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HERMAN: 

I’m a fighter pilot adrenaline junkie, and there isn’t a lot that can scare me. So how can one woman with big eyes and dark hair make my stomach flip-flop? I can’t get her off my mind, but our mind-blowing hour together is going to have to stay a memory. That is, until her plane is attacked by terrorists and goes down—I know I have to save her. 

There’s something between us, but the question is, can we stay alive long enough to find out what? 

Scarlett: 

My life is as ordinary as they come, and I keep it that way for a reason. Never mind that I’m bored out of my mind and desperate for something to change. When an offer for a business trip overseas puts a blue-eyed, Greek god of a fighter pilot into my life, I’m not so sure excitement was what I needed. 

Especially when the business trip becomes deadly and I have no idea if I’ll live long enough to find my sexy pilot again. 
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THE WORLD STRETCHED before me, rolling hills covered in thick foliage as far as the eye could see. Summer was still holding on at lower elevations, the trees green, the humidity stifling. Up here, though, there was a chill in the air I could feel through my suit, and bright oranges and reds had begun to dot the unbroken green of the hills. 

I took a deep breath, the fresh, clean air filling my lungs. The city was where I lived, the open skies where I worked. But nothing could beat the way the air smelled of unpolluted crispness when I was in the middle of nowhere, especially when I was standing at the top of some cliff—or, in this case, a bridge—ready to jump into a free-fall. 

For a few moments, at least. 

Some people would be terrified out of their minds, and some wouldn’t even make it up here. But not me. I knew they’d miss out on views almost no one else would experience, the perspective only a hawk or an eagle would see. 

Ever since I was a kid, I’d been fascinated by birds, how they flew, wheeling on the updrafts and soaring up and up until they were a dot against the sky. I’d always wondered what the world was like up there, how the landscape looked stretched flat across the horizon in painting-like relief. What did the air feel like against their feathers as they cut through it like a fish through water? 

Maybe that was why I’d become a fighter pilot, to see and experience what only the birds knew. I’d taken my child-like play, imagining soaring through the clouds, out into the real world, and into the cockpit of one of the fastest machines on earth. 

Then again, maybe it was simply because I was an adrenaline junkie. Out of my three brothers, I was the one who had constantly been in the ER for broken bones, sprains, cuts—you name it. I knew I was responsible for at least half of the gray hairs on my mother’s head. But I’d been forever jumping from things, diving from things, making ramps out of found objects—anything to launch me into the air for even a moment. Anything for that rush of adrenaline I still fed hungrily from. 

I was from a military family, with a major general for a father, and my path had always been the armed forces. I’d known since I was little that would mean taking to the skies in a fighter jet—there hadn’t been any other way, any other path I would take. 

Thankfully, I’d achieved my goal, soaring the skies in an F-22 Raptor. And when I wasn’t chasing adrenaline in the sky, I was finding other ways to touch the sky in some of the most remote parts of the world—parachuting, hang-gliding, rappelling, climbing sheer rock faces with thousand-foot drops below me, and BASE jumping, like today. 

I’d been waiting for this moment for weeks—six to be exact, when I’d had to miss my brother’s bachelor weekend in Colorado. It had been planned as a weekend for the four of us Rusev boys to go hunting, fishing, climbing, and drinking. There had to be drinking, of course. I was going to charter a helicopter to take everyone to a remote cabin in the mountains, a place I knew had great BASE jumping possibilities. But a call from my commanding officer just a few days before it was to begin, recalling me to take down a band of terrorists, had ended all that. 

I’d returned to base, waiting for my orders and the command to go, promising my older brother I would be home in time for his bachelor weekend. Twenty-four hours, I’d sworn to him, and I’d be back.

But the situation had never materialized. Instead, I’d cooled my heels for days just waiting, and waiting some more, until I’d missed the bachelor weekend and time with my brothers entirely. The waiting had been followed by a return to duty with little explanation. My superiors had decided that whatever had been going to happen wasn’t, and that had been that. I’d missed the rare weekend with my brothers for no reason. 

