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      I’m late.

      This never happens to me, and right now I’m losing it because of my new first officer.

      “Oh my god,” I mutter to myself as I once again pace the narrow corridor just outside the pilots’ lounge, wrapping my hand around the back of my neck. I’ve been waiting in the lounge for over an hour and growing more and more annoyed as the minutes tick past. I like to arrive early to decompress before my flights, but there’s no decompressing going on at all.

      We’re about to have a serious conversation when he gets here. This is not the kind of thing Crescent Airways represents, and while I’ve had my fair share of incidents, this will not be one of them.

      I glance down at my watch, and as I look up, the doors to the lounge slide open and in walks a man who would normally be able to bring me to my knees. But I’ve changed, and that kind of shit is left for the newbies.

      He’s tall and tanned, and even with his uniform on, you can tell he has the type of body that’s made for women. His eyes are the most striking shade of green, and they take me in as he nonchalantly strolls up, like he’s about to blow right past me.

      My brain finally has a second to catch up and remind me that this is the guy I’ve been waiting for.

      I point my newly manicured finger at him as he walks straight for me now, my heart racing in my chest, which is a totally foreign feeling for me. I don’t get this way in the company of men. I’m Taylor Patterson, queen of casual when it comes to guys. When it comes to my job, I’m anything but.

      “I’m late because of you,” I hiss, and he stops in his tracks. His beautiful emerald green eyes start at my legs and trail up my body, lingering for a second too long on my breasts, before he moves to my face.

      My hands are on my hips, my legs wide as I prepare myself for this showdown because it’s going to be anything but civil.

      “Are you talking to me?” he asks, and I catch a hint of an accent hanging in his words.

      “Yeah, De Niro, I’m talking to you.” His arrogance shouldn’t astound me, but for some reason, it does. His flippant attitude and laid-back look are even more bothersome considering I take my job very seriously. His dark brown hair is slicked back, longer on the top and buzzed short on the sides. He’s wearing a five o’clock shadow that used to be frowned upon back in the day, but things have grown a little more lax around here.

      In three quick strides, he’s standing directly in front of me, a smirk on his face that, like his body, screams he’s made for women. He smells of salty sea air, and for a split second, I contemplate closing my eyes to bask in him. If he smells this good standing just mere inches from me, I can only imagine what he’d smell like with his body wrapped around mine.

      But no. I’m his superior, and that is never going to happen.

      “No, I’m not,” he instantly argues, and I wrinkle up my nose in disgust. He is late, and now he’s arguing with me. This isn’t off to the best start, and I’m not one to back down.

      “Yes, you are. I’ve been waiting here for you, and you’re just casually strolling up here like I’m supposed to thank you for finally showing up.”

      “I was in the bathroom,” he quips back, a snip to his tone that makes me want to argue with him even more. “You know, too much coffee. Nature calls.” He shrugs now, then hits me with a wink as if I didn’t grasp that he was trying to tell me he was taking a shit.

      “You’re disgusting and acting like a child.”

      “You’re beautiful.”

      I let out a perturbed huff of air, but my stomach gives a quick flutter at his words, making me huff again. I brush off his last comment, not bothering to dignify it with a response.

      “Tell me you’ve notified scheduling of your arrival at least?”

      “Yep, no worries. I’ve got things under control, Taylor.”

      Bullshit.

      The only thing he has under control is the woman he just crawled out from under, I’m sure.

      “It’s Captain Taylor Patterson,” I correct.

      Being in this role has caused me to have to defend my title more times than I can count. This is a male-dominated occupation and being the only female captain means I’m rarely taken seriously.

      “Sure thing, Captain,” he quips back and there’s nothing funny about his smart-ass response. He’s starting to get under my skin, and if I can’t get myself under control, this fourteen-and-a-half-hour flight to Sydney is going to be really brutal.

      I whip around, just outside the doors to the main lounge, my finger jabbing right into his chest. “Listen, I’m paid less than you. Men far outnumber me, with there being only a whopping seven percent of us women in the industry. I experience sexual harassment and mockery on a fairly regular basis, right now being a prime example. And I’ve had to literally beg on my hands and knees for a two percent raise. Something I’m sure you’re given by just walking into a room.”

      I let out a long exhale of breath because as much as I want to go on, I can’t. We’re late, and my rant is going to get me nowhere with this green-eyed charmer.

      He blows out a breath before saying, “Yeah, I get that. Girls in the industry aren’t really a big thing, but you made it, so it does happen.” He shrugs casually, which only adds to my annoyance. Why am I not surprised that he missed my point entirely?

      “You’ve never been sexually harassed at work, and it shows.” I roll my eyes, letting out another bothered sigh. I swear, the men in this industry are just so damn clueless.

      He lets out a throaty laugh, and there’s something endearing and sexy about it, but I let it roll away. I don’t need this.

      “I’m happy to show off my flirting skills, but I’d never cross over into harassment. No dick pics involved.” Again, he laughs and adds, “Well, only if you ask for them.”

      He shoots me a perfectly straight-teethed, panty-dropping smile, and I imagine in the past this would have made me pull him into a bathroom for a quick fuck.

      But not anymore.

      I walk into the lounge, grab my flight bag and hat, and start to head toward our gate. We still have our exterior and interior checks to do, and I like to introduce myself to any new staff that will be working on my plane.

      This guy is screwing up my plan.

