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   Dear Reader,

   

   This is a sizzling dragon shifter fantasy romance. Please be aware that it includes: discussions of sexual violence, abduction and captivity, starvation, dehydration, minimal torture, post-traumatic stress disorder, decapitation, and violence resulting in death.

   If you’re looking for steam, I advise patience. This story may be a slow burn, but it definitely brings the heat.

   For those who enjoy the visuals, there are floor plans of the Peran Estate available here.

   Thank you for reading. I can’t wait to hear what you think of this story, so please let me know!

   Aria

   

  

 
  
   

   To Jim,

   Thank you for everything
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   Chapter 1

   

   The presence of another dragon tingled over the skin of Tia’s human form, and she twisted in her seat to observe the newcomer loping down the stairs to the front of the lecture hall. If he felt her too, she’d have to run.

   She should have run anyway, but it had been nearly a century since she’d seen another of her kind. Young dragons visited the mortal realm to learn how to survive in it, but there weren’t that many of them. Encountering one was rare. It had been so long.

   Older dragons occasionally popped by as well, maintaining their connections to human society, but as this realm’s population grew ever denser, more and more preferred to stay with their own kind. Unless they were hunting someone. Meaning her.

   This dragon paid no attention to her, shuffling papers at the front of the hall. Bronzed terra-cotta skin and burnished dark-brown hair hinted at the coloring of his true form. He looked up, scanning the smattering of students, but his gaze didn’t linger on her. Tia shut her eyes, giving in to the sensation of being even this close.

   “Power nap?” Naiara asked, plopping into the seat beside Tia’s. She slipped her messenger bag over her head, dislodging her short hair enough to reveal the new magenta hiding under the black. She’d changed her nose ring to a matching stud as well, a tiny pink stone glinting when she moved.

   “Cute color,” Tia said, still tracking the newcomer at the front.

   Naiara grinned. “Discreet, right?”

   “Totally professional,” Tia agreed.

   “Yeah. Wish I had a boss as chill as yours.” Naiara’s boss at the campus coffee shop was considered old-fashioned nowadays, insisting employees stuck with hair colors that occurred naturally—in humans—and kept any body art covered.

   But as human technology and aesthetics advanced, blending in became much easier for Tia. No need to use glamour when colored contacts could hide her amethyst eyes. No more hiding the swirls of color on her torso when they could pass for abstract tattoos, if anyone did catch a glimpse. No relying on toxic compounds to mask the bright blues and purples of her own hair. Though today it likely helped that her hair was twisted up, tucked close to her head. She may never have met the dragon who’d settled in to the TA chair, but her coloring was distinctive. If he even suspected…

   The smart call would have been to leave, not just the room but Pennsylvania. Bordeaux, Tokyo, Buenos Aires, Florence—Tia had plenty of options. And she’d started over plenty of times before, unable to settle anywhere longer than about a decade, sometimes fifteen years before mortals caught on that she wasn’t aging like them. Glamour helped, but it drained too much energy to keep up constantly. Still she’d only been in Pennsylvania a couple years this time around. Her fast, easy friendship with Naiara was only one reason abandoning her current life early would, frankly, suck.

   “Who’s the hottie?” Naiara murmured as the professor called the class to order.

   Good question. Had curiosity about the mortals brought him to their realm? Or was he searching for her? Tia wasn’t even registered for this class, auditing it because Naiara wanted the company. So if the unnamed dragon had somehow discovered her current mortal identity, he still wouldn’t have had a reason to look for her here.

   Could it be a coincidence? Maybe then she could stay. Find an excuse to drop the class and never cross paths with him again. As much as she missed her kind, her body begging to curl up next to him, keeping her distance wasn’t merely the smart call. It was a matter of life and death.

   

   ~*~

   

   Azar doodled on a pad of paper as the human professor droned on about the course syllabus. He’d enjoyed his previous time in the mortal realm, but over a century had passed. So much had changed.

   Already he’d heard students tittering about his preference for paper and pen instead of the complex devices of various sizes many had placed before them, tapping away with their fingertips. He had one such device in his pocket, set up for him as this employment had been by Laisren. Since this wasn’t Azar’s first foray into this realm, it had been easy to position him as an expert in Victorian England and the literature of the time.

   Under different circumstances he may even have enjoyed spending time around vivacious young humans eager to learn in and out of the classroom. The mission superseded such frivolity.

   The Peran Estate had been flagged as potentially being owned by an unknown dragon. It was rarely inhabited by a mysterious owner with seemingly endless financial resources. There was at least some possibility it could lead to his quarry, unlikely as it was.

   His post at the university was merely the means to ensure his own livelihood among the humans. Not all dragon lines managed mortal resources with an eye to the future, cultivating properties and riches, crafting the identities necessary to retain their fortunes through the centuries. Nowadays, few could venture in and out of the human realm. Azar’s mission depended on the foresight and connections of Laisren. The small sum he’d saved from his time in England would help, but it wouldn’t last long. He had to gain entry into the Peran Estate, to meet the owner and eliminate them from contention.

