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Flying solo is way overrated…

 




Noah Fisher has worked for months to make Sky High the most prestigious charter airline in California. He's long overdue for a break - something involving ski slopes, cold beers, and hot ski bunny babes. The itinerary doesn’t include being hijacked by Bailey Sinclair, gorgeous widow of one of Sky High’s wealthiest (ex-) clients. But here they are, and being crammed in a cockpit with the scared, stubborn, unbelievably sexy former model could get Noah in serious trouble…









Chapter 1



Noah Fisher needed a double-diamond ski slope, a hot ski-bunny babe, and a beer, and not necessarily in that order.


Mammoth Mountain, here he came.


He studied the gauges in front of him, then stroked the dash of his favorite Piper. “Don’t worry, baby. The weather’s going to hold for us.”


Hopefully.


He put on his headset, then took a moment to lean back and draw in a deep breath. His first flight in six months. Man, he was ready to get into the sky, heading for that desperately needed R&R.


R&R, and hopefully that ski bunny ...


With that in mind, he okayed his takeoff and began to taxi down the runway, the scent of the burrito Maddie had left for him on the copilot’s seat making his mouth water. Within five minutes, he was ten thousand feet and counting as he headed toward his utter freedom.


God, he loved, loved, being up here. Here there were no distractions, no memories, nothing but a spattering of cotton-ball clouds and azure sky as far as he could see.


Just what the doctor had ordered.


He checked the instruments and then the horizon. Ah, yeah, conditions were good. The Piper was doing her thing, as always. She was a classic, though not necessarily a beauty, which meant that most of their customers wouldn’t have given her a second look.


Their loss.


She flew like a dream. He could fix her up real pretty, he knew, and then everyone would be clamoring for her, but he didn’t feel the need to share her.


As he leveled out, he grabbed a stowed-away chocolate bar to munch on before the burrito. He’d always eaten his dessert first, because hell, once upon a time, he hadn’t known when and where his next meal would come from. Chewing, he began to picture the weekend ahead: the slopes, the wind in his face, powdery snow up to his knees as he plowed straight down the mountain, his hair blown back by his own speed....


Then he pictured the sexy ski bunnies waiting in the warm lodge afterward, and one of those rare but genuine smiles tugged at his mouth.


Yeah, a sexy ski bunny—or two—was key to this whole event. She’d be an expert in erotic massage, of course, and ready, willing, and able to do ... well, pretty much whatever came to mind.


And plenty did.


At the thought, he actually smiled again.


Yes sirree, his muscles were getting quite the workout today, after six long months of neglect. Thanks to his crash, it’d been a long time since he’d fantasized about women, or even craved sex at all—


A rustle sounded from behind Noah, startling the shit out of him, but before he could react, something jammed into his shoulder, something that unbelievably felt an awful lot like a—


Gun?


“Keep flying,” said a ragged voice. “Just keep flying.”



Holy shit. Noah craned his neck. The soft, fuzzy blanket he kept on the backseat was on the floor now. She’d been hiding beneath it, and yeah, the person behind him was most definitely a she. Once upon a time, he’d been considered an expert on the species, and despite her gruff, uneven tones, her voice shimmered with nerves.


Female nerves.


Unbelievably, he’d just been hijacked by a nervous woman with a gun. He tried to get a good look at her, but the gun shifted to his jaw, shoving his head forward before he could take in more than a big, bulky sweater with a hood down low over her face—


“Don’t turn around,” she demanded. “Just keep us in the air.”


He could. He’d been a pilot ever since the day he’d been old enough, flying on a daily basis, either for a job or on a whim, into a storm or with one on his ass, without much thought.


He was giving it plenty of thought now. “Hell, no.” His fingers tightened on the yoke. Goddamnit. “What the fuck is this?”


“You’re flying me to Mammoth Mountain.”


“Hell, no, I’m not.”


“Yes, you are. You have no choice.” Then she let out a disparaging, desperate sound and softened her voice. “Look, just get us there, okay? Get us there and everything will be all right.”


