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         If you only had one wish… would you use it to save the one you love?

      

        

      
        One simple coin, thrown into a fountain.

        A wish made from the heart.

        Tides will turn.

        Futures will change.

      

        

      
         He wishes to escape a prison of his own making…

        She wishes to save her mother…

      

        

      
        Destiny intervenes.

        Two worlds collide.

        He must save her to save himself.

        Fate Will Not Be Denied.
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        Beat of my Heart………. Bualadh mo chroí

        My dragon……….mo Dragon

        My treasure………. mo stór

        Athair……….father

        Mo ghrá……….My love

        Mo maité, mo ghrá, mo chroí agus anam………my mate, my love, my heart and soul.

        Mo cara……….My friend

        Grá mo chroí……….My beloved

        Mo stór……….My darling

        Féileacáin……….Butterflies

        Is breá liom tú, mo mhac………I love you, my son

        Tá tú mo ghrá eternal. Ta’ mo chroi istigh ionat…….You are my eternal love. My heart is within you

        Grá mo shaol………Love of my life
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      The sun glistened off the rippling water in the fountain and cast a shadow over the face of the dragon statue standing guard in the center. He hated this time of day, despised the sun shining in his face, detested the scorching heat, and absolutely loathed with every cell of his being that he was helpless to do anything about it.

      The dragon, once known as Banning, a powerful Guardsman, next in line to rule the Lunar-White Dragons, could still hear the old crone’s cackle as she sentenced him to a living death nearly two centuries ago. “When the moon turns red and darkness falls on the land, then and only then, will your human form return. But be warned, as soon as the first rays of the sun peak over the trees and the next morning dawns, you will return to bronze, frozen in time. True release, escape from the prison of your hubris and vanity, can only come if the One the Universe has made for you professes her undying love.”

      He’d been so young and foolish. His brethren had told him to let her go. Told him she wasn’t long for this world, couldn’t survive without the combined strength of her coven, but Banning would not be deterred. He wanted the victory, craved the glory, needed to feel the power in his blade as he separated her head from her neck.

      The hunt had been invigorating, racing over hill and dale, through the densest parts of the Black Forest, following the evil taint of the old witch. Hate had clouded his senses, made him reckless, led him into a trap that had he been in his right mind, the Guardsman would have easily avoided.

      Jumping off his horse, Banning sped toward what had once been a work of architectural wonder but now stood in ruins from years of neglect and abuse at the hands of evil doers. Slashing through the wall of thorny brambles growing from column to column, the heels of his black thigh-high riding boots struck the rotting floor boards of the porch a split-second before he burst through the front door, leaving the decaying wood hanging from a single hinge. With his sword at the ready, the Guardsman quickly checked each room from attic to kitchen and was heading for the back door when the sound of steps underfoot alerted him to the witch’s presence.

      Using the preternatural senses of his kind, the Guardsman pinpointed her exact location, immediately making his way down the crooked and creaking stairway into the dark, dank cellar. The stench of rancid blood, fetid flesh, and mildewing herbs assaulted his senses as he took in the many jars, vials, and vessels filled with the grotesque tools of her trade.

      Following the trail of black magic, Banning delved farther into the darkness. Crouching to avoid running into the rough rocks overhead as the cellar narrowed to a small earthen tunnel, his blade leading the way as the dragon crept ever closer to his prey. The pungent odor of black magic permeated the very air he breathed, its grotesque fingers reaching for him from the shadows. A light flickered at the end of the shaft, quickly followed by a ghostly figure and the whisper of bat wings. Quickening his pace, the thrill of a sure victory fueled his pursuit as the corner of his mouth curled in anticipation.

      Bursting out of the corridor, brandishing his sword, Banning found himself all alone in a candlelit cavern as he bellowed, “Show yourself, Crone! You’ll not escape the doom Fate has planned for you.”

      Spinning in circles, ready to take on any and all comers, the Guardsman’s perusal slowed as the slithering runes on the wall began to take shape. Painted in human blood, the symbols pulsed with the power of the witch’s malignant mysticism.

      Ignoring the apprehension suddenly slithering down his spine and his dragon’s ominous growl, Banning roared, “Enough of the parlor tricks, Witch! There is nowhere to run, nowhere to hide! Show yourself and face your doom!”

      The ground beneath his feet began to shake. An evil cackle filled the cavern, rebounding off the stone walls, bombarding his senses with misdirection as a ring of fire burst to life, capturing the Guardsman before he could react. Flames bounced off the ceiling where silver chains dangled like snakes from the trees of the rainforest, the shackles snapping and reaching for his limbs.

      “Parlor tricks?” The witch’s shrill screech felt like shards of glass shredding his eardrums. “I will show you parlor tricks, you insolent, insignificant lizard.”

      Cuffs snapped around his wrists. Banning’s sword flew from his grasp. His arms were yanked over his head. His feet snatched from the floor. The flesh of his wrists and ankles bubbled and burned from the tainted silver, but through it all, the Guardsman refused to abandon his mission, continuing to taunt, “Mere sleight of hand and childish magic. You are weak. Pathetic. Scared to face me.”

      The quaking ceased. The fire extinguished. The flames of the candles surrounding the perimeter of the cave jumped and danced, their smoldering tongues licking at the high stone ceiling.

      A plume of smoke, so pungent his eyes watered, sprang from the center of the pentagram Banning now saw on the floor beneath him. A tornado of fiery air howled through the stone enclosure, clearing away the acrid mist, revealing the old crone standing front and center.

      With the hood of her tattered cloak thrown back, her gnarled features and onyx eyes were even more pronounced and hideous than he’d first imagined. Black veins, filled with the venom of her dark magic, snaked across her leathery, pox-marked face. Her wrinkles deepened to bottomless caverns as she opened her mouth, revealing rotted teeth and a gray tongue as she spat, “Insults and empty threats will not save you from the repercussions of your imprudence. You are caught like a fly in the spider’s web and now you shall pay for not only your sins, but the sins of all your kind. The blood of my sisters still wet the ground, their heads severed from their necks by the blades of the mighty dragons.” Mockery hung thick in the air, a twisted grin cracking the skin of her thin, black lips. “The Universe’s chosen warriors. Pfft!” she scoffed. “Scaly bastards with an exaggerated sense of self-importance and uncontrollable bloodlust is more like it.”

      With a wave of her hand, the circle of fire once again sprang to life, malice tainting her every insult as she continued, “But today is the day I strike back, the day you pay for the injustices thrust upon all my brothers and sisters that you and your kin have slain. Today…”

      “Stop your rant, you worthless bag of bones,” Banning jeered, interrupting the crone’s raving, mocking her with his every word. “Spare me your empty platitudes. Kill me. Save me from the torment of your irritating tone. Assault me no longer with your offensive visage. It would be a blessing to ascend into the Heavens simply to escape your presence.”

