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				For Dad, who gave me wings.

For Mum, who let me fly.

And for Booj,

Who was always there to pick up the pieces.

I miss you all.



xoxoxo
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CHAPTER ONE

				Sergeant Jim Cromwell couldn’t ignore the stunning female pilot walking towards the hotel. Her uniform fit perfectly on her tall, athletic body, and her captain’s hat, set with the usual gold braid, highlighted her blonde hair. As he drew closer, her ice blue eyes connected with his, and she smiled. In that moment, he was so distracted that he misjudged the curb and lurched forward. As he reached out to brace for the fall, a bullet zipped by his head and hit the pilot in the shoulder. When the force spun her around, she collided with him, and a second bullet coursed across his arm.

				People around them screamed and scattered, and Jim’s cop instinct kicked in. As he and the pilot fell together, he rolled her behind the cover of a parked car. He pulled out his phone, called for backup, and drew his gun.

				Rising tentatively above the car’s hood, he saw a black Dodge Ram speeding down the road, and as it hung a fast right, he got a flash of Maine’s loon plate. He was unable to make out the number.

				Lowering himself back to the ground, he shielded the pilot. He couldn’t imagine why anyone would want to shoot such a beautiful woman. What enemies could she possibly have? Or had the shooter been aiming for him? Since he was working on a drug case, he knew there was always the danger of retaliation. Had he unwittingly put her in the line of fire when he tripped over the curb?

				“Don’t worry,” he said to her frightened eyes. “I’m a cop. You’ll be all right.”

				She blinked slowly. “Did I get shot?”

				“Yes, but it doesn’t look serious. I’m going to move you a little. I need your hat to apply pressure to the wound.”

				She winced. “I certainly feel pressure.”

				Jim adjusted his position. “Lie still. An ambulance will be here soon.” As he glanced around, he saw three other people on the ground. They didn’t look wounded — just scared. “Everybody okay?” They replied in the affirmative. “You … red shirt, stay down, but scooch this way nearer the car.” The woman moved in closer. She was sobbing. “Stay near me, ma’am. Help is on the way.”

				“Something doesn’t feel right,” said the pilot. She grimaced in pain, and her eyes closed.

				“Hey, hey, hey,” barked Jim. “Stay with me here. No sleeping on the job. Come on now, wake up. What’s your name?”

				“Sophie — Sophie Berg.”

				“Hi Sophie, I’m Jim Cromwell.”

				“One of our heroic boys in blue.”

				“Something like that.”

				“Something like what?” asked Sophie.

				“I’m with the Royal Canadian Mounted Police.”

				Sophie smiled thinly. “A Mountie?”

				“Yeah.”

				“That’s precious. What are you doing  … ”

				Jim shook her gently. “Sophie  … ”

				“Uh?”

				“Come on, stay awake. And you’re a pilot  …  ”

				Sophie giggled, which made her cough. “What gave me away?”

				“Sense of humor still good; you’re going to be all right.”

				Sophie pointed to Jim’s arm. “What about you? Seems I’m not the only one with a leak — you’re shot too.”

				Sirens wailed in the background.

				• • •

				Maine Medical Center’s emergency room was empty when Jim and Sophie arrived. A nurse immediately took her to the O.R., and Jim was hustled into a treatment cubicle. After the flesh wound on his arm had been dressed, he gave a report to one of his colleagues, pacing impatiently as he talked. Then his phone rang. It was the lead cop at the scene.

				“Hi, Jim,” Chip said. “A witness also reported seeing a black Dodge Ram leaving the scene, but she said it had Massachusetts plates.”

				“I saw the loon, Chip. Could it have different plates front and back?”

				“Anything’s possible. I’ll check local surveillance cameras and those on the turnpike. How’re you doing?”

				“Flesh wound, no big deal.”

				“And the pilot?”

				“Not sure yet. I’ll talk to you later.” Knowing the investigation was in good hands, Jim turned his attention to Sophie. He found the nurse’s station. “So, nurse,” he said. “How long will Ms. Berg be in the O.R.? Will it be okay if I wait and talk to her?”

				“I don’t see why not, though I’m not sure how long it will be. They need to take out the bullet and make sure she’s stable. Then you can interrogate her all you want.”

				“That’s not what I had in mind.”

				“Oh?”

				“Why would I want to interrogate her?”

				The nurse looked surprised. “You don’t know who she is?”

				“She’s a pilot — Sophie Berg.”

