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 Chapter One 
 
    Somethings were just impossible. Erica Jones stared down at the blank sheet of paper and slowly shook her head. The matchmaker had told her to write a letter to her worst enemy. List out all the things that had angered her. It would free up her mind so that she could actually articulate what she wanted in a man. 
 
    Of course, it wasn’t working. Writing had never been her favorite thing. Bagels, breads, and cakes, yes. Words on paper, no. 
 
    Taking a deep breath she wrote: 
 
    Dear Worst Enemy 
 
    Then nothing. Not a thought. 
 
    The problem was, she didn’t have a worst enemy. She hadn’t really ever had a worst enemy. Not unless you thought of Jodi Peterson in sixth grade. And she was pretty sure that wasn’t what the matchmaker meant. 
 
    The closing of a door upstairs made her grit her teeth and cringe. Speaking of worst enemies. Her new neighbor might actually fill the category. 
 
    Each thump as he came down the stairs outside their building sent a dagger of irritation into her very soul. Dramatic? Maybe. But he was the literal worst. She held her breath until she saw him pass in front of her bakery. The normal scowl on his face. Something about him made her angry and she couldn’t put her finger on it. 
 
    He was everything she despised. Too good looking for his own good. The man was a walking poster for masculinity. Tall, very tall, broad shoulders, built like a brick wall. Dark hair, a trimmed beard, and deep eyes. And he treated her like she wasn’t even there. The few times he’d come into the bakery he’d grunted a greeting, paid for his two chocolate chip cookies then turned and left. 
 
    No small talk. No smiles, no opportunity to learn anything about him. To make matters worse, he parked his humongous pick-up truck outside her bakery where she had to look at it all day. Taking a parking spot away from her customers. 
 
    Her stomach tightened into a knot just thinking about it.  
 
    To top it off, he’d gotten the apartment upstairs before she even knew it was available. The property managers for the building knew she was interested if it ever came open, but somehow, this guy got it. The thought made her grind her teeth. 
 
    Then, to make matters even worse. The jerk was a player. He must have had half a dozen women upstairs in the three months he’d lived there.  
 
    She’d be at the bakery early, being a baker, that was par for the course. She’d be kneading the bread and hear him open his door, some woman would giggle. And then she’d get to watch him help them up into his truck so that he could drive them home. On two occasions, he’d simply called them a cab. 
 
    Beautiful women in short skirts and high heels. One look had told her all she had to know. The man was without value. A womanizer. And those idiots were fool enough to fall for his good looks and obvious lack of charm. 
 
    How could some women be so stupid? What made it even worse, they made it harder on all the other women. A man like that grew to expect women to fill his every need. All at no cost. No sense of commitment. No sense of forever. 
 
    Shaking her head, she pulled another batch of brownies from the oven and plopped them down to cool. 
 
    The man, Bill something or other, was a lost cause, she realized. He didn’t seem to work. Probably some kind of trust fund baby. Living off a small inheritance. It couldn’t be very big, not if he was renting an apartment in this part of town. 
 
    He was upstairs almost all the time. Doing who knew what. Had a string of female companions lined up ready to do his bidding. And … acted towards her as if she was three day old bread.  
 
    It was enough to make any woman mad.  
 
    Forget about him, she told herself. Concentrate on the letter. Remember the assignment. Tell your worst enemy what you really think about them. That was what the matchmaker had said. 
 
    Once again, she took at the pen and leaned on the counter as she stared at the piece of paper. But still nothing. 
 
    It was hopeless, she thought as she threw down the pen and started making cupcake batter. No sooner had she started than her world began to feel normal again. Her hands worked without explicit instructions. They just seemed to know what to do. Not like writing a letter where she actually had to address the truth. 
 
    As she worked, her mind drifted back to the man who lived upstairs. What was it about him that angered her so much? 
 
    Was it the wasted life? Or perhaps, the sense of entitlement. As if he was the greatest gift to women and they were lucky to have him in their world even for a short period.  
 
    She couldn’t put her finger on it, but the man pushed every one of her buttons.  
 
    Maybe that was what she should do, she thought as she glanced over at the blank piece of paper. Simply describe what she didn’t want in a man by listing all of his qualities. At least it would be honest. 
 
    Sighing, she poured out the batter, whipped the hair from her eyes, then gently banged the cupcake tins to settle the batter. 
 
    The bell above the door jingled. She turned to see her nemesis himself step into her store. Her breath caught. The man scowled as he looked off into the distance. It was like he was trying to solve world hunger or something.  
 
    He was buying cookies for Christ sake, she thought as she swallowed an angry comment. Instead, she put on her best smile and said, “Good morning,” 
 
    The idiot simply grunted and gave her a half nod then pointed at the chocolate cookies. 
 
    Jesus, she thought. What did those women see in this guy? He had the social graces of a lawnmower. The man filled half her store, it seemed. His mere presence seemed to take oxygen out of the air and make it hard to breath. 
 
    Again, she swallowed a nasty comment and forced the anger back down as she slipped the two cookies into a bag and handed them over. 
 
    He gave her a five dollar bill then turned to leave before she could even give him his change. 
 
    “Have a nice day,” she said through gritted teeth, all the while hoping he didn’t. 
 
    As he left, she could only shake her head. The man was a scowling beast. But not always, she thought. When she saw him with those other women he smiled and seemed to be enjoying himself.  
 
    Of course, he did, she thought. He’d gotten what he wanted and now he was getting rid of them. Of course, he was smiling. What man wouldn’t? 
 
    Sighing heavily, she put the cupcakes in the oven and sat on a stool behind the counter as she fought to control the burning anger inside of her. 
 
    .o0o. 
 
    It was almost a week later when she got the email from the matchmaker. The woman had found the perfect match for her. 
 
    Erica scoffed. Yeah right. Not likely. But her friends had insisted she go through with this stupidity. The idea that some woman who barely knew her was going to find the perfect match for her was ridiculous.  
 
    Even she didn’t really know what her perfect match was. She only knew what she didn’t want. Handsome playboys with no meaning in life. But what she was actually looking for was harder to articulate. 
 
    But then, it couldn’t really hurt. Heaven knew that her selection mechanism was broken. A long list of losers proved that. 
 
    Reading down the email, her heart rate increased.  
 
    She was supposed to meet this guy at a charity event on the other side of the city. They would arrive separately, as she had insisted. To many blind dates that had been disasters had drilled that requirement into her head. 
 
    He had already purchased the tickets. She was to meet him at her assigned table for dinner and a charity auction followed by dancing. Black Tie. 
 
    Erica’s eyebrows lifted. Fancy. A positive. Most of the guys she knew wouldn’t have known what black tie meant, let alone know enough to rent a tuxedo. 
 
    And a charity event for the local Boys and Girls club. Again, a definite plus. The guy had a sense of community. Of giving back. 
 
    Not only that, it was on Valentine’s day. Which made it extra special. She wouldn’t be sitting at home, miserable and alone. She would be able to avoid the whole pity party she threw for herself every year. 
 
    She smiled to herself. Maybe the Matchmaker knew something after all. Of course, he could turn out to be completely wrong for her. Don’t get your hopes too much, she told herself. But so far, things sounded good. 
 
    As she thought about it, she mentally went through her closet and decided she needed a new dress. Her heart skipped at the idea of shopping for something special. Not too sexy, but just sexy enough. Obviously not too expensive, but nothing cheap. 
 
