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        Living without him for sixteen years sucked, but Everleigh survived. Now that blasted sexy Dragon is back with a tall tale and a basket load of apologies, but she can’t forget how bad it hurt to lose him the first time.

      

      

      
        
        Can she leave the past behind and trust Deacon to stand by her side for all eternity, or will she give up on the holidays forever?

      

      

      
        
        Only time will tell, but if Fate has anything to say about it that sweet Baker Bear will be unwrapping her Dragon sooner rather than later.
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        Unwrapping Her Dragon

        Mo gráh……….. My love

        Mo chroí………. My heart

        Tá tú mo ghrá eternal………. You are my eternal love.

        Ta’ mo chroi istigh ionat………. My heart is in you

        Grá mo shaol………. Love of my life
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      “Come on, Yogi, get your furry booty outta bed. Time to…”

      “Not Yogi. I’m a girl. My name should be….”

      “…Mud. Make that Miss Mud if you don’t get out of that damned bed. What if…”

      “…Cindy. She was Yogi’s girlfriend. But really, I…” Ever kept going, despite feeling the fiery glare of her best friend and partner in business, Isolde Mayflower, and her increasing need to yawn.

      “I know,” Issy groaned. “You shouldn’t even be called Yogi or Cindy or Boo Boo for that matter because they are….” Issy droned on. “…Grizzly Bears, and you’re a Mexican Black Bear. Yeah, yeah, yeah, you’ve only reminded me one-gajillion-eight-billion-four-hundred-million-six-hundred-and-ninety-three-thousand-seven-hundred-and-fifty-two times. So, what’s that they say about grumpy Bears?”

      “Don’t wake ‘em up, and they won’t be grumpy?”

      “No, that’s not it, Paddington.”

      Letting out a sigh that might’ve blown the blankets off her head had she not held them in her hands as tight as she could, Ever squeezed her eyes shut and prayed her bestie would get the hint even as she shouted, “Paddington was a boy, too.”

      Sadly, Issy was nothing if not determined.

      “Don’t care if it was a Salamander. It’s time to make the donuts, Chica. We’ve got….”

      Switching tactics, she went from playful banter to full-on distraction. “We’re only makin’ donuts today? When did that…?”

      “That’s not what I’m sayin’, and you know it. I was being funny. I was being….”

      “A giant pain in my ass?”

      “No. I was…”

      “Trying to drive me crazy?”

      “No, not that either. I was…”

      “Thinking you were going to go open the shop and let me sleep since winter is the time when Bears hibernate, and I am a….”

      “Stop right there, Baloo. You know danged good and well that….”

      “That it’s a damned shame that the only female Bear any cartoon company has ever come up with is Cindy?”

      “No, and that’s not true,” Issy countered, her voice taking on a sneaky tone that made Ever consider throwing off the covers to see what her bestie was up to.

      But she didn’t. Some things – like sleep - or a vague resemblance thereof – were more important. Of course, Izzy was still talking. That never changed.

      “You’re forgettin’ about the Hillbilly Bears. There’s Maw and Paw Rugg, their teenage daughter, Floral, and their young son, Shag. Lookie there! Two more female Bears! It’s a miracle! A real live….”

      Whoosh! A whip-roaring flash of cold air shot under Ever’s red and black plaid flannel on the top and Sherpa underneath thick, warm, and wooly blanket as Issy whooped, “I gotcha now! I’m gonna… Let go, dammit! Let go! Let go! Let go! This plan was supposed to work. I had it all planned out. All the I’s were dotted, and the T’s crossed. I was sooooo quiet! I did everything perfectly. Let go, dammit. Let go, Everleigh Elizabeth Sugarbaker! Let. Go. Now.”

      But she most certainly did not let go. Oh, hell no. No way. She was not letting go, even if the roof fell in and the sun stopped shining. If there was anything in the whole world she could count on – it was her own stubbornness.

      As the youngest and only living female Mexican Bear, she was nothing if not tenacious. Therefore, she was duty bound to hold on for dear life and scream at the top of her lungs. “Foul! I call a flag on the play. You can’t just sneak over here on your little stocking feet and rip the blanket off my warm, snuggly, sleeping self. That’s just rude, even for you, Isolde Maria Frost!”

      “No! No, it is not rude! It is what I need to do to get your furry ass outta that damned bed, into your cute little red and green sweater and Christmas Tree jeans, and get to the bakery.” Another tug on the blanket, followed by a loud stomp of her foot, and she was right back to ranting. “We got things to do. Orders to fill. Cookies, pies, cakes, honey buns – everything – to make. Christmas ain’t gonna be Christmas without all your sweet goodies!”

      Holding tight to the comforter as her best friend held the bottom, trying to rip it away, Ever rolled her eyes when the sweet but could be very spicy Mexican Gray Wolf she’d been friends with since they were two years old added in a part growl/part roar/part yell, “It’s a damned good thing I love you because….”

