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Chapter One

PENNA

LAS VEGAS

That kid was still staring.

I stood in the lobby of the Bellagio, scanning through my text messages, blatantly ignoring most of them, but when I looked up, the gangly, mid-teenage boy was still gawking. The kid was wearing a Fox Motocross hat and a shirt from the Nitro Circus World Games, and judging by the way he was glancing from me to his phone and back again, he knew who I was.

Luckily, my phone went off, making it easy to ignore the fact that he was probably tweeting out my location right now.

Great.

Little John: ARRANGEMENTS ARE MADE.

Penna: THANK YOU. OUT FRONT IN FIFTEEN?

Little John: I STILL THINK THIS IS A SHIT IDEA.

Penna: I’LL BE SURE TO NOTE THAT.

I slid my phone into the back pocket of my jeans as the kid headed in my direction, glancing to see where his parents were in the check-in process.

“Excuse me?” His voice cracked.

“What’s up?” I asked with a smile.

“I know this is probably stupid, but are you…Rebel?”

Busted.

“Sure am.” I forced the muscles in my face to maintain the curve to my lips.

The kid’s eyes went wide, and my smile turned genuine. “I love you.” He turned ten shades of red. “I mean, I love watching you. Oh crap. I’m not a stalker or anything.”

Laughter gently shook my shoulders. “Don’t worry. I absolutely knew what you meant.”

A couple selfies later, the kid was on cloud nine.

“Do me a favor?” I asked him as I signed his hat.

“Anything.”

“Can you wait a couple hours until you post that on social media? It’s really important.” I knew the kid might do it anyway, but I felt better having a promise.

“Yeah. Sure. No problem!” He gave me an enthusiastic head nod.

“Thanks.” I handed him back the hat as his parents approached.

I had already turned to walk toward the bar when he called out.

“Rebel, does this mean you’re back?”

“We’re about to find out,” I told him just before I slipped out of view.

It always floored me when I was recognized in public, that we’d somehow gotten famous enough for that stuff, but this time felt different. Maybe it was because I was off on my own for the first time—without Pax, or Landon, or Nick…or Brooke. Maybe it was because I hadn’t participated in a Renegade stunt in the last three months.

No. That wasn’t it. It was because the kid managed to know me when I was having trouble recognizing myself anymore.

Rebel. I’d earned the nickname early, seeing as I never conformed to the societal norms my parents expected for a little girl. Motocross bikes, snowboards, parachutes, bungee lines, those became my dollhouses. The X Games took the place of cotillion. I bucked every trend, and gold-medaled in the Whip, which, up until me, had been a guy-only event. Instead of joining the Junior League, I gave in to my addiction for adrenaline and extreme sports, founding the Renegades with three of my closest friends who became my brothers. The number one way to get me to do something was to tell me that I couldn’t. I rebelled.

But this time was different.

This time, I was rebelling against my friends—going off book.

The noise from the casino assaulted my ears as I headed toward the bar where Patrick said he’d meet me. My flowy tank top and skinny jeans paired with black Vans weren’t exactly the norm in the bar, but I was used to sticking out.

A quick scan of the room told me Patrick wasn’t here yet, so I headed toward the bar, leaning against its granite top.

“Can I help you?” the bartender asked.

“Ice water with lemon, please,” I ordered, sliding into the chair.

“Coming right up,” she said and left to fill the order.

“Living dangerously?” A deep, slightly accented voice asked from next to me.

I turned toward him and nearly sucked in my breath reflexively. What a killer smile. The guy was gorgeous in a can’t-help-but-stare kind of way, with thick black hair cut military short, deep, chocolate-brown eyes, tanned skin, and a grin that had me leaning against the bar in hope that it would catch the drool no doubt pouring from my mouth. Dimples and… Oh my fucking arm porn. The sleeves of his dress shirt were rolled up, hinting at the tantalizing lines of his bicep. My stomach clenched, the first physical reaction I’d had to spotting a hot guy in years.

He cocked an eyebrow at me, that smile turning sexy, deadly—he was more than aware of his impact on me, but it came across as playful instead of the cocky, sleazy way I was used to. I let loose a grin of my own and shook my head at myself. I was constantly surrounded by hot, scrumptious, defined men, and here I was losing my shit over a stranger in a bar.

A stranger who didn’t know me, what I did, or what had happened to me in the last three months.

“I’m Cruz,” he said, turning on his barstool to face me fully.

“I’m Pen—Penelope.” My full name sounded odd, since I always went by Penna. But I wasn’t Penna tonight. Or Rebel. Hell, I didn’t know who I was.

“Penelope,” he repeated, caressing my name with his accent.

Never mind, it sounds delicious when he says it. What was that? Spanish? Not quite, but it was just as sexy.

“You’re not drinking tonight?” he asked, running his thumb down his still-full glass. No wedding ring.

I thanked the bartender and put a five on the bar as she handed me my lemon water, then turned back to Cruz. “Nope. Need a clear head.”

One of his black eyebrows rose. “Underage?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Are you flirting? I didn’t flirt. Ever. Maybe for the cameras and the crowds, but never on a personal level.

“I would,” he said, leaning forward.

I met him halfway, whispering in his ear, “I’m jailbait and only here to get you into massive trouble.” God, he smelled good—like warm, expensive cologne…and something I couldn’t put my finger on.

