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What duty binds, only love may set free.

At thirty-three, Lord Valgar, Earl of Saran, is the last surviving water mage of noble blood. Forbidden from joining the war himself, his duty is clear: preserve the magic by fathering children.

But after fifteen years of a loving but childless marriage, the council has run out of patience. They demand he take a second omega. Valgar refuses to betray his mate—so he makes a calculated choice: an older omega, unlikely to bear a child.

But to Lord Quincy, the proposal he is pressured to accept is no mere formality. Still mourning the alpha he lost in battle, Quincy clings to the quiet life he’s built around his grief and solitude: his garden, his books, and his beloved animals. He’s not ready for another bond—and he harbours a secret that could unravel all of Valgar’s careful plans.

Can two reluctant husbands find common ground—and maybe even find that quiet fire known as hope?

“A Quiet Fire” is an arranged marriage romance novella featuring elements of dubcon, consensual polyamory, non-shifter omegaverse, feminisation and mpreg.

Warnings/Enticements: dubcon, arranged marriage, A/O, O/O, M/M, M/F, M/M/F, no cheating, accidental mpreg.
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Dedication: 
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For Isabell Stamms on the occasion of her birthday on August 13th. Enjoy!

And for my mother, who has never been short on fire.

With thanks for beta reading services to Li Iacobacci, Gema Cela Rodríguez and Isabelle Wilkins-Jakobs.
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The heat had wilted the flowers thoughtfully placed all over the small sitting room where Quincy had been led by a sour-faced chaperone. To Quincy’s sensitive nose, they smelt like death. It would have been reason enough to feel nauseous, but he had more reason still. 

He refused to look up. It wasn’t much, but that much he was entitled to. Well-bred omegas didn’t look alphas in the eye, after all, and at forty Quincy had an excuse to be old-fashioned.

Yara had certainly thought him as much, even if Yara herself had been wild enough to— He shoved the thought away and focused on keeping his expression neutral. Yara was gone. 

Long gone, according to the council. And since Quincy was still of breeding age, it was only to be expected that he meet prospective alphas.

As far as he could tell, the only purpose it served was for them to prove their power over him. Unless they enjoyed humiliating him, which he wouldn’t have put past them either. When there were plenty of young nubile omegas of both sexes available to them, who on earth would claim him? None of the last five alphas to examine him had looked even remotely tempted.

So Quincy would keep his mouth shut and let this stranger circle him, eyeing him up like he could assess how fertile Quincy might be that way. He breathed and tried not to think about it at all.

Yara had been a good friend from early childhood, back when they’d both been betas, and while he’d loved her deeply and he’d enjoyed sexual congress, he’d mostly done it for her sake. In turn, she’d accepted his word that he did not want children—he’d never asked her if she felt the same, because female alphas paid an expensive price when they presented and weren’t able to carry a child.

So it’d been Quincy or no one. But that wasn’t public knowledge, so as far as the council and the alpha in front of him knew, Quincy hadn’t conceived in twenty years of marriage. There were many other ways for omegas to contribute to their household, but in Quincy’s experience, none that alphas approved of.

“Do you prefer cold weather or warm?”

The question was so unexpected, he glanced up, then hastily back down. He hadn’t paid much attention when they’d been introduced, so it was only now that it registered that the alpha in front of him was Saranian. He was at least a head taller than Quincy, with the dark skin and luminous violet eyes typical of his people, his white-blond hair braided intricately atop his head. Quincy regretted not listening to the introductions more closely.

He didn’t remember the finer points of protocol for foreigners very clearly, not over twenty years later, but an elaborate hair style always spoke of wealth and rank.

“Both have their virtues, my lord,” he said easily. It hardly mattered, truly, it was not like he cared if he made a small mistake when he had no interest in impressing the man.

“You have always lived here, have you not?”

He agreed that he had. Yara and he had settled down in one of her family’s many properties when they’d been married. He knew he was lucky to still be close to his childhood home, even if it was occupied by his older brother now that his parents were gone.

Quincy had been allowed to stay home when she... when she hadn’t returned. Back when she’d taken leave from her service at the front, they had gone into the nearest cities together, travelled and drank and met with all sorts of people in places Quincy would have never dared to frequent on his own.

That had been Yara for you, way too brave and bold for this world and somehow getting away with it anyway.

“You’d like my estate, I think,” the alpha said, and Quincy froze, suddenly on high alert. No one had talked about what he might like before. The alphas who’d seen him were there to determine if they liked him enough to pay the bride price.

“Your estate...?” he echoed, just to fill the silence, pretending his heart wasn’t racing. 

It was the right question because the alpha launched into a detailed description of the place, and Quincy could just hum and sip at his tea. There was also a twinge of something foreign to his accent, some odd word choices at times, and trying to decipher exactly what kept Quincy entertained for the duration.