    Yes, this might actually be enjoyable. And if it wasn’t. It was all for charity. So, it couldn’t be all bad. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    Erica tucked the coat check ticket into her small purse and took a deep breath to calm herself.  
 
    “It’s only a blind date,” she said to herself under her breath. But that fact hadn’t stopped herself from growing more and more excited as the time grew closer. A sense of hope and possibilities had hung around long enough to grow into want and need. 
 
    As she stepped into the hotel lobby, she paused for a moment to look into an ornate mirror on the wall. Yes, everything was as it was supposed to be. Heaven knew she’d spent half the afternoon getting ready. Her hair was in place. Her new little black dress clung to her in all the right spots. Cleavage, but not too much cleavage. 
 
    She smiled to herself. This guy was going to be impressed. 
 
    She had turned the store over to Carla and written out a list of a dozen things to call her about if they went wrong. Carla had laughed as she looked at the list, then crumpled it up and threw it into the trash. 
 
    “I’ll agree to call you if the place is on fire,” her assistant said. “Otherwise. It can wait. Have fun.” 
 
    Erica had reluctantly agreed. But even now, it took every bit of effort not to call and check that everything was okay. Carla should be closing up by now. Would she remember to deposit the receipts? How about the ovens? They were gas and she always checked three times to make sure they were off.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, she tried to push the worries out of her mind. Carla was right. She needed to focus on tonight. How could she ever hope to find someone if she couldn’t pull herself away from the bakery? 
 
    Running a hand down her dress one last time, she stepped into the hotel’s ballroom and smiled to herself. Thirty tables draped in white linen. A band warming up. People talking, finding their spots. This was how the rich people lived, she thought with a smile. 
 
    It was going to be good, she told herself as she gave her name to the young woman at the door. The woman found it and smiled to her as she indicated her table to the front of the room. 
 
    Erica took another calming breath as she made her way over to the table with the auction items. Swallowing hard, she perused the items and note cards as she desperately hoped to find something she could afford to purchase. 
 
    The new dress had taken a hefty bite out of her budget. But there had to be something. 
 
     However, as she looked her spirit sank. Everything was way out of her league. Things like season tickets to the Seahawks, a year long pass to the symphony. Midnight cruises on Eliot Bay. Nope, not going to happen, she realized. 
 
    The best she could hope for was to enter a bid at the low end and bow out when someone bid above her. She could contribute to the charity by making others pay a little more. It was the best she could do. 
 
    Besides, she told herself. She was here for a different purpose.  
 
    Swallowing her disappointment, she straightened her back, lifted her chin, and started for her assigned table.  
 
    Would he be there already? She hoped so. She hated the idea of sitting there all alone with other strangers while waiting for him to arrive. What if he didn’t come? What if he stood her up? She’d look like the ultimate fool. 
 
    Her heart began to race as she fought to keep herself under control. She had put too much on this, she realized. Too much hope.  
 
    There it was, second from the front on the right. And there he was. A broad shouldered man with his back to her. Everyone else was together in couples. It had to be him. 
 
    She smiled to herself. He had all his hair and wide shoulders. Already he was more than she could have hoped for. 
 
    Then he turned and her heart fell. No, it wasn’t possible. How could the universe do this to her? 
 
    There, her date for the evening was her worst enemy. Her upstairs neighbor, looking at her with a confused expression on his face. 
 
    As she faltered for a moment, desperately trying to gather herself. He cocked an eyebrow then let his eyes travel over her slowly. As he did, the deep frown shifted over to an appreciative smile. 
 
    Any other time in her life. Being looked at like that by a handsome man would have made her insides tingle. But not now. Not him. Well, they tingled a little bit. But they shouldn’t have. 
 
    She swallowed twice as she stepped towards him. It couldn’t be avoided. Not without looking like a complete idiot. 
 
    Why? How had this happened? Some cosmic random coincidence. Or was there someone really out to make her life miserable. How was she supposed to make it through an evening being nice and charming to this man? 
 
    It would be impossible. 
 
    He stood up, making her tilt her head back to look up at him. The man was so tall. Well, over six feet. Making her five and a half feel small and feminine. 
 
    “Erica Jones?” he asked with a deep frown while holding out his hand. “Do we know each other?” 
 
    Her heart slammed to a halt. How was this possible? The man didn’t even know her. 
 
    “We are neighbors,” she told him as she continued to hold her chin up. “You live above my bakery.” 
 
    Awareness washed over his eyes as he once again checked her out from shoes to brow. He smiled and nodded. 
 
    “You don’t have streaks of flour on your cheeks,” he said as if that made perfect sense. 
 
    All she could do was cringe inside as he pulled out her chair for her. She sat down and smiled at the other couples at the table. Great, not only was she stuck sitting next to this idiot. But she had an audience.  
 
    It was going to be a long night. Of that, there was no doubt. If it wasn’t a charity event she would have figured out an excuse to cut it short. Reaching over, she took a sip from her water glass. Yes, a long night. 
 
    He sat down and leaned to the side to look at her. His brow creased with confusion. “Why does a beautiful woman like you need a matchmaker?” he asked. 
 
    God, she thought. Why didn’t he just announce it to the entire room? In fact, perhaps he should take out an add in the local paper. Erica Jones can’t find a man. This just proved her instincts were spot on. The man didn’t have any sense. 
 
    She turned to him and tried to give him her best smile. “The same question might apply to you.” 
 
    He laughed and shrugged his shoulders. “I have my reasons.” 
 
    She frowned, please she prayed, don’t be one of those people who answered a question with a question. Or vague statements. It would drive her crazy. 
 
    An awkward silence fell over them. Until he laughed to himself and said, “I’m William Davis, by the way.” 
 
    She nodded, “It’s nice to finally meet you, William. We’ve only been neighbors for three months. I’m surprised it happened so quickly.” 
 
    He laughed. At least the man could take a joke, she thought. But then, of course he could. The guy was pure male. More confidence than he deserved. Especially in that tux. It made him look like he could move mountains or conquer worlds. As if he had a deep knowledge of how to get things done. 
 
    Her insides turned over. How had she ended up in this situation? Wait until that damn matchmaker got a piece of her mind. The woman would rethink her entire process. How dare she do this to her. Didn’t the woman know enough to know this was exactly the type of man she could never be in a long term relationship with? 
 
    “So, a charity event?” she said as she took another sip of her water. Her mouth seemed to be dryer than the Gobi desert and no amount of water would ever make it go away. 
 
    He shrugged those massive wide shoulders of his and cocked his head. As if that was all the explanation he needed to provide. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow, refusing to be dismissed so easily. 
 
    He sighed again then said, “It seemed like a safe way to meet someone I didn’t know. Enough other things going on that we could be distracted if necessary. A common cause to ease awkward situations. And, besides, it’s for charity.” 
 
    She could only nod, it did make sense when he explained it that way. 
 
    Once again, that awkward silence enveloped them. The other couples seemed set. Well established partnerships. No cringe worthy first dates.  
 
    Erica glanced around the room. Anything to avoid dealing with her companion. She noticed an older woman approaching them. Late fifties, gray hair, pearls. The kind of woman who looked like she belonged at an event like this. But there was something about her eyes that told a different story. 
 
