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				For Dad, who gave me wings,

				For Mum, who let me fly,

				And for Booj,

				Who was always there to pick up the pieces.

				xoxoxo

				Sincere thanks to editor Jessica, Susan Permenter, Sue Carroll and R.T. Anders for your invaluable input. And to Captain Keith Taylor, one of the good fly guys, whose expertise and friendship have been with me for over thirty years.

	
CHAPTER ONE

				Jake and a spare chair were under siege at his usual table in the airport coffee shop, and when he saw Alex, striking in her Europa Airways uniform, a head taller than the average woman, he waved. She meandered toward him, and when her leg straddled the pile of baggage surrounding his table, he gave up defense of the chair. “Sit,” he ordered, pecking her on both cheeks, “the vultures are circling.”

				“Nice work, Detective, you demonstrate a real flair for crowd control.”

				“Not funny, Miss I’ll-be-there-at-three-forty-five. What kept you?”

				“You can’t have been here long.”

				“Twenty fun-filled minutes, in which time I barely avoided an all-out brawl with the Austrian Sumo wrestler over there.” His head inclined toward a large lady in loden green, wearing a Tyrolean hat with a feather.

				“Sorry, sweetie,” said Alex. “The traffic was horrendous. Then I got to the parking lot and couldn’t find my key card.”

				“I’ll never understand how someone so outwardly put together can be so hopelessly absentminded.”

				“All part of my charm. Now shush, there’s more. Terri what’s-her-name from Gulf Air — big boobs, Vampira fingernails?”

				“Blond with orange streaks?”

				“Highlights, you plebe. So you do know her?”

				“I know of her.”

				“She stopped me and asked about you.”

				“Me?”

				“Yes ‘me,’ you sneaky dog. What’ve you been up to?”

				“Not her, that’s for sure, she’s a man-eater. You know she and Eddie Barstow were playing more than footsie in a storage locker at the last customs party. Suffice to say he wore turtlenecks for a week, and God knows what his back looked like after tangling with those nails.”

				“Well, Eddie Barstow couldn’t have made much of an impression, because her entire conversation was about you.”

				“Why the hell would she ask about me? We barely know each other. However, I do know she has a thing for cops … do you?”

				“Do I what?”

				“Have a thing for cops?”

				“Oh, I get it, a fishing expedition.” Alex patted Jake’s hand. “Just one ruggedly handsome boy next door type.”

				“I’m ruggedly handsome?”

				Alex smiled. “Don’t get too confident, I still haven’t found out if you have any money.”

				“Typical female.” He felt the saucer atop her coffee cup and removed it. “Here, it’s still warm.”

				“Ugh, what is that?”

				“Cappuccino the way you like it.”

				“I like a sprinkle of chocolate, not a crust.”

				“Pretty vile, huh?” Jake wagged his finger. “You should’ve been here on time.”

				Alex’s eyes narrowed in her come-hell-or-high-water look as she brought the cup to her mouth.

				“Nah-ah, don’t do it, Alex.” Jake reached for the cup. “Seriously, you do not have to drink that. I just wanted to see if you would.”

				She chugged the brew and replaced cup against saucer with a triumphant chink. “Impressive, no?”

				“See, that’s exactly what I mean. I say don’t do it, you do; you are without doubt the most contrary female I’ve ever known. And don’t give me ‘the face.’ A spanking is what you need — a good old-fashioned, over-the-knee thrashing.”

				“You and whose army, Mr. Big Time Special Branch Detective Inspector?”

				“Like you don’t think I’ll do it. Jeez, if we weren’t on duty … ”

				“Yeah, duty, it’s a bitch. We spend our life doing our duty.”

				“Well, I was joking,” Jake said, “but even for you, that’s cynical. What’s up?”

				“Nothing, just one of those days.”

