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        Readers beware… here be Dragons! After 500 years of servitude, these sexy Dragon males must find and woo their modern mates. Read the Falk Clan Tales today and discover unique Dragon Shifters and their journey to true love.

      

        

      
        Maccon City is in for a thrill when a group of sexy Dragon Shifters comes to town, seeking sanctuary and looking for their mates. Building a castle is the easy part, filling it with love is the challenge.

        Will they succeed?
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      She doesn't believe in fairytales, until a Dragon comes knocking on her door.

      

      Castor Falk escaped from the ruins of Castle Blackthorne on the Isle of Pain with one goal in mind, to find his half-brothers. If anyone deserved to hear tell of the end of Dragomir's reign of terror, it was them. Besides, what else did a dying Dragon have to do with the little time he had left?

      

      Jozette Keeper was too old for story time. That didn't stop the curvy normal from indulging in the longtime tradition that filled the bookstore with local children every day at two o'clock. It was just something to pay the bills while she worked on her non-fiction book.

      

      When a handsome stranger knocks on her door in the middle of the night, she finds herself in the middle of her very own fairytale. Is Jozette willing to take a leap of faith to save the dying Dragon at her door?

      

      Castor needs help locating his brothers and winds up knocking on the door of the one person he never thought to find. His fated mate. Was Fate so cruel as to deliver his garnet rose, only to take her away again?

      

      The Dragon must decide, either tell her who she is to him and bring her the pain of his imminent death, or simply fade away from memory.
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      “The tyrant is dead!”

      “FREEDOM!”

      “Finally, we can leave this cursed rock!”

      Castor Falk tilted his head to better discern the voices coming from above. It had been three days of listening to the roars of the Dragons in the keep. The sounds of battle echoed down to the dungeons and rubble from the castle’s falling walls fell in heaps through parts of the ceiling that had been weakened from the fight.

      He was helpless to do naught but listen and smell the terror and chaos erupting above him. Castor struggled, but it was useless. He had been chained to the hard rock beneath Castle Blackthorne on the Isle of Pain for most of his adult life.

      Chief Dragomir had been a most cruel and unjust tyrant. A right bastard of a Chief to one of the oldest Dragon Clans in the world. Weak and unjust, his claims on those who’d sworn fealty to the Blackthorne were by his blood alone. Yet, it seemed, that was not enough. The centuries had seen the number of Dragons in his thrall dwindle and lessen. Now it was clear they had finally had enough.

      Castor snarled and roared. Anger coursed through him. He was forgotten! Doomed to die in the pit that bastard had thrown him in.

      Before madness born of despair could take him in its icy grip, he pulled on his heavy bindings one last time. Still, it was no use. Castor could not break free. Darkness shrouded him and he cried out into the ether.

      Weak from hunger and lack of sunlight, the Dragon Shifter roared his last ounce of hope that someone, anyone, would hear and come to the bowels of the keep.

      Maybe to free him. Maybe to end his suffering. Either was welcome at this point.

      “Is anyone down here?”

      “Too much light,” Castor gasped, blinking rapidly against the torches the men held.

      “Look,” one said, lowering his lantern. “It’s the slave I’d often heard that black-hearted tyrant speak of!”

      “No! Can it be?”

      Two young Dragon Shifters spoke mostly in English. A word or two was said in Dracan, the ancient language of their people. Castor understood some, but not all. His deliberate ignorance another one of Dragomir’s punishments.

      “What is your name?” one man asked.

      Both wore robes splattered with all matter of blood and gore, reeking of the battle that had finally come to an end. As they came into view, hope welled up inside Castor. If they freed him, he could flee. Perhaps even find the half-brothers Dragomir had taunted him with so very often.

      Using every bit of strength he had, he rose to his feet, squinting once more at the glare coming off their torches. He’d been in the darkness so very long. The two strangers waited, a good sign for sure.

      “I am the son of Castor Falk and the Lady Igraine, named for my father. I have been chained here since my first shift, but it is true that I spent my life a prisoner to the tyrant Dragomir⁠—”

      

      His voice was gravelly with weariness and muted rage. The beast inside him too long stifled and forced into hibernation was only now poking its long serpentine snout into his mind’s eye. Castor shuddered at the invasion, unused to it as he was.

      Rrrrr.

      “No longer, brother! Call me Nicholas,” one of the two men said.

      “Aye, and I am Devine. We shall release you from your chains if you swear not to harm us.”

      “Of course,” Castor replied.

      “There is no treasure left, for the rest of the Clan fought and divided the remnants. Running off with what they could before the rest of us could rally, but there is food and drink,” Nicholas offered.

      He was older with silver hair and shorter stature than Devine, though they had the same nose and chin. Castor could only imagine they were related.

      “We are brothers,” Nicholas said, guessing Castor’s thoughts and hefting a large axe in his hands.

      “Should we do this?” Devine asked.

      “We know nothing of this beast. Perhaps he is chained for a reason.”

      The two men glanced at each other, then they looked at Castor. He could understand their wariness. But he could not risk losing his chance for freedom.

      “I swear I mean you no harm. If you free me, I only mean to leave this forsaken place and search for my kin.”

      “Alright.” Nicholas nodded.

      “We will free you, then. And perhaps later, you will repay the debt,” Devine added with a grin.

