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    Chapter One 
 
    Brooke 
 
      
 
    I knew I had made a mistake when the first snowflake hit the windshield. My stomach clenched up. I hated driving in the snow. Especially at night and on a back road. And on Christmas Eve in the middle of nowhere made it even worse. 
 
    How had I gotten myself in this situation, I asked myself. That new job in Seattle wasn’t that important. If it didn’t work out I could get something else. It wasn’t worth ending up in a ditch. No job was. 
 
    And on Christmas eve. How could I be so stupid? But the truth couldn’t be ignored. I was driving three hundred miles on Christmas Eve because I didn’t want to think about being all alone and Christmas had a way of emphasizing the point. 
 
    It had always been that way. In the orphanage, the staff tried to make it festive. We’d each get a little toy. The local charities made sure of that.  But they couldn’t hide the fact that our lives weren’t normal. Each of us was alone in our own little world. 
 
    Christmas just drove the point home like a spike to the heart. 
 
    So, I avoided the whole issue by pretending it wasn’t there. It was just another day in a long line of days without meaning. That was how a twenty-two-year-old woman found herself on a back road in a snowstorm. 
 
    My fingers gripped the steering wheel as I leaned a little forward to peer through the night. The wipers swooshed back and forth trying to keep up with the growing storm outside. The darkness had crept in closer until it was just a black tunnel with my headlights leading the way. 
 
    I swallowed hard and tried to concentrate. The lines in the road were disappearing. The edge of the road blended with the darkness. Tall trees hugged the path like soldiers on parade.  
 
    Next town. I told myself. Just make it to the next town and I would stop for the night. Please, just make it to the next town. 
 
    Of course, my life being my life. That didn’t happen.  
 
    As I came around a bend, a sudden flash of tawny brown jumped to the road. A deer. A big buck stood there frozen in time, pinned by my lights. 
 
    I reacted. Okay, I overreacted. Slamming the brakes and twisting the wheel. No way was I killing Bambi’s father.  
 
    The car twisted, the rear end slid to the right and then just as fast to the left. For the briefest moment, I thought I might make it. A fleeting flash of hope was quickly crushed when a wheel caught the edge and over I went into the ditch. 
 
    An agonizing sound of the scrunching of metal erupted around me. I slammed forward, my head hitting the back of the hand that gripped the wheel. My shoulder hurt from the seat belt. My stomach dropped when I realized I wasn’t getting out of this easily. Cars were not meant to hang at this angle. 
 
    My first thought was to be surprised that the airbag hadn’t gone off. Then I remembered that I was driving an ancient piece of shit. The car was almost older than me. Of course, it didn’t work. 
 
    My second thought was to wonder why stuff like this always happened to me. Why was my life cursed? I lost my parents when I was six. A dozen different foster homes and orphanages. None of them horrid, but none of them welcoming. None of them where I belonged. I get into a small, cheap college only to have the place shut down eight months before I graduate. 
 
    One day I’m a college student. The next, there are padlocks on the doors and professors and students standing there like shell-shocked zombies. 
 
    And now I was hanging face first in a ditch in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    I slowly brought my mind back to some semblance of normal and took a deep breath. Okay, I thought. Time to fix this. Reaching for my purse I grabbed my phone and gave a small prayer of thanks when I saw the full bars. 
 
    Triple-A said they’d have a tow truck out within a few minutes. It seemed the next town was just a few miles away. It was just far enough away to be too far for me to make it safely. Sighing, I hung up and leaned back. I closed my eyes and tried to pretend the world didn’t hate me. 
 
    Don’t get me wrong. I’m usually a positive person. I know how lucky I was. Throughout history. A person like me would have been used and tossed aside. I knew things could be worse. They could always be worse. But, I also knew that there was something out there. Something more. 
 
    It was the flashing yellow lights that brought me back to the present. I sighed heavily when I saw them slowly approaching through the snow. Shoving my shoulder against the door I pushed it open and got out. 
 
    The cold air and wet snow reminded me of just how screwed up things were. What would I have done if my phone hadn’t worked? Or I had been knocked out. I could have died there on the side of the road and no one would have known. What is more? No one would have cared. Not really. 
 
    I shivered, and it wasn’t just because of the cold. I could have died. 
 
    The truck crossed over the center line and pulled to a stop. It’s bright lights forcing me to raise a hand to shield my eyes. The door opened, and a very large man climbed down. For the first time, a sudden fear shot through me. I was in the middle of nowhere.  
 
    I could still die, I realized with a shudder. 
 
    “You okay?” A deep voice asked as he walked towards me. Because he was backlit by his headlights, I couldn’t see his face. He might have been an ax murderer for all I knew. But then how I could have known that just by seeing his face I would never have known. 
 
    He was dressed in a suede work jacket, jeans, and boots. Man clothes. Wide shoulders. Deep, velvety voice. Everything screamed ‘Competent Man.’ A can-do kind of guy who worked with his hands and fixed things. The kind of man that made me go all soft inside. Either that or he was a serial killer on the prowl. 
 
    I blanked for a second. Then made myself nod and say, “Yes.” 
 
    He grunted as he tugged on some gloves and jumped down into the ditch. He pulled a flashlight from his jacket pocket and shined it on the front of my car. 
 
    I flinched when I saw my front tire twisted at an angle. It looked more like a fish’s fin than a tire. Sticking out at a ninety degree angle. Mr. Competent man shook his head back and forth. That was never a good sign. When a guy who knew what he was doing did that it meant things were bad. 
 
    He climbed back up to the road and I got my first look at his face and froze. Handsome in that rugged, serious, grown-up kind of way. Late twenties. Black hair. A close-cropped black beard without looking hipster. Dark eyes that saw everything and could make a woman want to melt. The kind of eyes that you just knew understood your soul better than you did yourself. 
 
    Something inside of me shifted. A new, strange feeling. 
 
    Our eyes locked for just a moment. Time stopped, and I forgot to breathe until he shook his head and stepped back to his truck. I let out a long breath. I hadn’t expected that. The sudden connection. Not on a back road on Christmas Eve with a tow truck driver. 
 
    He maneuvered his tow truck behind my car. Jumped out and started hooking it up. 
 
    “You can get in the truck,” he said as he lay down in the snow to get the hooks under my car. “It’s warmer.” 
 
    It took me a moment to realize what he had said and then to realize he was right. I was freezing out here. I hurried up into the passenger seat and sat back. The truck smelled like motor oil, pine freshener, and something else that I couldn’t identify but that was pure male. 
 
    Within a minute he was up behind the wheel and pulling my car out of the ditch. Before I could say anything, he was back down and doing stuff until he had my little broken car all hooked up, so he could take it to town. 
 
    Once again, he climbed up in the cab and shot me a quick look. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    He frowned for a moment then nodded and put the truck in gear. 
 
    “I’m Eric. Eric Snow,” he said without taking his eyes off the road. 
 
