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        Some mistakes haunt you. Others destroy everything. This Dragon's racing to make sure his stubbornness doesn't cost him everything that matters.

         

        Six months. That’s how long Cyrus had perfect happiness with Vanessa, his Polar Bear Princess and Fated Mate. Then a misunderstanding tore them apart.

         

        He was too stubborn to chase her. She was too hurt to wait. He left on a mission. She came home to an empty house.

         

        It took time, but she’s finally found him. Sadly, nothing is going as planned.

         

        The bane of her existence, and her relationship, has shown up and thrown a wrench into the thing. And the worst part is that he’s not the only child– or even the blackest sheep of the family.

         

        Can Cyrus overcome his stubborn pride, save the only woman he’ll ever love, and get the best Christmas surprise ever?

         

        Only Santa knows for sure, and Fate’s gotta twinkle in Her eye, but this Dragon’s gonna have to fly faster than Jolly Ol’ St. Nick’s sleigh to save his happily ever after.
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      “Cyrus will stay as long as you need him,” Carrick confirmed for what seemed like the hundredth time, his hand resting reassuringly on the back of a nearby chair. “I have told him that you are the Queen, and…”

      "Ruairí is the King," the younger Dragon mimicked the Dragon Leader’s voice almost perfectly. His eyes, nearly as dark as hers, gleamed with mischief. Then he burst out laughing, "I know how to behave."

      “Indeed, he does, Brother,” Ruairí confirmed. Then, with a twinkle in his eye and a smirk, he added, “And if he forgets, we’ll head out to a pasture and run training drills from sunup to sundown like we used to.”

      “Oh, hell, no!” Cyrus pretended to whimper. With one hand over his heart and the other up in mock surrender, he tried to sound like a little boy when he whimpered, “Please, please, Mr. Carrick, sir. Don’t make me stay with the bad Dragon. He whips me so.”

      Laughing out loud for only the second time since she’d met him, her almost brother-in-law shook his head. Looking at Tamsyn, he chuckled, “Please don’t kill them. We do still need them, even if they are pains in the arse.”

      “But I can still beat ‘em every now and then, right?”

      Giving her a thumbs up, another thing she never thought she’d see the renowned Dragon Guardsman do, Carrick teased, “Beat them, whip them, send them to bed without dinner. The choice is yours, my lovely sister.”

      “Hey!” Cyrus loudly objected, throwing his hands in the air as Ruairí wrapped his arm around her shoulder. Leaning down close, Ruairí whispered, “You wouldn’t send me to bed without dinner, would you, Mo chroí?”

      “I call foul!” Cyrus yelled, pointing dramatically at her Mate with a silly grin on his face. “No fair playing the Mate card. No fair, Old Man. No…”

      The back door swung open with such force that it slammed into the antique China cabinet, rattled the glassware and dishes that belonged to Tamsyn’s parents with such fury that they tingled like silver bells and drowned out Cyrus’s words. Before the Bobcat Queen could catch her breath, her best friend’s massive body filled the doorframe.

      “Luke, what the hell are you…?”

      Sweating and panting, the Black Bear stepped into the kitchen. Eyes wide, his worried gaze met Tamsyn’s. The worry etched into his haunted expression made her heart skip a beat, but his words were even scarier.

      “There’s a woman trapped on the ledge outside Dead Man’s Cave.”

      “What? No!” Ruairí roared. “We closed that off. I laid the wards myself. There’s no way…”

      Holding up his hand, Luke shook his head. “I know you did. I have no clue how she got there. All I know is that she’s hurt, can’t walk, and her name is Vanessa.”

      “Vanessa?” Cyrus gasped. “It can’t…”

      Before he could finish his thought, the voice of his Dragon King floated through his mind. “The past is never just the past- not when the heart and Fate are involved.”
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      “You might as well just talk to him, Lad.”

      “Yeah, ‘cause I’m so good at small talk.”

      “No, because he helped convince the Enforcer and his Mate not to come along.”

      “Well, shit, when you put it that way...”

      And just then, Luke’s deep grumbling, rumbling mumble echoed across the frozen mountainside as if he’d yelled. Cyrus knew he should strike up a conversation. At least, attempt small talk- something he’d never been able to do. Maybe he could talk about American football. He’d seen the Dallas Cowboys memorabilia all over Luke’s room when they stopped to grab his go bag. The Black Bear was a serious fan.

