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Sarah Redman strolled across the pedestrian-only bridge, Pont des Arts, in the middle of Paris, wrapped in a raincoat, hat, and scarf. Her breath puffed out white before her. The night winter air chilled her cheeks. The light rain helped her feel refreshed from her long red-eye flight from San Francisco. Seeing the City of Lights grounded her for the big interview tomorrow morning.

This job could be the chance of a lifetime. She was glad for the impulse that had had her looking for it and acting upon the sudden request for a face-to-face interview. The change of pace was just what she needed to shake up the doldrums she’d been experiencing at her job as a project manager at a conservative bank in downtown San Francisco. She wanted some adventure in her life.

A man walked by her, cell phone to his ear, speaking too low for her to hear. His double-breasted navy coat collar was turned up against the cold. With his white scarf tied in an aviator’s knot around his neck, a seaman’s cap low over his forehead, he seemed so French, almost like a character out of one of the Tintin stories. For a second, he glanced up at her and then did a double take. In the streetlight, his hazel eyes sparkled like he knew a naughty secret about her. Her heart sped up and her cheeks heated.

In the next instant, he passed by before he could see her blush. Thank goodness. But it was good to feel the surge of attraction. 

And it was good to be doing something other than working and being alone in her apartment with her cactus and her books, or working and going out with the girls to the newest local restaurant. Or working and going on one of her camping trips with the all-women survivalist team. As exciting as those social activities were, they’d become routine.

A car horn blast blared from across the pedestrian bridge on the Left Bank, the opposite direction of her hotel. Just more snarling Parisian traffic, dealing with the rain and the late night. But it was new and different. She smiled. The start of a new chapter in her life, she hoped.

She yawned. But first she needed a decent night’s sleep. She’d slept a little on her flight, but not nearly enough. She turned around before she got to the end of the bridge and headed back toward her cute hotel, tucked behind the church St. Eustache and next to Les Halles, where the famous central market used to be.

Halfway across the bridge, that was when she saw them. The locks, large and small, gym locks and safety locks, old-fashioned and new, decorated the entire iron siding of both sides of the walking bridge. In the lamplight, words were scribbled on the locks in what looked like indelible ink. She paused and knelt to examine one. Scrawled on the small space was a heart with the letters “S & J” inside the heart and the date of November 30, just the day before.

The “S” could have been her. She didn’t have a “J” in her life, but maybe if she’d made room for a relationship, she could have.

Yesterday had been her thirtieth birthday.

Tears welled in her throat unbidden and unwelcome. She was now thirty and had no one to love. Love wasn’t for her and relationships never lasted.

She stood and rubbed the pebble in her coat pocket. The small stone kept her grounded and reminded her of the Tehachapi Canyon where she liked to camp.

A flash of a dream came to her, one she’d had in the days leading up to her trip to Paris. In her dream, someone or something was weeping in a huge cavern, its cries echoing off the high ceiling and far walls—a creature crying with all its heart, as if it were tragically broken.

Sarah’s heart ached for the creature. 

Then a gust of cold air brought a sheet of rain into her face, snapping her out of the dream.

She hurried across the bridge back to her hotel.

Dreams were just dreams.

Dragons just existed in fairy tales.

She had her own adventure to create.
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Collar up against the rain, cap low on his forehead, Josh Kleine strode across the bridge and cooed to his Bernese Mountain dog, Sally, at the other end of the phone line, back in Oakland, California. Then without warning, his best friend and housemate Liam took the phone away from his dog and teased Josh about his habit of talking to his dog, especially long distance.

“Whatever, man. You know I love Sally more than you. I gotta get some shut eye to get up early for the conference tomorrow,” Josh said. “I’ll call you later.”

“Sure. Take care. And go meet some French women, will you? Sounds like you need to get laid.”

“Hey, where did that come from? Speak for yourself.” Josh shook his head.

Liam barked a laugh and clicked off the cell phone.