Yeah, except that she didn’t sound as if she believed that line of crap, and he sure as hell didn’t believe it either. Worse, he suddenly had a nasty flashback to another of his flights that had gone bad, six months ago. Only in that one, there’d been no gun, just a hell of a storm in Baja California, where he’d hit a surprise thunderstorm, one with a vicious kick. That time he’d ended up on a side of a mountain in a fiery crash, holding his passenger as she died in his arms....


So really, in comparison, this flight, with a measly gun at his back, should be a piece of cake. Just a day in the life.


Knowing it, he swiped a forearm over his forehead and concentrated on breathing. Maybe she was all talk, no show. Maybe she didn’t really know how to use the weapon. Maybe he could talk her out of the insanity that had become his life today. “How did you get in here?”


The gun remained against his shoulder, but not as hard, as if maybe she didn’t want to hurt him. “No questions, or I’ll—”


“What? Shoot?”



She didn’t answer.


Yeah, all talk, no show, he decided, and reached over to switch his radio on, then went very still at the feel of the muzzle just beneath his jaw now.


“Don’t,” she said, sounding more desperate, if that was even possible. “Don’t tell anyone I’m here.”


Hell if he’d suffer this quietly, and he braced himself for action, but then she added a low, softly uttered, “Please.”



Jesus, he felt like such a fool. Who the hell was she? She’d been careful to stay just behind him, just out of range of his peripheral. He could smell her, though, some complicated mixture of exotic flowers and woman, which under very different circumstances he’d find sexy as hell.


But not today, the day that was quickly turning into a living nightmare. He couldn’t believe this was happening. Not when he was getting back on the horse. Wasn’t that what Shayne and Brody had told him to do, get back on the horse.



And he had.


Was.


Hence the ski/fuck-his-brains-out weekend.


What the hell was in Mammoth that was worth hijacking someone? And why was she so desperate to get there? Instinct had him checking the gauges, looking for a place to land.


“No.” The gun was an emphasis, back to pressing hard between his shoulder blades. “We’re going to Mammoth. Just like you planned.”


“I didn’t plan for this.”


“You have a passenger now, that’s all. Everything else is the same.”


Yeah, he had a passenger. A shaking, unnerved, freaked-out desperate one.


Give him a thunderstorm in Cabo any day over this....


“There’s no need to panic, or do anything rash,” she said, and he wondered if she was talking to him—or herself.


“Yeah, well, if you’re insisting on coming along, then sit.” He jerked his chin toward the copilot seat next to him, because he wanted to see her, wanted to know exactly what he was up against.


“I’m fine right where I am.”


Hell if he’d have her at his back with a gun jammed against him for the next hour. “Sit. Down.”


As if for emphasis, they hit a pocket of air, and the plane dipped. With a gasp, the woman fell backward into the seat behind him.


Noah smiled grimly. He wasn’t stupid, and he hadn’t been born yesterday. Actually, he hadn’t even been born in this country at all, but in England. He’d ended up here, orphaned as a teen, where he’d proceeded to beg, borrow, and steal his way to his dream.


A life of flying.


And she was not going to take that life away from him.


“You did that on purpose.” Her voice was tight and angry. “Don’t do anything like that again.”


He hadn’t done it in the first place, but he could have, and would if he got the chance and could manage it without getting his head accidentally shot off, because he really hated it when that happened. “Who the hell are you?”


“Doesn’t matter.”


“What’s in Mammoth?”


“Doesn’t matter.”


Great. A stubborn female. Who happened to have a gun.


Never a good combination.


He glanced back and wasn’t happy to see her standing again, directly behind him so that he still couldn’t get a good look at her.


“Don’t.” Once again she shoved the gun into his back, a situation of which he was quickly tiring. Right before his crash, adrenaline had pumped through him, but it was nothing compared to what flowed through his veins now.


Then he’d been scared, to the bone.


Now he was pissed. To the bone. His radio crackled, and then Shayne’s voice filled the cabin. As a team called Sky High Air, they had a fleet of three jets, three Cessnas, two Beechcraft, a Moody, a Piper, and a Cirrus, and access to others via a leasing network, and had just constructed a building to house them all instead of working out of a very expensive leased wing at LAX. It gave them their own hub, a fixed operating base for their picky, finicky clientele, complete with maintenance and concierge services.