   He wasn’t presumptuous enough to believe he’d be the one to find the missing heir, but if every one of them worked in conjunction with Laisren’s plan, it would only be a matter of time. Failure was no longer an option.

   

   ~*~

   

   As the lecture neared its close, Tia sent Naiara a quick message.

   Gotta run. See you later?

   Naiara frowned but let Tia sneak past her, out of their row and up the couple of steps to the exit. The head start meant the TA wouldn’t have a chance to follow her.

   The humanities quad was quiet, a few students dotting the benches and the stone outcropping. The slight breeze and late-morning sunlight did little to calm the bite of adrenaline that had jittered through her body ever since the other dragon—introduced by the professor as Azar—had casually upended her life.

   Tia could withdraw from the semester, citing a personal emergency or some mental health issues. Disappear for a few months and hope by next semester he’d be gone.

   She shook her head as she unchained her bike from the rack. Mortal thinking had infected hers, if she believed even for a moment that a few months was enough time for Azar to move on. Dragons felt time differently. They were patient. Even if his presence was unrelated to her, most visits to this realm lasted years, sometimes decades.

   She didn’t want to leave, but the grief of departure was familiar. She’d tried at times to stay in contact with the friends she hadn’t wanted to abandon, writing letters or later taking advantage of the telephone. But faking a life she wasn’t leading, falsifying everything that came with human aging, was more like crafting fiction than maintaining true relationships. As travel became easier, some old friends had attempted to track her down. A few times she’d pretended to be her own daughter. The resemblance was “uncanny.”

   It was less painful to disappear. Pick one of her many identities, move to one of her other properties.

   Her phone vibrated against her hip as she rode up the gentle slope leading to the Peran Estate. Contemporary technology meant this time she could stay in touch, for a while at least. Keep tabs on Azar through Naiara. Since he hadn’t noticed her in the lecture hall, he may not know anything about this identity. She could move but not disappear, not yet.

   Inside, Tia plopped onto an overstuffed couch in the living room, fingering the chain around her neck. A few days ago she’d had some classmates over for brunch, the adjacent casual dining room filled with their laughter and camaraderie. She was just starting to build a new community here.

   But as tired as Tia was of being alone, it was preferable to the alternative. This was the life she’d signed up for when she ran from Azhidar Zher. She might risk staying for a few more days, withdrawing officially and saying her goodbyes. Making new arrangements for the care of the property.

   Ultimately, though, leaving was the only choice.

   

  

 
  
   

   Chapter 2

   

   “Get you a refill?” a young woman in a green apron asked, pausing by Azar’s little glass-topped table. A flicker of recognition warmed her expression. “Hey, you’re the TA for Professor Weston, right?”

   He let the pad on which he’d been sketching his surroundings drift down to the tabletop. Forging connections with the students was precisely why he was spending his evening in this little coffee shop at the edge of the university. “Azar,” he said, nodding at her.

   “Nice to meet you.” She smiled then leaned down, nudging his sketch to see it better. She was close enough for him to feel the heat of her body, pick out the blend of coffee and apricot on her skin from the assault of scents around him. He was still adjusting to the new social norms that allowed such unabashed proximity. The human’s hair had fallen forward, revealing a bright color in the hidden strands. A pink stone glinted in her nose. “Wow, you’re pretty good. Why aren’t you in the art program?”

   “This is simply a hobby.”

   She nodded, straightening. One hand landed on the hip that jutted to the side. “Some hobby.” Her head tilted to the opposite side as she ran her eyes over him in appraisal. “Been in town long?”

   “No.” He gestured to the second chair near his table. “Would you like to join me?”

   “Mmm, I can’t.” She fingered her apron as if to explain, then straightened and picked up his empty coffee cup. “But maybe I could show you around sometime? Give you the lay of the land.”

   For all the ways the mortal realm had changed, humans, ultimately, did not. The appreciation in her hazel eyes was unmistakable.

   “Ever been to the Peran Estate?” Azar asked. If she were offering him a tour of the local sights, perhaps he could do some proper reconnaissance.

   She frowned, eyes narrowing suspiciously. “Why?”

   Azar shifted his shoulders casually. “I’ve heard it has some spectacular architecture, beautiful lands.” He tapped his sketch. “Could be interesting to draw.”

   She hummed in response, the suspicion not quite disappearing. “Where’d you land on that refill?”

   He’d pushed her too far. Mortals may be far more direct than he was used to, but their openness seemed to have unknown boundaries. “I’d appreciate one,” he said.

   She had started a conversation with him; perhaps someone else would as well. He had to be seen engaging in this community, earning their trust. The future of the dragons depended on Laisren’s plan, and Azar would do everything in his power to help. Even if that meant biding his time, sitting here, sketching while the days slipped away.

   He flipped to a new sheet as the woman placed a fresh cappuccino on his table.