    She looked like a frightened little girl. Hesitating, forcing herself to do something she didn’t want to do. 
 
    “Excuse me,” she said to William as she drew nearer. 
 
    He looked up at the older woman and smiled. God, the man looked good when he smiled, Erica thought. He should do it more often. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I … I um…. I was wondering if I might have your autograph?” The woman said as she held out a blank piece of paper. 
 
    Erica’s brow furrowed as she tried to understand what was going on. 
 
    William simply smiled and nodded as he pulled out a pen from inside his suit jacket and took the paper from the her. 
 
    “Who should I make it out to?” he asked as he leaned over the table, waiting for the information. 
 
    “Janice,” the woman said. “I can’t believe this. When Charlie told me that you were coming tonight. I … Wow. I have read all of your books.” 
 
    Books? Erica continued to frown as she watched him. Who was this guy? 
 
    “Do you think I might get a picture?” the woman asked hesitantly. 
 
    William smiled and nodded. The woman handed her phone to Erica and instantly sidled up next to William, slipping an arm around his waist and raising an eyebrow at Erica as if wondering what was taking her so long. 
 
    Shaking her head at the stupidity of the universe, Erica framed the picture and pushed the button. What else could she do?  
 
    When the woman had left, Erica cocked an eyebrow at him, waiting for an explanation. 
 
    “Thank you,” William said as he took a sip from his whiskey. 
 
    “Um, No. That is not enough. What was that all about?” she asked him. 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders and said, “It happens sometimes.” 
 
    God, she sighed, it was like pulling taffy. The man refused to give away anything. 
 
    He obviously saw her confusion and scoffed.  
 
    “I’m an author. Some people like my books.” 
 
    Erica frowned as she realized how many questions that answered. The no going to a job each day being high on the list. 
 
    “Should I know who you are?” 
 
    The woman next to her laughed, obviously she had been following their conversation. “They made one of his books into a movie. Last year. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    William had the good graces to shrug again and actually looked embarrassed at all the attention. “Thrillers,” he told her. “You know, common man saving the world type stuff.” 
 
    Erica could only stare as she fought to keep her jaw from dropping open. That and fight the temptation to dive into her purse and get her phone so she could look him up on Amazon. 
 
    Luckily, they were interrupted by waiters arriving with their meal. A simple chicken dish. This was a charity event after all. Every dollar they saved on the meal was one more dollar that could go to the Boys and Girls club. 
 
    As she began to eat, she couldn’t stop herself from glancing at him from underneath her brow. A writer. That was so not who she had pictured him as. And if he had a movie made from his book. He wasn’t a starving artist either. 
 
    He looked at her, catching her staring at him. Her cheeks grew warm as she returned to focusing on her meal. 
 
    An author. A handsome author at that. Who would ever have thought? 
 
    . 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Three 
 
    As the waiters took away their meals, she took a sip from her white wine and reminded herself that she was driving. One drink for the night. A sudden sadness filled her as she realized she would once again be returning to an empty apartment. 
 
    What an idiot, she thought about herself. She was sitting next to a very handsome, very big, very famous author. And she was already planning on going home alone. What did that say about her? No wonder her life was a mess. 
 
    Sighing to herself, she could only hope the evening wasn’t a complete flop. Hopefully, the night would go by with no serious embarrassing incidents. A meal, maybe a dance or two. And Then she could get out of there. 
 
    What should she say? How could she talk with this guy? What could they possibly have in common? 
 
    William leaned back and smiled at her. 
 
    “So, Miss Erica Jones. Why a bakery?” 
 
    She shrugged her shoulders. “I like being my own boss. And I like making cakes. It just seemed to go together.” 
 
    He laughed as he nodded. “I understand perfectly. Sometimes I think there are monks in Tibet pondering my life. I get to do what I love, at home, and they pay me for it. How is this possible?” 
 
    She laughed, she knew exactly what he meant. 
 
    Before she could follow up with another question, the president of the Boys and Girls club got up at the podium and thanked everyone. Then handed it off to an auctioneer. 
 
    Erica took a deep breath. Remember, she thought. One bid. 
 
    Of course, they started out with the one thing she wanted. The season passes to the symphony. She closed her eyes and sighed internally as she imagined being lost as the music washed over her. 
 
    When the auctioneer started out with an amount that shocked her, she hesitantly raised her hand. The auctioneer pointed her out and then raised the bid as he scanned the room for another buyer.  
 
    Erica held her breath, please, she pleaded, someone, anyone, outbid her so she could relax. The auctioneer kept repeating the higher bid. Each time, her heart stopped, until at last. Someone on the other side of the room bid. 
 
    She sighed heavily, allowing her shoulders to slump in relief.  
 
    The bids continued. She wondered just how high it would go. Then the auctioneer pointed at her table as he brought down his hammer. 
 
    Her heart stopped, wondering if he had mistakenly believed she had been bidding. Quickly she ran through her actions. No, he couldn’t have. Then, one of his assistants approached the table with a clip board and handed it to William. 
 
    Erica twisted back around to watch him sign something and accept an envelope. 
 
    “You bought them?” she said. “You like the symphony?” 
 
    He shook his head as he slipped the envelope into his jacket.  
 
    “Not really, but I figured I could give it back to the Boys and Girls club so they can use them on the kids. There are probably some that might like it. I’m more a classic rock type guy.” 
 
    Erica gulped. The man had just spent thousands to give them away. 
 
    The next item came up for auction as Erica desperately tried to understand what was going on. This William guy wasn’t completely what she had thought. She could at least admit that to herself. But that didn’t change the fact that he had a dozen women wanting him. 
 
    Don’t forget, he’s a player, she reminded herself as a sadness settled over her. She was so not going there. That way lay heartache. 
 
    Finally, the auction came to an end. The crowd gave out a big round of applause when the host announced how much money they had raised for the Boys and Girls Club. Erica felt a small sense of shame that she hadn’t contributed. If she had known, maybe she could have provided desserts. 
 
    No, she’d make a bunch of cupcakes and deliver it to the clubs themselves. Let the kids enjoy them. The thought made her smile. Yes, she could contribute. 
 
    “Do you want to dance?” William asked her as he raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Her heart slammed to a halt. Dancing? With him? Suddenly her world felt wobbly. As if it was shifting off its perch. 
 
    “Okay,” she found herself saying before she could think the matter through. 
 
    He smiled just a little. As if he could read her mind. See the doubt and worry inside of her. And knew perfectly well it was because she found him so damn attractive. God, the power that gave him. It made the world unbalanced. Unfair.  
 
    Taking her hand, she felt a tingle travel up her arm. Then, he surprised her by slipping an arm around her waist. Gently pulling her into his arms, making her world melt away. 
 
    She could stay there the rest of her life, she realized. That one safe, secure place in the universe. Closing her eyes, she rested her head on his chest as they began to sway to the music.  
 
    He smelled of sandalwood and leather. A manly scent that she knew she would never forget. His arms felt like iron bars where they held her. His chest broad and strong. God. Her insides grew weak with need. The man was too much. 
 
    “So, Miss Jones, you like symphony music. You like to make cakes. What else?” 
 
    She reluctantly pulled away so that she could look up into his eyes. Those eyes. They were like deep pools of danger. Designed to trap her.  
 
    Swallowing hard, she shrugged. “That’s about it. College, parental loan to start the business. Fighting to keep my head above water.” 
 