But I’d been given leave again for a bachelor weekend do-over. This time, with only my brother Triton, or Tri, the one who was about to get married, since our two other brothers hadn’t been able to get leave. But one was better than nothing, and he was the one who counted right now anyway. I loved my younger brothers, but Tri and I had always gotten along the best—we were closer in age, the ones who had always acted as shields—or walls—for our younger brothers. We’d taught them the ropes, picked them up when our father’s survival lessons had dropped them, and always made sure the only ones who picked on them were us. 

But as much fun I was having with my brother, this moment was just for me. I hadn’t had time off in too long, and I was dying for an adrenaline rush outside of the cockpit.

This was what I lived for—this feeling of freedom, adrenaline pumping through my system, and the air rushing over and past me. Was there an element of excitement from the thought I could die? Of course. You weren’t an adrenaline junkie if you didn’t get some kind of kick from that knowledge, but I was never afraid. I flew fighter jets for a living, and I’d seen combat—not much could scare me. 

I drew another deep breath into my lungs and let my eyes drift shut, feeling the cool air flowing across my skin, hearing the quiet around me devoid of traffic, the electric hum of the cities, or the constant cacophony of a military base. The only thing I could hear was the wind through the trees, the rush of the river far, far below, the songs of birds and rustles of animals, and my breathing. 

I opened my eyes, a grin flashing across my face, pushed off, and let myself dive. 

For a moment, I felt the familiar panic shoot through my veins, the adrenaline blazing a hot trail through my body. Humans weren’t meant to fall, and my gut was sure I was plummeting to my death. But I knew better, and it was an incredible buzz just to step off the cliff and fall straight down. 

I dropped like a rock, the wind whipping past me, pushing against me like it was trying to stop my descent, so loud it roared in my ears. It was the closest thing I’d gotten to flying faster than sound or even zero gravity since training. My stomach twisted and dropped like it was trying to claw its way back to its space in my stomach cavity. 

The drop itself only lasted a couple of seconds, but it took away every thought except the ones in front of me at that very moment—I didn’t think about emails or missions or the nagging appointments I had to make. All I could think about was the ground rushing up to meet me faster than I thought possible, the feeling of hanging in the air while plunging through it. 

The ground grew closer, closer, my adrenaline surging, but I waited. At the last possible moment, I thrust my arms out, and the glider attached to my suit flared out to catch the wind. It jerked me back slightly, and then I leveled out to soar back up and over the water. 

I wasn’t gliding for long, but it could have been a thousand years. I relished the way every moment was the only moment, all my senses tuned into what I was seeing, hearing, and smelling. I took in the way the light played on the rushing water, the whitecaps as they crashed over rocks and small outcroppings of land, the trees, and spits of rocky beach on either side of the river pressing against the tree line. A fish leaped out of the water only to splash back down, and a startled bird took to the sky. 

Flying a jet was one thing but flying with wings—even wings made of nylon—was another. It was the closest thing I’d ever found to soaring through the sky like a bird. 

At that moment, I felt alone. I felt free. 

It was almost like being in the cockpit of my fighter jet. Up there, among the clouds, the ground so far below it looked like a simulation or a drawing, it was easy to feel like I was the only thing in the world. But this was different. When I was gliding like this, I was a vital part of the world, more alive than anywhere else. That was why I loved anything with adrenaline—it made me feel entirely alive, far more alive than when my feet were on the ground, taking part in the ordinary, everyday, boring parts of life, like going to the grocery store or sitting in meetings.

I waited until the last moment to pull the cord of my parachute, which whipped me back with break-neck speed. Then I wasn’t falling anymore, or gliding, but floating, a different feeling altogether. With regret, I angled myself closer and closer to the long stretch of sandy beach designated as the landing spot. 

My feet hit the sand and I tipped forward, running halfway down the beach to keep myself from pitching forward and being dragged by the parachute. My momentum slowed with each step, and so did my adrenaline, the parachute deflating until it fell limply to the ground, trailing behind me across the sand. 