      Leaning heavily on the knotted wood of her cane, the crone tapped the tip of the dirt-crusted nail of her free hand on her bloodless bottom lip, her grin stretching into an evil smile. Taking a step forward, she chuckled, “Oh, you shall not die, Dragon, for death is too good for the likes of you. No, you shall live forever, suspended in time, watching your kin perish and the world you sought to save destroyed, helpless to do anything but observe. You shall be encased in bronze, only able to take your human form on the frequent occasions that the earth eclipses the moon and only until the sun dawns on the next day.”

      Throwing her head back, the witch’s maniacal cackle once again filled the chamber as she uttered the curse, sealing Banning’s fate, stealing his future…extinguishing the fire in his soul.

      A whisper, as soft as silk, as tender as a lover’s caress, reached into the darkness of his hell on earth, breaking the spell of Banning’s memories, returning him to the here and now. Listening intently to the murmured plea, something deep within his soul sprang to life. The Dragon King whom he’d been paired with all those decades ago raised its mighty head as the Guardsman’s heart beat with renewed vigor within the deep recesses of his impenetrable bronze prison.

      “I know this is silly,” the woman nervously chuckled. “Making a wish to a fountain. Throwing a coin into a pool of water and praying for a miracle, but I don’t know what else to do.”

      He could see her staring up at him, hope bright in her hypnotic hazel eyes, her words gaining confidence with each syllable that crossed her beautiful lips.

      “When I was a little girl, my mom used to tell me stories of the magic of dragons and of their great heroics. She believed they were warriors for the people and not the fire-breathing beasts told in the tales of most storybooks.”

      The sun danced upon the highlights in her long, toffee-cream-colored hair, its waves cascading over her shoulders and down her back. Tiny freckles, like kisses from the angels, swept across the creamy skin of her cheeks and the bridge of her pert nose, but it was the soft pink of her mouth and the pain he felt radiating from the depths of her soul that called to not only the man, but also his dragon.

      “So, here I am,” she sighed, her elegant fingers brushing back the tiny wisps of hair flowing around her expressive face. “Standing in the park, talking to a statue, praying Mom was right. Pleading with God, or the Universe, or Fate for some of that magic she used to talk about to heal the unknown disease eating away at her body, slowing her heart, killing her, one agonizing breath at a time.”

      Tears streamed down her face as she knelt on the marble surrounding the fountain. “The doctors have no answers. Modern medicine has given up. The machines keeping her alive only prolonging the inevitable.” Her voice cracked, unshed tears filling her eyes. “But I can’t let her go. I can’t lose her. She’s all I have left in this world.” Her chin fell to her chest, the words of her next whispered plea wrapping around Banning’s heart, threatening to rip it from his chest. “I would gladly give my life in exchange for hers.”

      He watched, unable to move, to respond, to do anything as the silver coin she held tightly in her hand slid through her delicate fingers, disappearing into the cool waters beneath him.

      “NO!” Banning shouted from the deep recesses of his mind, shocking not only himself, but the woman as well.

      “What?” She sprang to her feet, looking from side-to-side, demanding, “Who’s there? Who said that?”

      Spinning first one way and then the other, she stopped, blushing as she nervously chuckled, “Oh great! Now, I’m hearing things.” Once again fidgeting with her hair, a gesture he could tell only happened when she was nervous or out of sorts, the young woman added, “Guess I really do need to get some sleep.” Pausing and looking up, she smiled, “Thanks Dragon Man, even though I know you’re just a statue, it really helped to have someone simply listen.”

      Watching her walk away, helpless to do anything but stare, the Guardsman cursed Destiny for his impotence and vexed the witch who’d sentenced him to a fate worse than death. He damned a world in which a woman as beautiful and pure of heart as the one he’d just witnessed was made to suffer, but most of all, he waded through a swamp of his own guilt for his foolhardy actions all those centuries ago.

      Inspired for the first time in all his years, Banning counted the days since he’d last taken human form. He spoke with the dragon of his soul and called to the dormant magic flowing through his veins. Hour by hour, the two great warriors conspired, so that by the time the sun set on that very day, they had formulated a plan.

      Pleased with their progress, the Guardsman once again allowed himself to think of the young woman. The image of her sitting beside him begging for help replayed again and again in his mind, his heart beating more passionately with each viewing.

      The success of his plan hinged on his magic and that of his beast filling every cell of his body over the next few days. He needed to sleep, had to conserve his energy for what was to come.

      For the first time in longer than he could remember, Banning looked forward to the total eclipse of the moon. He couldn’t wait for the darkness to descend, to feel his prison melt away and his feet to touch the cool, dewy grass once more. He’d finally found his purpose…his direction. One miraculous wish from a beautiful woman had breathed new life into his cold, dead spirit, and the Guardsman was holding on to it with every ounce of his abundant strength.

      Closing his eyes, the Guardsman’s thoughts whispered through his mind as he forced himself to rest. “Sleep well, my fair maiden. Lay your worries at my feet. I shall not fail you…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Lillie, I’m home,” she called out, shutting the door behind her and tossing her bag on the table before heading down the hall.

      “Hello, Lovely.” Lillian, her mother’s nurse, chirped as she handed Mimi a glass of sweet iced tea and added, “Sit down. I’ll get your dinner from the oven.”

      Grinning as she took a seat at the small, wooden dining table by the kitchen window, Myanna Havers, Mimi to her friends and family, acquiesced. “Thank you so much. I am beat.” Taking a sip of tea as the nurse placed a beautiful plate of salsa chicken, yellow rice, and veggies on the table before her, Mimi happily sighed, “This looks amazing.” Adding as she looked up and smiled, “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      Bending down, the tall, gray-haired woman kissed the top of Mimi’s head and patted her shoulder. “Good thing you won’t have to find out. Your mom has been my best friend since we were knee high to a grasshopper.” The nurse took a deep breath, her voice cracking with sorrow, “I’ll be here until Robin jumps out of that bed and sings ‘High Hopes’ in her awful, can’t-carry-a-tune-in-a-bucket way.”

      Chuckling at the thought of how many times her mom had sung that song and how true it was that she was not musically gifted in any way whatsoever, Mimi sang in her lovely contralto voice, “Just what makes that little old ant…” grinning from ear-to-ear when Lillie joined in. As they reached the crescendo of, “Oops, there goes another rubber tree plant,” both women laughed out loud.

      Regaining her breath, Mimi chuckled, “Damn, that felt good. I haven’t laughed like that in…well…I don’t remember when.”

      Suddenly swamped with guilt at having a good time while her mom was laying just a few rooms away, hooked up to machines that fed her, breathed for her, and kept her heart beating, Mimi’s head fell forward, her eyes stinging with unshed tears. Refusing to cry, she took a deep breath and lifted her head just as Lillie confidently stated, “You need to laugh, to have fun, to have a life. It’s what your mom wants.” Pulling a chair closer, the nurse sat down and laid her hand over Mimi’s, only going on when the younger woman looked her in the eye. “You know you’re never gonna hear the end of it when she wakes up. She’s gonna scold your butt good about wasting all your time taking care of her.”