				“Clearly you don’t read.” The nurse pulled a gossip magazine from beneath the desk. She flipped the pages and placed it open on the countertop. “See, Sophie Berg, private pilot to the stars. Saw a piece about her exploits on TMZ. She knows ’em all. Practically every week she’s flying off with a famous somebody or other.”

				As Jim looked at the photos of a tall, athletic blonde with a radiant smile, he did a double take. She was in uniform with her hair in a French braid when she was shot and looked amazing. But in the pictures, she wore a purple dress, accentuating her curves, with her hair cascading below her shoulders. The button down navy blue pilot wasn’t even close to the stunning woman in the magazine. Jim smiled; he couldn’t mistake her piercing blue eyes, though. How could the same woman appear so strikingly different?

				Jim handed the magazine back to the nurse. “I still don’t see where the interrogation comes in.”

				“Gosh, have you been under a rock,” said the nurse. “Wait a sec.” She left and returned with her iPad primed to a news story. The headline read, “Private Airlines: Taking up the Slack or a Way Out for Drug Kingpins?”

				Jim quickly scanned the article, which sited Granola Aviation, the airline for whom Sophie worked, and other charter airlines as not only catering to the needs of the rich and famous, but also transporting drug lords and their cargo. It hypothesized that because of certain people’s immunity as they crisscrossed the continent, a powder keg of resentment was about to explode among the cartels.

				“I bet that’s why she was shot,” suggested the nurse. “She knows too much. It’s all there in the article.”

				“You don’t know that,” said Jim.

				The nurse smiled indulgently. “Not for sure. But I watch CSI and Criminal Minds. I know how it goes down.”

				Jim smiled and made a mental note of the article’s web site. “Right, cop shows. Totally real life. So when will I be able to see her?”

				“Let me check what’s going on. Computer says your colleagues from Portland P.D. want to know when she’s out of the O.R. I’m sure you can let them know that. She’s been assigned room 6D11.”

				“Can I go up and wait?”

				“Under normal circumstances, no. But since you’re a cop, I don’t see the harm. 6D11 — sixth floor then turn right and straight ahead through the doors. Just don’t forget to call your office, or I’ll hear about it.”

				• • •

				Jim had been waiting ten minutes when an orderly wheeled in Sophie. She was groggy but recognized him. “Hello, Mr. Mountie. What are you doing here?”

				“Came to make sure you were okay.”

				Two nurses followed the orderly and reconnected Sophie’s systems. “The nurse could have told you that.”

				“I know. But since we just shared a decidedly intimate moment, I wanted to make sure myself.”

				“As you can see, I’m good. According to the doc, if the bullet had hit a couple of inches left, it could have been nasty. As it was, it missed everything important. So you were right — it’s not serious. Being a cop I guess you’ve seen enough bullet wounds to judge what’s what?”

				“I’ve seen a few. Do you mind if I hang out until Portland P.D. gets here? They’re going to need a statement.”

				Sophie gestured for Jim to sit.

				“Sorry I ruined your hat.”

				Sophie smiled. “Applying pressure to a bleeding maw does play havoc with the gold braid.”

				“I hope it didn’t hurt, me lying on top of you like that.”

				“No hurt. But a gentleman would have bought me dinner first.”

				“I really like your sense of humor,” said Jim. “I image you’re a riot when you’re not all shot up and busted.”

				“Yeah, that’s me, a regular Jay Leno.”

				“I’m told you fly for Granola Aviation.”

				Sophie nodded.

				“Are they based here in Portland?”

				“No, Phoenix.”

				“I just finished a case there.”

				“Aren’t you a Mountie?”

				“I was on loan to the Phoenix police department. Is Portland a normal route for you?”

				“Granola Aviation is a charter company. We don’t have normal routes like other airlines. I’m on assignment to Albatross Marine out of Lake Bluff, Illinois. They’re moving corporate headquarters, and I’m flying in men, machines, and equipment for their new home somewhere up the Maine coast — Jonesboro, I think.”

				The hairs on the back of Jim’s neck bristled the minute Sophie said “albatross.” His beat ran from Ottawa to the ends of the earth, and he was following a narcotics trail that began in Pakistan, ran through Canada into Maine, and ended in New York. He’d followed the trail for some months, and, with an informant’s hints and dogged detective work, had established that a group of disgruntled unlicensed fishermen was involved. A group locally known as the Albatross Alliance. Now, in more ways than one, Captain Sophie Berg was of interest to him.

				“Wouldn’t it be cheaper to do all that by truck?” asked Jim.

