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...

"So you think I'm weaker than you?" Malia glares at her marriage candidate over the table and considers how much trouble she would be in if she burns everything to the ground.

To her left, her grandfather only sighs as he prepares himself for another failed interview. To her right, her best friend and werewolf bodyguard gets ready to intervene before she takes things too far.

Dragon heiress Malia is ordered by her grandfather to interview prospective dragon husbands from other territories, but she refuses to bow down to men who think her sole purpose in life is to play the role of a obedient little housewife. When one of the opportunistic candidates slips her a drug, she is rescued from disaster by her bodyguard and the feelings he has for her comes to light. Maybe her happily ever after is closer than she thought.

Why then, does he refuse to take her as his lover?

...
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​​​​​​​Sneak Peek
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"I had quite an enjoyable experience myself," he hummed. "I was really starting to worry at the end there," he grinned. 

"Worry about what?" she asked.

"I thought you wouldn't touch the drink," he said, gesturing to the wine. 

Her blood ran cold. Of course, the one date she had been on where the guy wasn't a complete and utter douchebag, he would turn out to be even worse. 

"I'm tired of being the youngest and being told that it's natural I won't inherit shit," he said with a truly ugly expression on his face. "I can't stand it. I want a place of my own." 

She swore and tried to send a text to Braxton, but whatever medication she was given, it interfered with her motor function. The fire inside of her burned hot and she felt the phone sizzle and short circuit, zapping her lightly before it stopped working entirely. It fell to the ground with a clatter. 

She gritted her teeth and glared at the unassuming looking young man seated opposite her. 

"So your plan is to drug me?" she asked, stalling for time. She had been texting Braxton consistently since the beginning of dinner and the sudden lack of messages was sure to catch his attention. She knew she could count on him, but she didn't want to play the role of damsel in distress. She was stronger than that. 

Still, she found it suddenly difficult to move, like someone had poured molten lead over her bones and allowed it to solidify. Her limbs were not her own, her body out of her control. It was an uncomfortable feeling. She tried to move her fingers and found that no matter how hard she tried and how much she glared her fingers wouldn't move at all. 

"Dragons are capable of getting pregnant regardless of what cycle of menstrual cycle you're in. I've just got to make sure to get you pregnant and then you'll have to marry me," he grinned like the maniac that he was, like this was a plan that would work out at all. 

"Grandfather would sooner have your head," she spat. 

"And kill the father of his grandchildren? I doubt it," he said, so full of confidence. "And our family's influential. You have nothing to lose by marrying me." 

It was honestly ridiculous how far up their asses these men's heads went. It was like they weren't capable of rational thinking at all. 

As he advanced towards her, the realization sunk in that he was going to follow through with his ridiculous plan. She wasn't going to just lie down and take it. 

He was close enough to cup her cheek and he did, long smooth fingers touching her skin, sending goosebumps down her spine. Braxton's fingers were coarser. He worked hard to get where he was. This was a man who hadn't worked a day in his life and expected everything to be handed to him on a silver platter. 

She tried to bite him when his thumb brushed across her lower lip, but her body wasn't listening to her at all, lips parting to suck his thumb instead. She had no idea why her body was reading in such a terrible way. He was attractive, but not so attractive that she could ignore the fact that he was a rapist-wannabe. 

As if reading her mind and understanding the question in her eyes, he said, "What you took was sold to me as an aphrodisiac for people like us. I paid a hefty sum for it but I was still skeptical if it works, but I've tried it out and it worked pretty well. I'm pleased that it worked on you as well." 

The knowledge that he had done this to someone else made her blanch. She wished she could reach out and curl her fingers around his throat and squeeze until he stopped talking, but when he took a knife from the table and used it to slice through her hoodie, all she could do was lean back into the chair and tilt her head back, her whole body immobile and at his mercy. 

The fire inside of her burned hot, molten lava going through her veins sluggishly, bubbling like she was an active volcano seconds from erupting. 

He cut the oversized shirt off her body, leaving her in only her sports bra. 

"Come on now, let's get you up on the table, shall we?" he grinned, his teeth sharp and expression lecherous. She wanted to punch his stupid face and break all of his teeth. 
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​​​​​​​​​Chapter One
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​​Malia sat at the table, her face carefully neutral as she listened to the bullshit that was being spewed all over lunch. She was flanked by her grandfather on one side and her guard on the other, both sporting identical expressions. Her grandmother was wearing an impressive blue suit that was so crisp that she was surprised it didn't crackle when he moved and Braxton wore a three-piece suit that made her sweat to even look at him. In comparison, she was extremely under dressed with just an oversized shirt over a sports bra that kept everything secured and a loose pair of sweatpants. 

She was fully aware that she was being disrespectful by not dressing up for the occasion, but she really couldn't give a damn. 

"He is still young, close enough to your age that you should be able to find things in common. He isn't much of a looker, but he is loyal man and a hard worker." 

It took all of Malia to keep herself from snorting. She had heard all the rumors about this 'loyal man' and he was anything but. There were scorned lovers everywhere around his territory. He was indiscriminate in his taste of lovers and it showed. 

