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READERS ARE TALKING ABOUT HARLEQUIN INTRIGUE!

“ I never get enough of these delicious romantic mysteries!”

—Angie C., Greenville, SC

 


“ The thrill keeps me on the edge of my seat! ”

—Pat D., Arlington Heights, IL

 


“ Everyone I know loves a romance...everyone I know loves a mystery. In Intringue we can watch a romance grow...and as for sleuthing, the Intrigues nerver leave us disappointed when we learn the final answer.”

—Frances N., Lebanon, NE




“Airfield, this is Tango Charlie One Five Five—”

“They can’t hear you, Bailey,” the eerie voice on her headset whispered. “You’re going to die. Like your friend Kate died. You killed her.”

 


“No! I tried my best.”

 


“You failed.”

 


A horror spread through Bailey, paralyzing her limbs.

 


“Take the plane down, Bailey. Erase their deaths with your own.”

 


Joe touched her arm, and she turned to him in the cockpit. Unable to speak, she gaped and touched the earphones. Quickly he put on his headset.

 


“Somebody is on my frequency,” she told him.

 


“I’m listening,” he said.

 


But there was only silence.






Dear Reader,

 


They’re rugged, they’re strong and they’re wanted! Whether sheriff, undercover cop or officer of the court, these men are trained to keep the peace, to uphold the law. But what happens when they meet the one woman who gets to know the man behind the badge?

 


Twelve of these men are on the loose...and only Harlequin intrigue brings them to you—one per month in the LAYMAN series. This month meet Joe Rivers, the test pilot turned investigator.

 


Though this book is about pilots, author Cassie Miles is terrified of flying! And wouldn’t you know the man in her life worked as an aerial photographer! “I sat in the cockpit and imagined the wonderfulness of soaring into cloudless blue skies,” Cassie says, “but then I climbed out of the plane and kissed the earth!”

 


Be sure you don’t miss Joe’s exciting story—or any of the LAYMAN books coming to you in the months ahead...because there’s nothing sexier than the strong arms of the law!

 


Regards,

 


Zebra Matteucci 
Senior Editor & Editorial Coordinator 
Harlequin Books 
300 East 42nd Street 
New York, NY 10017





Rule Breaker

Cassie Miles
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CAST OF CHARACTERS

Bailey Fielding—Because of a horrifying air crash, she could lose her pilot’s license.

Joe Rivers—He graduated from test pilot to FAA investigator, but his heart belongs to the skies.

Kate Rivers—She was blond, beautiful and a pilot. Her secrets might be the death of them all.

Mac Augustine—The World War II flying ace still restores old planes.

Claude Whistler—What political and financial favors did he borrow to establish his business?

Ted Granibling—Was his ambition stronger than his marriage?

Laurence Salton—The psychiatrist teaches classes to overcome fear of flying. He, more than anyone, knows the dangers.

Ross O’Shea—The pretty-boy actor blames Bailey for making him lose his chance at fame and fortune.

Emily Valente Raymond—She lost her parents but she inherited a fortune.




Chapter One

“If the good Lord had meant for man to walk...”

Bailey Fielding stopped herself before she snapped the annoying passenger’s head off. Dealing with ignorant people always irritated her, and this young man with his blow-dried hair and three-piece suit was most certainly dumber than a fish in a bucket.

Forcing a cool smile, she looked away from him. Her gaze focused long, wide and far away, beyond the runway, beyond the terminal. She squinted into the distance, seeing the front range of the Rocky Mountains. Then, even farther. To the skies. There was her home, in the air, the only place she’d ever felt truly comfortable.

Bailey leaned proprietarily against the gleaming white body of the twin-engine de Havilland Otter turboprop, folded her arms beneath her breasts and drawled, “My grandpa Mac always used to say, ‘If the good Lord had meant for men to walk, he wouldn’t have invented wings.’”

“Quite obviously, Miss Fielding, you’ve missed my point. I don’t object to flying, per se—I’m concerned about the credentials of Rocky Mountain Sky Airlines.” He cleared his throat. “Are you the pilot on this flight from Denver to Aspen?”