    “Brooke Sanders,” I answered.  
 
    He shot me a quick smile. My insides lurched, he really was handsome and once again I was reminded of where I was and just how alone I was. This man could pull me into the forest and I wouldn’t be able to stop him.  
 
    But my insides told me he wasn’t the type. I had learned long ago to trust my instincts. Besides. If he was going to murder me. Would he have wasted his time pulling my car out of the ditch? 
 
    No, he wasn’t the type. At least I didn’t think so. 
 
    As we approached the edge of town, he started to slow down then pulled into a repair shop. My heart sank when I realized they were closed. 
 
    “Isn’t there any other car places open?” I asked as my heart began to race. 
 
    He snorted and shook his head. “On Christmas Eve? Besides this is the only shop in town.” 
 
    My heart sank. “And let me guess, they are closed tomorrow also.” 
 
    He shrugged. “The owner is like that. He gives his guys the holidays off. I know that’s hard to understand. But he’s a bastard like that.” 
 
    My brow creased with confusion. Why was he being snotty? 
 
    As I watched him, he backed in and expertly maneuvered my car between a beat up Impala and an aging motorhome. 
 
    What now? My world was coming apart. 
 
    “Is there a hotel near here?” I asked. 
 
    “Sure, just down the road. But it’s full,” he said as he jumped down from the truck to unhook my car. 
 
    My insides tightened up into a small ball of pure worry as I hopped down and followed him. 
 
    “Full? Are you sure? How do you know?” 
 
    He stopped for a second. “Because besides owning this shop. I own the hotel. Along with my sister. And it is full. It’s been booked solid for weeks. It’s Christmas Eve, remember. People visiting relatives. Ski slopes thirty miles away.” 
 
    A dozen different thoughts jumped into my mind. He owned an auto shop and a hotel. But he was out on Christmas Eve driving a tow truck. Who was this guy? The next thought to push its way to the forefront of my brain was the realization that I was in trouble. Big trouble. 
 
    I looked up and down the road. Street lights. A diner a block down the road. A few more businesses then darkness. A small town in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    “How far to the next town?” I asked. 
 
    “Twenty miles,” he said as he unhooked my car. “but they’re even closer to the ski slopes and will be full up as well.” 
 
    He used the truck controls to pull the wire back onto its drum. Every movement efficient and well-practiced. 
 
    “What should I do?” I asked. I knew I was sounding like a petulant little girl, but I was at my end. I’d been pushed and pushed, and something was about to break. 
 
    Eric stopped for a moment and looked at me. At last, he sighed heavily. “If you want, you can stay with me. I’ve got a spare room.” 
 
    My insides froze as a burst of fear, mixed with excitement flashed through me. Was he serious? 
 
    “Actually,” he continued. “You don’t have much choice. But hey, don’t worry. If I was an ax murdered, I would have done it out there on the road. Not here in town.” 
 
    My stomach turned over. Had he read my mind? No, he had had just assumed the obvious. But the way he looked at me with a silly smirk made me doubt my analysis. 
 
    “Do you think about ax murders so much that you know where you would and would not do them?” I asked as my mind frantically considered what he had proposed. 
 
    He laughed, but I noticed that he didn’t answer. 
 
    “Come on,” he said as he nodded towards the cab of the truck. “I promise I won’t bite.” 
 
    I held my breath as I pondered that statement. Why did the idea of him ignoring me bother me so much? What should I do? I twisted and turned but all I saw was cold darkness. 
 
    He stopped for a moment and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    My stomach tightened but really, what choice did I have. Standing out there in the cold all night didn’t seem like a smart idea. 
 
    “Let me get my suitcase,” I said as I hurried to my car and pulled it out from the back. I put it in the truck and pulled myself up into the cab. 
 
    “Won’t your family mind?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “I live alone. So not an issue.” 
 
    My mind twisted back and forth was that a good thing or a bad thing? For some reason knowing that he lived alone made me feel good. I know it shouldn’t have. But the idea of him having a wife bothered me at some core level. 
 
    I sat back and tried to think of it all as an adventure. I was pretty sure he wouldn’t attack me in my sleep. But I wasn’t positive. There was just enough doubt to make it interesting. 
 
    “So, you own an auto repair shop and a hotel?” I asked. “Anything else?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Some land up on the mountain. But that’s it here in town. Besides my house of course.” 
 
    He owned his own house. A small sense of shame shot through me. The only thing I owned was a twisted piece of junk sitting in a repair shop. 
 
    We drove through town and I was pleased to see that he was right. The only motel said, “No Vacancy” in big red neon. 
 
    He glanced over at me with a bit of a smug look. I tried not to smile back at him. 
 
    After we had made our way through the small town, he pulled into a long driveway that led up to a big ranch-style house on the hill. Nothing super fancy. I bet they didn’t go for McMansions around here. Just a solid house surrounded by pine and cedar trees. 
 
    The front hill was covered with white snow. He parked in front of the garage and jumped down before I could even process that we were there. Once again, my stomach tightened up. I was going to spend the night in some strange man’s house. A handsome, very big, very competent man at that. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I got down and grabbed my case. As I joined him, he reached over and took my case from my hand. 
 
    “Be careful,” he said. “it gets slippery and I haven’t had time to shovel the snow.” 
 
    I nodded as I started towards the front door. I hadn’t taken two steps when I felt the ground go out from beneath me. I thought for sure I was going to end up on my butt, but Eric caught me and pulled me into a quick hug. 
 
    The world stopped spinning as I looked up into his eyes. His strong arm around my waist. I had never felt so safe, so secure. 
 
    Oh, I was in so much trouble. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    Eric 
 
      
 
    Oh, boy was I in trouble. Damsels in distress were my downfall. Especially beautiful, sexy ones with intelligent eyes. Especially pretty woman who smelled like a springtime sunset. Fresh, free, more important than the universe. 
 
    A heart-shaped face framed by lush brown hair. Big eyes that missed nothing. A smile that could melt a guy’s heart and a body made for sex. Her curves fit against me like a well laid out plan.  
 
    I steadied her until she had her footing and then reluctantly let her go. The last thing I wanted her to think was that I was some kind of threat. Not to her. Everything told me that the wrong word and she’d bolt like a doe through the woods. She’d be gone so fast she’d be just a memory and that was the last thing I wanted. 
 
    I opened the front door and showed her in. Thankfully I had cleaned up and the place looked good. A few Christmas decorations. Sally made me put them up. She said Mom would roll over in her grave if I didn’t. The dishes were done and put away. And the room smelled of pine from the small Christmas tree in the corner. 
 
    It looked almost normal. I sighed inside. 
 
    “This is nice,” she said as she slowly stepped in, like a cat warry of a trap.   
 
    “You act surprised,” I said as I turned down the hall. 
 
    “No …” she said as she followed me. 
 
    I laughed. “In here, the guest room. I’m down the end. The bathroom is across the hall. The other room is my workroom.” 
 