Not bad for three punks who’d once been nothing more than sorry-ass teenage delinquents.


“Noah?” Shayne asked via radio. “You there?”


“I have to answer that,” he told his hijacker. “Or he’ll know something’s wrong.” Without waiting for her response, he pushed the button on the radio. “Here.”


“Just checking in on your inaugural flight.”


He was doing fine. Great.


If he forgot about the gun digging into him.


“You okay?” Shayne asked.


Noah hated that his friend even had to ask, but could admit, at least to himself, that the past six months had been just rough enough that Shayne felt he had to. “I’m ...” He pushed back at the gun. “Hanging in.”


His kidnapper remained silent, tense.


“Brody’s flying Mrs. Sinclair to Aspen,” Shayne said. “At least so she says, but she’s had us ready-up four times this past week, only to correct at the last minute. I don’t see today being any different.”


The idiosyncrasies of the rich and famous didn’t bother him any, as long as they paid for it, but just the words “Mrs. Sinclair” made the butterflies in his stomach tap-dance.



Mr. Sinclair had been a forty-year-old trust-fund baby who’d built huge resort complexes in every party town along the West Coast while showing off his much younger trophy wife, Bailey Sinclair, an ex-model, a woman who screamed sophistication and elegance.


Not to mention her muy caliente factor.


But her husband had bitten the big one three months ago in a mysterious hunting accident, and they hadn’t seen much of the missus since then. She was probably off spending her husband’s billions of dollars, and... and hell.


Bailey Sinclair was intelligent, and sexy, stubborn as hell—three of Noah’s favorite qualities in a woman. She had strawberry blond, wild flyaway hair that framed her face in a way that seemed as if maybe she’d just gotten out of bed and wasn’t averse to going back. Her baby blues were deep enough to drown a man, and her mouth...


Christ, he’d had entire day-long fantasies about her mouth. Truth was, she was his living secret crush.


It was pathetic, really. Getting weak-kneed over another man’s wife.


Even if that man was dead.


But he was a little busy today, so it was probably time to get over Bailey Sinclair.


Cold turkey, pal.


“She’s already on board and locked up in her stateroom,” Shayne said. “And if the rumors are true—”


“Rumors?”


“That she’s selling everything off... then she’s probably going for one last hurrah. Said she was taking a sleeping pill and just to wake her after arrival.”


Noah could picture the sleek honey of a plane on the tarmac. It didn’t take much for his imagination to go farther and see the gorgeous, lush stateroom on board, the huge king-sized bed covered in the best of the best silk, and Bailey sprawled on it, her hair streaming across a pillow, her long, willowy body barely wrapped in satin and lace—


Scratch that.


No satin, no lace.


Nothing but Bailey. Yeah, that might help him get over himself real quick.


If he lived through this, that was.


“Be careful,” Shayne said.


“I will be, Mom. Thanks.”


“Mom? ”


“Better than old lady,” Noah said, checking the horizon, ignoring his “passenger” while Shayne huffed out a low laugh.


“Smart-ass,” he muttered, and clicked off.


Yeah, that was him: Noah Fisher, smart-ass. Among other things. And actually, he’d heard them all: selfish bastard, good-for-nothing lout, cocky SOB....


That most of them were completely one-hundred-percent true didn’t keep him up at night. Nope, he saved that for the nightmares, of which he now had a new one.


He glanced at his altimeter and airspeed indicator. Everything looked okay. Everything was okay, because he’d checked and double-checked over the static-system vents and Pitot tube for foreign bodies, like the bird that had fucked him just before his crash. All was clear right now. Good to know. He would not be crashing tonight.


“Thanks,” said the woman at his back, “for not giving me away.”


He did some more ignoring, and the silence filled the cockpit. Reaching out beside him, he lifted the brown bag from which came the most heavenly scent on earth—his burrito. Bless you, Maddie, he said silently to Sky High’s concierge. She always stocked him with his favorite fast food. “Hungry?” he asked his hijacker. He hadn’t had a real mother, but he still knew how to mock politeness.


“Just fly.”