      “I’ll swing by and pick up our flight release,” he calls after me, his voice all but disappearing as I hit the crowded airport. My heels click loudly on the floor, drowning out his annoying yet somewhat sexy voice.

      “You do that, First Officer.”

      “Of course, Captain,” he shouts back above the din of the crowds and conversation.

      Last fucking word.

      

      I’m onboard chatting with one of the flight attendants when First Officer Smartass strolls up, two coffees in a cardboard carrier, a brown paper bag and the flight plan tucked under his arm.

      His presence changes the entire demeanor of the small space, filling it with sexual tension and annoyance. The annoyance radiating from me, and the sexual tension from Ali, a sweet young flight attendant with blond hair and a cute little butt.

      “Hey, you,” he says. And just as I’m about to correct him, I realize he isn’t talking to me. He gives Ali a wink, and a smile and her skin flushes bright pink.

      Fuck me. I remember when a wink could elicit that response from my body and what it felt like to be wrapped up in this world of hooking up and one-night stands.

      “You up for a night out, Hunter?” Ali asks, her hip jutting out a little, a playful smile on her face. And for some reason, a surge of jealousy courses through my bloodstream, making me suddenly warm and wanting to tell her to back off.

      This is so not like me, and I chalk it up to all the changes that have happened in the past few weeks. I swallow hard and remember what it was like to be young and cute, this job being a non-stop party. She needs this time to find herself. Him, on the other hand, he’s a little younger than me and is obviously going to be one of those guys that just never settles down.

      “Depends on what you’re up to,” he purrs back. And that feeling of jealousy is gone and replaced by nausea. His response is so typical, and it makes me want to puke.

      Ali giggles but doesn’t have the opportunity to respond as another flight attendant calls his name.

      “Hunter,” she calls from the middle of the plane, her hand waving at him, a smile plastered across her face. She squeezes between Ali and him, slipping her arms around his neck and embracing him as if they’re old friends. I imagine he has a lot of female “friends”.

      “Hey, you, good to see you,” he says, and I watch Ali’s face fall. He has no idea what these women’s names are, giving a generic “hey you” greeting each time.

      “Got called in today, huh?” she asks. Her name is Brigid, spelled oddly, something I remember from meeting her a few weeks back when I was moved to this line.

      “Nope. I was moved to this line yesterday. I’m off reserve,” he states, and she gives him another hug.

      I watch his face and for the first time since meeting him, I see something genuine in his eyes, and I could swear it’s pride. Pride in the fact that he’s finally found a place for himself. Now if he could only keep his dick in his pants, things would be a lot better.

      

      After our final checks have been completed, the door is closed, and I’ve settled myself into the cockpit, I turn to my first officer who I now know is named Hunter, and ask if he’s ready.

      “Things all set on your end, Hunter?”

      He laughs, and again it’s that deep, throaty, sexy laugh that almost makes me forgive him for being an ass.

      “That’s not my name.” He points to the tag on his uniform, his finger tapping over the spot where it’s pinned.

      First Officer J. Campbell

      “My name’s Jake. Actually, it’s Jacob, but everyone calls me Jake.”

      “Seems like everyone calls you Hunter.”

      He laughs a little, and it’s different this time, endearing and natural.

      “Just a nickname.” He gives his eyes a roll and begins to explain. “When I was a kid, my dad took me hunting, but I hated every minute of it and cried. I wouldn’t even try to kill an animal. I just sat in the woods holding this big ass gun and crying. Pretty much scared anything away with all my boo-hooing.”

      His story is cute, and it makes me look at him a little differently.

      “You tell one flight attendant this story and suddenly I’m Hunter and not Jake. They claim it’s fitting since all I hunt now is women, which also really isn’t true. I’m just a bit of a flirt.” He winks like this is supposed to be endearing, and all it does is make me want to gag.

      And there goes that small amount of credibility he was earning back.

      Hunting women…what a slimeball.

      I shake my head, looking away from him, I ask, “You want to get things rolling here, Jake?”

      “Don’t mind if I do, Captain Patterson.” And then he picks up the receiver and announces for the flight attendants to prepare for takeoff.

      He slips the coffee cups from the cardboard carrier, handing me one and placing it in the cup holder. Thank god we’re on a new plane because those old ones are so antiquated.

      “I didn’t know how you took your coffee, so I grabbed pretty much everything they had to offer. It’s in the bag.” He indicates to the brown paper bag sitting in front of us. “Your coffee is black, but if you tell me how you like it, I’ll remember from here on out.” This time there’s no insinuation in his words, no teasing playful comment.

      “I like my coffee with two creams and two sugars. Thanks for thinking of me.”

      “Well, I had to see if I could win you back over after that less than stellar first impression you got of me.”

      I scrub a hand down my face and shake my head. He’s got another thing coming if he thinks coffee is going to save him and the rest of his gender.

      It’s going to be one long-ass flight.
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      Taylor and I don’t talk anymore during taxi and takeoff, except to run through the pre-flight checks and calls as we barrel down the runway. Airline protocol is pretty strict about the conversations that take place during what is probably the most dangerous part of flying, and even I’m not that much of an arrogant arse to risk fucking about.

      I’m kind of glad she let me do this takeoff seeing as it’s my first in this new role. I wasn’t sure given her pissy attitude when I’d shown up a few minutes late. Was positive it wouldn’t happen after the overshare on being in the bathroom, which had more to do with being a little nervous about my new role and less to do with drinking coffee. Not that I was about to admit that to Taylor. But then she surprised me anyway by letting me run the show.

