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      If you’re curious, this story takes place after Solace, the upcoming eighth book in the series. You don’t have to have read any of the books prior to this, though. “The Sentinels” stands alone with only brief mention of series characters.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Sentinels

          

        

      

    

    
      Tarah dug the garden keys from the side pocket of her purse and unlocked the private gate. Strangers streamed behind her in hurried clumps, but none of them looked her way as she slipped through and latched the delicately scrolled, wrought iron gate. Or seemingly iron. None of the humans would guess the fence surrounding the garden had been created with peresten, a metal unique to the elven world of Moranaia, centuries before. The substitution had been easier to hide in those days, as most things had been.

      As soon as the lock clicked into place, peace surrounded her. The ancient trees and carefully tended greenery blocked the interior from view of the outside, but it wasn’t just that. Tarah had layered a variety of spells here as the city of London had grown up around her, and one of the newest had been devised to block some of the sounds and smells such a large mass of people inevitably generated. The unmistakable acrid scent of the underground tube system—an iron abomination to an elf, if a necessary and well-run one—was replaced by the tang of old wood and the spicy-sweet smell of the Linden trees.

      They shouldn’t have been able to bloom in September. While the glamour she’d cast around the outside gave anyone who passed the illusion of autumn flowers and yellowing hedgerows, inside, Tarah’s enchanted garden bloomed as she wished. There was enough gloom in the world these days that she hadn’t spelled the place to change from early summer in quite some time.

      Her tension drained away as she started down the path toward the decorative summer house in the center of the garden. This little side portal to the Veil had been guarded by her family for millennia, long before the city of London had been conceived. Though its strength had waned over the last several centuries due to disuse, Tarah wouldn’t neglect her duty to ensure its safety. She’d given up on living primarily in Moranaia for this, but it had been a willing sacrifice. This was no longer a tiny place the humans tended to avoid. Millions surrounded the garden around the portal, increasing the risk of discovery, and Moranaia was too far away for a rapid response to any incursions.

      Though it might be amusing to see a gob of Londoners march resolutely through the portal onto Lord Lyr’s land. By the time they slowed down enough to notice their surroundings, they’d be fending off arrows. A bit of a culture shock there. They’d be hunting for Way Out signs with a quickness. Well, most of them.

      After weaving her way along the trails meandering through the private garden, Tarah made it to the center. The small decorative summer house gleamed white in the thin streams of sunlight shining through the branches. The structure, and another on the other end of the garden, was a lovely bit of vanity she’d had built a couple of centuries back when it had been the fashion to stroll in gardens like this. She’d only known a handful of elves and other fae who had mingled with human nobility back then, but she’d thought it a good idea to build a sanctuary for them here.

      Hard to be yourself in a world that didn’t believe in you. Literally.

      Most of those people had moved on. The ones who hadn’t lived in the building she had bought. Flats for fae. It was economical and easy to live close together and share shielding, and having an entire building gave them an excellent excuse to maintain a private garden. Some of her tenants even jogged here.

      But not today. Only the swish of leaves and the rare, muffled honk filled the air as she unlocked the summer house and secured the door behind her. Finally free from any prying eyes, Tarah cast a mage globe and set it to hover above her head, illuminating the room. In contrast to the square shape of the outside, a staircase spiraled down from her feet until it reached the center. Mosaics lined the walls, swirls of greenery and flowers she’d paid a great deal to have designed. From here, she couldn’t see the end point of the spiral a good floor-and-a-half down, but the swirling blue abstract had been a work of genius—by the artisan, not her. A touch of magic turned it into what it really was.

      The portal to the Veil, a magical place that could lead to any fae realm if you knew what you were looking for.

      As usual, the room was undisturbed. All protective shielding was intact, and she found no physical sign of disturbance. Brilliant. She might be able to make it through the infernal tube in time to meet Bes at the pub near the other portal on the outskirts of town. That one was stronger than it used to be, thanks to the influx of fae too nervous about coming and going in what was now the heart of a major international city.

      Tarah spun to go just as a wave of power hit. But it wasn’t from in here, the surge echoing from a greater distance.

      It originated from somewhere inextricably connected—and it held the ancient, earthy strength of the dragon.
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      The first waves had filled him like the rising tide claiming a sea cave—relentless but slow. Enough to stir his senses but not to fully wake. But as he roused, more knowledge of his surroundings seeped through. Countless footsteps, excited voices. So many intruders. He longed to burst from the earth. To spread his wings to the sun and roar his fury through a stream of flame.

      He’d been set to guard, and so he had. Until the magic had failed. Until Earth’s power had faded to a shadow of what it should have been. Caeregas hadn’t had a choice at that point. With the help of the sentinels’ priestess, he had put himself into a deep sleep in a form the humans wouldn’t bother—his more humanoid fae form. He’d even let them bury him since the ground held no danger for an earth dragon.

      After countless millennia, his strength had returned.

      And they were defiling his lands.

      Still, Caeregas waited until night descended and the people disappeared from his senses. Only then did he part the soil heaped above him and with a burst of air, floated himself out of the hole. For the first time in endless centuries, starlight pierced his eyes, even their dimmer light nearly too much. But he blinked past the pain as he forced his body upright.

      The rolling hills glimmered much as they always had, though the trees were somewhat sparser. In the distance, beams of light zoomed by between the hills, and a hint of glow caught against the horizon here and there. But where had all the intruders gone? Was his treasure safe?

      Finally, Caeregas called his power forward, letting it surge through him until even his toes trembled. Then he released it. With a moan of ecstasy, he transformed his body until he was his dragon form once more. He stretched his long neck upward, dipping and turning his head to let the breeze caress his scales. His talons dug into the dirt around the hole where he’d risen, now a tiny, insignificant thing.

      As a dragon, he barely fit on the mound where his human form had lain, but he would not treat the place with disrespect. Reverently, he closed the dirt over his resting place, rearranging even the grass until no sign of his exit remained. Then he dipped his head low in silent thanks to the ancient humans who had treated him with such care.

      They probably hadn’t believed he would wake again, but they’d shown him honor anyway. Were their descendants still in this place? Surely not, for they would not have tramped upon the ground with such heavy, irreverent steps. The old ones had known the power pulsing here, and they’d walked these hills with the greatest awe.

      His head swiveled unerringly toward the sentinels, though they would be difficult to see even with his keen gaze. It was a short flight from his barrow, barely worth the effort of taking off, but his dragon’s body wasn’t made for a great deal of walking. He could return to his human form, but the very thought was intolerable after being confined to it for so long.

      Caeregas stretched his wings out, letting the wind dance across his scales. He could stay like this forever, had he the time. But it was imperative that he learned the fate of his hoard and the identity of the intruders who disturbed him each day. There was magic enough now. Somehow, the barrier holding back that magic was gone, and Earth had more than enough energy for even a starved, ancient dragon.

      Decided, he took flight, unable to stop himself from spiraling higher until the world stretched beneath him in a darkened blur. Below, objects with lights like eyes sped along the ground in lines, and splotches of stationary lights clumped across the fields in the distance. Houses? Surely not in those quantities, though he supposed it would explain the number of people he’d sensed tramping across the fields so near his head.

      Better they than the few who’d dared to dig into his barrow over the centuries. Thankfully, he’d been able to scavenge enough magic to shield himself from discovery, but it had been a near thing. Now that energy was plentiful once more? Maybe he could hunt down those who sought to kill him during his deep rest.

      His gaze caught on another stream of lights, these much fainter and slower-moving. Caeregas focused in, much as a raptor would on its prey, and his wingbeats slowed at the sight of the robed humans advancing on the sentinels’ location. Were these, then, the descendants of those who had served so long ago? Their numbers were certainly fewer, only nine walking along the path with their candles held high.

      This time, he would be there to meet them. And they would have much to answer for.
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      “Have any plans for the equinox tomorrow?” Bes asked, his cheerful face highlighted by the soft glow of the pub’s antique lamps.

      Tarah smiled. Her friend might have come from the elven world, but he’d embraced Earth holidays from the first. Even those most humans no longer observed. He’d pulled her into the local pagan community a few years back, at least the fringes, and she had come to see the appeal. It was the closest they were going to get to openly practicing magic unless humans figured out what to do with the energy that had begun to return a couple of months prior.

      She’d even started to think of herself as a witch after attending so many pagan celebrations, although the magic Tarah used was different than what most witches understood. Still, it was as good a descriptor for a modern elf as any other term.

      “I’m not going near Stonehenge this year,” Tarah answered. “No telling how many people will be there for the equinox. Otherwise, I have no idea. I don’t feel like hunting down another high-energy spot, and I’m not in the mood for company for some reason. No offense.”