      Pushing away the grief filling her heart, Mimi agreed with a grin, “You know that’s right.” She chuckled, the sound weak even to her own ears as she added, “And then she’ll ask when I’m gonna settle down and give her grandbabies.”

      “Good. Now that that’s settled,” Lillie stood up and pointed, “eat your dinner before it gets cold. I’ll go check on your mom.” Looking at her watch, the nurse smiled. “She’ll be wanting me to read to her. We’re just about to find out who dunnit.” She shook her head. “I swore she would never get me hooked on murder mysteries, that I was a die-hard romance reader, but dammit, if she hasn’t gone and made me like ‘em.”

      Kissing Mimi on the head one more time, the nurse exited the room, leaving the younger woman alone with dinner and her thoughts. As they always did in the few quiet moments she got, memories of happier times came flooding back.

      She could feel the wind on her face, hear the whoosh of the breeze as her dad pushed her higher and higher on her favorite swing at their neighborhood park. The sweetness of the grapes she’d hidden in her jacket pocket, the smell of the wildflowers, the image of her mom spreading out the blanket for their picnic…every detail of that perfect day came rushing back. There were so many, but this one took precedence, would always be the most special, forever in her heart, for it was the last one.

      From one heartbeat to the next, the sun was replaced with darkness, the smiles bled into tears, and flashing lights filled their once happy home as a knock echoed through the stillness of the night. The words replayed in her a mind; a haunting account of the night Mimi’s perfect little world came to a screeching halt.

      “Mrs. Havers?” The policeman’s voice was low and foreboding.

      “Yes?” Robin answered, the fear in her voice palpable.

      “I regret to inform you that at nine-forty-five this evening there was a two-car collision on the I-95 offramp resulting in…”

      Drowned out by her mother’s wails of disbelief and heartbreaking sobs of sorrow, Mimi couldn’t hear the rest, just knew, in the deep recesses of her six-year old mind, could feel it in every beat of her heart – that Daddy was gone. The next few days were a whirlwind. People came in and out of their house, bringing food and flowers, hugging her, telling her everything would be all right.

      But it was all a lie… Absolutely nothing was ever the same again…

      Shaking her head, refusing to relive what came next and her stomach revolting at the idea of eating another bite after her trip down Memory Lane, Mimi opened the paper Lillian had left on the table. Reading the smaller headline just under the fold on the front page, she groaned, “Oh great, a total lunar eclipse. All the crazies will be out. Whoopee for me.”

      When she was in medical school, pursuing her chosen profession as a psychiatrist, Mimi would’ve never thought the day would come when she believed in old wives’ tales and things like the phases of the moon or the barometric pressure affecting people’s behavior. However, since she’d accepted her position at the State Prison, her skepticism had been disproven time and time again by first-hand experience, making her take notice to any changes in the atmosphere.

      “Maybe I should call out of work this weekend,” she mused, flipping the large pages of newsprint until she found the comics and laid the paper beside her plate.

      Picking up her fork, knowing she needed to eat something, Mimi took a bite, grinning at the puns and jokes as she ate the wonderful meal Lillian had prepared. Shocking herself, the woman finished every bite before putting her dishes in the dishwasher, leaving the kitchen, and making her way down the hall. Entering her room, she changed clothes, picked up the case files she’d brought home from the office off the table in the foyer, and walked to her mother’s room.

      Standing in the doorway, listening as Lillie finished another chapter of JD Robb’s latest book, the younger woman steeled her nerves and plastered on a smile before commenting, “I could listen to you read for hours. Your voice is so soothing and calming.”

      “These old pipes?” Lillian chuckled as she closed the book and stood up. “They’ve had a lot of practice over the years.” Leaning down, she kissed Robin on the cheek before whispering, “Sleep well, but not for too long. It’s ‘bout time for you to wake up. Enough of this lollygagging around.” Standing up, she added, “I’ll see you in the morning.” Then turning toward Mimi, the nurse walked toward the door, patted the younger woman’s arm and with a wink, lovingly ordered, “You get some rest, young lady. You can’t save the whole world in a day.”

      Nodding, Mimi snickered, “I’m only gonna read up on my new admits for tomorrow. I won’t be long.”

      “See that you’re not,” Lillie called over her shoulder, disappearing into her room at the opposite end of the hall.

      Taking a seat in the antique wooden rocking chair that had been beside her mother’s bed for as long as Mimi could remember, she thread her fingers through Robin’s. Taking in her mother’s gaunt, unmoving digits, the skin so thin and sallow it resembled wax paper, Mimi ignored all her training, not wanting to analyze the truth of the situation, and prayed for the day Robin would open her eyes. The young psychiatrist thought about how those same hands had felt her forehead for fevers, made absolutely scrumptious peanut butter and honey sandwiches, and had been able to braid Mimi’s long, caramel locks while answering the phone, cooking breakfast, and getting herself ready for work.

      Laying her cheek on their joined hands, Mimi whispered, “Please, please wake up, or squeeze my hand or…hell, twitch your finger. Just don’t leave me alone. I couldn’t bear it.”

      After almost thirty minutes, Mimi sat up and wiped her tears. Scooting back, she pulled the empty TV table sitting in the corner in front of her chair and opened her first file. Hours later with her aching eyes seeing double and a throbbing headache, she kissed her mother goodnight, shuffled to her room, and tumbled into bed.

      Falling asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow, Mimi’s dreams came quickly, featuring one of her favorite fairy tales…

      Wearing a long, pink dress, dancing with the most handsome man at the ball, who was dressed as if he’d walked straight off an Arthurian movie set, Mimi laughed and chatted without a care in the world.

      The scene was all so very magical. Swirling red carpeted staircases cascaded down the far walls, joining in the center to create the perfect entryway onto the gleaming white marble floor, the focal point of the party. Flowers of every color and description with matching ribbons adorned the marble columns, standing like soldiers on either side of the ballroom with food and drink laden tables between them, while candlelight shimmered off the chandeliers hanging from the ceiling like diamonds in the sky, adding to the opulence and perfection of the dream.

      Spinning around the room, dancing to the music of a stringed quartet, the heat of her companion’s arm around her waist fed the smoldering fire burning deep within her soul. Goose bumps dotted her skin as a cool breeze skittered over her bare shoulders and the scent of fresh flowers filled her senses.

      Following Prince Charming’s lead, Mimi slowed her steps, standing perfectly still beside the stone railing of a balcony overlooking a beautiful garden. Gazing into the deep blue of his eyes, struck speechless by the electricity of their attraction, Mimi was helpless but to sigh as he lowered his lips to hers, kissing her passionately while the music took on a seductive swing behind them.

      Kissing across her jaw, making his way to her ear, her Prince whispered, “Myanna, my love, you take my breath away. Make me the happiest man in the world and run away with me. Say you’ll be mine forever more.”

      “Oh, Banning,” she sighed, her fingers winding through the long waves of his sandy-blonde hair. “I want nothing more than to live in your arms forever.”