His brows knit, like he was trying to figure out if I was kidding or not. Finally I laughed, the sound bright and unburdened. “Just kidding. I’m twenty-one. I’ll actually be twenty-two next month.”

“Thank God.” The look in his eyes sent every hormone that had lain dormant in my body into overdrive. I took another sip of my water, hoping the temperature would cool down the parts of me that had no business heating up right now.

Before I could throw myself any deeper down the rabbit’s hole, I felt a hard smack to my ass. Oh, hell no.

I spun, sending my elbow into the gut of the guy behind me, then finished the turn, putting my hand to his throat as I pinned him against the bar.

Fucking Patrick.

“Relax, Rebel. Just wanted to keep you on your toes,” he said with a slick grin, putting his hands in the air.

“Keep your fucking hands to yourself, or the next time you touch my ass, you’ll pull back bloody stumps.”

He gave me a look of mock surprise. “Man, is that any language for a lady?”

“Shut up, Pat. You never would have pulled that if Pax and Landon were here.” I eased up off his throat and took my barstool, more than aware that I probably looked psycho to Cruz.

Patrick shot me another smile and took the stool next to mine, motioning to the TV above the bar, where ESPN was showing the highlight reel from today’s competition at the X Games. “Well, they’re not, which is why you called me.”

“I called you because you’re the only Renegade not halfway around the world, or in Aspen, and I need someone I can trust.” My gaze flickered to Cruz, who had turned back to his friends.

All for the best. Not like anything was going to happen there, anyway.

“Yeah, well, the summer games are more my thing,” Patrick said, pulling my attention back to him. He was pretty average for a Renegade. Excellent athlete, but not the best. Good-looking, but not…well, Cruz. He leaned toward me, his breath hot in my face. “And here I was hoping that you just wanted to see me alone.”

I blinked and pulled back. There was no way. Was there?

“Have you been drinking?” I asked, hoping I was wrong. Sure, Renegades were reckless, dangerous even, but there was one line we never crossed—we never mixed stunts with substances. That crap would get you killed.

He shrugged. “I had a few. Nothing to worry about. I can still jump.”

“No, you can’t.” I looked away, watching my plans melt faster than the ice in my glass.

“What are you talking about? I can.”

My gaze swung to his. “No. You. Can. Not. Not something this dangerous.” What was I going to do? Abandon it? Wait and call in backup? Admit that I couldn’t handle it on my own?

His stare turned mean. “Who the hell are you to decide that?”

My thoughts stilled as icy anger swept through me. “I’m an Original. This is my stunt. My equipment, and I’m telling you that you’re not on it anymore.”

He scoffed, pushing off the barstool. “Fuck you, Penna. One day someone is going to knock you off that pretty little pedestal you think you stand on. Everyone knows you’re broken. Figure your shit out by yourself. I’m gone.”

He walked away without a backward glance, and I suddenly wished my glass was full of vodka instead of water. He was right about one thing—I was broken. That wasn’t something I admitted lightly, but when my best friends were currently partying in Aspen, celebrating their newly won X Games medals, and I was holed up in Vegas…well, I was broken.

I should have been there—competing with and against them. Rebel would have been. She was tough, smart, aware of her skills and worth. But I’d somehow left Rebel on the floor of the arena in Dubai, crushed under the weight of a motocross bike and a stadium light her own sister had sent crashing down.

For the last three months, I’d felt like plain ol’ Penna, and no matter what I did, I couldn’t rouse Rebel, couldn’t get her to stand up and take notice that I was withering away.

The doctors had cleared my leg a month ago—just before Christmas—but I’d given every excuse not to get on a bike, a snowmobile, anything that put me back in the seat as one of the Original Renegades. I was out of shape from the months I’d been in a cast, but it wasn’t just my body that needed the rehab. My head was clouded—I couldn’t focus, and my heart was broken. I missed the one person I wasn’t allowed to—Brooke.

Tonight was supposed to be my first step back into badassery. So much for that plan. You can’t do it solo. Breaking that Renegade rule was just as bad as the substance one. We were clean, sober, and used the buddy system when it came to stunts.

“You okay over there?” Cruz’s voice cut through my self-pity party.

“Yeah,” I assured him, unable to force a smile. “My plans for the evening just drastically changed.”

“For the better, if you’re referring to the ass-grabbing asshat.”

“Saw that, did you?” I asked, thankful that ESPN had switched over to hockey highlights.

“Yeah. I would have jumped to defend your honor, but it was pretty clear that you were completely capable of handling it.” He saluted me with his glass but put it back down without drinking.

“Thank you.” Being surrounded by guys like Landon and Pax, it wasn’t often that I got to fight my own battles. It was oddly nice to be seen as strong and empowered.

A wedding party came through the door, the bride dressed in a strapless white confection that contrasted with her mocha-colored skin gorgeously. She leaned over the bar next to me, and when the bartender didn’t immediately appear, she whistled.

My kind of girl.

“I need some club soda. My friend trashed her dress,” she ordered.

“So what are you doing with your night now that your other plans have collapsed?” Cruz asked.

I glanced at my phone. Little John was waiting out front.

“I’m not sure.” What was I going to do? That was the billion-dollar question.