      Truth be told, she was tired. It wasn’t typical for Moranaian scouts to live on Earth while protecting one of the portals to the Veil, but it was necessary. Instead of making quick trips to Earth from Moranaia, the opposite was the case—Tarah rarely had the chance to step foot on her home world. Lately, she’d felt a deep longing for the ancient, forested mountains where she’d spent her training years.

      Maybe if she’d had a companion, things would have been easier. A soulbonded like the myths she’d heard while training on Moranaia. Even her parents, who’d raised her mostly on Earth, had insisted that soulmates were real. Hah. She’d never met any so blessed. But she could see the draw of the tale, a bit of hope to ease the lonely centuries.

      Bes seemed to catch her mood, his brows drawing together in worry. “Perhaps you should contact Lord Lyr. Another could guard the portal for a few years if you need a break.”

      “No,” Tarah said at once, even though the idea held appeal. “It’s my responsibility. And I do like it here. Truly.”

      “But?”

      Tarah shrugged. “Maybe the increased energy reminds me too much of Moranaia.”

      It was difficult to believe that only a couple of months before, a barrier holding back Earth’s magical energy had shattered. Reports were popping up constantly now of weird happenings, from ghosts walking the streets in daylight to fairies flying through Kensington Gardens. Two of her witch friends had discovered they had fae blood while trying to do private circles, and if the last full moon ceremony Tarah had attended was any indication, humans sensitive to energy were about to join in on the fun. The nightly news was full of stories about brownouts and people protesting the lack of information about said brownouts. Not that the government likely knew that surges of magic were causing them.

      She’d almost been trapped in the tube during the last one. Meters underground and surrounded by iron—just the place an elf wanted to be. Fortunately, the power grid hadn’t gone down enough to cause more than a stutter in service, but she’d started taking the bus more often than she used to. Better to be safe on that score.

      “I’m sure I’ll—”

      A wave of power washed over her, cutting off her words. The dragon? What…

      Darkness.

      The echoes of chatter and clinking glasses, the scent of cigarette smoke and old wood, the muted light caressing her friend’s face—all disappeared from Tarah’s awareness, replaced by a red haze of pure rage. For a heartbeat, there was nothing solid in her world. Only feeling. Then she caught flashes of darkness and a hint of ancient stone.

      Only a minute must have passed before she was dropped back into reality. Tarah clutched the base of her throat where her pulse pounded. She blinked as the world reordered around her and her senses acclimated to the shift. Her eyes stung from the sudden change in light, though before she’d thought it dim.

      What in the worlds had happened?

      Bes leaned forward, his fingers curling gently around her wrist. “Tarah?”

      “Tell me you felt that,” she whispered through lips gone dry.

      “I detected an energy surge, but it didn’t seem that bad.” His grip tightened. “You, though. I thought you were going to faint.”

      Tarah shook her head. “I wasn’t. But I wouldn’t exactly say I was here, either.”

      She knew where she’d been transported, at least for a brief moment—Stonehenge. The how and why, on the other hand…Those she couldn’t as easily explain. Nor did she have a clue why the dragon she’d sensed earlier would be visiting the ancient stones. They weren’t a portal, although the place held its own powerful magic.

      “So where were you?” Bes asked.

      With a long groan, Tarah pushed back her mug of beer and dropped a ten-pound note on the table. “Let’s just say I have to make a trip to a certain monument after all. Mind if I borrow your car?”
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      Caeregas shifted to human form at the last possible moment, a burst of magic helping him settle his feet soundlessly against the grass. Out of habit, he formed a cloth wrap around his waist in case he encountered any humans. Not that they would concern themselves with modesty if they caught sight of his no-doubt-furious face.

      The massive sentinels loomed around him, but they didn’t tower as high as his rage. Gone. He needed to probe closer, but he was almost positive his hoard was gone.

      Had it been stolen by the people who’d toppled so many of the sacred stones? A worthwhile theory since the sentinels’ arrangement had been a significant part of the spell guarding his treasure. He’d allowed the humans to worship their gods here, so long as they vowed to protect what was his. After all, the timeless power of the place itself didn’t belong to any of them. He was more than willing to share if the oaths were kept.

      If.

      After a quick scan of the surface, Caeregas ducked low. A pair of humans approached, closer than the group advancing in the distance. He’d seen them as he’d plunged silently toward the center of the scattered stones, but he had no clue what their purpose might be. He had never seen clothing like theirs, though the similarity of design suggested some form of ritual significance or official status. The upper portion in particular had been a shock, the fabric a bright yellow with stripes that gleamed like magic in his sight.

      With his keen hearing, the whispered voices reached him well before a human would have heard. “I could’ve sworn I saw something drop down,” a man said.

      The other male snorted softly. “Like the hovering lights? Sure.”

      “I’m not the only one to have seen those,” the first man grumbled. “But this was huge. Maybe someone messing around before the equinox? No one is supposed to be here for a few more hours, but…”

      “Let’s give it a quick look. After dealing with that pair of arseholes trying to run past earlier, I could go for a scuffle.”

      A click sounded, and a beam of light streamed around the outer ring of sentinels. Caeregas shoved himself low against one of the stones to remain out of view as the men began to patrol the area. Were they warriors or guardians? He’d seen no weapons that he recognized, but that didn’t mean anything in this strange time. Centuries—maybe millennia—had passed since he’d been buried. Humans hadn’t possessed lights they could activate or extinguish at will then, either. Prudence dictated he study more about this world before acting.

      But first, he had to evade this pair.

      Caeregas drew in energy from the ancient stone at his back. Ah, what a force! Shivering from the power, he made himself disconnect with the sentinel so he could concentrate. Quickly, he cast a spell of blending around himself, an enchantment designed to bend the eye away from him. It didn’t always work well in broad daylight, but even with the humans’ portable lantern, the spell would hopefully keep him from sight in the dark.

      Before he had the chance to find out, a crackle split the night, and a hollow voice echoed around the space. “David here. Got a group of pagans headed your way.”

      Frowning, Caeregas sent his senses outward once more, but he didn’t detect a third presence nearby. Where had the voice come from? A few of the magic users had devised methods to communicate over distances before Earth’s energy had been walled away. Could that ability have returned along with the magic?

      Another crackle. Then the first human spoke. “I don’t see anything here. We’ll catch our early attendees before they get close to the stones.”

      The humans moved away, their auras receding from Caeregas’s mental view in a blessedly short time. But even after he felt comfortable enough to release the blending spell, he remained hidden against the stone. Much of his anger had faded, replaced by confusion. That pair of humans hadn’t possessed the same type of energy the ancient protectors had exuded. No hum of magic had surrounded their lantern. No spells of protection or enchanted robes.

      How had they come to be in charge of this place?

      But despite his questions, Caeregas was no less resolved to discover what had happened to his hoard. Carefully, he crept around a pair of sentinels until he reached a clear spot in the center. Magic pulsed around him from the stones, even with a fair number of them shifted from their original positions. With so much energy now available on Earth, he could reconstruct the entire arrangement until the embedded spells lit up the sky, but that would draw more attention than he wanted. If the humans no longer used this as a worship place, it would be a wasted effort. Especially if his hoard was gone.

      Caeregas sucked in a deep breath and placed his palms against the soft grass. Maybe the ground had shifted over time, enough that his quick probe from the air had missed the signs of his hoard. With that thought in mind, he expanded his senses slowly, careful to examine a broader area as he forced his scan downward.

      Farther.

      His rage built along with his magic as he detected the echoes of the spell he’d left to guard his treasure. Shattered. Gone. A roar of agony tore from his throat. Priceless gems, among the earliest formed on the Earth and excavated by his kind. He’d carved them over centuries. Imbued them with his power. But the worst loss was the precious red beryl, a stone said to attune one mate to another. He’d held onto it well past the time he’d believed he would find a mate.

      He pushed his senses deeper with no luck. Someone would pay. If he ever—

      Wait. A hint of power caught his attention, so faint he’d almost missed it. Without hesitation, he parted the ground with his magic until he could examine the source. The dark was no obstacle to his sight as the fragment of a bright red scale glimmered up at him, a taunt that brought forth another roar.

      Egrenneth.

      The wretched wyrm had found a way past his defenses. How had the other dragon survived after the magic faded? Was he still alive? Caeregas hissed out a breath as he sealed the hole without a trace. If Egrenneth lived, he would regret this betrayal.

      Caeregas strode from the ring of stones, uncaring who saw him now. The humans had broken their sworn oaths and thus deserved nothing from him. If they interfered, he would kill them. Anything to regain his hoard.

      With a thought, he shifted to his dragon form. Perhaps the robed humans advancing on the stone circle would have information. Or the guardians. He heaved himself into the sky, circling high and then gliding low until the group came into view. They would answer his questions if they didn’t want to become his dinner.