The moment was over, my heart had ceased its wild pumping, and I felt the adrenaline draining from my system. That was the thing about all the adrenaline-junkie sports I did. It was always the same—the extreme high, and then it was over. The world that had been so vivid only moments before was suddenly dull without the heart-stopping drop, the wind rushing with freight-train speed around me, the knowledge that what I was doing was incredibly dangerous. 

Peeling my headgear off, I let my head fall back, feeling the sun on my face. 

Being a fighter pilot was everything I’d always wanted, the only thing I’d wanted to be. But out here, in the wilds, I felt I could be myself. Maybe it was that I’d grown up learning survival skills in the wilds, driven by my father to be more—stronger, faster, harder, someone who could survive the streets like he’d been made to do as a child growing up in Soviet Russia. I’d learned to hunt, fish, outlast everyone else, and feel at home in the wild places.

I’d been half-wild as a child anyway. 

And as I stood there, taking in the sudden stillness and the sounds of nature, I was doubly glad I had gotten the chance to come out here, away from the rest of humanity—just myself, the wilderness, and my brother. 

Just the way I liked it. 

Dropping my helmet and detaching my parachute, I crossed the distance to the river’s edge and crouched down. I plunged my hand into the water, cupping some in my palm and splashing it over my head before scrubbing at my hair, loosening the sweat and letting the chill cool me down. 

A sound undercut the tumble of the river, a deep grumble I could feel through the soles of my feet. I turned in time to see an old, red-striped truck growl into sight, and I waited for it to bump over the rocks before the brakes squealed and the engine cut. The old door squeaked as the driver pushed his way out of the cab, then walked around the truck before stopping to stare at me. The man was tall, broad-shouldered, but with a narrow waist underneath his fitted, faded gray t-shirt. 

“You alive?” he called. 

“Unless I’m pulling some kind of Sixth Sense ghost deal,” I answered back, holding my arms out so the wings of my suit caught the breeze, waving slightly. 

He shook his head ruefully. “Out of everyone in our family, you must have gotten every single ounce of whatever gene gets you addicted to adrenaline.”

“Says the Navy SEAL,” I huffed. 

Running his hand over his dirty blonde buzzcut, my brother started across the strand towards me. 

There were moments, like now, when I was still grateful to see his face. Not long before, Triton had been stranded on a deserted island during a dangerous mission gone horribly wrong. It had been tense, and none of us—Tri included, we’d later learned—had been sure he’d make it back alive or if he’d make it back at all. 

What had come as a surprise to me was how much I had welcomed the thought of spending time with just Tri. With the four of us boys in some branch of the military, we didn’t see each other very often. But when we came so perilously close to losing Tri, something I’d always known was a possibility but had never considered seriously, spending this time with him now had a deeper meaning to it.

And he’d come home with a surprise—his fiancée, Ashley. Unforeseen circumstances had pushed the two of them together in a terrible situation, but they’d come out of it together. No sooner had Tri landed back on American soil than he’d trekked up to Ashley to find her and ask her to marry him. 

Triton and Ashley were a great couple, which was amazing, given that Tri was the only one besides myself who I was absolutely positive would never get married. But here we were, only days from his wedding, and the man wasn’t just looking forward to it, he was excited. He’d spent half the weekend talking about Ashley instead of focusing on fishing. Tri doing something other than sitting silently and waiting for the fish like our father had taught us was something I hadn’t experienced since he’d gotten interested in a particular baseball player in middle school and hadn’t shut up about him for an entire summer. I’d been ready to kill him by the time we’d gone back to class. 

Tri was even more excited about Ashley, though, more excited than I’d ever seen him before. What he’d found was real, and our mother couldn’t have been happier about it. I was happy for him, too, although I wanted to spend some time with my older brother before he was officially married. There was something about the fact that he had someone else in his life and that he’d moved across the country to be with her that made everything feel different, even if it hadn’t actually changed all that much.

Which was why, when I had to miss his original bachelor’s weekend, I had offered to make it up with this weekend. But from the look on Tri’s face, I wasn’t going to be getting much of a weekend this time, either. 