      As we level out at cruising altitude, I pick up the mic to announce the seat belt sign has been turned off and all the usual stuff about staying in your seats, our flight time, expected weather, as well as introducing all the flight attendants on board. This part is so routine, it gets boring after pretty much the first time you fly, so there’s always a little in-flight competition going to see who can slip the cheekiest shit into their mic time.

      I’m going to have to try and come up with some gems on this one, just to keep my new captain on her toes a little.

      Our flight today is to Sydney and while most of it will be covered by the autopilot, I like the fact that we’re heading back to my hometown for my first flight as a first officer. Even better, we have a three-night break before we head back too. Three nights off means two nights of non-stop drinking and partying. Exactly what I need.

      “Well,” I say, flicking on the autopilot and turning to face Taylor, “you officially just popped my cherry.”

      Her eyes widen as her mouth falls open a little and I can’t help but grin.

      “What?” she asks.

      “My cherry,” I reply, gesturing toward the instruments. “First time doing takeoff as a first officer at Crescent Airways.”

      Taylor rolls her eyes before ticking off a few checkpoints in her logbook and stowing it beside her seat. “Well, it was pretty good,” she says, not looking at me as she reaches for her coffee.

      “Pretty good,” I repeat, chuckling. “Please. That was smooth as silk.”

      “If you say so,” she murmurs.

      I lift a brow. “I’m open to feedback,” I say, grinning at her. “I do actually take constructive criticism well, so hit me with it, Captain.”

      She shakes her head at me, as she aims a well-manicured finger in my direction and says, “You do realize that ‘popping your cherry’ as you call it, is totally inappropriate cockpit talk.”

      I nod, even as I have to bite my lip to stop the smile. “Of course,” I say.

      She waves her finger around. “And that this stuff is being recorded.”

      “What, on the black box?” I ask, knowing that’s the least of our worries. She nods, her face serious. “Well,” I continue, reaching for my coffee. “If the worst should happen Captain Patterson,” I say, “I just want to have it on the record that I’m thanking you for making my first time such a memorable one.”

      She rolls her eyes again, before looking away and reaching for the passenger manifest. As she looks over the list, I take the opportunity to check her out, now she isn’t scowling at me like she has been since the second I met her.

      She’s actually really attractive, in that strong woman, power suit, take no shit kinda way. It’s actually a look I find incredibly appealing and one that got me into some trouble in my past life.

      She’s got this beautiful long blond hair that’s pulled back into a tight bun. It’s so slick and neat that I have a sudden urge to reach over and undo it, watching as her hair falls around her shoulders.

      She’s also got a pen stuck between her perfect white teeth as her brown eyes scan the passenger list. When she finally looks up, those brown eyes peg me with a hard stare and I can’t help but grin, wondering what it would feel like to have those teeth biting me or those lips wrapped around my cock.

      I have to swallow hard just to stifle the groan. Taylor continues to stare at me as she reaches for the microphone, lifting it to that totally fuckable mouth of hers.

      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, my name is Captain Taylor Patterson and I’d like to welcome you all aboard Crescent Airways flight CA325 from L.A. to Sydney. Our flying time today is a little over fourteen hours and we are expecting smooth skies all the way Down Under,” she says, ever so slightly cocking a brow in my direction.

      Shit, is she flirting with me?

      “Temperatures in Sydney are forecast to be 35 degrees Celsius or 95 degrees Fahrenheit, with blue skies and lots of sunshine.” She pauses now, as though she’s finished her spiel, but doesn’t lower the mic.

      This time it’s me cocking a brow at her and with a small smile tugging at her mouth, she continues. “I’d also like to take this opportunity to congratulate my new first officer, Jake Campbell, who successfully put on his big boy trousers today and executed a near-perfect takeoff on this beautiful new Boeing 777. Please join me in congratulating First Officer Campbell.”

      You cheeky bitch.

      The applause of two hundred and twenty-five passengers and crew can be heard from inside the cockpit. And if I was wondering what Captain Patterson looked like when she finally cracked a smile, I no longer have to.

      “I knew you enjoyed the ride,” I whisper, shaking my head, even as I’m grinning back at her.

      Taylor cocks her brow even higher. “Alright, please settle back and enjoy your flight. If there’s anything you need, don’t hesitate to ask.”

      At that, she lets go of the mic and returns it to the console.

      “Anything?” I ask, half turning in my seat to face her.

      Taylor smiles tightly. “Well, I wouldn’t mind a sandwich and a Diet Coke, so thanks,” she says, waving her hand toward the door as she looks away from me, as though that brief glimpse of her playful side never even happened.

      Shaking my head, I get out of my seat. Pausing for a second, I look down at the captain as she studiously ignores me while she flicks through a dog-eared copy of some gossip magazine.

      Chuckling, I make my way out of the cockpit. This is going to be fun.

      

      We don’t talk a whole lot for a huge portion of the flight, Taylor taking the first break to get some shut-eye while I run things inside the cockpit, before we swap roles. When I climb into the reclining chair in the crew’s quarters, it’s still warm, the faintest trace of her perfume lingering, and it surprises me when my cock twitches in response to her smell and warmth.