   “Here,” she said, plucking the pencil from his lax grip. She scribbled her name and a series of numbers on the new page. “Text me sometime.”

   She walked away before he could respond, but Azar smiled to himself. Integrating into human society was the first step. Someone here would know something about the owner of the nearby estate. Once he learned how to utilize the “portable telephone” in his possession, he could start making progress. For all their sakes.

   

   ~*~

   

   “We can agree you owe me, right?” Naiara said, leaning on the marble island in the butler’s pantry. “For bailing on that class,” she clarified at Tia’s arched brow.

   Tia shoved aside the pang of guilt. She hadn’t brought up yet that she was leaving entirely. She had no illusions about Naiara’s ability to move on with her life, but first Tia would be in for a pretty serious guilt trip. “Sure,” she said, keeping their conversation light. This night should be about silly gossip, the gooey pizza sitting between them, and the rather nice Viognier she was pouring.

   “It’s the first weekend of the semester,” Naiara pointed out, sliding a thick slice onto her plate then licking the sauce off her fingers.

   “So?” Tia carried the wine glasses to the table in the casual dining room and returned for the pizza box and her plate. After all the years spent among humans, she’d grown accustomed to having her meals at a table, not in the fields—or standing at a counter. Even without the formal place settings and multiple courses of the past, sharing food remained one of the core bonding activities for humans. Sitting together at the table facilitated that. Or maybe after these last centuries, she was stuck in her ways.

   Naiara grabbed her plate and joined Tia. “So we should have a party. Well, you should have a party. This place is amazing. You open the doors here, and you could compete with the Greek parties.”

   “I’m a glorified house sitter, remember?” The lie explained how a college student with no obvious connection to the owner could live in a mansion. “No big parties allowed.”

   “Oh, please, when’s the last time the owner was here? I’m not talking anything crazy.” She hummed around a bite of pizza, her eyes widening as an idea struck. “We could have a dinner party. Get Josh to help us cook. Dozen people, tops. And no one ever has to know.”

   “Why does this feel like a trap?” Tia teased. If she didn’t go back to the university, she would probably be safe staying for two more days. A farewell dinner wasn’t the worst idea. She did enjoy entertaining, and this place was certainly built for it.

   Besides, needing to say a proper goodbye was one of the reasons she was still there. “Okay, fine,” she relented.

   Naiara squealed and pulled out her phone.

   “A small dinner party,” Tia reminded.

   “Definitely,” her friend agreed with a mischievous smile. “Keep it intimate.”

   

   ~*~

   

   Azar paused before the large double doors of the Peran Estate and flared out his power. He’d barely believed it when Naiara had invited him here, especially given her earlier suspicion. He wasn’t worried about escaping if this turned out to be a trap of some sort, but there was no point in being reckless. The property was large, and his power could only reach so far, but nothing inside pushed back against him.

   A pair of humans waved as they exited their vehicle, parked amid several others on the intricate stone pattern of the front drive. Azar lifted his hand in return.

   “Welcome, welcome!” Naiara said, throwing open one half of the carved double doors though none of them had knocked. She stepped back and swept a hand inside.

   The mortal couple exclaimed at the two-story entrance with its marble flooring, double curved stairway, and currently extinguished chandelier. The manor was easily as grand as the finest he’d served in during his time in England. Electric wall sconces lit their way as Naiara turned to the left, the path to the right remaining in shadow.

   “We’re doing appetizers on the deck before dinner,” she explained as she deftly ushered the three of them down the hall, through an entryway into an informal dining space, then through another open entryway and across a casual sitting room. Pausing by the French doors as the others stepped through, she turned to Azar. “So what do you think?”

   He took a moment to look out beyond the deck, his eyes letting him see far more than humans could. Even so, he was mostly guessing when he said, “It’s beautiful.” The grounds were expansive, though he knew that from his research. In different times, soaring above the lush greenery whose scent he could make out underlying the foods being offered would not have been unpleasant.

   “I didn’t know you lived here,” he added, gesturing so she would precede him onto the deck. If she could host an event here, she had to know the owner.

   “Oh, I don’t. Can you imagine?” She walked him over to join the others by a plush seating area. “Tia’s the property manager, and we are totally taking advantage.” A chorus of cheers met the statement.

   Naiara introduced all the humans on the deck, but Azar missed the names, waiting to hear the only one that mattered. He absently accepted a crystal flute of a drink identified only as bubbly. Where was this Tia?

   “Here we go!” a broad-framed man in a navy chef’s coat stepped out onto the deck, carrying two platters of food.

   The humans exclaimed again, their jovial mood pleasant enough but distracting. The woman who followed the chef jolted when she saw Azar. Certain humans were somewhat more aware of what they considered the supernatural, able to feel power they couldn’t fully comprehend. They were remarkably good at ignoring all the signs, however, explaining them away or simply pretending they hadn’t felt anything.