      A snack could only be a good thing before his battle with Egrenneth.
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      Tarah broke more than one speed limit on her way to Stonehenge. Thankfully, she was able to evade detection with a handy spell she’d learned from Bes on their last road trip. Though she didn’t drive often in London, she loved to fly along the roads in a device that required no magic whenever she had the chance. More than once, she’d put extra-strong wards on the portal garden, talked one of her friends into minding the spells, and taken off with Bes to a park or nature preserve for a few days. Each time was a risk, but she deserved the occasional break.

      This trip might not be for pleasure, but she’d bloody well get some enjoyment out of it. Her lips curved up as she pressed the accelerator—well, as much as she dared on the A303. She barely slowed as she took the roundabout to the correct road for the Stonehenge car park. Horns followed in her wake, and she extended the two-finger salute out of reflex even though they wouldn’t be able to see the rude gesture in the dark.

      She had a dragon to deal with.

      The thread of power she’d sensed off and on all day flared so brightly to her inner sight now that she had to use a hint of magic to make sure she didn’t crash into anything as she pulled off the road beside the locked gate to the car park. Unfortunate, though she could understand why they didn’t leave it open. There would be people camped out at all hours if they did. A few side roads had been closed to avoid that very thing.

      Though the area wasn’t particularly busy this late, not even with the equinox so near, Tarah made sure to lock the car after she’d grabbed one of Bes’s swords from the boot. Then she jogged toward the second locked gate barring entrance to the visitor center. She’d expected to find a couple of security guards at the least, but the area was eerily empty.

      A roar shattered the silence, followed by several faint screams. Well. That explained the lack of security. She didn’t bother strapping her sword to her waist, merely unsheathed the blade, dropped the scabbard, and took off running. Not that the sword alone was likely to do much good. Thankfully, she’d started practicing a new spell after hearing rumors of a dragon flying around Scotland a month or so ago. She might not have been part of that search, but she’d thought it prudent to prepare regardless.

      As Tarah ran up the road leading from the visitor center to the monument, she formed the spell in the palm of her left hand. She was more scout than mage, but she had made it a point to learn as much immobilization magic as she had the talent for. She had a fairly good catch-and-release success rate in her garden. Of course, memory-altering spells tended to help.

      Her lungs burned by the time she made it through the stand of trees surrounding part of the road. She’d grown too soft living in the city, for despite the amount of walking she did each day, she rarely ran like this. But she also wasn’t holding back on her speed. She had probably already made it a mile by the time a stream of fire cut through the darkness overhead.

      Tarah slowed, stunned by the gleam of orange and gold reflecting against the dragon’s white scales. She’d heard the legends, both here and on her home world, but she had never seen a dragon in person. Huge. Majestic.

      Not to mention a giant pain in the bum.

      Another burst of fire warmed the air overhead. Tarah skidded to a halt near a group of robed humans huddled beside a pair of security guards. One of the humans, probably a pagan or druid out for an early equinox celebration, held a candle aloft with a shaky hand, though whether the light was supposed to ward off or encourage the dragon, Tarah didn’t know.

      The person had mettle, that was for sure. As the dragon swooped down toward them, even Tarah wanted to run, and she was a trained warrior. But although several of the others scattered toward the stand of trees, the human in the front stood firm. The dragon’s wingbeats extinguished the candle’s flame when the creature landed in front of them, but none of the people remaining budged.

      Tarah kept her spell at the ready, but instinct told her it wasn’t time to use it. The dragon hadn’t hurt anyone despite the threatening flames, and it could have incinerated the entire group if it had wanted to. So instead, she watched as the dragon mantled its wings and stared down regally from way too far up.

      The voice cut through her shields and directly into her mind. “Who is responsible for the sentinels’ care?”

      Several of the humans cried out, and one of them dropped to his knees, palms shoved against his temples. Only the robed person in the front spoke, his voice wavering with fear. “None of us, my lord.”

      “None?”

      Tarah’s grip on her sword loosened until it almost slipped from her hand. A male dragon, his voice so resonant and beautiful that she longed to hear him speak again. Her very soul practically vibrated with it, though she didn’t believe in such things. Still, she’d never experienced the like. Did dragons have a natural charm? Some kind of glamour? It had to be that. She tightened her hold—and not just on her sword. This situation was too dangerous to lose control of herself.

      The dragon’s head tipped lower, and one eye focused on the human. “Where is the priestess who tends the stones?”

      “Stonehenge?” the man squeaked, his candle slipping from his hand. “The, ah… The monument doesn’t have a priestess. Or priest. Landscapers maybe? I guess you could contact the, um, the English Heritage people? My lord.”

      Even the dragon seemed to feel sorry for the poor stuttering bloke, because its attention shifted to the only remaining security guard. “I would know who is responsible for breaking their sacred oath and neglecting their guardianship of this place. I can be merciful to those not involved with the loss of my hoard. Within reason.”

      “I knew I saw something,” the man whispered before he stumbled forward. “Listen, I don’t know what you’re talking about with oaths, but I’m sure there hasn’t been any kind of hoard here. Just an ancient ring of rocks our ancestors put up thousands of years ago.”

      The dragon threw his head back and roared until the ground trembled beneath their feet. Two more humans made a run for it, and the guard who’d spoken was so pale that he looked ghostly in the soft gleam of his flashlight. This was not the kind of situation he was prepared for, though she couldn’t fault his bravery.

      Tarah took a deep breath and then marched around the three remaining humans to stand directly in the dragon’s path. He must have awakened recently, and apparently, he’d expected to find his hoard somewhere around Stonehenge being guarded by a priestess. If he’d been around when the monument had originally been used, that meant he was thousands of years old. But where would an ancient dragon have hidden in this area?

      His roar faded into silence, and he lowered his head until his eyes pinned hers. “What have we here?”

      Normally, she wouldn’t have revealed much about herself in front of humans, but in a situation like this, why bother hiding? It wasn’t as though their night could get any stranger. “I am Tarah Fiele of Moranaia, protector of the London portal. You will cease threatening these humans or answer to me.”

      A puff of smoke shot from his nose. “One of the Fiele clan. Yes, you do have the look of them. How long has passed since I last saw the surface, elf?”

      The human behind her gasped, but Tarah ignored him. “I can’t answer that with any accuracy since I don’t know when you disappeared. However, Stonehenge was completed four or five thousand years ago, I believe. If you left something here then, I imagine it is long gone. As are the people who promised to guard it.”

      She expected the dragon to roar—or maybe blast her with his fire for delivering the news. Instead, he grew so still he could have passed for a massive statue built to celebrate some ancient god. Much like the stones, honestly. So when his claw darted out, the motion was too quick for her to cast her spell before he’d wrapped his talons around her waist and lifted.

      Bloody hell.

      She definitely hadn’t been trained for something like this.
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      Before he had time to consider the ramifications, Caeregas snatched the elf up in his claw, spun away, and dashed across the open space until he found a good spot to take flight. Her shout of surprise rang out, but she was wise enough not to fight as he rose with her into the night. Of all the people he’d encountered since waking, she was the one most likely to help him discover what had happened. Elves lived long, and a close ancestor of hers, relatively speaking, had once visited the sentinels during their construction. This one had to know something.

      He flew north, barely taking note of his surroundings. Four or five thousand years. Could that be right? The world had gone on around him for so long, but he’d slept through much of time’s passage. Even so, he had stirred periodically, using what energy he had stored to study those around him. Words and thoughts had seeped through even when he wasn’t aware, ensuring he would at least be able to communicate when he rose.

      But for so long?

      The sights streaming by below them suggested that it might have been. Caeregas focused his vision on various scenes as much he could without taking his attention away from his captive, and the objects he identified were far different than anything he’d seen before. Buildings were everywhere, some clumped together in massive villages and others scattered here and there across the countryside. Not small cottages, either—solid habitations with lights glowing from within or from a device on the outside walls. Large paths made of smooth, fine stone crossed the landscape, and close examination of a pair of moving lights revealed some kind of object attached to wheels.

      The humans he’d confronted near the sentinels had worn fine garments made of cloth he’d not seen outside of the fae courts and had carried daggers made of steel. When last Caeregas had walked the earth, bronze had only just made its way to the area. Had humans become artisans capable of rivaling the work of fae and dragonkind? Fabric could be explained by wealth, but advanced metalworking could not.

      A small, fairly isolated hill came into view. He should be far enough away that the people he’d confronted near the ancient stones would not be able to reach him, and he didn’t see any habitations on this particular spot. He could land and interrogate the woman. Though that held its own dangers. She might be able to disable him with magic or maim him with the sword she held.

      The easiest solution would be to shift into his human form. Caeregas huffed. He’d barely enjoyed a moment’s flight, and now he’d be confined to that small shape once more. Unfortunately, though, the size had advantages he would need. Disarming the elf in his dragon form would risk injuring her. In his fae form, he could rid her of the sword and confine her until she agreed to talk.