Josh slipped the phone back into his coat pocket and passed a beautiful woman strolling on the bridge. Under her hat, she had long brown hair flowing over her shoulders, seemingly not minding that her hair was getting wet. She had a faraway look in her eyes. In that moment, passing only a few feet away from her, he could swear that he smelled the hot air of roasting chestnuts. A whoosh of hot air surrounded him. He’d smelled and felt that the day before in the behind-the-scenes tour of the Paris Metro. Strange.

He wasn’t underground in the Metro. He was on the bridge. With her.

He caught himself staring at the woman and glanced away. And sighed. Too bad. She was so his type—tall and gorgeous. He saw them—his arms around her, holding her close to him, those long legs that could wrap around his body... He did a double take.

Their gazes locked. His heart sped up.

She strode by, her boots clicking against the pavement.

The rain gusted. 

It had been a long time since he’d been with a woman. 

But that was on purpose. He always fell too hard, too fast, and the relationships always crashed and burned.

The last relationship had nearly ruined his business too. No. Relationships were bad news to his heart and his career. He didn’t trust himself to make the right choices as far as relationships went. He’d let Melanie into his life and his apartment and his business. Then only months ago, she’d stolen his biggest client and dumped him, all on the same day.

He turned around toward the Left Bank. Time to get back to his affordable room he was renting in an apartment, located up the street from the conference near the Saint-Germain Boulevard.

He had to get up early to meet with his prospective clients and prepare his presentation for the transportation conference. He needed to get those clients to keep his consulting and training business afloat. He was still recovering from the Melanie disaster.

He had no time for women, French or otherwise.
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The next morning, Sarah sipped her espresso at the famous café Les Deux Magots on Saint-Germain Boulevard and tried to soothe her nerves. The croissant she’d had back at the hotel was churning in her stomach in reaction to the man sitting across from her.

A French businessman from Credit Paris, one of the largest banks in France, looked conservative enough in his expensive grey suit, short-cropped beard and salt and pepper hair. But the way he was looking her up and down, like she was a pony for sale, grated on her.

“Monsieur Montefort, I thought you asked me here for some espresso before we toured the office and had our interview,” Sarah said in English. Her French was rudimentary at best.

He waved a hand. “No. This is our interview. Much better, yes?” He leaned a little too close. His rich cologne assailed her.

She coughed, but restrained herself from waving her hand in front of her. “This may be how you do business in France, but—” She raised her voice.

“Oh my dear, don’t get so excited. There’s a time and a place for that you know.” Then he winked at her, actually winked at her. “I have an offer for you.”

She swallowed and let her expression go neutral, she hoped.

“I have a special proposition for you. How shall I say in English? A two for one.”

“I’m listening.” Though she wasn’t sure why.

“You would be perfect as the special project manager in our western Paris branch in the sixteenth arrondissement. You’re well qualified.”

“Thank you.”

He nodded. “And I want to offer you an all-expenses paid apartment in the quarter, I mean, neighborhood, too.”

“I see.”

“So we can be together when you’re not working. I’ll take you out, show you all the beautiful sights, wonderful restaurants, special secret delights of the city—”

“What are you offering me?” She huffed. She knew what he wanted.

He smirked at her.

“How dare you!” She spoke maybe a little too loudly, but she didn’t care.

“Don’t be such a prude. This is France, after all.”

Sarah frowned. “I came all this way for a job interview, not to be propositioned by my prospective employer.”

“You Americans.” He clicked his tongue in a sign of disapproval. Then he shrugged and smirked again. “You do have spirit.”

“That’s it.” She stood, her chair scraping the polished wood floor, and held out her hand, wanting to be civilized. “Monsieur—”

“Yes?” He had a grin on his face and held out his hand.

She shook it. “No, thank you,” she said loudly.

He stood too and dabbed his mouth with a napkin. “Ah.”

Without waiting for his reaction, Sarah grabbed her coat and hat. She pivoted and ran smack dab into a hard chest. “Pardonnez-moi,” she mumbled and wobbled on her high heel boots.

The man put a hand on her shoulder to steady her. 

She glanced up and flushed. It was the man from the bridge last night. She was sure. Those hazel eyes drew her in. Maybe it was the guarded yet commanding look in his gaze.

“Are you all right?” he asked
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