“Copilot,” she said.

He looked marginally relieved. “Don’t get me wrong, miss, I have no problem with your gender. After all, I work for Congresswoman Jillian Grambling, and her stand on women’s issues is quite well-known. But you look awfully young to have such a tremendous responsibility.”

Though she could have told him that she was twenty-seven and had been flying airplanes with her grandfather in Mac Augustine’s World War II Airshow since she was fifteen, Bailey only nodded. This self-important aide to a congresswoman wasn’t worth wasting her breath.

Her glance drifted toward the hangar, where a blond woman, nearly as tall as Bailey’s five feet ten inches, stepped out into the fresh April sunlight. The woman, Kate Rivers, seemed to sparkle, catching shimmering highlights in her hair and reflecting gold in her complexion. Though Kate and Bailey were dressed in a similar fashion, Kate filled out her pale blue cotton blouse in a far more eye-catching way.

When Bailey looked at her, she had to fight an unworthy pang of jealousy. Again, she recalled the wisdom of Grandpa Mac. “When the good Lord was passing out beauty,” he used to tell her, “he gave you brains instead.”

Plain as a prairie chicken, Bailey had straight brown hair that she wore pulled back in a ponytail and brown eyes that turned black as a starless midnight when she was angry. Her nose was stubby, and her chin had a sharp, stubborn edge. She never bothered to wear makeup anymore. What was the point? She’d never really learned to use it effectively, and it would take more than mascara to make her as pretty as Kate Rivers.

And it wasn’t only Kate’s physical attributes that twisted Bailey’s stomach into a knot of envy. Beautiful Kate had a husband. Joe.

Though Bailey hadn’t exchanged more than a few minutes’ conversation with Joe Rivers, he was a man who made her heart pound as hard and fast as a piston engine. Even now, while she watched him accompany his wife from the hangar, she had to press her lips together to stifle a yearning sigh. Joe Rivers was a rangy six feet four inches tall with Apache black hair and rugged features. He always looked uncomfortable in a suit.

As Bailey watched him, Joe fidgeted with the knot on his flashy Jerry Garcia necktie. She almost laughed out loud. Who’d he think he was kidding? This man wasn’t meant to reside behind a desk. Though his hair was dark, his eyes were as blue as the Colorado skies. Those were the eyes of a traveler, an adventurer, a pilot.

Bailey recognized the restless spirit within him, a drive that was similar to her own, and she ignored the ache in her belly as she watched him pull Kate into his arms and kiss her on the lips.

Forget him. Joe Rivers belonged to another woman.

She turned back to the young man who worked for the congresswoman. “There’s your pilot,” she said.

He beamed with satisfaction. “And what’s his name?”

“Her name is Kate Rivers.”

The aide to Congresswoman Grambling made a squeaky noise in the back of his throat.

“It’s a good thing,” Bailey said, “that you don’t have a problem flying with a female pilot and copilot.”

“Erk,” he said.

“We’ll be taking off in about forty-five minutes,” she informed him. “And we’ll make sure you enjoy your flight.”

 


THOUGH THERE WERE SEATS for twenty on the twin-engine Otter turboprop, there were only eleven passengers on Sky 642 from Denver to Aspen—twelve, including Joe Rivers. Since he worked for the FAA, Joe was able to snag rides whenever there were seats available. Today, Bailey knew, he and Kate were planning a lunch date in Aspen before the return to Denver this evening.

Bailey was trying hard not to be petty and jealous. But it was difficult not to be critical as she watched Kate run through the usual preflight procedures and checks.

The last time she’d flown with Kate, which was about two weeks ago, Bailey had noticed an increasing tendency toward sloppiness in following the safety checklist. As they taxied away from the hangar and terminal, Bailey said, “Aren’t you even going to check the rudder?”

“Yeah, sure.” Impatiently, Kate pressed on the foot pedals. “It’s not like there’s going to be anything wrong, Bailey. There’s never anything wrong. I’ve been flying this Otter for years, and she’s a good, reliable girl.”

“Always a first time,” Bailey said.