				“No, it’s not. I’m your best friend, I know you. We’ve been doing this coffee klatch thing since our stint at the grief support group and I’ve never seen you like this.” As darkness clouded Alex’s eyes, Jake’s memory kicked in. Pushing the date button on his watch, September 10 flashed. “Damn it all, Alex, why are you here? Take a couple of days off — nobody will think badly of you.”

				“The tenth was the last time I spoke to him before the towers came down and he was just gone. I wouldn’t do it then and I can’t do it now. Remember the first time we met; I was so distracted I dinged your car?”

				“Of course I do, it brought us together. Uh-oh, don’t tell me you hit me in the parking lot.”

				“Not today, but I was thinking about some things on the way in, the traffic, the crowds, and people rushing all over the world getting nowhere fast.” Her eyes glazed over. “Travel used to be enjoyable — you turned up, you flew off. It was fun.”

				“A lot’s happened to change that.”

				“Amen to that. At least you’ve been my rock.”

				“That’s me, solid, dependable … gray.” He flipped the lapels of his suit jacket.

				She smiled. “I do prefer you in navy.”

				“That’s tomorrow. You really okay?”

				“I am, promise. It’s the whole uniform, toe the line, and fly the flag thing. It gets me every time.”

				“Well, I can’t do too much about being a cop for another few years. But your husband left you well provided for; you can quit the airline biz anytime you want. Why don’t you get out and see some of the world you’re helping everyone else enjoy?” 

				“Maybe I will. After all, I’m in passenger handling, it’s not like I’m indispensable.”

				“Some of us might challenge that. I’d be pretty bummed if you weren’t in my life.”

				“That’s so sweet, now I know why Jessie fell for you.” Alex touched Jake’s hand. “Why am I being so self-absorbed, you must miss her too?”

				“I do, but the last thing she said to me was that she wanted me to move on.”

				“You can’t just forget you had a fiancée.”

				“It’s not about forgetting. It’s about finding a new normal. If you don’t, the emptiness will drive you mad.”

				“You’re right, as always. And I know in my heart Joe would want the same. Maybe that’s why I’m so torn today, I’m a little frightened, but ready to move on.”

				Jake’s heart skipped a beat. This was his opportunity to tell Alex how he truly felt about her. “Do you have anyone in mind?”

				She smiled. “I’ve been thinking that maybe — ” A rucksack swiped her from behind. “Yowch!”

				“Oops, sorry, ma’am,” mumbled a lanky youth through his beard.

				Alex scooted her chair closer to the table.

				“That’s new,” said Jake.

				“The thinking or the yowch?”

				“The ‘ma’am.’ How’s it feel to join the rest of us on the road to decrepitude?”

				“I’m thirty-eight, as are you, and I for one am not ready to hang up my dancing shoes.” Alex looked around. “But look at this place. It’s fast approaching bedlam and survival of the fittest. Tell me one more time why we put ourselves through this every day?”

				“We’re airport junkies.”

				“But it’s all consuming; we spend our lives here.”

				“So seriously, quit doing it,” Jake said.

				“Don’t think I can, working fills the void.”

				“Then at least apply for some vacation time, take a cruise, have an adventure.”

				“Alone?”

				“You won’t be alone for long. On second thoughts, I’m not sure the adventure thing would sit entirely well with me.”

				“Oooh … interesting statement … little green monster raising its ugly head?”

				“Are you saying I’m jealous?”

				Alex held up thumb and forefinger. “Little bit.”

				“Or maybe it’s because I know you, your track record isn’t good. You attract bleeding hearts like lint. Remember that guy who sent you photocopies of his butt because you said he looked good in jeans? Or the idiot who stuck decals all over your brand new car because you admired his psychedelic bus? What might have happened if I hadn’t spoken with both of them?”

				“I get the picture: me silly girl, you big, strong protector.”

				“This is serious, Alex; they could have been nut cases.”

				“I have a bunch of brothers who could redirect any misplaced infatuation.”

				“Oh yeah, white bread vanilla businessmen one and all.”

				“Yikes, that’s pretty harsh.”