      I close my eyes to an image of Captain Taylor Patterson lying back in this very chair, her shoes off, the buttons of her blouse undone, her hair loose. I feel my dick twitch again, as my hand brushes over the bulge at the front of my pants. Thoughts of what it would be like to fool around with someone, her even, at thirty-five thousand feet flash through my brain. It’s not something I’ve ever done before, but it’s a thought that sends me to sleep with a huge smile on my face.

      When I head back to the cockpit to re-join her, we’ve still got two hours of flying time and I decide to use the opportunity to get to know the woman I’m going to be spending a lot of time with now that I’ve got a permanent gig at Crescent Airways.

      “I brought you a coffee,” I say, as I head into the cockpit.

      Taylor looks up at me, a strange look on her face.

      “What?”

      “I don’t drink that shit,” she says, a look of disgust on her face. “Do you know how disgusting the tea and coffee is onboard an airplane?”

      I glance down at the two cups in my hand, mentally tallying the number I’ve already had. “Well, shit, you could’ve told me that earlier,” I say, immediately dumping them in the small trash chute we have.

      She raises an eyebrow, a small smile on her face as she indicates the can of Diet Coke she has. I roll my eyes and head back to the galley at the front of the plane to grab my own Coke.

      One of the flight attendants stops me as I do, her hand sliding onto my arm as she leans in and whispers, “You fancy some company when we get in tonight?”

      She blinks, her heavily made-up eyes and face making it almost impossible to see what she looks like underneath. It’s not that I’m so shallow that I only fuck attractive women, but I’d at least like to know who it is I’ll be rolling over and facing the next morning.

      I grin down at her. “Maybe,” I say, even though I’ve got no inclination to sleep with this woman. “Guessing we’ll all be heading out, so who knows what might happen,” I add, winking as I turn and head back into the cockpit before she can say anything more.

      I slide into my seat, re-doing my seat belt as I crack my can of Coke and take a long sip. We’ve probably got thirty minutes before we have to start our pre-landing checklist.

      I turn to Taylor. “So, first time to Sydney?” I ask.

      She shakes her head, not looking at me as she continues to read what looks to be a crime novel.

      “I’m from Sydney,” I add. “Be great to go back home for a bit.”

      Taylor nods now but still says nothing.

      Frustrated, I take another sip of Coke before saying, “Maybe I could show you around while we’re here. All the non-touristy places?”

      Taylor finally lifts her head and fixes me with a pointed stare. “What, like the ceiling of your hotel room?”

      I grin. “The ceiling, the floor, the bathroom,” I say. “There’ll be plenty of interesting sights, I can guarantee you that.”

      She rolls her eyes before turning back to her book. “All riveting, I’m sure,” she says sarcastically. “But I think I’ll pass.”

      “Come on,” I say, driven by a sudden urge to find out what this woman could be like without the confines of her job and the pressures that come with having nearly three hundred lives in your hands. Would she still be this serious and uptight, or is there something else hidden underneath? A wild woman just waiting to be let out?

      “I promise I’ll make it worth your while,” I add, maybe a little too eagerly.

      She looks up at me again, her eyes meeting mine. Her face is unreadable, her stare never wavering, and for just a second, I almost think she might say yes. But then she smiles, a tight smile that doesn’t reach her eyes as she says, “I don’t think so.”

      I exhale, a strange feeling of disappointment washing over me. How weird to think just seconds ago I was ignoring the easy offer of no-strings-attached sex from a potentially beautiful young flight attendant, yet now, I’m practically begging my uninterested but very attractive boss to spend time with me.

      I shrug, even though she isn’t looking at me. “Okay, well, the offer’s there,” I say. “And trust me when I say I know some great spots to take you.”

      

      Eventually we go back to being all business, Taylor taking care of the landing, while I run through the checklist and radio the control tower. As we circle over Sydney Harbour on our approach, I can’t stop myself from looking out the window at the place I once called home.

      It’s bittersweet in some ways, coming back to the city that holds so many good memories but which I said goodbye to so long ago.

      The landing is smooth and when the plane slows at the end of the runway, I make a final call to the radio tower as Taylor steers us to our gate. Then I pick up the mic.

      “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen and welcome to Sydney. The weather outside is a perfect thirty-five degrees Celsius, with clear blue skies and plenty of sunshine. For all the Aussies on board, welcome home and to everyone else, welcome to my beautiful home city. Captain Patterson and I have very much enjoyed our ride up here,” I pause momentarily, grinning as Taylor shoots me a quick glance before adding, “with you all and we hope to see you on board with us again soon. If you could please remain in your seats with your seat belts fastened until we come to a complete stop, that would be appreciated.”

      I hang the mic back on the console and finish the landing checklist, chuckling to myself as I catch Taylor shaking her head at me from the corner of my eye.

      We run through the post-landing debrief quickly before handing it over to the engineers on the ground. Afterward, Taylor and I both stand and gather our things, putting on our hats and jackets before heading out of the cockpit and off the plane.

      The heat of a Sydney summer hits us as soon as we step onto the jet bridge, and I feel a strong sense of calm wash over me. Inside the terminal, the air-con is refreshing, and Taylor and I join the rest of the crew as we all power walk toward the VIP and airline crew customs and immigration line that will clear us through.

      None of us have any checked luggage; we’re only here for three days and the expedited clearance through security is one of the many bonuses of working for an airline. Fuck knows how I’d ever go back to flying cattle class and joining the other stinky passengers, with their crying babies as they attempt to sweet-talk a customs officer that’s probably been working since midnight.

