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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
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