				“Maybe. I mean, they’re nice guys but I’m seeing lovers not fighters. What could they possibly know about the less-than-gentle art of persuasion?”

				“Simon’s something of a jock, but on the whole, you’re probably right,” Alex admitted.

				“You know darn well I’m right. I’m always bailing you out of some crazy escapade.”

				“So how about bailing me out of this afternoon’s mess? According to the news, fog was so bad this morning there was no movement in or out for over five hours. This evening could be the mother of all log-jams.”

				“If you hit overload, call me. I’ll use my incredible level of police authority to declare an airport emergency, clear the building, and give you a breather.”

				“Then who clears that backlog, Sherlock?”

				“Right, forgot about a future backlog on top of the current backlog. Emergency, bad idea, guess this time you’re on your own.”

				“Typical male.”

				“Touché. But look, Alex, all kidding aside, I’m also getting pretty fed up fighting through passengers. We’ve been doing this coffee shop thing forever, pussy footing around the real thing. We should meet somewhere else — outside work. A bar, restaurant maybe. Would you like to — ” Beep, beep, beep. Jake hit the message button on his pager. “Jeez, they stopped one of my terrorist watch-list guys in arrivals.”

				“Terrorist?”

				“Yeah, and I didn’t tell you that. Look, I have to go. How about we meet — ” The beeper squawked again. “Damn, this one’s big. Sorry, Alex, gotta go, but we have to talk.”

				Alex checked her watch. “Good grief, is that the time? I have to get going too, call me later?” She kissed her fingertips, pressed them lightly on his forehead, and wound her way back into the terminal.

				Jake watched until he could no longer distinguish her uniform, pressed his own fingers on the spot she touched, and brought them down to brush his lips. Beep, beep, beep. “Jeez, yeah right, I got it, I’m on the way.”

	
CHAPTER TWO

				Nighttime found Alex at the furthest gate from the terminal, meeting the last flight of the day. Pier’s end was reserved for parking aircraft not needed for early morning travelers, and as she stepped outside to get some air, the eerie still and ominous hush of the apron enveloped her.

				Pacing back and forth to keep out the cold, Alex realized she’d never experienced so little sound in such a necessarily noisy place, and the surreal harmony of it had her reflecting on her meeting with Jake.

				He’d been her best and most uncomplicated friend for the longest time, and understood her better than her late husband ever did. However, his indecisiveness today convinced her he wanted to change the nature of their friendship. She smiled. That might be nice. But what if romance didn’t work out, would it ruin what they had? That would most definitely not be nice. Friends with benefits was a notion way too complicated for her tired mind to deal with.

				As Alex panned the sky, the myriad stars made it impossible to distinguish airplane lights. And when she looked down to refocus; the tarmac’s sparkling ice crystals appeared as dizzying as the heavens. She scuffed her shoe. The ground was still too warm for black ice, which might prevent an aircraft landing. And as she rocked on her toes to stave off the permeating cold, a familiar roar cut through the night. Europa 787 from Malta had arrived. Checking the apron, all ground crews had positioned, and hearing the dispatcher clank up the gangway stairs to the bridge controls, Alex made for the building.

				As she tapped in her door security code, something moved beside her. Startled, she turned. Nothing was there. However, upon hauling open the solid metal door, the heat blast from inside caused a loose pile of magazines atop the engineer’s box to flap violently. Knowing the potential hazard of a ramp awhirl with unsecured paper goods, she scooped up the pile to dump in the terminal.

				• • •

				By the time she reached the lounge, the aircraft was turning onto the stand. Alex pitched the magazines toward the trash bin, but the hasty attitude of her toss resulted in more than half dropping on the floor. And as she gathered up the periodicals, three passports fell to the floor. “Christ,” she mumbled, “just what I didn’t need.” Without a second thought, she consigned her find to the baggage-tag drawer.

