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Surviving the plane crash was the easy part.


After losing someone close to her, nurse Joelle Diedrich needs a change of scene. But stepping in as a last-minute medical escort on a prisoner transfer flight results in a bigger one than she bargained for.


Waking in the wreckage of a crash, Joelle swiftly gathers that no one else on the plane was what they seemed. And if she wants to make it out of this alive, she must place her trust in the only survivor who’s not trying to kill her: Beck, the convicted murderer who was being transported.


Fleeing with Beck presents more than one danger – not only that of simple survival across treacherous terrain, but by making Joelle a target in ruthless plot. As the threats multiply and Beck and Joelle grow closer, Joelle has to ask herself just how much she’s willing to risk for a man she’s just met, and figure out whether Beck will risk the same for her. . .









With many thanks to Jo Watson









Prologue


Two years ago . . .


As the darkness faded and the world came into focus, Beck Samson had time to process exactly three things.


The first was the body at his feet.


The second was the gun in his hand.


And the third was the flash of some very recognizable red and blue lights.









Chapter One


Joelle Diedrich splashed a little more water onto her face, then patted it dry with a disposable towel from the dispenser. The commercial-grade paper scratched at her skin, and she winced. If the sting wasn’t a reminder that she was in an airport bathroom rather than the comfort of her own apartment, she didn’t know what would be.


Which is the whole point, she said to herself as she tossed the paper towel neatly into the trash bin.


A change of scenery. A change of pace. It was exactly what she needed. In fact, it was the entire reason she’d accepted the sudden request. It kept her from having to face going back to her regular job—something she wasn’t ready for. Not yet.


A sigh slipped through her lips anyway, and the redhead in the mirror—someone who looked an awful lot like a deflated, less shiny version of herself—sighed, too. Joelle wrinkled her nose, trying to find at least a piece of her former self in the reflection. The physical changes couldn’t possibly be all that dramatic, and surely they were a normal part of grieving. Because three months of sadness and guilt would take a toll on anyone. Wouldn’t they? Probably. But she struggled to find anything but fault in her appearance.


She studied herself, picking apart her present state.


Her hair was too long and too wavy. She usually kept it styled in a crisp bob, held in place by exactly four spritzes of finishing spray. At the moment, it touched her shoulders. Maybe even went past them a little. If she’d had an elastic, she might’ve been able to make a ponytail for the first time in a decade. And with the last-minute call to fill in for the medical escort who’d pulled a no-show, she hadn’t had time to even think about getting it properly trimmed, let alone done it. The one thing that should’ve been a plus—the fact that the extra ten pounds she always complained about had evaporated—was actually a nuisance. Now that it was gone, her black dress pants hung a little too loose. Her cream-colored blouse was a tad big, too, and it kept trying to slide to one side. Even her feet had somehow narrowed. The casual flats she’d tried to put on first had fallen off when she started walking, and she’d been forced to trade them out for a pair of lace-up leather shoes. What really struck her, though, was the flatness in her green eyes. How long would it take for the sparkle to come back?


“C’mon,” she said in a soft voice. “You’re better than this, J.D. Get it together.”


Of course, the mirror-her mouthed the words, too. And from Joelle’s point of view, it looked like her reflection was mocking her. She rolled her eyes. But that only made things worse. So she let her lids sink shut instead, taking a second to block it all out.


She needed to get a hold of her professional self-assurance. And while she was at it, the personal insecurities had to be dropped. There were only five minutes left—give or take—before she had to meet with the rest of the Prisoner Transfer Unit, and they’d be expecting someone competent. More than competent.


So far, her only interaction had been a quick check-in with the pre-flight Correctional Manager—a harried woman who’d scrutinized Joelle’s credentials, reeled off a short list of instructions on how to get to the right terminal, then clacked away in her impractically high heels. It had left Joelle dazed. And to be honest . . . a little intimidated, too. What were the others in the unit like? Equally brusque? Even less congenial? Presumably, all of them had experience that exceeded hers. At least as far as prisoner transfers went. Her own decade of working as a nurse in corrections had been directly inside a facility. Stomach aches. Bruises and contusions. The odd cough or rash. Those were the ailments she attended to on a daily basis. Anything truly serious—or truly interesting, for that matter—got referred to the prison doctor. And she was left with the paperwork.


Again . . . she thought. That’s why I’m here. Something different.


Despite the reassurance, nerves flitted through her. And with them came a hit of acute longing to be back in her bed. Maybe it was a mistake to believe that she was ready for a new challenge. She’d only been back at work once since taking her leave of absence. Just a brief meeting with the warden. Basically a glorified high five. But even the short visit in the familiar environment had been overwhelming. There’d been so many people. So much hustle and noise. Far too much of everything. And if Joelle was being honest, she still missed her mother every second of every day.


She lifted a hand to her chest, trying to press away the physical manifestation of the sadness. But her palm just barely met the spot above her heart before a throat-clear made her eyes fly open. She spun toward the sound, embarrassed to have been caught in the contemplative state. Her gaze landed on a blonde woman in her forties, who was standing in the doorframe of the bathroom, clad in an airline uniform, and looking far less awkward than Joelle felt.