“I checked, okay?” A frown pinched the corners of her beautiful green eyes. “Don’t make such a big deal about this pilot stuff. When you get right down to it, we’re nothing more than a couple of glorified taxi drivers.”

Except that if they screwed up, they wouldn’t get away with a dented fender. Bailey didn’t say anything further. It was bad luck to talk about crashing and burning when you were in the cockpit. Instead, she flipped channels on the radio and spoke into the mike on her headset to Galloping Greta, the woman who did scheduling for Rocky Mountain Sky flights when she wasn’t pursuing her avocation of marathon running. “We’re ready to go, Greta.”

“Hang on a sec,” Greta said. “I think Claude had a message for the congresswoman.”

“Great,” Kate muttered. She was careful not to relay her comments through her mike. “Now we’ll be late on takeoff.”

“Not much choice,” Bailey replied. “When the boss man speaks, we have to listen.”

“Don’t be so sure about that. Claude Whistler acts tough and official, but he’s a pussycat.”

“Can’t prove it by me.” Or by anybody else, Bailey thought. In starting up Rocky Mountain Sky Airlines and Charter Service, Claude had done the nearly impossible. Not only had he convinced the FAA to authorize two regular flights per day to Aspen/Grand Junction and to Pueblo/Alamosa, but he’d convinced a mob of local travel agents to use him even though they didn’t fly out of Denver International Airport. Bailey thought Claude was a pretty formidable character. And she was endlessly grateful to him for giving her this job.

Into the headset mike, Kate said, “What is it, Greta? We’re ready to go.”

“Claude’s on the phone. He’ll be off in a second.”

Kate gave a derisive snort. “All right, Bailey. As long as we’re just sitting here, why don’t you go back and check on the passengers.”

“Right,” Bailey grinned at her. “Any special message for your husband?”

“Yeah, tell him to prepare for a rough flight”

“Before or after we land in Aspen?”

“Both.”

Bailey left her copilot chair in the cockpit to enter the cabin and make sure all the passengers were comfortable and had their seat belts fastened. Though Joe Rivers was sitting in the last row, her gaze went immediately to him. When he winked at her, Bailey pretended for a second that it was more than a friendly greeting, then she pulled herself back to reality. He’s Kate’s husband. She’d have to be some kind of idiot to fall for a man who was already taken.

In the front row was Congresswoman Jillian Grambling, a woman Bailey admired for her passion in defending the poor, the homeless and the disenfranchised. Bailey held out her hand. “I’m pleased to meet you, ma’am.”

“Thank you. And how will the weather be in Aspen?”

“Today’s clear and sunny with a nip in the air About sixty-two degrees Fahrenheit. There’s a stiff breeze at fourteen knots. The only snow that’s left is up on the mountain for the skiers.”

“I’m guessing from your accent that you’re not originally from Colorado.”

“No, ma’am. I was born in New Orleans and raised in Florida.” Bailey glanced pointedly at the nervous aide in his three-piece suit. “That’s where I learned to fly. About fourteen years ago.”

The other person accompanying the congresswoman, a petite older woman, piped up. “That long ago? Sweetie, you don’t look that old.”

“Mother, please,” the congresswoman chided.

“I’m not being insulting,” her mother said. “Honestly, Jillian, you don’t have to correct me all the time. Ever since your father died, you seem to think it’s your job to take up the slack.” She turned back to Bailey. “How old were you when you started flying?”

“I did my first solo flight in a single-engine Cessna when I was thirteen.”

“My, my, imagine that. Thirteen?”

“I wasn’t supposed to, of course. The FAA wouldn’t approve. But there was an emergency.”

A pregnant tourist had gone into labor on a remote island off the coast of southern Florida, and Grandpa Mac was passed out, dead drunk and unable to stand, much less fly an airplane. Thirteen-year-old Bailey flew into Miami and ordered a helicopter standing by to pick up the woman and shuttle her to a hospital, where she gave birth to a daughter named Sue...which was exactly what the woman did. She sued. That was when Grandpa Mac abandoned passenger charter flights and pursued his dream of the World War II Airshow full-time.

“Thirteen?” the nervous aide questioned. The strangulated “erk” again echoed in his throat. “Only thirteen?”