   “A toast to Tia!” Naiara suggested, and the woman resumed moving as if the moment hadn’t happened.

   She smiled and laughed with her friends, accepting the crystal flute they pressed on her. Her hair flowed out behind her, a vibrant blend of colors that once would have marked her as magic. But the hair closest to her scalp was a pale gold, a sign of the new human practice of dyeing their hair as they did cloth. He’d seen it all around the university. Still, she was beautiful.

   Most importantly, she was the woman he sought. Or rather, the next step in reaching the owner. The Fates must have been on his side. On their side, for this all to happen so quickly. The sooner he could ascertain that the owner was merely another human, the more resources could be devoted elsewhere.

   Azar lifted his glass with the others, toasting the woman who was his hostess for the evening, and his next challenge. She had the information he needed, so he would persuade her to share it. Knowledge gleaned during his younger years spent among the humans would help.

   The fastest way to gain a mortal’s trust? Seduction.

   

  

 
  
   

   Chapter 3

   

   “Oh you took your contacts out. Boo.” Naiara pouted briefly but soon tossed a mac and cheese ball into her mouth.

   “They were bugging my eyes,” Tia lied. Technically, she’d just glamoured her eyes to look brown, but putting in her brown contacts was high on her list. The less power she used around the other dragon, the better, though it wasn’t like she could actually bleach her roots in the middle of a party she never should have agreed to. The moment she’d felt the dragon on her deck, she’d damped the non-mortal elements of her appearance. It seemed, so far, that he hadn’t noticed. At least, he wasn’t treating her any differently than he did the humans.

   “What made you invite the TA?” she asked, stacking the empty platters on one of the twin islands in an attempt to keep the kitchen moderately organized.

   “He’s hot,” Naiara said, as if that explained everything. Which, under any other circumstances, it would have. She twirled out of Josh’s way, ignoring his irritated frown.

   “Need help, Josh?” Tia asked as he started shelling shrimp.

   “Please. I knew what I was getting myself into.” He threw another annoyed glance at Naiara.

   “I’m helping!” she protested, picking up a wooden spoon to stir the risotto.

   “And he is hot,” Josh said. He shoed Naiara away from the stove, easily juggling whatever was happening in the three pans. The blend of garlic, rosemary, caramelizing onions, and buttery mushrooms permeating the air was literally mouthwatering.

   “Plus he wanted to see the mansion,” Naiara added.

   Tia stiffened. “He did?”

   “Everybody does,” her friend confirmed absently. She moved into the butler’s pantry to pick up a platter with a tear-and-share spanakopita. “That’s why they’re here. Relax! No one’s being graded, he’s here to have fun.” She cocked her head in the direction of the deck.

   “Be there in a sec,” Tia assured with a smile she wasn’t quite feeling. After verifying Josh wasn’t feeling too taken advantage of, she grabbed a couple more bottles of wine, but then snuck upstairs to her bathroom to put in those contacts. Even though Azar had already seen her, she twisted her hair up to deemphasize its coloring. At least her eyebrows were bleached to a very mortal blond. Her fingers double-checked that the clasp at her neck was holding strong. After a few deep breaths, Tia made her way back down and out to the others. She couldn’t disappear in the middle of her own party.

   And Naiara was right: the newcomer was hot.

   Maybe Tia wouldn’t have noticed if she hadn’t been isolated for so long. But Azar’s nearness tingled all over, a caress coaxing her to let her guard down. It wasn’t like she had remained chaste all these years. Far from it, but being with humans was different. And there he was, a handful of steps away, sending her an easy smile as he lifted his glass in her direction.

   She pulled herself away to set the fresh bottles on the outdoor bar. Even with her back turned, she felt him moving closer. Her teeth clamped down on her bottom lip to stop the shiver working its way through her insides. If she reacted to his power, he’d know. As it was, she’d be leaving this place behind as soon as the humans had gone. So much for saying goodbye. Naiara might never forgive her.

   “Your home is lovely,” he said above her ear. Deft motions mixed a drink in a fresh crystal tumbler. He spoke with a smooth British accent, perhaps choosing it to stand out. Flirting with mortals was a novelty—until it wasn’t. Or perhaps a previous visit to this realm had landed him in the UK, and he’d simply picked up the regional English dialect. Tia’d worked hard to modify her accent to blend in as she moved around over the decades.

   “Thanks, but it isn’t actually mine.” She offered him a bland smile. Her heart may be pounding, her body screaming at her to close the meager gap between her and the dragon within reach, but her survival instinct was louder, stronger. If he even suspected…

   “No?” Azar asked, turning to survey the grounds behind the house. On her first trip to the mortal realm, when she’d purchased this estate, these lands had been sufficient to enjoy in her real form, to soar freely above them or play in the little lake secluded at the back corner of the property. Of course, that was before the humans had become so populous, and cameras inescapable.

   “Just house-sitting. How do you know Naiara?” she added, testing to see if he’d noticed her in class three days ago after all.