    He nodded, but offered her no new information about himself. As she thought about what to ask him, her lips kicked in before her mind could stop herself. 
 
    “Why? … I mean, I’ve seen you with a lot of women. But you’ve never looked at me. Why. And don’t tell me, I’m not your type. You don’t have a type. I’ve seen Blonds, Brunettes, and Red Heads do the walk of shame from your apartment. But never so much as a smile at me. Why?” 
 
    God, had she actually said that. What would he think? What if he said it was because those other women were prettier than her. But she’d seen the hungry look in his eyes when he looked at her tonight. Even if he had thought that. Maybe she had changed his mind. 
 
    His face took on a serious expression as he looked down into her eyes. 
 
    “Well, because now that I know we aren’t going to sleep together, I guess I can tell you. Because, I could tell the first time I saw you that you were a forever type girl.” 
 
    Her stomach clenched up. How did he know they weren’t going to sleep together, was her first thought. Had he already dismissed that possibility? The thought sent a sick feeling through her.  
 
    And how had he known she was looking for forever. Even if deep down she knew he was right. She was a forever type woman. That was what she wanted. More than anything in the world. She wanted a person to help and love. Someone who wanted to help and love her.  
 
    “Is that so wrong? Wanting happy ever after?” she asked him. Totally ignoring his first statement. Obviously, the man viewed the world differently. He had women throwing themselves at him. Of course, he didn’t need forever. But still, did he blame her for wanting that? 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders. “No, I think you misunderstood me. I didn’t mean you wanted forever. But that, you were the type of woman who could tempt a man into forever. Beautiful, strong, kind, artistic, intelligent, with a head on her shoulders. A very pretty one, I might add.” 
 
    Erica’s heart stopped beating for a moment as she became lost in his gaze.  
 
    “So, that was why you were always such a grouch when you came into my shop?” 
 
    He laughed and shook his head. “No, that was because I was fighting with myself over some part of the story I was working on. I get like that way sometimes. Nothing personal.” 
 
    She could only nod then sighed as she once again rested her head on his chest. 
 
    He didn’t hate her. The realization sent a burst of pure joy through her. No, he didn’t hate her. But he had also decided they weren’t sleeping together. The thought bothered her at some deep level. That was supposed to be her decision, not his. And why. Wasn’t she good enough? 
 
    Was it because they were neighbors and he didn’t want the awkwardness? Or something else. Some fault of hers? 
 
    Sighing inside, she allowed herself to push those thought aside and concentrate on what it felt like to be held in his arms. 
 
    Unfortunately, those quiet, perfect moments in life never last. The music came to an end and they had to separate.  
 
    A sense of loss filled her as his arms slipped away from around her. Careful, she thought. A woman could grow to like them too much. 
 
    He placed a hand on the small of her back and gently guided her back to their chairs. As they approached, Erica noticed that several of the other women at the table looked a little jealous. She fought to hold back a small smile. Who could blame them? She had just slow danced with a famous handsome author. 
 
    “So, Mister Davis,” she began, deciding she liked teasing him. “Why the Boys and Girls club? There must have been a lot of different charities.” 
 
    He frowned for a second and said, “I spent a lot of time in them while I was growing up. They were like my home away from home.” 
 
    Her insides turned over as she saw a hidden pain behind his eyes. What was that all about, she wondered as a desperate need to know everything about him flashed through her. A need so strong she almost stopped him so that she could quiz him with a dozen different questions. 
 
    Fortunately, she pulled back and stopped herself. Let it unfold, she thought. After all, they weren’t going to be sleeping together so there was no need to know everything about him. Right away. Was there?  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Four 
 
    Another awkward silence fell over them. Only this time it was tinged with sexual tension. Why didn’t he want to sleep with her? And why did he look so damn good in a tux? 
 
    “So William,” she began. “How does a world famous author end up over me?” 
 
    He smiled, and she felt her cheeks grow warm with embarrassment. That hadn’t come out the way she planned. 
 
    “Because that was where I wanted to be,” he said with a glint to his eyes that sent a bolt of pure energy to her very core.  
 
    Erica took a deep breath as her tongue licked her lips. That look could mean only one thing. Yet he had said that he didn’t want to sleep with her. Was he teasing her? Pointing out what she was losing? 
 
    Swallowing hard, she pulled her eyes away to stare out over the room. 
 
    “I’m serious,” she tried again. “Why that apartment? There are nicer parts of town.” 
 
    He shrugged and said, “You’re not going to like the answer.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow, god the man was a stone pillar when it came to getting information out of him. 
 
    “I bought it,” he said. 
 
    “The apartment?” 
 
    “The building.” 
 
    Her stomach fell. He was her landlord? She had an iron tight lease. But still…? 
 
    He obviously saw her confusion. 
 
    “It was an investment at first. The neighborhood is on the uptick. They’ve got a cute bakery and everything. You watch. Ten years from now the place will be gentrified. I figured I could kill two birds with one stone. Find a place to park some of my money and find a quiet place to write.” 
 
    Erica could only stare at him with her mouth open. He saw the neighborhood’s potential just like she could. It was one of the reasons she had chosen to locate there. That and the price of course. 
 
    Her landlord? Who would ever have thought? Did that change things? No, she realized. The man was still just as handsome. And just as mysterious. No, deep down, it didn’t change things. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she gave him a small smile then returned to look out over the crowd. 
 
    One of the other couples got up to dance. William shifted his chair to give them more room. Accidently, his leg brushed against hers. A surge of pure adrenaline shot through her entire body. Did the man have any idea of the impact he was having on her soul. 
 
    It had been forever and then some since she had been with a man. Was that why she was feeling this overwhelming need? This burning desire. 
 
    As they sat there a bit longer. Erica realized they were all alone at the table. The other couples were out dancing or visiting friends.  
 
    “You know, you don’t talk very much. I mean for a writer.” 
 
    He laughed. “I get to edit myself when I write. When I talk to real people. I have a habit of saying things I regret.” 
 
    “You mean like your comment that we aren’t going to sleep together?” she asked as she fought to stop herself from turning apple red. But she had to know. “I saw the way you looked at me when I arrived. That wasn’t the look of a man who had decided I wasn’t worth the effort. And we know your past history.” 
 
    He laughed again and shrugged his shoulders. “Are you telling me you wouldn’t demand forever? That you wouldn’t expect commitment.” 
 
    Erica took a deep breath as she held his stare. Her heart raced and her skin tingled. Every nerve was on fire as she said, “I’m looking for forever with the right man. And you are so not the right man. But that doesn’t mean I might not enjoy the wrong man occasionally.” 
 
    His brow furrowed in confusion as he obviously tried to tell if she was serious or not. She held his stare, refusing to look away. She wanted this. She didn’t want to have to beg. But she wanted this, more than anything in a long time. 
 
    Slowly, his frown turned over to a knowing smirk as he nodded. 
 
    “You, Miss Erica are a surprise. A nice surprise, I might add.” 
 
    Her heart continued to race faster than a blender as she couldn’t take her eyes away from him. She needed to get away. Just for a bit so that she could put her mind back into working order. Had she just thrown herself at this man? Practically begged him to take her. 
 
