to for me, but I’m also exhausted. I fully intend to drink that hot cup of tea you sent for, and then I’ll sleep for a day. Perhaps two days.”
Lochlyn took her hand and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. “I wish you a good rest. When may I call on you?”
“Whenever you’d like,” she replied, and Lochlyn left his new bride alone.
“How is our new lady?” Madchen asked when Lochlyn stepped into the corridor. She was carrying a tray laden with tea and, because Madchen loved feeding people, a plate of biscuits.
“Tired,” Lochlyn replied. “She said she wants to drink a cup of tea and sleep for a day.”
“Then I’d best get in there,” Madchen said. “Will you be joining her? I brought two cups.”
“Not this time,” Lochlyn said. “Rosalie said she desires rest, and I mean to honor her wishes.”
“Honorable you are, but don’t stay away too long,” Madchen said. “Husbands and wives need each other.”
“Is that what you say to Silas when he stays up too late working?”
“Oh, you,” Madchen admonished. “Go on. I’ll make sure our lady is settled in.”
“Thank you, Madchen,” Lochlyn said with a shallow bow. Lochlyn watched as the old housekeeper entered his wife’s room and smiled. Rosalie’s arrival hadn’t gone according to plan, but she was here. Everything else would work itself out. He was certain of it.
Desiring rest as well, Lochlyn retreated to his rooms at the peak of the southern tower. He’d debated moving Rosalie directly into his rooms, but he wanted her to have her own space in the castle and not feel smothered by his presence. Many mistakes were made when Carys came to Dragon Ridge, and Lochlyn was determined not to repeat any of them.
He sat on his bed and pulled off his boots, his own exhaustion finally creeping in. Lochlyn had remained awake all day and night waiting for Rosalie, and he needed sleep almost as much as she did. As he set his coat aside, he spied the letter Rosalie had given him during their wedding feast. It was written by his intended bride, Caterina. He unfolded it, wondering what she could have wanted to say to the man she was abandoning.
Lord Blackmoor,
I’m sorry, but I cannot marry you. Please understand that the fault is entirely mine. I beg you, do not hold my actions against my family.
May the Fates guide you well,
Caterina de Serpens
Lochlyn laughed softly before stowing the letter with the rest of his correspondence. He couldn’t fault Caterina for wanting to be with the man she loved instead of a stranger and wished her well. What’s more, he was positively smitten with Rosalie. His wedding hadn’t worked out the way he expected, but those much wiser than he claimed the Fates would change the path of those They favored. Lochlyn took this as a good omen for his union with Rosalie.
Smiling, Lochlyn shed the rest of his clothes and took a bath, then he slept for a few hours. By midafternoon, he had relocated to his study. He’d just opened his ledgers when Madchen entered the room.
“My lord, we have a problem,” she said, without preamble.
“I doubt there’s a problem in this world or the next that you can’t fix,” he replied, but she shook her head.
“My lord, it’s your wife.”
“What’s wrong?” Lochlyn demanded as he stood. “Is she unhappy?”
“She’s quite ill,” Madchen replied. “Silas has already sent for the doctor.”
“How did she become ill?” he asked, striding past Madchen and heading toward Rosalie’s rooms. “Was it something she ate?”
“I believe she caught a chill,” Madchen replied, struggling to match Lochlyn’s long strides. “She could barely finish her tea. And once she got into bed, she was taken over by coughs. Since then, she’s been consumed by a fever.”
With his heart in his throat, Lochlyn entered Rosalie’s rooms and went straight to her bed. He found his wife tossing and turning, her skin covered in a thin sheen of sweat.
“Rosalie,” he murmured as he dropped to his knees at her bedside. “The doctor will be here soon. What do you need from me, beloved?”
“There’s that name again,” she mumbled. “I’ll be fine. I just need a bit of rest.”
“Rest you shall have.” He kissed her forehead. “Anything you need in order to recover is yours. Anything at all.”

      [image: ]Hours later, Lochlyn was pacing across the corridor in front of Rosalie’s door while Silas looked on. The doctor and Madchen had been alone with Rosalie for a small eternity, and Lochlyn’s whirling thoughts put together one awful scenario after the next. What if it were a serious illness? What if Rosalie loses the ability to walk, or speak? Fates forbid, what if she never recovered?
“She’s going to be fine,” Silas reassured him. “Rosalie is a healthy young woman. Before you know it, she’ll be out of that bed and exploring the Ridge with you.”
Lochlyn rubbed his eyes. “May the Fates make it so,” he murmured; just then, the door opened and the doctor emerged.
“How is she?” Lochlyn demanded. “Can I see her?”
“Lady Blackmoor has a touch of fever, from which she will certainly recuperate,” the doctor said. “I’ve given her something to help her sleep.”
“Thank you, Doctor.” Lochlyn grasped the doctor’s hands in his, then he rushed inside Rosalie’s chamber. Behind him, he heard the others speaking.
“He loves his wife quite dearly, doesn’t he?” the doctor asked.
“Indeed,” Silas replied. “I’ve never seen him so taken with another.”
Lochlyn approached Rosalie’s bed as Madchen gathered up some used linens. “She’s sleeping?” he asked.
“She is,” Madchen replied. “The doctor said that sleep is what she needs, and I believe him. Don’t worry, my lord, she’ll be up and well and at your side soon enough. We only need to be patient.”
Madchen patted his forearm as she left the room. Lochlyn sat next to the bed and watched Rosalie sleep. Her hair was damp and her cheeks flushed bright pink, but she looked peaceful. Lochlyn hoped that meant she would be recovered by morning.
“What are you dreaming about, I wonder?” he murmured as he stroked her hair back from her forehead. “I’m told you need rest, so rest you shall have. As soon as you’re well enough, we’ll have dinner, just the two of us, and we’ll decide, well… everything.” He kissed her brow. “I can’t wait to start our life together.” Rosalie shifted and smiled in her sleep.
“Soon.”






