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  Chapter one
Boarding Sparks


Lauren Mountswell stood in the narrow crew dressing room at Charles de Gaulle, fingers smoothing the crisp navy skirt of her uniform over her toned thighs. The fabric clung just enough to remind her of the long hours ahead, yet she welcomed the familiar pressure. Thirty-two years old, with auburn hair twisted into a sleek updo that allowed no stray curls to escape, she checked her reflection one final time. Piercing green eyes stared back at her, steady and professional. A touch of mascara, a neutral lipstick, and the silk scarf knotted perfectly at her throat. Routine kept her grounded. 
She repeated her mental checklist. Safety demo equipment ready. First-class manifest memorized. Emergency exits clear. The Paris to New York evening flight was her favorite route, six hours of controlled elegance above the Atlantic. No surprises. No deviations. That was how she liked it. Her life on the ground had become a series of identical routines too. Early morning runs along the Seine when she laid over in Paris, quiet dinners alone with a book, the occasional polite drink with crew members that never led anywhere. Desire had its place, and that place was locked firmly away during duty.
A soft knock sounded on the door. Carla Mendoza poked her head in, her short dark hair framing a warm smile. The purser's curvaceous figure filled the doorway with easy confidence.
"Ready, Lauren? The captain says we're boarding in ten. First class is nearly full tonight. Some big-shot architect in 1A. Looks like money and trouble."
Lauren offered a small smile, adjusting her name tag. "I'm always ready, Carla. Trouble stays in the terminal. We just serve the champagne and keep the cabin calm."
Carla chuckled, her brown eyes sparkling with that conspiratorial glint she wore so well. "That's what I like to hear. You've got that polished look down perfectly. The passengers won't know what hit them." She paused, studying Lauren a moment longer than necessary. "You okay? You seem a little more buttoned-up than usual."
"Just focused," Lauren replied, her voice soft but firm. She pushed down the faint restlessness that had been stirring in her chest lately. The ache of another layover spent alone in a hotel room. The way her body sometimes hummed with needs her structured life refused to acknowledge. "Let's get this bird in the air."
They walked together down the jet bridge, heels clicking in unison. The evening air carried the faint scent of jet fuel and rain from an earlier shower. Inside the aircraft, the first-class cabin gleamed under soft lighting. Wide seats in cream leather, polished wood tables, the faint aroma of fresh coffee already brewing. Lauren ran her hands along the galley counter, straightening bottles of water and checking the chilled champagne. Everything in its place. Control.
Her legs felt strong beneath her, the four-inch regulation heels accentuating the long lines of her calves. She had always taken pride in how the uniform fit her graceful posture. It was armor. It kept the world at a safe distance. Passengers saw the elegant flight attendant, not the woman who sometimes lay awake wondering what it would feel like to let go completely.
The boarding announcement crackled through the speakers. Lauren took her position at the forward door beside Carla, spine straight, smile pleasant and impersonal. She clasped her hands in front of her, the gold wings of her insignia catching the light. Professional distance was her specialty. She had perfected the art of seeing without truly looking, greeting without connecting.
The first passengers began to trickle in. An older couple on their anniversary trip, the wife clutching a designer handbag. Lauren greeted them with practiced warmth.
"Good evening. Welcome aboard. May I take your coats?" Her voice remained soft and refined, every syllable measured.
They murmured thanks and moved toward their seats. Next came a businessman in a rumpled suit, eyes already glued to his laptop. Then a young woman traveling alone, earbuds firmly in place. Lauren offered each the same courteous welcome, her green eyes scanning politely but never lingering. The familiar rhythm steadied her. This was her domain. Here, she knew exactly who she was.
Carla handled the economy boarding announcements while Lauren focused on first class. The cabin filled slowly, the low hum of conversation blending with the distant roar of engines warming up. She moved with graceful efficiency, helping a mother stow a carry-on, directing another passenger to the correct overhead bin. Every motion was precise, polished. Her internal thoughts remained locked behind that elegant facade. No one needed to know about the quiet loneliness that had settled into her bones over the last year. Relationships were messy. They interfered with the schedule. Better to suppress those desires than risk the chaos.
Then he stepped through the doorway.
Lauren felt it before she even looked up fully. The air seemed to shift, growing thicker somehow. She lifted her gaze and met intense brown eyes that locked onto hers without hesitation. The man was tall, perhaps six-two, with dark tousled hair that looked like he had run his hands through it more than once. His lean, muscular build filled out an expensive charcoal sweater and dark jeans perfectly. Strong hands gripped a leather portfolio. Recently separated architect, Carla had said. The description hadn't prepared Lauren for the reality of him.
Drake Wexler. She recalled the name from the manifest. His stare didn't waver as he approached. It burned. There was something brooding in those eyes, something that seemed to see past her uniform, past her practiced smile, straight into the carefully suppressed parts of her she rarely acknowledged even to herself.
"Good evening, Mr. Wexler," she said, her voice steady despite the sudden quickening of her pulse. "Welcome aboard Flight 472 to New York. My name is Lauren. I'll be taking care of you in first class this evening. May I help you with your bag?"
He didn't immediately answer. Those intense brown eyes traveled over her face, down the line of her neck to where her scarf met the crisp white blouse, then back up again. The look wasn't crude. It was assessing. Hungry in a way that made heat bloom unexpectedly low in her belly. She maintained her professional smile, but inside, something stirred. A spark. Dangerous. Unwanted.
"Drake," he corrected, his voice deep and seductive, like aged whiskey. "No need for the formalities, Lauren. And I can manage the bag." A faint smile touched his lips, but it didn't reach those eyes. They remained fixed on her, commanding even in their silence.
She nodded once, elegant and composed. "Very well. Your seat is 1A, by the window. We'll be pushing back shortly. Please let me know if there's anything you need before takeoff."