“We don’t have much planned,” he said, nodding his head toward his friends, “but I’d be more than happy to have you hang with us. Or you and I can sit here a little longer and not drink,” he added with another heart-stopping smile.

Before I could answer, the guys at the bar called him. “Think about it,” he said, and turned back to his friends.

“Girl, I would more than think about that. I would ride that train,” the bride said.

I nearly spit out my water. “I’m sorry?”

“You’re not, but you will be if you don’t jump that.” She gave Cruz a once-over.

A blonde came over, a red splotch on her pale green dress. “I can’t believe I did this,” she said with a southern accent.

“Don’t stress. Pictures are done, and all that’s left is the party,” the bride assured her. “Besides, it wouldn’t be us if stuff didn’t go wrong.”

“Did you get something?” a redhead asked, joining them.

“Here it is.” The bartender handed a small bottle over the bar.

The girl signed a bill for the club soda. “Thanks. Ember, you got that?”

“Yeah, we’re good,” the redhead said, blotting the blonde’s dress.

The bride turned, leaning back against the bar. “So are you going to take him up on it?” she asked me, nodding toward Cruz.

“I…uhh…don’t know.”

“Well, you should. The last time someone looked at me like that…well, let’s just say he climbed up onto a bar for me, and I ended up marrying him,” she said with a grin in the direction of the door.

My phone dinged as three guys approached.


Little John: HEY, ARE YOU COMING OR WHAT? YOUR WINDOW IS CLOSING.



I swallowed, my brain going through every possible scenario. What if I did it by myself? Landon and Pax would be pissed, but it wasn’t like they weren’t already going to freak out about me doing this without them. What if I cancelled? Would I ever get up the nerve to get back in the game? I’d never been a toe-in-the-water kind of girl. I was a dive-headfirst-and-see-what’s-at-the-bottom girl.

“Seriously, take him up on it,” the bride urged as a huge, hulking guy in a tux swept her up over his shoulder.

“Talk time is over,” he said with a smile. “Josh, get the door?”

“Go for it!” the bride stage-whispered with a grin as she was carted away.

“My pleasure,” another guy called out, opening the door as the six of them left.

I wiped the condensation off my glass with my thumb and snuck a few glances at where Cruz’s drink remained untouched. Maybe… It was insane, but so was what I was about to do.

“Well, what do you say?” Cruz asked, turning toward me as his friends all stood, preparing to leave.

Jump. It’s what you’re good at.

“How familiar are you with parachutes?”

His eyebrows shot up. “I’d bet I’m more familiar than you are.”

“That’s a bet you’d lose,” I said with a smile I couldn’t contain. My stomach clenched every time his eyes met mine, but I’d never felt better.

“Somehow that does not surprise me,” he said slowly.

“Cruz, you ready?” one of the guys asked.

He tilted his head at me in question.

“I’ve got a better idea,” I said quietly.

“Lay it on me.”

“Want to do something highly dangerous with me?” I held my breath while he didn’t just look at me, but saw me. In those few heartbeats, I felt naked even though his eyes didn’t leave my face. Every instinct told me to look away, but his eyes were made for drowning in, and I was already going under.

“Any other details?”

“Nope. You’re in or you’re out,” I said with more bravado than I felt.

“Cruz?” his friend prodded.

I watched the debate silently play out in his eyes before he nodded slowly. “You guys go ahead. I’ll meet up with you later,” he said without breaking eye contact with me.

My heart leaped, my pulse picking up to a gallop. Holy shit, I’m really doing this. God, I hoped he wasn’t lying—that he was experienced. What were the odds I’d end up sitting next to someone in a bar who was capable of this?

Fate, my heart whispered.

Shut the hell up, my brain answered.

I didn’t get gooey over guys. Gooey made you soft, made you weak.

“Shall we?” he asked, standing as his friends left.

My feet hit the ground. Whoa. Even at my five-eight height, he still had a good four inches on me, and that body. The guy was built, probably even more so than Pax, which was hard to accomplish, and the rippling of those very cut arm muscles told me that the rest of him was probably just as defined.

We made our way to the front of the hotel where Little John waited, our strides evenly matched.

“In all fairness to you, this might be slightly illegal,” I admitted, leading him to where Little John waited outside.

“Aren’t you just full of surprises?” he said quietly as he held the door open for me.

“You have no idea.”

I was even surprising the hell out of myself tonight.




Chapter Two

CRUZ

LAS VEGAS

My eyes strayed to her ass as she folded herself into the dark black sedan that waited for us outside the Bellagio. I prided myself on not being a misogynistic asshole, but it was right there, all perfectly round and grabbable, encased in those jeans that looked like they’d been stitched with only her body in mind.

“You coming?” she asked from inside the car, slipping into a leather jacket.

Well, this was either the beginning of an epic story or a horror movie. Either way, I was committed.

I slid onto the leather seat, and we were off before I had even clicked my seat belt. A large, bald man glanced back from behind the wheel before turning onto the strip.

“You’re not Patrick.”

“I am not Patrick,” I confirmed as the guy’s eyes widened. Was he her driver? Her bodyguard? Please don’t be a jealous boyfriend.

“Let’s go,” Penelope said, looking out the window. “Patrick was drunk, so I had to lose him.”

“Are you kidding me?” the guy roared.

“Nope. There was zero chance I was putting him in a rig like that.”