“How was it?” he asked, stopping in front of me. 

“Great. As always. Nothing like it.” I let my head hang back again, my gaze on the blue sky, taking in my freedom for another few seconds. Because I’d seen a look on my brother’s face that told me it would only last a few more moments—a twist of his mouth, a set look to his features, something in his eyes I knew too well. “So, what is it, Tri?” 

My brother ran his hand over his head again, then held out a scrap of paper on which he’d written the message—time to report in. The mission I’d thought wasn’t ever going to happen was a go, dealing with the terrorist organization that had almost cost my brother his life. 

“When did he call?” I sighed. 

“About an hour ago, just after you left. All the information he gave me is there.” Tri pointed to the piece of paper. My commanding officer hadn’t given Tri much, just the orders to report and a few other details. 

Our bachelor weekend was officially being cut short. Again. 

“Sorry, bro,” I sighed. 

Tri shook his head. “It is what it is. I’ve had fun, anyway.” He clapped me on the shoulder, and we both started back towards his truck. “You better be there for the wedding, though.” 

“Wouldn’t miss it,” I assured him, gathering my gear. “Even if I have to park my jet in the parking lot next to your limo.” 

Laughing, Tri shook his head. “Ashley told me to tell you there will be a few single women there who might be interested in meeting you. They’re looking for a nice man in uniform to settle down with.” 

“Me?” I asked and laughed at the absurdity of the idea. “No way, man. You can take the corner on that one with my full support and thanks.” 

Tri shrugged as he pulled open his door. “It’s not that bad, really. It’s actually great.” 

His smile was one I’d never seen before he’d met Ashley, some mix of shy, happy, and tender. I’d seen what the two of them had—it seemed enviable, and a small part of me had wondered what it felt like to have someone look at you like that, or be there for you, someone who loved having you in their life so much they wanted to swear to spend the rest of it by your side. 

But I hadn’t wondered too much. It wasn’t me. 

“Nah, thanks. Not interested. Not when there’s more adrenaline to experience.”

I heard Tri’s chuckle as he ducked into the cab. The engine roared to life, and our exclusive brother vacation was officially over. 
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IF YOU BELIEVED THE movies and television shows, your twenties were supposed to be the best time of your life. You were supposed to spend nights out with friends, going to bars for a night of drinking followed by early mornings at greasy dives, laughing and giggling and still half-drunk. Or you were supposed to have drinks after dinner at some swanky bar with other up-and-coming young professionals, networking and, possibly, necking the competition. And all that was after you spent your high school career dating the football team’s star quarterback and winning homecoming queen because you were just that popular. 

Your twenties weren’t supposed to be boring. 

But as I sat at my computer, staring at the nearly blank report on the screen in front of me, that was precisely how I felt—bored and boring. 

I’d spent the last hour typing in several words or a couple of figures, only to pick up my phone and begin scrolling endlessly through my social media feeds. It was the wrong thing to do, and it only made me feel bad, especially when I saw a friend from high school had posted a picture from a beach in a sunny, exotic locale with white sand and crystal-clear azure waters. Another friend from college had posted a montage of her weekend on the coast, with the last picture an image of her holding up her hand to show off the new, sparkling diamond ring on her finger. And further down, one of my coworkers was sitting poolside, a drink in her hand, her kids splashing in the background. 

I hadn’t realized I could be simultaneously jealous and living vicariously through other people’s feeds, seeing people do what I only wished I could do. 

Suddenly antsy, I smacked my phone down onto my desk with a little too much force and shoved my chair back. But one of the wheels caught on the rubber matting covering the carpet and nearly tipped itself—and me—over. I managed to catch myself, heart hammering from the sudden scare, and looked up to see if anyone had noticed. 

My coworker was leaning back in her chair and was looking around her cubicle wall at me, her eyebrows raised.

“You okay?” she asked slowly, unsure what exactly had happened. 

“Fine,” I managed, a flush sending heat to my cheeks. I grabbed my coffee cup and waved it in the air as I moved out of my office and over to her desk. “I’m going to get some coffee. Do you want any?” 