Everything pointed to this man being of higher rank than him, and Quincy didn’t know enough about Saranian politics to guess at what that might imply.
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Valgar sighed in relief as soon as his door was locked and he could get his long coat off. Although they were not a week’s ride away from Saran, the low valley of the earldom of Veolia was stifling in summer.

“Coffee or something stronger?” his manservant Revel asked. He was old enough to be Valgar’s grandfather, but he refused to retire and in truth, Valgar didn’t think he could do without him.

“Stronger.”

They’d brought along some Saranian liquor despite the trip not being that long. Just two weeks for Valgar to choose an omega who’d give the earldom the heir it needed. They had spent the first one at Merask with no luck. 

He made himself sip slowly at the drink, though no flavour could override the bitterness he felt.

Mar hadn’t taken it well. Of course Mar hadn’t taken it well, she was already heartbroken she hadn’t been able to give him a child, and now they were proposing that he replace her like she was nothing more than an aged horse.

It had taken every inch of his willpower to force them to back down from a repudiation. Instead, they’d demanded he take a second omega to do what his first could not. It was so bloody reasonable, too. His people had suffered great losses in the wars with the barbarian invaders, and it was highly likely that the only reason Valgar was alive was that he’d been kept from the battlefield for the very purpose of fathering children.

They were right, he knew it. He wasn’t immortal, and he could still catch a bad cold and be lost too—the council of Saran wasn’t willing to give up their strongest bloodline, no matter how many bastards Valgar’s grandfather had got all over their state keeping the powerful water magic they carried well and alive.

That was the other reason he’d married outside Saran. The other reason he had been sent abroad now; they thought his ancestors had kept it a little too in the family by marrying their own cousins for generations and what the magic truly needed was an infusion of fresh blood.

Not peasant fresh blood, naturally, but any foreign omega of respectable family would work, someone with a magic bloodline of their own.

Valgar wished he could refuse them, for his own sake as well as Mar’s, but he was not fortunate in being so blind as to not see how vital their magic was to the war effort. The invaders came in ships and of all the provinces of Aliria, Saran had made the most significant contribution through their water mages.

His own parents had loved him, spoiling him a little, their youngest child and with only a decent amount of magical talent. Once he’d been older, he’d understood they had been fairly confident in being able to keep him home, unlike his older siblings, each of them lost throughout the years of his childhood.

Lavan had been the last one to go, the only one that had felt like a true loss to Valgar himself. His mother’s favourite, too, despite how she’d braced her heart against loving the children she knew she’d had to send to war way too soon. They’d called her own death a withering, which sometimes came upon a perfectly healthy individual, but Valgar knew better; her heart had broken one too many times and she simply hadn’t been able to put it back together.

And now, he’d have to do the same, bring a child into the world just to—

“The bath is ready, milord” Revel announced.

Valgar saw his glass was empty and hoisted himself to his feet.
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Quincy had nearly convinced himself the Saranian lord had simply wanted a captive audience when he received a second note summoning him to the great hall. He stared at it, letting the serving girl who had brought it get a good look at his shocked face before he composed himself enough to send her away.

What could be the meaning of it? Omegas didn’t attend council meetings, and he wasn’t important enough to speak to—or be spoken to—in a public setting.

He had no choice, naturally. He changed into a fresh tunic, brushing and retying his long dark hair into a low ponytail, austere and proper without any curls allowed to escape. The way an omega looked was the only way he was allowed to express himself at all, and Quincy had learned from his mother to fade into the background so he could retain the little freedom that provided. No one needed to know that he’d spent all day in his rooms curled up with a book he wasn’t reading and staring out the window and thinking of home. 

Home, which hadn’t felt safe in well over a year, but which was the closest he had to long for anyway. They had summoned him to the earl’s castle for the introduction, but until now he had assumed they had simply forgotten to tell him that he was free to go.

Outside the great hall, the murmur of voices reached him through the closed doors, and he met the attendant’s eyes in silent question. The beta shook his head, not necessarily a reproval. Quincy couldn’t ask and the attendant couldn’t say, it was all. Maybe he didn’t know.

Maybe there was nothing to know, and it was just another formality. In the twenty years he’d spent with Yara in his own home, Quincy seemed to have forgotten how many of those there were at court.

He was announced and bowed in the direction of the high chair—the Earl of Veolia was old, cranky and traditional. Rumour said he’d wanted to go back to war after losing his foot, but had been prevented from it by the council who’d demanded he stay and ensure the lineage instead, sending his younger brother in his stead.

Quincy could have felt almost sorry for him, knowing how much Yara would have struggled with the situation, but the old man seemed determined to make everyone around him as miserable as he was. All that was left was to be careful and deferential and hope the earl forgot Quincy existed.

“Quincy val Sim,” the earl said, and Quincy’s blood went cold at the use of his childhood name. 