      Unfortunately, whatever Prince Charming said next was drowned out by the most irritatingly loud, squawking sound. Rolling over, slapping the wood of her bedside table, the palm of Mimi’s hand finally found the alarm clock, giving the blasted thing an extra swat for disturbing her fantasy.

      “It cannot be morning already,” she groaned, her head still under the mauve flowered comforter she’d had forever and a day.

      “Oh yes, it is,” Lillian sing-songed as she passed Mimi’s open door. “And if you don’t get up and get dressed, your breakfast will be cold.”

      Shoving down the covers and sitting up as she threw her feet over the side of her bed, Mimi rubbed the sleep from her eyes and slid on her slippers. Padding to the bathroom, visions of her dreams from the previous night danced through her mind.

      Turning on the water for her shower, the young psychiatrist snickered, “Not only am I making wishes to dragons and throwing coins into fountains,” she looked in the mirror, surprised to see herself smiling and laughingly added, “I’m also dreaming of being a princess with my very own Prince Charming.” Shaking her head, she laughed aloud, “Old Professor Donnelly would say, ‘Physician heal thyself’. To which I would remind him, ‘A patient has to want to get better’.”

      Leaning forward, her nose nearly touching the glass of the mirror, Mimi looked herself in the eye and winked, “And this patient, Dr. Donnelly, has decided her dream world beats the hell outta reality.”
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      Over and over, he replayed every detail of his plan, nearly going out of his mind at the snail’s pace of the ticking clock in his head. The last three days felt like a lifetime and the hours leading up to nightfall an eternity. Waiting for the earth to eclipse the moon and trigger the magic that would change him from a mere statue to a living, breathing human relentlessly tugged at the raveling threads of Banning’s diminishing sanity.

      Ready to enact his plan, needing to save the beautiful woman’s mother, needing to be her knight in shining armor, the Guardsman once again reviewed how he would prevail where modern medicine had failed. He had a renewed purpose. Meaning had blessedly returned to his sad, lonely life. The dragon finally understood the true objective of his existence…to preserve life, to protect any and all that he could.

      Memories, like a kaleidoscope, whirled through Banning’s thoughts. He saw his father sitting on the banks of the cool, clear water of the river behind their house. He watched the man he looked up to, his very own hero, as the water flowed in front of them, splashing on the rocks, flowing through the trees, dragging the hook at the end of the pole in his hand along with it.

      His voice, low and commanding, spoke to the very heart and soul of his only son, the heir to the throne of their Clan, as he instructed the young dragon in the ways of their kin.

      “Your battles will be many. You will see your brethren fall. At times, it will feel as if the Universe is asking too much of you.” Ailbe propped his fishing pole into the soft ground and turned toward his son. “The day will come, Banning, my boy, much sooner than you realize, when you will take up your blade and defend not only our kin, but every other of the Universe’s creations. We were created in Her image, named the Mighty Winged Warriors, and tasked with the preservation of all, especially the humans, for they have not the magic nor the abilities we possess.”

      “But, Athair, I want to fight evil.” The young dragon jumped to his feet. “Leave the protection of others to those not willing to give their lives in battle.”

      Shaking his head, Ailbe sighed, “Son, have you heard nothing?” The Dragon King stood, a seven-foot giant to his young son, and picking up the child, looked directly into his soul. “Protection is our primary focus. Without it, evil will overrun the lands, taint what is bright and beautiful, destroy the inherit good in all of God’s creatures and ultimately, annihilate the very Earth that has been given to us with all the love of our one true parent.”

      “I see,” Banning whispered, nodding to his father. “To protect and defend life is more important than destroying evil, yes?”

      Smiling brightly, his father emphatically agreed, “Yes, our Ancestors have taught us that every action, be it right or be it wrong, has an opposite and equal reaction. It is the ying and yang of life. Light cannot exist without darkness. Good would fail to be recognized without its evil counterpart. Without our females, we males, as well as all living beings, would become extinct. Do you understand, my son?”

      “Yes,” Banning acknowledged, pushing against his father’s chest to be let down. Jumping up and down the moment his feet touched the ground, the young dragon beamed, “It is our purpose as dragons to feed the light of the world, defend its very existence, and if during that time we are forced into battle, then will be the time to defeat the forces of darkness.”

      “Precisely, my brilliant son.” His father’s smile was a beacon of hope and love. “You will be a great leader of our people, Banning. A true inspiration for all.”

      “If I had only remembered your words, Father. If only I had taken heed of your teachings.” The Guardsman sighed.

      Holding his breath as his lips tingled and his muscles shuddered, the Guardsman’s eyes turned upward just in time to see the spectacular blue and green sphere creep across the moon’s surface, obscuring its awesome glow. Magic popped and cracked in the air around him, the witch’s mysticism springing to life. Gradually, inch by wretched inch, the bronze bled away, revealing the vibrant Guardsman within.

      With each painstaking second his anticipation grew, his heart beat faster, and his dragon stretched his mighty wings. A reddish hue fell over the land, Goddess Helene’s silver orb was hidden behind the Earth, the Blood Moon hung low in the sky, and Banning was once again human.

      Stretching his stiff muscles, filling his lungs with fresh, clean air, and bathing his senses in the smells of his surroundings, Banning thanked the Universe for the gift he’d been given. Looking at his surroundings, the Guardsman grinned, thankful the park closed at nine and the guards sat in their cubicles at the gates.

      “I can only imagine their faces if they saw what I really was,” the dragon chuckled, the emotion and the action feeling foreign after nearly two-hundred years of self-loathing and recrimination.

      He thought of the few occasions he’d been caught returning to his perch before the dawn, dread dogging his every step at the prospect of another long wait for a single night of freedom. Smiling at a fifty-year-old memory, the time he’d been accused of stealing the very statue he was about to become, Banning shrugged. He would never forget the look of shock on the constable’s face when he returned with an entire armed force of police to find the city’s beloved dragon in place, guarding their fountain with the handcuffs from ‘the thief’s’ wrists laying on the concrete.

      “I guess it hasn’t been all bad.”

      The thought of calling forth his dragon and taking to the skies crossed his mind, but was quickly rejected. “I must conserve all my strength and magic for her mother.”

      Following the trail of the young woman’s scent, the voice of his dragon chanting Mate through the connection they shared, Banning refused to acknowledge what he knew in his heart and soul to be true.

      “I cannot…I will not let myself be distracted by flights of fancy. She is a truly good person who, through no fault of her own, is about to lose her last living relative.” He spoke aloud as he dashed into a back alley, keeping to the shadows as he voiced his thoughts. “It is just as Father said. Her light is being extinguished by the darkness and it’s my job, nay, my duty, to do everything in my power to help her.”

      “Mate,” the dragon repeated.

      “That is not important, old friend. I gave up on that dream long ago.”

      Passing the large plate-glass window of a men’s haberdashery, the sight of Banning’s reflection caused him to stop midstride. Turning toward the image, he couldn’t help but stare. Having not seen his own face but in the clear water of a river three days before being cursed, the Guardsman was shocked to see that exact same man staring back at him. It had never occurred to him that he would not age, that he was completely frozen in time, even still wearing the garments and cloak he’d worn on that fateful day all those years ago.