“No.” But my coworker paused, eyes rising to the ceiling as she thought. “You know, get me some of those cookies. They just restocked.” 

I waited, hip resting against her desk, and she rummaged in her drawer for the correct amount of spare change. 

“You’d think,” she muttered, shoving things haphazardly out of the way, “that they would spring for one of those vending machines that takes cards. We must be the only ones left without one.” 

She straightened and placed the coins in my outstretched palm, which jingled as I closed my hand around them. 

“Just one pack?” I asked. 

My coworker winced. “Only if you can’t find more change.” 

I laughed and shook my head.

But I froze and nearly fumbled my cup when I saw who was in the breakroom. My ex, Josh. We’d been broken up for six months, but I still stayed away from him like the plague. And even though we were both loan officers, I usually managed to avoid him. His office was across the floor, and he was a creature of habit. I cursed when I looked at my watch and realized what time it was—his habitual coffee break. 

“Damn it,” I cursed under my breath, and turned to leave, hoping he hadn’t seen me. Before I could fully turn, though, he looked up and our eyes met. 

“Hey, Scarlett.”  He flashed me a smile full of bright white, straight teeth, and my heart melted a little, then broke a little more. “What’s new?” 

He wasn’t really asking me and didn’t really care. What did I have to tell him, anyway? The only thing I did was come to work, go home, and eat a frozen meal on the couch while some trashy reality show blared on the television and I scrolled endlessly through my social feeds. I’d go to bed too late and wake up to do it all over again. 

“Not much,” I said, trying for a smile that I feared was more of a grimace. “Same old stuff.” 

“How’s Cheeto?” he asked. 

“Fine,” I told him, annoyed he was more interested in my tiny chihuahua than me. 

“Still scared of everything?” 

“Yep.” 

We both stared at one-another in an awkward moment of silence. Then he flashed his smile again, this one slightly less bright. 

“Cool. Catch you later.”

I tried not to inhale too deeply as he passed me, catching the same scent I imagined the smoky insides of a men’s turn-of-the-century club would be, with a hint of sandalwood. Then I tried to avoid turning around, but couldn’t quite, looking over my shoulder to see him flash his brilliant grin and stop to talk with one of those bubbly sales reps with perfect hair, a designer suit, and sky-high heels. Someone who had probably been a prom queen and dated the high school quarterback. 

At one time, he would lean against a desk and flirt with me that way, but he’d moved on. Quickly, too. 

“Bye,” I said weekly, knowing he hadn’t even heard me. My chest felt tight as I turned away to take my turn at the coffee. 

Josh had left the pot nearly empty, but I poured what little was left into my mug, doctoring it with that hideous powdered creamer and two packets of sugar until it was more creamer-with-a-little-bit-of-coffee. I cleaned out and refilled the grounds as another coworker came in, ensuring the next person would have a fresh cup. Then I dropped the coins into the slot of the snack machine, grabbed the packet of cookies, and returned to my office. 

But when I dropped into my seat, the break had done very little to cure my dissatisfaction. I spun in my chair until I was facing the wall of windows, and the view of Washington DC stretched out from it. A haze hung over the city and the wilting trees spoke of a miserable combination of humidity and heat. But other than that, it was a beautiful day with a bright blue sky with puffy white clouds sailing through it. 

“I should be happy,” I told myself. “I have no reason to be unhappy.” 

I had my own office—an office with windows and an incredible view. That was far more than most people, especially others my age. Many were still working away for far less pay in cubicles like the one I’d started in several years before. 

Before that cubicle, I had worked diligently through university, taking the hardest courses and getting the best grades. I’d spent my time in the library instead of going out drinking or to frat parties—not that I received many invitations, anyway. 

This job had come just out of college, where I’d started as a fresh-faced intern. I’d been elated to get this job, the first of my friends to find one. More than that, it had good pay, great benefits, time off that grew yearly, and lots of room for upward mobility. 