“Sorry,” said the woman. “Are you Joelle Diedrich?”


Automatically wary—and abruptly worried she might be about to be turned away—Joelle nodded. “I am. Is something wrong?”


“No, not at all. I just thought you might want to know that the Lead Transfer Escort just got back in from doing his inspection. He’s a bit of a grump.” The woman smiled as she said it, taking any unkindness out of the last statement. “I’m Wanda, by the way. I’ll be your team’s dedicated flight attendant today.”


“Nice to meet you. And thanks for the heads up,” Joelle replied, grabbing her jacket, then stepping away from the sink to follow the flight attendant out the door. “I take it you do this regularly?”


“I do,” said Wanda. “Some of the flight attendants prefer not to get near the prisoners, but I grew up around that kind of thing—both my parents were involved in the law business—so I don’t shy away from the bad guys. And the good guys like me because I don’t come close to peeing my pants when a prisoner looks my way.”


Joelle couldn’t help but laugh. “I can see why that would be preferable.”


“What about you?”


“Are you asking if I’m going to pee my pants?”


The flight attendant flashed another smile. “I guess I am. Is this your first run?”


“First prisoner transport, but not my first prisoner,” Joelle said. “I’m just filling in for a colleague. Last minute, emergency thing. Hard to say no to the overtime.”


All of the statements were true. They were also rehearsed. A miniature cover-up that she’d designed solely for keeping her emotion under wraps and repeated to herself in the car on the way from her apartment to the airport. Now, Joelle held her breath, waiting to see if the other woman showed any hint of seeing through it. But Wanda just smiled yet again.


“Totally get it,” she told Joelle. “All money is good money.”


They entered the pre-boarding area, walked past the meager number of passengers who were awaiting a crack-of-dawn flight, then headed for a set of frosted doors marked with the words “Executive Lounge”. Wanda pulled open the door to reveal a trio of suit-clad men who stood in one corner. They all had their eyes on a shared binder, and none of them looked up at the silent intrusion.


“I take it those are my guys?” Joelle asked in a low voice.


“They sure are,” said Wanda, her words equally quiet.


“Which one is the grump?”


The flight attendant laughed under her breath. “The tall one with the perma-frown. His name’s Darby O’Toole.”


Joelle’s eyes sought the man in question, and she nodded. “Okay. Here goes nothing, right?”


“I’m sure it won’t be nothing,” replied Wanda with another laugh. “And if it is, I’ll give you an extra package of snacks on the house.”


“Deal. See you onboard?”


“You bet.”


“Thanks again.” Joelle inhaled and stepped toward the group, schooling a professionally cool smile onto her face as she joined their circle. “Hi, all. Sorry I’m a bit behind. Last-minute addition. I just got the call an hour ago.”


Darby O’Toole turned a puzzled look her way. “And you are . . .?”


“Joelle,” she replied. “Diedrich. A lot of people call me J.D.”


He shared a glance with one of the other men—a shorter, stockier guy with steely gray hair, and whose pants were cinched with a steer-head buckle—then met her eyes and spoke slowly. “Jo. Elle.”


“Yes. That’s right.”


“Not Joel?”


Her cheeks warmed, but she answered smoothly. “Nope. Not Joel. You’d be surprised how often people misread it, actually. But here I am, reporting for duty as the replacement Medical Escort.”


He stared for another second before at last extending his hand and smiling a tight smile. “Apologies. You caught me off guard.”


Sloughing off a trickle of unease, Joelle clasped his palm and shook. “You’re the Lead Transport Escort? Darby O’Toole?”


“Indeed. It sounds like you’re a step ahead of me despite your status as a last-minute addition, Ms. Diedrich.” He sounded anything but impressed. “Do you need introductions to the rest of my unit, or have you got them pegged, too?”


The heat in her face crept up again. “No, sir. No other pegging going on.”


“Well, then . . .” He swept an arm toward the short stocky man. “Let me introduce Shane Dreery, our Onboard Transfer Coordinator.” He jerked a thumb at the third man, who was averagely built and had nondescript features. “And this is Win Redburn. He’s our Onboard Correctional Manager. The guards will meet us onboard.”


Joelle murmured a greeting and shook each of the men’s hands before asking, “Do you guys know why the prisoner needs a Medical Escort? The conversation with my supervisor was a bit vague, and I’d like to be prepared.”


“Allegedly, there was an issue with a seizure a few months back,” O’Toole told her.


“Allegedly?” Joelle echoed.


“You know how these assholes are,” Dreery interjected. “Maybe it happened, maybe it didn’t, maybe they just want an extra buddy on the trip.”


“Right,” Joelle murmured, a bubble of concern sliding in.


“I take it you’ve already filled in the waiver, Ms. Diedrich?” O’Toole asked.


She redirected her attention his way. “Sorry?”


