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Naomi enjoys a quiet, peaceful life. She has just finished medical school and her hours at the hospital take up most of her waking hours. Her only grievance is that she harbors feelings for her guardian, a mage who took her in when no one else would and kept her off the streets. She wishes that one day, he would return her feelings.

Her hopes are dashed when he asks to meet her and informs her that she is to marry a man she has never spoken to in her entire life. According to Nigel, she owes the dragon a life debt and in return, he has asked for her hand in marriage. She doesn't remember incurring such a debt, but her lack of memory of the event does not nullify her debt. So, she meets with the mysterious dragon shifter with the scar on his face and hands large and strong enough to circle her waist and pick her up as if she does not weigh a thing at all.

She finds herself falling fast and hard for the man. He makes it no secret that he desires her and shows her all the pleasures she has been missing out on when she was pining for a man who didn't care for her.

She is taken by surprise when, at the end of her date, she was kidnapped and thrown into a cold, wet cave.

"This is a test of your worthiness," claims one woman as she bounds her hands and ankles and leaves her to die.

Lost in the darkness of the cave with nothing but her thoughts and the shadows around her, she begins to remember the things that she had long forgotten, including an event that happened eight years ago that had changed her life forever.
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​​​​​Sneak Peek
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"I love you. I think I've always loved you, but-" she couldn't finish that sentence because her back suddenly hit the mattress behind her and her wrists were forced up against the bed, caught in large, forceful hands, the back of her head thudding against the pillow. 

There was a tongue in her mouth, forcing her lips apart and ravaging its way against her own with a startling wet sound, dragging against the roof of her mouth teasingly as it went out, its owner greedily starting to bite and pull her lower lip instead. 

A high noise escaped her throat, dangerously verging into whining territory, making her sound embarrassingly wanton and she felt her flush spreading to her neck. 

He pulled his face away abruptly, panting as if he had run a thousand miles, eyes raving over her features as though searching for something. 

"You-" he started but didn't finish, eyes locking onto her lips that felt slightly bruised and were surely pinker than usual. 

He seemed surprised, shocked, and as if he didn't really know what to do now. It was a relief, really, to know that he wasn't a master at seduction and he was also capable of befuddlement. 

In a hidden corner of her mind, she realized that he had not expected his sentiments to be reciprocated. He seemed like he hadn't expected to get this far. 

But the other parts of her mind were unusually ordered, not the usual chaos but instead completely united in their intent to get him to do that again. 

Since her arms were still restrained by tense hands, she had no choice but to lean forward as far as his grip allowed her, gaze focused on the man's panting lips, so soft and inviting, glistening slightly with their joined saliva. 

She wasn't quite able to reach him. 

"Nigel," she panted. "Nigel, please..." She sounded so vulnerable she should be mortified by her own neediness, but her head was pleasantly dizzy, numbing all thoughts beyond how she needed to feel him against her again. "Nigel, do that again," she clarified, since he appeared to need further instruction. 
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​​​​​​Chapter One
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​​"I don't understand," she whispered. She never understood when she read in her romance stories about how someone could feel their heart being broken, but she felt that way now. There was a steady beat at her pulse where her throat should be, like her heart had lodged it way there and was making it difficult for her to breathe. 

"Naomi," her guardian's voice was soft. Kind. As if he was worried that if he spoke too loudly, she would be frightened away. As if she was some kind of small creature so easily frightened by loud noises. 

She had not been afraid of loud noises since she was a child. "Say it again," she implored. "I must have misheard you." 

"You are to be married to Wade Armoury," Nigel repeated, his tone calm despite the sea of turmoil in his eyes. He had the loveliest crimson eyes, like fire was burning in them. It matched his magic, his propensity for setting things that displeased him on fire. 

She picked up her teacup, hoping to find some kind of solace in the scalding tea, but her fingers shook too much and she dropped it. It shattered as it hit the ground, breaking into a million little pieces. Bad workmanship, she thought to herself, feeling oddly dissociated from the whole thing. This must be some sort of dream. There was no other explanation for the words that had come out of her teacher's mouth. 

