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      Natalie ran her fingers over the bumpy stone walls with fingerlings of tree roots growing through. The further into the cave, the less the wind whistled. It was strangely soothing and eerie at the same time.

      The entrance looked like any other small crack in the exterior with overgrown leaves blocking the crevice, but as she entered, she felt the wave of magic. A surge of power that protected everything that lived inside. While the wind was welcome, nothing larger than a bug or rodent entered the dark tomb that surrounded the sleeping dragons.

      Those inside the cave were not dead, but many had slept for thousands of years and waited for a chance at a new life. One that included a druid. A woman of magic to combat the darkness of a dragon’s existence.

      The tunnel they were traveling veered in two directions and Mara stopped in front of her. “Which way to the dragons?” Natalie asked.

      Mara held a ball of light in her palm. A small display of magic that made her look like some kind of ethereal creature with long black hair and green, sparkling eyes. The ambient light accented her perfect skin and pink lips. As she turned to her mate, Natalie realized she wasn’t the only one who was enthralled by the seer’s beauty. “The dragons are all over this cave. Legion, which direction do you suggest?”

      Legion had been following behind them, but he moved in front of Natalie to take his wife’s hand. “Let’s go to the north quarter. The tunnels are more forgiving in that direction.”

      The next fork in the massive tunnels was marked by a huge stone with thick claw marks down the middle.

      Natalie pointed to the white scratches. “Are those made by dragon claws?”

      Legion nodded. “When we are in our dragon form for extended periods of time, we become more... territorial. While we share these caves, we prefer to slumber alone. Ergon was marking this chamber as his.”

      While the temperature in the cave was neither hot nor cold, Natalie zipped up her baggy green jacket and tightened her blond ponytail. “Remind me not to startle a sleeping dragon. I would rather not end up as an appetizer.”

      Legion laughed. “No dragon in this cave would hurt a druid, but it has been centuries since we have consumed a human.”

      Natalie stopped walking. “You realize that statement infers that you have done it. I’m not sure that’s a glowing endorsement.”

      Legion’s eyes flickered in the darkness. The crystalline golden color was as unique and unusual as he was. Her best friend had mated with the leader of the Rule clan. A golden dragon with unmatched power. Natalie had been nothing but happy for Mara, but the idea of being something other than human was the last thing she wanted. She kept those observations to herself, though.

      While Mara was sure she was a druid, she had felt no magic or connection to the temple. Her only thread to the magic world was a camp she and Mara had attended as children. God, how she hoped that was a coincidence and feared it wasn’t.

      Legion pointed to another large opening. “Several of my brethren are in that section.” He took a few more steps before he stopped and looked back. “We have a visitor.”

      Cole approached them, frowning when he saw Natalie. “I didn’t realize she was here.”

      Mara’s eyes widened. “Why wouldn’t she be? Natalie is my best friend. She knows everything about our world. Why would you question her being in the caves?” Her anger was barely leashed, and Cole flinched.

      Natalie put her hand on Mara’s arm. She could actually feel Mara’s power vibrate beneath her skin. “It isn’t that I’m in the caves. It’s that I’m a part of your life at all. He’s been avoiding me.”

      Cole’s eyes met hers. “That is not...”

      Her blue eyes flashed, and she felt a spark of power thrum through her veins. It was the cave. Her anger and magic were an unpredictable combination. “You know what’s sad? I was actually looking forward to meeting you. When you walked into the store...”

      Mara glanced between Cole and Natalie. “What happened when he came into the store?”

      Natalie shrugged. “He took one look at me and left. He doesn’t like me, so he is welcome to avoid the store in the future. I will have Legion notify him when I am coming to the mountains.”

      Cole blinked as if he had been slapped. “What?”

      Natalie tightened the drawstring on her jacket. “You could have just been honest that you don’t like humans or me.”

      Cole’s eyes darted around the cave as if he were looking for an escape. “It is not what you think, Natalie,” his tone dropped and there was no anger in it, only regret.

      “I’m used to people judging me for my background. You hate me because I’m human and in Mara’s life. I don’t think it’s personal, just my human weakness.”

      Cole rubbed his chest as if he had been stabbed. “You think I hate you?”

      “What else could it be? You wouldn’t even say hi to me. If you hadn’t walked away from me in the store that day, then I honestly think you would’ve puked.”

      Mara’s eyes flickered in the darkness. The ball of light in her hand flared so much Natalie had to put her hand over her eyes. Her anger, however, was aimed at her husband. “Tell me you didn’t know.”