				• • •

				In the arrivals hall, ninety-three passengers’ worth of baggage had spilled onto the carousel. Funny, she thought, baggage handling never fails to hustle for the last flight of the day. However, when the last passenger had cleared, a suitcase remained. Looking toward immigration, Alex saw they’d held nobody back, so she expected one of the crew had paperwork for a misrouted crew bag or engineering case.

				She didn’t have to wait long. But, after acknowledging the gold braid and gaggle of pretty girls dragging suitcases behind them, the crew walked directly on to customs. Alex was alone with the circling piece, accepting the karmic gotcha that said no matter how tired you are or what you’re in the mood to do, life has other plans. She dragged the large black Samsonite from the carousel and resigned herself to an hour of paperwork.

				“Thanks for keeping an eye on it,” said an accented voice from behind.

				Alex turned to find a route check captain she’d never seen before. Straight from the standard captain’s mold — clean-cut, confident, and no-nonsense — he was also drop-dead gorgeous. And an aura of something indescribable washed over her.

				“Sorry to keep you waiting,” he said, checking the tag, and lifting the Samsonite as if it weighed nothing. “You should have left this on the carousel, it’s way too heavy for a lady. Is this the only bag?”

				Alex nodded.

				“Damn, there should have been two.”

				“I can check the computer; see if it was short-shipped.”

				“No sweat; I’ll call crew control from the hotel.”

				She smiled thinly. “Really, it’s no trouble.”

				“It’s late, I’m sure there’s someone at home waiting for you. Thanks anyway, have a good night.”

				His hand casually brushed her arm, and a wicked frisson passed through her. She was so thrown off-guard by the familiarity radiating from his innocent gesture; she was compelled to watch him walk away. And aside from the obvious attributes of a man who easily hefts a substantial suitcase across the concourse, he walked as if he knew how to use his body. Alex was so distracted that the abnormality of a captain with his bag in the passenger hold didn’t register. She caught herself smiling with an irreverent thought lingering. Now and again, a tiny lust-filled moment made the airport’s chaos and hassle totally worthwhile.

	
CHAPTER THREE

				Check-in formalities at crew hotels are usually minimal, geared toward getting tired teams to their rooms as soon as possible; however, tonight crew-control had neglected to book one room. Leaning conspiratorially forward, the captain flashed the receptionist his most devastating smile. “Soozi,” he beamed, “may I call you that?”

				She smiled.

				“It’s been a long day, and if I don’t get to bed in the next few minutes, I may simply drop at your feet.”

				“Well, captain, I’m not sure I’m qualified to deal with that,” her coy smile hid nothing, “but I do know I’ll be in a world of trouble without an authorization.”

				“So how about I do this?” He handed her a chit from his flight bag. “This authorizes a room, which you can double-check in the morning. If there’s a problem, you can take the money out of my hide.”

				Soozi snapped the chit on a clipboard and grinned — the sort of mischievous acknowledgement that said, I don’t care, it’s not my money, and damn, I’d rather do the hide thing. “Okay, room 304.”

				• • •

				After ordering supper, and pouring a glass of mediocre wine from the mini-bar, the captain dumped the contents of his wash bag on the bed. He unscrewed the bottom from a can of shaving foam and separated a tight roll of £50 notes from a local phone number. He dialed, but there was no answer. The communication lapse annoyed him, and as he replaced the receiver, there was a knock at the door. He was not entirely surprised to see the receptionist.

				“Hello Soozi,” he said. “Doing double duty?”

				“The kitchen is short of staff, and as I was going on a break, I said I’d run this up to you.”

				“That’s very sweet. Put it on the table.”

				As the young woman swept by, the captain noticed she had reapplied her perfume and a brushing of color to her lips. As she set down the tray, he moved in close behind her. “What sort of a tip do I give someone who isn’t room service?” His whisper caressed her ear.

				She turned, smiling confidently. “Anything you feel is appropriate.”

				“You said you were on a break?”

				“One hour.”

				“Then you have time to help me.” He led her to the bathroom. “I really need to relax, and don’t know how this shower-head thing works.”