    “Will you excuse me?” she asked as she grabbed her small purse. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    He smiled, then actually stood up when she stood up. The man was a gentleman at heart. But, it was the beast she wanted for tonight. She wanted to be ravished. 
 
    Giving him a quick smile over her shoulder, she turned to the bathroom, making sure to swing her hips just a little more than was required. She could feel his hot gaze on her ass the entire way and loved every second of it. 
 
    When she came back to the table, her heart fell when she saw his seat empty. Had he left? Had she scared him away? Twisting, she looked out over the dance floor, afraid she would find him dancing with some other woman.  
 
    “There you are,” he said as he came up behind her, placing his hand on the small of her back.  
 
    Sighing internally, she let herself relax just a little. Of course, she would never be able to relax with this man. Not completely. He fired too many emotions inside of her. 
 
    “Where were you?” she asked, immediately regretting the tone of her voice. She sounded like a fish wife. 
 
    Luckily, he laughed, dismissing her concern. Then he leaned down so that he could whisper into her ear. His breath tickling her neck sending a bolt of need to her very core. 
 
    “I was getting a room upstairs?” he said as he pulled back, smirking slightly, almost daring her to say he shouldn’t have.  
 
    God, the confidence of the man. It was maddening, but she felt a surge of pure lust wash over her. 
 
    “What took you so long,” she said as she looked up into his eyes. 
 
    He smiled down at her then took her hand and led her out of the ballroom. 
 
    Her insides fell as she glanced back at their table. Several of the women were watching them. And she could tell that they knew exactly what was going on. She also knew that most of them wished they could be in her position. 
 
    Smiling to herself, she tried to push away the rising fear inside of her. Was she really going to do this? She wasn’t normally a one night stand type of person. And heaven knew that he definitely was. This was so not her.  
 
    She didn’t care, she realized as a growing need began to build inside of her. The man pushed her buttons. Making her angry just on general principal. But still, she wanted him.  
 
    As the elevator doors opened, she swallowed hard, pushing the doubt and embarrassment aside. She was going upstairs to sleep with this man. 
 
    He held the door as he once again touched her back. God, the man was driving her crazy. A simple touch had her melting inside. She turned to look up at him and found him staring down at her. A hungry, predatory look to his eyes. 
 
    The man wanted her just as much as she wanted him. The realization made her feel a feminine pride. It was as if there was a force field pushing them together. She didn’t know who moved first but she found herself in his arms, her lips locked with his. 
 
    Kissing William was a completely new experience. She didn’t know that a man could kiss like this. Devouring, hungry, yet commanding. Her arms slipped around those wide shoulders, refusing to let him go as she melted into him.  
 
    Her stomach tightened up with both fear and anticipation as she moaned deep in her throat.  
 
    His arms pulled her close as his hands roamed over her body, sending her higher. Building the need inside of her. 
 
    The doors opened and the two of them worked their way down the hall, still kissing, still pawing at each other. 
 
    Somehow, he got the door open and they fell into the room as a burning hunger overtook them. 
 
    Her hands pushed his jacket off before he could even get the door closed. Now, she needed this man now. Pushing his suspenders aside she frantically started on his shirt buttons. 
 
    He towered over her as he put two hands on either side of her face and once again brought his lips down to hers. 
 
    Damn, the man was good. Sighing into him, her hands fumbled with his pants.  
 
    “Please,” she begged, not even caring how it made her sound. 
 
    He smiled as his hands unzipped her dress. Shrugging, she let it fall to the floor, thanking god she was wearing sexy black bra and panties.  
 
    Stepping back, he let his eyes roam over her body. She felt her cheeks grow warm, but she loved the way he looked at her. As if she were the greatest treasure the world had ever seen. 
 
    Reaching behind herself, she held her breath as she undid her bra then pushed her panties down. 
 
    He swallowed hard then smiled, “You Erica, are a beautiful woman.” Pulling his shirt over his head, he then stepped out of his pants and pulled his boxers down. 
 
    The two of them stood there for a moment, examining each other. Her heart jumped. The man was rock hard. Everywhere. Big in so many ways.  
 
    Her eyes locked onto his cock, God, the man was perfect. Thick, large, and demanding. Her insides grew hot with need, swollen and crying out with desire. 
 
    He reached down to his pants and pulled out a condom. Then, smirking at her, he rolled it on over that massive tool. The man was driving her crazy. Their eyes met, and once again their lips came together as they stumbled to the bed. Both of them flopping down in a tangle of arms and legs. Skin to skin, hungry, searching, teasing. 
 
    His finger found her core, probing, testing. 
 
    “Now,” she demanded as she tried to pull him on top of her. 
 
    He needed no coaxing as he slipped between her legs and then into her as if he were built for that purpose. 
 
    Erica threw her head back and moaned. Yes, this was what she needed. More than life itself. This man inside of her. Stretching, filling, thrusting. 
 
    “God, Erica,” he moaned as he once again thrust into her. 
 
    “Yes, Please, Yes,” she said as she dug her fingers into his back demanding more. Rising, getting higher and higher. Almost, yes, she was almost there. 
 
    Over and over he thrust himself into her. 
 
    Then he thrust one last time, hard, filling her to the maximum as he came. His throbbing member pushing her over the edge as she exploded into a million colors. All of them more important than she had ever known. 
 
    “God, Yes,” she screamed as she clamped down while wave after wave of pure joy washed over her. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Five 
 
    Somehow, Erica found herself under the covers with a large warm man wrapped around her. Yes, she thought as she snuggled into him. A woman could grow to love this feeling. Protected, cared for. As if she were actually worth saving. 
 
    What now? She wondered as a new fear began to build inside of her. What were the rules for a thing like this? Was she supposed to sneak out while he pretended to be asleep? Did she stay until the morning? Then sneak out. 
 
    What would he think of her? What about the next time he came into her shop? How was she supposed to act? As if nothing had happened? How? The man had made her world shift on its axis. 
 
    Maybe she should go she thought. It would probably be better. But her body refused to move. No, not when she was enjoying this so much. 
 
    Then William kissed the back of her neck and any thought of leaving disappeared as she melted inside. 
 
    His hand began to knead her breasts as he continued to kiss her neck. Then he pulled her over so that he could look down into her eyes. 
 
    What are you thinking? She wondered as doubt ate at her soul. 
 
    He smiled gently then kissed her breasts and she forgot everything as he slowly kissed lower and lower, his lips tracing a line down over her tummy then lower. 
 
    Was he really? She wondered as hope began to build inside of her. 
 
    Yes, she realized as his tongue found her very core. Yes! 
 
    Softly, slowly, he started to build a fire inside of her. Driving her higher as his fingers probed inside of her, caressing, taking, his tongue probing, kissing. All the while driving her insane until she could stand it no longer. She grabbed his head, holding it in place as she exploded once again. 
 
    He smiled up at her, obviously loving what he could do to her. She was tempted to chastise his smirking attitude until she realized that would be pretty stupid. Instead, she reached for him, pulling him higher. 
 
    As he slipped his cock into her, he held her stare, refusing to let her look away. Their two eyes locked until she could take it no longer and her eyes rolled back into her head. God, yes. 
 
    Then, he pulled himself from her and turned her over, pulling her up to her knees. She lowered her head as his hands gripped her hips and pulled her onto his shaft. God, it was so deep. Yes, so big. 
 