      Legion cleared his throat uncomfortably. He was the most powerful creature on earth, but even he couldn’t withstand his wife’s anger. “It is not my place to interfere in such matters.”

      “You should tell me everything that has to do with my friends. I...” Mara stopped when the ground began to rumble. “What is that?”

      Legion pointed to a cavern. “Diavil is waking. Shall we greet him?”

      Mara pursed her lips. “Yes, but we will be discussing this later.”

      Legion visibly winced as he led them closer to the opening. A silver tail extended from the darkness before curling within. “Diavil, my brother. Welcome to the modern world.”

      The silver dragon extended his head from the darkness before his head cocked to the side and his lips curled over his serrated teeth. His pupils were the size of dinner plates, and they pulsed as he moved.

      Cole advanced on the dragon. “Diavil, respond to our leader,” Cole said.

      A blast of fire burst from Diavil’s mouth as a shield formed over Natalie and Mara. While the dragons and druids were immune to dragon fire, there were no guarantees that Natalie was magical, and she appreciated them not testing the theory. At least not when she would end up as a druid barbecue.

      Mara pulled Natalie closer to her within the shield covered in fire. It licked along the visible bubble before receding as Diavil took a long breath.

      Mara whispered, “No!” before Natalie understood the cause of her anguish.

      Diavil’s scales turned from silver to black, one at a time. He looked like a dragon dalmatian for several seconds until the last of his scales transitioned to the darkness.

      Cole shifted to his dragon form as Legion moved in front of Mara and Natalie. The massive silver dragon roared at his former brethren.

      Stalactites dripping from the roof began to fall like iron icicles, shaking the ground and making a crunching noise as they landed on the earth below. The shield still surrounded the women and Legion was whispering something under his breath.

      Natalie had never heard of dragons turning dark inside the cave. Giving up their heritage to become monsters the Rule clan would have to kill. Based on the sadness and anger in Legion’s eyes, she figured this was the first time he had endured this kind of tragedy.

      There was a buzzing noise in her ear, and she cocked her head to the side to try to distinguish the words. She felt like she was a radio station, just slightly out of tune. While she couldn’t distinguish the words, she knew that more dragons were coming. Whether they were dark or not was yet to be determined.

      Another roar echoed from the dark caverns beyond the one Diavil had slept in and seconds later, two black dragons emerged with their tails in the air and their scythes extended.

      “You are all traitors to your clan. Every one of you will die,” Legion hissed as he moved away from the women.

      There was a bright spark of light before he shifted. The golden dragon was even bigger than the silver one fighting Diavil and his tail slammed against the cave wall in anger. While the cavern had been hollowed out and magically reinforced to accommodate the sleeping dragons, there was no barrier strong enough to withstand the fury of the dragon leader. Rock and dirt showered down on the roaring dragons. It bounced off the circular bubble Legion had erected over Natalie and Mara.

      Mara clutched Natalie’s arm, backing them up against the wall. “I don’t understand,” Mara whispered.

      Diavil screamed as Cole bit into his neck, ripping out several scales and leaving a large, open wound. Blood ran down the black hide and dripped to the dirt below as Legion attacked one of the two darks. His scythe snapped in the air, slicing through the black wing. It roared as the second black slipped past Legion and shifted to his human form.

      The muscular, naked man with long, brown hair held up his hand as a sword materialized. He gripped it tightly before he sprinted toward Cole.

      “Watch out!” Natalie screamed as the blade pierced Cole’s side.

      Cole turned. Swiping the man away before gripping the sword and pulling it slowly from his body. It stopped halfway, and it appeared as if an invisible force were trying to plunge the weapon into Cole’s body once more.

      The rumble in the cave was nothing compared to the one brewing in Natalie’s core. It seethed and pulsed like a living flame perched on the edge of oblivion. She took a deep breath and was vaguely aware of Mara speaking to her. Telling her they would be okay, but that power wanted out. It wanted revenge. For hurting the dragon that hated her.

      The surrounding shield started to vibrate as she met Mara’s gaze. Blue flames lit her eyes as the seer’s magic rose within her to strengthen the protection her husband had erected around them. Natalie turned, looking for the origin of the earthquake, then clutched her chest when light covered her body. Glowing from an internal source.

      Mara reached for her as it exploded outward. The tsunami of power burst from her chest like an atom bomb exploding. The dragons were blown against the far wall as the caverns shook and large boulders fell from the ceiling.