      As we head out toward the crew bus that will take us to the hotel we’re all staying in, I hear a voice call out.

      “Taylor!”

      She stops beside me, turning to take in whoever is calling her name. I watch as the rest of the crew also stop and a smiling man, probably about my age and a cute blond, walks over to us.

      “Hey, Taylor,” he says. “I thought that was you! How are you?” He smiles widely at her before turning and nodding to all of the crew and briefly at me.

      “Dean,” she says, returning his smile. It completely changes her, the way she smiles at him, her eyes lighting up, her face practically beaming. “What are you doing here?”

      He grins, tightening his grip on the blond woman. “Getting married.”

      “What?” Taylor and several of the female flight attendants practically shout in unison.

      This Dean guy chuckles, pressing a kiss to the temple of the woman beside him. “Yep, this beautiful woman agreed to marry me, so…”

      I watch the smile fall from Taylor’s face before she forces it back on, turning to the woman and saying, “Congratulations, Kaitlin. You’re a lucky woman.” She clearly knows who this woman is.

      The blond grins, her eyes bright as she turns and looks at her fiancé. “I know,” she replies quietly.

      “So I guess it all worked out then?” Taylor continues, turning back to Dean. She looks sad now, as though she’s somehow missed out on something.

      “It did,” he replies, his grin widening. “It’s amazing what can happen when you least expect it,” he adds.

      Taylor nods. “Well, congratulations again,” she says, swallowing hard. “And enjoy your vacation.”

      Everyone waves goodbye and then we all turn and continue making our way to the crew bus. Onboard, everyone takes their seats and starts chatting at once about plans for the three days in Sydney. I hear all the regular tourist spots mentioned and even though I know they’re missing out on seeing the real Sydney, I don’t say anything. Taylor sits at the front, ignoring all of us.

      When we finally pull up to the hotel, we all get off the bus, eager to check in and get a shower and some clean clothes on. Just as I turn and make my way toward the elevators that will take me up to my room, I feel a hand on my arm.

      Stopping, I turn and find Captain Patterson standing beside me, a strange look on her face as she glances over at the rest of the crew before looking back at me.

      “Your offer,” she says quietly, her words barely audible.

      “My offer?” I ask, just as quietly.

      Taylor looks away, a slight blush on her cheeks as she mumbles. “To show me your version of Sydney?”

      I study her for a second, wondering what’s prompted this sudden change of heart. Whether it’s got anything to do with that guy we ran into in the airport. “Yeah?” I ask, still watching her.

      “If…” she pauses, swallowing hard before she looks up, her eyes meeting mine. “If it’s still available, I’d like to take you up on it.”
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      I have no idea what comes over me, but I’m overwhelmed by a sense of loneliness. So lonely, in fact, that I desperately take Jake up on his offer to show me around Sydney. What I do know is that I was clearly affected by Dean’s sudden engagement to Kaitlin, especially after I had just recently thrown myself at him.

      Getting turned down stung and as much as I don’t want to admit it, it forced me to re-evaluate the way I look at my life. Random hook-ups have started to leave me feeling disappointed in myself, like they are my consolation prize for not being able to fall in love.

      We’re now standing in the lobby of the hotel, Jake’s eyes watching me as if he’s trying to process what I’ve just asked him. He looks over to where the crew is standing, the elevator doors shooting open as he asks, “You sure?”

      “Ask me again and my answer will be no.”

      He smirks at me and it’s cute and cheeky and my breath catches in my throat, holding itself there for a moment.

      “Then we’re not staying here.” And without warning, he’s walking out of the hotel with me trailing behind.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Do you trust me?” he asks, that smile, that panty-dropping smile plastered on his face. It’s the kind of smile that has gotten me in trouble. It’s the kind of smile that left me divorced.

      “No.”

      Jake lets out a long, slow breath, his hand moving to his chest and covering his heart. “That hurts. That really hurts. I just safely flew you across the Pacific, and you didn’t even hesitate in your answer.”

      “Whoa there, cocky,” I say, my hand flying up, but a small smile tugs at my lips. His confidence is far more attractive than I thought it could ever be. “I’m pretty sure I had something to do with that too.”

      “Of course you did,” he responds, his hand now up hailing a cab as he winks at me.

      “So are you going to tell me where we’re going?”

      “What fun would that be?” He shrugs his shoulders and steps a little closer to me. His voice dips a little lower, his fingers brushing the inside of my wrist as he leans in and says, “Tell me, Taylor, when was the last time you did something for the first time?”

      “I don’t know.” My hand covers the spot on my wrist where Jake’s fingers just were, trying to soothe the burn left by his touch. I take in a deep breath, but my resolve is failing fast.

      “Then let’s change that. Let me be your first.”

      His words drip with insinuation and the tension that builds between us burns hotter than the Australian sun. I swear if I were a cartoon character steam would be rising in lines from the top of my head.

      I wet my lips, and his eyes dart to my mouth. Swallowing hard, he turns away from me, grabbing our bags as the cab pulls up to the curb.

      I slide into the backseat as Jake puts our bags in the trunk and slips in next to me. Without missing a beat, he gives the cab driver an address. This whole not knowing where we’re going is killing me. I can feel the anxiety meeting the sexual tension as they vie for which will win out: butterflies or constriction, elation or nausea.

      I can’t remember the last time my body warred against itself, but it’s making me feel alive for the first time in a long time.

      “Are we going to your house?” I press, and Jake shakes his head, giving absolutely nothing away. “Just tell me.”