“Suit yourself.” He opened the bag and stuffed a bite into his mouth. His taste buds exploded with pleasure, and to be as annoying as possible, he moaned with it. “You have no idea what you’re missing.”


“Looks like I’m missing a boatload of calories.” She sounded tense enough to shatter. “Can’t you fly faster? ”


Yes. “No.”


“How much longer?”


“As long as it takes.” Taking another bite—if he was going to die, it wouldn’t be hungry—he checked the instruments, the horizon.


Still no weather between here and there, and he supposed he should be thankful for small favors. “So ... what’s your story?”


She didn’t respond. Shocker.


“You rob a bank?” he tried.


Nothing but the disquieting sensation of the gun against his skin.


“Kill someone?”


The silence seemed to thicken, and his gut clenched. Great, she’d killed someone. “Oh, I know,” he said conversationally. “Your rich husband has a ski bunny at your Mammoth cabin, and you’re going after them.”


She choked out a laugh utterly without mirth. “Can you fly without talking?”


He opened his mouth to give a smart-ass reply to that, but the gun at his back pressed into him and shut him up. Yeah, okay, maybe he could fly without talking.


For now.








Chapter 2



Not wanting him to smell the fear and panic swirling around her like a cloak of fog, Bailey Sinclair focused in on the one consolation she had—


He actually believed she held a gun on him.


Good God, she was hijacking the tall, dark, and attitude-ridden Noah Fisher with her fatty Bic pen, and if the enigmatic, rough-edged pilot even caught a sniff of her false bravado, it’d be over. He would wrestle her to the seat or toss her out the window, as she deserved.


At least it’d be over.


No. No destructive thoughts. She had to see this through, had to, or she was going to end up in the same situation as her rat fink bastard husband.


Which was six feet under.


For the umpteenth time, she wished Alan weren’t already dead, so she could kill him herself.


But someone had beaten her to that game, hadn’t they. And now her own life hung in the balance.


Hope you’re rotting in hell, Alan.


God. With her free hand, she hugged herself. She’d had bad days before, she reminded herself. Unfortunately, this one was shaping up to be the king of all bad days.


Bad weeks.


Bad months...


Actually, she could write the entire year off to a string of rotten luck piled on top of rotten decisions piled on top of the fact that Fate seemed to have it in for her.


She needed a break, just one.


And then suddenly the plane dipped again, and she nearly lost her sweaty grip on her Bic pen. “What are you doing?” she cried, flying backward and hitting the seat behind her.


Noah didn’t answer, which pretty much did her in. Nerves already scraped raw, she desperately needed some answers, and he was going to give them to her, damn it.


Scrambling back up, she tightened her hold on the pen and jammed it hard into the muscle of his shoulder. “Answer me!”


Rolling his shoulder, he pushed back at her.


Damn it, didn’t he realize? She had a gun.



Okay, she didn’t, really, but he thought she did! Why wasn’t he cowering? Begging for mercy?



She wanted to do both. She wanted to drop to the floor and roll into a ball and do something distinctly juvenile, like burst into tears.


Instead she locked her knees and thrust up her chin, reminding herself she was in charge at the moment. “Tell me what’s happening.”


“Weather pockets.”


“What does that mean?”


“We’ve hit a few weather pockets,” he said very slowly, as if speaking to an idiot.


“Is that bad?”


“Depends on how good a flyer you are.”


“How good a flyer are you?” she asked a little weakly.


He let out a low, mirthless laugh. “Little late to be asking that.”


She was just behind him, and off to the side enough to catch him in profile. And he had quite the profile. His dark hair hadn’t seen a comb today, maybe not yesterday either, and yet the untamed waves would most definitely call to a woman’s fingers. She knew this because they called to hers.


His striking face gave nothing away as he spoke: no alarm, no worry, no inflection at all. He was good at that, at being calm.


She knew this because he’d flown her places before, many times; he just didn’t know it. She’d always admired his calm strength, his smooth, easy demeanor, and that low, husky voice with the whisper of England in it.