      Looking farther into the shop, he saw mannequins dressed in the fashion of the day and snickered at the long pants, pearly white buttons, and silk wrapped around their necks. “How do they function in such things?” Shaking his head, he added, “It never ceases to amaze me what humans put themselves through to impress and attract a mate.”

      Turning to leave, the Guardsman had barely made it a step before confusion coupled with a healthy dose of doubt stopped his forward motion. “What will she think of me, dressed as I am? Will she wonder of my sanity? Will she scream in fright?” His steps sped up, the need to complete his mission before sunrise powering his quickening stride as he added, “With any luck, if she should wake, I will use magic to make her think I am but a dream.”

      Again, his dragon growled, this time with more force. “Mate.”

      “Yes, I know,” Banning grumbled as he resumed his trek. “But our mission is not to impress or woe her, only to save her mother. Our fate was sealed centuries ago, old friend. We must give our mate what she needs most and pray that over time she finds a man worthy of her.”

      “Mate,” the dragon’s rumble was ominous as he blew smoke from his snout and pushed his heavy body against the confines of Banning’s mind.

      Picking up the pace, the scent of the woman the Universe had made for him growing stronger with every step, the Guardsman turned down a dark alley, beginning to jog as he admitted to himself with a whisper, “I would give every coin that has ever been thrown into my fountain for just one touch of her silken skin or to hear my name upon her lips.”

      But wishes and happily-ever-afters are for dreamers, not dragons made of bronze…
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      Pulling into the garage just as the bright green numbers of the digital clock on the dashboard changed to twelve o’clock midnight, Mimi breathed a sigh of relief when the large aluminum door hit the concrete, leaving the outside world behind. Closing her eyes and letting her head fall back, the young psychiatrist enjoyed the peace and quiet that can only come from being completely, blessedly alone.

      Her dreams, or dream to be more exact, the same one she’d been having every night since making a wish in the fountain, gently flowed through her mind as she hummed the tune of the song that had been playing when she’d danced with her very own Prince Charming. Once again, she felt the cool breeze as he led her onto the terrace, bathed in the fragrant aroma of fresh flowers, and became mesmerized by her escort’s handsome features highlighted by the glow of the full moon above.

      Adrift in her dream world, content to float on the clouds of hallowed escape comes from completely giving one’s self over to a fantasy, Mimi’s eyes flew open and she jumped forward in her seat, bumping the horn on the steering wheel and hitting her head on the visor above.

      “Ow!” She yelled, rubbing her aching head. “What the hell?”

      The echo of the car horn still bouncing off the block walls of the garage combined with the snarls and barks of the next-door neighbor’s dog gave Mimi the perfectly dreadful lead-in to a good old-fashioned migraine.

      “The Murphys must’ve forgotten to let Corky in,” she mused, opening the door and climbing out of her car. Heading for the side exit, Mimi stepped outside, opened the gate connecting her yard to her neighbor’s, and called, “Come here, Corky. Come to Mimi, you silly boy.” Making the kissy noise, she added, “Quiet, Corky,” like Carla Murphy had instructed and walked toward the still growling dog.

      She could feel a combination of anger and excitement racing through the pup as she knelt, patted her knee, and once again called him to her. “Come on, Corkster. Come see Mimi.”

      Turning his head side-to-side, looking at Mimi and wagging his tail then back at the thick hedges at the side of his yard to growl, Corky reminded her of a spectator at a tennis match, his head bobbing back and forth to keep up with all the action. After a few seconds more, the Boxer/Chow mix the Murphy’s rescued from the ASPCA nearly ten years ago finally gave in and came running to her. Licking her hand and rolling on his back to have his tummy rubbed, Mimi swore the goofy dog was smiling.

      “You’re such a silly boy,” she cooed. “What were you barking at? Huh, Corky? What do you think is out there?” Petting under his chin, she added, “You’re gonna have the whole neighborhood awake. Well, everyone except your mommy and daddy,” she chuckled. “They probably have their hearing aids turned off.”

      Standing up, Mimi pulled the cell phone from her coat pocket, pressed a button on the screen, and turned on the flashlight. Shining the beam along the tall greenery, she searched for what had upset the pup, with the hopes it wasn’t anything more than a racoon looking to raid the garbage cans.

      Giving up after her third pass, she turned back to Corky and sighed. “Well, I can’t find anything, Mr. Barky Pants.” Patting her thigh, she called, “Come on, I’ll let you in. It’s way past your bedtime.”

      Approaching the Murphy’s back door, taking the keys from her pocket, Mimi’s fingers had just touched the cool metal as the sound of dried leaves cracking under a heavy foot stole the breath from her lungs. Standing as still as a statue while Corky snarled and sped toward the sound, the psychiatrist counted to three before slowly turning around.

      Once again shining the light of her phone into the darkness, Mimi leaned forward, squinting in an attempt to discern what was real and what was shadow. Scanning the landscape, her eyes landed on Corky, his tawny-colored fur a beacon against the dark green of the grass and the elongated images cast by moonbeams shining through the shrubs. Pawing at the ground, the dog flung clumps of dirt and grass between his hind legs before throwing back his head and howling like the coyotes Mimi had heard in the desert.

      Timidly sliding her foot off the first step and then the other, the psychiatrist carefully placed one foot in front of the other, calling out in the sternest voice she could muster, “Who’s there? Show yourself!”

      Her shout caused Corky to once again bay at the moon, as if he, too, was telling the intruder to reveal himself. Creeping forward, her arm outstretched with her phone acting as a shield of light, Mimi opened her mouth to issue another warning but instead screamed at the top of her lungs when a voice shouted, “Who’s out there? I’ve got a shotgun and I know how to use it.”

      Tripping over her own feet, the soles of her shoes slippery from the dew on the grass, Mimi found herself falling forward as she did a rapidly spinning about-face. Falling face first toward a pile of soil for the Murphy’s garden, visions of a broken nose and two black eyes flying through her mind, Mimi could only close her eyes and hold her breath.

      Momentarily blinded by the huge lights flooding the yard with a blinding, white glare, and adding a whole new level of discomfort to her present catastrophe, Mimi toppled to the ground, her arms flailing, her phone flying, and a shriek of, “Don’t shoot, Mr. Murphy!” flying from her mouth.

      Throwing her hands out a split second before she hit the dirt, Mimi narrowly missed having a mouthful of top soil as she groaned, “It’s me, Mimi.”

      “Mimi?” The elderly gentleman’s gravelly voice broke through the dog’s barking. “What are you doing out there at this hour?” Right before ordering, “Quiet, Corky. Hush it up.”

      With the canine’s bark still echoing in her ears, Mimi rolled onto her back as the screen door behind her opened then immediately slammed shut. Wheezing, still trying to catch her breath, she coughed, “C-Corky was-s out.” Stopping to take a gulp of fresh air, she added, “I…I w-was t-trying to p-put him in.”