“The liability waiver.” He didn’t hide his impatience. “If you haven’t filled it in, you’ll need to do that before you join us on the plane.”


He snapped his fingers, and Win Redburn yanked a piece of paper from the binder and held it out to her. A pen appeared in Dreery’s fingers, too. Joelle took both and fought to keep from chewing the inside of her lip.


“Well,” said O’Toole, “I’ve got a few things to check, so if you’ll excuse me?”


“Sure,” she replied. “Of course. Just let me know when you’re ready for me.”


“We’re already ready for you, Ms. Diedrich. If you’re not finished with the paperwork in five minutes, you can meet us on the tarmac.” The tall man nodded at his counterparts. “Five minutes, gentlemen.”


Then he spun and strode off toward the doors. Frowning a little, Joelle watched him go. Had he deliberately alienated her with his parting words, or was it an oversight? And as late as she was to join them, she’d still expected to hear at least a few more details.


A few more? How about any?


With a request for clarification poised on the tip of her tongue, she turned back to Dreery and Redburn. But the two men had already moved on. Each of them was seated in one of the lounge’s chairs, engrossed in their respective phones.


“Okay, then,” Joelle said to herself.


She hovered where she was for another second, then gave in and sank down into one of the leather-backed chairs a few feet away from the other prisoner escorts. She balanced the paper on her knee and lifted the pen. But her fingers stalled, even before they could write her name in the blank space at the top of the form. Maybe she’d made a mistake in agreeing to do this. She certainly didn’t feel welcome. Or anything close. Doubt surged and swirled and wouldn’t settle. And under that feeling was another, stronger one. Disquiet.


Beck stared at the water-color painting that hung on the wall on the other side of the room. Roses. The vibrant shade of pink was the brightest, prettiest thing he’d seen in God knew how long.


Twenty-one months, sixteen days, said an obnoxious voice in his head.


“Shut up,” he growled.


He let his eyes rest on the flowers for another few seconds before he dropped his gaze down to his hands. Sometimes, he didn’t recognize them as his own. For fifteen years, his fingers had the luxury of working behind a desk. They hadn’t been soft. Not exactly. Beck had still been a fisherman and a camper—a man who liked to get away from the city. A weekend warrior. Slightly more than that, maybe. A long-weekend warrior. Possibly even a week-long warrior. Now, though, there was nothing weekend or even week-long about the way his hands looked.


His palms were calloused. Roughened by the manual labor program that he’d opted to enroll in while incarcerated. Six months into his twenty-five-year sentence—six months of boredom mixed with anger and frustration—had made it seem like a good idea to be productive in some way. So he learned to build furniture. It was almost funny. It definitely served its purpose. Tiring his body to the point that his mind could rest. Feeling half-good about creating something. Even if he never saw the finished projects in the real world.


Sometimes, he lay awake at night wondering just where his latest piece of prison-crafted cabinetry had landed. If the person who’d bought it knew that it’d been crafted behind thick cement walls by a man like him. He hoped not. He liked the idea that somewhere, someone loved something he’d made without the stigma attached to his current life. Maybe the most recent piece—a simple coffee table with perfectly rounded corners—had been given as a gift to a couple of newlyweds.


Beck stifled a snort. Right. Newlyweds. For all I know, it wound up in a place like this. Built in one goddamn institution, housed in another.


His attention lifted back to the painting. He doubted that the artist who’d crafted it envisioned it hanging in an airport security room. Hell. He couldn’t even come up with a good reason for someone putting it there in the first place. Did they think one random decorative piece would add something warm and fuzzy to the atmosphere? It wasn’t as though there was any denying the room’s purpose. Between the two-way mirror, the camera in one corner of the ceiling, and the not-so-fashionable bracelets that held Beck to the table in front of his uncomfortable chair, it was clear that the spot had a specific and limited function. A painting did nothing to change it.


Beck sighed and shifted in his seat, making his chains clink together. “How the hell much longer do they expect me to sit here, anyway?”


As if on cue, the door rattled, then came flying open with more force than necessary. The rose painting shuddered, and two guards appeared. One—who stayed in the doorframe to act as a sentry—was an older man with a paunch, and Beck didn’t know him on any personal level. Marty-something, maybe. The other, though, was a distastefully familiar face and a polished-to-a-shine bald head. He was Beck’s least favorite guard at the penitentiary, and he’d just happened to be assigned as his primary escort.


He stalked into the room, a smirk on his face. “C’mon, Samson. It’s time to play dead man walking.”


Beck grimaced, but he also went ahead and took the bait. “You know, Allan, I really feel like it’s a big part of your job to be familiar with the fact that we don’t have the death penalty here in Canada.”


“A guy can dream.” The guard leaned in to unlock the cuffs from the table. “Besides which, who said anything about the death penalty? You’re about to take a nice little trip in a tin can, thirty thousand feet up. Chances aren’t terrible that I won’t get my wish.”


Beck stiffened, but this time, he didn’t bite. It was a fact that he hated flying. It was also a fact that the warden at the prison had denied his request for another mode of transportation. That didn’t mean the smarmy guard needed the satisfaction of hearing it.