He handled the controls like the pro he was. The material of his shirt strained over shoulders wide enough to block her view of the horizon, and she knew without looking that his chest was broad, his stomach enticingly flat, because one time last summer she’d seen him on the tarmac stripping out of a dirty shirt, shrugging into a new one. His arms had been corded with long, steely muscles, his fingers also long and undoubtedly callused and work-roughened from all the mechanic work he often did on his plane for the joy of it.


“Thunderstorm, gathering early,” he said, working the controls as the plane dipped once more, pitching as violently as her stomach.


“Ohmigod,” she whispered, gripping the back of his seat.


Another dip.


She gritted her teeth and did her best not to reveal her fear. “Can’t you avoid this?”


“Sure.”


His voice came perfectly calm, perfectly collected, with just that curious and intoxicating hint of British in it. “I’ll just call mother nature and tell her to knock it off.”


In another place and time, she’d be fascinated by the sheer strength and control he was exhibiting under what had to be enormous pressure.


But right now it was all she could do not to throw herself down and give up, give in.


Let them have her.


No. No, she wasn’t dead yet, damn it. She opened her mouth, but when the plane shuddered, so did she.


Oh, God.


“Are we going to crash?” she whispered.


He didn’t answer, and if she’d thought her stomach had pitched before, it was nothing to the sommersault it did now in the face of his silence. “Hello?”


When he didn’t answer, she sucked in a breath and nudged him with her “gun.”


“Do you want me to chat, or keep us in the air?” he asked in such perfect politeness that it actually took her a moment to process the words.


“Air,” she managed, nodding even though he couldn’t see her. “Keep us in the air.”


With a gruff nod, he did as she’d asked.


She just hoped he intended to keep doing it.


“I need to use the radio,” he said after a few moments, and without waiting for her to okay that, he checked in with someone via his headset and got the weather update. She stood there on pins and needles, the pen in his shoulder, terrified he’d give her away this time.


He could have, and there was nothing she could do. She knew how close he was to the two men he ran Sky High Air with—Brody and Shayne. Hell, he could probably give her away to either of them without her even knowing it, or maybe he already had.


If so, she was as good as dead.








Chapter 3



Keeping herself standing still in that plane while Noah spoke into his headset was the hardest thing Bailey had ever done.


Any second now, he’d give her away.


But he didn’t. He simply finished his radio conversation and then went back to flying.


“Thanks,” she said, letting out a long breath.


He didn’t speak.


“I really appreciate it.” He could have no idea how much; no one did. Because no one could keep her safe. “I promise you, Noah. I don’t want to hurt you.”


More of his loaded nothing. It was like an art form with him, not talking unless absolutely necessary, remaining cool, calm, and collected under any circumstance, a talent she could learn from. “I just need to get to Mammoth,” she said softly.


“Yes, the skiing is great this time of year.”


Heavy sarcasm. Well, she couldn’t blame him. Noah Fisher wasn’t the kind of man who took well to being made helpless. In fact, he was the least helpless man she knew, not that she really knew him at all....


On the occasions he’d piloted for her and Alan, or her younger brother Kenny, who’d worked for Alan, Noah had always been perfectly professional. Perfectly professional, and perfectly magnificent in his pilot duds, with his crisp white shirt and dark blue uniform trousers—which nicely covered his mile-long legs and firm butt.


Yes, she’d looked.


She hadn’t been able to help herself; he was almost ridiculously gorgeous. And she wasn’t the only one who thought so. The numerous times she’d been at Sky High Air, any and all other females around were usually doing their best to get his attention.


Interesting enough, he never seemed to notice.


He was noticing her now, and wasn’t that just the irony of the whole thing. He had no idea who she was, but when—if—he found out, he was going to be all the more furious.


He’d call 9-1-1.


She couldn’t let that happen. If she went to jail for this, they’d find her there. They’d promised. She let out another long, pent-up breath, purposely thinking about something else.


Noah.


He wore one of his long-sleeved, white button-downs with the Sky High Air patch on his pec. A very nice pec. A pec worthy of the rest of him. But it was his face that always captured her and held tight. His dark, wavy hair was thick, curling past his collar, nearly to his broad shoulders. And as usual, a tumble of it fell over his strong forehead and into his mesmerizing eyes, which were a clear, deep jade and always full of secrets.