      Rapidly blinking her eyes, trying to focus around the black dots dancing before her, Mimi pushed up to a sitting position just as Ralph Murphy appeared at her side, shot gun in hand, and asked, “You okay, girlie?” Reaching with his free hand, he nodded. “Come on, let me help ya’ up.”

      Gladly taking his outstretched fingers, Mimi held tight as the retired Army Colonel pulled her to her feet and looking to his dog commanded, “Come, Corky.” Then looking at her asked, “You sure you’re all right?”

      Wiping the dirt and grass from her long beige trench coat, Mimi blew out a breath and explained, “Yes, sir. I’m fine.” She looked to the side and spotted her phone. Walking toward the device, she went on, “I’d just gotten home and Corky started barking. I figured he’d unlocked his doggy door again, so I came to put him back in the house.”

      Bending down, she picked up her phone, wiped the screen on her pants leg, turned and continued as she walked back toward Mr. Murphy and his furry friend. “I was just about to unlock the back door when I heard something that sounded like a footstep just over there.” She pointed to the far corner of the yard. “The Corkster heard it, too, because he took off like a flash, snarling and howling.”

      She knelt and scratched under the dog’s chin. “And well,” she chuckled, “you know the rest.”

      Glancing over his shoulder before giving Mimi a single nod, Mr. Murphy stated, in his usual matter-of-fact way, “Thank you, Mimi. I’ll be sure Corky’s door is locked tight and set the alarm.” Pointing toward her home, he added, “You need to get in out of the cool air, young lady. I’ll watch until you’re inside.” He patted the butt on the gun hanging over his forearm. “Thank you, again.”

      “You are very welcome,” Mimi smiled, giving Corky another pet before standing up and heading toward her house.

      Walking through the side door of the garage, she turned and waved. “Thank you, Mr. Murphy. Take care. Tell Carla I said hello.”

      “I sure will. See you soon,” he answered as Mimi shut and locked the door.

      Walking around the hood of her car, the young woman got her briefcase from the backseat and shuffled into the house. Dropping everything on the kitchen table and eagerly shedding her coat, which landed haphazardly on the back of the closest chair, Mimi crossed the room, turned on the tap, grabbed a glass from the cupboard, and filled it nearly to the rim.

      Drinking it down in one gulp, she stared out the window, glass still in her grip as she reviewed the events of the evening. Turning to put her cup in the dishwasher, Mimi stopped dead when a hand came over her mouth, yanking her back against a brick wall of muscle and heat.

      Holding her breath, afraid to breathe, the hair at the back of her neck stood on end and goose bumps covered her body as soft, warm lips touched her ear and a low rumbled whisper commanded, “Don’t scream. I won’t hurt you.”
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      “Best laid plans of dragons and men…” Banning took liberties with the Robert Burns quote as he held the woman he now knew as Mimi close to his chest. Scaring her not once, but twice, had never been part of his plan. Neither had been being seen, but he’d achieved both in a matter of minutes.

      What a cockup, Banning, my boy…

      Lifting her into his arms and following the intoxicatingly soft aroma of warm vanilla and fresh picked peaches, the Guardsman was drawn to her room like a moth to a flame. Her scent calmed both man and beast, restoring not only their faith in the power of the Universe, but also their belief in Fate and Destiny. Gently laying her in the center of the bed and carefully taking off her shoes, the dragon made his mate as comfortable as possible before covering her with a fluffy, flowered coverlet.

      Captured by the sight of her, unable to breathe, Banning’s hand reached for her of its own accord. The tips of his fingers softly caressed her cheek, the electricity of their connection shooting up his arm and down his spine, his dragon groaning low in his throat. Myanna, he blessedly now knew her name, truly was the light of his soul. There was no sense denying it or trying to escape it. She was the single most important reason for his very existence…without her, the Guardsman had no doubt he would simply cease to exist.

      Sure, his father and the Elders had told him how life-altering finding his mate would be, but Banning had been young, impetuous, and quite frankly, a right foul git. His giant ego, fed by his own aspirations of glory, had not only led to his downfall, but that of his Clan. He had failed those who meant the most to him, but he wouldn’t fail Myanna.

      “I may not be able to spend eternity by your side, but I will do everything in my power, use every drop of magic I possess, give my very life, to save your mother and make sure you find happiness, bualadh mo chroí.”

      “Banning?” Myanna’s whisper, his name on her lips, reached right into his chest, wrapped lovingly around his heart, and marked both man and dragon as her own.

      Following the brilliant white glow of the mating bond anchoring his soul to hers, the Guardsman let his mind join with his mate’s, feeling the missing part of his very being slip into place like two perfectly cut pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. Keeping to the shadows, watching her dreams unfold, Banning was pleasantly surprised to find Myanna fantasizing about him, the setting almost identical to a ball thrown in the dragon’s honor by his parents mere days before the battle with the witches.

      Giving in to the need to be more than a spectator, the Guardsman joined with Mimi’s vision of him, his heart beating so loudly it nearly drowned out the music of the stringed quartet…

      Looking into her hazel eyes, so full of adoration and trust, Banning was lost to the visions of a future he would only ever experience in a fantasy world of their own making. Following the progression of her dream, one he could tell she’d relived time and time again, the Guardsman rejoiced in the sound of their hearts beating as one. His dragon roared in his head, plumes of smoke and flames of excitement filling his mind’s eye.

      “Aye, Gerallt, mo Dragon. Our mate is even more spectacular in person.” The Guardsman’s words drifted to the Dragon King with whom he shared his soul. “Enjoy her company while it lasts, for you know we cannot claim her. Our Myanna deserves all the happiness in the world and we shall not stop her from having it.”

      Shoving all thoughts of anything but his mate in his arms and making the most of the time that he had with her, Banning danced his lovely mate onto the terrace and lifted her into his arms.

      “Where are you taking me, mo ghrá?” She chuckled, looking up at him through her long, dark lashes, the flush of excitement coloring the apples of her cheeks as she spoke the language of his kin.

      “Somewhere away from prying eyes, mo stór,” he quickly answered, using his preternatural speed to whisk his Beloved to the farthest corner of the garden where the violet bougainvillea grew tall upon their trellises.

      The second he knew they were hidden, Banning slipped his arm from under Myanna’s legs, her body sliding against his as he memorized the seductive curves of her oh-so feminine form. Pulling her tightly to his chest, the Guardsman’s lips immediately found hers, the molten desire he’d just barely kept at bay bursting forth, fueling the fire of their embrace.

      Demanding entrance, Banning growled, his hands sliding down the tight bodice of her evergreen gown as Myanna opened not only her lips, but her heart and soul to him. Fisting the thick silk of her skirt and the mass of petticoats, the Guardsman sought to touch all of his mate, mark her with his scent, make her his for evermore.

      Pulling his lips from hers, he smiled as she moaned at the loss, the need to taste every inch of exposed skin driving his every thought and action. His lips danced down the gloriously soft column of her neck and his teeth nipped at the top of her shoulder, every caress moving him closer to his true destination.