    His strong hands gripped her, trapping her in place as he shoved himself into her over and over. It was as if the world was just the two of them. Him filling her over and over until they both climaxed together. 
 
    She collapsed forward as he fell beside her, both of them fighting to catch their breath. 
 
    Looking over at him, she felt a deep regret. One night would never be enough. But that was all she would ever know, she realized. That had been the unspoken agreement. Lifting his arm, she slid in next to him, resting her hand on his chest. 
 
    He squeezed her and the world felt right. As if this was the true meaning of life.  
 
    A thousand thoughts flashed through her mind as he slowly fell asleep. She lay there next to him watching his broad chest rise with each breath. Her mind raced, refusing to let her rest.  
 
    No, she told herself. Do not become obsessive. Don’t get all weird. One night, remember. 
 
    For over an hour, she watched him sleep then smiled to herself. It might be only one night. But the night wasn’t over. 
 
    Being careful not to wake him, her hand drifted to take his cock, stroking gently. Her lips creased in a wide smile as he began to grow hard. Shifting, she leaned down and took him in her mouth. 
 
    Yes, the night was not over, not yet. 
 
    .o0o. 
 
    Erica woke to find a shaft of sunlight kissing the far wall. Her mind whirled as she fought to bring it back into focus. A massively strong arm was laying across her, trapping her in place. 
 
    My God, what had she done? The man was going to think she was a …. A whatever guys thought about girls who jumped into bed with them the first chance they got. 
 
    A bolt of shame and embarrassment washed over her. This was not who she was, but this was what he was going to think about her. Every time he walked into her shop he was going to think about being inside of her. Remember how she had moaned and screamed under his control. 
 
    Oh, my God, what had she done? 
 
    Her heart jumped as she slid out from under his arm. She had to get away. Had to escape before he woke up. Maybe if she got away from him, she could think straight. Perhaps figure out how she was going to face her future. 
 
    As she frantically scrambled into her clothes, she couldn’t stop herself from looking back at the man. He was sprawled across the bed. Exhausted, spent. She smiled to herself. She had done that to him, and he had loved every moment of it. 
 
    But no, she needed to get out, she thought as she searched the room for her purse. 
 
    Should she leave a note? Kiss him goodbye? 
 
    Sighing, she looked down on him one last time, then forced herself to slip out of the room. Once the door clicked behind her, she took a deep breath to try and calm herself as her heart broke into a thousand pieces. 
 
    Then, she caught a look at herself in the mirror across the hall and her soul shriveled. The walk of shame. Her hear was a mess, her dress was rumpled, and her panties were in her purse. Could it get any worse than this? 
 
    Then a maid stepped out of a room and shot her a quick look, her eyes judging. 
 
    Erica swallowed hard and pushed herself to the elevator. Get away, just get away and put this all behind her.  
 
    Of course, she feared she might never be able to put this behind her. The man had changed something inside of her. Made her see the world in a different way. 
 
    A sadness filled her as she realized she would never again reach those heights. She would never find a happy ever after. Sighing, somehow, she made it to her car and back to her home silently thanking Carla for opening the Bakery this morning. 
 
    She needed a shower and a nap if she was going to face the sense of loneliness that she knew she was going to experience. 
 
    Later that afternoon as she found a parking spot she glanced over and cringed. His massive pick-up was parked outside her bakery just like always. How was she going to be able to look at that all day and not think about him? 
 
    What would she do the first time she saw him again. Act like it was no big deal? That sleeping with a man she barely knew was perfectly normal. Pretend as if he hadn’t made her climax seven times. Each time better than the last. 
 
    Seven times, she thought as she shook her head. Who would have believed it was even possible.  
 
    “There she is,” Carla said with a smile when Erica opened the door.  
 
    Erica’s stomach tightened up into a tight ball as she fought to stop herself from turning around and running as far and as fast as possible.  
 
    Carla watched her like a hawk as her curious frown slowly changed over to a wide smile. 
 
    “You did,” her assistant said. “Wow.” 
 
    Erica felt her cheeks grow warm as she avoided looking at her friend. Slipping into an apron, she pretended to examine the display cases to see what they needed. 
 
    “Come on, spill. I want every detail,” Carla said. 
 
    Erica sighed heavily but bit her tongue. How could she tell her friend she had slept with her upstairs neighbor. 
 
    “Not happening,” she said as she started pulling out the ingredients for cupcakes. 
 
    Carla shook her head, obviously unhappy at being left out of the loop. “Well, you missed it, earlier.” 
 
    Erica raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “That Bill guy, from upstairs, pulled up this morning and was wearing a tux. I mean, you haven’t seen hot until you have seen that man in a tux. Tall, handsome, and beastly, all at the same time. You know what I mean.” 
 
    Her hand waved in front of her face trying to cool herself. Erica froze for a moment as her insides turned to stone. Carla stared at her for a long moment, her brow furrowed in confusion. Then, slowly understanding began to dawn on her. 
 
    “Tux, little black dress, fear on your face, No way. Bill?” 
 
    “William,” Erica managed to say as she stared down at her feet, her face flaming hot. 
 
    Carla’s jaw dropped open. She glanced up at the ceiling then back at her friend and slowly shook her head. 
 
    Thankfully, they were interrupted by a customer before she could try and pull out more information. 
 
    Erica focused on baking, let Carla run the counter. The more distance between them the better. She didn’t want to face what she had done. She didn’t want to have to deal with the fact that it had been a one time thing.  
 
    Her body was sore as if she had used muscles she had never used before. Her mind was foggy, and the world seemed to be moving at a slower pace. A sadness filled her. Yes, she would have the memories, but she would never again experience such a night. 
 
    Fighting back a tear, she placed the cupcakes in the oven, closed the door. 
 
    As she turned back around, her heart filled her throat. There he was. Big, handsome, with that oh so familiar scowl. She froze, like a rabbit in a headlamp. Terrified to move. 
 
    Her worst nightmare and her greatest dream had just walked into her shop. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Six 
 
    The man had exchanged the tux for his familiar uniform of a flannel shirt, jeans, and boots. She couldn’t help herself from remembering what it felt like to have him fill her. To push her over the edge into oblivion. 
 
    As she looked into his eyes her cheeks grew warm. She knew in her heart that he was thinking about the same thing. The two of them both stared into each other’s eyes for a long second. Carla looked at her, then back at William and then to her. 
 
    Erica heard her friend say something about having to go and handing over her apron as she scurried from the room. But Erica couldn’t take her eyes off the man in front of her. 
 
    “Hello, Erica,” he said. 
 
    “William,” she managed to reply all the way fighting to keep her stomach from losing it. 
 
    He smiled sadly. “I’d love to get some cookies.” 
 
    Her heart skipped until she realized he was talking about actual chocolate chip. Pulling her gaze away from his she started to fill a bag. All the while a thousand butterflies fluttered in her stomach. Each one fighting to make the biggest disturbance possible. 
 
    “You got home okay?” he said. 
 
    All she could do was nod. Please go away, she thought. Please leave me alone so I can suffer in silence. 
 
    But of course, the man didn’t move. Instead he stood there looking at her as if he was trying to figure out a puzzle. Then he nodded to himself, placed a five on the counter, turned and walked out of her life. 
 
    Erica watched his broad shoulders and narrow hips with a longing. He was leaving. That was what she wanted, she reminded herself. But a sadness filled her. No, she thought. Don’t go, please stay, but her pride stopped her from saying anything. 
 