   “We crossed paths at the coffee shop at the university. She was kind enough to take me under her wing, as it were, offering to introduce me around.”

   Was he toying with her, hoping she’d react to the choice of words? Tia’d been hiding far too long to fall for a maneuver as transparent as that. “Shouldn’t be keeping you all to myself, then. Please.” She swept a hand toward the others, indicating he should join them.

   All she had to do was keep his interest directed elsewhere for a few hours, until decorum would force him to leave with the others. As long as he believed her to be human, that shouldn’t be too difficult.

   Then Tia could do what she should have the moment she’d seen him: run.

   

   ~*~

   

   “Don’t you get creeped out, living here alone?” that evening’s chef asked as they all lounged around the fireplace in one corner of the hexagonal sitting room with digestifs and dessert. “I mean, that kitchen’s amazing, but all those empty bedrooms?” An exaggerated shudder made the others laugh.

   Azar chuckled too, keeping up with the conversation even as his focus remained on their hostess.

   “You get used to it,” she demurred. Delicate hands cradled a glass of sherry in her lap.

   “Sure you don’t need any help looking after this place?” Laura joked. “I could use a break on the rent.”

   “Or it’d be perfect for a sleepover,” Naiara said. She lay half-entwined with another of his “students” on a small sofa.

   No one appeared too concerned by the impropriety of his presence, and Azar certainly wasn’t going to point it out. He sat on the larger, angled couch, directly beside the overlarge armchair-esque end on which Tia had settled.

   “I’d get fired,” she pointed out, directing her comment to anyone but him. It had been like that most of the evening, with her never crossing the line into outright rudeness but purposefully avoiding him as much as was possible in such a small gathering. He clearly unsettled her, confirming his hunch that she was one of the more sensitive humans.

   The hunter within him was thrilled. She wouldn’t be quite that easy a target. And despite the metaphorical ticking clock hanging over him, echoed by his own steady heartbeat, he did have some time to win her over. All he needed tonight was to find a reason, a way to see her again. If that didn’t work out, he would find her on campus. At the very least, the multicolored strands of her hair were bound to stand out. Even with the bulk pinned out of sight, a purple curl had fallen free, emphasizing the pale curve of her neck. Despite his impatience to do his duty, seducing her would be no hardship.

   “Your last day, then,” Naiara persisted. “Besides, we’d all help you clean up.”

   “Like you are tonight?” Tia pointed out with a wry smile.

   Naiara’s nose wrinkled, and she let out a soft groan. “No, tonight, I am passing out right here.”

   “Hey, we were promised a tour.” Yoni threw his hand around his partner’s shoulders. “And we’re not leaving until we get one.”

   “We’ll stay here all night if we have to,” his partner chimed in, setting off another round of satiated laughs.

   Tia shook her head at the teasing, a touch of sadness or perhaps loneliness shading her smile.

   “That settles it,” Naiara announced. “Tia gives the tour, Josh makes some coffee, and we’ll stay right here. Can’t leave the fire unattended.” She smirked, sinking deeper into the cushions.

   “You are so lazy,” Josh said, swatting at her legs from his seat on a pile of pillows beside the low upholstered table with the remaining desserts.

   “You’re the one who stuffed us full of that amazing food,” she countered, kicking lightly in his direction.

   “That’s her way of saying ‘thank you,’” Tia said pointedly, lifting her sherry.

   The rest of them joined in with murmurs of assent. Josh waved off the compliments, his face flushing beneath his close-cropped beard. It was all so simple, so casual, as if none of them in that moment had a single care in the world. Their ability to set any of their concerns aside and enjoy the moment was enviable. The meal had been skillfully prepared, the atmosphere remained light, and yet Azar couldn’t forget that he was there for one sole purpose.

   “I’d be interested in a tour as well, if we wouldn’t be putting you out,” he said for Tia’s ears alone as the others continued their jokes.

   “Make sure to show them the solarium,” Naiara said, overhearing. The others fell quiet. “Oh, and those paintings in the salon.” Reverence with a healthy dose of sarcasm inflected the word. “Azar’s really into art.”

   “Perhaps we could help you clear up first,” he offered, tightening the trap of the polite hostess a touch more. Whatever light she could shed on the history of the manor would certainly be useful.

   “Not necessary,” Tia murmured. She scooted forward on the generous cushion and stood. “Well, then. The last tour of the evening will begin in approximately thirty seconds.” A self-deprecating smile accompanied the words, and the satisfaction of success thrummed in Azar’s chest.

   Perhaps he was celebrating too quickly, but thus far everything about this mission had turned out far easier than expected. If his associates’ missions were proceeding as smoothly? Perhaps what remained of the dragons could be saved.