    She nodded. As she looked around the guest room. The double bed, a dresser with some of Mom’s Knick Knacks. 
 
    “Thank you. This is so nice of you,” she said with that soft, feminine voice that touched something deep inside of me. God, I’d been alone too long. I was turning into a silly fool over a girl’s voice. 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. What could I say? It wasn’t like I could let her freeze to death.  
 
    “The kitchen is in here,” I said as I started to show her the rest of the house. “Feel free to grab anything you need. And don’t be surprised if you hear me up in the middle of the night. In this storm, I will probably get more calls.” 
 
    She frowned, “If you own the shop, why are you driving the truck?” 
 
    I laughed and shrugged my shoulders. “The other guys have families. I figure they need to be home on this night.” 
 
    She looked at me strangely for a moment then nodded. 
 
    The two of us stood there looking into each other’s eyes for longer than we should have. But I had forgotten what I was supposed to do next. The woman was beautiful, in my home, all alone and I was like a stupid teenager on his first date. This was so ridiculous. 
 
    “Well, we should probably go to bed,” I said. 
 
    Her eyes sparked open and her cheeks grew pink. It took me a second to figure out what I had said. I smiled at her and leaned forward.  
 
    “Don’t worry Brooke, I’m not a beast. I promise. I won’t attack you during the night. And just so you know, your door locks.” 
 
    She relaxed just a little. “Thank you again. And you are right. I am tired.” 
 
    “All the adrenaline,” I told her. “You’ll crash and be out for the night.” 
 
    Again, the two of us stood there, neither wanting to break the spell. Finally, she pulled back, shaking her head as if she was trying to clear away cobwebs. 
 
    “Thank you again, Eric. I really do appreciate it. Everything. Coming to get me on a night like this and then offering to let me stay here. It's very sweet.” 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah, just don’t tell anyone. I’ve got a reputation to uphold.” 
 
    She smiled up at me then went into her room. My shoulder’s slumped. Oh, crap, it was going to be impossible to get any sleep. I had a feeling I was going to spend the night tossing and turning thinking about the beautiful girl in the other room. 
 
    Somehow, I finally fell asleep only to be woken by my phone beeping at me. Another car in the ditch. Not far from where I’d retrieved Brooke. 
 
    Brooke! My mind jumped to the idea of the pretty girl curled up under the blankets in the next room. How was she doing? I was sure she was had been worried. I had seen it in her eyes when I suggest she stay here. The woman wasn’t a fool. But she’d squared her shoulders and accepted the danger. 
 
    I had to admire that, I thought as I quietly got dressed. If I was careful, I could get out on the road without waking her. 
 
    As I opened my bedroom door though I had to freeze. Brooke was coming out of the bathroom. We both froze. My heart lurched. She was dressed in a cropped T-shirt and shorts. All I could see were long bare legs that looked like they went on forever. 
 
    I couldn’t stop myself from slowly looking her over. All the way up until our eyes locked. Her cheeks grew pink. I’d obviously surprised her.  
 
    It took me a minute to get my mind to work again. The woman was beautiful in that innocent, yet sexy way some women have. A mixture of virginal and temptress that could drive a guy crazy. 
 
    “I’ve got a call,” I managed to say. 
 
    She swallowed hard and nodded as she jumped back into her room. 
 
    Great, I thought. She was going to think I was a creep for checking her out. But hey, she was the one-half naked in my hallway. What did she expect? 
 
    Shaking my head, I pulled on my gloves as I left the house, Making sure to lock up behind me. 
 
    When I returned early the next morning, I silently let myself in and froze for a moment. Let her sleep. If I was lucky, I could grab a couple of hours before the next call. 
 
    As I crept past her door, I caught a hint of her perfume. A sexy combination of female scent that made my insides beg for more.  
 
    God, I had it bad I realized. The girl’s perfume was driving me crazy. 
 
    .o0o. 
 
    Brooke 
 
      
 
    The smell of coffee pulled me up out of a dream about a large man carrying me to his cave and taking me over and over again. 
 
    My cheeks burned, and my very core ached with need. 
 
    Was he back? I wondered. I hadn’t heard him. But coffee, he must be back. Why did I have such a strong desire to see him again? Why was my mind picturing a dozen different scenarios? All of them including Eric.  
 
    Shaking my head, I tried to push those sexy thoughts aside and concentrated on my immediate future.  
 
    I dressed quickly and walked down the hall. Christmas morning, I realized. The tree was lit. Christmas carols played in the background and Eric stood in front of the stove flipping pancakes. His large back to me. A dish towel was draped over his shoulder. The man almost looked domestic. A smile creased my face. The man was about as far from domestic as a person could be. 
 
    He must have sensed I was there as he turned and smiled at me while he pointed to the coffee pot. 
 
    “Good Morning, Coffee? Breakfast will be ready in a minute.” 
 
    My insides melted just a little. He instinctively knew the way to my heart. Coffee. 
 
    I poured myself a big mug and used the half and half on the counter to spruce it up. Taking a big sip, I felt my world fall back into place. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    He nodded as he flipped another pancake.  
 
    “Did you sleep well?” he asked without looking at me. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied which was a lie of course. I’d spent most of the night thinking about a large, black-haired man who had rescued me from a possible death.  
 
    “Here,” he said as he pointed to the bar stool on the other side of the counter. “Two, three, or four,” he asked as he held up a plate. 
 
    “Um … A couple, I guess,” I said as my stomach rumbled making me blush. 
 
    He laughed and added a third one to the stack and some sausages to the side. He put the plate down in front of me. Then some silverware and syrup. The delicious scent of good food flooded my senses. 
 
    The competent man also cooked.  
 
    “So,” he began as he set his own plate down and sat on the stool next to me. “I can’t get your car fixed today. All the part’s stores in the area are closed. But I can get the guys working on it first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    All I could do was nod as I devoured the food he had cooked for me. Inside though I was desperately reconfiguring my finances. This would be less to live on in Seattle until my first paycheck. 
 
    “In the meantime,” he continued. “you could do me a big favor.” 
 
    My fork halted halfway to my mouth as I jumped to a dozen different possibilities. 
 
    He read my mind and laughed as he shook his head.  
 
    “I told you, I’m not a beast. I don’t force women into my bed.” 
 
    No, that was sort of obvious, I thought. A man like this wouldn’t have a problem finding women. They were probably lined up for him. I slowly let out a long breath as my cheeks grew hot again. The mere mention of bed and my mind went where it shouldn’t. Why was I always blushing around this man? 
 
    “What do you need me to do?” I asked as I finished my bite of food. 
 
    “Come with me to my sister’s for Christmas dinner. She would kill me if she found out I left you here on Christmas.” 
 
    My heart stopped. His sister’s. For Christmas. What would they think? I balked as my brow furrowed. 
 