​He’d been Quincy val Avlen for over two decades, still was as far as he was concerned. He’d given himself to Yara and her family, and although he had never given them a child that was not any less true.

It was bad enough that he risked a quick glance around the room, heart skipping when he recognised the Saranian lord.

No, not a lord, he saw, because now the young man wore the collar that identified him as an earl. 

What was the head of the Saranian dynasty doing talking to the likes of him?

“The Earl of Saran has done you a great honour,” the old man went on as Quincy fixed his gaze on the far wall and did his very best to stay upright.

This could not be happening. He was forty years old, and he had never been a great beauty; no one could want him, but specially not a man in desperate need of an heir and—

“Kneel.” This he heard, and it came with a helpful hint of alpha will that meant he nearly fell to the ground. 

Strong hands caught him by the elbows and slowed his descent. And then he was there, right where they wanted him; half collapsed on the faded rug, its intricate patterns digging into his knees, throat tight and looking up into unfamiliar violet eyes, brain scrambling for words, body ready to roll over and run.

If there had been anywhere to run at all.
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Valgar did not think he could do it. He had consoled himself with the thought that the omega he had selected was at least not a young person, not someone who could have justly expected to be courted and loved. To become the centre of Valgar’s home and heart.

That which belonged entirely to Mar and always would. 

Lord Quincy had been married for twenty years to a high-level officer and widowed for nearly two.

And he had no children, which in all likelihood meant he could not have them at all. It was not a kindly fate Valgar was offering, but the omega had looked interested when Valgar had told him about his lands, so perhaps he could find comfort there and even joy.

Somehow, he had convinced himself of this fantasy, and now he could clearly see he had been in the wrong. Quincy was trembling under his hands, clearly shocked by the announcement that Valgar wanted to take him as a mate.

And it was as much a done deal as if he had sunk his teeth into the tender skin of the omega’s neck. Withdrawing the offer now would be unforgivably rude. What possible reason could he give the other earl?

No one expected a noble marriage to be made for love, and he’d already spent more than the usual time with Lord Quincy to assess compatibility...

“You look unwell, my lord,” he said aloud. “Come sit by the fire, and we will call for some warm wine to help you compose yourself.”

The omega allowed himself to be helped back up and led to one of the chairs in the cosy nook in the corner. Valgar turned to the Earl of Veolia, who looked impatient of all things, and got a sigh and a look at one of the attending servants that sent two more people scrambling.

When he looked at him again, Quincy’s attention was firmly on his lap, where he held his own hands in such a way as to disguise his fingertips. His skin was already so pale that it was hard to tell if he was truly feeling faint.

“It’s alright,” Valgar risked whispering. The omega did not move, only a tiny twitch revealing he had heard.

Mar was going to have his head for this, Valgar thought with a sinking feeling. And he would deserve it, too. He should have asked the man when they had met, except of course you could not ask an omega to be your mate because an omega could not consent to any such thing.

If the chaperone had got wind of it and reported it, Valgar would have been obligated to go through with it regardless of what either of them wanted.

Precisely the situation they were in now, only at least Quincy would have known... What? That Valgar cared if he hurt him?

Little good it would do him when Valgar had to do his duty anyway.

All he could hope for was to make it as painless as possible. Promising anything else would be cruel.

A servant brought a cup of the fragrant dark tea that Veolians favoured. Wine would have been better, but Valgar supposed its familiarity would comfort Quincy. “Is it sweetened?” he checked, and got a nod that was almost a bow.

“Lor— Quincy,” he said quietly. “Can you drink?”

For a long moment, the other man didn’t move and then, because he was watching, Valgar saw his hands relax as he pulled them apart and cupped them in almost ceremonial gesture. Valgar carefully placed the teacup on them and watched as Quincy brought it to his lips and wet them—his mouth was plump, a rosy pink that suited the rest of his colouring.

“Lord Saran,” the Earl of Veolia called out from across the room, the high honorific barely making up for his tone.

Valgar stood to face him, face blank. He wasn’t about to cause a diplomatic incident, but the man was getting nothing more than civility.

He could have warned Quincy and asked him what he wanted. In fact, it was solely his responsibility. If Quincy was his to give away, then it meant he was the head of Quincy’s family in one manner or another. They couldn’t have been related closely with the way the earl was behaving like this was nothing but an inconvenience, but that excused nothing.

“Shall we proceed?”

Valgar gritted his teeth against an answer that would not have done any of them any good. He’d given his word, he reminded himself, and his word, of course, was his bond. Honour demanded it, but more than that, his magic required he remain pure in his actions and words—for an elemental mage, breaking a promise would be much the same as breaking his own power.

“It is not our custom for omegas to find out about an engagement in public,” he said as neutrally as he could manage. “Perhaps things are done differently in Veolia, but we find their delicate natures don’t withstand shock well.”