“Aren’t you forgetting something, Allan?” he said instead.


“What’s that?”


“If I go down on the plane, you go down with me.”


“Fuck you, Samson.”


Wordlessly smiling to himself, Beck waited for the other man to pull the chains from the table, then refasten them to the bonds at his ankles. He held still as Allan gave the shackles a onceover and tugged on all the points of closure to make sure each one was secure. Despite Beck’s lack of reaction, the other man was still smirking when he was finished.


“On your feet,” he said.


Beck’s eyes narrowed. “The plan was to meet up with Dr. Karim before we left.”


“Sometimes, plans have to be changed.” Allan gave the manacles a sharp tug. “Don’t worry, muffin. You’ll still get your special medical escort.”


Suspicion crept up. It settled in Beck’s chest. It burned. He stood, though, and fell in line. What other option did he have? Fighting back would only get him tased. Or worse. So—with Allan in the front, the other guard in the rear, and Beck practically wedged between them—he let them lead him out to the empty hall. Their pace was purposeful. But the longer they walked, the more the unease strengthened. He was sure he’d heard someone say they were only about thirty seconds away from the boarding zone, yet they didn’t slow down at any of the closest doors. They took a left at a T in the passageway, and a right at another and another. More than a few minutes definitely went by, and finally, the only thing in sight was the emergency exit. Beck realized it had to be their destination. There was nowhere left to go. In response, his feet stalled, immediately prompting a grunt from the man behind him. Allan turned back to face him, too.


“What now, Samson?” he said. “You see something shiny?”


“Other than your head?” Beck replied. “No. I’d like to know where the hell we’re going, though.”


“Pretty sure you should already know the answer to that, babycakes.”


Allan smirked. Then he turned away again. The other guard gave Beck a small shove, and he had no choice but to move. The gap between them and the emergency exit closed far too quickly, and the step through them was jarring. It was technically morning, but the dawn hadn’t broken, and the dark closed in, barely pierced by the runway lights. The air was crisp to the point of icy. Windier there at the airport than it had been near the prison. Beck shivered. His prison-supplied clothing—jeans and a long-sleeve shirt, designed to look as unobtrusive and “normal” as possible—was nowhere near adequate against the temperature.


“Go ahead,” said Allan, pointing into the dimness.


Beck squinted. Just ahead of them, a black SUV sat on the pavement, somehow managing to look not out of place. It wasn’t the same vehicle they’d used to bring him from the correctional facility to the airport, and nothing about it screamed prisoner transport. Yet one of the rear doors hung open, and Beck knew what it meant.


“You expect me to get in there?” The question came out before he could stop it, and he regretted it right away.


The guard’s smirk became a grin that flashed in the dark. “What I expect is for you to do exactly what the fuck I say, exactly when the fuck I say it. But I’m happy to provide you with some motivation if need be.”


This isn’t how this is supposed to go, Beck thought.


They’d told him, step by step, what the exchange would look like. Prison. Plane. Meeting spot. Drop. Notably, not one of those steps had involved driving over the tarmac in an SUV. He had a strong feeling that once he climbed into the backseat, his fate was going to take him in a very different direction than he’d hoped. Not in a good way, either.


Briefly, he debated fighting the situation for real. He could start with flinging his chained arms around Allan’s neck. Then move onto taking the man hostage until he freed Beck. Finally, he could end with zipping away in the SUV on his own terms.


“Now or . . . well, just now, Samson,” said Allan.


Beck tossed him a glare. He wanted to opt for the crazy escape attempt—he really did—but people were counting on him. He’d given them his word. He needed to keep toeing the line until he’d kept it. With a grimace, he ducked his head, folded his tall frame into the backseat, and waited for something to happen. Nothing did. Or at least nothing extraordinary. The two guards climbed into the front seats. A tinted glass shield rose up between them and Beck. The engine came to life, and the vehicle rolled to a start.


If it’s all so banal, then why do I still feel like something’s off? he wondered.


On high alert, Beck kept his eyes on the passing scenery. Not that there was much to see. Just stretches of mostly dark airport, slowly gliding by. The only thing he did note was that they seemed to be getting farther and farther away from the main terminal, which triggered more unease.


At last, though, the SUV took a turn and coasted to a stop on the edge of a much smaller tarmac. There, Beck’s two guards got out, leaving him alone in the vehicle. He didn’t care. Maybe it was even a bit of a relief. It gave him some time to study his new surroundings through the window. The first thing he spied was a small plane. Quite small. The hull was still emblazoned with a commercial logo, but it certainly didn’t come close to being the 747 he’d been told they were taking. His gut churned.


He dragged his attention from the plane to the people around it. Shrouded in the pre-dawn shadows, they moved around the exterior of the aircraft, some appearing to be loading luggage, some performing tasks Beck couldn’t distinguish. He was about to lean back into his seat again when a solitary figure caught and held his eye.