Unlike her, he didn’t wear his heart on his sleeve. She never had any idea what he was thinking. But she knew what she was thinking. She was thinking she had no business noticing that he induced drool tendencies in every woman he passed, or that his eyes, that dreamy shade of green, inspired thoughts a married woman had no right thinking....


Except that she was no longer married. Nope, her husband had died.


Correction—gotten himself killed by his own greed, because Alan Sinclair had never met a gamble he could walk away from, including Bailey. This had been a well-hidden fact that she’d learned about upon Alan’s death, when her own father had come clean.


Alan had dated her on a bet.


That shouldn’t have hurt. Of course he’d dated her on a bet, because why in the world would a man as wealthy, as cool and sophisticated and elegant, as he’d been, be interested in her for any reason other than her father’s money?


But in the end, the laugh had been on Alan, hadn’t it? Because her father’s “wealth” had all been an illusion, and Alan had fallen for that illusion—hook, line, and sinker.


But the deal had been made. He’d married her and forgiven her father’s debt. He’d even given her brother a job when Kenny hadn’t been able to find a direction for himself.


She’d been sheltered from the details, and as a model at the time, traveling a lot, she’d also been fairly clueless. But Alan had always been kind and sweet to her, and after a lifetime of living with her volatile, quick-tempered father, that kindness and sweetness had gone a long way with her.


Very long.


She’d given up modeling to stay in the States to be near her husband, unhappily surprised to realize that he traveled incessantly as well. So she’d gone back to school to pass the time and had found her passion—teaching.


Yes, Alan had been slightly distant during the two years they’d been married, and gone much of that, and yes, he’d held a lot of himself back, including almost all of his business dealings, but she’d told herself that a husband and wife didn’t share everything.


Her parents certainly hadn’t.


Besides, she had her life, teaching second grade, and that was enough for her. She’d been happy.


Or so she’d thought.


But then Alan had left for a hunting trip, first giving her a rare hug, looking her deeply in the eyes. “Whatever you need after I’m gone,” he’d said. “I’ve kept it all safe, Precious.”


She never saw him again.


After his death, she’d sat in his attorney’s office, shocked to the core to find her father hadn’t been the only illusionist.


Nope, when Alan’s will had been read, it had turned out he was flat broke, and worse, owed his investors big-time.


Which had been especially bad news for Bailey, because now she was about to be flat dead if she didn’t come up with some serious dough for them.


They’d come to her, late two nights ago, and had demanded the money, prepared to kill her if she couldn’t provide it. So she’d lied, said she could get it but she needed time.


They’d bought that.


Now if she didn’t come up with the money, they were going to take it out of her skin, and with the scare they’d given her, when they’d broken into what she’d thought was the impenetrable fortress of their Burbank Hills house, she believed every word.


Especially since they hadn’t been nameless strangers, but some of Alan’s longtime friends, his “investors,” led by the smooth, elegant Stephen Stone-helm.


At first she couldn’t believe that Stephen, whom she’d entertained and socialized with on numerous occasions, was going to seriously turn on her.


But he had, with ice-cold eyes and a colder voice, making it clear that if she told anyone, especially the police, then she, along with Kenny and her students, would start appearing as dead as Alan.


It was simple, really—pay them back or die.


Slowly, painfully.


And yet she couldn’t pay back what she didn’t have. She’d called Kenny, terrified for his safety. Since Alan’s death, he’d been moving around, working carpentry here and there, not sticking in any one spot.


Bailey had said nothing about how much she missed him because he seemed content with his new direction or lack thereof. But now she was worried that wherever he was, he wasn’t far enough away.


“Get out of town,” he’d said urgently when she’d told him what had happened. “Get out of town and stay out until this thing blows over. I’ll come back and—”


“No. That’s what I wanted to tell you.” Terror had filled her at the thought of him being anywhere near Alan’s thugs. “You’ve got to stay away. Please, Kenny. I can’t lose you, too.”


“Bailey—”


“I’ll go,” she’d promised him rashly, knowing that was the only way to guarantee he stay gone. “I’ll go if you promise to stay far away.”