    “Don’t worry about anything,” he said. “It’s just dinner with her and her husband and their three rug rats. Jake’s aunt Beatrice might be there.  But it will just be a big dinner around the dinner table. But like I said, Sally would kill me if she found out I left you behind.” 
 
    Why did I think he was making that latter part up. He was just trying to be nice and didn’t want me to feel guilty. 
 
    “Are you sure, I mean don’t you need to check with her. Or something.” 
 
    He laughed as he shook his head. “You don’t know Sally, she’ll have enough food to feed a football team.” 
 
    Christmas dinner? My mind jumped to a montage of lonely Christmas dinners. If I was lucky enough to be in a foster family, I would always feel like an outsider. Even when they went out of there way to make sure I got just as many presents as the other kids. I still felt like an outsider. 
 
    I was a pro at being an outsider.  
 
    “Sure,” I said as I shrugged my shoulders. 
 
    He smiled as if it had been important to him. That fact made me feel special inside. The two of us looked into each other’s eyes. I felt myself falling. He glanced at my lips then back up to my eyes. 
 
    Instinctively, I leaned forward as if pulled by a magical force. He started to lean forward when his phone on the counter beeped. 
 
    It was like being hit by a bucket of cold water as my universe re-established itself. 
 
    “Yes,” he growled into the phone which made me smile. He had been as upset as I was by the interruption. 
 
    “Sure,” he added with a heavy sigh. “I’m on my way.” 
 
    My heart fell. He was leaving again. 
 
    Eric hung up and turned to face me. I could see it in his eyes, he was thinking about how close we had come to kissing and was wondering if he could return to it. But the moment was lost. We both felt it. The magic had passed us by and would never return. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, he got up and took our plates to the sink.  
 
    “I’ll be back in a couple of hours. There’s an accident out on forty-four. But I’ll be back by noon in time to head over to my sister’s” 
 
    I nodded as I bit my lip, I was still aching over the loss of that kiss and dreading spending the morning without him. How had this happened? I barely knew the man but already dreaded him being gone. 
 
    “Listen,” he said as he grabbed his jacket off the back of a chair. “Feel free to explore, there are no hidden rooms. No secretly buried bodies.” 
 
    I laughed as a thrill shot through me. Suddenly the idea of learning more about this man seemed like the most important thing in the world. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    Brooke 
 
      
 
    After Eric left, I cleaned up the kitchen then rubbed my hands together as I started to snoop around. He said I could, so I didn’t feel too guilty. 
 
    I hadn’t really gotten a chance to check things out the night before. Besides. If I was spending another night. I needed to know who I was dealing with. A girl had to be sure. Right? 
 
    The living room was nice. Photographs on the wall. An older couple and two teenagers. Eric and his sister I thought. He looked good. He must have been popular in High School. The kind of guy who the girls whispered about. Each of them wishing he would pick them. 
 
    The bookcase was surprising. Everything from Jordan Peterson’s Map of Meaning to Churchill’s volumes on World War II. The lower shelves were filled with Science fiction and an entire shelf held a long line of Louise L’amour westerns. 
 
    A guy’s bookshelf I realized. 
 
    The small tree in the corner looked like it had been decorated by a spastic imbecile. The ornaments were hung haphazardly with big gaps and the tinsel had been draped in clumps. It made me smile to realize the man wasn’t perfect.  
 
    The biggest surprise was the workroom.  
 
    I opened the door hesitantly, afraid of what I might find. I anticipated either a car engine sitting in the middle of the room. Either that or a torture chamber out of Fifty Shades of Gray. 
 
    Of course, he surprised me once again. 
 
    He used the room for carving wood. A workbench along the far wall held a hundred different hand tools each of them hung symmetrically on a pegboard. 
 
    He couldn’t decorate a Christmas tree, but his tools were meticulously cared for. 
 
    A partially finished wooden owl sat on the workbench staring at me. I gasped as I realized how well it was done. Each curve, each cut brought the wood alive. 
 
    I twisted and examined the room to find several more pieces in different stages of completion. A unicorn that made me smile. A bear looking as if he wanted to eat me for lunch. 
 
    Eric was good, I realized. Very good. Who was this man? 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I felt something shift inside of me. Again, he had surprised me. As I left the room I turned again and looked at the owl and slowly shook my head. 
 
    I was leaving in a day or two. I reminded myself. The one thing I had learned long ago was not to get attached. To never let my heart get crushed. But as I looked at the wooden bird staring back at me, I thought it might be too late already.  
 
    It was going to hurt when I left, and I needed to start putting up my defenses now. 
 
    The rest of the morning drug by as I waited for Eric to return. I ignored the TV, I knew it would be filled with Christmas movies. I made it a practice to avoid such things. They had a habit of tearing me up inside. 
 
    Around Eleven I started pawing through my case as I tried to figure out what to wear. Finally, I settled on a floral dress that sort of looked festive. I took a shower then realized he didn’t have a hairdryer. How as that possible? 
 
    Mine was in my big case back in my car.  
 
    Finally, I had my hair looking halfway decent. I got dressed, then sat on the couch in his living room and waited. 
 
    The sound of someone pulling into the driveway made me jump up as my heart began to race. 
 
    Eric stepped into the house and froze. His eyes traveling over me as a smile slowly crossed his face. My heart skipped a beat. He liked what he saw. All that work had been worth that simple smile. 
 
    His hands were dirty, and he had a smudge of oil above his right eye. He looked tired, I realized. He’d been working on and off all night. Brooke, I told myself. Of course, he’s tired. 
 
    “Let me grab a shower and we’ll be off,” he said without taking his eyes from mine. 
 
    I nodded as I put my hands behind my back, suddenly terrified I would reach out to touch him.    
 
    When he came out a few minutes later it was my turn to freeze. Boy the man cleaned up nice. He wore a blue button-down shirt, open at the neck. With slacks and dress shoes and a big silver watch that made him look delicious. 
 
    “You ready?” He asked as he grabbed a sports coat from the hall closet. 
 
    All I could do was stare as my insides grew soft. The man was too sexy. How was I possibly going to keep my hands to myself? Especially around his sister and her family. 
 
    He had exchanged the tow truck for a pick-up. I shot him a quick glance and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Billy is on call, I left the truck at the shop.” 
 
    I nodded. Of course. He wouldn’t want to be pulled away from his sister’s dinner. 
 
    “Are you sure this is all right?” I asked. “I mean, me coming. Christmas is for families.” 
 
    He laughed as he opened my door. “It’s not that big a deal Brooke.  Believe me, things will be fine.” 
 
    I tried to force myself to relax. He was right, it wasn’t that big a deal. But somehow, deep down inside I felt that it was as I put way too much importance into it. 
 
    Eric drove through town and down a back road until he pulled into a long driveway. His sister’s house was tucked back in among the trees. Multi-colored Christmas lights had been strung along the edges and each window was ringed in white twinkling lights. 
 
    It looked so pretty. So homey. So perfect. My heart lurched with regret and loss. 
 