				Soozi reached up. “Press this white button to select the water pattern.” She turned on a spiraling, dancing flow of water. “Turn the blue gizmo clockwise to set the pressure; the higher the number, the more pressure.” She reached for his hand, interlocked their fingers, and guided the entanglement beneath the pulsating water. “Feel it?”

				“You’re right,” he whispered, “feels good. Takes me about forty-five minutes for a really good shower — you think it will hold the pressure that long?”

				“It will, if you can.”

				As she turned, he locked his mouth on hers.

				From their first exchange, the silent code of paramours had been employed. While the receptionist, pale and blond, contrasted the olive skinned pilot, their minds were colored the same. Nakedness came quickly and, raw and unapologetic, he plunged into her. As foaming rivulets of expensive oil flowed down their bodies, his rhythmic exploration assaulted her senses. In a meaningless coupling that relieved little more than a superficial itch, the captain paid his way, and Soozi blissfully received a considerably larger tip than she’d expected.

				• • •

				Opportunistic sex relieved the captain’s tension, but as soon as the receptionist returned to her duties, he re-dialed his contact’s number. “I want to speak to Jim.”

				“This is Jim, waddaya want?”

				“I want my envelope, you useless piece of shit. I walked every inch of that apron and found nothing.”

				Jim suddenly sounded more awake. “I left it exactly where you instructed, even went back to make sure you’d picked it up. It was gone, so I split. Look, captain, I dunno what happened, somebody must have taken it.”

				“You said nobody would be in that area after you. If you’re trying to screw me, I will gain a certain amount of satisfaction by beating the crap out of you.”

				“No need for that, captain, I’ll figure it out. Just gimme a little time.”

				“You’re all out. I leave this afternoon, and I want that envelope.”

				“Wait, I got it. Only two people have codes to the stairs — the dispatcher and the chick from passenger. I saw the dispatcher climb up to the gangway, so it must have been the girl. But why the hell would she be on the apron in the middle of the bloody night?”

				“Don’t know, don’t care, get to the point.”

				“I’m guessing she saw the magazines and threw ’em away thinking they were trash. I’ll go back to the gate, tell the night shift supervisor I lost my ID, and look in the cans. Don’t worry, I’ll sort it.”

				“You’re the one who should be worried, especially if you don’t give me what I paid for.”

				“I will, captain, I will. Couple of hours, that’s all I need.”

				“And you were supposed to add my flight case to the carousel — where is it?”

				“Abu Dhabi.” Jim’s voice was hesitant.

				“What the hell’s it doing there?”

				“The heat was on; I had to make it disappear for a while.”

				“You dumb shit, who is supposed to get it back? You know I can’t touch the place since the incident with Faisal. For God’s sake, couldn’t you have sent it to Malta?”

				“There was no time. Besides, I couldn’t get it across the airport without being spotted. Can’t you get one of your flying chicks to pick it up?”

				“I could, wise-ass, but I lose a mark every time you screw up. I’m getting pretty pissed off with your fucking mistakes.”

				“Okay, okay, I get the message, but it’s just a bag.”

				“Yeah, it’s just a bag. Sort out the envelope and call me; I’m at the Hilton, room 304.”

				• • •

				The phone rang at four A.M.

				“Captain, it’s me … Jim.”

				“At four A.M. who else would it be? You got my envelope?”

				“Not exactly, but I checked — neither does security or immigration.”

				“So if my goods were picked up with the trash, the two grand comes out of your pocket.”

				“No wait, I have a theory,” Jim said.

				“You’ve got five minutes, make it good.”

				“The trash was all still at the gate; I had to haul it down the pier when a security guard near busted me. But it got me to thinking. The chick who met the flight must have found the passports and stashed ’em somewhere to turn in later.”

				“Why would she do that?”

				“Who knows why a chick does anything, they’ve all got shit for brains. Anyway, this particular shit-head is Alex Mack. Checked with a buddy in passenger, she’s scheduled to work a double shift from seven to seven today, and from noon, she’s assigned to cover the arrival information desk. You want me to ask some discrete questions?”