“Relax,” the congresswoman advised. “This young woman has been flying for half her life.”

“You got that right,” Bailey said. “Ever since I got pushed out of the nest, I took to the wing.”

She moved back to talk with the other passengers. Gradually she was working her way down the aisle to Joe. In the back of her mind, she was trying to think of something clever to say to him, and alternately chiding herself for being so foolish.

Bailey stopped beside an older couple who looked prosperous but bone weary. After advising them to fasten their seat belts, Bailey said, “On such a short flight, we don’t have a hostess, but I’ll be back here from time to time to make sure you have something to nibble on and to drink.”

“Vodka?” the man asked.

“You listen to me, Charles Valente, no booze.”

“Honey, I’ve got a lot of sorrows to drown.”

His wife placed a gently restraining hand on his forearm. “We’re going to Aspen, so you can relax. The doctor said to cut back on alcohol.”

“I’m not dead yet, honey.” He looked up at Bailey and offered a smile that didn’t light his eyes. “I’ll be looking forward to a drink later.”

She stopped beside Joe and squatted down beside his seat. When she looked into his brilliant blue eyes, she forgot any attempt at wittiness. She felt a totally unwanted shiver racing up and down her spine. Good gracious, he was a handsome devil of a man.

Clearing her throat, Bailey said, “Kate says to prepare yourself for a rough flight.”

“Big surprise,” he said. “So, Bailey, how’ve you been? I haven’t seen you for a while.”

“Not since the hangar party.” Why had she mentioned that party? It took place only a month after she had been hired, and she’d gotten in a stew with one of the other pilots who thought he was Mr. Operation Tailhook. “I’ve been doing well. I like working for Sky Air.”

“Hey, I heard you were related to Mac Augustine.”

“My grandpa,” she said. “How’d you hear about Mac?”

“The man’s a national treasure. He’s forgotten more about turboprops than most of us will ever know”

His praise warmed her more than if he’d been talking about Bailey herself. She’d always felt that Mac was underappreciated. “I’ll tell him you said that.”

There was one more person at the rear of flight 642. He sat way in the back of the plane, all by himself, reading a magazine through dark sunglasses. A consciously handsome man, Bailey thought, probably a male model or an actor. Throughout the winter ski season, there had been a lot of celebrity types on the flight to Aspen. She’d never been much impressed. Her heroes were pilots, like the famous test pilot Chuck Yeager and the legendary stunt pilot Jimmy Doolittle. Bailey didn’t have much use for these fancy-schmancy glamour boys.

“Excuse me,” she said to her last passenger, “I’ll have to ask you to buckle up your seat belt now, sir.”

“Why?” He took off his sunglasses and flashed a glance that was probably supposed to be smoldering. “Are you planning to crash?”

“No, sir. But there might be turbulence in the mountrains.”

He spread his arms wide. “Why don’t you fasten it for me?”

Bailey didn’t allow her disdain to show on her face. It wouldn’t do to insult the passengers, and she was willing to put up with some nonsense. Pilot jobs were few and far between, and she didn’t want to blow it.

“Come on,” he urged. “Buckle me down, baby.”

“Oh, my,” she said in her best Southern accent. “I just don’t think my poor heart could take the thrill. And golly gee, I wouldn’t want to be accused of sexually harassing you. Not with a congresswoman on board.”

Behind her back, she heard Joe chuckle.

To the actor, she said, “Please fasten your belt.”

He shrugged and snapped himself in. He muttered under his breath, and Bailey thought she heard the word witch or something worse.

Back in the cockpit, she discovered they had been cleared for takeoff. Kate taxied to position.

“What did Claude want?” Bailey asked.

“He just wanted to remind both of us that Jillian and Ted Grambling are among his nearest and dearest friends, and we should make nice.”

Ever since Denver International Airport had gone into business, the smaller fields like this one in the southeast end of town were busier, but there still wasn’t a wait of more than a few minutes.

While the nose of the Otter pointed west, Bailey felt the familiar tickle in the back of her stomach. No matter how many times she experienced aerial ascent, she was aiways exhilarated by leaving the earth and breaking into sky. It was a miracle, like making love, only better. Beyond gravity, she was free.