    As we got out, Eric pulled two bags from the back with wrapped presents. My heart shuddered. 
 
    “I thought this was just supposed to be dinner. I didn’t know you were exchanging presents.” 
 
    He laughed. “It’s Christmas. These are for Sally’s kids.” 
 
    Eric opened the front door without knocking and yelled, “Sally, I’m here and I brought a guest.” 
 
    The inside matched the outside. A warm welcoming front room filled to the max with Christmas decorations and a huge tree. The delectable scent of ham, pies, and a dozen other aromas greeted me. 
 
    A woman of about thirty five stepped around the corner drying her hands on a dish towel. She smiled at her brother then saw me and hesitated for just the briefest moment before smiling even wider with surprise. 
 
    My insides scrunched up. He hadn’t called her ahead of time, I realized as a strong urge to punch him in the shoulder washed over me. 
 
    “Hello,” she said as she pulled her brother in for a quick hug. 
 
    A tall slim man about her age stepped out of the kitchen with a carving knife and frowned slightly. 
 
    Eric hugged her like he actually liked her, then stepped back and introduced me as he explained why I was there. 
 
    I felt like a silly idiot, but Sally pulled me into a quick hug and said, “oh, you poor dear. Getting stuck like that. And on Christmas.” She slowly guided me into the house as three children raced into the room. 
 
    “Uncle Eric,” the screamed as he was mobbed with more hugs.  
 
    “These are the rug rats I was telling you about,” Eric said to me with a smile as he looked down at them with obvious love. 
 
    “This is Erin, the oldest,” he said as he indicated a young girl of about thirteen. “And this is Jeff,” he added as he ruffled the hair of a ten-year-old towhead. “And this little one is Jenny,” He said as he pulled an elfin blond five-year-old up into his arms for a special hug. 
 
    Jenny hugged her uncle and gave him a big kiss on the cheek. “Did you bring us presents?” she asked. 
 
    He laughed as he nodded towards the bags at his feet. 
 
    My heart melted. He was good with kids. Okay, back and in the perfect category. Cooked, rescued damsels in distress, and liked kids. Thank god he couldn’t decorate a tree or he’d be too perfect. 
 
    “Give them a minute, guys,” Sally said as she shook her head. I could tell how much she loved them just by the way she looked at them. A caring lioness.  
 
    Little Jenny took my hand and pulled me towards the tree.  
 
    “Are you Uncle Eric’s girlfriend?” she asked innocently. 
 
    My stomach squeezed into a small ball as I stammered. 
 
    Eric laughed. “No, sweetie. We are just friends.” 
 
    I felt some semblance of normalcy return as I thought about what he said. I’d barely known the guy for a day, but he was right. I did sort of feel like a friend. Of course, deep down inside I wanted more. But I had the good sense to shut that emotion down before it had a chance to grow. 
 
    Sally pulled me away from little Jenny and into the kitchen. 
 
    “Is there anything I can help with?” I asked as I looked at all the food on the counters. 
 
    “No, not really. We are almost done,” she laughed. “Eric has a special talent for showing up just as the food is about to be served.” 
 
    “Are you guys talking about me,” he said as he came up behind us, making me jump.  
 
    “Yes,” Sally said as she told him to go keep her husband Jake company. 
 
    Once he was gone, Sally turned to me as her face grew serious. “Is everything okay. Do you need anything? I mean getting stuck on Christmas Eve. Is your family worried?” 
 
    A sharp pain shot through my heart. “There is no one to worry. So, no big deal. And yes, I am fine. Thanks to your brother, otherwise I’d have frozen to death by the side of the road.” 
 
    Sally studied me for a long minute then relaxed. “Well, if you need anything, you let me know.” 
 
    The dinner was wonderful. A true family Christmas dinner. Teasing and laughing. I sat back and watched the interaction between them. Shared history, I realized. Something I had never really had.  
 
    The closeness and ease between each of them was special I realized as my heart broke. So special. Would I ever have something like this? How could I build this? I’d never known it. 
 
    As we cleared the last of the dishes, young Erin smiled at me and whispered. “I like you, you can date my Uncle.” 
 
    I coughed, “We are just friends. He’s helping me out.” 
 
    She frowned and said, “he likes you, I can tell.” 
 
    My heart jumped while I forced myself to pretend I wasn’t screaming with joy inside. God, it was like I was back in high school and we were two girls behind the bleachers talking about boys. 
 
    I don’t know what I would have said but Eric chose that moment to break out the bags of presents. 
 
    “Who wants their present?” He said. A pang of shame and regret flowed through me. I hadn’t brought anything. How could I have been so stupid? 
 
    Sally shook her head at her brother as she turned and glanced at the pile of dishes in the sink. Then she shrugged and smiled as she followed her screaming kids out into the living room. 
 
    “We had our family Christmas this morning,” Sally whispered to me. “This is sort of the icing on the cake for the kids. Although they are already spoiled too much.” 
 
    “I don’t know if it’s possible to spoil kids too much on Christmas,” I replied. She looked at me strangely for a moment then nodded as she slipped her arm into mine and pulled me to a better observation point. 
 
    Eric sat in a chair and handed Erin a present. Little Jenny frowned but her brother Jeff nudged her. “You know the rule, Oldest first,” 
 
    Jenny continued to pout.  
 
    Eric smiled at her as he tapped his knee, she shot across the room and jumped up onto his lap. He whispered something to her and she laughed. 
 
    Young Erin glanced at the tag on the present then said, “Thank you, Uncle Eric, and Brooke.” 
 
    I frowned until I realized that Eric had added my name to the presents. My heart melted. He shot me a quick smile. I mouthed the words ‘Thank You’ then turned to watch Erin open her present. 
 
    She pulled the paper back and squealed as she pulled out a new cell phone. She immediately checked with her mother who smiled back and nodded. 
 
    “He talked us into it.” 
 
    Erin squealed again as she ran across the room to give her uncle a hug. 
 
    Jeff received a Star Wars Lego set and Little Jenny a Barbie set. Then Eric pulled out a second present and gave it to her. The little girl smiled up at her uncle as she opened it. She froze then smiled widely as she pulled out a beautifully carved wooden horse. 
 
    “For my collection,” she said as she stared at the horse with wide eyes then wrapped her hands around his neck and gave him another hug. 
 
    My heart ached as a tear formed in the corner of my eye. Hallmark Christmases were real, I realized.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    Eric 
 
      
 
    As we drove home, I kept glancing over at Brooke. At Sally’s, Brooke had been calm, fitting in like she had always belonged there. And she’d made an eternal friend out of Sally when she pulled me into the kitchen to do the dishes. 
 
    I smiled to myself as I thought about the two of us working together at the sink. Her hand would brush mine, we’d glance at each other and her cheeks would turn that delicious shade of red. 
 
    There was now a new color on this earth. Brooke’s cheeks when she blushed. 
 
    But now. Something had changed. She had been quiet ever since we had left. As if she had fallen into her own little world. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked. 
 