				“Not exactly your forte. Leave her to me.”

	
CHAPTER FOUR

				The sound of someone coughing startled Alex, and her pen shot across the page leaving a trail of red ink.

				“Sorry,” the man said, masking amusement, “didn’t mean to scare you. I was looking for a friendly face, and you didn’t seem too busy. Will you get into trouble for that?”

				Surprised to see the captain she’d admired the night before, Alex blushed. “Er, no, I won’t. I can do it again. It’s not important, er, I’m not busy, er, no, I am not at all, busy, that is.”

				In the seconds of her babbling, Alex tried to work out why the pilot was having such a devastating effect on her. He was clearly striking in his uniform, although most men look good in uniform. And though she’d heard his voice before, softly accented and disarming, it wasn’t that. All pilots have “the voice”: a sort of flight-school speak meant to put passengers at ease. The catalyst for her disturbance was his eyes. Intense green and hazel-flecked, they invited her in, making promises not appropriate for anything but very special moments. They spoke volumes and left her feeling something she hadn’t in a very long time — overwhelming desire.

				“How refreshing,” he said. “A woman who blushes. I usually get to talk to a crusty old matron with no soul. Hi, my name is Tayo Vera Cruz.”

				She self-consciously touched her cheek. “Good afternoon, captain. Can I help you with something?”

				“Your name would be nice.”

				“Yes, sorry. Alexis, Alexis Mack.”

				His extended hand had a firm take-charge grip, accompanied by a softness and sensuality that did nothing to calm her butterflies.

				“My friends call me Alex.”

				“Well, Alex, I appreciate being invited into the realm of friend, and I know this sounds like a line, but haven’t we met before?”

				“Sort of.” Her skin tingled beneath his thumb. “I cleared your flight last night, watched over your bag.”

				“Right, that was you. It’s funny, I asked one of the crew if they knew you, thought we might go for a coffee, but when I turned to point you out, you were gone.”

				Alex was surprised he’d noticed her, and the knowledge he actually wanted to meet her socially threw her into a minor panic. However, before she had time to sort out her confusion, another Europa agent arrived.

				“Break time, Alex, one hour, go.”

				“Er, I got here late, I’ve — ”

				“Perfect timing,” Vera Cruz cut in. “Alex and I were just deciding what to do with ourselves.”

				The agent looked from Vera Cruz to Alex and raised an eyebrow.

				“Sarah,” said Alex sharply. “Don’t go there.”

				“Me? Nothing. I said nothing.” Sarah held up her hands in mock submission.

				“So, we’ll be in the coffee shop,” Vera Cruz winked at her. “Thank you, Sarah.”

				“Pleasure’s all mine, captain, see you two later.” Scooping up Alex’s handbag with a how-can-you-possibly-say-no look, Sarah pushed her toward the captain.

				• • •

				Walking together gave Vera Cruz a chance to assess the object of his attention, and he liked what he saw in the tall, elegant woman with the lean, graceful form of one who exercised. Her hands, long and tapered like those of an artist or musician, displayed no rings. He also noticed a familiar purple striped envelope sticking out of the side pocket of her shoulder bag. “Very perceptive colleague you have there,” he said.

				Alex looked straight ahead. “How so?”

				“She clearly saw the same aura I did.”

				“Excuse me? Aura?”

				“Between you and me. Can’t you feel something cosmic happening?”

				“Cosmic? I can’t imagine what you mean.”

				• • •

				Arriving at the coffee shop, the pair stood aside for two men leaving. Alex recognized them as Special Branch officers, and nodded at Eddie Barstow, who raised an eyebrow. She defied his silent admonition by flexing into the hand hovering about the small of her back.

				The captain steered Alex to a table in a corner of the lounge, pulled out a chair, and placing her back to the room, positioned himself looking out. “Felt some negativity back there. Big guy a friend of yours?”