Neither of the two women talked until they reached their cruising altitude of 18,500 feet above the sea level, high enough to clear the Continental Divide. Leveling off, they swept through the ether blue toward the stunning panorama of the snowcapped Rockies. The twin engines, one on each wing, hummed efficiently.

As they left the plains behind, Kate heaved a deep, heartfelt sigh. “Bailey, what do you think of Joe?”

“I don’t know him real well.” She gulped. There was no way she’d admit that Joe Rivers was the central hero in a number of her own private fantasies. “He seems like a good man.”

“That’s what I hate about him,” Kate confided.

Though she tossed her blond mane, an aura of sadness weighed heavily upon her. Her usual vivaciousness was subdued, slowed. She lifted her hands above her head and stretched before again wrapping her manicured fingers around the yoke-shaped steering wheel. Again, she sighed. Then shook her head slowly from side to side, as if to clear her mind. It was almost as if she were drugged.

“Are you all right?” Bailey asked. “You’re looking a little sick.”

“Sometimes,” Kate said, “I think Joe’s too good for me. He’s forgiving and kind. But he’s also too stable, too predictable. Do you know what I mean?”

Bailey could guess what she meant, but she didn’t want to get involved in a marital squabble. Trying to avoid a situation, she unfastened her belt and said, “I’d better go check on our passengers, make sure they all have peanuts and drinks.”

“I need adventure and challenge,” Kate said. There was a catch in her voice. “I can’t live like this.”

Though Bailey wasn’t totally unsympathetic, she couldn’t understand what Kate was complaining about. She was gorgeous. She had a great job and a husband whom Bailey secretly coveted. What possible reason could Kate Rivers have for being unhappy?

“Forget the passengers for a minute,” Kate said. “Talk to me, Bailey. Tell me I’m not crazy.”

“Okay, five minutes. You talk. I’ll fly the plane.”

In her copilot’s seat, Bailey took over the simple navigation and held a steady course while she listened.

“Joe’s my second husband,” Kate said. “We’ve been married for seven years. I’m turning thirty-four in August, and I probably ought to be thinking about buying a house and raising babies. But I don’t want to.”

“Is he pressuring you to quit and settle down?”

“Not exactly.” She exhaled a genuine moan of distress, leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes. “When we were first married, he was a test pilot, and those guys are so sexy. Top gun, and all that. Now that he’s behind a desk at the FAA, he’s different.”

Being careful not to betray her hopes, Bailey asked, “Are you thinking of dumping him?”

“I don’t know. Something’s happened. I don’t want to, but maybe ... maybe a separation.”

Deep inside, Bailey groaned. A separation, huh? That way, Joe wasn’t really free, but Kate had a chance to play around. Talk about having your cake and eating it, too. “You know, Kate, this is none of my business. I ought to get back there and see that everybody has their honey-roasted peanuts.”

“Listen to me.” Harsh desperation edged her voice. “Bailey please. You’re a woman. You’ve got to know what I’m going through.”

Bailey shrugged. It was hard to be consoling, even when a sob delicately shuddered across Kate’s shoulders.

“What should I do?” Kate demanded.

“Well, now,” Bailey drawled. “Much as I hate to stick my nose where it doesn’t belong, it seems to me like there’s only one really solid reason why a woman and a man stay together. Do you love him?”

“Love. Do I love him?” Kate’s voice was low, nearly drowned out by the hum of the twin propeller engines. “I don’t want to lose him, but I can’t be with him. Not all the time, every day for the rest of my life. God, I don’t know what to do.”

Neither did Bailey, but Kate’s outpouring of emotion was beginning to worry her from a strictly safety angle. Kate’s hands were shaking. Her breathing was ragged. When she closed her eyes and leaned back against her seat, Bailey had the impression that Kate shouldn’t be piloting a paddleboat today, much less an airplane.

Using the dual controls in the copilot seat, Bailey trimmed the rudder, keeping the Otter on course. She was grateful that it was a fairly clear day without much chance of turbulence above the occasional fluffy cumulus cloud. This flight should be a piece of cake.