      The black dragons shrieked and darted down the cave as the gold rushed to the fallen silver’s side. Legion resumed his human form, kneeling naked over his fallen brother. Cole had returned to his human form after the blast and lay naked on the ground with the sword embedded in his side.

      Legion flicked his hand and clothes formed on his body as Mara and Natalie rushed to Cole’s side. He gripped the sword in his hand and placed his other on Cole’s shoulder. “Take a breath.”

      Cole roared when Legion pulled the sword from his side, spaying blood across the ground. The hole in the side of his ribs exposed bone and burned tissue. Natalie’s hand went to her mouth. “Why is his skin burning?”

      Legion tossed the sword onto the floor. “It’s a mage sword. Somehow Allorin got to Diavil, Fenren and Urok. They turned before fully waking. I have never seen anything like that. I have no idea how Allorin got past the wards.”

      Cole’s breath came in short gasps and tears flowed down Mara’s eyes. “Why isn’t he healing?” she asked.

      Legion put his hands on Cole’s body. “The mage sword is infused with a death spell. Had he used it on any other dragon...”

      “What do mean, any other dragon? Cole is expendable?” Natalie asked in contempt. She had never wanted to be part of this world. Part of Mara’s yes, but not the druid culture. She was fine working at the store and knowing about the supernatural. She didn’t mind catering to its needs, but a power bomb was going too far, and Legion’s cavalier attitude made her skin crawl.

      The leader’s eyes met hers. “You misunderstand. Every dragon is my brother. My family, until they turn dark and conspire to kill us and the druids that have become our lives. Our mates. Cole is the only dragon whose magic can withstand a curse of this magnitude. His mother was a powerful druid, and she cast her power to her son upon her death. He has regenerative properties that surpass the rest of us.”

      Natalie looked at the ground. It continued to shake, though the tremors were more like tiny hiccups. “I’m sorry. You have always been good to your people. To Mara and me. I’m not sure what got into me.” Why was she so angry? It was as if the assault on Cole was personal.

      “This is a difficult time for a druid. Your emotions will be chaotic while your magic emerges. You may ask anything of Mara and me. We are always here for you,” Legion said.

      Natalie watched as the wound on Cole’s side began to close. His eyes fluttered, and he groaned before his body sagged and he slipped into unconsciousness. “I’m not a druid,” she said absently, knowing it was a lie.

      “Your generation has the most difficult task of any before you. Being raised as humans with no knowledge of the temple has put you at a disadvantage. You may wish to be human, but that is not the case. It never was,” Legion said, though his eyes held compassion.

      Her eyes met those of her best friend. “I still have a choice, right? I can’t be forced into doing anything I don’t want to.” Her best friend knew better than anyone how important that was to her. She would never be powerless. Not again.

      Mara squeezed her hand. “Nobody will force you to do anything.”

      Legion’s eyes hardened. “Mara, you are not helping her by coddling her. Her magic is almost as powerful as yours, but it is more elemental. That burst was so erratic, I couldn’t contain it. I will be surprised if she is not a disc holder.”

      Natalie snapped her teeth together. Legion had contained that blast? What would have happened if he hadn’t? What was she?

      Mara pursed her lips. “Her birthday is in two days. We will wait and see.”

      Legion slipped his arms under Cole’s body before lifting him. “Let’s hope she can control herself till then.”

      “What are you trying to say?” Natalie snapped, trying not to look at the sexy unconscious man in Legion’s arms.

      Legion’s eyes flared with golden crystalline fire. “This cave is warded, and I erected a shield over you and Mara. Your explosion burst through both. Had the black dragons not left and decided to attack, you and Mara were defenseless. I will not have you put my mate in danger again because you are unwilling to control your magic.”

      Every fiber in her being wanted to lash out at the golden dragon, but as her mind replayed the events in the cave, she couldn’t deny the truth. She had put her best friend in danger. Put the only person who had helped her, trusted her, at the mercy of black scaled death.
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      Natalie and Mara jogged to keep up with Legion’s long strides. He covered the uneven ground inside the cave, now littered with fallen rocks and smashed stalactites, quickly and emerged from the exterior with steam rising from his nostrils.

      While Legion had assured Natalie that Cole would heal, it was clear that his anger was a barely leashed monster, and she had no doubt what would happen to the three dragons if the Rule clan leader got his hands on them. Or his claws.