      “This is not love, Issy! This is….”

      “Don’t you dare say abuse. You always say abuse. This is…”

      “…most certainly abuse. I should…”

      “…not be allowed to lay around in bed all day. I agree – completely and totally. You know once you….”

      “Do not dare tell me that once I get into the bakery and start whippin’ up some of my awesome goodies, I’ll feel better. That is just...”

      “…about the fairest thing I can say at this very minute. Could you even imagine if we were on Candid Camera? Think about what all the folks here in Valentine would say about us havin’ a danged tug of war over a blanket and you refusin’….”

      “I did not refuse to get out of bed. I was trying to ask for….”

      “Oh, don’t even go there, Everleigh Eliza….”

      “And stop using my full name like you’re my momma or something. You know my momma wouldn’t even call me by my full name. She’d just….”

      “Jerk a knot in your tail and….”

      “And nuthin’. My momma would not jerk a knot in my tail. She stopped doin’ that a long….”

      “Like last week, Dip-Dork,” Issy scoffed. “Now, get outta bed right this minute, or I’m gonna call Brynn MacAllen and have her turn you into a frog, then you can bump your ass on the sidewalk when you hop on down to Honey Bear’s Sweet Shoppe to make my favorite mint chocolate chip brownies. You know how much I need my sweet, warm, ooey-gooey yummies first thing in the morning. You know you don’t want me gettin’ all furry and growly, now, do ya’?”

      “Yeah, well, just for wakin’ me up from the best dream I’ve ever had and makin’ all growly at 0’ dark’ thirty in the morning, you can….”

      “I can what?” Issy playfully teased, sticking out her tongue, wiggling her shoulders up and down, and shaking her hips like some big goofball.

      “Oh, whatever,” Ever huffed. “You can just get outta my room.”

      “Whatever? Really? That’s the best ya’ got? I’ll take that and raise you an ‘I bet I know who you were dreamin’ about’.”

      Grabbing the red velvet pillow to her left, Ever threw it across the room towards Issy's backside as she ran for the door. Laughing out loud when it hit her bestie in the back of the head instead of her butt, she was too busy yukking it up to pay attention. Issy’s twirling spin with a flash of crimson to her right had the Mexican Bear scrambling as fast as she’d ever scrambled to duck back under the covers.

      But it was way too late.

      “Oomph!” She spat as soft red fabric smacked her square in the face. “That’s not even fair, Issy! Don’t think I won’t retaliate! Expect when you least expect it,” Ever yelled out into the hall as the giggle of her bestie got further away.

      More irritated than when she missed the first batch of momma’s honey buns on Christmas morning, Ever flopped back on the pillow, threw the blanket over her head, and squeezed her eyes shut as tight as they would go. “At least if I pretend to be asleep, I can make believe it’s not about to be my hundredth birthday, the sixteenth anniversary of the disappearance of my Mate, and a pack of stray cats isn’t circling the block just waiting to be invited in to become my lifelong companions.”

      “Bears and cats don’t mix,” Sheila, the Bear with whom she shared her soul, grumbled. “I’m not sure how many times I have to remind you of this, but it is a well-known fact and one that….”

      “Oh, my Great Goddess of All in a candy cane striped bikini and matching go-go boots, give me a break, Sheena of National Geographic and Animal Planet. It was metaphorical. I’m havin’ a little pity party. Feelin’ sorry for myself.” Huffing out a sharp breath that quite literally made the blanket over her face gently rise then float downward, Ever mentally sang, “It’s my party, and I’ll cry if I want to.”

      “Well, you need to snap the hell right outta that funk, little girl. There’s just no time for all that boohooin’ around. You are an intelligent, independent, strong woman who does not need a man to complete her.”

      “Okay, so I hear you,” Ever agreed. “But what if I want a Mate. Want the two-point-three kids, the white picket fence, the happily-ever-after, and all the goodie goodie feels that come with true fated love.”

      “Then you shall have it, but can it be either two kids or three kids? That point-three is kinda scaring me. No matter how I picture it, I get this weird, sci-fi creature who loves honey but has no mouth to eat it. But you do you, Boo Boo.”

      “Yeah, right, before or after I’m sittin’ on the porch, in my rockin’ chair, surrounded by my herd of furballs, knittin’ beanies for all the Cubs?”

      “Hopefully before because no self-respecting Momma Bear would let her Cubs out in public wearing a hat.”

      Sitting straight up, throwing off the covers as she went, Ever shook her head and sassed right back, “Well, my Momma Bear damned sure had me in a beanie hat, not to mention a big, fluffy coat, a wool scarf, and mittens when the first cold wind blew.”

      “And by noon, you were sweatin’ like a sinner in church, little girl. Don’t forget. I was right there with ya’. Those were some of the hottest days of my life. Your momma somehow forgot about all the fur we had tucked up in here.”

      “Yeah, I know you
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