The guy’s fingers tapped on the wheel while we waited for a light to turn. “Shit. Okay, well, who is this guy?”

“Little John, this is Cruz. Cruz, this is Little John. He’s our stunt manager and a really close friend,” Penelope explained.

Little John. Like Robin Hood?

“Okay,” I said, trying to go with the flow. Stunt manager…damn, who was this girl?

“And what qualifies him to pull this off? Or did you grab the first good-looking guy from the lobby?”

“It was the bar, actually,” I corrected him as we began driving again, turning down a side street.

“Fuck my life, Penna. What the hell are you thinking? You can’t just throw some stranger into a rig and expect shit to go right. Pax and Landon are going to freak out.”

“They are not my problem,” Penelope answered, but her hand flexed on her thigh.

Maybe those are the jealous boyfriends.

“Right. They’re mine. And so is this guy”—he thumbed in my direction with his free hand—“when you get him killed.”

“He said he can jump,” she argued.

“Oh really?” Little John snapped as we pulled up outside the back of the Linq Casino and Hotel. “Like what? A few tandem jumps with his buddy to cross off his bucket list? You can get him seriously hurt, Penna.”

Okay, that’s enough.

“Look, I have no clue what we’re doing, or who you are, but I have nearly a hundred jumps with the 82nd Airborne. I’m not exactly a rookie here.”

That earned me a surprised look from both of them, but I far more enjoyed seeing Penelope’s blue eyes widen. She struck me as the kind of girl who was hard to impress.

“You’re in the military?” Little John asked.

“I did my three years and got out,” I answered.

“Thank you for your service,” Penelope said in a soft voice. “Now I feel bad for giving you shit about jumping.” Her nose crinkled in the cutest way.

“Don’t worry about it. Now are we just going to sit here all night? Because I remember a beautiful girl promising me something dangerous and a touch illegal.”

“A touch?” Little John snapped at Penelope. “Did you tell him anything?”

“Look, it was kind of an impetuous decision.”

“You? Impetuous? Never,” he said sarcastically.

“Quit being an ass. Are we cleared to go?”

He muttered something that sounded like, “they’re going to fucking kill me,” and then opened his door. We followed suit, meeting at the trunk, where Little John handed us two packs, harnesses and helmets attached. Apparently we were jumping off something, and given that there wasn’t an airport in sight, we had to be BASE jumping…which was illegal as shit.

“Still want to do this?” Penelope asked, slinging her rig over one shoulder and threading her nearly waist-long blond hair through the back of a baseball cap. For being so slight, she handled that pack like it weighed absolutely nothing.

“Since I don’t know exactly what we’re doing, that’s kind of an unfair question.” I took the black cap she offered and slipped it on.

She pointed up, and I followed the direction of her finger to see the High Roller, the tallest Ferris wheel in the world. “Are you kidding? That thing…”

“It’s five hundred and fifty feet at the top,” she supplied, already following Little John toward the back of the building. We passed under the giant metal platform where passengers boarded the ride, and my mind spun a hell of a lot faster than that Ferris wheel. “You don’t have to do it if you’re scared,” she tossed over her shoulder.

Like I was scared? The jump itself didn’t bother me. The repercussions of being caught? That could fuck up everything I’d been working for the last eight years. As gorgeous, enchanting, and utterly intoxicating as this girl was, I couldn’t throw away everything over an illegal jump.

She turned, holding the door open for me. “If we get caught, which we won’t, the biggest penalty we’ll face will probably be trespassing, which is a slap-on-the-wrist misdemeanor. Look, you don’t even have to do it. You can leave now, or you can ride up with me and ride back down, or you can jump.”

She stared up at me, every inch of her body language screaming that she didn’t care what I did. She was going to do whatever she wanted. But her eyes told a different story. There was something damaged there, a desperate plea that tapped into my soul in a way I’d thought I was immune to.

Man, was I wrong.

She wasn’t a damsel. She was in distress, but she wasn’t going to say a word about it, and that set off every alarm bell in my brain and engaged that sense of chivalry Grandma had busted her ass to instill in me.

Shit. Double shit. Fuck.

I wasn’t reckless by nature—far from it. I played life like the chess game it was, more than aware of the consequences of my actions seven moves from now. Maybe it was knowing that I was leaving tomorrow for the next few months, or I could have lied and told myself it was for the thrill. It wasn’t. It was for her—this phenom of a woman I’d met barely an hour ago.

A misdemeanor would be a pain in the ass but wouldn’t shred my plans like a felony. Holy shit, you’re seriously debating the seriousness of different charges?

“I’ll ride with you,” I told her.

The relief in her smile sent a wave of warmth through me. Good decision for her. Bad decision for you.

I told the devil on my shoulder to shut the hell up and followed them into the darkened hallway. We entered at the head of the ticket line, where no one waited, as if the line had momentarily paused.

“I took care of everything,” Little John told Penna. “We’re already past the bag check, so they won’t see the chutes. These are your tickets. Make sure yours is on top. The attendant marked it. He’ll bypass the security on your pod, and the rest is up to you. I’ll be parked right out back. When you land, ditch the chutes—you’re worth more than they are.”

“Got it,” Penelope said, taking the tickets.

“Are you sure about this?” Little John asked her.