“Check in with me,” he’d demanded. “Text me if you can’t call, let me know where you are.”


“I’ll be fine.”


“Promise. Promise me, Bail.”


She’d made that promise, and they’d been in touch by text messages at least every other day.


Small comfort.


She’d called into work for a substitute teacher, saying she had a horrible flu and needed at least a week off. No way was she going to endanger the children she’d come to love and care about as her own.


That had turned out to be a good decision, because now she had the feeling that she was being followed—everywhere she went she experienced an itch between her shoulder blades.


They were watching her, waiting for her to find the money.


She needed to get on that.


She’d thought long and hard. If Alan had stashed money—and he’d been just tight enough to do something like that—then where? Their house was too obvious; plus it was now up for sale, and every inch of it had been gone over, cleaned, redone. It had to be at one of his resorts. All had been sold except the ones in Mammoth, Catalina, and Cabo.


Kenny agreed that it was entirely likely that the money was in one of those last places. She’d started with Mammoth simply because when she’d gotten to Sky High Air, that was where Noah had been going.


She’d put out word that she was going to Aspen to throw the thugs off her tail and had hitched a ride with him.


So to speak.


Noah kept his gaze straight ahead, dividing his concentration between the horizon and his controls, flicking switches, doing whatever it was he was doing to keep them in the air.


“The sooner we’re there,” she told him, “the sooner you’re free of me.”


“How did you know my name?”


“I—I don’t.”


“Liar,” he said very softly. “You called me by name a few minutes ago.” Apparently no longer afraid of her, or caring that she had her “weapon” pressed against him, he turned his head and looked right at her.


And she let him.


Maybe it was exhaustion, or the fact that her head hurt from all that was racing through it. Or maybe she simply couldn’t make room for one more fear—that being that he would let them crash.


He wouldn’t. He loved living too much.


She was banking on that.


His gaze traveled from the hood low over her face, to her jeans, to her boots and back, before he looked at the horizon again, jaw tight.


She knew why. He’d looked, but he still couldn’t ID her. That was what happened when she wasn’t all vamped up; she was a nobody. If she lived through this mess, she was going to love being a nobody. She’d spend the rest of her days happily being a nobody.


“You might as well have a seat,” he said, gesturing to the spot at his right. “Now that I can identify you to the authorities.”


“Now who’s the liar?”


He swore, and kept flying. “You’re not going to get away with this.”


“I have to.”


He glanced over at her, utterly bewildered and baffled. “Why? Why do you have to do this?”


“It’s complicated.” The understatement of the century.


“You’re late for a manicure?”


“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” she said grimly.


“Try me.”


She stared at him, wishing she could. Wishing a lot of things...


“I know. You’ve got a hot date on the slopes.”


“No, that’s you.” She knew he planned to ski his brains out, then hopefully screw his brains out. That the thought had given her an odd ping didn’t matter. What he did after he got her to Mammoth didn’t concern her.


“At least it’s not a date with the cops,” he said. “You’ve committed quite a few felonies today, Ms. Hijacker.”


She’d wondered, several times today alone, if being dead would be easier than being in prison. But despite appearances, she’d never taken the easy way out in her life.


Inside her pocket, her cell vibrated, signaling an incoming text message. She pulled it out and read Kenny’s message: R U in Aspen yet? K


She swallowed the lump of fear. He was still safe. Safe, she repeated to herself, and that was all that mattered. For now, at least, they were both safe.


Inhaling a deep breath, she thumbed a yes in answer, because she needed the world to think she was in Aspen. Carefree. She hoped to God that Kenny was carefree on an island somewhere soaking up the sun, free of trouble.


She didn’t want her trouble landing on his head.


Unfortunately, Kenny attracted trouble like a moth to flame. He always had. He’d probably gotten that special gift from their father, she thought with some bitterness.


Thanks, Dad.


Ironically enough, Kenny had stayed trouble-free while working for Alan, but now he was directionless again, and that terrified her. But that was a worry for another day.


Say if she lived.


“Please,” she begged Noah, forgetting for a moment that she was supposed to be in charge. “Please, just do this. Just get me to Mammoth.”


“And then... ?”