  
  Chapter Four
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Vile Soup


Rosalie set down her brush and scowled at her reflection. Her skin was sallow, and there were dark shadows underneath her eyes. Nevertheless, she felt better than she had in days. Physically, at least. 
She succumbed to a chill and took to bed after arriving at Dragon Ridge. The subsequent week had been filled with fever dreams and the occasional unfamiliar face checking on her. One person she hadn’t seen was her husband, the Black Duke.
Madchen, Dragon Ridge’s eminently capable housekeeper, became Rosalie’s constant companion during her illness. She worked tirelessly, seeing to Rosalie’s needs and managing the near endless flow of doctors and servants going in and out of her rooms. The only thing Madchen did not do was bring the duke to her bedside. Rosalie wasn’t sure if she was more irritated with Madchen for not bringing her husband to see her, or Lochlyn for not coming up with the idea himself.
Despite her husband’s absence, Rosalie’s fever broke two days ago. Now, she finally felt up to venturing out of her rooms and seeing more of her new home. Then, Madchen delivered a note written in her husband’s hand, which made her want to crawl back beneath the covers.
Rosalie,
I am glad to hear you’re recovered. Join me for dinner?
Lochlyn
She read and re-read the note, then she crumpled it up and threw it into the fire. How dare he write her a note? Rosalie had been bedridden for a week, and her supposed husband—the man who called her beloved, and who tricked her into thinking he cared for her—hadn’t visited her once since the beginning of her illness. And now he expected her to eat dinner with him?
“How dare he,” she muttered, then she dashed her hand across her eyes.
“I’ve aired out all of your gowns,” Madchen said as she emerged from the dressing area. “Is there one in particular you’d like to wear to dinner tonight?” Madchen spied the half-burnt note lying in the hearth, and Rosalie felt like a fool. If her time in Osman’s home had taught her anything, it was to never show weakness, especially not in a new environment where you had no allies.
“I thought adding it to the fire was for the best,” Rosalie said. “We always burned such missives at home.” Madchen pursed her lips, signaling that she didn’t believe Rosalie’s explanation for a moment.
“I can always bring you something to eat here instead of you attending the formal dinner,” Madchen said. “We can make excuses until you’re ready to face the duke.”
“Oh, I am going to eat with him,” Rosalie said. She had many questions for her husband, and for his sake he’d better have answers. “Madchen, which dress do you think I should wear? I do want to look especially beautiful for my husband. After all, he hasn’t seen me for a week.”
“Very well,” Madchen said. “Blue is his favorite color, so let’s pick one in that hue.”
“I brought with me a gown the color of forget-me-nots,” Rosalie said. “It was my mother’s, but I believe it will fit me well.”
“Even if it doesn’t, I’m sure we can make a few alterations.” Madchen held out her hand and beckoned Rosalie toward the dressing area. “Don’t worry, my lady. You will be so beautiful tonight the duke will never forget the sight of you walking into the dining room.”

      [image: ]When Rosalie entered the dining room—exactly thirty minutes late—dressed in her stunning blue gown, which was more appropriate for a ball than a simple meal, she found the duke standing next to his seat. “Were you waiting for me?” she asked. When he didn’t reply, she prompted, “My lord?”
“Yes,” he said as he met her eyes. Then, his gaze traveled down the length of her body. Her gown was made of heavy blue silk, edged with lace at the sleeves and pearls across the top of her bodice. The gown was a bit tighter than Rosalie thought it would be. If she hadn’t been living off broth and tea the last week, it might not have fit at all. As it was, the bodice was lower and more fitted than Rosalie intended, but Madchen dismissed her concerns and assured her that the dress was perfect for her reunion with her husband.
And now her husband was staring at her as if she were the meal.
“You are a vision,” the duke said at last, and Rosalie felt her face warm. As much as it irritated her to have such an instant reaction to his compliments, she did appreciate them.
“Thank you.” When they only stared at each other, she said, “You didn’t answer. Were you waiting for me?”
“I was.” He held out the chair to his right, and Rosalie sat in it. “I didn’t want to start without you.”
“Apologies for my late arrival,” she murmured.
“Since dinner cannot begin without the lady of the house, you are exactly on time.” The duke pushed her chair in, then he took his place at the head of the table and signaled for the food to be served. “You really do look lovely.”
“Thank you again, my lord.” While Rosalie would never admit to it if anyone asked, she greatly enjoyed showing the duke exactly what he’d missed out on this past week. “Are more people joining us?” Rosalie asked when she saw the large number of platters being brought in by the servants.
“Ah, no. I wasn’t sure what you would like to eat after your sickness, so I ordered quite a few dishes.” He frowned, then asked, “You are feeling better, aren’t you?”
“Yes, the endless parade of doctors and nurses you sent to my rooms ensured that I am quite recovered

      [image: ]
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