    She smiled sadly and nodded. “It was just like I always thought it would be like. A family Christmas. People who truly love each other sharing, giving. It was wonderful.” 
 
    My brow furrowed. What was that all about and where had it come from? How couldn’t Christmas be anything but wonderful? 
 
    As I let her into my house a snowflake fell between us. We both looked up to see a million flakes fluttering in the streetlight. We smiled at each other as I caught a hint of her perfume again and let it seep into my soul.  
 
    “You want a nightcap?” I asked as I desperately tried to come up with a way to make the evening last.  
 
    She smiled and nodded as she sat down on the couch.  
 
    I made us both an Eggnog with a hefty dollop of brandy and hand her the drink. She took a sip and sighed heavily. A thin line of foam traced the top of her lip making me want to lean down and kiss it away. 
 
    Swallowing hard, I turned away and fought with myself. I had to be careful. She was trapped here. The last thing I wanted was to make things awkward. But still, every fiber of my being was screaming for this woman. 
 
    “Want a fire?” I asked as I jumped up to light one in the fireplace before she could answer. While it caught, I put on some music and joined her back on the couch. 
 
    She looked at me with a creased brow as if she was trying to understand something. Our eyes locked for a long moment then she turned away with a small smile. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    She laughed, “The eggnog, the fire, soft music. If I didn’t know better I would think you were trying to seduce me.” 
 
    Her look let me know that she was sort of upset for saying it out loud. 
 
    “Would that be a bad thing?” I asked as I held her stare for a long moment. My insides froze while I waited for an answer.  
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” she said with a flush to her cheeks. 
 
    I smiled inside as I fought to stop myself from yelling. Instead, I put my drink on the table then took hers from her hand and put it next to mine. All the while I was drawing out the anticipation. 
 
    She looked at me when I turned towards her. Her eyes big but fearful. Excited yet hesitant. Like a wild animal afraid of being hurt, but curious and needful. A hint of hope and potential that pulled at me. I smiled at her and said, “I’ve wanted to do this since I saw you standing in the snow.” Then leaned forward to take her lips with mine. 
 
    Brooke sighed as she melted into me. A soft sound that caressed my soul. Our lips explored, taking and giving as a heat began to build between us. A heat that couldn’t be denied.  
 
    As I reminded myself to go slow. Too fast and she’d bolt, Brooke unbuttoned my shirt so that she could rub her hands across my chest. I needed no further encouragement as I slowly unzipped her dress and pulled it from her shoulder. 
 
    Leaving her lips, I rained kisses down her neck as my hands squeezed her large breast. God, the woman was perfect. Every part blending together to drive me insane. 
 
    She reached behind herself to unfasten her bra and my mind froze as I slowly touched her nipples. Her eyes rolled back for a moment then once again focused on me. Growling under her breath she wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me back so that she could kiss me. 
 
    Our chests rubbed against each other. Skin to skin. A need was building inside of me. A burning desire that could not be denied. 
 
    “Brooke, you are so beautiful,” I whispered as my lips took a nipple into my mouth. She moaned and arched her chest to me, silently demanding more. My hand dropped to her silk-clad leg and slowly traveled up to her very core. 
 
    Once again, she moaned as she pushed herself at my fingers. 
 
    “God, Eric …” she said breathlessly. “Please, I need you.” 
 
    An animalistic force took over. All I could think of was burying myself in her. 
 
    Our hands raced to remove each other’s clothes. Those barriers to our goal.  
 
    As she pulled my pants down her eyes flashed with desire as she examined my manhood then looked up into my eyes with a sultry smile and a wiggle of her eyebrow. Obviously, I was satisfactory. From her large, hungry smile, more than satisfactory. The knowledge made me feel good inside. But before I could bask in the knowledge, she took me in her hand then lowered her mouth over my shaft. 
 
    I became lost in a host of sensations, all of them good. The way her tongue traveled over me, pulling me higher, teasing, tasting. Her hand stroking me. I was lost and had to fight to stop myself from exploding too soon. 
 
    Slowly, I pulled away and brought her to stand before me, so I could slowly remove her panties. 
 
    She blushed as I pulled them down. I leaned back and examined her, my eyes traveling over every curve. She stood before me like a Greek statue of Dionysus herself. Her body was so female. Fertility itself. So perfect. Demanding to be worshipped.  
 
    A sudden thought broke through my clouded thinking. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I said as I jumped up and raced to my room to retrieve some protection. My raging hard-on screamed at me the entire time that I should to return and take what I needed. 
 
    .o0o. 
 
    Brooke 
 
      
 
    I stood there naked and alone for the briefest of moments, wondering what had happened. Then he stepped back into the room and my soul sank into desire. The man was pure power. Tall, broad shoulders, tight abs, and muscles that melted my insides. And his cock!. Large, very large, and just like the rest of him. All male. 
 
    He froze for a second as our eyes reconnected and once again that heat was regenerated. A desire that neither of us could deny. 
 
    My heart stopped as I watched him pull on a condom. His hand stroked his massive shaft making my insides turn to mush. Making me wet and swollen. I needed him inside of me. Now. 
 
    He smiled, obviously recognizing what I wanted and loving it.  
 
    Without warning, he picked me up and lowered me to the couch.  
 
    Yes, I thought, finally. What I had to have.  
 
    He positioned himself between my legs and slowly entered me. Spreading me, filling me with himself. 
 
    Yes. Yes. This was the meaning of life.  
 
    He brow creased with concentration as he fought to be slow, afraid of hurting me. The man was so large I was also worried. But I needed him. Needed him now. Reaching my legs around his hips I thrust myself forward while I pulled him down. 
 
    “Yes,” I moaned as he buried himself to the hilt. Yes, I was full. I was complete. 
 
    Eric smirked down at me as he pulled back then thrust forward. Once again we were one. Once again I was whole. 
 
    He continued to thrust as we fell into a delicious rhythm that pushed me higher and higher. Yes. I was almost there. Yes. Each time he filled me I was pushed higher until I thought I could go no further.  
 
    Then with one last mighty thrust, he exploded inside of me.  
 
    I clenched myself around him as his throbbing shudders pushed me over the edge and I joined him in ecstasy. My world dissolved into a thousand colorful lights each one exploding to be replaced by another. 
 
    “Yes,” he said as he collapsed onto me. I wrapped my arms around him and held him there. Afraid to ever let go. 
 
    The two of us hung there in a strange new place. Our hearts racing as we fought to regain our balance. Then Eric pulled back and looked into my eyes. 
 
    “You, Miss Sanders are special.” 
 
    My insides quivered with happiness because I could see in his eyes that he meant it. Reaching around him I pulled him to me and hugged him as a tear slowly formed in my eye. Suddenly, I was very aware of what I had been lacking in my life. 
 
    I wiped it away before he could see the tear then shifted under him. He raised up and slowly pulled himself away from me. My lips turned down in a pout as a sense of loss flowed over me. 
 