				“I don’t ask the reason why. I just do my job and pick up a nice, fat paycheck.”

				“Not exactly glamorous for the ‘private pilot to the stars.’”

				Sophie blushed. “Seems you’ve been reading the tabloids.”

				“I did get a glimpse of something that mentioned you and the rich and famous.”

				“And a total pain in the butt they all are,” said Sophie. “It’s like being nursemaid to a bunch of naughty kids who won’t stay in their strollers. I lock myself in the cockpit until they disembark.”

				“What about all the pictures of you smiling and handshaking?”

				“Ever heard of marketing?”

				“Well, yes, I suppose there is that.”

				“And I’m guessing you’ve heard the rumors about drug kingpins and all?”

				Jim swiped a finger across his lips. “Sort of.”

				“Is that why you’re here?”

				“No, though Portland P.D. might address that. I wanted to make sure you were all right.”

				Sophie shifted her position on the bed. “Well, I am. And, you know, don’t believe everything you read in the newspapers. Some of us work damn hard and are proud of what we do. Ferrying around anybody in the drug trade isn’t it. Now it’s your turn. What’s a Mountie doing in Portland?”

				“I’m on assignment too, though I can’t exactly tell you what I’m doing.”

				“A tall, dark, and handsome man of mystery. I think I like that.”

				An unexpected buzz ran through Jim’s gut. He’d been attracted to the gorgeous pilot from the minute he saw her. Could she possibly feel the same? There was only one way to find out. “Good,” said Jim. “So once they kick you out of here, is there a chance I can actually buy you that dinner you mentioned?”

				Sophie grinned. “That might be nice. I’ll be here a couple of days under observation, but should be back at the Regent by Friday.”

				Jim smiled satisfactorily. “You always stay at the Regent?” he asked.

				“The company has a permanent rental there, so I guess that would be a yes. Where are you staying?”

				“At a friend’s log house up near Kezar Falls.”

				“Sounds like paradise. So what’s a country boy doing in the big city?”

				“Heading to the Regent for coffee.”

				“Coffee at the Regent? Sounds like an odd sort of place to have coffee. Ever heard of Starbucks?”

				“The Regent uses a special Columbian blend I really like,” said Jim, telling a little white lie. He’d been informed that a fisherman called Merrill, suspected of being involved with the Albatross Alliance, was in the counter side booth of the coffee shop. However, Jim’s informant was unable to provide a description, other than to say he was in his sixties and average looking.  With no other notable qualities, no extraordinary attributes, and no distinguishing marks, Jim was intending to position himself and use his lip-reading skills to gather information. “I was swinging by to get my favorite fix when we were shot.”

				“What was that all about?” asked Sophie. “Who would want to kill you?”

				Jim raised an eyebrow. “I was about to ask you the same thing.”

	
CHAPTER TWO

				When he got back to his Portland office, Jim accessed the article the nurse had shown him on Granola Aviation. His curiosity piqued, he researched the airline and where it had recently flown. He was surprised to learn that in the previous year, Sophie and her colleagues had logged millions of miles crisscrossing North and South America and the islands. And now the “celebrity pilot” was in Maine, transporting men and machinery for Albatross Marine. Maine State Trooper Aaron “Mac” McKellin was assigned to partner Jim, and the young officer beamed as he approached his colleague. “Oh my, my. Once again, Mountie Jim gets his man, or should I say woman? Hear you and a lady pilot had a bumpy landing this morning.”

				“Very funny, Mac. Did your gal at Woody’s Mercantile note any unusual purchases?” Jim knew that Woody’s was the go-to place for local farmers, contractors, hunters, and fishermen. From outward appearances, Woody and his mercantile were operating above board; yet it was known that for a price, he could procure most anything. Moreover, he didn’t care where he got it.

				“You hurt much?”

				“Bullet gashed my arm is all.”

				“So you won’t be flexing those famous biceps for a while.”

				“What would you know about biceps?” asked Jim.

				“I work out three nights a week at the Belly Up — ”

				“With thirty-two ounces of Bar Harbor Ale.” Jim laughed. “Damage or no, don’t get your hopes up. I can still arm wrestle you to the ground. So what happened at Woody’s — did your informant come through?”

				“She just said a couple of guys had her special order two dozen lobster pots. You know Woody stocks most anything for huntin’, shootin’, and fishin’, but we’re pretty far from the coast, so there’s not much call for pots. When I pressed her, she could barely look me in the eye. I think Miss Billy Jo Waylon is nervous about something.”

				“Did she know if the guys were locals?”