      Searching his mind for the last time he’d actually been able to sit down and pay attention to SportsCenter, Cyrus tried to remember if Luke’s favorite team was having a winning season or not. If they weren’t, the conversation would die a horrible death before it even got started.

      But Luke Jackson, always quick and aware, foiled the Dragon Guardsman’s plan. Stomping so hard the ground shook, the massive Black Bear’s rolling Southern accent boomed, “Enough of your shit, Cyrus MacDonald. Either you tell me who Vanessa is and why you turned whiter than Aunt Ida’s sheets hangin’ on the line in the summer sun, or I’mma call Ruairí and Tamsyn and have them come see what’s going on.”

      “No!” The word flew from his mouth a full second before his brain caught up. Eyes meeting Luke’s, the Dragon knew he’d lost the battle before it had even started. There would be no talk of football or anything else mundane. The Black Bear was on a mission. Not only was there a twinkle in his eye that hadn’t been there a second before, but the knowing grin that lifted the corner of his thick, black beard had Cyrus shaking his head and cursing under his breath, “Son of a bitch.”

      “Yep,” Luke happily nodded. “I gotcha now, don’t I? I’m quicker than the average bear, ya’ know?”

      “I see that.” Unsure if he was more irritated with himself for opening his mouth or the Black Bear for looking way too satisfied, Cyrus added, “You got me alright.” Sighing, he relented quicker than any other time in his life and said, “Yeah, okay, why not. You’re gonna meet her soon enough anyway.” Shrugging, he went on, “Vanessa and I dated for a while. Everything was great, then it wasn’t. In the end, it got really bad, really quickly.”

      “What did you do? Look at another woman in front of her or say something stupid like ‘women should stay home’?” Inhaling sharply, he leaned forward, attempting a whisper. “You didn’t tell her butt looked big, did you? Even I know that’s the kiss of death, my friend.”

      No.” Cyrus adamantly shook his head. “Nothing like that at all. I would never. Even a hundred or so years ago, my mom fought right beside my dad. She was one helluva warrior and also had time to teach me manners. Not to mention, all the Mates of my Brethren I’ve met over the last decade or so. They’re fiercer than ten of us, and don’t let a guy get away with anything.”

      “You got that right.” Luke snorted a chuckle. “Hell, I grew up with Tamsyn. She’s kicked my ass more times than I can count. She might be tiny, but she is mighty.” Snorting again, he added with a smile, “I mean, who else would tell us to cut down a Christmas tree on our way back home from a rescue?”

      Thinking about the Bobcat Queen who’d just Mated one of the long-lost Enforcers who’d recently been found, the Guardsman smiled. Tamsyn Ryder-O’Clery was a powerhouse of intelligence, Magic, and tenacity that was only matched by the one woman who made Cyrus believe in happily ever after- Vanessa Bryant.

      Slowly nodding, he chuckled, “Nobody I know. Tamsyn sure is a one-woman powerhouse. I knew it from the moment I read the email she sent Carrick. Then again, she was made by the Universe for the man who trained a bunch of other young Dragon Shifters and me to be a Guardsman. That man is one of the toughest SOBs I’ve ever known. He took shit from no one and made us work from sunup to sundown every day. I’m pretty sure his strength and unwillingness to give up were why he became an Enforcer. They knew he wouldn’t stop until he was dead, and even then, he’d be yellin’ orders from the Heavens.”

      Laughing out loud, Luke joked, “I believe you, but have you seen the way Ruairí damn near swoons when Tams is anywhere nearby? Now, that’s a man in love.”

      “It is,” Cyrus wistfully agreed.

      “Makes ya’ think, doesn’t it?”

      “It damn sure does.”

      “Okay, out with it. What happened between you and Vanessa? What did you do?”

      Shrugging and shaking his head, the Guardsman honestly answered, “I really have no freakin’ clue. We were sitting around the fire pit I’d built behind her house, just having a beer and talking.”

      “Now, where does she live? Across the pond?”

      “No,” Cyrus shook his head. “Actually, she grew up less than fifty miles from Valentine, Texas, where Bonnie Sampson lives.” At the mention of the Alpha She-Wolf, the Black Bear’s eyes took on a dreamy look. Cyrus thought about teasing him but decided he would hold onto that little nugget of information for another time.

      “Well, anyway, we were talking about taking a trip to my home on the Isle of Skye. I wanted her to see it before I asked her to move in with me. She wondered about the Clans that call the Isle home and if there were any of her people there.”