Still, Bailey was concerned enough that she made a bid to take the controls. “Tell you what, Kate, you’re having a rough day here. Why don’t you settle back and nap? This is a quick hop, I’ll take care of it”

Kate snapped suddenly awake. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

“Sure, I would,” Bailey said, casually. “I always like flying.”

“That’s not what we’re talking about here. You’re telling me I can’t do my job. Aren’t you?”

“No insult intended.”

“The hell there isn’t! I know what you’re doing, Bailey. You take over the controls, then you report me to Claude for not doing my job.”

“Keep your voice down.” There was only a curtain separating them from the passengers. Though the people in the cabin couldn’t hear their conversation over the engine, they would sure as heck know something was wrong if they were shouting at each other. “I would never report you, Kate. We’re both women pilots, and the last thing I want is to give the men the satisfaction of saying that you were heavy into PMS and couldn’t fly the plane.”

Kate turned to her. Her big green eyes were filled with rage and pain. And something more. The pupils were dilated, unfocused, wavering. “I don’t know why I expected you to understand. You’re little miss pilot, aren’t you? You don’t have a life outside the sky.”

“Back off.”

“All I want from you is an opinion. Should I dump Joe?”

Bailey wanted to shout yes! With Kate out of the picture, she might have a chance. Here was a silver-platter opportunity to shove Kate aside and slide herself into Joe’s waiting arms.

But Bailey hadn’t ever been able to manage the manipulative games that some women played with such cleverness. Probably because she’d been brought up by Grandpa Mac, she’d never learned feminine wiles. She blurted, “Here’s my opinion, Kate. Your husband is a handsome son of a gun. More than that, he’s got something special to him. A spirit, a fire in his belly. If you divorced him, I’d go after him like a hound dog on a possum.”

“You have the hots for Joe?” Kate’s beautiful mouth curved in an ugly sneer. “Oh, Bailey, that’s rich. You’re not his type at all.”

Her words stung like a slap across Bailey’s face. Truth hurts, she thought. She wasn’t Joe’s type. Sometimes, it seemed that she wasn’t anybody’s type. Bailey unfastened her seat belt. “Take the controls, Kate. I’m going to see the passengers.”

Before she could slip through the curtains that separated the cockpit from the cabin, Kate grabbed her arm. Her fingernails pinched hard. “You don’t know what it’s like to be me, Bailey.”

“That’s for doggoned sure, lady. And I don’t want to know.”

As she stepped into the rear cabin, Bailey suppressed a twinge of guilt. Probably, she should have pressured Kate into giving up the controls, should have insisted. Kate really did look as if she was sick or something.

Oh, heck, she’d be fine, just fine. Kate could manage the Otter. She was just having a bad day.

Of course, that wasn’t a detail Bailey would share with the passengers. People liked to think that pilots were totally cool and without emotion. Never panicky. Never in mourning. Never depressed.

Though Bailey served packaged nuts and handed out drinks, including a vodka for Charles Valente, with a cheerful, upbeat manner, Joe’s blue eyes shot a questioning glance in her direction. Had he sensed something ? Did he know that his wife was planning to hit him with a separation? That must have been what Kate meant when she referred to a rough flight.

Quickly, Bailey looked away from him. A marital squabble wasn’t any of her affair. All she needed to think about was the safety of the aircraft. Was Kate really depressed? Was she overdramatizing? Was her ability to fly impaired?

They hadn’t flown together often enough for Bailey to have a clear idea of Kate’s attitudes. Usually, the schedule avoided having both female pilot and copilot. They were the only two women who worked for Rocky Mountain Sky Air, and too many passengers had the same reaction as the nervous congressional aide.

The last thing Bailey wanted was an incident while they were both flying. She’d gone through hell to get this job. Even though she’d been flying since she was a kid, even though she’d passed all the certification procedures with high scores, there just weren’t enough pilot jobs to go around. If Bailey got fired at Sky Air, it was unlikely she’d ever fly commercial again. She’d be stuck doing the twice-a-year shows for Mac Augustine’s World War II Airshow, dressing up like a kamikaze pilot and zooming around in a detailed replica of a Japanese Zero. She needed more than that. She needed to fly at least twice a week. Twice a day would be better.

