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      JAYDA

      

      I’ve always wanted to visit Alaska.

      Coming here with my dad wasn’t exactly how I pictured it, but at least I’m here.

      I wiggle into one stylish but practical boot, glancing at my phone propped on its charger. We’re scheduled to meet our personal pilot for a grizzly bear flightseeing tour downstairs in the lobby. With ten minutes to go, I’m relieved my dad hasn’t cancelled. I’d be lying if I said I expected any other outcome.

      Dad and I have a strained at best relationship. It’s been that way ever since he left Mom and a five-year-old me for his secretary.

      If it wasn’t for Mom’s deathbed wish that I try to mend this broken relationship, I wouldn’t be here.

      Silver lining: I’m in Alaska.

      I’ve dreamed of visiting and exploring this majestic state ever since I was a little girl hooked on wildlife shows. It’s why I have a degree in environmental science. Someday, I might even make it back to Alaska and find a purpose here.

      But once my birthday trip with Dad is wrapped up, I’m headed off to Costa Rica. Dad speaks the language of money and connections more fluently than love. But I think he meant well when he secured me a dream job on a tropical island. Though it’s not Alaska, I’m not exactly sad about the assignment.

      I check myself in the mirror, adjusting my long blonde ponytail before pulling it through the back of the ball cap I picked up in Anchorage. Embroidered in pink, the word Alaska dances across the cap’s front panel and I can’t help but smile. I’m an outdoorsy girl to the core, but I love my pink.

      Grabbing my rain jacket and a few other essentials, I lock up my room and head down the hall to Dad’s room.

      This is odd.

      For years, I spent every other Christmas holiday and two weeks in the summer with my dad. But he was rarely around. Always working, building his empire larger and larger. I was lucky to get ten minutes some of those days.

      The only reason we even had a Christmas tree those years, or any gifts under it, was because he tasked other people.

      It’s an existence he seems to thrive with, but one I’ll never understand.

      I’d rather spend a day outside in nature than cooped up in a corner office trapped behind glass walls.

      I knock on his door and wait.

      I hear shuffling and some mumbled conversation. Of course, he’s on the phone. I could hardly expect that Dad was going to stop working for five whole days. He’d never have agreed to this trip if I’d set that requirement. But I did ask him to put work away long enough to enjoy some of the things we have lined up.

      I knock again.

      The door flies open. His phone is cradled between his ear and shoulder as his fingers work the buttons of his dress shirt. Hardly appropriate for a grizzly bear encounter. I frown when my gaze takes in the rest of his business attire.

      “We have to be downstairs in five⁠—”

      He holds a finger up to silence me—that’s probably the most memorable gesture from my childhood—and closes the door.

      I fold my arms over my chest, biting down on my bottom lip. Annoyed is hardly the word. I have a sinking suspicion that I know what’s coming next.

      I lean over the rail, peering down into the open lobby area, except from this private corner it’s hard to see much except some animals on the wall. As a conservationist, I’m not one who supports hunting simply for sport. But in Alaska, I know a lot of the hunting feeds families.

      A man struts across the lobby, glancing up at me ever so briefly before disappearing out of my sightline. But it’s long enough for the deep blue of his eyes to sear into my brain and make me quiver with desire.

      It’s been a while since I’ve been with a man.

      Longer than I care to admit.

      I shake away the impulse. I’m not on this birthday trip to get laid. I’m here to spend quality time with my dad, just like I promised. Even if I have to pry that damn cell phone out of his hand and threaten to throw it in a river as we fly over.

      The door behind me flies open.

      Dad’s still in work clothes, and now he’s added a sports jacket. “You can’t wear that,” I say, eyebrows drawn in to show him my disapproval. “It’ll get ruined.”

      “I’m sorry, sweet pea.”

      Sweet pea. Well shit, I know what that means. He never calls me that unless he’s about to deliver bad news. Once upon a time, it was a term of endearment. But that was a long time ago.

      “Are you kidding me?” I snap.

      “I have a conference call. It’s about a very important merger. I can’t miss this one.”

      I squeeze my wrapped arms tighter around me, throwing up defenses I learned when I was seven, and give him my best glare. I learned that when I was twelve. “We can’t just reschedule a private flightseeing tour, Dad.”

      “Why don’t you go without me?” he suggests, using that suave, caring tone. The one that usually gets him whatever he wants. I get why my mom fell for it all those years ago.

      “You promised.” I know I sound like a spoiled kid, but right now I feel like being a brat. Serves him right.

      “I’ll go with you tomorrow,” he says, sincerity in those eyes. Dammit, they break me.

      “Fine,” I say. “But you don’t get out of anything else.”

      “Well—”

      “If you miss my actual birthday⁠—”

      “I won’t.”