    “Here, take this,” he said as he handed me the bottle of brandy. “We’re going to need it,” he added as he lifted me up like a feather pillow.  
 
    I wrapped my arms around his neck as he walked to his bedroom, our eyes never leaving each other’s. 
 
    Yes, I was going to miss so much. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
    Brooke 
 
      
 
    I woke to the warmth of Eric next to me and sighed internally. It had been true. A night of unbelievable lovemaking that I knew I would never forget. One of those nights that would be etched into my brain. Over and over he had brought me to ever higher experiences. 
 
    Now, both of us naked, snuggled together in a warm bed on a cold day. Yes, this was also the way things should be.  
 
    Sighing, I hugged him and pulled myself closer. 
 
    He grunted in his sleep then turned over to look at me, a smile crossing his lips. 
 
    “Morning, Gorgeous,” he said. My insides melted. 
 
    “Morning, Stud,” I replied with a laugh. We both held each other’s stare then his stomach rumbled, and the moment was broken. 
 
    “Breakfast?” 
 
    “Um,” I mumbled, afraid to speak. I was going to lose this. A fact that was starting to settle in at the bottom of my stomach. 
 
    Eric smiled again he got out of bed and padded down the hall, as naked as a blue jay. The man didn’t seem to know the concept of modesty. But then, when you looked as good as that, who could blame him. 
 
    He stepped out of the bathroom in a bathrobe and gave me a quick wink. A sense of regret flashed through me. It was ending I realized. It was morning. A new day. Christmas was over, and miracles were forgotten. Now was the time for real life. 
 
    Once he was around the corner and in the kitchen,  I jumped out of bed and rushed to my room for clothes. A quick glance in a mirror made me jump. My hair looked like it had been twirled in a windmill. And my eyes had bags under them for the first time in my life. 
 
    But then the memories of what we had done all night flashed into my mind and I forgave myself. But that didn’t mean I could let Eric keep seeing me like this. 
 
    “I’m taking a shower,” I yelled to him as I hurried into the bathroom. 
 
    Once I was semi-presentable, I joined him in the kitchen. 
 
    He turned and frowned at me as his eyes traveled over me. I’d put on Jeans and a T-shirt. 
 
    “What?” I asked as I looked down at myself. 
 
    “You got dressed,” he said with surprise. 
 
    “Yes,” I answered as a sense of confusion filled me. “Is that wrong?” 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders. “I guess not, but I was sort of planning on taking you back to bed and finishing what we started.” 
 
    I blushed. “We finished it five times,” I said as a part of me screamed with happiness. He wanted more.  
 
    He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. That just doesn’t seem like enough.” 
 
    The mocking laughter in his eyes made me melt inside and all I could think of doing was returning to our amorous activities. 
 
    “Well, I guess, I could eat breakfast in bed.” 
 
    He smiled and shook his head as his eyes traveled over me with a lustful leer. “I bet we don’t finish. Not breakfast at least.” 
 
    My very core begged for him to fill me once again. A simple look from this man and I melted into a compliant willing accomplice.  How had he gained such power over me and what would happen to me when I left him. 
 
    “Go back to bed, Brooke,” he said with a smirk. “I’ll be there in a minute.” 
 
    Suddenly, the awareness of the end filled me with dread. But not yet, I told myself. I would enjoy myself until I left. The thought had no sooner arrived that it was followed by a thought of not leaving. What if I stayed here forever. With him. 
 
    No. That was impossible. I was only a passing thought in his world. He had family. He had a business. Was part of a community. I was just a quick fling. A memory to be recalled in his old age if I was lucky. 
 
    “Go on,” he said as he turned me around and gently slapped my butt. 
 
    I left him there before he could see the truth in my eyes. He mustn’t know, I realized. I didn’t want him to feel guilty. I didn’t want him regretting me. He had done so much already. The last thing I wanted was to make it worse for Eric. He deserved better. 
 
    As I undressed and climbed back into bed, I kept glancing down the hall, looking for him. Anticipating his return, my very body craving him. 
 
    At last, he turned the corner with a loaded breakfast tray. I had to smile. A girl could get used to this sense of specialness. 
 
    “Your car will be fixed by five. The guys are going to bring it by around then,” he said as he placed the tray across my lap. 
 
    My stomach fell as I scrambled to hide the feeling of hurt and fear that raced through me. 
 
    “But…” he added as he got in under the covers and took a piece of toast. “We got about a foot of snow last night, so you can’t leave anytime soon. You’re trapped here, snowed in.” 
 
    He looked at me and smirked as if the idea of being trapped with me was a good thing. 
 
    “Oh, really,” I said as I started on the scrambled eggs. “Whatever will we do to kill the time?” 
 
    Eric laughed. That deep, happy laugh that tickled my very soul. “I don’t know, but it is important to keep up our exercise. They say that exercise keeps cabin fever away.” 
 
    “Hm, interesting I’ll have to do some jumping jacks later.” 
 
    He laughed again and put a hand on my thigh as he stared into my eyes. Damn, the man was right. We weren’t going to finish breakfast.  
 
    We spent the day making love and talking. We talked about everything. Our pasts, our hopes, and dreams. Exposing our deepest selves to each other. 
 
    Later in the afternoon, Eric gently shook me awake. “Get dressed,” he said. “The guys will be here in a few minutes with your car.” 
 
    My stomach clenched up as reality returned. A sadness filled me. A realization of what I was going to lose. But there was no other way. He hadn’t said anything about me staying more than the night.   
 
    A gut-wrenching anxiety filled me when I realized that I couldn’t stay. No way was I going to be one of those clingy, stalker type chicks. The thought of making Eric hate me filled me with an even deeper fear.  
 
    No, I was an outsider and always would be. The realization twisted my soul as tight as a wrung out dish rag. 
 
    When they delivered the car I gave them my card and signed some papers. I noticed the amount was a lot less than I had anticipated. Had Eric told them to reduce the price. I looked at him and realized he hadn’t done the work for free. He didn’t want me thinking that he was paying for our time together. 
 
    I smiled sadly to myself as I folded the paper and put it in my back pocket. It was so typical of him. Kind with understanding. 
 
    “You hungry?” he asked after his employees left. “Steak and baked potatoes? I don’t know about you, but I could eat a horse. I must have worked up an appetite for some reason.” 
 
    I smiled and nodded as my voice failed once again. Tomorrow morning, I told myself. I would leave tomorrow. Once the roads were open. 
 
    After a beautiful dinner and an excellent glass of wine, he took my hand and led me to the couch, so we could stare into the fire. His arm around me, my head resting on his chest. 
 
    What was he thinking? Did he regret the idea of me leaving or was he looking forward to it? Looking forward to returning to his life. Free from the damsel in distress. I twisted to stare at him but could read nothing. The man was impossible. 
 
    I settled back down and pushed away my fears. Tonight, I told myself. I had tonight. 
 