      As at the sacred stones, Caeregas shifted a moment before his feet touched the ground, but this time, he had an armful of furious woman to deal with. Rightly so, but he couldn’t take the time to try gaining her favor. He ripped the sword from her hand before she gained her bearings, tossing it aside as he tumbled her to the ground.

      She let out an oomph when he landed atop her, and although he’d tried to withhold some of his weight, he obviously knocked the wind out of her. She swung for his head, but not blindly, her palm heading toward his nose with alarming accuracy. Caeregas grabbed her wrists and slammed them to the ground on each side of her head. Only then did he finally meet her gaze.

      Every muscle in his body went tense, and deep in his mind, his dragon hissed in pleasure. Her eyes. He’d once had a piece of turquoise like her eyes, and he’d smoothed the stone until the copper striations gleamed in their blue-green setting, much like the hazel lights of this woman’s irises. Ah, he had loved that stone. Lost now, like the rest of his hoard.

      His hoard.

      “How many generations removed are you from the pair who visited the sentinels?”

      She glared up at him without a word.

      “I do not mean you harm,” he said, suddenly aware of how her heart pounded, a thrum he could somehow feel in his own chest. “But I must know what happened. That hoard is all I have in a world I do not understand. More than that, I need a few of those stones now that the barrier is gone. It is bad enough that I didn’t prevent the barrier’s fall as I should have.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Prevent the barrier’s fall? What do you know of it?”

      “Ah, but I believe I asked a question of you first.”

      She studied his face for so long that he began to consider other forms of motivation. Perhaps a few threats. Or— “My grandparents guarded the portal to London around the time Stonehenge was completed,” she said before he could decide. “They died before I was born, though. If they shared tales of meeting a dragon with my parents, I’ve never been told.”

      Caeregas had to force his fingers not to tighten with frustration lest he hurt her. “If your parents live, you could ask them.”

      “Somehow, I don’t think you’re going to wait around for me to drive back to London, find my communication mirror, and call Moranaia.” A surprisingly wicked smirk crossed her lips. “Although I could treat you to a ride through the tube. I imagine an ancient dragon would adore that experience.”

      Despite the content of her words, he had an uncomfortable feeling that she was jesting at his expense. “Enough. If you will tell me how to find Egrenneth, I will release you.”

      She squirmed beneath him, and he froze as heat surged through his body, hardening him against her hip. Her eyebrows rose, and he expected her to chastise him. But she didn’t comment on the state of his body.

      “Who is Egrenneth?”

      That erased his desire at once.

      “The vile wyrm who claims the western territory.” He couldn’t help baring his teeth. “The red dragon. He fought with me for centuries before magic decreased to almost nothing. Somehow, he must have remained active for longer. Long enough to steal my hoard while I lay nearly helpless.”

      The elf’s brow furrowed. “The Welsh have a red dragon as their symbol, but as far as anyone knows, it’s a myth. Except…”

      Caeregas tipped his face closer, so near their noses almost touched. “Except what?”

      “About a month and a half ago, there was a report on the news that a red dragon was seen flying above the Scottish Highlands. The mountains to the north of the island. Then a week after that, a few people claimed to see a red dragon in Wales. To the west.”

      “The mountains to the north of the island?” He frowned. “You’re very familiar with faraway events for an elf who can’t fly.”

      Her sigh brushed his lips. “Trying to explain to you how I know this would take days. Suffice it to say that humans have created far more than you can imagine. News travels much more quickly.”

      He wanted to ask for more information, but he couldn’t let it matter. Right now, he had to investigate whether or not this red dragon was Egrenneth. He should let the elf woman go, shift back to dragon form, and fly to the west as quickly as possible. But instead, he found himself staring into her eyes again. Maybe it was because she reminded him of his precious hoard, but he didn’t want to let her go. He longed to bring her with him, though he had no reason or right.

      “I will release you as I promised,” Caeregas forced himself to say. “But I have a question first.”

      She held his gaze. “Yes?”

      “Come with me.” He wanted to brush her hair from her eyes, but he let go of her wrists instead. “If this world is as different as you say, I truly could use aid. Dragons and the elves of Moranaia are not enemies.”

      She snorted. “About that…”

      “Yes, my kind warred with yours after moving to Moranaia, but I was not one of them. I’ve never left this world, and I have no argument with you. Besides, if you aid me, I will owe you a boon. No small promise from a dragon.”

      The elf shoved her palms against his chest. “You want to negotiate? You can start by moving off of me.”

      Though his spirit cried out at the loss of contact, Caeregas stood and helped her to her feet. She could have retrieved her sword and pierced his heart, and he wouldn’t have cared. In that moment, staring at the planes and hollows of her beautiful face was enough reward for a lifetime.

      And he’d hauled her away like a stray sheep.
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      Truth be told, the last thing Tarah had wanted was for him to move. His bare chest had been solid and hot beneath her fingers, and the thin bit of cloth he’d formed around his waist had done nothing to hide his interest when she’d squirmed in his hold. Under the right conditions, she could have lain there, her body pressed to his, for a decade or two. Unfortunately, being carried through the sky in his claws wasn’t an ideal circumstance, and the threat of a dragon war was too much of a concern to enjoy the moment.

      But was interfering in the dragons’ argument important enough to travel even farther from the portal she protected? Could she help diffuse the conflict? Tarah studied the somber man standing before her, his gray-gold eyes lined with anger. His long fingers twisted back his fall of pale hair, shimmering like his scales in the moonlight, and worried the strands into a knot before releasing the mass to tumble down his back. Anxiety swirled around him like the soft mist drifting through the air.

      She longed to comfort him. Gods, she was going crazy.

      Focus.

      “What is it about a dragon’s hoard, anyway?” Tarah asked, trying to sound flippant. “There’s no telling how long it has been gone. Why not get acclimated before you hunt down a bit of treasure? Gold can wait.”

      “Bit of…” His eyebrows rose. “I do not collect useless baubles for my own amusement. Every stone of my hoard has a purpose, carefully crafted and attuned by my own hand. Each one can be used in its own way to focus my magic. But it is the red beryl I must have. That Egrenneth possesses it is an affront to all I hold dear.”

      Tarah lifted her hands, palms out. “Sorry. Forget I asked.”

      “Aid me in this, and I will tell you about the ancient times.” He took a step closer. “I volunteered to stay here. A sentinel like the stones. I suspect there is much your people do not know.”

      In that he was correct. The elves of Moranaia had fled Earth through the Veil between dimensions long before the humans’ recorded history. It was after they had left that the Unseelie and dragons had worked together to wall away a large portion of this world’s magical energy so that human mages would stop trying to kill each other—and the fae—with it. But even that was millennia before Stonehenge had been built. Was he really that old?

      Only one way to find out.

      “I’ll need to contact a couple of friends first. I have my own duties that need tending.” And Bes would want a chance to retrieve his car before it got towed. “Then I will go with you.”

      Before he could argue, she spun around and strode a few paces away, tugging her phone from her back pocket as she went. She would call every flat in her building if necessary to find someone to keep extra watch on the portal. Lord Lyr, in charge of any elves stationed on Earth, might not be happy about it, but if she could avoid it, he would never know.

      It wasn’t every day a girl got a chance to ride a dragon.

      And properly this time—not dangling from his claw.
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      As the beautiful elf stared at him, Caeregas shifted back to his dragon form. It was as natural to him as riding the air currents, yet he felt oddly exposed by her avid gaze. Did she find him unusual? Contrary to what many believed, his kind couldn’t shapeshift into just anything. He could change his size as a dragon, and he could shift into a single humanoid form. Some even chose to mate with other fae in their second form, rarely shifting back to a dragon. An unusual choice, though after so many centuries alone, he could finally see the appeal.

      Instead of shrinking back with the disgust he’d half-feared, the elf stepped closer and extended her hand. After a brief hesitation, she brushed her fingers along the scales of his foreleg, and he shivered. Tarah Fiele. That was her name. The Moranaian woman appeared young, her brown hair shiny and her skin unlined, but if she had duties here, she was likely much older than she looked. No childish innocent. And suddenly, he wanted her.

      Impossible.

      He shook aside the foolish longing and connected his mind with hers enough to send his thoughts. “If you’re ready, climb up. It’s best to situate yourself at the base of my neck.”

      Without comment, she used his foreleg to boost herself. She’d retrieved her sword and fashioned a holder for it out of rope, and the tip rubbed annoyingly against his scales until she got the thing situated. But he no longer feared she would use the weapon against him. After completing her business, she had given her word to help him willingly, and for some reason, he trusted her. He would wager his soul on her honor.

      When she spoke into his mind, his claws dug furrows into the hill beneath him, releasing the sharp scent of crushed grass and turned soil. “What is your name, dragon?”

      “Caeregas,” he answered as he heaved himself upward, a hint of magic helping him gain rapid height. “Once called Caeregas of the Pine, son of the Guardian of the Frozen North.”

