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Chapter One

 


Captain Cormac watched
from the starboard portal as the little woman bustled up the
boarding ramp and into the private zeppelin. The day was as gray as
normal, but there was a heat to it, sticky and repressive, that
made him tug at his starched collar again and again. She was not
affected by the weather at all, or rather, she did not
seem affected. Cormac
was more familiar with women like her than he cared to be, all
stiffness and society, those ones. Too proud to allow even the
weather to matter more than a trifle. The tilt of her hat prevented
him from seeing her face as she walked. Maroon skirts billowed
around her tiny figure, and just as she entered the vessel, he
captured a glance of only the lowest part of her chin. Smooth and
proud, the tiniest of clefts. He made himself sit back and let go
of the last wisps of the image of that alabaster chin. There was
something otherworldly and ethereal about these London
beauties—skin as pale as moonlight on snow, smiles rouged but thin,
light green eyes that could see right through you… He grunted and
shrugged his shoulders. "Shake it off, Mac."

Cormac had barely been able to believe
it when the call had come into Hardy and Ellis Fantastic Flights.
The Lady Bridgette of Westermore had requested a private flight to
Paris, where she was to be picked up by her uncle, from her
mother's side. And here she was alone with no escort of which to
speak. It was not uncommon for these high society women to throw
away a ransom in pounds to have a private dirigible at their
disposal, but it was uncommon for them to travel alone, almost
scandalous. Perhaps she wished to cross to France and enjoy the
less restrictive sensibilities offered to anyone, man or woman,
with money.

He'd been nervous about this flight. A
proper pilot was always early, but Cormac had been unusually early
and frowned when he'd entered the cockpit and set about checking
every last toggle, gear and switch before he'd set to polish them
all to perfection. Now he sat with nothing to do but think about
his cargo. That reminded him. "Better stow this before we get
going," he murmured. He removed a small satin pouch from his
pocket, a soft home to an important keepsake, and put it in a cubby
just under the flight control panel for safe keeping. Finally
relinquishing his attention from the cubby, he allowed himself to
turn away from the controls.

The entrance to the cockpit was wide
open, but the next door, the portal between the passenger area and
the service closet, was only half-cracked. Peeking out, he saw she
had chosen one of the plush, velvet-lined seats toward the back of
the cabin. She sat facing the port side, so all Cormac could make
out was the nape of her neck, where little wisps of walnut-hued
hair peeked out at him teasingly. The collar of her dress, up
nearly to her jaw, jutted stark and sharply angled, reminding him
of the stunning fans, laced and stiff, he'd seen the women using in
Spain once. And still she wore that hat, one of the new style
resembling a man's top hat but with the softer curves and the
velvet black bow on the front. Her face remained hidden.

He returned to his little compartment,
peered out the front window. The gray was dissolving, the clouds
slowly dissipating. It was looking to be a fine, clear day,
opposite of the storm brewing just beneath his official demeanor.
Oh, but how could he maintain his cool with such a woman aboard?
Lady Bridgette Westermore: so silent and still in her spot, so
small and fragile-seeming to the naked eye. Just looking at her
made his blood froth.

Cormac reached for the loud
speakerphone.

"Once the luggage is stowed and the
parameters confirmed, we shall be off. Our flight to Paris will
take a speedy three hours. I implore my lady to stay seated and
secured, for there is some turbulence expected along the way." He
put the speakerphone away and quickly peeked out at the passenger
area. Her head turned from one side and then back to the other to
stare out the window again. Good, she had neither recognized his
voice over the static of the speaker nor over the whirring of the
machinery. Turbulence, indeed.

The zeppelin lifted off with a slight
jostle, floating him and his lone passenger into the skies above
London. Once he'd set the rudder to the proper heading, checked his
gauges and annotated his log book, he sat back, considering his
dilemma. The skyship could fly itself for the majority of the trip,
and there was no point in wasting time. Sitting before his
controls, looking out at the infinitely gray-blue horizon and the
fading ground beneath would only make him pine for the past.
Cormac's former lover was the very lady who now sat as prim as a
rose blossom in the passenger cabin. No, once they were on their
way, he'd confront the harlot and take what was rightfully
his.

He went to the cabin door and looked
at her, licking his lips, remembering. Bridgette was a woman of the
most insatiable variety. To a man of his persuasion, that is to
say, a man who reveled in discipline and domination, this
insatiability was obvious in her manner, in the way she posed even
just then, one fingertip swiping at the brim of her hat, her spine
ever straight and proud, her breasts supported and boosted by one
of the whalebone corsets she always wore. All of it so proud as to
demand to be taught humility. Even her voice, delicate and
unassuming, gave her away. It was her voice that had attracted him
at first. Even as she had spoken to him so sweetly when they had
first exchanged introductions, he had longed to hear that voice
roaring in the heights of arousal.