Nigel waved his hand casually to banish the mess. He sighed and said, "I must say I rather expected that reaction, but I knew no other way to convey the message." 

"How about in a letter?" she asked, her tone chilly in her effort to keep herself from falling apart. "Or in private?" She glanced around the crowded tearoom as the waiter hastily replaced the broken cup. His hands were shaking slightly. It was only to be expected. Mages were still rare in society and they did not normally use their magic unless there was an emergency of some sort. Nigel operated on a different realm, however. He had never played by the rules. 

Naomi wondered if the waiter was alarmed by the show of magic or if he had heard what Nigel had said about Wade. 

"Is this some kind of prank your new charges set you up to?" she asked even though she doubted Nigel even knew the meaning of the word 'prank'. Such things were beneath him.

Nigel shook his head and poured her another cup of tea, the steam from the liquid clouding her view of him momentarily. The intermission allowed her to gather the thoughts that were scrambled in her head. "I'm afraid it is not a joke. We both knew this day would come," he hummed, his tone serene but his eyes held a fire that she thought was not there before. Or perhaps she was just seeing something that she wanted to see. 

In her silence, he continued to speak, "In exchange for the boon he had granted for us eight years ago, Wade Armory had asked for your hand in marriage," he said 'us' as though the boon was granted to them. The truth was that it was her debt to be repaid. Wade Armory had saved her eight years ago and in exchange, he had asked for a boon that he would call upon when the time was right. 

She hadn't really put much though into that because there wasn't much she could offer the man who had everything and she did not think he would actually ask for something, let alone her hand in marriage. But then again, he was not asking, was he? He had called upon a boon and they could not deny him. Not unless they were prepared to run- unless she was prepared to run. She didn't want to bring trouble to Nigel's door, not after everything he had done for her. 

There was also the matter of how she couldn't remember how Wade Armory had saved her life. He was a dragon, after all, and she was just an orphan whom nobody wanted. There was no reason for their lives to intercept. 

The silence that followed was heavy. She didn't know what to say and Nigel was looking into his own teacup disapprovingly. Was the tea not to his liking? 

Naomi was reminded of the first time she saw him, back straight and eyes like they were on fire. His hair had been brown then and it was brown now. She had seen pictures of him from ten, twenty, fifty and a hundred years ago. He had not aged in any of those pictures. It was as if he had reached the age of thirty-five and decided that it was a fine stop to stop, so he did. Magic was odd that way. It granted immortality to some of it's children and allowed others to age as if they were not magically inclined at all. There were mages who stopped aging at twenty-three and those who stopped aging only once they reached a hundred, by which point she thought that death might have been better, but who was she to say? She had no magic in her, regardless of how much magical knowledge Nigel filled her brain with. 

There was another quiet moment where he continued glaring at the content of his tea before she heard the sound of the liquid bubbling inside of his cup. Had it gone cold? He appeared to have boiled his tea with a simple glare without even needing to utter any of the magical spells that he had so painstakingly taught her. 

Magic really wasn't fair. He could do spells without saying the words and she couldn't do them even if she had gotten all the words correctly. 

She wondered if he had been upset because his tea had gotten cold, but that wasn't likely in this establishment, where the placeholders were warmer pads and the glasses were made specifically to keep it's contents warm while also be cool enough for the patron to carry. She felt woefully underdressed and was trying very hard not to focus on the fact that it was the first time she had seen Nigel since she left school three years ago. 

"Wade Armory is so much older than me," she said, careful to keep her voice low. She glanced around to make sure that no one was listening to them. If they were, they made a good show of pretending not to. "He's older than you," she whispered.

"Unlikely," Nigel hummed. There was a peculiar note of affront there, like he took offence to the suggestion that someone could be older than him. Then, tilting his head, he asked, "Is age a problem for you?" 

It should be, but that hadn't been a problem for her ever since she accepted that she had crush on her guardian, on the man who had taken her in all those years ago and spent so many years teaching her despite her making no progress at all. She often wondered if she was the only one who had been unreasonable in her inability to give up hope. After all, it would not make sense for him to continue to dedicate so many hours in the library teaching her the words to all the spells that wouldn't do a single thing that she asked it to. 