      Castor nodded. He might be a prisoner, but he was a Dragon of his word. He knew they were trusting him, a stranger who appeared like a common criminal. Dragons must be wary when dealing with each other. Though lies were easily discerned among their kind, Castor had not been in the company of others all that much.

      He trusted they did not want to harm him. After all, it would be much easier to kill him chained then loose.

      “You certain?” Devine asked his brother.

      “Aye, none of us shall live or die under the poser Dragomir’s rule any longer. Are you ready, Castor?”

      He nodded at the two strange Dragons, trusting that when they raised their axes, they would not aim for his head.

      “Release me from these bonds and you will have my thanks,” he said.

      “Good enough for me,” Nicholas growled, and swung.

      Castor braced himself as the first blow from the heavy axe came down on the metal chains that bound him. They took turns working in tandem to free him. It took dozens of whacks to break through the links twice tempered in Dragon fire.

      “I doubt ‘twas Dragomir’s weak flame that made these,” Devine men remarked.

      “Definitely not,” the other said, grunting as he continued his work.

      “It was my own,” Castor confessed.

      “He forced my own flame against me before he made it impossible for me to shift.”

      “How have you survived?”

      “Long periods of hibernation between bouts of neglect and torture. Dragomir used to parade his lovers down here to catch a glimpse of me,” he added uncomfortably, but Castor figured he owed them the truth.

      "Hold on a bit longer, lad,” Nicholas grunted before returning to swing his axe on the chains.

      Castor gritted his teeth against the pain that lanced through his body at each of their whacks. Smoke poured from his nostrils as his inner beast began to wake, and that alone was a feat. It had been so long since his Dragon had truly been roused.

      Used to the torture of his bindings, each strike brought a fresh wave of pain that only served to temper his determination. Castor would be freed. He would finally be able to leave this hellhole. He closed his eyes and waited until, finally; the chains began to loosen.

      The rose over his chest, faint and wilted, seemed to burn as the last chain fell. And when the final link clanged on the cobblestone flooring, Castor joined it. Knees hit the hard floor as he clutched his chest.

      “It burns,” he growled as pain ripped through his body.

      “Fuck! Is he alright?” Devine asked, backing away.

      “I’m not sure,” Nicholas said.

      “Can you stand?”

      “Nay, do not touch him,” Devine yelled above the sudden wind whipping around inside the dungeon.

      “Look, his skin glows with his beast!”

      Castor heard his words, but his head was ringing, and with blurred vision and dry mouth he could neither speak nor pay attention. Something was happening inside of him. He felt his muscles stretch and bones snap.

      Anger and rage clouded his mind, had him seeing red. But before he could explode in a rush of fury, that was replaced by relief. Joy shot through his blood.
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      Frrrreeeeeeeeeeeeddddooooooommmm!

      That part of him he’d been denied so long roared inside his mind’s eye. Castor had been denied so much of what life really was to a Dragon Shifter. At first, Dragomir had granted him some freedoms. He was confined to his cell, but he was given books, paper, and coal to learn to read, write, and draw.

      The second he’d begun to show signs of his beast, the ruthless and evil Chief had iron chains forged to hold him at bay. The stronger he became, the more chains were added. Only once in five centuries had Castor ever successfully shifted into his Dragon.

      He'd never forgotten the feeling. And it was the same as he felt now. Older, angrier, but powerful and hungry. The great beast with his diamond shaped scales, dark blue and edged in red and purple, burst free from his mind and skin.

      Those same scales seemed incandescent as he watched inside his mind’s eye. Castor tossed his head from side to side, unsure of the terrible strength that seemed to fill him. The Dragon inside him charged forward, suffering from no such trepidation. The creature took shape inside his mind until it stretched outward, transforming his very person.

      Castor struggled against the pain that filled him as he fought his shift. He was too weak, too far gone to hold the beast back. The shouts of the men who’d come to the dungeons and freed him reached his ears as if he were underwater.

      “He’s shifting, but fuck, what is he?”

      “It is not right! Look how his scales glow blue and red both! Fucking hell. Back up, now!”

      “Tis a Demon!”

      “Worse. He is a Change dragon!”

      “No, it can’t be!”

      “He should have been killed at birth.”

      “Death is his only future.”

      “Let us end him before he leaves,” Devine snarled.

      His voice was trembling with either fear or rage, Castor could not tell for certain. He was too busy trying to stem the pain coursing through him to give it much thought.

      “Nay! We are not murderers. Pray he finds his kin, the Falk brothers, so they can end this blight on their names!”

      Molten lava replaced his blood, or so it seemed. Was he dying? Castor sure felt like he was. As if he were being burned on the stake like the Witches of old in tales heard from the servants who sometimes came down to his cell.

      And what of his brothers? Was it possible his kin, four half-brothers Dragomir had taunted him with, were alive? He’d heard the older two were warriors. The younger brothers had other talents. They worked with modern day computers and science. Things Castor had no inkling of other than the words.

      Were they alive? He did not know, but had always dared to hope. It gave him solace in times when he was very low to think of them living outside of this terrible place?

      An idea began to take shape in his mind even as he lay prone and huddled against the flames inside of him that were trying to burn him alive. The two Dragons bickered about what to do, but neither came any closer. Good. he would not like having to fight the men who freed him.