      Her hands tensed against his neck. “The frozen north? Do you mean to tell me you were born during the last Ice Age? Scotland’s northern mountains were under ice then.”

      “I was not.” He bared his teeth in a grin when she relaxed against him. Was an elf bothered by such a long life, then? Perhaps she was younger than he’d assumed. “But my father was. Does my age disturb you? I imagine you’ve seen your share of centuries. Possibly millennia.”

      “I am seven hundred and twenty-three,” she replied. “And I have spent much of that time here, first with my parents and then as guardian of the portal. Old enough, but far from the thousands you have lived. If Stonehenge was begun five or six thousand years ago, what would that make you?”

      Caeregas considered the question and all that it implied. The most glaring was also the most galling—if so much time had passed that even an elf didn’t know for sure when the monument had been built, then he had no way of knowing how old he was. Humans hadn’t kept records, and few of his kind had remained on Earth after the barrier had been completed. He could be seven or eight thousand years old. Maybe more. Even if he found his calendar stone, he wouldn’t know how long had passed since he’d let himself be entombed.

      “Lost in time, it seems,” he finally answered. “Tell me what has passed on the surface. I have fragments and hints. Bits of knowledge and pieces of languages, some perhaps long lost. But I need to understand this world, and I didn’t comprehend much of the information I gleaned during my rest.”

      She patted his neck. “I’ll do my best.”

      And as he flew westward, she did.

      First, Tarah had him use his camouflaging spell to keep himself out of sight. Then she spoke to him of modern life and the advancements the humans had made since last he had walked the Earth. The most recent were the hardest to believe. Electricity, cars, airplanes. Wireless communication and televisions. Weapons that could be fired through the air, exploding on impact.

      He processed it all in numb silence. Below, the things he saw began to make sense. Those were cars driving along roads, and the buildings with lights inside were houses and businesses. Even the seemingly rich cloth worn by the humans was common, available for purchase in some of the structures nestled along the village high streets below. It was akin to magic, the things he learned, and Tarah was the witch who shared their mysteries.

      “It is less jarring when you live through the changes,” she said softly. “And some of the old ways do remain. Many will celebrate the equinox tomorrow as their ancestors did in times past. The people you encountered earlier were trying to sneak up to Stonehenge for that very thing, I believe.”

      He huffed out a steamy breath. “The sentinels’ spell has been broken, and some of the stones are gone. Why do people return?”

      “Surely you felt the power that lingers? Until recently, those who are sensitive to magic have had to find what remnants they could.” She shifted against him, and he almost hummed. “Now that magic has returned to the world, even the incomplete monument resonates with the power it once held.”

      He had noticed that very thing. Perhaps once he had his hoard, he would reconstruct the sentinels. “The inner portion guarded my hoard, but the outer…that was a powerful shield that protected much of the region from attack. I was supposed to ensure that no one destroyed the structure as the magic weakened, but I could not remain conscious with such little power.”

      Her confusion drifted along their communication link. “Wasn’t the barrier created long before that monument?”

      “Yes.” A hint of power washed over him—a probe, and one of dragon origin. Egrenneth. But he made no comment, merely changed direction to face the source. “However, the original barrier didn’t drain as much energy. For some reason, more than intended disappeared after several millennia. Slowly at first, but there was enough power for the most skilled human mages to continue their work. There were wooden sentinels then. They were replaced by stone as the energy weakened, since rock is better at channeling and retaining power. Egrenneth offered the bluestone in the center which guarded my hoard. I should have known he had a deeper motive.”

      “So you trusted him once.”

      Caeregas beat his wings harder, ignoring the ache the activity brought to his long-disused muscles. “Mostly.”

      She fell silent, and the night settled around them, a private world that was theirs alone. Then she swayed against him, and peace gave way to alarm. “Tarah?”

      “Sorry,” she answered. “I’m usually in bed by now, and the rhythm of flight is oddly soothing.”

      He examined the area. After skirting a large city glowing with countless lights, he’d had to turn south for a time, and now they flew northwest toward a massive river. He sensed Egrenneth was close, but he was hardly a water dragon. Had he settled somewhere on the other side, waiting for him to cross?

      “What is this body of water?” he asked.

      “I think it’s the Bristol Channel.” Tarah wrapped her arms around his neck and leaned over for a closer look. “Which means we’ll be in Wales once you cross. Maybe Cardiff? I’ve never seen the area from this angle, so it’s hard to say.”

      The flight—and hearing of the sobering changes in the world—had given his anger time to cool. His first instinct had been to find Egrenneth immediately, but if he had been awake and aware for so much longer, he would have a far better grasp of how to navigate this world. As much as Caeregas hated to delay, a brief rest to regroup would be best, especially with his only guide so exhausted. But he didn’t dare stop without finding a fortified location.

      He would have to rely on Tarah. Hopefully, she had better knowledge of the area than he did.
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      As the lights of Cardiff twinkled far below, Tarah tightened her grip on the dragon’s neck and fought to keep her eyes open. If she hadn’t had to close them to ease the nausea she felt any time Caeregas changed course unexpectedly, staying awake wouldn’t have been such a struggle, even with the soothing repetitiveness of his wingbeats. She wasn’t afraid of heights—sitting atop a dragon with no restraints was enough to make anyone ill.

      Perhaps it would have been exhilarating with some kind of harness to keep her safe.

      At least she and Bes had taken a road trip out here once to celebrate Alban Elfred—the autumn equinox—with a few of their Druid friends. Now that they were close enough to make out familiar details of the landscape, Tarah directed Caeregas to reinforce his shields and fly up the River Taff. They still had two or three hours before dawn, so the old keep at Cardiff Castle was sure to be abandoned. With the roof to the giant round tower gone, it would be an excellent place for a dragon to land.

      “I’m not sure if they have security cameras,” Tarah said. Then, of course, she had to try to explain what a camera was. The poor dragon had little understanding despite all she’d tried to impart. “But I have a spell to hide us from those. It’s a basic necessity for an elf or fae living in a major city.”

      “I will leave that to you, then,” he said, his voice gruff with uncertainty.

      She didn’t blame him for the hint of grumpiness she sometimes caught in his tone. When she had been younger, it had been difficult for her to return from Moranaia during her breaks from training to find the world had changed in her absence. She’d only made it back a handful of times during her last century of training, and even then, she’d often found the city greatly changed each time. Thousands of years? She doubted she would take such a massive shift gracefully.

      Tarah cast her invisibility shield around them as he circled Cardiff Castle. Just in time. Without warning, he plunged downward, straight for the mound that held the ruins of the keep. Stifling a shriek, she squeezed her eyelids closed and tightened her arms around his neck as much as she dared. Distracting a dragon mid-descent wouldn’t be the best life choice.

      Unlike before, Caeregas didn’t shift before he landed, so it took her a moment to realize that they’d truly stopped moving. His light, rumbling chuckle vibrated his body beneath her bum, and she sheepishly pried her eyelids open to find herself staring at the dim outline of a stone wall. Even with the castle being in the heart of the city, it was dark in the bowl of the old keep, and Caeregas filled an alarming amount of the space. She glanced up and snorted at the way he’d had to turn his head to avoid smacking it on the wall.

      “Dismount so I can shift,” he commanded, and Tarah was more than happy to comply.

      Her legs ached as she slid down his foreleg, but they held her weight after her feet touched the ground. She eased back toward the wall until her sword clanged against the stone and her shoulder brushed a tuft of grass growing from one of the many cracks. As she jerked away from the itchy blades, her gaze was caught by Caeregas.

      In less than two heartbeats, he sank into himself with a snap until his fae form remained. Suddenly, the field in the center of the ruins seemed huge, the walls towering around them so much taller. Tarah could only stare at him, bare save a kilt-like bit of fabric slung around his waist. He stood with shoulders hunched and expression closed—as haunted as this castle had a right to be.

      She crossed to him, but she didn’t touch him. She didn’t dare. Something about him made her want to wrap her arms around him, much as she had as they flew through the sky. But not for her own safety this time. For him. Only for him. If anyone in this world needed comfort at this moment, it was Caeregas.

      He leaned close until his whisper brushed against the shell of her ear. “This isn’t quite the fortification I pictured when you said castle.”

      “I imagine only the fae built them when you were last above ground, and then only rarely on Earth,” she answered softly. “They were in use. But no one has needed this keep for hundreds of years. Still it stands. There are even a few rooms up that staircase.”

      Caeregas glanced in the direction she pointed and shuddered. “That is steep for a climb in this form. How could I manage with no talons to grip?”

      She peeked down at his bare feet with a grin. “Hiking boots would help.”

      A light clicked on from the direction of the stairs, blinding in its intensity, and Tarah gave thanks for the spell that would confound any cameras that might be set up. As it was, she thought she caught the echo of voices coming from outside the tower. Bloody hell. They must have been spotted during the descent, the most vulnerable time for this crazy expedition.