    No, that was not to be her life. This man wasn’t the kind who stayed. 
 
    Sighing heavily, she put the money in the till and returned to her baking. Her heart broke as she realized the love of her life was leaving her and there was nothing she could do to change it. Every man in the future would be measured against William and found wanting. 
 
    As she pulled the cookies from the oven and placed them down, she realized she hadn’t heard the bells above the door jingle when he left. Frowning to herself she turned to find him standing by the door, his hand on the knob as if fighting with himself. 
 
    She froze as her heart raced. Why? 
 
    He turned back around and shook his head.  
 
    “Damn you, Erica, I knew this would happen. I knew it in my soul.” 
 
    Her brow creased as she tried to understand what he was talking about. She could only stare at him as he marched across her shop directly to her. 
 
    Looking up, she silently questioned him as to what was going on. 
 
    He stared down into her eyes then placed a hand on the back of her neck as he brought her into the deepest kiss the world had ever known. The kind of kiss that shapes a woman’s soul. 
 
    Breaking away, he held her gaze and said, “I knew you were a forever type girl. I knew you’d wrap my heart around yours. But still, I couldn’t stay away. I couldn’t not want you. Damn you, Erica, I knew you’d make me fall in love with you.” 
 
    Her heart stopped working, her world became fuzzy as she desperately tried to understand what was happening. 
 
    He saw her obvious confusion and smiled gently. “When I woke this morning and found you gone. I was pissed. I mean super angry. Not at you. At me for letting you go. Do you understand.” 
 
    She nodded even though she didn’t really. 
 
    “For the first time in my life,” he continued. “I realized my life could be even better. But only if you were in it.” 
 
    Her soul soared as she fought to understand. Did he really love her? Was that what he was saying. How was that possible. 
 
    “Are … Are you saying that you are in love with me?” she asked, unable to believe those words were coming out of her mouth. 
 
    He laughed and nodded. “that is exactly what I am …” 
 
    Before he could finish, she threw herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck so that she could kiss him and never let him go. 
 
    “I love you too,” she said as she looked up into his eyes.  
 
    He laughed. That tender, hearty laugh of his as he smiled down at her.  
 
    “My forever girl.” 
 
    Her heart melted as her world came together. Yes, forever girl was so much better than worst enemy.  
 
    Sighing heavily, she hugged him as she lay her head on his broad chest. Yes, Life actually could mean something important. 
 
    Love had a way of making everything important and with meaning. 
 
  
 
  



 Epilogue 
 
    The musicians were warming up as William helped her into her chair. The Symphony had become their thing. Their special date night. She knew he did it because he knew how much she enjoyed it. One more reason to love him. 
 
    Resting a hand on her baby bump, Erica looked over at her husband and smiled. The man was just so handsome, and all hers. Who would ever have believed it? 
 
    He took her hand in his and gently caressed it with his fingers. 
 
    “I love you,” he said. “Just so you know.” 
 
    Erica laughed as she fought to hold back a giggle. How had her life turned out so perfectly? A handsome author, a beast, and her best friend. What woman wouldn’t love such a man for eternity?  
 
    Leaning her head on his shoulder, she sighed and took in the wonder that was her life.  
 
      
 
    The End  
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    Dragon Fire 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    She entered the place like she owned it. As if she was simply stepping into a palace ballroom. Pure poise, grace, and beauty. Girls like that shouldn’t come into taverns like this. It wasn’t good for their health. 
 
    Drake looked down at the rough hands holding his ale. It wasn’t any of his business. He had enough problems of his own. The last thing he needed was to get mixed up with some high born beauty slumming through the worst part of town. 
 
    Yet, he couldn’t look away for long. Something about her drew him in. Called to his inner beast.  
 
    Sighing to himself, he looked up.  
 
    She was dressed in a fine burgundy cloak. The kind that screamed wealth and too much refinement. She had pulled back the hood to reveal sun-kissed blond hair and sparkling blue eyes. His stomach turned over. Pure trouble, that was what this was, pure trouble. 
 
    The woman was looking for something. Her eyes searching the room. A dozen eyes were examining her in return. Cataloging every curve. In fact, almost every man in the place was evaluating his options and opportunity. Drake well knew what they were thinking, knew what they wanted. The thought roused a part of him that had been dormant for too long. His protective instincts naturally grew as he grumbled in the back of his throat. 
 
    No! He reminded himself. This was not his problem. Do not get involved in their petty issues. 
 
    But still, something about the woman called to him. 
 
    As he watched, her eyes finally came to rest on him in the far corner. They opened wide in surprise, then narrowed as she inspected what she saw. He noticed a hint of disappointment mixed with a smidgen of interest. 
 
    Smiling to himself, he shook his head and focused on his ale. Maybe, if he ignored her, she would go away. And if she hurried, maybe she’d be allowed to leave. 
 
    But, no such luck.  
 
    The woman started walking towards him. Every man in the room followed every step. Their eyes devouring the subtle swing of her hips, the bounce of her golden hair, and the sparkle in her eyes. 
 
    She came to stop at his table, looking down at him. Her look dismissing him like a scullery maid late in her duties. The woman had no idea who she was dealing with. 
 
    “Mr. Drake?” she asked. 
 
    She was probably about five years younger than himself. Maybe twenty years old. But, her eyes held a maturity that surprised him a little. This woman may be young, but she knew what she wanted, and had a confidence well beyond her years. 
 
    “Just, Drake,” he answered. 
 
    She hesitated for a moment, obviously surprised he had not risen. 
 
    “May I join you?” she asked as she began to remove her kid gloves. Not hearing an answer, she sat on the wooden bench across from him, her eyes letting him know she was not amused.  
 
    Drake leaned back and studied her for a moment. The woman was beautiful, no doubt, but there was something more. An inner strength that surprised him. A strength that did not hide her femininity. He was impressed. Not an easy accomplishment in one so young. 
 
    Emily, the barmaid, approached hesitantly, as if afraid of waking a fearsome beast. She glanced at Drake, then back at this strange woman. 
 
    “Water please,” the woman said with a soft smile. 
 
     “You don’t drink the water in this place,” Drake said, as he shook his head. “Get her ale, and get me another.” 
 
    The beautiful woman stopped for a moment as she studied him. Then, nodded her head to the barmaid and finished removing her gloves, placing them neatly on the worn table between them. Touching them, probably afraid she might lose them.  
 
    What did she think? That he was going to steal her gloves and run out of the tavern? The safety of her gloves should be the least of her concerns at the moment. 
 
    She continued to look at him, most likely trying to decide whether she should continue, or change her mind and run. He well knew what she saw. A man, larger than most, with thick black hair and a scar that bisected his eyebrow. A man who only knew how to scowl. 
 
    Her eyes took in his forest green jacket, then lingered on his hands around the ale cup. His long fingers were rough and not as clean as they should have been. They would tell her of a man who used those hands to make his way in the world.  
 
    At last, she seemed to come to some kind of decision. Her back straightened, and her eyes narrowed on him. 
 
    “I am Elsbeth Beaumont,” she said. 
 
    “I know who you are, Princess. Every man in the place knows who you are,” Drake answered as he took a long pull on his ale.  
 
    She was nonplused for a moment. Obviously surprised. She didn’t get out much, he realized. Especially not to taverns such as this.  
 