She had allowed him quite a free range
of delights, permitting him the joy of dominating her to the
fullest. The irony of their relationship was that she had been the
wealthy one, the one of distinguished station, and though it seemed
not to matter in the moments of shared heat and vulnerability, the
reality was that she had held constant indirect levy over him. In
the end he'd been only a toy to her, a distraction, something new
and interesting that eventually became common and boring, an
adventure that had met its end. Cormac had bared his heart and
soul, even in the moments he had her over his knee, crying and
coming at the same time. In the end, she'd turned on him, raised
her snobby nose in the air and left without turning
back.

Women were paradoxes, he
decided.

He turned away from the sight of her,
suddenly doubtful. It was possible she'd had other men since they'd
parted ways. Was she looking for another plaything on the southern
side of the Channel? The thought of her being touched by another
man was maddening. Cormac gritted his teeth and looked out his
cockpit portals at the noonday sky. The south of London was but a
little blur out the starboard side. He was determined to find
resolution.

As he exited the cockpit and crossed
into the passenger cabin, her head tilted sideways and then she
turned to look at the noise of his approach. At least she had
removed that silly hat. The shock in her eyes at seeing that her
private captain was none other than the lover she had spurned just
a handful weeks before set into her face—her mouth gaped, her chest
puffed out in indignation and before he knew it she'd found her
feet.

She huffed, and put her hands on her
well-formed hips. "Captain! I would never have thought you so low
as to finagle yourself onto my flight!"

Cormac stood tall, sneering at the
haughty woman. "Believe me, my lady, it was only cruel fortune that
assigned me to this flight."

They stared at each other for a long
moment, each appraising the other's standoffish
demeanor.

"Well, then deliver me to my
destination as quickly as possible," she said and took her seat so
that her back was to him, her arms were crossed over her
bosom.

"Do not turn your back to me, young
lady. You and I have unfinished business."

Her jaw hung open in shock at the tone
he had chosen, one he had once reserved for their private
liaisons.

"I am in no mood for your jesting,
Mac. You have no leave to speak to me in such a manner."

"No leave?" His fists balled. "I
believe you have something that belongs to me."

Her nostrils flared. "I think
not."

Cormac fumed, towering over her. "You
stole it and I want it back! It's my invention!"

"Hmphh," she pouted. Her
crossed arms tightened and rose up under the swell of her breasts,
inadvertently causing them to jut out even more. "What do you care
for this … this dastardly
invention?!"

"I paid an arm to have the parts
built," he said. "But they were to my design and I put them
together myself. It was my first innovation!”

"Always the dreamer," she said wryly,
looking out the window as if to ignore him once again.

"Always the thief," he
countered.

Her eyes widened with fiery righteous
anger. She rose to standing, all five feet and three inches of her.
If he didn't know how ferocious in bed she was, she may have seemed
less formidable.

"Captain Cormac! You left this
contraption secured to me and refused to take it off when I
requested. And now you want it back? You have left me for weeks now
tortured and bridled with this deviant device." Her voice was
beginning to shrill. "I have to bathe and dress all alone for fear
that one of my servants will see it! Do you know how difficult it
is to put a corset on by oneself!? I have to call for help
half-dressed. I'm utterly humiliated, day in and day out. And I
can't even—" She snapped her lips shut, cheeks blushing as hot as
the gases inside the great balloon carrying them.

He felt a large twinge of guilt at her
distress, but he couldn't help teasing her. "You can't even what?"
He offered a cruel smirk, knowing exactly what it was she had
intended to say. "Say it."

"You are a beast."

The thought that she considered
herself the victim in all of this was infuriating. When he had
asserted her a thief, he hadn't just meant of his
device.

"Take up your skirts," he
growled.

"What!?"

"Do you want it removed, or
not?"

"Give me the key," she
said.

"Oh, no, my lady.
I hold the key. If you
want the belt off, take up your skirts."

She gaped again, thoroughly routed.
Her shoulders slowly lowered in defeat.

Cormac's smirk remained as he openly
enjoyed the knowledge that she had no choice but to expose herself
to him. He believed he had the little vixen in his grasp one last
time. She sat, silent.

"I'll give you a moment to decide. I
need to confirm our heading."

Cormac left the feisty lady to wage on
internal battle of indecision. She sat, head tilted, frowning at
the floor.

The earth was far off below them, and
too the sense that they had been apart for only a short time.
Rather, it felt like ages. Cormac settled in his seat, fingers
rubbing over the key in his pocket. A few moments ago he had
decided he had her in his grasp, but now, looking at how far they
had already travelled from London, he wasn't so sure. She had been
the one to severe their relations—was
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