      Maybe he could find them. Maybe his Dragon would know the way.

      Without any other recourse, Castor stopped fighting his shift. He relinquished full control to his beast. His human side was far too weak to endure much longer. His Dragon trumpeted into the night air, opening his maw he sent a stream of blue and red flames shooting out into the sky.

      Fuck! That felt good. He’d never had a chance to revel in his other form, and though weak and tired, he took stock of his new physique as he shed his human skin like water off a duck’s back. Strong, leathery wings protruded from his back. His arms and legs were no more, having shifted into the thick, powerful quarters of his Dragon.

      He was enormous, towering over the two males still in human form, but he paid them no mind. He was almost free of his torment. Castor growled and turned, using the spade at the end of his tail to bust through the brick and mortar of that terrible dungeon.

      The icy air surrounding the Isle of Pain felt good along his fiery blue scales. He took in the raging sea with its ice floes and the wild storm brewing over the still burning castle. He needed to leave before his saviors turned enemy.

      But Castor stood for a moment, looking out at the abyss that was the sky above him. He’d never flown before, had never had the chance. Would he freeze up there? Would he be lost?

      Nay.

      His Dragon seemed to reassure him, and Castor realized his fire would keep him warm from the inside out.

      “He’s leaving! This is our last chance to end the monster!”

      The shouts of Devine reached his ears, but his beast merely turned using his tail to knock down the rest of the wall. He did not mean to harm the men, merely slow them down.

      “We don’t have to kill him. A ChangeDragon’s fate is death! He will be gone sooner than he knows it,” Nicholas shouted back to his brother.

      Was Castor’s Dragon really such a terrible thing? He wondered. Was he the demonic being that Dragomir had claimed? Born of the traitorous love affair between his parents. But if death was to be his fate, he wanted to at least see his brothers once in life.

      Rooooaaaarrrr!

      His Dragon spat fire into the night air once more, the beast none too thrilled with any talk of death. But if those men were right, then he was dying. The pain he’d felt had surely been great. And if a ChangeDragon’s fate was death, there really was nothing he could do.

      Yes, there is, he thought. Castor had a journey to begin. A clear mission began to take shape in his Dragon’s mind and heart. He had to find his kin, the four brothers Falk. He had to meet them, to let them know he existed, and to express how very sorry he was to be the cause of their misery for so very long.

      He knew the tale from a servant, untainted by the evil Chief’s lies. His mother was to be Dragomir’s prize, but his father had fallen in love first. The two mated and wed in secret, and she was swollen with him by the time they were discovered.

      Dragomir had taunted him with the way his father and mother’s sins had caused not only his unfortunate birth and their immediate death. But also the imprisonment of his kin. The four brothers had suffered 500 years of servitude to that monster.

      It was almost too terrible to think of. Just as terrible perhaps as 500 years of being chained to his dungeons. Sorrow and hope warred within Castor as he took to the white gray skies above the Isle of Pain.

      Plumes of black smoke from the still burning Castle Blackthorne filled the air, but Castor could only celebrate its demise. His beast roared, the sound splitting the sky like lightning.

      The words of Nicholas and Devine, the Dragons who’d freed him, echoed in his mind. He might be a demon doomed to die, a ChangeDragon they’d said, but he was free.

      Finally, I am free. And I will die free.

      Pity he would never get the chance to live free. Castor did not know what good, if any, could come of his new and brief freedom. But maybe there was this one thing. Maybe he could find his brothers. And maybe, just maybe, they could offer him forgiveness before his death.

      As if on cue, a sharp pain struck him over his chest, a sharp tug from beneath the symbol of his rose. Each Dragon had his own rose and Castor’s was called his garnet rose. It was his Dragon’s true and only treasure, or so one kind guard had told him when he was very young.

      If his rose was burning so, he must be dying indeed. Accepting it was hard, but maybe once he found his kin, they could send him off to the next world with their blessings. He could not tell whether they would truly forgive him or not, he could only hope.

      But how was he to find them? He flapped his great wings, battling against the stormy skies and searched his mind for any bit of information from the rare tomes Castor had read or anything he might have overheard during his imprisonment.

      He recalled hearing of bonds, those ties that connected one Dragon to another. If that bond was strong, they could seek one another out over vast distances. If there was a blood tie, that created a particularly strong bond.

      His brothers might not know of him, but he knew of them. The bond had been forged with his birth. So, he decided to take a chance and searched deep within himself. It seemed far easier now to do so, unencumbered by chains and the hate that smothered him in that dungeon.

      No more of that, he told himself.

      He had no time to revel in his newfound freedom. Time was too precious for such a selfish endeavor. Instead, Castor searched for that spark, that inkling that would lead him to his kin.

      Castor took to the open skies, flying higher and higher, soaring with the wind instead of against it. Once he began to glide, Castor looked hard within his own mind’s eye, searching that magical, metaphysical plane where he waited for his beast to swap scales for skin.

      Then, as if on demand, he found it. In that mystical place, he found a faint glowing thread. Small and thin, but there. Could this really be it? The bond between him and his kin? Ignoring his physical pain and bone deep hunger, Castor dug deep inside himself for the answer.

      Yes.