"He doesn't even know me. Why does he want to marry me?" she asked and picked up the cup from the saucer. Her hands were no longer shaking so much that she would risk dropping it and shattering a second cup, but it still rattled as she brought it to her lips, the tiny metal spoon in the cup warm as it fell on the corner of her lip. 

Despite Nigel's reassurance that this was not a prank, she was convinced that this had to be a joke. Marriage had been the last thing on her mind when Nigel asked for this meeting. A small, somewhat delusional part of her had hoped that this was a date. She had even dressed up for the occasion, granted her idea of dressing up was putting on a dress, combing her hair, and not wearing her scrubs. 

The thing is, she wasn't looking to marrying at all. She had accepted that if she wasn't going to get Nigel's love, then she was better off doing without it altogether. 

"I can't marry Wade," she said. 

"I'm afraid we don't have a choice regarding the Alpha's wishes as long as we continue to reside within his territory," he said. 

He was choosing his words carefully, which meant there was something he wanted her to figure out. She wished he would come right out and say it instead of treating this like another lesson, like he was still her teacher. She was twenty-three, hardly a child anymore, but he still looked at her as if she was sixteen-years-old and she had just accidentally set fire to the library of her old school because a story she was reading had a stupid ending. She did not even remember the name of the book, only that it had infuriated her. 

She repeated his words in her head. As long as they lived inside of the Alpha's territory, then they had to do what he said, but she wasn't bound to the land the way Nigel was, the way his magic had curled itself around the leylines and made it impossible for him to leave. 

She could pack her bags and walk away tomorrow. Tonight. She could run. The mere thought of leaving Nigel to pick up the mess that she would inevitably leave behind made her heart ache. 

It was kind of him to offer her an escape route despite knowing that the backlash would find him. He could have opted to not tell her of Wade's plan to marry her. 

"I still don't understand why he would want to marry me at all," she murmured. "How does he even know me?" she asked. 

Nigel tilted his head slightly and squinted her head like she had asked a particularly stupid question and he was considering whether he should deign her with an answer. "What is it about him that you find disagreeable?" he asked. 

She wanted to crawl under the table. She couldn't well tell him that the only thing that was disagreeable about the Alpha was the fact that she was in love with Nigel, who felt nothing but a familial sense of duty towards her because he was the one who had saved her all those years ago and he was the one who taught her how to use her magic. 

"Or is it his face that you do not like?" he continued. 

She swallowed convulsively. She had not really put much thought to the Alpha of theirs, truth be told. He was- well, he was terrifying. The man had a long scar running up one side of his face and he wore a constant sneer like everything was beneath him, like he was mocking it all. His battle prowess was legendary, as was his sharp tongue. She watched him slam one of his pack's head into a wall because they disagreed with him once, before walking off without even checking to see if they were okay during a press conference. He did not suffer any consequences for his actions. 

She thought if the Alpha ever shoved her head into a wall, it would probably kill her. She wondered, her heart in her throat threatening to choke her once more - if Nigel cared that he was putting her into the hands of someone so violent. 

Nigel, who carried himself with all the regal pride of someone who had lived so long that nothing bothered him anymore. He was wearing a collared shirt with the top button undone, baring the nape of his neck just a scant inch and for some reason, her back teeth ached. 

"I have been told that we look rather similar," he said. "Do you find my face displeasing?" 

She swallowed, feeling a rush of heat run from the top of her head to the tips of her toes. Was he doing this on purpose? Surely not. She had never known Nigel to be cruel. A little bit clueless, perhaps. She tried to remember what the Alpha looked like beyond the scar on his face and drew a blank. The scar was his most defining feature. She did not really pay much attention to the monarch of the land. It was not something that affected her day-today. 'Was' being the operative word. She should have paid more attention, in hindsight. "Do you look alike?" she asked. 

"So I've been told," he hummed.