      “Guess we get to see if there’s a spot up there where we can hide.” Tarah grabbed his wrist and tugged him toward the base of the stairs. “There’s only one entrance to the keep, so if someone’s coming up, they’ll find us if we try the exit. We can cloak ourselves better in the shadows.”

      Caeregas scowled, no doubt unhappy with being trapped, but he followed her up the steep and narrow steps to the second stone archway leading to the tower chamber, now empty. Tarah didn’t stop there. She started up a narrow spiral staircase tucked in the left wall as quickly as she dared. How had medieval ladies not broken their necks trying to climb these impossible steps while wearing long dresses? She almost slipped a couple of times, and she was wearing trousers.

      Finally, she reached an old wooden door with a modern padlock. She could pick it, but there was no way to lock it behind her. If security came up this far, they would see the opened lock for sure. She had to hope the dragon had an idea. With a mental curse, she looked over her shoulder for Caeregas.

      But the stairwell was empty.
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      Caeregas caught her before she passed the doorway to the small empty room and waved for her to cross the rope barring entry. As soon as she did, he tugged her to the side, out of view of the doorway. The windows here were wide but not tall, a problem he could remedy well enough. Tarah watched him with a bemused frown as he placed his hands on the wide stone beneath the glass and used his magic to hollow a spot where they could stand.

      A shout sounded from below, and he wrapped his arms around Tarah, holding her close enough for them to sidle into the gap. At first, he was busy weaving a spell of misdirection around them, hopefully strong enough to hide them if the guardians did enter this side room, but as soon as the task was completed, the warmth of her body pressed to his claimed his attention. Her widened eyes met his in the shadowed alcove, the only sound their breaths weaving softly in the narrow space.

      Tarah lifted an eyebrow. “Do you think this will work?”

      “At great cost,” he dared to answer. “I’d thought to find a place for you to rest, but instead, I have brought you into danger.”

      Her fingers tapped against his shoulder, and she tipped her head to the side. “I wouldn’t go that far. They’ll probably just kick us out if we play it right.”

      “I wasn’t talking about the guardians of this place.” Caeregas slipped his hand beneath the strange, soft tunic she wore and nearly groaned at the feel of his skin against hers, even if it was only her lower back. “For some years, I lived in my fae form after the lack of energy made it difficult to do as much as a dragon. I laid with human women upon occasion then. It was pleasant enough, but none of those experiences could compare with the fire I experience from a single touch from you. Our proximity tests my control.”

      “I…” Her mouth worked, though they weren’t speaking aloud. “I’m not sure if that’s a compliment or a threat.”

      He trailed his fingers up her spine, only stopping when he reached the hard edge of the sword bound to her back. “Never a threat, treasure.”

      Her body softened against his. Though she had to feel his interest, she didn’t shrink from him or try to escape. His past lovers—both human and dragon—had been hesitant of him. The former had feared his power, and the latter had thought he might seek a permanent mating, an impossibility after the few remaining dragons had scattered around the world to protect places important to the barrier. No one wanted to risk being pulled from their assigned location.

      But Tarah…something about her felt inexplicably right. Once again, he cursed the loss of his red beryl. The stone would have sung to him immediately if she was meant to be his mate. Suddenly, though, he didn’t care what the rock had to say. She was here, warm and perfect. Before he could think better of it, he lowered his lips to hers.

      He barely tasted her, so soft was the kiss, but her honeyed flavor would brand him forever. He tightened his grip, and her fingers dug into his shoulders as she lifted up slightly to deepen the contact. He might be misplaced in time, but he was lost in her as their mouths met with greater frenzy.

      So lost that the voices made it to the doorway of their room before the sound made it through his dazed head. Struggling for control, Caeregas jerked his lips from Tarah’s and tried to steady his breathing. His little elf tucked her face against his neck, her rapid breaths warming his skin.

      “I guess we should go all the way to the top,” a man said from somewhere beyond the doorway.

      “Aye, for certain there’s a dragon waiting,” another man mocked. “Climbed right up these stairs.”

      A soft thud followed by an indignant yelp echoed through the door. “Shut it. Weren’t people talking about dragons on the news? This was a white one. I swear it.”

      “And I swear my arse is going to make you pay for making me climb all these stairs for nothing. Come on. If there was a dragon, it flew off while you were finding me.”

      Caeregas listened avidly to the argument until he could no longer make out their voices. For the first time since he’d awakened, he wanted to laugh. Truly laugh. Once again, some poor lad had accurately spotted him, only to be mocked by his companion. The first, at least, had been redeemed by Caeregas’s confrontation with his group. But since Tarah had urged discretion, the latest human would simply have to suffer.

      The lights turned off, plunging them into greater darkness, but he didn’t let Tarah go. Instead, he widened the stone at his back a bit more, enough to create a seat for himself. It wouldn’t be safe for them to stretch out in the open, even in one of the rooms, and he was hardly sleepy after millennia of rest.

      “Curl up on me,” Caeregas whispered. “Get some sleep. I will keep watch.”

      “That doesn’t seem fair,” she replied, though she propped her sword against the wall and settled in his lap.

      He smiled against her hair. “Believe me when I say I’ve had more than enough sleep.”
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      The thin light of dawn trickled through their window when Tarah woke, but she didn’t lift her head from Caeregas’s shoulder right away. Partially because she was groggy, but mostly because she enjoyed the feel of him, warm and solid beneath her. Who would have thought sleeping on a man’s lap in a partially ruined castle could be so comfortable? An underestimated experience for certain, and a wonderful way to start Mabon.

      “Happy equinox,” she whispered against his neck.

      His arms tightened, and he brushed a kiss against her head. “Indeed. All I need now is my hoard to make it complete.”

      Tarah had to admit that she was eager to see his treasure at this point. It had to be something special to have him so aggravated. “Let’s see if we can sneak out of this place, then. Unless you think your hoard is in the castle?”

      “No.” His chest muscles tensed beneath her cheek. “I sense Egrenneth in the forest beyond the walls. He waits for me deep within.”

      “I see.” Tarah pushed away from him until she could see his face. Some of his tension had eased after their kiss, but now it hardened his expression once more. It seemed their moment was over. “Can you fix the stones you shifted to make our hiding space?”

      He frowned. “Of course. Let us stand, and I will show you.”

      Though she hated to move, she knew she had to. Tarah pushed to her feet, grabbed her sword, and darted out of the way. It turned out to be worthwhile, for watching him use his magic was almost as intriguing as he was himself. She had no idea where the stones had been, but the old wall reformed beneath his hands. Handy, that. And quite likely their best chance of escaping undetected.

      They descended the tower built into the side of the round keep, though daylight revealed that it wasn’t strictly round. Tarah stared up at the series of walls, so many that the structure appeared circular unless a person looked closely. Moss and grass grew in the cracks, but the building seemed stable. Hopefully, it wouldn’t tumble down when her new friend opened a small hole for them.

      Caeregas headed for a spot that might have once held a chimney, and she followed close behind. She had no idea where security guards might be this close to opening time—better to be ready to move. So when the dragon created an opening and gestured for her to go first, she darted through without hesitation. Then they crept down the hill and across the space between the keep and the outer wall, where they repeated the process.

      The second time took longer since the outer wall was so much thicker, but Caeregas managed to close the gap without causing an alarm. They’d done it. They had made it out of the castle and into the park unnoticed. Well, hopefully. If nothing else, another dragon sighting had no doubt made the news.

      Tarah grabbed his arm, halting him in the shadows of the wall. “You fashion your clothes with magic when you shift, right?”

      “Yes,” he answered with a quick glance at the fabric around his waist.

      She was not going to focus on the gorgeousness on display. “Can you create something else if I send you a mental image? Your…style…is rather conspicuous.”

      Caeregas shrugged. “If you insist.”

      Tarah built the picture in her mind and directed it his way. In moments, he’d refashioned his clothing to a modern kilt worn with a snug, long-sleeved T-shirt and boots. Great gods of Moranaia. He looked delicious enough to almost make her wish she still believed in her people’s myths about soulbonding. If that connection she felt to him could be something more…

      No. Better not to go there.

      “Lead the way,” Tarah said, “But don’t shift out here. I mean it. A lot of people like to walk through public parks.”

      “Egrenneth—”

      “Is no doubt in some type of human or fae form. Believe me, if there was a dragon in the park, we’d hear the screaming already.”

      Though he grumbled, Caeregas found them a path around the moat and then marched resolutely in fae form through the park, taking the nearest trail north. Despite her admonition, the only sign of life they encountered was the occasional bird chirp and the distant sound of cars. Perhaps it was too early? Soft light leaked between the sparse, well-maintained trees, gilding the grass with gold. To the left, a large field opened up before stopping at another line of trees, and buildings peeked through branches on the right.