   

  

 
  
   

   Chapter 4

   

   “And through here is the solarium,” Tia explained, “but Naiara forgot it’s dark out, so there isn’t much to see.” She’d rushed through the tour, trying to seem bored when really she was impatient for the evening to be over so everyone would leave. She’d allowed herself to luxuriate in Azar’s presence throughout dinner, more or less safe among the humans. He’d shown an interest in her—enough that Naiara had decided sleeping with her TA wouldn’t be the smartest call after all—but nothing that indicated he recognized Tia as another of their kind.

   Still, she had a long night ahead, packing up enough to make it clear Tia-the-grad-student wouldn’t be coming back, writing out goodbye notes to Naiara and Josh, emailing to withdraw from her courses. She had duplicates of anything she may truly need in each of her main properties, and the resources to buy anything she overlooked in the rush, but she’d learned if she truly disappeared without a word, the humans were more likely to search for her.

   The handful of mortals who had elected to explore the mansion peeked inside the solarium, but only Azar wandered in.

   “Guess you’ll have to have us over again when it’s light out,” Yoni joked.

   “Rude!” Rin whispered sharply.

   “No, this was fun,” Tia said. “I’d love to have you over again sometime.” The truth of the statement lay bittersweet at the back of her throat. She’d likely exchange some emails with Naiara but would probably never see any of the others again.

   “I think Azar got lost,” Marisa said, peering into the dark room.

   “Azar?” Tia called, hoping he’d wander back out on his own. When he didn’t answer, she hesitated, glancing at the humans. Being alone with him was a terrible idea.

   “Maybe he wants you to find him,” Laura suggested with a smile.

   “Yeah, we can find our way back,” Yoni said, ushering the others away. They’d all made it back into the adjoining study before she could respond. Calling them back would be childish.

   “Azar,” Tia repeated, stepping into the glass-enclosed room.

   “It’s a beautiful view,” he said quietly. He stood with his back to her, nearly centered in the segmented curve of glass that looked out onto the back of the property. With no lights on outside, moonlight caressed the gentle slopes of abundant greenery as it did his hair, his shoulders.

   But human eyes wouldn’t see the detail they could.

   “It’s dark,” she said. “How can you tell?”

   “Depends on where you look.” He glanced at her over his shoulder before dropping his head back to look up through the glass roof.

   Tia moved forward, drawn closer for the exact reason she should have stayed away. She stopped near his side, and he turned to face her. Soaking in as much as she could feel of his proximity, she forced her gaze up and to the stars, as if she really had never enjoyed the beauty of the skies above her property in the darkness.

   When she let her gaze drift back down, he was still watching her. If he’d known she wasn’t mortal, surely he would have made that clear before now. There was no reason for Azar to stall, unless he was attempting to lull her into a false sense of security.

   Or else, he didn’t know, the protection charm holding steady.

   “You’re quite beautiful as well,” he said, moving closer until she had to tilt her head back up to meet his gaze. His fingers hovered by her face a moment before lightly nudging a curl that had come loose behind her ear. The faint touch would have made her jump out of her skin if not for the iron grip she maintained on her control.

   What was he playing at? With the humans nearby and surrounded by glass, he couldn’t risk shifting any more than she could.

   But then, if the contact had been a test, his hand wouldn’t still be lingering, fingertips tracing the skin below her ear.

   And if he didn’t know, what was the harm in taking a few moments to enjoy his touch? The mortals had a term for this ache for closeness with her own kind: skin hunger. Well, she was ravenous.

   When she didn’t move away, Azar dipped his head, pausing at her sharp inhale with his lips mere millimeters from hers. Gold-flecked brown eyes watched her calmly, as if it didn’t matter to him whether they would kiss. But it mattered to her. In a few hours at most, she’d be gone. Away from here, yes, but also far from him or any other dragon. As it had to be.

   But maybe not right now. Tia’d barely moved before he caught her lips, his fingers cupping her head, angling it for his kiss. The same charm that kept her safe from his detection dulled the full sensation of his caress, keeping everything she craved just out of reach. But the heat swirling from her lips through her core was more than she should have allowed herself. Being there with him was playing with fire.

   Good thing Tia was a dragon.

   Her fingers dug into the cotton covering his flesh as she pressed herself closer, succumbing to the taste of home.

   

   ~*~

   

   Azar slid his fingers through Tia’s hair until he found the clip that held it up. Softer than he’d expected, it tumbled down her back as he coaxed her lips open. The faintest hum of power clung to her, not unlike the seer he’d crossed paths with centuries ago. Did she know her potential? Maybe once he ruled out the estate’s owner, he could help Tia explore, steer her into learning about her innate abilities. It would take Laisren time to organize things so Azar’s absence soon after the start of the semester wouldn’t arouse unnecessary suspicion.

   Shaking off the weight of his mission, he focused on this moment. Seducing Tia may be a calculated decision, but she deserved his undivided attention. Her hands pulled him closer, body pressing up into him, lips melding with his as if she were trying to drink him in. Light pressure on a fistful of her hair broke their kiss. The rasp of her exhales filled the secluded room, her skin impossibly luminous in the moonlight. Her tongue flicked over her lower lip.