				“Not exactly. Friend of a friend.”

				“He didn’t seem to approve of you being with me.”

				“Who I chose to be with is none of his, or anyone else’s, business.”

				“As long as he’s not a boyfriend. Wouldn’t want to step on anyone’s toes.”

				“Everyone’s toes are universally safe. No boyfriend.”

				“Good.” He smiled. “I’m not good with confrontation.”

				• • •

				During their conversation, Vera Cruz put on his best charming, eloquent façade, and with skillful maneuvering, changed the conversation’s direction several times in as many minutes. “Why did you disappear in such a hurry last night?”

				“Had this double shift today and needed to get home to bed.”

				“With anyone in particular?”

				“I live alone.”

				“Hard to believe someone as attractive as you doesn’t have an admirer or two?”

				“Don’t judge this book by its cover; I can be a handful.”

				“Nothing wrong with an independent woman.” His instincts had been right about her. “Personally, I like a challenge.”

				“Not sure what to make of that.” Alex fidgeted with her coffee cup. “What about your night? Those flight attendants were probably all over you.”

				“Occupational hazard, but I do the choosing.”

				“You’re pretty confident.”

				“You’re here, aren’t you?”

				She grimaced. “Touché, captain.”

				As they laughed, he moved his hand over hers. “So what’s the real reason you rushed off? We could have shared a glass of wine or something.”

				“Emphasis on the ‘something’?”

				“Wow, you have a real knack of misinterpreting a guy’s delivery.”

				“Well, you pilots do have a reputation for — oh, shit. Sorry, rats.”

				“What’s the matter?”

				“You reminded me, delivery. I have to do something.” She unconsciously touched the corner of the envelope protruding from her bag.

				“Alex, thank God,” Vera Cruz said in mock surprise. “Are they my passports?”

				“Er, I’m not sure.”

				“Did you find them at gate twenty-two? I mislaid them there. They belong to three deportees I’m shipping back to Lisbon today. Did you see the faces on those guys, are they criminals or what?”

				“I didn’t look at them, just dropped them in a drawer to give to immigration first thing this morning. But I was late getting in, and then dispatch sent me to the other terminal. And now I’m having coffee with you. Damn it, how am I going to talk my way out of this? I am in so much trouble. Sorry, I have to go and turn them in right now.”

				As she stood, Vera Cruz held onto her hand. “Alex, sit a minute, let’s talk this through.”

				She sat, shoulder bag clutched in her lap.

				“I’m truly sorry if my carelessness has put you in an awkward situation. I wouldn’t do that for the world. But we’ve both broken some pretty hard and fast rules. How about you give me the passports, and save us both a load of trouble. I’m the idiot who misplaced the envelope, so if you hand it back to me, nobody will be any wiser. Nothing more will be said. You won’t have to explain why you still have it. And I won’t have to sit through an immigration lecture and fill out a mountain of security forms.”

				“I appreciate your concern, Tayo, and don’t mean to be obstructive, but I found this stuff on the ramp. If they’re deportee passports, why were they on the engineer’s box? You should’ve been given them directly by immigration or Special Branch.”

				“So that’s where I left them. I’ve been racking my brains about that. I was doing a final walk round on the outbound this morning when Immigration approached me. Before I could get the envelope back to the flight deck, the refueler diverted me to sign for the surcharges. Then I saw an oil trail and went to consult with the engineer. I set the envelope on his box while we checked the leak and completely forgot about it.” He reached across and eased her hand from the shoulder bag. “Alex, be an angel. I could get into way more trouble than you. Bend a rule, just this once. I’ll make it worth your while.” Lifting her hand, he kissed the palm.

				• • •

				The spontaneity threw Alex’s emotions into overdrive. “I don’t know, I — ”

				“Please, pretty please.”

				She smiled. Her life had been devoid of tenderness and sexual tension for such a long time, and she wanted to please him. “They are clearly yours, and this is because you asked so nicely.” She withdrew her hand, pulled the envelope from her bag, and slid it across the table.