      He roared his triumph, opening his Dragon’s eyes and, like a homing pigeon, he set course for his final destination. His blood was being called from very far away. Without hesitation, Castor sped off in that direction.

      I am coming, my brothers, and may the creator allow you to forgive my trespasses, he thought.

      Castor Falk might be dying, but he would see them first. His brothers. The only beings he could lay claim to in the entire world.

      Yes, he thought.

      I will taste home and family before my end.

      Rooooaaaarrrrr!
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      Jozette opened the front door and stepped aside before the whirlwind that was her BFF could knock her on her ass. Again. Unfortunately, Marissa was not only strong for someone so petite. She was also as graceful as an elephant in a china shop most of the time.

      “OMG, Jozette! Your parent’s new house is so big! And right on the water!”

      “Come on in,” Jozette said.

      She shook her head and closed the door while Marissa zipped from room to room like a fly on crack.

      “OHMYGAWD! Look at that view! Super nice.”

      “Hmm?” Jozi turned toward the woman who had been her best friend since she was seven.

      Marissa was pointing at the view of the intracoastal behind the house. That was the waterway that ran parallel to the ocean and stretched from Manasquan to Maccon City, Caster’s Corner, and all the way down to Cape May.

      It was pretty. She had to give her parents that. Even in winter. Jozette nodded as she padded across the kitchen floor to start a pot of tea.

      “Yeah, it’s great. Got the intracoastal right back there. Perfect place for me to sit and write,” she replied.

      “How is your History of Maccon City book coming, anyway?”

      “Well, I mean it’s odd really,” she hesitated. “Do you know we have a history around here of strange sightings and unexplained phenomena? I’m fascinated, truly, but I just can’t seem to narrow things down. I think maybe I should just scratch the whole thing⁠—”

      “No way! You always wanted to write, Jozi. But maybe it’s the topic?”

      Jozi shrugged, taking in her words. Marissa was not mean, just blunt. She sat down at the breakfast nook while Jozette grabbed the small wooden box holding a variety of teas and the honey from the shelf.

      Every Saturday, like clockwork, no matter where Jozette was living at the time, the pair of them got together and shared a pot of tea. There was nothing better! Tea paired with whatever goodies Marissa had whipped up, and a good dose of honest conversation with someone Jozette respected and cared about.

      “If only you were a man,” Jozi murmured.

      “You couldn’t handle me,” Marissa replied with a wink.

      It was a running joke since college. Marissa had kissed a girl once. She liked it too. But alas, she was still attracted to men. Usually, men who started out okay. But somehow, they all seemed to turn into lazy asshats who wanted her to wait on them hand and foot while they complained about the size of her ass.

      “We sure were smart kiddies starting this little tradition,” Jozi remarked, as she gathered some napkins.

      They had started this routine as kids after Jozette had a minor crisis over needing to wear reading glasses at the age of ten. At the time, getting glasses was devastating. She’d had several dozen pairs since, often losing or breaking them, until she eventually had corrective laser surgery.

      “Okay, truth?” Marissa asked, choosing lavender citrus tea to go with the almond biscotti she’d brought.

      “Always,” Jozette replied, choosing a plain English breakfast tea for herself.

      “I think you should write whatever the fuck you want. Stories you want to read. Not some history your parents said would be a ‘cute project’ for you. And,” Marissa continued.

      She was not going to hold anything back. Going for broke, as always, Jozi figured.

      “I think you need to start dating again, Jozi. Like now.”

      “What?” she asked, almost spilling the hot water onto her hand. “No way. It’s too soon.”

      “No, it’s not. It’s been three months, almost four, since that loser dumped you and ran off with that exotic dancer he met in Manhattan.”

      “Must we go over that again?” Jozette moaned.

      She lifted her steaming cup of tea. If anything could soothe her battered soul, it was this. Time with her bestie and some top notch noshing.

      “These are really good,” she said, crunching on another excellent cookie.

      Jozette did not want to talk about her jerk of an ex. The truth was, her ego had been badly wounded by the awful cliché that was the way her last relationship had ended.

      Heck.

      Not only had that cheating moron kicked her out of their shared apartment, but now she was here! Living in her parents’ new house, which they’d bought only six months after she’d officially moved all of her things out of her childhood home.

      It was like they couldn’t wait to get rid of any evidence they’d once had a child. Not the most loving of parents, Henry and Darla Keeper, were currently on an ornithology expedition in Europe.

      “Thanks,” Marissa replied. “Seriously, Jozi, why not go out on a date?”

      “Um, my parents, for one,” she replied.

      Both retired Math teachers from the local high school and junior colleges respectively, they were also avid bird watchers. They’d gone on this extended trip for two reasons. One, because it was a good excuse to do something they both had in common. And two, to avoid having to live with their adult daughter.

      “What do they have to do with this?”

      “Marissa, do I even need to say it again? Mom and Dad are more than disappointed in me after this fiasco. If I date someone new, they will really freak out!”

      This was just another one of a series of choices she’d made that they did not approve of. They blamed her for the failure of her relationship and her current living situation. Never considering her boyfriend had not only lost his job one month after she’d moved in, but he also cheated on her. According to them, that was her fault, too.

      But that wasn’t all. Jozette’s desire to be a writer, and not a teacher, after she’d ‘wasted time and their money’ by getting her degree in English Literature was another point of contention between Jozi and her parents.