      It should be an everyday sort of place with its paved trails and proximity to the city, and yet there was something magical about the park. Curious, Tarah opened her senses, and surprise had her steps slowing as the unseen became visible to her inner sight. Oh yes, the fae liked to play here. There were more than a few magical beings, from fairies in a tiny grove near the back of the castle to a couple of dryads in quiet spots along the river—and the raging power of dragon a fair walk north.

      At least they were going the right way.

      “Why do you think Egrenneth would come here?” Tarah asked. “Aside from the lovely energy of this place.”

      A troubled frown lowered Caeregas’s eyebrows. “I am uncertain. A less-populated area would have made more sense.”

      “My thought as well.”

      They followed a canal northward, although Caeregas stopped a few times to stare up at some of the buildings on the outer edges of the park. What would these massive structures look like to someone who had lived in the literal stone age? She found herself appreciating the curve of concrete and glass on one long building along their route. Hundreds of years of knowledge had gone into that, skills passed from hand to hand through time.

      But sooner than she would have expected, Caeregas ducked into a thick strand of trees nestled near the river. Like the park itself, it shouldn’t have been a special place. Then Caeregas stopped beside a wall of energy that shimmered to Tarah’s inner sight, much like the shield that surrounded her enchanted garden.

      “Going in?” she whispered.

      Caeregas surprised her by taking her hand, his warm fingers twining with hers. “In a moment. The equinox approaches. Can you feel the rise in energy?”

      “Yes.” Tarah smiled. “The midpoint is early this year.”

      Eyes closed, he lifted his other hand toward the edge of the shield. Minutes passed, and still they waited. New sounds trickled in. She heard the buzz of bicycles on the trail behind them, just out of sight, and the thud of trainers against pavement as joggers took their morning exercise. Somewhere, a child laughed, and a father’s voice called out. None of them aware of the magic a few steps away.

      Finally, Caeregas nodded and lowered his hand. “There is an opening. Will you enter with me? You have already guided me as promised, so there is no need.”

      Was he joking? Her curiosity would have been need enough even if she hadn’t grown oddly attached to the man. He felt like a part of her in some way she couldn’t explain, almost like a kindred spirit. She didn’t understand it, and lacking comprehension, she could only go on instinct. Everything within said that she belonged with him, if only for this encounter.

      “I’m going,” Tarah said, resolved.

      She could only hope it wasn’t a terrible mistake.
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      Caeregas hadn’t been certain what to expect from the elf by his side, but such adamant enthusiasm was more than he’d considered. It warmed him, even if she had likely agreed for reasons that had nothing to do with him. Entering this place with her felt right. Egrenneth might be irksome, but he wasn’t a murderer of innocents. She should be safe.

      Together, they stepped through the thin barrier, and the carefully groomed park disappeared, replaced by an older and wilder bit of woodland, so thick that little sunlight made it through. An enchanted forest hidden in a pocket dimension, as he had expected. Clever. But it put Caeregas at a possible disadvantage. Now that they were outside of the humans’ realm, Egrenneth might have chosen to shapeshift.

      Not good.

      As he strolled hand-in-hand with Tarah down a thin dirt path, mage lights hovering overhead like bloated fireflies, Caeregas gathered energy into himself in preparation. He would shift if he had to, even if the other dragon took their conflict back to the human world. He refused to be intimidated.

      The lights grew brighter as they walked, more like true mage globes than the flickers along the beginning of the trail. Then the forest thinned, and a clearing opened up before them. Egrenneth stood in the center in his fae form, a shaft of sunlight pouring through a break in the branches to highlight hair the same red and gold shade as his dragon’s scales. Caeregas sneered. The wretch’s other form should have been a peacock.

      Egrenneth smirked, bowing with an obnoxious and unnecessary flourish. “You have finally awakened, brother. Took you long enough after the sentinels’ fall.”

      Tarah’s hand jerked in his. “Brother?”

      “We share a father,” Caeregas admitted reluctantly. “But I have not claimed the useless wyrm for some time. I certainly wouldn’t have after he stole my hoard.”

      “Is that what I did?” A calculating look entered the other man’s eyes. “Then perhaps I should suggest a barter. Your hoard for the little elf? Women always did prefer me. In either form.”

      That. Was. It.

      Caeregas sprang forward, his fist connecting with his brother’s face before he had time to consider the ramifications. Not that he cared. As Egrenneth’s head snapped back, Caeregas shifted his fingers into claws, grabbed his brother by the throat, and lifted Egrenneth until his feet dangled. Caeregas’s talons dug into flesh, almost drawing blood, but he didn’t release the wretch.

      Egrenneth’s eyes flashed gold. “Cer i grafu.”

      “Save your insults,” Caeregas snarled. “I’ll not be going away until you’re a pile of useless bones.”

      He expected his brother to start swinging, for they usually finished their fights in the form in which they began them. But this time, Egrenneth began to shift in Caeregas’s hold. Wings snapped wide from his brother’s back, and his skin mottled red with the scales beginning to emerge. Caeregas flung him away, hoping Egrenneth would land against the massive tree behind him. Unfortunately, the rancid wyrm righted himself with a flap of his wings.

      Caeregas let his own wings unfurl, his body tingling with the need to shift as his brother leaped over a stone in the middle of the clearing and rushed him. Though he longed to unleash his full form, there wasn’t enough space. Fortunately, there was always room for magic.

      With a thought, the earth beneath them heaved, reaching upward to wrap around Egrenneth’s feet and ankles with a spell only a fully trained earth dragon could break. Caeregas smiled as his brother jerked to a stop, flailing to keep himself from falling forward and breaking his ankle against the unyielding stone gripping him. Too bad he managed to right himself. He would have deserved the pain of a broken bone after stealing Caeregas’s hoard.

      Egrenneth raised his hand, fire gathering in his palm. “I’ve had time to play with fire, brother. Care to see how my flame can incinerate a dragon despite our natural resistance?”

      He froze. It had to be a trick. Even in fae form, fire barely affected him. Could his brother have done such a thing? “You lie.”

      “I didn’t want it to come to this,” Egrenneth said. “But you’ve given me no choice. Release me, or you’ll find out exactly how hot a flame can burn.”

      Caeregas cursed beneath his breath and extended his magic into the ground, though even he wasn’t certain if he would undo his handiwork or cast something else. But Tarah didn’t give either one of them a chance to act. As quietly as a breeze, she slipped up beside Egrenneth, the tip of her sword digging into his stomach.

      “The softest part of a dragon in any form,” she said, a hard edge to her tone.

      Egrenneth’s eyes widened. “I retract my earlier offer. You can keep her.”

      “I am not an object to barter,” Tarah snapped.

      Glacier’s wrath, but he should have been the one to point that out. Caeregas winced at the glare she cast him. He’d been distracted by his rage and his desire for revenge, enough that for a moment he’d forgotten the insult his brother had dealt her. “Of course you are not. Human women might have been once, but never our kind. Egrenneth was needling me.”

      She lifted an eyebrow. “And if he was serious?”

      Caeregas started to give a harsh retort, but he hesitated, stealing a glance at his half-brother. The smirk had dropped from the other dragon’s face, although the sword tip a heartbeat from puncturing his innards was no doubt responsible for that. Had the man changed so much to suggest trading a person? Truthfully, he had no way of knowing. What would he do if Egrenneth refused to yield Caeregas’s hoard unless he handed over Tarah?

      An impossibility in any time or place, of course. But would he disavow her? Leave her to fend for herself while he attempted to regain his hoard? He might not hand her over in the truest sense, but not fighting for the woman he’d begun to suspect was his mate was close to the same thing. He simply couldn’t do it.

      He held her gaze. “Then I would find another time to reclaim my hoard. As much as it would pain me, I could hunt more stones. Even the red beryl, though it might take centuries. I could not, however, find another one of you.”

      Her eyes softened, but her sword didn’t waver. “I feel the same, though I have no hoard. But it’s not necessary. I’m a scout, Caeregas. Some even call me a witch,” she said into his mind. “As you can see, I’m not defenseless. I’ll help you reclaim your treasure, so long as you aren’t planning to sacrifice me for it.”

      He couldn’t help but grin. “I’ve never accepted sacrifices. Virginal or otherwise.”

      “Well, that’s a relief.”

      “I don’t suppose you could release me and have your lovers’ quarrel elsewhere?”

      Tarah turned her glare on Egrenneth. “You began all of this with your actions.”

      “Did I?” The red faded from his brother’s skin, and his wings pulled inward until they disappeared. “It was part jest and part test. I’d hoped Caeregas hadn’t gone mad during his time underground, especially after I saw the story online about a dragon attacking people at Stonehenge. At a monument, brother? Really?”

      Caeregas frowned. “Online?”

      “Too bad you didn’t find yourself a way to tap into the energy stored behind the barrier as I did,” Egrenneth said with a chuckle, though his gaze flicked down at the sword with the action. “Or you would know what I’m talking about. I couldn’t pull in enough energy to transform until recently, but I didn’t have to go dormant. I’ve changed with the times.”