From an intern, I’d worked my way diligently up the ladder until I’d landed in a spot with an actual office. And here I was, in my mid-twenties, exactly where I’d wanted to be, where I’d worked so hard to be. But instead of feeling content, I was staring out the window and wishing desperately I was somewhere else or someone else. 

I just had no idea where that else was. 

There was no reason to feel this way, not with everything I had, but weren’t your twenties supposed to be more exciting? Instead, I was here at work, living through another dull day, in another boring week of another boring year. I had no other young professionals to meet up with for drinks, and most of my coworkers were either far older than me or had families and responsibilities at home that kept them from going out.

Now, I wished I’d gone to more parties or wherever those roving bands of drunk college kids had been going, singing, hanging on to each other, and laughing uproariously at something that was funny only to them. Even then, I would have been lying if I said part of me hadn’t been jealous and wished desperately that one of them would see me and invite me along. 

I turned back to my desk, pushing the thoughts away, intent on getting to work. But I hadn’t even gotten through a quarter of the document when I felt the familiar itching underneath my skin. It was a feeling of being overstimulated and severely under stimulated at the same time, full of agitated energy and yet too tired to type another word. 

Trying to resist the feeling for several moments did me little good, and I finally grabbed my phone from where I’d dropped it earlier and touched my finger to the icon for my favorite social media app. Against my better judgment, I scrolled to the image I’d seen that morning. My alarm trilling at me, I’d desperately wanted to roll over and go back to sleep, but instead, I’d picked up my phone and flicked the app on, and one of the first pictures I’d seen was of my sister—the same one looking back at me now. 

My older sister, Kelsey, had a wide grin and a bronze-tanned arm slung around her coworker’s shoulders. Both women wore extremely short shorts that looked like someone had sprayed them on in the same glistening spandex fabric as their highly decorated sports-bra-like tops. Their make-up was over the top, all bright colors and thick lines, and identical expressions of elation, triumph, and joy on their faces. 

Whichever exotic locale they were performing in made for a bright, tropical backdrop, and a closer look at the hashtags told me they were somewhere in Southern California. 

How had Kelsey and I come out such opposites? I’d always imagined she’d taken all the personality genes while I’d gotten all the nerdy and book-smart genes. What wouldn’t I have given to have just a fraction of her charisma?

With a sigh, I placed my phone back onto the faux-wooden top of the desk, face down, and tried to force my fingers to get back to work. 

I’d barely gotten started, though, when my office phone rang. 

“This is Scarlett Williams.” 

“Scarlett, it’s Jan. Do you have a minute to come to my office? I need to talk to you about something.”

I froze, my fingers hovering above the keys as a lump cut off the air in my throat. 

“Umm, yes, I’m free. Do you need me now?” 

“That would be great. Thanks.” 

Then all I heard was a dial tone.

If there was anyone in the company, in my life, I didn’t want to disappoint, it was Jan Wilmington. 

About a year after I’d joined the company, Jan had become the CEO on the tail of the outgoing CEO, a man who had bowed out of sight after allegations of fund mishandling and other industry no-nos. She was intelligent, skillful, full of wit, humor, and charm, and had a resume a mile long full of incredible accomplishments. She could bring down anyone with just a look. 

And, somehow, she’d noticed me. Little me, a loan officer, working in a cubicle. She still hadn’t told me what had drawn her attention, but she’d taken an interest in me and my career, becoming a kind of mentor along the way. She’d started assigning me new duties and projects, slowly adding more responsibility when she felt I was ready. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
LEXY TIMMS # AUTUMN GAZE





OEBPS/d2d_images/image012.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image013.jpg
ﬁ BLUEl'i‘
FALGUN ®

LEXYTIMMS - AUTUNN GAZE





OEBPS/d2d_images/image010.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image016.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image017.jpg
S
"BLUE s
FAL B FATGE

6T | S v

Eocgery | ® 000 | aiazon | 10k | L8]






OEBPS/d2d_images/image018.png
=B





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image002.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image005.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image003.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image004.jpg
lEXY TIMMS AUTUMN GAZE





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