      The trail from the caves to the cabin was a meandering path that she would have enjoyed under any other circumstances. Various shrubs and ferns grew beside clusters of boulders of every size and tree roots crisscrossed the trail, connecting one tree to another. The balcony of low-hanging branches created a fantasy-like setting, adding to the sadness of the situation.

      Legion’s hair passed through a thin spiderweb, causing it to snap back, its owner scrambled to a nearby branch. He didn’t slow down or attempt to wipe the web away. Despite the heavy burden in his arms, his pace was unwavering, and the cabin broke through the fog in the distance. A log castle amid the clouds.

      Mara ran ahead as they approached the wraparound wooden deck. She bounded up the stairs and opened the door so Legion could turn sideways and maneuver Cole inside without stopping. The way the two of them worked together had always made Natalie wonder. She guessed it was the telepathic bond they shared.

      Legion immediately went to the couch and lay his dragon brother down, then grabbed a plaid blanket from the other chair and laid it on top of Cole. He placed his hand on Cole’s chest and a thrum of power hummed in the air.

      Cole made a slight noise and his eyelids fluttered, but he remained unconscious as Legion stared down at him, pulling his hand away.

      “This should never have happened. A dragon must wake and survey his surroundings before deciding there is no hope. No future. My brethren know the druids are awakening. There is no reason for them to turn, especially without searching for their other half. I don’t understand.”

      Mara touched her husband’s arm. “We will figure it out.”

      Natalie’s lip quivered when Mara turned toward her. “I’m a druid. There is no going back now, is there?” While her instinct was to deny what had happened. To pray it wasn’t true, she would never put her best friend in danger again. She would die before hurting Mara.

      Mara’s kind eyes had always calmed her, brought her peace, but today they were a reminder that she was trapped in an existence she didn’t choose. “We always knew you were a druid. That doesn’t mean you have a dragon mate. Let’s wait and see what type of magic you possess.”

      Natalie would never condemn Mara for her choices. She just wasn’t sure she could make the same ones. “How is Cole? He looks a little better.” She didn’t want to add that she had had a very good look at his muscular physique as Legion carried him. Having never seen a man naked, she wasn’t prepared for the experience and decided it would be a long time before she would be again.

      The heat his body produced was due to her rising magic or some kind of supernatural flu that onsetting power created. It was not attraction. The dragon literally hated her before having met her. That was unacceptable.

      Legion focused on Cole. “He is healing. This was a death sword, so it will take him some time to rejuvenate.”

      Mara cleared her throat. “Look, Natalie, about Cole...”

      Natalie held up her hand. “No, don’t. He doesn’t have to like me. Everybody is entitled to their opinion. We don’t have to like each other to have friends in common.”

      Mara searched her face. “He wasn’t avoiding you because he doesn’t like you.”

      “It doesn’t matter Mara. I am used to being avoided. Remember?” she said bitterly.

      The memories played like an old movie. She wondered if Mara was watching the same one as they rolled through her mind.

      Her father had been kind once, with similar blond hair and blue eyes. He had been reliable and hardworking until Natalie’s mother died. He completely fell apart after that fateful day and within months had lost his job at the high-end tech company. Other than her late mother, he had the worst taste in women.

      Natalie barely remembered her biological mother. She tried to recall her as kind, but the memories faded over time and the gifts from her grandparents stopped coming at Christmas before she was seven. They couldn’t deal with Natalie’s father either. The slew of women her father chose after her mother died was far more difficult to overcome.

      Like her father, they all had one thing in common. They liked to party and drink. Natalie lost count of how many places she and her father were evicted from before moving to Aurora. Their previous home in Denver had them leaving in the middle of the night with only the items that fit in her father’s car.

      The bruises on her father’s face were indicative of the fight he had with their previous landlord. Natalie had hoped that his experience in the emergency room after an altercation would have deterred him from a life of drinking and recreational drugs. She had been wrong.

      They were only in Aurora for two months before a new girlfriend moved in, but by that time Natalie had met Mara at Camp Todhchai, and when the neighbors started avoiding her due to the constant fighting in the new apartment, she had somewhere to turn.

      Natalie owed Mara and her family everything. While Mara’s friendship meant everything, it was Mara’s mother that had turned Natalie’s anger into a need to create. Resentment of life and circumstances turned to a love of herbs, creams and soaps. The need to produce the next amazing scent or new herbal concoction was one that had never left her.