      So, to hear them tell it, Jozette was a total failure who couldn’t keep her man interested. They also acted as if it had been her plan all along to get thrown out of the apartment she’d shared with her ex and move back home.

      How humiliating!

      Her current temporary home might be a new house on the water with a dynamite view, but it would never be cozy and warm like Marissa’s family’s home. But hey, at least the water was always pretty to watch.

      “I think it is safe to say I am not made for relationships,” Jozette replied confidently.

      “You don’t need a relationship to have sex⁠—”

      “Mar! You know how I feel about that,” she replied with a faux shocked expression.

      Marissa could be bawdy as hell when she wanted to be. Sometimes it was for shock value. Other times, she didn’t think the woman even realized it. Sex always was easy for her best friend, but for Jozette, not so much.

      “Jozi, you’re thirty-one years old. Sex is not taboo anymore. It’s a part of life!”

      “Easy for you to say. Look at you,” she nodded at her stacked blonde hottie bestie.

      Not that Jozette was a dog. But, reality check, thirty-one was looking a little plumper on her hips, and less chipper in the boob department than twenty-one. Of course, Marissa still looked toned as fuck.

      Beyotch.

      “Oh, shut up! Look, it’s time to move on. You don’t need to find Mr. Right to enjoy a little sucking and fucking,” Marissa insisted.

      “Ew, Mar. What next? Are you going to say the m word?” she asked, shivering noticeably.

      There was nothing more disgusting than listening to Marissa go into gory detail about sex. She’d heard it all over the years. The cum stains on her prom dress.

      The bulging veins on the underside of her jock boyfriend’s cock. How she thought spraying rosewater on her pussy made it more appealing.

      Jozi could go on, but this particular trip down memory lane was too much for breakfast. Make that forever. She never, ever wanted to talk about these things. But did that stop Marissa? Nope.

      “Yes, I am going to say it. When was the last time a man got you⁠—”

      

      Marissa’s eyes glinted in the sunlight like gold coins as she slapped her hands on the table and leaned close to Jozi’s face and yelled the word she had been dreading.

      “Moist!” Marissa yelled, with a satisfied smile on her face.

      “Ugh! Why? Why would you say that?”
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      Utterly grossed out, Jozette got up and dumped the remnants of her tea down the drain, rinsing and washing the cup dutifully. Marissa was gasping for air and wiping her eyes because she was laughing so hard.

      Super beyotch.

      “Okay, okay. I am sorry for using the m word. Do you wanna talk about what happened with Larry? You never told me the whole story.”

      “I don’t think so, Mar. I mean, it’s not them. It’s me!”

      “Jozette! That is not true.”

      “Of course it is,” she said, grabbing another biscotti.

      She deserved it. Heaven, she thought, and moaned around her mouthful of yummy goodness.

      “These are really great, by the way,” she mumbled, so as not to drop any.

      “Thanks,” Marissa replied, looking pleased with herself.

      “So, me and Larry⁠—”

      “The unemployed loser who looked a little like Ernest Borgnine after he ate too much,” Marissa chimed in unhelpfully.

      “Anyway,” Jozi said, rolling her eyes.

      “Larry announced his leaving with a text that said, ‘found someone else, get your things out by noon’.”

      “Oooh, ouch.”

      “Yes, ouch. Add that to the fact I’ve worked in the same bookstore since college, and had to return to my parents’ house, it doesn’t exactly amount to hey check me out I am quite the catch.”

      “Jozi—”

      “No, no, look, I am being a realist here, Mar. I am not cut out for men or sex. I mean, men find me boring. Just look at me,” she indicated her thermal Henley and baggy jeans.

      “You could use new clothes,” Marissa replied.

      Her best friend’s stylish apparel was always up to date and perfect whatever the occasion. She currently wore a pair of tailored brown pants with a sage colored blouse and an ivory scarf. Her blonde curls were piled on top of her head in a seemingly careless bun, but Jozi knew differently.

      Her bestie had taken at least thirty minutes to create that just rolled off a hot guy look. Her sun kissed cheeks, despite the snow on the ground, and pouty pink lips were perfect as always. Marissa looked beautiful. And Jozette, well, she looked clean at least.

      “I don’t care about clothes, Mar. Besides, I am going to use this time while my parents are away to work on my book. I just can’t seem to get anywhere with it.”

      “It has been years, you know. Maybe time to give up on the whole history thing⁠—”

      “OUCH! That hurts, you know,” she grumbled.

      “I’m sorry! Look, I just mean write something not so, you know, blah.”

      “Really?”

      “If you can’t get anywhere with it, maybe you should switch genres or something. Just cause your parents think nonfiction is the only thing worth writing⁠—”

      “I know, I know. I must have some serious writers’ block or something,” she said, frowning.

      “I just want you to be happy, Jozi. I promise I won’t say another word about dating, okay? Come on, forgive me?”

      “There is nothing to forgive. I’ll figure it out,” she murmured.

      Marissa worried her lower lip, but Jozette stuck her tongue out and soon both women were smiling. She took another bite of biscotti, then cleared the table and refilled the electric kettle. Of course, she was not insulted. Marissa was like family, for Pete’s sake.