The Earl of Veolia snorted. “Shock? Come now, Saran, why should he be shocked? You were introduced as an interested candidate, were you not? He should have expected to be chosen, if he had any pride in himself and his house.”

Valgar swallowed, missing Mar like a limb. She’d have known how to respond to this gracefully and somewhat come up on top while putting the bastard in his place. But all he had was himself and the one thing he would not stand for was for someone in his care to be mistreated. “Be that as it may, you will forgive me for imposing my own criteria on my omega.”

It was a fine line to walk; the ink was barely dry, and Quincy wasn’t his in fact yet. But he was the Earl of Saran, and his counterpart hesitated, like any bully, he was not that confident with someone on his level. 

Finally, he waved his agreement, looking bored. “Do as you will with him, he is yours, as you say.”
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The tea had settled in his stomach like lead, the sharp conversation exchanged by the two alphas over his head like background music to the disjointed thoughts chasing each other in his head. And even in his simple tunic, he was overheating in the great hall; the lingering scents of roasting meat and sweat made all the worse by the fresh flowers intended to disguise them.

“Lord Quincy?” The Earl of Saran asked him.

Quincy actually met his eyes, and the alpha’s face softened like it was all written on his face. Quincy looked down at once.

“Will you allow me to escort you to your rooms?”

It was all he could do not to give any sign of surprise or anger as the alpha took him by the elbow and helped him stand.

And despite everything, Quincy had to be grateful because he stood between him and the Earl of Veolia.

His uncle, by marriage, but still his uncle. He’d been stupid, really, because he’d known the man’s reputation, but he’d just thought... No, he hadn’t thought, he’d hoped, because that’s all you could do when you had no power to do anything to alter your fate.

The Earl of Saran didn’t try to talk to him again, and it was only when they got to his door that Quincy realised that he’d not asked for directions.

Had someone actually told this strange alpha where he slept?

So he could what, show up and take what he’d paid for whenever he pleased?

“Are you alright?” the earl asked.

Quincy nodded at once. “Yes, milord. It was very kind of you—” He cut himself off, realising the absurdity of it. He glanced at his door. “Would you like—?”

“No,” the alpha said firmly. “I will not be coming in.”

He had to look up at that. “I— I don’t understand.”

“You should have been told in advance, at the very least. Consulted.”

Of course it was true, but it was naive to the point of insult. An omega’s rights depended exclusively on the goodwill of the alpha who controlled their life. And that was precisely why Quincy could not afford to say so to a man that would very shortly own him. He kept silent, the best he could come up with given the circumstances.

“I apologise,” the earl added, and Quincy stiffened in an effort not to gawk.

What on earth and sky could he mean by apologising to an omega?

“I made a choice for you, and I did not—” The alpha stopped, huffing. “It is no matter; we will speak again on the morrow.”

He let go of Quincy’s arm, taking a step back and bowing slightly before turning and leaving him alone in the corridor.

They would of course speak on the morrow, he was right, but Quincy couldn’t quite imagine about what.

For some unfathomable reason, the earl wanted him as a mate.

All that remained was for him to take what he wanted. 

***
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THE OTHER MAN’S MOTIVES became no clearer in the light of the morning sun. Quincy woke to his own attendant, Cocal, preparing his clothes for the day. Someone must have told her what to do because she had a new tunic, fresh white linen of excellent quality that definitely was not his.

He hadn’t worn white in... Not since he’d been married. It wasn’t forbidden, of course, but the custom was to keep the colour for children or unmated omegas, and in any case, Quincy did not show to advantage in such a light colour.

Besides, what was it meant to symbolise here? He was hardly untouched. Perhaps the intent was to imply he was starting afresh, leaving everything behind.

His own name, for one thing. One more time, like the protection Yara had given him back in the day was now completely gone. He remembered her nervous smile, and his own efforts not to echo it.

This time, he made no attempt to extract information from the man by the door, only raising a hand and pausing by the window—a late summer storm had blown in unexpectedly. It was raging, but it was also beautiful if you understood how parched the land was, how low the rivers were after the nearly asphyxiating summer heat of the last few weeks.

And yet, many a bird and small animal would not survive its anger. He turned to the doors, which the attendant opened readily, and told himself it was time to get it over with. He walked in with his head held high.

Then he saw the rug spread at the centre of the room with the cushions and his stomach fell. He didn’t, but only because he locked his knees as he stopped cold.

No, he thought, even though there was nothing he could say, nowhere he could go. He’d have lived in the forest to the east, except of course he’d probably be dead within a week. He hunted for sport, and he knew the little about foraging that his mother had taught him, and if he’d been allowed to develop his gift...

But that had all ended with his presentation, and so he didn’t trust himself to actually survive in the wild like his ancestors had done.

Not even if he could have somehow got out of the castle in the first place.
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