      I’m stewing inside, but there’s simply no time to give him a piece of my mind. His phone rings with another work call. Mine chimes a few seconds later with a two minute warning. I have to get downstairs to meet our pilot. Well, my pilot.

      “Tomorrow,” I say sternly, marching off before he can give me an excuse to miss that too.

      Taking a long, deep breath, I descend the stairs slowly. I know what I need to do. Release all my negative emotions on the exhale; not let my reaction to my dad’s action put a serious damper on what’s supposed to be one of the most exciting days of my life. I learned that from my dad’s Middle Eastern chef when I was fifteen.

      I sense him before my eyes lift and spot Sexy Blue Eyes doing a one-armed lean on the front counter. He’s twisted slightly at the hips, pointed in my direction. My body responds to his presence, erupting in millions of tingles as my carefully controlled breath comes whooshing out.

      He’s fucking hot.

      Firefighter calendar hot.

      “Jayda?” he asks, popping off the counter.

      “Yes.”

      “I’m Lincoln. Your pilot.”

      Suddenly I’m not so salty that Dad’s tied up with business. It means I get this sizzling hot bush pilot all to myself.
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      LINCOLN

      
      My first stolen glimpse of Jayda, I felt a jolt of electricity right to the heart. It was a quick, passing glance. But I couldn’t forget the emerald hue of her dazzling eyes if I tried. They’ll haunt me in my dreams weeks after she’s gone.

      “My dad can’t make it,” Jayda says. “He’s tied up with business today.”

      “That’s too bad.” The words are spoken automatically. Words you’re expected to say in a situation like this with a complete stranger. But fuck, I’m not sad that I get this curvaceous beauty all to myself.

      “He promises to make it tomorrow.”

      I was planning to give the safety briefing right here in the lobby, but fuck me, I can’t seem to remember the words. Maybe some fresh air will reset me. “We should head out to the plane.”

      “Lead the way.”

      I have to be honest, when our front desk manager, and sister-in-law, Kiera told me she booked a billionaire and his daughter for a few days of flightseeing events, I wasn’t thrilled. In my experience, money has a way of changing people. And not for the better. Just ask my ex.

      “Are we really going to see grizzly bears today?” Jayda asks.

      “Oh yes.”

      “And we’ll really land the plane and get up close?”

      “Since you didn’t sign up as a grizzly entrée volunteer, we’ll get as close as we can without posing a threat.”

      Jayda’s laughter is sweet like honey. It warms a place in my cold, icy heart I didn’t think worked anymore. In fact, after what my ex pulled, I was sure my entire heart would stay black and dormant when it came to women. The odd tingling sensation, however small, is not something I bargained on.

      “I hope you don’t mind me saying so,” I dare to say, “but you’re not really what I expected.”

      “I forgot my stilettos in the room. I can go back for them if you want?”

      Funny, too. Shit, I might be in trouble. “You like the outdoors, or is all that gear just for kicks?” I’ve let my gaze roam shamelessly over her curvy figure, enjoying those jeans. But it’s the boots—practical for today’s adventure with their flat, gripping bottom, but somehow still sexy—definitely worn before that have me questioning all the assumptions I made before I met her.

      “These boots have hiked a lot of miles,” she says, lifting one in emphasis.

      Fuck, I want to kiss her.

      The urge is so sudden and overwhelming that I’m forced to walk around the plane to get some space. I pretend to do some preflight checks, even though they’re already done. I just need a minute to collect myself.

      I swore off women after my ex stomped all over my heart. When I make a commitment like that, it means no women. No dates, relationships, flings, or one night stands. I’ve gone damn near two years without sex.

      The breeze carries Jayda’s flowery perfume through the open doors of the plane and my dick twitches. Down boy. We don’t fuck clients.

      But Jayda doesn’t feel like just a client.

      I can’t explain the insane pull I’ve felt to her since I stole a glimpse of her upstairs in the lodge, but it’s only growing stronger by the second. If any of my brothers had their pilot’s license, I might fake the flu and let them take over.

      “Can I help?” Jayda’s sweet voice warms another icy chunk of my heart.

      “Nope,” I call through the plane, still pretending to check things that don’t matter. “Just about ready to go.” I grab a headset out of my bag in the back and decide to man the fuck up and come back around the plane. “Here you go,” I say handing the headset over. “This way we can talk in the air.”

      She places the headset over her pink ballcap. “How’s that?”

      The urge to kiss her—hell the urge to do a whole lot more—is damn near impossible to ignore. But I dig deep and manage to keep my hands to myself. If I lay a fingertip on Jayda, I don’t trust myself not to devour those pillowy lips. “Perfect.” She can’t hear me of course, so I give a thumbs
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