   “Where’d you say those bedrooms were?” Azar asked. Had they been alone in the manor, one of the plush seats nestled along the glass walls would have served plenty well. But the privacy of a bedroom would likely help her relax and enjoy their time together.

   The question seemed to remind Tia of the others as well. She twisted back to look at the faint golden glow seeping through the partially open door to the music room, her grip on him easing.

   Azar dipped his head to her neck, nuzzling the tender skin. “Your friends will understand.” If there was one thing humans always understood, it was desire.

   She didn’t respond, but she didn’t move away, either. If one kiss was all she was ready for, Azar could wait, coax her to see him again. As she thought, he nibbled along her clavicle, nudging the collar of her loose top out of his way. He caught the exact moment she chose, the tension of indecision dropping from her frame with a long exhale. He touched his tongue to the pulsing vein at the base of her neck, lingering over the delicate scent of lilac on her skin.

   “Upstairs,” she breathed, stepping back.

   Azar trailed her silently back the way they’d come. She didn’t rush, but neither did she hesitate, moving confidently through the music room, the study, the library, then up a helical staircase, her hair swaying along to the swish of her hips. She veered into the first doorway by the landing, not bothering to turn on any light in the upstairs hall. The bedroom was impeccably neat, a large bed standing against the wall to their left, a generous seating area before them. With the moon on the other side of the manor, only soft ambient light filtered through the windows.

   Near the center of the room, Tia turned to face him. Anticipation had brought swaths of rose to her cheeks. Even without his power, he could have easily dominated her petite frame, but still she tilted her chin up in challenge. He pushed the door closed with a quiet swish.

   Undaunted, Tia stripped off her gauzy blouse, revealing black lace cupping her breasts and a long chain that disappeared teasingly between them, ending in a dark pendant lying at the top of her abdomen. It glinted red when it caught a bit of light.

   Azar moved toward her until his hand found the soft curve of her waist. Her palm skimmed up his chest, and he briefly wished he could use his power to dissipate the fabric. Disposing of it the mortal way would have to be fast enough. He let go to strip off his shirt, then recaptured her lips.

   His grip on her ribcage tensed, and she reacted instantly, pressing up off the floor to land with her legs clasped around him. Strands of her hair teased his shoulders as her tongue swiped his. That faint hum of power tickled his palms. Did she feel that too?

   Her thighs tightened around him, and she broke their kiss, arching backward with her inhale as if serving up her breasts for his pleasure. True, Azar had a job to do. But to use the modern parlance, this part? It didn’t suck.

   

   ~*~

   

   Tia sucked down air, forcing her mind to work well enough to commit every piece of this to memory. Azar’s lips trailed down her sternum, and he hitched her up higher to lick along the edge of her bra. She clutched his shoulders for balance, relishing the strength in his muscles, the light bite of his power blanketing her.

   She’d never tested the limits of the charm that protected her, not this close to another dragon, and definitely not skin to skin. Could he feel the suppressed remnants of her own magic beating against the protective cage? Would he notice? Would the glamour concealing her markings hold?

   Azar’s teeth pressed into the flesh of her breast, and she forgot to care. He snapped open the clasp of her bra, and the fabric drooped, a strap slipping down her shoulder. He didn’t give her time to strip it off before his tongue found a tight peak. Tia’s hips bucked, but she wanted more than this hurried half-dressed impatience.

   She dropped her legs, hanging a moment off the floor until he lowered her to her feet.

   “What’s wrong?” he asked, breathing not quite as hard as she was, his hands roaming over her back. “Are you all right?”

   Tia trailed her fingers over the sharply defined lines of his torso before stepping away. Moving toward the bed, she let the bra fall to the floor. A quiet growl sounded in the air behind her. She bent more than was strictly necessary as she slipped off her pants, and suddenly she could feel him at her back. The sheer heat radiating off him made her sway back against him, revealing that he’d lost his pants too.

   His fingers caught her hair close to her scalp, his other arm a band wrapped around her ribs, both holding her in place as the proof of his arousal jutted against her. He rotated them slightly so the faint light from outside hit her breasts, and another growl rumbled from his chest into her. The combination of his touch and his magic, even muted as it was, was nearly enough to undo her. Had touch always been this overwhelming with another of her kind? It had been so long.

   “You’re nearly vibrating,” he said by her ear, cupping a breast as his thumb and index finger pinched her nipple. “We have all night.”

   Tia stiffened at the reminder, reality dousing her need. She had an hour, two at the most. And then how long would it be before she came across another of her kind? The longer the better.

   He caught the change in her, the tug on her hair turning into a gentle massage as his other hand trailed down her abs, landing low on her belly. “We can stop,” he offered. As if he couldn’t help himself, he nuzzled her temple.