				Mac pulled out his notebook. “Her exact words were, ‘Two peculiar guys came in, sounded like out-of-towners, and ordered the pots.’”

				Jim scowled. “What did she mean by ‘peculiar’?”

				“Considering half the cats out there in the boonies are peculiar, you got me. You get anything from your fancy ass lip reading shit?”

				“According to my snitch, a guy named Merrill was there, front and center in the counter side booth. Supposedly, he has something to do with the Albatross Alliance. But I never got into the Regent. Bullets flew before I hit the steps.”

				“Umm, what a coincidence,” said Mac.

				“My thought exactly. Something about the whole deal is niggling at me. I’m not a big supporter of coincidence.”

				“Had its perks though,” said Mac. “You and the lady flyer ended up rolling in the dirt. Thought it was supposed to be hay?”

				“You gonna keep on with this?”

				“Might, for a while. It’s not often we mortals get to grapple with a celebrity.”

				“So you know who she is?” asked Jim.

				“Sure, wife gets that Us magazine. Captain Sophie Berg of Granola Aviation is in it quite often, and of course, after the shooting, she was all over the news. Channel seven said something about a possible investigation of Granola. The name makes them sound like a wholesome outfit, which completely belies their reputation for flying around dubious passengers. Are we looking into them?”

				“Depends on who was being shot at — her or me.”

				“You think she’s involved in something we’re working on?”

				“Don’t know that yet. But what I do know is that she’s moving materials from a company in Lake Bluff, Illinois to Jonesboro.”

				“So?” asked Mac.

				“The company is called Albatross Marine.”

				“Jeez Louise.”

	
CHAPTER THREE

				Looking around the restaurant, Jim counted twelve couples, and could almost feel the vibes of celebration. Sophie had said the Regent’s restaurant, Mary-Lou’s, was the place for special occasions. His special occasion was finally pinning her down for the dinner they talked about. It had been a week since he’d seen her pale and in shock on the Portland pavement. Now, she was radiant in a secluded corner booth talking to a waitress.

				Sophie smiled as he approached.

				“I see you got here early,” said Jim.

				“It’s an airline thing. Besides, it’s a haul walking down all those stairs. Didn’t want to be all hot and sweaty when you got here.”

				Jim raised an eyebrow and grinned. “Good thinking. Punctuality is a thing with me, too. So, I’m talk, dark, and handsome with a bod to die for?”

				Sophie colored. “How do you figure that?”

				“That’s what you just said to the waitress.”

				“What the … ” Sophie lifted the cloth and looked under the table. “Do you have the place bugged?”

				“Nope,” said Jim. “I lip read. You’re very sweet when you interact with people.”

				“Oh really. Remind me to always keep my back to you.”

				“So, how are you feeling?” asked Jim, settling into the booth. “Any after-effects of your brush with death?”

				“Apparently not. Doc signed me out A-1. I’m back on duty tomorrow.”

				“Then we can’t have a celebratory glass of wine.”

				“You can,” said Sophie. “Next time you can ply me with liquor.”

				“There’ll be a next time?”

				“Don’t quite know yet. Let’s see how you do this evening.”

				Jim smiled. “Deal.”

				“I can’t remember whether I said it before, but thank you for protecting me. By all accounts, you saved my life.”

				“And thank you for so graciously cushioning my fall.”

				Sophie giggled. “So now the mutual admiration society has said its piece, any idea who was shooting at us and why?”

				“I have a theory.”

				“Care to share?”

				“Can’t at the moment,” answered Jim.

				“Is that how it’s going to be? I answer your questions, but all I get from you is, ‘I can’t talk about it’?”

				“Sorry. Nature of the beast.”

				Sophie pouted. “Okay, I can live with that, for now. But let’s assume I was the target; could it be because of the people I fly all over the place?”

				“Do you have reason to believe it might be?”

				“I’m not sure. However, I am sure I’ve pissed off a few people over the years.”

				“How so?”

				“I’m a slam-clicker,” said Sophie.

				“What the heck is that?”

				“I told you most of my passengers are a total pain in the rear, so I avoid them. There’s been more than one drunken sot who thinks because he’s leased the aircraft, he gets to bag the pilot. Goes for the crew too. Most of them join in with the partying just to say they’ve been with so and so. I might work around entertainers, but all their touchy feely nonsense isn’t my style. On the aircraft, nobody enters my office. And when I get to the hotel, I slam the door and click the lock — slam-clicker. You won’t see me until the next flight.”