“No,” she answered, and my gaze snapped to where she shook her head at him. “But if I want to be me again, this is what I have to do. There’s no toe-dipping, no easing my way back in for the documentary. Either I pull this off, or I don’t deserve to be a Renegade.”

“That’s bullshit.”

“That’s the truth.” She leaned up and kissed his cheek. “Thank you. I know what this cost you with them. I’ll see you at the bottom.”

“Just be safe, and you know…don’t get him killed, either.” He pivoted and left us standing inside the doors that led out to the platform.

Noise coming up the hallway told me that the line was reforming and heading our way. “Let’s go,” I said, placing my hand lightly on her lower back to guide her through the door. It wasn’t anything I hadn’t done on a date, but simply touching the small of her back sent a wake-up message to my dick.

Down boy. There’s no time for that. I promptly removed my hand.

What the hell am I doing? I asked myself that the entire time we approached the attendant, watching him load the pod directly ahead of ours with at least ten people.

Penelope handed our ticket to the attendant, whose eyes widened slightly at the mark in the corner. He nodded, guiding us into the transparent pod that would easily fit twenty or more people. “You’ll note that the exit door is on the opposite side,” he told us. “It’s about a half-hour ride total, so enjoy. Welcome to the High Roller.”

We stepped over the six-inch gap that separated the platform from the pod, and the attendant closed the door, ensconcing us in a darkened, purple-lit sphere. Rocking was nonexistent as we started our ascent.

The television monitors immediately started babbling about the stats of the Ferris wheel. A few quick button-pushes and they were silenced. I put the pack on the floor as Penelope did the same, and then we both stood at the windows, watching the lights of Vegas above us. Soon they’d be beneath us.

“I owe you an explanation,” she said softly, catching me off guard.

“I’d like one, but I made my choice. You don’t owe me anything.” Our shoulders brushed, and that same electricity I’d felt earlier hit me. I didn’t even know who this girl was, but we had some insane chemistry.

“I’ve never done this before.”

“Which part? The BASE jump? The illegal factor? Or asking a random stranger if he’d like to break the law with you?” My lips turned up at the utter absurdity of the situation.

She laughed softly, a gorgeous, light sound that made me instantly want to hear it again. “I’ve never picked up a guy. Let alone a guy in a bar. Add to it that I then asked if you wanted to risk your life with a stranger, and it’s been an evening of firsts.”

“Really? Man, this just happened to me last week in Seattle,” I joked.

That earned me a breathtaking smile and another light laugh. God, the girl was truly a masterpiece. Her face had classic, almost Grecian, features with high cheekbones, a pert nose, and a mouth that begged to be sampled. Those eyes, though—light blue with darker flecks that had me staring way longer than necessary.

“How old are you, anyway?” she asked.

“Twenty-seven. Worried I’m underage?”

“Nawh, just making sure you couldn’t join AARP.”

“Ouch,” I laughed.

Her eyes focused on the buildings as we passed floors, slowly rising into the Vegas skyline. “I can’t believe I did this.” Her phone dinged and then dinged again before she could get it out of her pocket. “Shit,” she muttered, scanning over the text messages.

“Issues?”

She thumbed over the messages as another one came in. “Pax. Leah. Pax. Landon. Rachel. Nick. Shit. They know I’m here.”

Panic crept into her eyes, and her teeth worried her lower lip.

I checked my watch. “Okay, we have about ten minutes until we hit the peak.”

“Right,” she said, still reading the messages.

“And chances are I’m never going to see you again once we land.”

She looked up at me. “We land?”

“If I jump with you,” I clarified. “Point is, you’re up here with someone you just met in a bar an hour ago, when you clearly have people who care about you. It’s none of my business, but there’s something missing in this equation.”

She glanced at me and then to the skyline, turning off her phone and slipping it into her back pocket. “You don’t know the first thing about me.”

“And maybe that’s why I can say that to you.” Was I really going to have to jump with this girl to get her to open up? Something was eating away at her, and it was obvious she wasn’t going to reach out to anyone from those mysterious text messages. I looked back toward the pack on the floor. “How did you stow the lines?” If I was even going to consider jumping off this Ferris wheel, I needed to know there was an actual parachute in there.

“Classic figure-eight pattern.”

“No primary stow?”

“And no slider.” She shrugged.

“Wait. No slider, and no primary stow?”

“Taking off the slider gives us a faster open time, and with five hundred and fifty feet—”

“We need those seconds,” I deduced. We’d be falling for only a few seconds as it was. If Little John was there at the landing, if we could lose the chutes, if the hats had helped us avoid the cameras…we might not get caught.

“And the stow would just add another unnecessary step in deployment,” Penelope finished.

“You’re really good at this, aren’t you?”

A corner of her mouth lifted. “I’m a very well-paid extreme athlete. Or…I used to be, anyway.” She ended on a near whisper.

“And you’re not now?” She shot me a look, and I raised my hands. “Hey, I have one night, just a few minutes in this eternity of ours, to try to understand you.” To try to help you.

“Do you have to understand everyone?”

“Yes. I have a slight control issue.” And a hero complex, according to my grandmother.

I felt her gaze on me but kept mine on the skyline, which we were slowly, finally rising above.

“I got hurt a few months ago,” she said, crossing her arms under her breasts.