    Pulling herself together, she said, “I need your help, Mr. Drake …” 
 
    “Just, Drake,” he said with a smirk. He knew that the fact that he insisted on using only his first name disturbed her. It gave him license to call her by her first name. Something that not many people in the Kingdom did. The fact that she found it disturbing pleased his soul for some reason. He liked making her uncomfortable. Heaven knew, it was probably a rare occurrence. 
 
    Dipping her head in acknowledgement, she continued, “Very well, Just Drake, I am in need of your assistance.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what your servants and advisers are for? What about the King’s Guard? From what I hear, they are very efficient in obtaining results. Regardless of what they have to do to get them. Your dungeons are full of men who failed to provide what was needed. Be it gold, or simply following instructions.” 
 
    Her back stiffened, he had touched a nerve. 
 
    “THE King’s Guard is why I need your assistance,” she said. - Drake noticed the absence of the word ‘My’ in reference to the Kings Guard – Interesting. 
 
    He chuckled as he leaned back. “What? You want me to destroy the King’s Guard for you?” 
 
    She studied him for a moment. “No, I want you to take me to a man who can.” 
 
    Now, it was his turn to be surprised. He hadn’t expected that. And, who was this man she needed? 
 
    “Why me?” he asked her. He thought it might be best to get as much information as possible before he turned her down. You never knew what might be valuable at a later date. Besides, he liked sitting across from a pretty woman. It made the ale taste better. 
 
    “I was told that you were the only man who could get me across the Forbidden Forest.” 
 
    He scoffed, “There’s a reason they call it forbidden.” 
 
    She smiled back at him, as if he were a little boy. “Surely, you don’t believe in dragons?” she said. “A man such as yourself? I heard that you regularly go into the forest. And so far, you seem to return unscathed.” 
 
    He shook his head, “And, why do you need to go into the forest?” 
 
    “I need to cross it to get to the Kingdom of Sinstra,” she said. Her expression let him know how important this was to her. A hint of fear crossed behind her eyes. His insides bunched together at the thought of anything causing this woman fear.  
 
    No, he reminded himself. He would not go down that path. 
 
    “There is a road that does that,” he said, “a perfectly good road. It goes around the forest. And, they have these thing called carriages with wheels and everything.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed in anger, she didn’t like being teased. The thought made him smile back at her. 
 
    “I am perfectly aware of the road, Mr. Drake. But, it is too well guarded and will take too long.” She paused for a moment and gathered her gloves, “Now, will you help me or not?” 
 
    He studied her for a moment. “Why do you need to go to Sinstra?” 
 
    “You don’t need to know that,” she said with a haughty voice that seemed to end the matter. 
 
    He looked at her for a long moment. “Let me get this straight. You expect me to get up from here and leave this nice, warm tavern, and this semi-acceptable ale. Risk my life on a daily basis to spend the next five to seven days sharing a campfire with you. But, I don’t need to know the reason why?”  
 
    Shaking his head, he returned to finishing off his ale. The woman could leave, for all he cared. How dare she think that her problems were worse than his? That just because she was a princess, he should drop everything to help her, all the while, never knowing the reason why.  
 
    See, this was why he hated people, they were so, so ... Selfish, yes, that was the word, selfish. 
 
    She looked at him for a long minute, trying to decide what to say. 
 
    “I can pay you,” she said. “I have gold.” 
 
    “I don’t need gold,” he responded. 
 
    She drew back in surprise. He was sure that in her world, everyone needed gold. He bet that she rarely came across someone who had all that he needed. The idea that he couldn’t be bought had probably never crossed her mind. 
 
    At last, she let out a long sigh, “I need to reach Sinstra so that I might obtain Prince Julian’s assistance.” 
 
    “Assistance with what?” he asked. 
 
    Her eyes drew together. She didn’t like being pushed. There was a stubborn streak in this girl a mile wide, he realized, the thought pleased him for some reason.  
 
    “I need Prince Julian’s assistance to help me obtain my crown,” she said, as if admitting the worst secret imaginable. Drake wondered if she was more ashamed of the fact that she needed assistance or that she had to go outside her own kingdom to get it. 
 
    “My uncle, the Regent” she continued, “refuses to allow me to be crowned. He controls all the levers of power, the King’s Guard, the treasury, even my maids, and servants. Everyone is afraid of him.” 
 
    “For good reason, Princess. Your uncle is known to be a rather unpleasant person.” 
 
    “Don’t you see? That is why I must become Queen, only then can I stop him.” 
 
    Drake shook his head at her naiveté. The only way a man like her uncle could be stopped was with a sword through his heart. 
 
    “What makes you think Prince Julian wouldn’t be just as bad as your uncle? Might not you be changing one jailer for another?” 
 
    “Prince Julian isn’t like that. You don’t know him. He is good, sweet.” 
 
    Drake chuckled to himself. A good sweet man wasn’t going to defeat her uncle. Only a ruthless bastard could kill another ruthless bastard. Thankfully, it wasn’t his problem. 
 
    “So, let me see if I have this correct. You want me to guide you through the Forbidden Forest to the Kingdom of Sinstra, where you will beg Prince Julian to help you take back your land? All the time, avoiding the King’s Guard and any dragons that might be in the area.” 
 
    The princess relaxed and smiled. Obviously pleased that he understood. “Yes, that is it,” she said. 
 
    He studied her for a moment, then shook his head.  
 
    “No,” he said. 
 
    “What?” she replied. “But, you have to.” 
 
    He laughed gently, “Princess, this isn’t some fairy tale. This is real life. And, no I don’t have to help you. Let us not forget, to me, my life is more important than yours.” 
 
    Her face turned white at the realization of what he was saying. He would not help her. If he wouldn’t, then who would? His heart hitched a little. Not a lot, but a little. She did seem like a nice person. And heaven knew, she was as pretty as a pink sunrise. But, no. He had his instructions, he was to avoid the political issues of the area. He was only supposed to observe and learn. Not get involved.  
 
    His heart was already regretting it. He would have enjoyed a few days alone with her. He swallowed hard, most definitely, the beast inside of him begged to be set free. To take what it wanted and never let go. 
 
    Her eyes scrunched tight as the surprise was replaced by a healthy anger. Untying the knot at her throat, she pushed aside her cloak and stared at him. Ready to argue him into the ground, if necessary. 
 
    The determined look in her eyes made him smile. This was a woman to challenge a man’s soul. Leaning back, he folded his arms across his chest and made himself comfortable while he awaited her tirade. 
 
    She stared at him for several moments. Her hand drifted up to clasp the medallion around her neck. 
 
    “Please Mr. Drake, you have to. My uncle is ruining everything my father built. He is destroying any chance of happiness the people have. The dungeons are full of those that resist. I need to get to Sinstra.” 
 
    He watched her hand as she subconsciously played with the medallion. It was obviously a habit. Something she did when she was worried. 
 
    Staring at the gold coin, a cold shiver traveled up his spine. It couldn’t be. Not here, not now. He leaned forward to make sure. Yes, the double-headed dragon.  
 
    His insides turned to stone. Did she have any idea what she held? Her fingers absently caressed the coin almost like she was trying to draw out its power.  
 
    No, she didn’t know. 
 
    A coin, a simple metal circle of gold, had changed everything. 
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