				“That’s a pretty solitary existence.”

				“I’m a workaholic with a master plan for my future and early retirement in an idyllic spot; I can be sociable then. Right now, as long as I get to indulge my passion for flying, I don’t mind,” said Sophie.

				“Your being such a loner makes it less likely someone would want to shoot you.”

				“You’d think. But Granola Aviation is also about marketing, towing the company line, and selling the brand. They expect the staff to do whatever to drum up more business. You’ve probably seen my face in magazines and stuff, and that’s where I draw the line.”

				“Weren’t the terms of your job fully laid out when you signed on?”

				“I’m sure they were. Except I was more interested in reaching my goal of being a captain. Now I realize Granola only took me on because of the way I look. I’m good PR for them.”

				“That’s not all bad. You said yourself, you get to fly and draw a fat paycheck.”

				“There is that. But sometimes I irritate people because I ask questions about whom and what I’m flying around.”

				“Excuse me?” said Jim. “You don’t have manifests?”

				“We do, Mr. Know-It-All. Ever hear of falsifying documents? I don’t actually check every piece of freight or eyeball every passenger.”

				“And that bothers you?” asked Jim.

				“Well, duh. Even more so since someone shot me.”

				Jim made a mental note to dig deeper into Granola Aviation’s operations. “What if the bullets were meant for me?”

				“Oh, then it’s all kosher. I feel great, no problems. Lead me to the tarmac.”

				Jim winced. “Did you agree to meet me for dinner just so you could find out how far we’ve gotten with the shooting?”

				Sophie looked down. “Not exactly.”

				“Good, because I’m ravenous, and frankly I’d rather talk about you — Sophie. Not the hotshot Captain Berg.”

				“Being shot at doesn’t bother you?”

				“It does. But I can’t crumble every time a felon takes aim at me.”

				Sophie looked surprised.

				“Don’t worry. It isn’t as dire as it sounds. Now, I’m having a glass of wine, and halibut — what’s your pleasure?”

				“Club soda and the biggest piece of meat they have without a bone.”

				“I like a woman with an appetite,” said Jim.

				Sophie blushed, and Jim realized how she might have misinterpreted his meaning.

				“Well that certainly didn’t come out right,” he said. “What I meant was I come from a family of restaurateurs, so it’s genetic — I like people to eat.

				“You like people to eat?” Sophie wasn’t letting him off the hook.

				“Oh, come on, you’re killing me here. I don’t like people to eat, nor do I like to eat people.”

				Sophie laughed. “Yeah, yeah, I get it, enough squirming. I’ve been to Ottawa many times — does your family have a restaurant there?”

				“They’re on number five, if memory serves. They own the Jacob Marley chain.”

				“I’m impressed; they’re really good. How come you didn’t go into the food biz?”

				“I love to eat, but that’s the sum total of my interest. I wanted adventure, excitement, and danger. Couldn’t see getting much of that wearing an apron, so I joined the RCMP.”

				“Well we certainly have the hankering for adventure and excitement in common. But I’ll pass on the danger. Artery clogging, biggest piece of meat without a bone is about as dangerous as my life gets.”

				Jim grinned. “You fly a metal tube forty thousand feet above the ground.”

				“Actually, thirty-seven is my max. Besides, it’s the safest way to travel.”

				“That’s what they say. How long have you been flying?”

				“Since I was fourteen.”

				Jim raised an eyebrow.

				“Private pilot’s license, of course. My folks thought my being a commercial pilot was a waste of time. Despite what people might think, junior pilots get paid very little. The money only starts rolling in when you’re a captain. So I actually got my first degree in psychology.”

				“That’s impressive,” said Jim. “But the flying won out?”

				“Exactly. After I finished the psych degree, I realized I hated working in the field. It was so depressing and confining. But it was what my parents wanted, so I went along with it.  After they were killed in an automobile accident, I realized how fleeting life is. I’d been flying the whole way through college, so I said, “I’m going to do what I’m passionate about, dammit.”

				“Sorry about your parents.”

				“I’m pushing thirty-five, so it was nearly ten years ago,” said Sophie quietly. “And it allowed me to be me.”

				“Are you always so focused?”

				Sophie smiled. “Curse of an only child.”

				“But you didn’t start off in Granola?”

				“No, I joined a regional airline in California and logged my hours. Then when I was offered the job with Granola, I practically ripped off the recruiter’s arm. They were offering me ‘captain’ much earlier than any other airline would. The rest is history. What about you?”