With supreme effort, I kept my mouth shut. She needed someone to listen, not talk. My effort was rewarded when she sighed and continued.

“My group—the other athletes—we’re more like family than friends. One of my really good friends, Nick, was paralyzed working on a new trick, and my sister…she loved him, and when he shut everyone out, she broke. We’ve been shooting this documentary, mostly to get Nick a name in stunt design, and things went wrong from the start. Equipment was tampered with, people got hurt, Leah almost died,” she whispered. Shaking it off, she sucked in a breath. “Brooke—my sister—she was trying to hurt Pax, but I was the one she got instead, thank God. Crushed my leg.” She rolled her ankle. “I’ve been cleared for a month now to get back in the saddle, but instead of being excited, I asked for an air cast. I asked to be sidelined.”

“Is that why you’re not with your friends?”

“They’re in Aspen for the X Games. I wanted to get on the plane with them, but I just couldn’t watch and wonder if I’d ever have the balls to do it again. I had to find out, and if I’d let them know, they would have coddled me, told me to ease my way back in.”

“You’re not an ease-in kind of girl?”

She rolled her eyes at the double meaning I hadn’t intended, and I laughed. Apparently my subconscious had ideas of its own, which was understandable, seeing as how her entire body screamed hot, keep-you-coming-until-dawn sex. But it wasn’t the curves of her body that got me on this Ferris wheel in what was potentially the most reckless choice of my life—it was the broken look in her eyes that peeked out when she let her guard down.

“I’m a jump-in-with-both-feet-and-then-measure-the-depth-later kind of girl,” she said. “Ever since I sat on Pax’s first motocross bike and then demanded my own, I’ve never feared flying, or the fall. If I can do this, then maybe that girl is still in here.” She tapped her chest. “If I can do this, I’m one step closer to looking at my bike without my stomach turning over.”

I already knew that if that girl wasn’t still there, she wouldn’t be standing here with me. She’d still be on the ground. But I wasn’t the one who needed to be convinced—she was.

I nodded to myself and took a deep breath. Looks like you’re jumping.

“You’ve got some good lawyers to get us out of this, right, extreme-athlete girl?” I asked, reaching for the pack.

“The best,” she promised. “Besides, like I said, it’s a misdemeanor, and they’re not going to catch us anyway.”

“How sure of that are you?” I asked, examining my pack. I wish I’d had room to roll it out and repack it for my peace of mind. Leap or don’t, but no easing-in, remember? Trust her or don’t. Help her or sit the fuck down.

“A nice bottle of champagne certain,” she said with a smile that stole the air from my lungs.

“I’ll hold you to that.” A few snaps later and I was in the harness, tightening the straps and adjusting the helmet. I rolled down my sleeves to protect my arms the best I could.

The pod rose above most of the casinos around us. “It’s gorgeous,” she said reverently. Her gaze swept the skyline, her lips parted as she braced her hands lightly against the glass.

“Yeah. Beautiful view.” I never once took my eyes from her.

She noticed, glancing my way and blushing.

“It’s about time.” She pointed to the television monitor that showed we were only a minute from the zenith of the rotation.

She headed for the opposite side of the pod, opening the door with a lot less effort than I’d imagined it would take. I quickly wiped her fingerprints off the glass with my sleeve.

The breeze swept in, the January air clearing my head as I stepped to the open doorway next to Penelope to look down over the nearly empty parking lot.

“You have to clear that tree,” she said, pointing.

“You need to watch that lamppost.”

“God, I love this feeling,” she whispered, as if she hadn’t meant to say the thought aloud.

“The rush?” I guessed.

“The anticipation. The war that silently rages in my body between what I want it to do and what it knows isn’t safe. The way my stomach tightens and my heart starts to race. The moment the decision is still mine.”

I knew the exact moment she was describing because I’d lived it—I was in it now. It was the moment you stood on the edge of epic and decided to topple over.

She looked up, snapping her static line hook to the steel rod above the doorframe. I did the same and then stood back, checking the monitor for our location. “It’s time.”

She moved her toes to the very edge of the pod, her black Vans standing out against the metal plate. Then she closed her eyes and lifted her face to the sky, pure joy washing over her features.

Enchanting. That girl she was seeking was closer to her surface than she realized.

“See you at the bottom,” she said over her shoulder with a thousand-megawatt smile and jumped.

She was fucking fearless, and even if I hadn’t been wearing a parachute, I might have jumped just to stay close to her—she was that magnetic.

“Go to Vegas, they said. It will be fun, they said,” I muttered.

I counted two full seconds, watching her chute deploy, then stepped out into nothing.




Chapter Three

PENNA

LAS VEGAS

Holy shit. You did it.

Adrenaline pumped through my veins, heightening the rush of euphoria that flooded all of my senses. I did it. I was still me.

Maybe I was damaged, a little broken, but I was still me. As long as I had this, everything else made sense. Even if I couldn’t pull it off in front of the cameras, or hit the ramps with the other Renegades, I had this moment.

The ground rushed toward me, the parachute slowing my descent, but not enough to make it an easy landing. I cleared the lamppost, passed the tree, and lined up with the parking lot where Little John waited. Then I bent my knees and met the asphalt at a run as the Earth welcomed me home.