      “Can you give up control for thirty minutes?” he asks, his voice firmer now, as if he knows I’m completely out of my comfort zone. “If it’s horrible, you can leave.”

      “I don’t want to leave,” I blurt out, my cheeks growing hot from my admission. I begin to chew my lip, picking off the loose pieces of skin with my teeth.

      “Good, because I don’t want you to.” He reaches over, and with his thumb, he pulls my lip from my teeth, and again my skin burns red hot at his touch.

      I shift away from him, looking out the window and trying to settle myself down.

      What the hell am I even doing?

      He’s young and flirty and cheeky, and this can only lead to a whole lot of trouble. But I find myself drawn to him, like walking away now would be harder than staying.

      “So, will you give me thirty minutes?”

      “You can have the whole day.” As the words leave my lips, they sound far more seductive than I intend, breathy and soft. “What else do I have to do, anyway?” I tack the last sentence on in an attempt to appear casual and bored, but he sees right through me.

      Jake laughs, his head falling back. “Keep telling yourself that, Captain.”

      “Ok, maybe now we’re not working, Taylor is fine,” I quip back, and again Jake laughs, deep and sexy, and no matter what I say, he can pull me back in.

      We eventually pull up outside a large industrial building with no windows, and it’s completely surrounded by a black wrought iron fence. There are cameras all around it along, with several keypad gates.

      I give Jake a quick side-eye as he pays the driver and climbs out of the cab. Reluctantly, I follow him.

      “Where are we?” I ask, looking around.

      “How about this: for every question you ask me, I get to ask you one?” He crosses his arms over his chest, his muscular arms flexing against the sleeves of his uniform.

      I pause, taking in his offer and wondering just how personal this could get. Throwing caution to the wind, I hesitantly agree.

      “One more stipulation,” Jake adds, his eyes narrowing at me. “Only yes-or-no questions.”

      “Are you trying to kill me?” I ask, in all seriousness.

      “I’m trying to figure you out, Taylor Patterson.”

      He walks over to one of the gates, and punches in a code and the gate clicks before he pulls it open. Waiting for me, he holds the gate, and I shuffle through, dragging my bag behind me. I stop, unsure of where to go next. Stepping aside, I let Jake lead.

      We come to another door with a keypad, and he enters a second code, the door unlocking. And just like before, he holds the door open for me.

      This is all starting to feel very Willy Wonka as we walk down a long hallway, making turns every so often, and I giggle a little.

      Jake turns around, his eyes intense as he looks me up and down.

      “Did I just hear you laugh?” he asks, feigning shock, his mouth falling open.

      “It just reminds me of Willy Wonka. All these doors and hallways, turning and walking with no idea where I’m going.”

      “Willy Wonka?”

      “Yeah, remember when they get to the factory, and they’re walking, and they turn right and then left, and it keeps going? Then that creepy boat appears out of nowhere. No one questions a damn thing; they just get in the boat. But it turns out the boat is out of control, and everyone is screaming that Wonka’s crazy. That’s me right now.”

      “Remember when Charlie wins the whole fucking thing?” he asks, and I nod my head, wondering where he’s going with this. “This is going to be even better.”

      He pulls a set of keys from his pocket and stops in front of a door. Unlocking it, he reaches in and flips on a light switch.

      I push up on my toes to see around him as his muscled frame blocks most of my view, and what I see is just about as crazy as a giant pink boat.

      “Whose car is that?” I ask, pushing closer to him until my chest is practically touching his back.

      “Yes or no questions only.”

      “Is this your car?”

      “Yes.”

      It’s a beautiful, pristine bright red 1960s Corvette convertible and it damn near takes my breath away. Growing up with an auto mechanic father, I know he’d be losing his shit right now if he could see this. I’m practically losing it too. But like hell if I’m going to let Jake know he’s shocked me.

      “Small penis, Jake?” I question, cocking an eyebrow up and giving him a pout of my lips.

      “You’re good, but you know that already,” he replies, chuckling a little. He runs a finger over the hood of the car as he walks through the garage toward the back.

      “Can I put my bag in your trunk?”

      “I’d like to put something in your trunk.”

      I burst out laughing, my hand running down my face as I shake my head at his horrible pick-up line.

      “Does that really work?” I ask. “Girls falling at your feet in response to your horrendous pick-up lines?”

      “I’m not hurting, but right now, I’m thinking there’s only one woman I want.”

      “Well, you know what they say, you always want what you can’t have.”

      “I’ll take that as a challenge.”

      I roll my eyes and toss my bag into the now open trunk before I open the door to the car. I catch myself just as I’m about to sit down, remembering where we are and realizing I’m on the wrong side of the car.

      “Damn it,” I mutter, remembering all the times I’ve gotten into the wrong side of the car on my layovers in foreign countries. But when I bend down, I notice the steering wheel is on the left side of the car.

      “This is an American car.”

      “It is,” Jake confirms, climbing in and starting the engine as he hits a button that opens the large garage door behind us. He lowers the top and I get a good look at the inside as I climb in next to him.

      “Fifty-nine? Sixty?” I ask, my hand running over the smooth surface of the dashboard.

      “Sixty, but how’d you know that?”

      “My dad was a mechanic,” I tell him quickly. “Is this the original paint? Roman red? They produced about fifteen hundred in this color. This was the first year you couldn’t get the Corvette in an automatic transmission. When they upped the horsepower, it was too powerful. It had to be manual.” I look down, Jake’s hand resting on the gearshift. “Shit, this is a four-speed, not standard at all.”