      Despite being friends, they were as opposite as any pair of women could be. Marissa was tiny and petite. Every man’s dream of a woman with her size two waist, natural blonde hair, and an excellent job as a financial analyst for Eat Well Live Proud. The international company was renowned as one of the world’s largest meat and fish importers and exporters.

      “Enough about me. How are things at work?” Jozette pretended an interest while Marissa jumped into a detailed account of her office interactions with Hector, the hottie, and Stella, the bitch.

      An hour and a potful of tea later, Marissa left her bestie with air kisses and a hug.

      “Don’t give up on love yet, Jozi. You never can tell.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Stop by the store later if you have time.”

      “Are you doing the story hour today?”

      “Yep. As long as my boss has morning sickness, it is all up to me to keep the kids of Maccon City entertained,” she joked.

      “Alright, maybe I will stop by. I told Hector I could assist him in shopping for a birthday gift for his nephew. Books might be a great place to start,” she said, wagging her perfectly tweezed eyebrows up and down.

      Jozette laughed and shook her head. The woman was incorrigible, but she loved her like a sister. Not having any would do that, Marissa had informed her. She had three herself and assured Jozette sibling rivalry simply was not worth it.

      Being an only child was terribly lonely at times. It was why she’d become such an avid reader. Of course, both her parents were older when they’d had her. Her mother had turned forty and her father was forty-eight when she’d been born.

      Both were professors at a nearby private college and had never planned on marriage, let alone children. The problem with being an only child to older parents who worked in education was they felt the need to explain everything.

      So, from the time she was very young, Jozette understood she was unplanned, therefore, had no right to infringe on their life plans. Oh, they loved her. At least, she was assured they did. But they were not openly affectionate. There was no hugging, kissing, and petting as a child. She was given gold stars on a calendar when she did something right, and told with unerring accuracy to the detail when and why she was wrong.

      Okay, for a college student, maybe. Not so much for a preschooler. One particular memory was the time she had come home from school after losing her first tooth with a picture she had drawn of the tooth fairy.

      Three year old Jozette had been so proud of the purple and blue drawing. She’d made it in the school nurse’s office while waiting for her babysitter to come get her.

      When her parents had come home that evening, they did not place it on the fridge like the other kids had talked about. Instead, they sat her down and told her there was no such thing as the tooth fairy.

      Or the Easter bunny. Or Santa.

      Yep. Her parents had effectively murdered all fairytale and fantastic creatures for Jozette when she was still tender aged.

      “And I wonder why I’m fucked up,” she muttered and went to dress for work.

      Heck.

      Her parents hadn’t even planned for her to stay in their new house at all. There was only one spare bedroom which her mother had made into a bird lovers’ library. Pictures of sparrows, seagulls, and other feathered critters crowded the walls. Jozi wasn’t exactly fond of them with their pointy beaks and sharp looking talons. In fact, she was kind of afraid of birds. Blame it on that old movie, or whatever. It was just another thing for her parents to dislike about her.

      Sigh.

      The good news was there were tons of books on the hand-carved shelves inside the room she was sleeping in. The bad news was that only left room for a very small pull out couch. Uncomfortable was the word that immediately came to mind. The mattress was thin and lumpy, and she felt every spring as if it were digging into her spine.

      Jozette had a mattress. A nice double firm queen sized one, but like everything else she owned, it was currently in storage. Her job was steady, but it did not pay very much, and rent was sky high in this part of the state. But she did not know how much longer she could take all this.

      In a few weeks, her parents would be back, and Jozette had some serious thinking to do. She couldn’t go on like this. It was unfair to them and not so fun for her.

      “One day at a time,” she murmured and headed out to work.

      Story time at Crescent Moon Books was her favorite part of the day. Ever since her bosses Clara and Delia Crescent had hired her, she’d been enthralled by the daily tradition.

      Recently, Jozette convinced the sisters to let her add another story hour to their workday. They already had ten and eleven covered, so Jozette had asked to try one at two in the afternoon. With a special emphasis on dragons and myths, her story time hour had become a fast favorite of some of the local children.

      Once a month, Jozette brought in crayons and paper and had the kids draw their favorite characters. Afterwards, she would hang them on the community bulletin board at the front of the shop. A way for the kids to show off their work to their parents and nannies who brought them.

      Usually, those happy parents turned into paying customers. Something most small bookstores needed more of. As long as the kids and her bosses were happy, Jozette was happy. It was a win-win.

      If only the position was full time. Maybe then she could move out of her parents’ home and sleep on something other than a sofa bed. And if she was a very good girl, maybe she wouldn’t have to sleep in her new bed alone.

      Hmmm. That would be very nice.

      She stopped her silliness with a shrug. No more men. She was through with them. Not like they were banging down her door, anyway. Not the way she looked with her difficult to tame, curly dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, a bomber jacket covering her plain thermal, and her baggy jeans tucked into her snow boots.

      Jozette was ready to battle the elements, but not the dating scene. Nope. Not now. Maybe not ever.

      One day at a time, she reminded herself as she got inside the same small used compact car she’d had for years. It still ran and sure beat walking in this weather, and that was all that really mattered to her.

      One day, when her book was finished, and she wasn’t living in her parents’ house, then she would revisit the dating thing. When she had a few successes under her belt and didn’t feel like a complete and utter failure at life. Someday in the future she would consider looking for a partner to traverse through life with.