      Mara’s mother had told Natalie that plants seemed to sing to her. She had dismissed the compliment at the time, but now, as Natalie got older and she could physically see how plants reacted to her, she wondered if Mara’s mother knew more than they realized. What had she seen that Natalie herself didn’t?

      Natalie smiled wryly. “I was a miserable child. I still can’t believe you took me in.”

      Mara’s eyes widened. “Why would you say that after all these years? You were a gift to my family and me. The store would never have survived. I wouldn’t have survived those first years after mom’s death without you.” She looked away, but Natalie saw the pain. “You and Jake were the only people not to abandon me.”

      Natalie shrugged. “When dad up and left, I was sure social services would come looking for me. To this day, I have no idea how I managed to keep off their radar. Your mom never had to adopt me, but she never complained and never got a cent from my father.”

      Legion’s eyes narrowed on Natalie and it was obvious by his reaction that his wife had not explained her best friend’s origins. “Your father abandoned you?”

      Natalie took a seat on the chair opposite Cole’s sleeping form. “He was drinking a lot. We had moved at least a dozen times in the two years prior to coming to Aurora. When he left without me, they took me in. Since dad didn’t report leaving me, he continued to get the child bonus money and Mara’s family raised me and never reported him. I expected the government to catch on, eventually.”

      “I am sorry Natalie,” Legion said. The pity in his voice had her clutching the soft fabric on the armchair. The red plaid accenting the relatively new stonework on the fireplace.

      She shrugged. “I grew up as the poor straggler nobody wanted until Mara. That’s why Cole’s attitude doesn’t bother me. I don’t need him, only Mara, Tempest and Jake.”

      Legion noticed she had left out the names of her dragon friends. She had them, but right now, she only believed in her human friends. She couldn’t hold the druid part against them. None of them signed on for that.

      Mara frowned. “You will always be a part of my family. You know this, but I fear Cole was avoiding you for another reason.”

      Natalie touched the shiny clay vase on the small table beside the chair. The molded picture of a wolf was imbued in dark blue. Ella had recently made it for Mara, and it was as articulate and beautiful as its maker. “I don’t want to talk about it.” That was the truth. Cole’s reaction to her had hurt her, yet she was unsure why. Everything she had told Legion was the truth, and she had stopped worrying about other people’s opinions a long time ago. Her focus was on the shop. Her promise to Mara’s mother.

      Legion put his hand on Cole’s head when he moaned and rolled his shoulders. “He is purging the last of the death spell now. He will wake soon after he heals his internal organs. Perhaps one of your scented creams would soothe him, Natalie.”

      She was thankful to put the focus on her work. “I created a new scent to add to my creams. It’s a combination of mint, lavender and chamomile. It has a calming effect when rubbed on the skin.”

      Mara smiled. “You are a master. I was such a disappointment in the gardening department. You grow your herbs in less than a day. Even mom couldn’t do what you do.”

      Natalie shook her head. “Looking back, we should have questioned it. I mean, it’s odd to grow plants in under twenty-four hours, but we didn’t think it unusual.”

      Mara shrugged. “Really? I was talking to my imaginary golden dragon and opening my laptop with my mind. What is odd anymore?”

      Natalie and Mara looked at each other before they both started laughing. It was a way to lighten the serious nature of recent events, but they had been facing problems together since Mara’s mother’s death, and that hadn’t changed.

      Cole took a deep breath, and Legion leaned over him. “He is healing his internal organs now. He will be revitalized soon. I will grill him a steak.”

      Mara moved toward her mate. “Let me do it. We can chat while I cook. Cole won’t wake for at least a half hour.”

      Legion and Natalie followed Mara into the kitchen. The large oak table was surrounded by eight chairs and the counter held a bowl of fruit. The stainless-steel fridge and stove were modern despite the rustic feel of the cabin.

      Mara grabbed a pan from the cupboard and two large pots. Legion and Natalie shared a glance. While she would lose herself in her herbs and oils when she was frustrated, Mara cooked. It was a hobby her husband was more than willing to take advantage of. They all were. Everything that left Mara’s kitchen was amazing.

      “Looks like Cole is getting spaghetti with that steak,” she said as Mara pulled out a package of dry pasta.

      “I might as well make us all dinner while I’m at it,” Mara said.

      Natalie didn’t want to focus on the nefarious incident, but there were hundreds of dragons in that cave and if they all woke dark, then it could mean the end of humanity. “What about the dragons? The ones that turned
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