She’d just finished serving the handsome actor guy in the back of the plane when she felt a hard bump and had to grab the edge of his seat to keep from sprawling flat on her face.

“What was that?” he demanded. The coy joking was gone from his attitude.

“A little turbulence,” she replied.

“The hell it is.” He stared through the porthole window. “Something’s wrong. The propeller isn’t turning.”

Joe was standing right beside her. “He’s right, Bailey. That’s a stall on the right engine.”

“We’ll handle it,” she said. “You gentlemen sit back down.”

The Otter wavered dangerously, tilting back and forth like a canoe on storm-tossed high seas. Bailey hurried up the narrow aisle to the cockpit. “Nothing to worry about, folks. Stay in your seats. Keep your seat belts fastened.”

In the cockpit, Kate shook her head and blinked furiously at the multitude of dials and switches as if she’d never seen them before.

“What happened?” Bailey demanded.

The beautiful face was wild-eyed, frightened. Intensely, she whispered, “Oh, my god, I don’t want to die.”

Bailey strapped herself in. The warning lights and instruments told her one story, but years of flying and working on planes gave her the truth. “We’re losing manifold pressure. One engine’s out. No problem. We can bring it in. Where are we?”

“I’m off course. Wasn’t paying attention.”

“We’ve lost altitude,” Bailey said. The horizon was much too low.

Kate jerked back on the yoke and brought the nose up. The sudden angle was too steep.

“Not like that,” Bailey said. She kept her voice calm, but her heart was beating in double time. From her copilot seat, Bailey tried to even them out, but she was fighting Kate’s controls. If they kept this up, they’d stall the other engine for sure. “Kate, give me the stick. We can still make it to Aspen.”

“I’m the pilot. This is my plane.”

Kate shook her head as if trying to clear it. Her feet on the rudder induced a rocking motion, like a baby’s cradle. And when the bough breaks...

Once again, Kate yanked up.

The Otter made a ragged ascent, wobbling like a bird with a broken wing.

“Damn you, Kate. Let me take it!”

Sobbing, Kate obeyed. She folded her arms beneath her breasts, pulled her feet away from the pedals.

Now Bailey was flying the Otter. Within seconds, she pushed the rudder hard to the left and cranked the yoke. The plane stabilized. But the damage had been done. The one operating engine coughed and sputtered. They were still losing power as if the plane were fuel starved.

Bailey spoke into her headset. “Mayday, Mayday. This is November Six Four Two Sierra Alfa. We’ve lost the starboard engine and might need to make a landing. Anybody down there hear me?”

She scanned the mountainous landscape below them. She had copiloted this route often enough to know that they were way off course. There was nothing resembling an airfield in sight. She never should have left Kate up here alone.

“Mayday, Mayday. I need assistance.”

Nothing but static on the headset answered her plea.

The pressure dial indicated they were losing more power. Bailey could only hope that the fuel in the wing tanks was draining, that they wouldn’t explode upon landing.

“Kate, I need to bring it down. We’re losing the other engine. We’ve got to land.”

“That’s my job. I’m the pilot. I can do it.” Kate’s hands grasped the yoke with a shivering, hysterical strength. “I’ve got to make it. For my baby.”

Her baby? What on God’s green earth was she talking about? “Kate, you’re not well. Let me land.”

“I’m six weeks’ pregnant!” She was shouting now, but it didn’t matter. From the cabin behind them, Bailey could hear the passengers yelling and crying.

“Calm down, Kate. You settle back and—”

“I don’t want a baby. It was a mistake! I’ve been on antidepressants. Oh, God, I pray my baby isn’t deformed.”

As the Otter bucked and lurched, Bailey held on tight. She had to take the controls away from Kate, whose face was ashen and eyes were wavering. “Kate, you can’t handle this.”

“Shut up, Bailey. I’m the pilot here. I can do it.”

But she pointed the nose downward.