      Someday, she thought.

      Just not now.
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      Castor did not know how long he traversed the skies after fleeing the Isle of Pain. The two Dragons who’d freed him had not followed, and that was good. He did not want to fight them.

      Truth was, he did not know if he could fight, let alone win. His strength was waning as he flexed his wings, using the air currents to propel him farther towards the place his Dragon’s heart felt the call of his kin.

      I am coming, brothers.

      Hope was the only thing that kept him moving against the bleak night sky. It was dark and gray. The kind of sky that told of coming storms. How much longer would he have to go?

      He wondered, but then finally, he felt the answer inside of him. It was in the sudden burning in his chest, over his rose. Yes, Castor was getting close.

      Using his inherent magic and darkened scales to hide among the stars, Castor pushed himself harder. He flew and flew until suddenly he felt as if a magnet was pulling him towards the earth. Stronger than any force he had ever felt. His blood raced through his veins and his Dragon roared loudly, shooting flames into the heavens before he began his descent.

      Castor had had very little time as a Dragon. Being chained had stunted his communion with his beast, and he did not quite yet understand what the creature was telling him. So many emotions roiled through him, they were hard to discern. He had no time to react or get used to the sudden zeal that swept through him.

      The beast turned and nosedived, aiming for the water to cushion his fall. The eagerness of his Dragon was palpable, and though the beast seemed to know what it was doing, Castor doubted the rough water would be any more welcoming than the surface, which appeared sandy and strewn with rocks and shells. Figured his kin would reside near a seashore.

      The air was bitter cold, but he hardly felt it compared to the freezing depths of the deep blue that engulfed his two ton form. Castor’s Dragon receded and scales turned to skin as he pushed up past the freezing depths to break the water’s surface.

      When he finally rose to the top, he was exhausted and fully human. It was a mile to shore, and though the water was frigid and the waves plenty, he could manage it. He had to.

      Finally, dragging himself out of the cold wet depths, Castor crawled, sucking in air as the water on his hair, brows, and eyelashes froze the second they came into contact with the wind. He stood up, gritting his teeth against the sharp pain in his limbs. Naked and barefoot, he crept along the rocks and sandy path. He had no idea where he was, but he knew he had to be close to finding his brothers. He still had hope. His Dragon had brought him here for that very reason.

      Yet, there was no obvious sign of any Dragons. He closed his eyes to find that beacon that had led him there, but no more did he feel his brothers calling to him. There was something, though.

      Indeed, Castor was sure of it. He felt something else, something sharp and hard. Like a hot knife slicing through skin, muscle, and marrow, hooking him deep inside and pulling him forward.

      Bloody hell!

      What was that pain? He was no stranger to physical hurt, but this was beyond that. Far worse than any of the petty tortures he had endured in his lifetime. In Castor’s mind, it could only mean one thing.

      Nicholas and Devine, those two Dragons who’d freed him, were right. He was a demon, a ChangeDragon. And worse, he was dying. Why else would he suffer from this piercing, relentless pain?

      Whatever had brought him crashing down from the skies, that same force was right then pulling him towards some sort of dwelling. The building was very unlike the castle that housed the dungeon he’d spent his entire life in. It was frightfully small, yet pleasant. A two-story structure with several glass windows that fascinated him, and white wood planks on the outside.

      Not a castle. But a hut, perhaps? Would Dragons live in a hut?

      Shivering, he continued to look as he slowly crept up the stairs to the back door. This was the moment he’d both longed for and dreaded. The few contents of his stomach threatened to make a reappearance with each step he took closer to the abode.

      What did he expect from swallowing a few seagulls while in his Dragon form? The stringy tiny birds were hardly food, but it was just to keep up his strength. He hated the things. They’d often flown in his cell and shat upon the stone walls from the one rectangular hole in the walls.

      Those foul fowl were infuriatingly scrawny, and he’d thought it fitting he swallowed down a few after all the shit he had to live with for centuries. Alas, he was mistaken. The gulls did not agree in the least with his digestive system. Dragon or human.

      You’re wasting time, he thought to himself as his inner Dragon puffed out a smoke circle.

      Castor shook his head. After centuries of his beast being bound and locked away from him, to have him suddenly inside his mind at all times was a little unnerving. Fantastic, to be certain, but it would take getting used to.

      But time was the one thing he had in short supply. It made him unbearably sad to think how short lived his freedom would be. It was tragic. He was dying before he ever had the chance to really soar.

      He growled, annoyed at his own weakness. Castor would not lament his own wasted life. There would be no point. After all, meeting his brothers and apologizing for their suffering, as his mother bade him before she’d been escorted to her death, was the least he could do for both his parents.

      Perhaps it would bring some closure to his kin. And maybe, just maybe, he could taste happiness before he perished.

      He approached the gleaming white door with caution. This was it. Terror and excitement welled inside of him. The first was a common enough feeling, but the latter, well, that was new.

      Castor shivered, sending icy droplets of sea water dripping down his face. His breath came out in white puffs of vapor, and though temperatures were low, it was nowhere near the freezing of his old dungeon room.

      Stop dawdling.

      Castor cursed himself for his own hesitation. He squared his shoulders, trying to prepare himself for their hatred and rejection, things he was sure they would feel.