And then, she would hopefully find the money, hand it over to the bad guys, and go back to teaching second grade, go back to her quiet, sweet little world where bad things didn’t happen to good people.


He was waiting for an answer, so she swallowed hard. “And then you’ll land and let me go.”


“And you’ll what, ride off into the sunset?”


“You’ll never hear from me again, I swear. No need to turn me in.”


“Other than the whole kidnapping thing.”


“You were going to Mammoth anyway,” she pointed out.


He looked at her, his green, green eyes utterly unfathomable, cool, and assessing, his mouth in a tight line of unforgiving grimness. “Just for curiosity’s sake, why don’t you tell me what else I’d be turning you in for? You know, besides hijacking and assault with a deadly weapon.”


Deadly weapon, with a fat Bic pen.


He was going to be royally pissed if he ever figured out that her gun was nothing but blue ink and plastic. At the thought, a half-manic giggle bubbled up, but she managed to swallow it. God, she was so tired, exhausted really, and she gave in to her trembling legs, sinking into the seat next to him.


Noah was watching her, his aviator sunglasses shoved to the top of his head, which kept his hair out of his eyes.


His oddly mesmerizing eyes.


Yeah, she was losing it if she was noticing his eyes. She’d had enough of men. In fact, if she lived, she never wanted another man again.


Never. Ever.


The sheer, bone-deep exhaustion weighed her down. Staying alive was damn hard work. Too hard, and for a second, just a second, she let her head fall back to the seat. The movement had her hood slipping off. She jerked upright immediately, but it was too late.


He’d seen.



“Jesus Christ.” His eyes widened in recognition and shock, but his attention was jerked forward when the plane bobbed and dipped. He spent a moment dealing with keeping the plane steady in the sudden turbulence.


But what was lethally turbulent was her stomach.


“Bailey Sinclair. ”He shook his head, his body tense as he continued to handle the plane, his legs working the rudders on the floor, his arms taut on the steering wheel, or whatever it was called on a plane, his entire body piloting while his eyes remained focused on her. “What the fuck sort of game is this?”


She drew a deep breath. “No game,” she said quietly. “I swear to you, this is no game.”


He took a moment to run his gaze over her features. “Goddamnit.” His jaw tightened. “I don’t get this. Start at the beginning.”


“I need a ride to Mammoth.”


“Earlier than that.”


Right. Yet another bubble of hysterical laughter tickled her throat, but she held it back because she was afraid that once she started, she’d never stop, and then she’d probably cry, and then. . . well, she didn’t have time for any pity.


Hadn’t in a good long time.


“This is where you talk,” he prompted.


He had his sleeves shoved up, his forearms corded with strength, his hands working the controls like a pro. He wasn’t a man who did anything halfway. He knew his way around a plane, the way she imagined he knew his way around anything he set his mind to. He was sharp, intelligent, and street rough.


If anyone in her world could possibly hear her problems and help her figure them out, it was this man.


But still, she hesitated. Yes, telling him would release a burden, and maybe, just maybe, get her some desperately needed help.


Good plan.


Except it could also kill him.


Bad plan.


No way was she going to jeopardize another person.


She was unequipped to deal with this. She’d grown up in a quiet, affluent neighborhood and had gone to a small, private college before marrying Alan and moving to yet a different quiet, affluent neighborhood.


She was so out of her league. She had no idea what to do. She knew she needed to tell Noah just enough to ensure he wouldn’t turn her in, but not enough to get him involved.


Was that even possible?


Looking into his stormy eyes, she had to wonder if she could get anything past this man, especially a lie. “It’s not important for you to know the details.”


He swore again.


“Just get me there,” she said. “You’ll never see me again, I promise.”


He didn’t say anything to that.


Good sign. Or so she told herself, and a ridiculous amount of an emotion she nearly didn’t recognize burgeoned through her veins.



Hope. He was going to do this, and he’d be okay.


Then he looked at her. If she’d been standing, she’d have staggered back.


Jaw tight, eyes flashing fury and a promised retribution that made her swallow hard as a little frisson of alarm buzzed through her, he said, “I won’t make this easy for you. That’s my promise.”
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