      “Who are her people?” Luke asked, genuine curiosity giving a lilt to his already lyrical, Southern accent.

      “Oh, sorry, I thought you knew. She’s a Polar Bear Shifter. I just figured…”

      “No freakin’ way!” Luke cheered. “I’ve never met a Polar Bear. Mind you, it’s the only kinda Bear I haven’t had the pleasure of becoming acquainted with. That is freakin’…” Voice trailing off, the Black Bear lowered his voice and in a hushed tone asked, “And she lives in South Texas? Where it’s hot pretty much all the damned time? How in the hell does that work?”

      “Ya’ know,” Cyrus admitted. “I never thought about it. I knew what she was from the moment we met, and I guess…” Scratching the stubble on his jaw, he slowly nodded. “Well, I guess I just never thought about asking her if it was hard for a cold-weather Shifter to live in the desert.”

      “Yeah,” Luke snickered. “I guess you had other things on your mind.” Winking right before he burst out laughing, the Black Bear held up his hands in mock surrender. “Just teasin’. Couldn’t resist.”

      Chuckling along, Cyrus freely admitted for the first time ever, “Oh, I had lots of other things on my mind, but not what you’re thinking.” Realizing what he’d done, the Guardsman hurried on, “To answer your original question, we were just talking, and from one second to the next, her whole demeanor changed. She jumped to her feet, spun around like a ballerina who’s had too much coffee, and slammed those tiny fists on her hips with a fury I’d never before seen. Before I could ask what the hell was happening, she told me in no uncertain terms that I was a stubborn Neanderthal who refused to change.”

      “And you said?”

      “Well, I, umm…” Stammering, wondering how he could save face, Cyrus huffed and exasperated breath and admitted, “Well, I did what I always do. I lost my cool and showed my ass, if you must know the truth. I said she was the hardest-headed woman on the face of the earth and was gonna get herself killed one day if she didn’t stop trying to save every person who crossed her path.”

      “Where the hell did that come from?” Luke asked, a shocked expression on his face.

      “I truly have no idea.” Throwing his hands in the air, he spread his feet shoulder-width apart and tucked his hands in his pockets the minute they touched his jeans. “Just like I have no clue how I went from the man she wanted to live with to a stubborn Neanderthal.” Huffing out a long breath, he added, “I mean, yes, we’d had loud discussions over…”

      “Loud discussions, huh?”

      “Okay, we had fought over my rather archaic ways of thinking and her way of rushing in to help anyone and everyone, whether they had a splinter in their little finger or they were on the run from a loan shark.”

      “On the run from a loan shark?”

      “Yep, she literally stood up to a Bull Shark Shifter and his whole Shiver of gangsters for a Red Fox Vixen who they were bleeding dry. I damned near lost my mind when I found out, but by the time I got there, Nessy had them all tied up and was waiting for the Sheriff.”

      “Damn! She and Tams are gonna be like two peas in a pod, and that’s before Tamsyn’s sister, Peaches, gets involved.”

      “Don’t I know it.” Cyrus smiled. “I am sure they will be friends at first sight. Goddess help us all.”

      Taking a step forward, the Black Bear narrowed his eyes and directly inquired, “Okay, so drop the other shoe. What happened next?”

      Once again, the Guardsman scratched at the stubble on his chin. “Well, she stomped off, and the next thing I heard was her truck peeling out of the driveway.”

      “But you were at her house.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Cyrus nodded, feeling his eyes get almost as wide as Luke’s were narrow.

      “What did you do?”

      “I sat there for about an hour. I was sure she would come back. She always had before.”

      “Y’all are all fire and passion, huh?”

      “Yeah,” Cyrus sarcastically snorted. Inhaling deeply, he thought about that night for the first time in a long time. Then he continued, “But she didn’t come back. So, I put out the fire
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We soar the sKies
Free to a certain extent,
As long as we stay hidden
From prying human eyes.

Our scales differ in color
Our defensive weapons,
Tails, horns, talons, and all,
Are never the same.

We are one with nature
We blend in with nature
The wind helps us soar high in the heavens
While the earth grants us healing strength in our hour of need.

We are one with the world
We are the guardians of our Kin
When evil conspires to maim and furt
We are protectors of this human race.

As majestic animals of fairytales
We share our beings with great men
They walk in honor and the grace of Fate,
Fate that we cannot deny.

Copyright © 2016 Melanie Williams
- This Poem is based on the Series, The Dragon Guard, by Author Julia Mills.
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