      Caeregas strode closer to his terrible half-brother. “We were supposed to guard the barrier, not steal from it. We are sentinels ourselves, protecting the places of magic and keeping it from the humans. Even Tarah, a Moranaian elf, takes on this mantle, although she shields something different. Taking from beyond the wall—”

      “How were we supposed to fulfill our goal with no energy, Caeregas?” Egrenneth snapped, all amusement gone. “I did take my duties seriously. Then the world changed until it seemed a pointless endeavor. I…might have let down my guard. I strayed far from my enclave here and missed the barrier’s fracture.”

      Caeregas studied the beautiful, timeless clearing. “This is your enclave, then?”

      The twist of his brother’s lips held no humor or mocking now. “No. I am not fool enough to bring you there. I haven’t seen you or another of our kind in millennia, but still I would not.”

      “Then why?” Perhaps Egrenneth was the one who had gone mad, for his actions made no sense. “Why steal my hoard and then let yourself be found here? In the middle of a modern city? Why admit that you failed in your duty to guard the barrier at all?”

      Egrenneth’s shoulders slumped. “You deserved to know. As far as I can tell, we were abandoned by the dragons who moved to Moranaia after they grew tired of living here. They do not care that we failed or that Earth has magic once more. Do you know how long I have been alone? I am weary of it. And I did not steal your hoard.”

      His fists clenched at the lie. “Your scale was all that was left behind.”

      “I didn’t say I didn’t take it.” Egrenneth waved his hand at the large chunk of bluestone he’d leaped over earlier. “I said I didn’t steal it. The sentinel stones were rearranged after the magic faded to nearly nothing, and over time, the humans became bolder in their explorations. I removed it to this realm until you woke, lest it be discovered.”

      Caeregas peered at his half-brother, searching for any sign of deception. They had fought several times over the centuries, conflicts over the territories their father had assigned them. Acts of friendship were far rarer. “We were at war not long before my rest.”

      “Ah, Caer,” Egrenneth began, shaking his head. “That fight ended long ago. A useless battle. Even the humans of these lands live largely in peace. In any case, we may argue between ourselves, but I would not let your hoard go astray. Especially not the red beryl.”

      “What is the significance of that?” Tarah asked suddenly. “That’s the second time the red beryl has been mentioned. Is it valuable?”

      His skin heated, and he found he couldn’t look at her when he spoke. “It is the mating stone. This one is attuned to me and would reveal and bind me to my mate.”

      Tarah’s grip on her sword finally wavered. “A legend, surely, like the bonding necklace I left behind on Moranaia.”

      For a moment, Caeregas forgot his brother and even his hoard. What did she mean, a legend? “The elves of your land experienced mate bonds when I was last awake. It is difficult to believe that has changed.”

      “I’ve never met a bonded pair.” This time, it was her turn to flush. “Though I did concentrate on training what little time I was there.”

      “Then—”

      “Figure it out later,” his brother interrupted. “If you’ll let me go, I’ll retrieve your treasure.”

      Caeregas exchanged a glance with Tarah, and without words, they acted as one. She lowered her blade and stepped back as Caeregas unwound the spell locking the ground into impenetrable stone, an entrapment he’d designed to use against other dragons. All of his kind could shift rock to some extent, an ability that was necessary for shaping the caves they often called home, but working with dirt and stone was an art for an earth dragon. He could do things many other dragons would be unable to replicate.

      He half-expected his brother to attack as soon as he was free, but Egrenneth limped straight to the bluestone and knelt beside it. With a quick burst of power, he moved the rock aside and opened a hole. Caeregas caught his breath, too nervous to let himself hope. Could it really be so simple? Had he misjudged his half-brother so thoroughly, or had time truly changed him? A large, ancient stone chest rose from the hole, and the questions no longer mattered. His hoard was safe.

      His brother stood and directed the chest through the air with a neat burst of energy, settling it on the ground in front of Caeregas with a satisfied smirk. “That duty, at least, I was able to complete. Enjoy your treasures and leave me alone. Now that the barrier is gone, I want to explore farther, and it is clear we will never be friends.”

      Whatever the reasons for Egrenneth’s actions, Caeregas couldn’t deny that he owed him a debt of gratitude—and an apology. “Forgive me, especially for attacking in such haste. I judged you harshly.”

      Egrenneth shrugged. “Yes and no.”

      “I will find a way to repay you.”

      “As I said, you can repay me by leaving me alone for a while.” After closing the hole that had held the chest, Egrenneth walked closer. “But let me teach you a shield I learned first. You can’t haul that chest on a train, and it’s best no one else sees your dragon form. I learned that the hard way.”

      Could he trust his half-brother? Considering what to do, he stared down at the stone chest he’d wrought with his own magic. Egrenneth could have found a thousand ways to hurt him with some of the gems inside, and he hadn’t unleashed his power even under attack. What would be the point of trying something now?

      Caeregas met his brother’s eyes and nodded. “Very well.”
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      Three months later

      

      As soon as the gate shut behind her, Tarah tore off her coat. Beyond the metal fence guarding her enchanted garden, the London streets were dusted with a touch of snow, but she’d kept the inside of her domain a pleasant early summer temperature. Sometimes, she shifted it to match the vibe of the holidays. Not now. Having a live-in dragon boyfriend had changed a fair number of things.

      Her wellies squelched along the wet pavement as she followed the path beside a line of ancient trees and between a tall hedge that bordered Caeregas’s place. After the first month, he’d moved into her flat with her, but he still enjoyed retreating to the garden and a decorative guesthouse she’d had furnished. Especially since he could sit in the circle of hedges in his dragon form without anyone on the outside seeing. Not what she’d planned when she designed this section but fortunate all the same.

      Today, though, he wasn’t sunning his wings in the clearing in front of his house. Tarah loved to stumble upon him like that, although he was oddly embarrassed by it. He’d confessed once that he feared she couldn’t accept that side of his nature. She’d gently reminded him that if she could accept his tendency to answer the door wearing a loincloth, she could deal with anything. Honestly, if she hadn’t owned the building, they probably would have been kicked out for all the unusual things he did. But he was learning.

      Smiling at the thought, Tarah opened the door and walked into the microscopic front room only to freeze at the sight of the stone chest standing open in the center. Gemstones and jewels of all sizes and colors glistened in the morning light, and despite the shielding on the garden, she slammed the door closed behind her to block them from view.

      Caeregas’s hoard.

      The man in question ducked through the small archway to the bedroom, and his expression lightened at the sight of her. “You’re back early.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said instinctively. Despite her curiosity, he hadn’t shown her the full extent of his treasure after recovering it, only a few gems here and there. Like the turquoise he’d fashioned into the necklace that dangled on a chain between her breasts. “I didn’t mean to intrude.”

      “You didn’t, though I admit I am not done preparing.”

      Her forehead wrinkled. “For?”

      Instead of answering, he began to gather the jewels that were heaped on the floor, settling them all back inside the chest and closing the lid. Then he turned to her, and one corner of his mouth tipped up as he held out his hand.

      “Come back with me?”

      Baffled, Tarah twined her fingers with his and let him lead her into his bedroom. But she barely noticed the small bed where he’d once slept—instead, she couldn’t stop staring at a perfect red gemstone settled on top of a waist-height golden stand. Her heart leapt, pounding its frantic beat in her ears.

      It couldn’t be the red beryl, could it?

      Caeregas halted just out of reach and turned to face her. “I know you are not of my kind, Tarah, but I…”

      “Does that bother you?” she asked before he could find the words he sought. This was important. “If that’s what I think it is… If the stone works, you’ll be mated with me. You’ll end up spending most of your time in this form, and our children might not gain the ability to shift at all. Forgive me if I have misread this, but—”

      “No.” He took both of her hands in his. “You haven’t. And I have thought much of what brings me happiness in this new world. My hoard is no longer it. My joy is in you, not a pile of stone. Only you.”

      “I don’t have the necklace my people use for bonding,” Tarah blurted. “I don’t know if your method will work. I’m not sure my instincts are even correct.”

      As it always did, his smile lit up her heart. “Shall we find out? You can always find your necklace later. But even if neither work, I’ll still love you. I will treasure you regardless.”

      “I…” The gold in his eyes flared, almost drowning out the gray, as it did when he was trying to hide his worry. And just like that, she knew. “I love you, too.”

      Caeregas pulled her close, his mouth taking hers. And only later—much later—did they wrap their joined hands around the red beryl, the power within proving what they had both known all along.

      They would forever be each other’s sentinels.
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      “The Sentinels” takes place after the upcoming eighth book, Solace, but the short story is able to stand alone. If you would like to try the rest of the series, I recommend starting from the beginning. Soulbound is free to try on all platforms!
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