He moved past her, but not before his arm brushed hers. The contact was brief, accidental perhaps, yet it sent an electric jolt through her body. She caught the subtle scent of him, sandalwood and something darker, more masculine. For a split second, her breath caught. She turned her head slightly, watching him settle into the wide leather seat. He unfolded his long legs and immediately pulled a sketchbook from his bag, but his gaze lifted again. Locked on her once more.
Lauren forced herself to look away, attending to the next passenger. An elderly gentleman who required extra assistance with his seatbelt. She knelt gracefully, demonstrating the buckle with steady hands while her mind raced. What was that? Nothing. It was nothing. Just a handsome man with intense eyes. She had served hundreds like him. Yet none had ever looked at her quite like that. As if he could see the woman beneath the uniform. The one who sometimes touched herself in dark hotel rooms imagining strong hands and commanding whispers.
She straightened, smoothing her skirt. Her toned legs felt suddenly sensitive against the fabric. The cabin lights dimmed slightly as boarding continued. Carla caught her eye from across the galley and raised an eyebrow in silent question. Lauren gave a tiny shake of her head. Everything was fine. She was in control.
But as she moved through the cabin performing her final pre-departure checks, she could feel his stare following her. Every step. The way her hips moved beneath the fitted skirt. The elegant line of her neck as she reached to adjust an overhead light. The suppressed attraction coiled tighter in her chest, a secret she refused to name. Initial eye contact had planted its seed, small but insistent. She rationalized it away. He was simply a passenger. She was simply doing her job. The flight would pass like all the others, six hours of polite service and professional distance.
Yet when she returned to the front to prepare for the safety demonstration, her eyes drifted to 1A against her will. Drake Wexler was watching her openly now, sketchbook open on his lap but his pencil still. His strong fingers rested on the paper as if he might draw her instead. The tension between them crackled silently across the cabin. She felt it in her nipples, which tightened traitorously against her blouse. In the subtle warmth building between her thighs. In the way her breath grew just slightly shallower.
She tore her gaze away and focused on the demonstration equipment. Her hands moved through the familiar motions, voice calm and clear over the intercom as she explained oxygen masks and emergency exits. Professional. Poised. But inside, Lauren Mountswell felt the first cracks forming in her carefully constructed armor.
Carla took over the announcements while Lauren dimmed the lights further for takeoff. As she passed Drake's seat, he spoke again, low enough that only she could hear.
"You wear that uniform well, Lauren."
The words were simple, but the way he said them, deep and laced with quiet command, sent a shiver down her spine. She paused, meeting his eyes once more. That intense brown gaze held hers without mercy.
"Thank you, Mr. Wexler," she replied softly, using his formal name as both shield and reminder. "Please let me know if you need anything during the flight."
His lips curved into a knowing half-smile. "I believe I will."
She continued forward, heart hammering now. The plane began to taxi, the familiar rumble vibrating through her heels. Lauren took her jump seat, buckling in with efficient movements. Across from her, Carla gave her a small wink, clearly having noticed the exchange. Lauren ignored it, staring straight ahead as the aircraft accelerated down the runway.
Paris fell away beneath them, city lights blurring into streaks. She closed her eyes briefly, trying to center herself. This was just another flight. Just another passenger. The attraction was nothing more than chemistry, easily suppressed. She had built her entire career on control. One brooding architect with intense eyes wasn't going to change that.
Yet as the plane climbed through the clouds, Lauren couldn't quite banish the memory of that first locked gaze. The way it had ignited something deep inside her. The seeds of suppressed attraction had been planted, and already they were taking root. She crossed her legs, feeling the smooth slide of nylon against her skin, and wondered, despite herself, what the next six hours might bring.
The seatbelt sign dinged off with a soft chime. Lauren rose smoothly, preparing the first round of drinks. Her movements remained polished, her posture graceful. But every few minutes, her eyes found their way back to 1A. Drake Wexler sat with his sketchbook, occasionally glancing up. Each time their eyes met, the tension deepened. A silent conversation neither of them had spoken aloud.
She poured champagne with steady hands, the bubbles rising like her own unwelcome excitement. When she approached his seat to offer him a glass, he accepted it with those strong fingers brushing deliberately against hers this time. The contact lingered a fraction longer than necessary.
"To new inspirations," he said, voice low and intimate. His brown eyes held her green ones captive. "And beautiful flights."
Lauren felt heat rise to her cheeks. She suppressed it immediately, offering only a professional nod. "Enjoy your drink, Mr. Wexler. Dinner will be served shortly."
As she walked back to the galley, the weight of his stare followed her like a caress. Her body responded despite her best efforts. A subtle tightening. A growing awareness of her own skin beneath the uniform. The internal conflict began its slow burn. Professional distance was her rule. Yet something in Drake Wexler's gaze had already begun to challenge it.
She busied herself with preparations, arranging warm nuts and linen napkins. Carla slipped into the galley beside her, voice conspiratorial.
"That one hasn't taken his eyes off you since he boarded. You holding up okay over there?"
Lauren arranged a tray with precise movements. "He's just another passenger, Carla. I'm doing my job."
Carla's warm laugh filled the small space. "If you say so. But that look he gave you could melt steel. Just be careful. These long flights can play tricks on a person."
Lauren didn't answer. She didn't need to. The purser moved away to check on economy, leaving her alone with her thoughts and the persistent pull toward the man in 1A. She allowed herself one deep breath, steadying her racing pulse. The initial eye contact had done its work. Sparks had been lit. Now it was up to her to ensure they didn't catch fire.
Yet even as she told herself this, Lauren Mountswell felt the first genuine stirrings





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
HIGH ALTITUDE
HEARTS