      Following the glittering jewels adorning her neckline with his teeth and tongue, Banning growled low in his throat, his knees nearly buckling and his cock straining against the brass buttons of his fly as his lips landed upon the bounty of her breasts being offered up so perfectly by her form-fitting corset and revealing cut of her dress. Her fingers dove into his hair, fisting the long, wild curls and pulling tighter the more attention he paid to her décolletage.

      “Oh, yes, my love,” she moaned, her body although hidden underneath her clothing, rocking against his, coming together with him, the sensation so heady Banning felt as if he was flying without his wings.

      Stepping back, mesmerized by Myanna’s kiss-swollen lips and the love shining in the depths of her heavily-lidded eyes, Banning wasted no time stripping out of his long waistcoat, throwing it onto the ground, and placing his Beloved tenderly upon the jacket. Following her, unable to be anywhere but by her side, the Guardsman’s lips immediately found hers, picking up where they’d left off.

      Arousal thickened his blood, growing by leaps and bounds every time their tongues met in a dance of fire and fury promising the ecstasy only true mates can ever experience. Myanna whimpered, her nails biting into his shoulders as he delved farther into her, fanning the flames of desire.

      The perfume of the flowers all around them paled in comparison to the scent of his mate’s arousal. Grabbing the hem of her skirts, Banning’s hand skimmed the creamy flesh of her legs, the lace of her knickers tickling the palm of his hand as he teased the trembling flesh of her thighs.

      Slipping through the open fabric at her center, the tips of his fingers touched her tight curls, wet with her arousal. No longer able to contain himself, Banning’s thumb and forefinger massaged her throbbing clit as Myanna’s hips pushed against his hand, trying to force him where she needed him most.

      Tearing her lips from his, she gasped, “Please, Banning…please. Love me, make me yours forever more.”

      Unable to resist her pleas, wanting to watch Myanna’s beautiful face as she reached her climax, Banning thrust his two middle fingers into her. The feel of her body stretching to accommodate his digits, the walls of her body massaging and flexing was deliciously maddening, the Guardsman’s desire to make love to his mate overwhelming.

      Pulling his fingers back until they almost fell from the haven of her body, Banning pushed back into her body, repeating the movement over and over as Myanna met his every drugging move with a passion he’d only before imagined. Bending the tip of his fingers in a come-hither motion, taunting the tender bundle of muscles he knew would drive her wild, the dragon smiled as his mate wailed his name, her nails raking down his back, ripping the woven cotton of his shirt.

      Pushing her higher, the tide of her orgasm rising like the waves of a tsunami, Banning’s attention was pulled from his mate as a sharp, continuous alarm refused to be silenced. A sense of dread filled his being a split-second before the bubble of Myanna’s dream exploded.

      Using his magic to conceal himself, Banning took a hasty step backward as Mimi shot up from bed, grabbed her phone from the bedside table, and screamed, “Oh my God, no!”

      Racing out the door and down the hall, the invisible Guardsman followed his mate, her voice rising with every hurried step.

      “LILLIAN!” she shrieked, crossing the threshold into her mother’s room then yelling into the phone, “Emergency services! My mother’s stopped breathing. We’re at 1016 Woodward Ave. Come now!”

      Banning watched his mate climb onto the bed, preforming chest compressions on her mother as a gray-haired woman with kind eyes came running into the room, demanding, “What happened to the ventilator? Why is it off?”

      “I don’t fucking know!” Mimi swore at the top of her lungs. “Just get it back on! She’s fucking dying!”

      Pushing buttons on the machine the Guardsman had just figured out was breathing for Myanna’s mother, the woman now known as Lillian worked with a professional swiftness he had no doubt came from years of experience. Over and over his mate pushed her clenched hands against her mother’s chest, yelling, pleading, crying, and finally, begging that Robin breathe once again.

      The sound of the front door flying open, presumably unlocked by Lillian, had Banning moving farther into the corner, shrouding himself in the shadows just before lowering his magic and redirecting it through the bond he shared with his mate into her mother. A man’s voice boomed, “Fayette Country EMTs.” The sounds of footsteps following his announcement like the beat of native drums.

      Three large men burst onto the scene, one looking him right in the eye, his voice flowing through Banning’s mind, “Hello, Guardsman. Is the woman in the bed your mate? Why are you not healing her?”

      The image of a large, brown grizzly bear filled Banning’s mind as the fresh scent of pine filled his senses, overpowering the lingering odor of illness and death. “No, she is my mate’s mother and although I am here to help, neither my mate nor her family can know of my existence.”

      The smooth slide of the bear moving past the shields in Banning’s mind felt comforting, reassuring, nothing like the intrusion the dragon expected. Watching as the shifter took over for Myanna, the Guardsman listened to the man’s words.

      “Name’s Beau. I can see the dark stain on your soul and the pain in your heart. The memories of your years of torment hang around your neck like a stone. I think our Healer can help you. She has helped others. We will come to you at the next Blood Moon.”

      And with that, Banning felt his connection to Beau sever as the Guardsman continued to push all the healing magic within himself and his dragon into Robin. Looking across the room, he found Mimi standing just behind another of the EMTs, tears streaming down her face as she watched them try to revive her mother.

      Pain slashed at the Guardsman’s heart. His dragon roared in agony. Just as he learned so very many years ago, Banning was once again reminded of how life can change in the blink of an eye. Mere minutes ago, he and his Beloved were together in a dream world of their own making, so full of love, life, and hope. Now, there was only despair and sadness.

      Movement to his left drew Banning’s gaze. Turning toward the adjacent corner of the room, he saw the spirit of Robin Havers floating above the mayhem, smiling down at her daughter, love and pride filling her expression.

      “I see you there, Banning MacCallion,” her voiced sounded in his mind. “I have been waiting for you for a very long time.”

      “How do you know me? Or of me?”

      “The Goddess spoke to me when I was struck by the Virus. She said that my time was limited, but not to fear. She assured me that you would come for my Mimi, to be there when I could not and save her from the curse that was laid upon the women of our family many generations ago.”

      “I am sure ye are mistaken, milady,” Banning contradicted, the accent of his homeland coming back with his rising trepidation. “I…”

      “Trust an old lady in her last moments on earth,” Robin interrupted. “The Goddess was very specific. She spoke of your curse, of the answer you would receive from an unlikely source, and the future my daughter would have as the one created for you by the Universe.”

      “But…”

      “Noooooooo!” Myanna’s desperate wail cut through Banning’s words as she fell to her knees, crying out to the Heavens at the death of her mother. Never in all his years had the Guardsman felt the depth of anguish he experienced in that moment. Not only was his mate suffering, but he was powerless to do anything but stand idly by and watch.

      “My time has come, Banning. Take care of my Mimi, for she is my greatest treasure.”