I spun, immediately checking for Cruz, and nearly sagged in relief as he landed about twenty feet to my right. Our eyes locked in the dim lighting, something tangible but indescribable passing between us.

Then the moment was over, and I was scurrying to gather up the chute before security got here. There was no way we’d gone unnoticed.

“Ditch the chute!” Cruz yelled as he ran toward me, already having cut his loose.

Little John whipped the car around, squealing to a halt right in front of us.

“I can get it!” I said, gathering the fabric in my arms.

Cruz turned me in his arms and unclicked the harness from the chute. “We have to go. Ditch. The. Chute.”

He didn’t raise his voice, but he didn’t leave room for argument, either. “Okay,” I said, like he hadn’t already made the decision for me. He was right; the chutes didn’t matter. They had no identifying marks and couldn’t be traced back to us.

He took my hand and pulled me toward the car, yanking open the door. I dove into the backseat, scooting behind Little John as Cruz slid in next to me.

“Go!” I yelled as the door slammed shut.

Little John took off, tearing through the parking lot in the opposite direction of our hotel. Cruz’s jaw was locked, the muscles flexing as he turned to look behind us. “You’re in the clear so far,” he told Little John.

“Good, good,” Little John muttered.

We rode in silence, coming down from the adrenaline high as we kept a lookout. About five minutes later, Little John drove into a residential neighborhood and pulled over. “One minute,” he said, hopping out.

“Wow,” I said, unable to think of another word to sum up what that had been.

“Pretty much,” Cruz said, unclipping his helmet and running his hand over his hair.

Little John climbed back in. “Okay, license plate is back on, and we’re heading to the hotel. How do you feel?”

My lips curved. “Rebellious.”

“Thank God,” Little John said, smacking the steering wheel. “If that brought you back, then it was all worth it.”

“Yeah,” I said quietly. Did it bring me back? I felt like me—the rush was the same, the feeling that I’d just beaten not only the odds but my own expectations. But was I ready to be back in the real game? Riding my bike? Filming?

“Bobby is going to shit bricks that you didn’t film that.”

“It was for me, not the documentary. The world already saw me self-destruct once this year, and I let him use it. This was mine.”

“And your contract?” he asked as we pulled into the entrance of the Bellagio.

“My contract says that I’ll let him film every extreme sport I take part in that’s sponsored by the Renegades. Which…this wasn’t.”

“Either way, I’m looking forward to a phone call.”

I leaned forward, hugging him against the seat. “Thank you. I know this was not what you wanted for me, and I’m seriously grateful.”

He patted my hand, then squeezed. “I’d move mountains for you, Penna.”

“Does that include letting me sleep in tomorrow?”

He laughed. “Hell no. Flight is at noon. I’ll be at your room by eight, and you’d better be ready to go.”

“Fine.” I kissed his cheek as he pulled up to the door and put the car in park. “See you in the morning!”

Cruz held the door open for me, and I slid out. He was tense, his eyes focused anywhere but on me. His hand rested on my lower back as we walked through the doors, and I didn’t shake him off. Instead, I savored the touch, wishing I could lean into him.

How ironic; I’d finally found a guy I felt inexplicably drawn to, and I had only another thirty seconds with him.

We made it to the elevators in silence, ignoring the hustle of the casino, and the doors shut, leaving us inside in a tension-filled silence. What do you say to a stranger who just pulled off a highly illegal BASE jump with you? What was I supposed to say about the hum in my blood, the way his scent made me want to snuggle closer?

What the hell was wrong with me?

“So…” My voice faded out, trying to think of something to say as we tapped the buttons for our floors.

“You’re insane,” Cruz said, finally turning to me, those delicious, melty eyes swallowing me whole. “You know that, right? Crazy hot—no, exquisitely beautiful—smart, strong, and incredibly magnetic, but a little fucking nuts.”

“Yes,” I whispered as the elevator rose.

He blinked a few times as his smile came and went, shaking his head like he couldn’t believe I’d admitted to it. How could I not? I wasn’t sure anyone could do what Renegades did and not lose a piece of their sanity.

I’d been questioning mine more and more lately.

“I’ve never met anyone quite like you,” he said softly as we approached his floor. I had maybe another five seconds with him before he was gone.

“That’s because there’s no one like me,” I said honestly. “I can say with 100 percent certainty that I’m an Original.” I cracked a smile at my own little pun that he couldn’t possibly understand.

The elevator dinged when we arrived at his floor. Time was up.

“That, you are.”

My stomach tightened as he stepped toward the elevator doors as they opened, revealing a long hallway.

I would never see him again.

What if I never felt this kind of connection with anyone else? What if he was the one guy I was capable of feeling something with? What if I was about to miss out on something that was truly once-in-a-lifetime because I was ironically scared to jump?

What if was unacceptable.

His hand reached for the door, holding it open, and he looked over his shoulder at me. “Thank you for tonight. I’ll never forget it.”

Neither would I…and I wasn’t ready for it to be over.

“Have you ever stayed in a penthouse suite here?” I asked before my brain could stop my mouth.

“I can’t say that I have,” he replied, his eyes darkening as his gaze moved to my lips.

Oh my God, I’m going to do it. My stomach knotted worse than before the last X Games.

“Want to? I mean, I do owe you champagne.” Hopefully my shaky voice came out breathless and seductive.

The lines of his back tensed.