      Jake cuts in, “You gotta stop talking.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’ve got a raging hard-on.”

      I laugh out loud, my hand covering my mouth, trying to stifle the fact that he was able to catch me off guard. My eyes shoot to his crotch, and I look away quickly.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      “Get a good look?” he asks, winking at me.

      “Just drive.”

      

      Jake backs out of the garage, and within a few seconds we are on the road, the wind blowing in my hair and the sun warming my skin. It feels amazing and I lean my head back and close my eyes.

      “Where you from, Taylor?” he asks, his voice cutting into the peacefulness of the ride, but his accent now more apparent than it had been when we first met.

      “Minnesota. Minneapolis. I thought we were doing that whole yes or no question thing?”

      “The car seems to relax you. You haven’t asked a question in at least five minutes.”

      “Where are we going?” I shoot back, but this time it’s me winking at him.

      “There’s my feisty girl, but I’m not telling you because this is all about me showing you the Sydney I love, and what fun would it be if I told you everything ahead of time?”

      Maybe it’s the car, maybe it’s him, or maybe it’s this sudden feeling of freedom that fills my body, but I honestly don’t care where we are going. The air smells of the ocean, and the sun beams down in a way that melts my cares.

      “You got a swimsuit in that bag?” Jake asks, his thumb motioning to the trunk of the car.

      “Nope.”

      “Perfect because that’s our first stop.”

      We pull up outside of a small surf shop with the name Soaking Wet Surf Shop emblazoned on a sign above it, and again I chuckle.

      This guy is turning me into a fifteen-year-old boy.

      “Something funny?” he asks, a small pitch of insinuation in his voice, baiting me to respond. “A mate of mine owns this shop. We’re gonna go in and pick out swimsuits for each other, and then I’m gonna teach you how to surf.”

      “Okay, first of all, you are not picking out a swimsuit for me.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’re going to pick out the most inappropriate suit you can find. Ass floss, and there’s no way I’m wearing it.”

      “And you could do the same for me, but I trust you. That’s where we differ.” He reaches over and tucks a few strands of loose hair behind my ear, causing goosebumps to prick my skin instantly. “And what was the second thing?”

      “What?” My word comes out somewhat garbled, my thoughts a mess because fuck me if him touching me isn’t totally screwing with my plan to avoid men at all costs.

      “You said first of all. What was the second thing?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “So, we’re good then? You pick my suit, I pick yours, and we meet up outside the changing rooms.”

      I have no idea why I agree to this, but I nod my head and watch as Jake darts out of the car like it’s a race to find the worst suit. I take off after him, and when he looks over his shoulder and smiles, my heart practically stops.

      I’m just grateful I got a wax before I left.
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      It’s a tough call on which suit to pick for her. Obviously, I’m seriously contemplating picking the smallest one possible because I want to maximize how much skin she has on display and my opportunity to totally check her out. I’ve got a pretty good idea how smoking hot her body is from the way she wears her captain’s uniform, but seeing it literally in the flesh is going to be a whole new ballgame.

      But then there’s the whole pissed-off factor I need to consider and whether she might decide to scrap this spending the day with me thing because I pick something totally ridiculous. Arse floss as she calls it.

      In the end, I compromise.

      “Seriously?” Taylor calls from the changing room.

      “What?” I ask, smiling. I’m already standing outside, waiting for her to make her appearance.

      She huffs loud enough for me to hear through the door. “And to think I actually thought you could be trusted,” she mutters.

      “I can,” I say, chuckling a little. “Quit stalling and get your arse out here, Captain.”

      The door opens wide enough for Taylor to stick her head out. “I cannot believe you picked this suit for me,” she says, brows scrunched. “You don’t play fair!”

      My grin widens. “Out,” I say, beckoning her with my fingers.

      She rolls her eyes and reluctantly opens the door wider and steps out. I nearly cream my fucking shorts when she does. Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine the bikini I picked out for her would look that good. But holy shit does she know how to rock a few scraps of fabric and some string.

      “Wow, you look good,” I say, grinning as I give her a wink. “Really fucking good.”

      She exhales hard, her hands on her hips as she gives me a once-over. “And you’re an asshole,” she says, gesturing toward the board shorts I’m wearing.

      I glance down at myself, laughing a little. “Yeah, I gotta say, I’m really glad you didn’t force me to wear a pair of dick stickers.”

      “A pair of what?”

      “Dick stickers,” I repeat. “Budgie smugglers, meat hangers…?” Taylor stares back at me as though she has no idea what I’m talking about. I point to the rack just outside the change room. “Speedos?” I try.

      She glances over. “Ohhh,” she says, finally realizing what I’m talking about. “I should’ve picked you a thong,” she adds, scowling as she turns back to me. “You deserve it for this.”

      My grin widens. “Well, to be fair, you do look smoking hot, Captain,” I say, blatantly running my eyes slowly down and then back up her body. When I reach her face, I can see she’s blushing, squirming almost. Chuckling, I reach into my changing room and grab the rashie shirt I also picked out because I knew she’d react this way.

      “Here,” I say, holding it out to her. “I forgot to leave you this,” I add, winking.

      

      After we’re done, we grab a couple of boards, towels and sunscreen and head down to the beach. The shop is close enough that we can walk, which is just as well considering there’s no way I can get two surfboards into my car.