She—definitely a ‘she’—hurried across the tarmac. Her motions seemed urgent, but she still stopped halfway to the plane and stood there, looking like she wasn’t quite sure what to do. As she did, the light from one of the luggage carts gave Beck a much better view of her features. And for a moment he forgot his concerns over what was going on. He also took back what he’d thought about the painted roses being the brightest, prettiest thing he’d seen in God knew how long. That award most definitely went to the woman standing in the middle of the tarmac with her hands on her hips and her auburn hair whipping around her face.









Chapter Two


Ignoring the way the air bit at her skin and sent her hair flying into her face, Joelle frowned at the plane. Ordinarily, she might’ve been annoyed that she’d been left out in the cold. She hated being cold. And she was already irritated by the fact that being forced to sign the waiver had separated her from O’Toole and the others. Add the chill to that, and it was a recipe for prime crankiness. But right then, she was too distracted by the size—or lack thereof—of the aircraft to think about it beyond pulling her jacket a little tighter. The polyester blend wasn’t designed to ward off this kind of weather, and it only helped marginally as she stared at the plane.


She hadn’t consciously envisioned their mode of transport. And if she had, she was sure she would’ve imagined something bigger. Maybe something like the one that had flown her and her college roommate to Greece for Spring Break seven years earlier. Definitely, her brain hadn’t suggested that this assignment would involve boarding via removable stairs. Although to be fair, she’d also kind of assumed that the details of the job would be slightly more fleshed out by now as well. Her brow wrinkled even more, and her fingers tapped her thigh. Her lips puckered, too.


Keep making that face, missy, and it will freeze like that, said her mom’s voice in her head.


Her heart panged. But she also automatically obeyed, relaxing her forehead and jaw as she studied the plane for another few seconds before starting to move toward it. She got only a few more steps before O’Toole appeared at the top of the wheeled staircase. His eyes landed on her, right away.


“Hang tight, Ms. Diedrich!” he called, his words somehow managing to carry over the wind. “Just making a seating arrangement adjustment up here. When we’re done, I’ll send Wanda to let you know.”


He didn’t wait for an answer before slipping back into the plane. How many times was the man going to stall her? And why? They’d requested her presence here, not the other way around.


Joelle gritted her teeth. For the most part, she felt well-respected in her usual role. More often than not, the guards—male or female—were inclusive. And they were definitely happy to turn over anything remotely medical to her. But right now, she felt as though she was being deliberately cut off from the proceedings, quite possibly because O’Toole had a misogynistic streak. And she hadn’t even met the patient yet.


“And that’s kind of critical, isn’t it?” she grumbled.


“What is?” said a smooth, male voice.


Joelle jumped at the unexpected response. She spun to her left, startled to see that she’d stopped beside a black SUV that blended in with the shadows. The rear window was open, and through it, a man was looking at her expectantly. Curiously. Her face heated. And for a second, her tongue refused to cooperate and form a reply. Part of the protracted silence was sheer surprise. But part of it was the speaker himself. His dark hair and blue eyes were striking to the point of distraction. His full lips and the line of his jaw gave him double-take good looks that Joelle was embarrassed to note made her want to gawk a little. She tried to rein it in. But diverting her attention only made things worse. Her eyes followed the hint of stubble down his chin to his Adam’s apple then landed on his collarbone, which peeked out over the top of the buttons on his black Henley.


“So?” the man prodded.


She cleared her throat. “I, uh. Nothing.”


A dark eyebrow lifted. “Nothing is critical?”


“Yes. I mean, no.” The heat in her cheeks crept higher. “Sorry. It’s nothing. I’m just having a moment.”


“Because of O’Toole?” he asked, inclining his head in the general direction of the plane.


“You know him?”


“Sadly, I do.” The man smiled, revealing a set of perfect teeth. “I take it you don’t? Or at least not very well.”


“We’re newly acquainted as of today,” Joelle said.


“Ah. Well, if he hasn’t already ruined your first impression of him on his own, I guess I probably did just now.”


Joelle felt her mouth curve up, and for the first time since walking out of the airport bathroom, her body relaxed ever so slightly. “I think I can overlook it.”


“No, don’t,” he said. “I want to keep ruining it. So I’ll add to my earlier comments and tell you that he’s kind of a . . . well, his name says it all.”


Joelle couldn’t quite stifle a laugh. “I won’t tell him you said that.”


“You can. I might enjoy seeing the expression on his face.” The man offered a wink, drawing attention to his unfairly long, thick lashes.


She forced herself not to stare, clearing her throat a second time. “Are you a part of the transport, too?”


“Unfortunately.”


“You don’t sound very excited about it.”


His eyes flicked toward the plane. They darkened almost imperceptibly before he brought his attention back to Joelle. And though he smiled again, it was a little tighter and a little less genuine now.


“I’m not particularly excited, no,” he said.


He grimaced after speaking, and a silence followed, hanging pensively in the air. Joelle bit her lip. Clinical connection was her thing. Personal connection on the other hand . . . not so much. And this definitely felt personal. Which meant that it was probably a good moment to segue out of the conversation. But when her mouth opened, it wasn’t to excuse herself at all.