				“As I said — family of restaurateurs, but not my bag. I was fascinated by fifties cop shows, and being Canadian, I gravitated towards the ‘glamour’ of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. I had these romantic notions about chasing the bad guys and getting the girl.”

				“You’re not serious,” said Sophie giggling.

				“I was twelve; cut me some slack.”

				“So how’s it working for you?”

				“Good — I chase and catch bad guys.” Jim grinned. “I’m still working on getting the girl.”

				• • •

				Dinner passed pleasantly, and when Sophie suggested they take dessert and coffee in the hotel’s lounge, Jim followed.

				“I’m really looking forward to Mary-Lou’s Downfall,” said Sophie, handing him the desert menu.

				“And that would be?”

				“Ganache covered triple-layer chocolate cake, stuffed with fresh raspberries, and topped with whipped cream.”

				“Yikes, talk about living dangerously. Is that sharable?”

				“Not on your life, buster. Get your own cake.”

				• • •

				As the evening progressed, Sophie learned Jim was amusing and irreverent, and a self-confessed adrenaline junkie. He made her wince at his antics during police pursuits and kept her amused with his misadventures while potholing, white-water rafting, and skydiving. And, like her singular passion for flying, it seemed everything he did, on or off duty, was about keeping him in shape to chase and catch criminals. Being a roving police officer was clearly a religion to him, and she really liked him for that. Moreover, she wasn’t surprised to learn they had many things in common. At one time or another, they had each owned a British Racing Green Spitfire, imported from the U.K. Both had traveled extensively around Europe, had been horrified by the pretentiousness of Paris, refused entry into China — in Jim’s case twice — and in one of life’s bizarre coincidences, had been bitten by a rattlesnake.

				As Sophie listened to Jim, memories of the men in her past flooded back. Jim had the same Mediterranean darkness, the same haunted, hazel eyes, and the same cavalier attitude about life as the others did. Good-looking adrenaline junkies seemed to be her norm — jerks who, in the end, cared more about their own satisfaction than hers; morons who simply wanted to flaunt her like one of their prize trophies. He was probably like all the rest.

				Then she paused. Why was she judging Jim so harshly at this stage? He’d done nothing to get himself tarred and feathered. Quite the opposite. He’d been charming and attentive with charisma to spare; otherwise, he wouldn’t be with her right now. She smiled. Might he be different from the others? And more importantly, did she even want to go there again?

				“Penny for your thoughts,” said Jim, touching her hand.

				“Oh, sorry, I was miles away. Do you get lonely being constantly on the move to God knows where?”

				“I’ve become accustomed to it.”

				“Do you ever miss having someone to come home to?”

				“Sometimes, but it’s a choice I made,” said Jim. “Besides, it allows me to meet people like you.”

				“But I’ll be out of your life tomorrow.”

				“No you won’t.”

				Sophie laughed. “How do you work that out?”

				“Once you’ve met me, you can never escape. I’m a Mountie, remember?”

				“Right, you always get your man, but in case you hadn’t noticed, I’m not a man.”

				Jim raised an eyebrow. “I’m making an exception for you.”

				“Is that a good thing?”

				He reached across and traced tiny circles on her hand. “You tell me.”

				Sophie removed her hand. “You’re pretty confident.”

				“When I find something I like, I go after it.”

				“And exactly what sort of a something in me do you like?”

				Jim’s gold-flecked hazel eyes focused on hers, leaving Sophie in absolutely no doubt of what was on his mind.

				“Well, Sergeant Cromwell, I don’t know about you, but I think we should finish up here before you set the drapes on fire.”

				“That obvious, eh?”

				“Bingo.”

				Jim frowned. “It seems I may be overstepping my welcome?”

				“Not exactly,” said Sophie. “But I am flying tomorrow, and I need to get to bed.”

				“May I walk you to your room?”

				“As long as you understand it’s my room.”

				Jim stood and saluted comically. “Message received and understood, mon capitan.”

				• • •

				When they arrived at Sophie’s room, Jim lingered at the door. “I’m a pretty spontaneous sort of guy,” he said. “And I already warned you if I like something, I go right out and get it. Would you mind if I was really forward?”

				“Depends — you’re not going to slap the cuffs on me or anything, are you?”

				Jim smiled and moved very close to her. “Fascinating as the prospect sounds, I was hoping we could start with something less drastic.”

				Sophie tingled as he kissed her. It had been an eternity since a man had kissed her in any way other than as a friend, and though her head told her to be wary, she kissed him back.

				“I can do better if you let me,” he whispered.
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