      Unable to speak, he watched as Robin’s spirit wrapped around her daughter one last time, giving Myanna the love and support that can only come from one’s mother. He heard the words of an old Irish lullaby his ma used to sing float through the air…

      Angels are guarding and they watch o’er thee…

      Tears wet his cheeks as the soul of Robin Havers silently ascended into the Heavens.
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      “Yes, Lillian,” she answered tersely. “I am well aware of how long it’s been since my mother…died.” She hid the crack in her voice by turning on the blow dryer.

      “I just think…” Lillie yelled over the loud whir of the appliance while tapping Mimi on the shoulder, before trying again with more gusto, “I just think you need more than a week to recover.”

      Turning off the hair dryer and slamming it onto the granite counter of her vanity, Mimi turned toward the other woman and through gritted teeth ground out, “I will only say this one more time.” She leaned a bit forward, glaring right into Lillian’s eyes. “I am fine and I am going to work.”

      Not willing to listen to any more of the older woman’s reasons why she should take another week off, Mimi spun on her toes and swept out of the bathroom, heading straight for the front door. Grabbing her coat and briefcase, she slammed the door on her way out, jumped in her car, and sped out of the driveway.

      Slowing as soon as she knew she was out of sight of the house, Mimi found herself turning left instead of right and following an all too familiar route to what had become her favorite place to be alone. Parking under the low hanging limbs of a huge maple tree, she could see just the top of the dragon statue.

      Putting down her window, she listened to the gentle fall of the water from the base of the sculpture into the granite pool below the winged warrior’s feet. Holding back the tears that seemed to be never-ending since the moment her mother had passed, Mimi sat staring at her hands, wondering if she would ever feel the same again.

      Hitting the button, she listened to the whir of the windows as they went back up, opened her car door, and put her feet out onto the concrete. Sighing, Mimi let her chin fall to her chest, hid behind the long fall of her hair as it fell forward on both sides of her feet and let go of the tears she’d been working so hard to keep at bay.

      Watching each tiny drop of water cascade from her cheeks to the heavy material of her navy dress pants, she pictured her mom as she used to be, so vital and carefree. Mimi thought of their last trip together, the one to celebrate her new job.  Both women had always wanted to visit Florida and to ride on a glass bottom boat, so Myanna made it happen. They’d flown first class to the Keys, taken their boat ride, snorkeled, ate all the seafood they could hold, and sat on the beach every night to watch the sun go down. It had been the vacation of a lifetime…

      Flying home, Robin had remarked about how much better she felt and Mimi hopefully agreed. Being a doctor, she’d kept a close eye on her mother even though Robin refused to let her daughter examine her. Mimi knew what signs to look for and was pleased not to see anything new. It had been a relief to watch the color return to her mother’s cheeks and the circles under her eyes fade.

      They’d been in the house almost an hour when the phone rang. Unpacking her suitcase, Mimi had dismissed the call when she heard her mother pick it up. She’d been in the back of her closet hanging up some clothes when Robin’s wail echoed through the house, crawling inside Mimi’s chest and wrapping around her heart like a vice grip.

      Dropping her clothes, she dashed through the house and slid into the living room the exact second her mother dropped to the floor, holding the phone to her chest and howling as she rocked back and forth. Taking the phone from Robin’s clenched fists; Mimi held it to her ear and listened as their last hope, the last specialist they could find, uttered the six words that clicked the lock on the door of her mother’s fate… “There’s nothing more we can do.”

      “Talk about a waste of money.” She sighed, angrily swiping at the tears on her face and pushing to her feet. “What’s the point of a degree in medicine if you can’t even save your own mother?”

      Slamming the car door, she locked them tight and stalked toward the fountain. “Lies, that’s all they’d ever been. A child’s fairy tale that, like a fool, I bought into.”

      Stopping just short of the granite base and the tall bronze dragon, Mimi took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and marched on. With her shins against the decorative marble, she leaned forward and stared into the dragon’s downturned eyes. Ignoring the feeling that he was well and truly looking back at her, she snarled through gritted teeth, “There is no magic. You really are just a figment of my mother’s overactive imagination. Not real, completely useless, and a total waste of time and space.”

      Fists clenched at her side, her anger turning to venom, Mimi spat, “You should be ashamed of yourself. Think of all the people, young and old alike, who’ve made wishes to you, put their trust in you, only to be let down, disappointed, and left to pick up the pieces of their shattered dreams.”

      Opening her mouth to scream at the inanimate object that had become the focal point of all her rage, Mimi’s jaw snapped shut as a child, no older than four or five, holding tightly to his mother’s fingers, braced his free hand on the edge of the glistening pool and whispered with a lisp, “My daddy’sth a stholdier in Afrighanisthan. Pleasthe keep him sthafe.”

      All the wrath and fury simply evaporated as Mimi watched the silver dollar fall from his chubby little fingers into the clear, blue water of the fountain. The little boy’s smile, so bright, so warm… so completely trusting, ripped holes in Mimi’s dense, dark clouds of despair as he looked up at his mother and beamed, “He’sth gonna do it. The dragon’sth gonna keep Daddy sthafe.”

      Warring emotions—pain, anguish…bone-deep exhaustion—their bulk insurmountable, weighing on her shoulders, eating away at her soul, the burden just too much that Mimi simply couldn’t withstand the load. Crumpling to the ground, she knelt beside the fountain like she was a child saying her bedtime prayers and looked up at the dragon.

      He was the symbol she hadn’t known she was holding onto, that little piece of childhood innocence that keeps those who have been able to retain it moving forward, working toward the goal of happiness that many have simply forgotten, or absolutely refuse to believe exist. That dragon, that inanimate statue, hadn’t let her down, hadn’t failed her, hadn’t really done anything but stand on his pedestal, listen to her problems, and never, ever judge her.

      Hours passed. The sun rose and fell. Long shadows rode the ripples of water, joining with the purple and pinks of the evening sky and during it all, Mimi talked about her life. She told stories about her mom and dad. Relived some of the best and worst moments of her life. Let the words flow, able to say things that before had only been thoughts, ideas, dreams…

      She could open up to this statue…this dragon…her dragon, unlike anyone else.

      Then, like the magic she just hours before rebuked, somewhere in all those seconds, minutes, hours… thoughts and words…Mimi recognized what had been there all along… him, her dragon…and his unyielding strength…
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      Banning had listened intently to every word she said. Memorized the expressions on her face, let the unending emotions his expressive mate experienced be branded upon his heart. What he’d thought would be the last time he would ever see Myanna, soon became so much more.

      Completely captivated by the one made for him by the Universe, the Guardsman was shocked when she looked at her watch, jumped to her feet, and exclaimed, “Oh crap! I was supposed to be home by now. The medical supply people are coming to get their equipment and Lillian has choir practice.”

      Looking up, smiling so sweetly his heart felt as if it would fly from his chest, Banning could hardly believe his ears when she conspiratorially whispered, “Thank you for listening. See ya’ tomorrow.”

      Watching Myanna walk away, unable to do anything to stop her, powerless to accompany her, Banning fought the waves of desperation and held tight to her parting words. She would be back tomorrow, back to see him...to bond them even more closely together.
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