“Is it flying itself you don’t like?” she asked. “Or just doing it with O’Toole?”


“How about I tell you a story, and you can choose the answer?” he replied.


“Seriously?”


“Yep.”


“Okay. Fine. Why not?”


“Good,” he said. “So here it is. A couple of years back, I had this whole romantic thing set up. Tandem paragliders. A ring. My girlfriend. Me. So it starts out smoothly. We’re up there in the sky, I pull out the velvet box, and I’m ready to pop the question. But out of nowhere, this seagull swoops in. Steals the ring. Ruins the proposal, and my relationship is over, just like that. Hated getting above sea level ever since.”


“I . . .” Joelle trailed off, wondering if she’d just had the weirdest auditory hallucination of her life.


The man’s expression remained flat for a moment more, and then a grin cracked through. “I can only assume that he couldn’t afford his own ring. Not sure how much salary seagulls collect in two months. And it’s probably measured in fish, anyway.”


She groaned. “You just made all of that up, didn’t you?”


“Or maybe the gull pawned it to buy some sardines. Impossible to say.”


“So I take it that it’s not the flying itself you hate?”


His smile morphed into another grimace. “Bit of both today. Not the head of O’Toole’s fan club, and this plane seems a little . . . I dunno what.”


“A little little?” she suggested.


He let out a chuckle—a pleasant, rich sound that made Joelle want to hear it again. “Yes, exactly. A little little.”


“I was having the same thought,” she admitted. “I guess when I heard we’d be on a commercial flight, I imagined something bigger.”


“Something commercial commercial?” he joked.


She smiled. “Yes. That.”


“Well, the good news is that it’s a short trip—just an hour over the Rockies—so we won’t be on the plane for long.”


“That’s true.”


“Always a silver lining.”


For no good reason, his statement made Joelle warm a little from the inside out.


She cleared her throat. “Do you know why the prisoner is being moved?”


“Don’t you?” the man countered with a half-smile.


“They weren’t exactly forthcoming about it,” she admitted.


He studied her for a second, his eyes slightly narrowed. “Do you think that’s odd?”


She had a strange feeling that he was fishing for something. She wasn’t sure what. And she didn’t think the intention was nefarious in any way. But she still refused to take the bait.


“Just an oversight, I think,” she said. “You know how these things are sometimes.”


“Yes, I do.” He paused. “If it makes you feel any better, the transport is on the books as a routine facility change.”


“Good to know. Thanks.”


“Delighted to be able to help.”


He dropped a wink, and that all-over heat came back. It was pleasant. But startling. And when Wanda appeared at the top of the stairs just then, motioning her hand in a “come here” gesture, Joelle wasn’t sure if she was relieved or disappointed.


“I guess that’s your cue to go,” said the man.


“I guess it is,” she agreed. “What about you?”


“Not quite my turn yet. I’ll see you onboard?”


“Yes, you bet.”


“Looking forward to it,” he told her.


“Me, too,” Joelle replied.


As she turned and walked away, she realized she really meant it. Possibly more than she should, actually. She also realized something else—she hadn’t asked the man’s name. And she wanted to. So much so that she almost swung back around to do it. At the very least, she could ask him what part of the transport he was involved in. It was a totally reasonable excuse. And maybe she would’ve done it if not for the fact that O’Toole himself stepped out of the plane and glared down at her. His presence and expression drove away the pleasant afterglow of the interaction with the unknown man, and Joelle stepped a little quicker, hurrying to the stairs then up them, two at a time.


Remind me never to take on an assignment for a change of pace again, she said to herself as she entered the plane.


Aloud, she greeted O’Toole with as much cheer as she could muster. “Are we almost ready for me to meet my patient?”


He didn’t smile. “We’re talking about a murderer, Ms. Diedrich. You might not want to be so eager.”


Joelle bit down to keep from responding with an equally snarky reply. Maybe he hated women, maybe he hated his job. Maybe both. Either way, she refused to stoop to his level and be so unprofessional. When she said nothing, O’Toole let out an impatient sigh.


“All right,” he said, swinging an arm out. “You can see that this plane is equipped with a small First-Class section. The team—you included—will be seated there. The prisoner and his guard will have the front row on the left, while Dreery and Redburn will take a spot right behind them. The first row on the right will remain vacant, and I’ll be in row two on that side. You and the spare guard will be in the one behind me.”


“Got it,” Joelle replied, marking off each seat assignment with her eyes.


“Good.” O’Toole gave her a single crisp incline of his head. “Mr. Samson will join us momentarily.”


He added something more about the fact that there were no civilian passengers sitting in the rear portion of the plane, but she missed it all as she blew out a small, startled breath. Mr. Samson. Her charge was a man. No wonder O’Toole and his workmates had been surprised to learn that she was Joelle rather than Joel. She wanted to smack her hand to her forehead. She made herself nod instead, and she opened her mouth to reply. She was cut off, though, by the arrival of three figures darkening the plane’s doorframe.