"We'd hate to see him go, of course, but it would be a shame to keep a man like him confined within out own land and deprive him of the chance to lead a territory of his own," the man continued. 

Jaxxon spoke up for himself for the first time since he arrived.  "Should you accept my offer of marriage, you can rest assured that your people would be in good hands with me. A lovely young woman such as yourself would do well in my household," he said. "You can finally stop with this whole charade and devote your full attention towards raising an heir, but if child-raising isn't your thing, that's fine too. We have plenty of money and can hire help. There would be others in the household who would, naturally, be subservient to you" 

Beside her, Braxton gave an almost imperceptible grimace. Her grandfather just lifted up his glass and downed it like it was cheap whiskey instead of a thousand-dollar bottle that the men had brought out in an attempt to impress them. 

She leaned forward slightly, aware of the image that she presented. She was a slight thing and the oversized shirt wasn't doing her any favors, but it helped her when she inevitably lost her temper during these things. She looked every bit like a harmless nineteen-year-old freshman that she was. 

"So you think you're stronger than me?" she sneered, baring her teeth at the man on the other side of the table, interrupting him in the middle of his spiel about how their children would be strong, given his bloodline came from powerful dragons and everyone knew how strong dragon blood flowed in her veins. 

"Excuse me?" Jaxxon asked. 

"You're talking about my patriarch's retirement like it's a done deal. You think you can take me in a fight and win?" she demanded, the words bursting free from her mouth like she had been struggling to keep them to herself through lunch. "You come waltzing in here and immediately decide that you're better at running grandpa's territory than him? What gives you the right, huh?" she snarled, standing up to her full height, which isn't much, but was enough to let the men on the other side of the table lean back slightly, their hindbrains warning them of the predator that they were in the presence of. "Your handler lets you run your mouth for more than five minutes and you bring up the fact that you keep your lovers in your house and you think I'm going to be fine with it?" she didn't know when she had climbed up onto the table, but her sneakers left a satisfying crack on the plate as she put he weight on it and leaned forward and grasp the man by his tie, yanking him forward. The only thing stopping her from planting his face into the half eaten steak was his quick action, palms slapping against the surface of the table. 

"Malia, control yourself," he said, which was really the wrong thing to say to the woman who was more dragon than human. 

She breathed in deep and the temperature in the room dropped, and then rose so high up that it became uncomfortable for everyone except her and her grandfather. Sweat gathered at the man's brow as she climbed up onto the table and bent the upper half of her body low, like she had wings on her back and her hands were claws that she was using to hold him captive. "How good with fire are you?" she asked, her voice dropping to a low rumble that shook the tables and chairs, the very bones of the men who shared the space with her. 

"Ma'am, please get off the table," someone on the opposite side of the table requested. There were weapons directed at her, but she didn't pay any attention to them. 

"Excuse me?" Jaxxon said like it was the only thing he was capable of asking. 

"You're supposed to give me strong dragon children, yes? Surely you must be immune to a little fire. Let's see if your internal organs can handle a little heat," she leaned forward. Hot steam came from her lips as she exhaled.

Jaxxon's expression shifted from confusion to horror and his skin immediately turned red from the heat that she was exuding. 

"Stop or we'll shoot!" warned one of the men, close to their breaking point. 

She wondered how much trouble she'll be in if she burned the man's head clean off right here, but grandfather's voice broke through her murderous rage. 

"That's enough," her grandfather ordered. 

It was partially muscle memory from years of listening to his every command that stopped her, though most of it her hesitation in getting her clothes dirtied with the man's blood and viscera. 

She huffed and let go of the man's collar, the material crisp and burned at the edges. Jaxxon did fall forward this time, his face dropping into the soup that had gotten warm from sheer proximity with her. He let out a squeal of pain and jumped away, his face still lobster red. 

"I'm going to go outside and cool down," she said, stepping out of the room not through the door, but through an open window. She leapt five stories down, the wind carrying her, magic in the air curling around wings that weren't there so she could land on the tips of her toes. 

The people on the ground stared at her in a combination of horror and awe, but whatever expression she was sporting must be intimidating because they were quick to look away when she caught them staring. 

She drew a shuddering breath and leaned against Braxxon's car. What had she done to deserve this? 

Nothing, really, except for being born female. 

She still remembered how the patriarch of the Long Huo Clan had declared to her one evening that she was to get married. 

His exact words were, in fact, "You have to get married." 

"What?" she blinked at him, the declaration having came out of nowhere. 

"Don't 'what' me. Do you know how old I am?" 

"I don't know. Like, a million or something?" she answered cheekily and grabbed the coffee cup that was thrown at her face deftly and placed it on the table, but wasn't fast enough to catch the bowl that fell somewhere behind her. 

"Your attitude is the reason I haven't been able to retire," he said. 

"I've literally just turned nineteen. I didn't know you were interested in retiring at all!" she defended herself. 

"I should have retired years ago," he said. An awkward silence fell following that declaration. Her parent's death had almost killed him and if it weren't for the fact that they had left behind a young child who needed to be taken care of, he would have buried himself along with them. "And what of my future grandchildren?" he demanded suddenly, his voice loud again.  