   Tia turned to face him squarely, and his hands dropped to her hips. Far less light filtered in through this room’s windows than in the solarium downstairs, but it was still enough to highlight his face. She’d snuck glances at him all night, telling herself she was verifying he hadn’t somehow discovered her. But at least some part of her was drawn to the sharp cheekbones, the perfect cupid’s bow of his lips, the measured control underlying the serene look in his gold-flecked eyes.

   “Absolutely not,” she breathed, pulling his head down.

   He kissed her chastely, as if they weren’t standing there practically naked, but one fingertip trailed up and down her spine in reminder. His mouth brushed hers lazily, and now it was her impatience that brought her closer, rising on tiptoes as her tongue flicked out. He caught her ribcage, keeping her from pressing into him, allowing only the contact of her hands clasped at his neck and her nipples grazing his hairless chest. She would have moaned her frustration if not for the suspicion each of his moves was calculated. Tia wasn’t one to beg.

   Nipping at his bottom lip, she let her hands drift down his torso to the band encircling his hips. The faintest hint of a smile touched his eyes a fraction of a second before she was flying through the air, aimed perfectly for the mound of pillows on the bed. A laugh escaped her on impact, but the humor fled as he stalked toward her. Their time together might be limited, muted, overshadowed by the prison of her reality, but Tia suddenly had no doubt he’d provide enough fodder to feed her fantasies for many, many years to come.

   

  

 
  
   

   Chapter 5

   
   Azar huffed out a breath as his heartbeat settled, bracing on his elbows so he wouldn’t crush Tia. Her limbs languidly untwined from around him. He twisted to the side, landing beside her.

   “Bathroom?” he murmured. He would have gathered her close, but the contraceptive device she’d provided was less than comfortable. His kind couldn’t conceive with humans anyway, but she had insisted.

   She gestured to the doorway nearest to the bed. He skimmed his lips at her temple once more, then made his way to the modern water closet. The ubiquity of indoor plumbing had made this sojourn to the mortal realm more pleasant than his last. The overcrowded humans didn’t have the magic of Azhidar Zher to handle their waste, so they’d created their own, ridding the air of the previously pervasive stench.

   Azar cleaned up quickly, leaving the light on and door ajar to provide some mild illumination for Tia’s eyes.

   “This place really is quite incredible,” he said, returning to the bedchamber. “You’re fortunate to live here.”

   “I am.” She sat up, holding the sheet loosely to her chest. Her eyes swept down his body as if she was weighing whether to propose a second go-round.

   He certainly wouldn’t have minded, but this was the time to focus. “Is the owner nice?” he asked.

   She tensed almost imperceptibly, trying to cover by shifting to the foot of the bed, letting her legs drop over the edge. “She’s not around much.”

   So the owner was female. Azar’s heart sped. “You must have met her, though,” he prodded.

   “Yep.” Tia stood, looking around for something on the floor. Her clothing, perhaps.

   Azar came closer and scooped up her brassiere, holding it out for her.

   A wave of power hit him. Tia gasped, and he met her eyes. Those dark eyes that had helped fool him. But almost all the other imperfections of humanity had disappeared in the wash of her power. Her pale skin glowed, as did her hair, no longer dulled by whatever trick she’d used, the purples and blues echoed in the swirls over her ribcage, reaching around toward her back. Something still masked her eyes and her brows, but there was no question. It was her.

   Azar fell to his knees, bowing as she reigned in her power. “Tasuna,” he breathed, switching to Drakonazyk. How could he have spent these hours with her—lain with her—and not even suspected? Had whatever kept the majority of her power masked also prevented her from recognizing him as one of their kind?

   The questions whirling through his mind ceased as the points of an invisible claw surrounded his torso. Azar froze. One false move and she could easily spear him with her power, end him not far from the bed that still held both their scents.

   “Who is it you think I am?” she demanded, also in their native tongue.

   He’d never expected to be the one to come face-to-face with her, but Azar had been sent for a reason. Despite the sharp points threatening to skewer him, he lifted his head to meet her gaze. She’d let the sheet fall away, materializing a loose white dress embellished with her purples and blues. If not for the threat of her claw, he would have materialized clothing as well, out of respect. Seemed wiser not to risk it.

   Her eyes snapped at him, but the effect was muted by whatever still hid their true color.

   The magnitude of the moment hit him. He had found her.

   Now he had to bring her back.

   “Seraphina Ig—”

   That invisible claw tightened, the talon on his neck threatening to break skin if he breathed too deeply. “Don’t,” she growled.

   Azar dropped his head, bowing as low as her grip would allow. Was he insane to think it was fear bringing that breathlessness to her voice?

   
   ~*~

   
   This wasn’t happening. It couldn’t be happening. But there he was, bowing before her. Speaking her name. And there her pendant lay, glinting atop the crumpled sheet. The chain must have come loose at some point, sliding off her when she stood. All of which meant he knew. There was no taking it back.

   She could kill him. It was the smartest choice, the only way to ensure no one else found out where she was. Even if she escaped him, how long would it be before more dragons descended
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