    Of course, it wasn’t long before his arm pulled me tighter as he leaned down to kiss me and once again, we were lost in each other. Slower this time. As if we could both see the end fast approaching and we wanted to make it last. 
 
    I screamed his name as I climaxed around him and pulled him to me, afraid that if I let go it would all end. 
 
    Early the next morning as the gray light started to peak through the window shade, I stared at the wall, Eric wrapped around me, snoring softly. I loved him, I realized. Two days and I was in love. The thought sent a bolt of fear and dread through me. I knew what happened with the coming of love. Loss and pain. 
 
    Sneaking out from under his arm I made my way to the bathroom, so I could cry alone.  
 
    This had to end, I realized as I wiped at my tear. I had to get away before I begged to stay. If I was to retain any self-respect I had to leave him before I became one of those crazy women that I hated. 
 
    “You can do it, Brooke,” I said to myself in the mirror. “Leave and get on with your life. One more minute and you will be lost forever.” 
 
    The girl in the mirror looked back with a sadness in her eyes that tore at me.  
 
    It had to be now. I’d leave him a note. No sad goodbyes. No regrets. No recriminations. I took a deep breath and forced myself to move before I changed my mind. 
 
    Quietly packing my suitcase, I fought with myself. A part of me was screaming at me to not do it. But I didn’t have a choice. If I tried to stay and he rejected me I would crumble into a thousand pieces.  
 
    No, this was the best way.  
 
    As I stepped out of my room with my case in my hand, I looked down the hall and saw him sleeping there. His arm thrown back. His bare chest, wide and strong. I would love him forever I realized. My ideal of what a man should be. 
 
    Sighing heavily, I turned and left. It was the hardest thing I had ever done. I placed the note on the coffee table then snuck out the front door. Terrified he would wake up yet secretly hoping he would wake up and stop me. 
 
    No, I told myself. Leave him to the life he deserves. 
 
    As I pulled away from his house a tear began to crawl down my cheek followed by another and another. My heart broke but I continued on. Slowly, I drove through town and back onto the main road headed for Seattle. 
 
    This was so wrong, I realized. Every cell in my body knew I was making a mistake, but I couldn’t stop myself. 
 
    The farther away I got the more the pain grew as if I was leaving my very life force. I must have made it about five miles when I had to pull over in some farmers driveway. I was crying so hard I couldn’t see the road. 
 
    I rested my head on the steering wheel and let the tears flow with the ultimate ugly cry of my life. My body was racked with regret and loss. I don’t know how long I cried, minutes or hours but finally, I started to pull myself together.  
 
    The pain felt as if it would never go away. But I was starting to realize I could live with it. I had a lot of experience with loss. I would live. I would hate it, but I would live. 
 
    Wiping my eyes for one last time, I took a deep breath and started the car. As I looked over my shoulder to pull out, two headlights were approaching very fast.  
 
    I waited for them to pass when a big black truck slammed on its brakes and skidded in the wet road, fishtailing back and forth. I held my breath as the driver fought to bring it under control. Finally, they managed to pull in front of me and park. 
 
    I twisted around to check the road when the driver of the truck jumped out and my heart sank. Eric. Tall, handsome and with a deep scowl approached my car. 
 
    Every part of me froze. Had he followed me? Did he think I had taken something? 
 
    “Where are you going?” he yelled as he pulled open my door. 
 
    All I could do was look up at him as my mind scrambled to find an answer. 
 
    “Why did you leave?” he added. “What is so damn important in Seattle that you couldn’t wait to get there?” 
 
    My heart raced. I didn’t like seeing this side of Eric. He was very angry and yet, I never felt fear. Just disappointment in myself for upsetting him. 
 
    “I thought …” I began. “I … We didn’t have …” I had forgotten how to talk. 
 
    He stared at me for a long moment then sighed heavily as he brought himself back under control. “We had everything. Or at least I thought so. You didn’t even give me a chance to show you.” 
 
    My mind jumped to the last two days in his bed. The man had shown me more than even knew existed in this world. I blushed as I looked down at my hands in my lap. 
 
    “I’m sorry Brooke,” he said as he squatted down next to me, so he could look into my eyes. “But really, If you give me a chance, I promise I can convince you to stay.” 
 
    I froze inside. Was he serious? And what did he mean by stay? Was I to be his mistress, some plaything in his bed. Was that what he wanted me for? 
 
    As if reading my mind, he reached in and unbuckled my seatbelt then helped me up out of the car. 
 
    “I love you, Brooke,” he said with solemnity, his eyes staring into mine to make sure I knew that he meant it. “I want you to stay here. Please.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked as I tried to regain some semblance of control over my racing heart. 
 
    He frowned for a long moment before he said, “Because a man and wife should be in the same place and I can’t leave my businesses. At least not just now.” 
 
    My heart slammed to a stop. Was he serious? Did he really mean it? 
 
    “Will you marry me,” he said, obviously understanding the words I wanted to hear. “I want the two of us to sink roots into this town so deep they will never go away. Have a bunch of kids that will drive us crazy and love each other into our old age.” 
 
    I sighed heavily as my soul came together. For the first time in my life, I had been offered the one thing I wanted more than anything. I looked into his eyes and knew that this was the man I was supposed to be with. 
 
    “Yes,” I said softly, unable to believe the sense of happiness that filled me. He smiled as he swooped me up into a hug, twisting around, throwing my legs in the air as he twirled. 
 
    Yes, this was where I belonged. In this man’s arms. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    Brooke 
 
      
 
    There is something about Christmas that is special. That time for friends and family that make life mean something. 
 
    The house was decorated with every Christmas decoration I could find and the biggest tree possible stood in the corner. Decorated correctly of course. 
 
    Sally had agreed to allow us to host the Christmas family dinner this year. I think deep down she was happy to let someone else take on the task and I needed it. 
 
    Looking around the table, I had to smile. Jake and Sally, their three children. Everyone talking and teasing. And my man, Eric, at the head of the table. My insides turned to mush as I soaked it all in. 
 
    A soft wail from the back room interrupted us. 
 
    Eric smiled. “Don’t worry, I’ll get her,” he said as he got up. 
 
    Sally slowly shook her head. “I swear, the idea of my brother caring for a baby just doesn’t seem possible.” 
 
    My protective instincts kicked in. “He’s very good with her,” I said as I realized how right I was. Eric was an excellent father. And someday we would have a passel of children. 
 
    I melted inside a moment later when Eric stepped back into the room holding our three-month-old daughter. He smiled down at her as he tickled her cheek. She cooed up at him as if he was the most important thing in the world. 
 
    I didn’t know who loved who more. 
 
    “She didn’t need to be changed,” he said. “I just think she didn’t like the idea of being left out.” 
 
    I sighed as I looked around the table at my family and my man and thought. Of course, she didn’t like being left out. She was family. And this was Christmas. 
 
      
 
    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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