Right away, she recognized the man from the SUV. It was a relief to see him, actually. A friendly face was more than welcome. She started to smile at him, but she stopped halfway. Her lips froze in an awkward position as her gaze landed on his accoutrements. Chains. Threaded through handcuffs. Leading down to shackles, secured at the ankle. And her brain moved in slow motion, telling her in an overly slow, overly simplistic way what was happening. Not only was her patient a man, he was the man. The stranger from the SUV. The ridiculously good-looking one with whom she’d just shared the most pleasant conversation she’d had since forever. He was the prisoner.


The murderer.


Amusement pricked at Beck as he paused just inside the entrance and watched the redhead’s eyes—such a pretty shade of green, even in the shitty lighting—widen in near caricature fashion. She’d been pleased to see him just a moment earlier. There was no doubt about the smile she’d started to direct his way. It still hung there now.


He lifted an eyebrow and directed a silent question her way. Not what you were expecting, I guess?


Her gaze narrowed. Her mouth closed, and her lips pressed into a thin line, her irritation shining through the slight pink of embarrassment in her cheeks.


Not impressed, said her expression. Not in the slightest. Jerk.


Or maybe a word that was stronger than jerk. If she was the stronger-word type.


A hint of guilt tried to fight its way past Beck’s mirth. Truthfully, he hadn’t set out to deceive the woman. Hell, he hadn’t even expected the window to come down when he’d reached out and pressed the button. It’d startled him. He nearly rolled the damn thing up again before the redhead’s mutter had caught his attention. Her voice was throaty. Almost seductive. As attractive as her looks. It’d prompted him to speak without thinking. He’d immediately braced for her to put him in his place. Very quickly, he’d realized she had no clue who he was. Then it’d been on. Sticking it to the so-called good guys. For two or three minutes, Beck had operated under the guise of a normal man talking to a normal woman. Flirting. Possibly enjoying it more than just as a simple ruse.


Now, of course, the jig was up. The only enjoyment to be had was knowing that his cleverness had put him on top for a few minutes. In reality, Beck had precious little normalcy in his life. And just then—as if to drive that fact home even more—O’Toole leaned closer and said something to the redhead in a voice too low for Beck to hear.


It irked him. That closeness. The way she looked at Darby and nodded. She’d said she didn’t know him. Beck had believed her. He still believed her. After all, what reason did she have to lie? Yet the other man somehow had the privilege of being able to whisper in her ear.


There was a line between Beck and these men, and the redhead was on the wrong side of it.


Are you jealous, Samson? What for? It’s not like she was going to jump over here and join you in the depths of your criminal existence based on a conversation that lasted less than five minutes. Mile high club? Hardly a possibility.


Allan gave him a nudge from behind, stopping his sardonic thoughts from going any further. “You really are trying to drag this out, aren’t you, Samson? Three rows up, very front. I know you can do it if you try hard enough.”


Beck flashed him an over-the-shoulder smirk. “I just want to spend as much time with you as possible, darling.”


The guard rolled his eyes. “How about you take a seat instead, and enjoy this one and only chance to ride in First Class?”


“Perfect. I like my champagne just below room temperature.”


“And I like my nights spent in a warm bed with a warmer woman. But we can’t always get what we want. Move, Samson.”


Allan nudged him again, harder this time, and Beck complied with the command. Dragging his chains with him and rattling louder than the ghost of Jacob Marley, he made his way up the short aisle, then pushed himself into the seat with as much force as he could.


He fired a grin toward the guard. “Care to join me?”


“One day, Samson, your jokes are going to get you hurt,” Allan replied.


“Well, at least I’ll die laughing.”


“I’m going to the bathroom before we take off. Try to be a good boy while I’m gone.”


“You trust me here all alone?” Beck said. “That’s so sweet.”


“I don’t trust you anywhere, alone or otherwise.” Allan’s tone was flat. “But don’t worry. The other guys will keep an eye on you. And in case that fails, I’ll let the stewardess know she can hit you with a food cart if you try anything.”


“Flight attendant.”


“What?”


“They stopped calling them ‘stewardesses’ a few decades ago, numbskull.”


“Whatever, Samson.”


“Whatever indeed, Allan.”


The other man turned away, and a voice crackled through the overhead speakers, making an announcement about final boarding and providing a few flight details, including a warning about some expected turbulence. Beck’s tension revved higher. The tin can would soon be getting ready to take off. They’d be at the mercy of the pilot and the sky. He clenched his teeth, wondering sarcastically why he’d wasted his free weekends learning how to turn tree branches into feasible shelters when what he really needed were parachute skills.


Relax. It’s less than an hour, he told himself. Fifty-four more minutes after takeoff. I can tolerate that. Hell, maybe I can sleep through the whole thing.


A nap wouldn’t be an entirely unwelcome venture.