      Of course, there was a tiny sliver of hope that his half-brothers would accept him. That they would rejoice in him finding them, however, short the reunion. But how likely was that, really?

      Doubts assailed him, but he was no coward. Reaching out with a closed fist, Castor Falk braced himself for disappointment, and finally knocked on the small wooden door. It was the longest thirty seconds of his life, but he counted them away one by one.

      “Coming!”

      A voice cried, and his stomach did that thing again. Castor’s heart began pounding inside his chest. What was this? A female? Perhaps one of his brothers’ mates? Lucky Dragons!

      He waited impatiently, with trepidation at the sudden dampening of his palms and racing of his pulse. Fuck! Whatever disease his being a ChangeDragon meant for his own life, it seemed to speed up.

      Castor was going to die. There was no doubt about it. But maybe, if he were luckier than the past would have proved, fortune would smile on him this one time so that he may meet his end, knowing his brothers were well and happy with families of their own!

      “Hello?” A voice like a siren’s song reached his starved ears like manna from the heavens.

      “Oh my GAWD!”

      That accent! Unlike any he had ever heard. Cute, though, but still a tad shrill when she screamed thusly.

      “You’re naked!”

      The female continued, her enormous brown eyes bulging as they traversed his male parts. And he understood why. His organ was suddenly pulsing. A feeling he had never felt.

      Castor could not move an inch. Not even to cover himself. He was frozen to the spot. Aside from breathing, he remained a statue. He gawked at the dark, chestnut haired beauty, mouth open like a fish out of water.

      Never in all his decades in the dungeons of the castle had he ever seen hide nor hair of the likes of her. He had seen women, yes. Dragomir did love showing off his prizes.

      The son of a traitor to the throne was of much interest to his concubines over the years. But those painted women were hardhearted and cold like the man they gave their bodies to.

      Not her. He thought, staring at the beautiful creature before him.

      She was all things soft and round and perfect. Her full figure commanded his gaze, beckoned his fingers, and struck his heart like a blow from a hammer.

      Bam!

      A surge of energy struck him right in the gut. His very blood seemed to burn. And his skin, too. Castor growled as he felt his stomach churn and squeeze with electrifying heat.

      What sorcery was this? What curse has struck me low?

      The flesh under his wilting garnet rose, sizzled and burned like an iron fresh from the fire. The female gasped, her dark brown eyes went from shocked to concerned as he fell to his knees on the snow covered porch. Small hands reached out to touch him and the result was like lightning searing his skin.

      “You’re freezing!” she shouted, yanking her hands back.

      “Quick! Come inside. Hurry!”

      The female was the most glorious thing Castor had ever seen. Emotions never felt before threatened to drown him. An inferno of desire, need, lust and something more raged inside.

      Castor wanted to speak. To bid the fair lady not to trouble herself with the lowly likes of him, but he was actually struck dumb.

      Speak? No. He could not utter a single word. He’d never had much physical contact in his life, especially not anything so kind as a caress or embrace. But that was what he wanted. With her. The feeling so strong he had to fight to keep himself from reaching out and pressing her flesh to his.

      All of his blood seemed to be rushing and running through him like a raging river. He felt it all the way down to his balls. The two orbs squeezed and tightened, tucking against his body.

      Was this it? Was this to be his end?

      Maybe she was indeed an angel come down from the heavens to send him off to the unknown. Dragons had many gods, many stories of the afterlife and the Underworld. Even a lowly prisoner such as he heard the tales. Time and again, some servants managed to smuggle books to his cell.

      Who knew which one was the right one? Maybe none. Maybe all.

      Muscles twitching and shaking, he fought against the pain of death. For that was surely what this was. Castor had to fight it, just so he might speak to the fair creature. If his course had been correct, then he’d arrived at the home of the Falk brothers, and she was mated to one of them. A beauty such as she undoubtedly belonged to one of his kin.

      He’d formerly thought them lucky Dragons, but now knew they were infinitely more than that. If she belonged to them, they were the luckiest damn creatures on the whole fucking planet.

      He felt her hands wrap around his bicep and the sting was damn near unbearable. Heat threatened to consume him, and for a moment, he feared he would harm the fair creature.

      Never.

      His Dragon seemed to push the word inside his brain. Followed by another, something he did not quite comprehend. Not at first, anyway.

      Es Meus.

      The enormous beast inside of him growled the word in Dracan. Castor was not all that familiar with the ancient language. But it meant something, this phrase. Something profound.

      He closed his eyes on the pain that followed. No! It couldn’t be. Castor could never be so low as to covet his brother’s wife. Whichever one of them she belonged to, he would do the honorable thing.

      Castor would give the man his head on a silver platter for his own dishonorable thoughts. And what thoughts! It was worth it, just to think them.

      His Dragon’s fire churned as passion flared for the beautiful creature. He imagined their naked bodies touching, writhing, joining. Visions of which he had never felt, only ever heard whispers of, flooded his brain.

      Fuck, yes, please.

      He’d had 500 years to wonder about sex, but he’d never felt anything like this. If this was desire, no wonder men died of it. And he too would die of it. Gladly.

      “You have to help me, pal,” the angel grunted as she tried to pull him inside.

      He saw her shivering in her thin night clothes and, as if to punish him for
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