				“Thank you.” His knuckle swept her cheek. “I won’t forget this.”

				“And me?”

				“You too,” he said. “You will see me again, won’t you?”

				“When?”

				“I have a couple of routes to inspect, but I’ll be back next week. Can we have a drink, go out to dinner, maybe?”

				She scribbled her phone number on a card and gave it to him.

				He pocketed her number and moved around the table. “I’m really sorry I have to go now. But duty calls.” Pulling Alex to her feet, he kissed her on the mouth.

				As an unexpected pulse coursed through her body, Alex blushed scarlet.

				“Until next week — same time, same place.”

				“You forgot where you left an envelope; try not to do that to me.”

				He smiled. “Won’t happen, and so you don’t get any ideas about making up with the big guy in the doorway, I’ll give you something to think about.” He delicately kissed her and brushed his fingertips behind her ear and down her goose bump covered neck. “Seems you like that.”

				“I might.”

				“Liar.” He pecked her on the nose. “Be warned this is just the beginning. Stay safe. I’ll see you next week.”

				After watching the terminal crowd envelop him, it took Alex several seconds to assimilate the delicious familiarity he’d expressed after so short a time. And when she recovered her wits, she was horrified to see she’d been away from arrivals for over an hour. She hustled back to the desk.

				Sarah didn’t miss her colleague’s flushed appearance. “My God,” she squeaked, “what have you been doing, you are positively glowing. Who was that hunk? Is he married? Are you seeing him again? What gives?”

				Unconsciously lifting her fingers to brush her lips, Alex stared blankly. “I’m not sure.”

	
CHAPTER FIVE

				When word filtered to Jake, as gossip invariably does, he wasn’t happy. He told himself not to interfere, for though he wished otherwise, Alex was not his girlfriend. And while he’d analyzed the current nature of their relationship and convinced himself his interest was merely concern for a friend, his heart knew the truth.

				He was first to the airport coffee shop, and when he saw her, there was no mistaking the fluttering in his chest. This wasn’t, however, the time for romance; he needed answers. His customarily warm kiss barely touched her cheek. “Glad you could make it.”

				“Glad I could make it? I always make it. Maybe a little late sometimes, but I always get here. You don’t sound right, what’s up?”

				“Eddie Barstow tells me you’re seeing someone.”

				“Wow, talk about getting to the point. Where did you drag that pitiful example of tact and diplomacy from?” She clearly expected his usual flippant rebuttal, but he said nothing and his seriousness rankled. “Not that it’s anybody’s business, but for your information, no, I’m not seeing someone. And since when is Eddie Barstow the arbiter of who does what, with whom? What a gossip monger!”

				“Not true; he’s simply a very good friend who thought I ought to know.”

				“Know what?”

				“That you were here with someone, in our coffee shop.”

				“‘Our’ coffee shop?”

				“Don’t be sarcastic, you know what I mean.”

				“Well, he is absolutely correct. I was here with a man, a very nice man. But I don’t see what business it is of Eddie Barstow’s. And why should you care?”

				“You know why I care.”

				“Do I, Jake? What’s going on? Why are you acting so weird? Has this mood got anything to do with the conversation we didn’t have time for the other day?”

				“Those sentiments look like they’re water under the bridge.”

				“What’s with the cliché? I’m not familiar — or entirely comfortable — with this cryptic Jake Fowler.”

				“From what I heard, your comfort level is currently hovering over the exotic, dark skin, Mediterranean accent, not afraid to show his feelings in public type?”

				“What exactly is happening here? Please don’t tell me you’re having people spy on me?”

				“I’m not, but word gets around. You were seen kissing a captain, and you know what they’re like.”

				“Yes, I do know what they’re like. And contrary to popular belief, not all women are feeble-minded Barbie dolls, holding their breath for a rich, good-looking fly-boy to come along and sweep them off their feet.”
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