Bailey could feel the beginning of a spiral roll. A crash descent. She drew back her fist and jabbed at Kate’s perfect jaw. One punch and the pilot was out cold.

Bailey had the controls. Using every bit of her skill, she eased them out of the spin. They were flying low, barely four hundred feet above the floor of a valley with rugged peaks rising up on either side, cutting off radio transmission. The ground winds in the mountains swooped in treacherous downdrafts. She tried to take it up, but the Otter was losing power. The left engine cut out, then started again. She had to land. Had to find an open space.

A mountain field would be a disaster, full of ruts and holes that would catch the landing gear and jerk them to a sudden halt before the momentum was gone. The plane would break apart. But there wasn’t any choice.

The Otter didn’t have enough lift to make it over the next ridge.

Bailey sighted in on a long field of hay and prepared for landing. But something was wrong! Her instrument panel was blinking!

Fighting the wind, flying on sheer instinct, Bailey knew what she had to do—glide the plane in without hitting any rocks. She’d made that kind of landing before, but that was in Florida on water, not on hard, unforgiving earth, where the fuel tanks could scrape on rock and explode in a firewall. Oh, sweet Lord, she didn’t want to die.

Determined, Bailey sighted in on a field of tall grass. The tortured whine of the engine went dead. She cut the power. Behind her, in the cabin, the passengers screamed. And, silently, Bailey begged for their forgiveness.

She forgot all the proper procedures she’d been taught in flight school and reverted to the lessons of her youth, when she and Grandpa Mac had made a living in ancient planes held together by baling wire and duct tape. Her instincts took over, determining the distances, feathering her touch.

The ground was coming up fast.

She hauled back on the yoke, keeping the the nose up as she felt the earth beneath the landing gear. There was a huge rock in front of them. No steering. No brakes. Bailey yanked back. The plane bounced. She could feel the gear break away. On their belly, they careered toward a wall of pine trees. The plane was breaking up. There was a jolt that threw her forward in her seat belt. They slammed to a halt.

They weren’t dead.

Bailey grabbed Kate’s shoulder and shook. “Wake up! Come on, Kate. You’ve got to get out of here before we explode.”

The passengers!

Bailey fought her way free of her seat belt and charged back into the cabin. They’d lost the tail section, but the Otter was otherwise in one piece. She fought with the hatch, flinging it open. “Everyone out. Now!”

Dazed, frightened eyes stared back at her.

Then Joe took over. His voice was urgent. “Now, ladies and gentlemen. Now! Get through that door fast and run like hell.”

They didn’t need more instruction. The Otter emptied its belly fast. Bailey heard a piercing wail from the woman who had been concerned abut her husband’s drinking. “He’s had a heart attack,” she shrieked. “Help me! Charles, wake up! He’s dying.”

Behind her, Bailey saw the actor type. He was slumped on the floor, unconscious. In the front of the plane, the congresswoman struggled to assist her mother, who couldn’t seem to rise from her seat.

“Help me,” Jillian Grambling shouted.

“Joe!” Bailey called to him.

He turned away from the hatch door, where he was urging passengers out of the plane. “What, Bailey?”

She pointed at the actor.

“I’ve got him,” Joe responded, moving swiftly to the rear.

The actor must have been out of his seat when they’d landed. He was bleeding profusely from a gash on his forehead.

Joe hoisted him over his shoulder, fireman style, and carried him off the plane.

Bailey went to the congresswoman. There couldn’t be more than a few seconds left. They were lucky that the tanks hadn’t exploded upon impact. No time to waste.

The woman at the rear had her husband on his feet. He doubled over in pain, grabbing at his chest.

The congresswoman sobbed, “Please, help me. I think my mother’s ankle is broken.”

Bailey unfastened the seat belt of the tiny gray-haired woman. “Congresswoman, you get out. I’ll take care of your mother.”

“I won’t leave her.”

“You go,” the elderly woman said.

There wasn’t time for discussion. Bailey managed to lift the woman. “Don’t put your weight on that leg.”

“Tell my daughter to get out.”

“Come on, let’s go.”

Bailey got her to the hatch.
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