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    For ten years, from the moment she took her first breath, Princess was a very real and precious part of my world. Her loss left a silence that was deafening, a void I've spent the last three years trying to fill. This trilogy is my attempt to honor her spirit. It is a story born from the ashes of grief—a tale of love, defiance against sorrow, and the enduring power of a bond that continues long after a final goodbye.

      

    


​Book Two: The Christmas Guest
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​Chapter One
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The first snow of the season was falling, thick, silent flakes drifting past the living room window. A year ago, Lee would have seen it as a white shroud descending to muffle an already silent world. Tonight, he saw it as magic.

“Okay, Joy, if you pounce on that strand one more time, you’re going on the naughty list.”

The warning was delivered with a laugh, not an ounce of real heat behind it. Joy, a year old and a lanky, scruffy whirlwind of caramel-colored fur, paid him no mind. She crouched, wiggled her hindquarters, and launched herself into the chaotic nest of Christmas lights on the floor.

Lee shook his head, a genuine, easy smile on his face. From his designated throne—a plush dog bed in the corner—Buddy, the venerable black-and-white Shih Tzu, lifted his head, gave a single, judgmental snort at the puppy’s antics, and promptly went back to sleep. The house was a symphony of comfortable chaos, a world away from the crushing quiet of the previous year. The perfectly decorated tree, its star shining brightly, was a testament not to a painful past, but to a hopeful present.

He had untangled the lights with a sense of happy ritual, not heart-wrenching duty. He’d already planned his cookie-baking day with Mary Gable and had promised her son, David, that he’d help him assemble a bicycle for Chloe on Christmas Eve. He wasn't just surviving the holidays anymore; he was a part of them. He looked at the two dogs, at the warm, light-filled room, and felt a profound, uncomplicated sense of peace. His pack was complete. His heart, while still bearing the faint scars of his loss, was full.

Across the veil, on a sun-drenched bridge of mossy stone, Princess watched the scene unfold. Seeing Lee so effortlessly happy was the greatest reward she could have ever imagined. The past year had been one of peaceful observation. She had seen him transform, his grief softening from a raw, open wound into a gentle, treasured memory. His love for her hadn't vanished; it had simply made room for new joys, new routines.

The immense, breathtaking wings that had sprouted from her back when she’d first become a Guardian were a familiar weight now, a symbol of her purpose. She had learned much from Stan, studying the ways of the heart and the subtle art of nudging souls toward the light. But her primary mission, the one that still tethered her most strongly to the world, was Lee. She had helped him heal. But Stan had told her that a Guardian's work is only truly finished when their charge is not just healed, but whole.

“He has built a good life,” she said, her voice soft. Stan had appeared beside her, his presence a familiar comfort. “His heart is full.”

“It is,” Stan agreed, his gaze warm as he watched the scene in Lee’s living room. “He has rebuilt his home, his routines, his pack. But a house is not a home until it is shared. He is happy, Princess. But he is not yet whole. There is one piece of his heart he still keeps guarded, locked away with your memory.”

Princess looked at Lee, at his easy smile and the comfortable way he moved in his own skin. He looked whole to her. “What do you mean?”

“His capacity to love another person,” Stan said gently. “He has accepted friendship and community. He loves his dogs with all his heart. But the part of him that belongs to a partner, to a romantic love... that part is still yours. He holds onto it, a perfect, preserved memory he is afraid to disturb.”

A strange, complex feeling washed over Princess. A possessive, human-like pang of jealousy, quickly followed by a wave of pure, selfless love. Of course, he should love again. He deserved a life filled with every possible kind of happiness.

“So... what do I do?” she asked.

“Nothing, for now,” Stan said. “This is a wall he must choose to take down himself. Your role is simply to be ready. To help him see that a new love doesn't erase an old one. It honors it. It proves that a heart that has loved deeply once has the strength to do so again.”

He looked at her, his expression knowing. “Every Guardian has a final trial, Princess. A last act that completes their journey and defines their purpose. For some, it is a great act of courage. For others, a profound act of wisdom.” He paused. “For you, it will be the ultimate act of letting go. Only when his heart is truly whole again, will you have earned your true wings.”

Princess looked from the vibrant, happy chaos of Lee’s living room to the vast, peaceful expanse of the meadow behind her. Her journey was not over. Her greatest test, the test of a truly selfless love, was just about to begin.
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The next morning, the idyllic holiday scene in Lee’s living room was shattered by a single, glittering strand of silver tinsel hanging from the corner of Joy’s mouth.

Lee’s blood ran cold. He had been so careful. After the incident last year with the lights, he had become a hawk, puppy-proofing the entire decorating process. He’d used felt ornaments on the lower branches and had forgone tinsel entirely. Or so he thought. He must have missed a stray piece, a single strand from a long-forgotten box, and Joy, with her unerring instinct for finding trouble, had discovered it.

“Joy, come here. Open up,” he said, his voice a tight, controlled calm that didn't betray the panic spiraling in his gut.

Joy, thinking this was a fantastic new game, dodged his grasp and trotted away, the tinsel trailing from her mouth like a silver noodle. A frantic chase ensued, ending with Lee finally cornering her in the kitchen. He managed to pull the one strand out, but the look in her eyes told him everything. It hadn't been the only one.

The drive to the vet was a blur of anxiety. He called ahead, his voice strained, and the receptionist told him to come in immediately. Joy sat in the passenger seat, panting happily, completely oblivious to the potential danger churning in her stomach. Buddy, relegated to the back seat, seemed to radiate an aura of disapproval at the entire undignified affair.

The clinic was a hive of quiet, holiday-adjacent chaos. A cat in a carrier yowled a protest, and a Golden Retriever with a Santa hat sat forlornly with its owner. Lee checked in, his leg bouncing with nervous energy. He was ushered into an examination room that smelled of antiseptic and floor cleaner, a scent that brought a flood of unwelcome memories from Princess’s last days. He pushed them away, focusing on the here and now. On Joy.

A few minutes later, the door opened, and a woman in blue scrubs walked in, a file in her hand. “Hi, I’m Dr. Allen,” she said, her voice calm and warm. “I hear someone had a little too much holiday spirit for breakfast.”

She wasn't what he expected. She was younger than his old vet, with kind, intelligent eyes that crinkled at the corners and reddish-brown hair pulled back in a messy but practical ponytail. A dusting of freckles was visible across her nose, even in the harsh, clinical light.

“She ate tinsel,” Lee blurted out. “I only saw one piece, but I’m sure there was more.”

“Okay,” Dr. Allen said, her calm demeanor a soothing balm on his frayed nerves. She knelt down, completely ignoring Lee for a moment to focus on the patient. “Well, hello there, Joy. You are a very scruffy, very cute little troublemaker, aren’t you?”

Joy, who had never met a stranger, immediately began licking the vet’s face with enthusiastic slurps. Dr. Allen laughed, a genuine, easy sound, as she gently examined the puppy, feeling her stomach and checking her vitals.

“Her vitals are good, and her belly feels soft, which is a good sign,” she said, finally turning her attention back to Lee. “With tinsel, the best-case scenario is it passes right through. Worst case, it can cause a linear foreign body obstruction, which is very serious. I’d like to be proactive. We’ll give her something to induce vomiting, just to see if we can get anything up now. Then we’ll send you home with a high-fiber food and strict instructions to... well, to watch her poop for the next forty-eight hours.”

Lee felt a wave of relief so profound it made him feel light-headed. “Okay. Yes. Anything.”
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