Given permission to stare at her teacher's face was a privilege that she wasn't going to let slip through her fingers. She watched greedily as his fingers fiddle with the hem of his high collar. The only sign that he was thinking of something was the minute furrow between his brows on an otherwise implacable face. For a moment, she swore she saw Nigel bite gently on his lower lip. 

The buttoned shirt he wore today was mint green, the collar split down the middle of his neck forming tiny little decorative green knots spaced an inch apart. It was a peculiar design, probably purchased from a fancy online shop somewhere. His neck was slim and his face a carefully designed mask that rarely showed emotion. He had the sort of ageless, genderless beauty that made everyone pause to stare, to drink in the sight of him as if it would provide them with a sort of nourishment. Or maybe that's just her. 

She rubbed a hand over her face and let out a shuddering exhale. She thought she had her crush under control. Evidently, it had only gotten worse. What was that saying? Absence made the heart grow fonder? She wished it weren't true. 

Nigel, oblivious to the suffering of his student, tilted his head and asked, "Is it because he looks like me that you would refuse to marry him?" 

She was glad that she wasn't drinking anything when he said this. She would have spit it all over herself. "No. Your face is... not unpleasant to look at," she said. What was she saying? What was wrong with her? Who said things like that? Couldn't she just say he looked handsome? Not unpleasant to look at. She needed to do something to hide her embarrassment. She brought the cup of tea back up to her lips and tried to cover her flaming face with it. 

He didn't quite sigh, but exhaled deeply, and her gaze flashed down to his fingers, where he was tapping the edge of the saucer with long, delicate fingers. He had slender fingers. Didn't he play some sort of musical instrument? She doubted that the Alpha would have fingers like his. The Alpha had hands that were for fighting and every inch of him had been honed for that purpose. 

"What is it about Wade Armory that you find disagreeable then, if not his face?" 

She looked around them again and hissed, "this isn't the kind of discussion we should be having in public." 

He sighed, like she was the one being unreasonable and cast a quick silencing spell around them to make doubly sure that their conversation was not heard. "Is that better?" he asked. 

Marginally. "I don't know Wade or the first thing about how to be a wife, let alone the mate of an Alpha dragon!" she said. 

"You know as much as anybody knows about dragons," he said, which was to say, not that much. 

Dragons ruled the territory and they ensured their safety, but they kept to themselves and were fiercely protective of their secrets. 

"I know that they will treat you well," he said. "And an Alpha's mate second only to the Alpha. You will want for nothing." 

"I already want for nothing," she tried to argue, but she knew the argument was already lost. Him telling her was merely a... formality. No doubt, arrangements were already being made in the background. Her wedding dress had probably already been decided. "I like the way my life is now," she said. She really did. After she left Nigel's place, she enrolled in a university and managed to speed run her degree, finishing it in two years instead of four and was in the middle of her residency at the local hospital. Work was exhausting and she barely got any sleep, but she liked feeling useful, especially after spending so many years learning magic with Nigel and not being able to put any of the things she had learned to practice. On the bright side, she had become something of an expert in magical-related injuries at her local hospital despite not being magically gifted at all, so those years she had spent learning magic with Nigel were not a total waste of time. 

His expression stuttered for a moment, a slight frown between his brows. "If you would rather leave..." he started. 

She shook her head. "That would be troublesome for you," she said. 

His smile was bittersweet. "I feel I have raised you too well." 

"You can't take all the credit for that," she hummed. He took her in when she was sixteen. Before that she had been drifting through life, really, moving from one temporary home to another. It annoyed her when he brought up their age difference, when he brought up the fact that he had a hand in raising her, even if it was only for four years. She was twenty-four now and he still looked at her like she was that scrawny sixteen-year-old who had bitten more than she could chew and had gotten in too much trouble to get herself out of safely. 

Across the table, Nigel looked apologetic. "I know this isn't the match that you were hoping for," he said. 

Her eyes shot up to his face. He did not seem like he was aware of her hopeless crush on him, but sometimes he would say things like this that made her wonder what he would do if he knew. "It's not," she said for the lack of anything else to say. 

"But I hope that you will learn to love your husband," he said. "Perhaps it is for the best," he said and her heart broke a little more. 
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