"What?" 

"How am I supposed to get grandchildren if you refuse to meet men?" 

"You were the one who told me to focus on my studies!" she argued, hands slamming onto the table. The plates clattered and her glass of milk wobbled dangerously close to the edge. "It's not like anyone has the balls to date me in the first place!" she continued, what with her grandfather being such a prominent figure in their territory. 

"I would like to have some grandchildren to hold while I retire in peace," he continued like he hadn't heard her at all. "And seeing as you are my only precious granddaughter, the burden of carrying on our family's legacy falls on your shoulders," he sighed as if this was a hardship for him as well. 

"What kind of fucking bu-" 

"Language!" 

"You're the one who brought up wanting me to get pregnant as soon as possible! Fucking is going to be involved!" 

"I heard banging. Is everything alright?" Braxton asked, sliding the door slightly so he could peek into the room. 

They both turned to him with mirrored snarls, expressions murderous. Several men behind him backed away so quickly that they fell, but Braxton stood his ground and continued to look slightly worried. 

"We're fine," Malia said, but her grandfather put on an expression of lament. 

"Malia is being cruel to this old man," he said. 

Malia gaped at her grandfather, who was somehow able to make himself look wronged even though he was the one who was being completely unreasonable. "I'm sorry?" she said. 

"Apology accepted," grandfather said quickly. "So it's decided. You're going to find a mate and marry by the end of the year," he said. "I'll send the word out that you will be attending marriage interviews." 

"I'm not-" she started to argue and looked at Braxton for support, but he sported a carefully neutral expression. She had known him for long enough to recognize that look. That was the look he bore when he had already been told something beforehand and had been warned to do damage control for her reaction. She turned back to her grandfather, who looked stoic. This was, apparently, a discussion that had already been had and she was just being told now. She felt a stone being dropped in the pit of her stomach, heavy and uncomfortable. 

That same stone had remained in her stomach since then, growing increasingly heavier with the passing time, unable to be ignored. 

"I hate this," she snarled over the rim of her glass. "Why are all the candidates such dirt bags?" she leaned back against the backrest of her couch and draped an arm over her eyes, blocking out the light from the room. 

Grandfather had chewed her out in the ride home, but his rebuked had been halfhearted at best. Jaxxon's words had been presumptuous and hadn't settled well with him either, but she could get away with threatening to beat him up because technically she didn't hold any position of power in her grandfather's territory. It was unfair, really, that women could not inherit the title as leader. 

"It's not like he's sick or anything," she said, pausing a little to peek at Braxton. He shrugged when he saw her eyes on him. Right. They're not keeping an illness from her, then. "He can keep being in charge forever if he wants," she said even though she had been told rather clearly that was exactly what he didn't want. Grandfather grew tired of always been responsible for all the disputes and making important decision that could affect generations that he wasn't likely going to be alive to witness on his own. As much as she would like to deny it, he was getting in on the years. Her parents had been placed in charge right before their untimely demise and he had been trusted back into a position he thought he had passed onto the next generation. "And it sucks that all the men I've met so far are pompous assholes. Just because they have dragon blood in them, they think they're superior shit," she groaned. 

"It's important to keep dragon bloodline pure," he said. 

"Thank you, captain obvious," she murmured. "There's no one else around, quit talking like that." 

"I'm on the clock," he said. 

"On the clock for what?" she argued. "You're supposed to be on my side. I don't see you speaking up for me," she said, knowing full well that she was asking for the impossible and merely lashing out on him, but unable to stop herself. "You should talk to grandpa about this whole stupid thing. He listens to you more than me anyways," she lamented. 

"That's not true." 

She downed the rest of her cheap whiskey. It burned as it went down her throat, which was always a pleasant sensation, if a little confusing given her dragon lineage. 

"Your grandfather loves you and only wants the best for you," he said loyally. 

"Traitor," she whispered. "I thought you'd tell him not to do it." She felt a little lightheaded and she knew she was sharing more than what she generally would, but it felt important to say it out loud. 

"You shouldn't drink so much," he said when she poured herself another glass. 

"I just had a little bit," she lied. The room was shaking a little. 

"You're such a lightweight," he said. "It's dangerous for you to drink so much." 

She closed her eyes and pressed her head against the glass table, comforting herself with the coolness of the surface. 

"Are you listening?" he asked. 

She felt his arms around her, lifting her up and carrying her towards the direction of her room. "You smell like cigarettes," she whined. 

"You're not even listening to me, are you?" 

She cycled through her thoughts and tried to remember what he was talking about. Something about her getting drunk too easily. "Oh, what's the big deal? I'm with you," she said. 

"It's dangerous for you to drink so much," he repeated like she was hard of hearing or something. "Lift your legs a bit. I'm going to take off your sneakers."  

"They stink," she laughed a little into the pillows, but felt his hands on her ankle, slowly tugging the socks off her. 

"Your grandfather is worried about you," he said suddenly, hands still cradling her feet. "He knows that it's hard for you to make friends because of what your family does and losing your parents has been hard for you. He wants to make sure that you have someone who loves you and will take care of you if anything happens to him." 
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