      “You really know how to surf?” Taylor asks as she walks beside me, awkwardly holding the board I’ve borrowed for her.

      “Yep,” I reply. “Been doing it since I was a teenager.”

      “How old are you?” she asks, glancing over.

      I grin. “Yes, no questions only, remember?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Fine, are you in your thirties?”

      “Nope,” I reply, shaking my head. “Are you?”

      Taylor exhales, running a hand through her now loose hair. “Yes. Twenties?”

      I chuckle. “Yes.”

      “Are there any sharks out here?” she adds, pointing toward the ocean.

      “My turn for a question,” I reply as we head over the dunes and down onto the sand. I don’t ask it immediately, instead walking us down the beach until we’re a couple of meters from the shore. Lowering my board to the sand, I watch as she does the same before I turn to face her.

      “That guy at the airport,” I start, watching as she pulls her lower lip between her teeth. “Does he mean something to you?”

      Taylor shrugs and looks away, her eyes on the surf and the handful of people already out there catching waves. It’s a beautiful day–sunshine, blue skies and just enough wind to create some surf. It’s the kind of day that really makes me miss living in Australia.

      “I’m not sure that’s a yes or no question,” she eventually says, eyes still on the horizon.

      I reach over and turn her face to mine. “Fine, did it upset you to find out he was getting married?”

      Taylor runs a hand through her hair again, eyes on her feet as she moves one of them through the warm sand. “Yes and no,” she eventually replies. “How about you?” she adds quickly before I have a chance to ask why. “Have you slept with any of the crew from this flight?”

      I chuckle, shaking my head a little. “As of right now, no,” I reply. “But ask me again tomorrow,” I add, winking at her. “Might be a different answer.”

      She rolls her eyes, shaking her head a little as she looks away. “So, you haven’t slept with Ali or Brigid?”

      I reach for the sunscreen, squeezing a huge blob into my hand before handing it to her. “I’ll give you this one for free,” I say. “I don’t even know which one is which,” I admit. “Contrary to what you’re thinking Captain Patterson, I have not in fact, slept with the entire cabin crew.”

      She nods but says nothing more as she squeezes out some sunscreen and starts to rub it into her long, already tanned legs. I have to swallow hard, force myself to look away, and imagine the feel of the cold ocean if only so my dick will calm down. At the same time, I’m almost regretting buying her the rashie because now I don’t have an excuse to rub sunscreen on her back. When she’s finally done, she looks up at me.

      “Do me?” I ask, laughing as she scrounges her brow. “My back, you perv,” I add. “Although the other option is up for grabs too if you’re interested?”

      Taylor takes a deep breath, squeezing out some more sunscreen before moving behind me. The second her hands hit my skin, I know I’m in trouble. It takes every single ounce of self-control I have not to turn around and pull her against me, show her exactly what her hands on my body are doing to me.

      I knew spending the day with her would be dangerous from the second I walked up to her outside the crew lounge back in L.A. For me, it was an instant and strong attraction and nothing about that has changed, despite our initial hostility toward each other.

      Now, alone with her, her hands on my body, it’s torture of the heaven and hell kind.

      After we’re both done, I take her through the basics of surfing, including how she should attempt to stand when she lands herself a wave. I keep it brief because at this stage, I really need to get into the water and cool off. If I thought having her hands on me was bad, putting mine on her as I hold her hips and help her pop up on her board is pure fucking torture.

      “Ready?” I ask, grabbing my board and holding it in a way that hides the huge boner I now have.

      “Nope,” Taylor replies, shaking her head.

      Laughing, I nod toward the surf. “Come on, let’s do this.”

      As we walk toward the water, Taylor says, “You never answered my question about sharks.”

      I grin. “Well, this is their territory,” I tell her, laughing as she immediately stops walking. “Don’t worry,” I say, grabbing her hand and pulling her into the water. “I’ve never actually seen one!”

      It feels unbelievable being back in the Aussie surf, the feel of the cool saltwater as it breaks on my legs bringing back so many memories. With my hand still in Taylor’s, I thread our fingers together and pull her further in until we’re about waist-deep. After I get her sorted on her board, I tell her to watch me catch a couple of waves so she gets the hang of it when she needs to try and stand up.

      I’m a little rusty on my first few, but I still manage to get up and ride the waves into the shoreline, each time paddling back out to where she sits on her board. She watches me as though her life depends on it, and when I finally encourage her to have a go, I can tell she is totally shitting it.

      With my hand on her lower back, I quickly remind her of all the things she needs to do. She glances back at me, a terrified look on her face. I can’t help but laugh as I give her arse a quick smack before pushing her board as the next wave swells behind us. She paddles hard, standing up a little too late but still managing to stay upright for a few seconds before she eventually falls off.

      When she paddles back out to me, though, she’s got a huge grin on her face. “So?” I ask as she sits up on her board beside me.

      “Unbelievable,” she says, a huge smile on her face. “It’s so beautiful out here.”

      Laughing, I reach over and squeeze her thigh. “I knew you’d like it.”

      

      We stay out for an hour or so, catching as many waves as we can. Taylor manages to stand up a few more times and I have to give her credit for never giving up. Surfing is hard work, but no matter how many times she gets knocked down, she always paddles back out with me and tries again.

      Makes me realize how determined she is, how much she fights when she wants something. Makes sense that she’s made it
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