He started to lean back and let his eyes sink shut before it struck him—abruptly and belatedly—that there was a key person missing from the group on the plane. His contact, Dr. Karim. The man had been Beck’s main focus since leaving the prison. Since before that. The man was the real reason for this trip. The one who’d set up this exchange and who would ensure Beck’s safe delivery on the other end of the flight. How the hell had he managed to let the doctor’s absence slip by him?


Shit.


Maybe there was a simple explanation. Maybe he’d been so involved in staring at the redhead that he hadn’t noticed Karim. Maybe his dislike of soaring over mountains inside a hunk of metal had slowed his brain. Or maybe the doctor just hadn’t boarded yet. Beck straightened up and tried to swing a surreptitious look behind his seat. He didn’t get any farther than turning his head. The distracting woman was standing right there, her green eyes zeroed in on him.


Startled, Beck inhaled sharply. The breath brought an intangible scent with it—light, buttery, and definitely emanating from the redhead. He barely had time to adjust to that before she plunked herself in the seat beside him. The doctor fled his mind again as she leaned in.


“Well, hello there,” he greeted her, trying to cover the lightning bolt of attraction that struck as she got closer. “I didn’t think you’d be quite so eager to chat again.”


“I’m just here to do my job, Mr. Samson,” she replied, her tone even. “And I’m not sure what you hoped to gain by tricking me back there.”


“It wasn’t a trick. I was being friendly.”


“You deliberately led me to believe you were with the transport.”


“I am with the transport.”


“No,” she corrected. “You are the transport.”


The statement got under his skin, and he gritted his teeth. “Forgive me for wanting to be a person rather than a thing.”


“That’s not what I meant.”


“Oh, really? Then I guess you’re the only one in this bunch who doesn’t see me as either a number or as a commodity. Or maybe both.”


“It doesn’t matter what they think. I’m not here for them.”


“Who are you here for then?”


She gave him a dubious look—pursed lips, wrinkled nose, and fiery eyebrows bunched together. “I don’t have time for more games and another seagull story, Mr. Samson. I’m here for you, obviously.”


The claim genuinely caught him off guard. “Me?”


“I’m your nurse, Joelle Diedrich. The replacement Medical Escort,” she said.


Now he was more than caught off guard. He was punched-in-the-stomach stunned. Worried questions slammed around in his head. Where the hell was Dr. Karim? What did the lack of his presence mean? Was this woman—Joelle—a proper replacement? How could he find out?


And what if she isn’t with Dr. Karim? What then?


“Mr. Samson?” said Joelle, her voice full of concern. “Are you okay?”


He tried to roll his shoulders to ease away the prickle that slithered between them, but he only succeeded in making his shackles clang.


Damn, damn, damn.


Was his safety still guaranteed? Suddenly, the warden’s choice to send him on a plane rather than via bus or train seemed a lot more suspect.


“Mr. Samson?” Joelle’s worry was even more audible now.


“I’m fine,” Beck muttered. “Positively peachy.”


She obviously didn’t believe him because her hand—soft and warm, even through his long-sleeved shirt—landed on his forearm. The contact sent a jolt of electricity across his skin, and he jerked his eyes up to meet hers. He opened his mouth, but whatever bit of truth he’d been about to accidentally spill was stalled by Allan’s reappearance.


“Ms. Diedrich?” the guard said, his voice as flat as his expression. “We’re getting ready to take off. Darby wants us in our seats.”


Joelle let out a small breath and offered the guard a forced-looking smile.


“Absolutely.” She turned to Beck one more time, and she didn’t move her hand away yet. “Are you sure you’re all right?”


Beck met her eyes again. Her gaze reflected true compassion. Real caring. Or at least an excellent approximation of both. And neither that nor the gentle touch was something he’d experienced at all over the last two years. It made him want to speak up and say that he was most definitely not okay.


Maybe she really is here for you, he thought. And if not . . . maybe she could be.


It sounded good. In theory. The truth, though, was a whole other matter. He didn’t know anything but what she’d told him, and there was no way to verify that it was true. Now, more than ever, he had to exercise caution. Dr. Karim was the only person he could trust, and without the other man there . . .


Beck gave himself an internal headshake, dialed back his moment of undeserved hope to zero, and offered Nurse Joelle Diedrich a smirk and a raised eyebrow.


“Did you want to come closer and feel my forehead to check?” he asked. “Maybe check me a few other places, too?”


She responded to his comments with a look that said she didn’t quite buy his tone or his words.


“Ms. Diedrich?” Allan said again, his voice tinged with irritation.


Joelle didn’t turn and reply, and for a second, Beck thought she might insist on staying where she was. She had a stubborn set to her mouth that made her appear as though she was considering arguing with the guard. Hell. Maybe Beck ought to do that himself. What did he have to lose? It’s not like they were going to cut him free. At least being tased would be interesting. Another heartbeat passed, though, and Joelle’s expression cleared. She squeezed Beck’s arm and pushed to her feet.


“If you need me for anything medical, I’m just a couple of rows back,” she said as she stepped into the aisle.


“I’ll keep that in mind,” he replied.


“Please do.”


She nodded curtly at Allan, then left Beck to stew over what the hell was going on.
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