“I promise it’s mine. All legal, and I won’t even make you jump out of it.”

He turned slowly to face me, his hand still blocking the elevator doors from closing. The longer he stared at me, the faster my blood rushed, quickening my belly, turning my thighs almost liquid. How could a simple look turn me on so fast, so completely?

“Penelope…” He said my name like a half plea, half prayer.

“I know what I’m asking,” I assured him. All I’d have is this one night with him, and tomorrow he’d be a memory, but it was better than wondering what if.

“Are you sure about that?” He stalked forward, the elevator doors closing behind his broad shoulders. My pulse leaped as he filled my vision, my thoughts centering on what his skin would feel like under my fingertips.

I nodded, and he shook his head.

“I need the word.” His breath was sweet as he leaned down, his lips merely inches from mine as the elevator rose again.

God, I could barely think with him this close. He watched me expectantly, with more than a hint of hunger in his eyes. Usually I’d shut a guy down at this point, but this was nothing I’d ever experienced before. Cruz’s blatant desire made me feel powerful, intrigued, and turned on—humming with sweet electricity.

He didn’t just want me as a trophy—he didn’t even know who I was.

He just wanted me.

“Yes,” I finally said, the word giving my consent not just to him but to myself. I was free to let go for once in my life—damn the consequences.

His mouth brushed over mine, sweetly, as though he was physically asking for the permission I’d already verbally given him. Our lips met in a soft caress that had me on my toes, leaning up for more. It was a kiss that sent awareness rushing down my limbs, waking each of my nerve endings. It was the first chapter of a romance novel, a bewitching introduction that had me hungry to turn the next page, already hooked on his taste.

He pulled back with a smile, his gaze skimming over my face in a way that made me feel like a work of art. Before he could say anything, the elevator dinged, announcing that we’d reached my floor.

I took his hand and led him down the immaculately decorated hallway a short distance to my door. My hand shook slightly as I took the key from my back pocket, and I missed the lock, just skimming the side. So much for being a badass in charge of my sexuality.

Cruz’s hand covered mine, strong and warm, as he leaned against me slightly, his lips caressing the shell of my ear. “You are under no obligation to open that door or to invite me inside, Penelope.”

God, I loved the way he said my name. I barely suppressed a shiver from the chills that swept down my spine. With a quick, sure motion, I unlocked the door.

As soon as the light flashed green, I turned the handle and stepped inside the suite, looking back over my shoulder at the beautiful man who stood at the threshold. “Do you need an invitation?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said, bracing his hands on the doorframe like he had to hold himself back.

This was it. Was I really going to invite a stranger into my suite? Into my…bed? You never know someone until you jump with them. How many times had I said that to new Renegades?

Cruz waited there, radiating raw sexual energy, watching me decide, his eyes an intense combination of desire and patience. Something told me he’d be the same in bed—unhurried, thorough, and utterly consuming.

For the first time in my life, I wanted to be devoured.

“Come in,” I said softly.

He pushed off the doorframe, and in three strides, I was in his arms. One of his hands gripped my waist as the other cradled my face. The door shut behind him at the same moment his mouth met mine.

This kiss wasn’t the light caress our first had been. His tongue ran across my lower lip, and with the gentle pressure of his thumb under that lip, I opened for him. His tongue slid inside, hot and insistent, rubbing mine with an expertise that had me gripping his shirt within the first few seconds.

He backed me up until my ass hit the table behind the sofa, a vase falling to the floor with an anticlimactic thud. I felt his smile against my mouth, and mine echoed it for about a millisecond before he reclaimed my mouth, his hand sliding to tunnel through my hair. He changed the angle, kissing me deeper, until my entire world narrowed to the feel of his mouth on mine, the electric current coursing through me, and my mindless need to get closer to him.

He kissed me and kissed me some more, never pushing, but taking everything I offered. His taste was maddening, as dark and rich as his scent. My fingers drifted over the hard muscles of his pecs until I looped my arms around his neck, my breasts pushing against his chest as he pulled me closer.

I wanted more—needed more of this sweet burn that had ignited in my belly, this clawing desperation to feel his skin against mine. My nipples tightened, making me hyperaware of every brush of fabric against them. “Bedroom,” I whispered.

“Where?” he asked, gently taking my earlobe between his teeth.

Holy. Shit. That felt amazing.

“Down that hall.” I motioned with my head, unwilling to let go of him.

He lifted me by my ass, the motion effortless and all the sexier for it. My legs wrapped around his waist as his mouth returned to mine, and he carried me down the hallway toward the bedroom. The curtains were open, the lights from the strip softening the angles of his face as he laid me on the soft bedspread. Cruz was gorgeous, elementally, perfectly hot—primal, even—but seeing him above me took him to another level.

His mouth slid down my jawline, my breath hitching with every kiss he put to my throat. I gasped as he sucked lightly on a sensitive bit of skin, my fingers raking through his dark, thick hair to hold him to me.

I felt drunk, intoxicated by his mouth, his scent, his weight, as he settled between my thighs. In that instant, I understood the hype of sex, the drive for this intense pleasure that was overwhelming all my senses. The few meager kisses I’d had before were nothing compared to this. Kissing Cruz made me feel borderline insane—every ounce of logic fled as he kissed my collarbone, and I became a creature of pure physical need.

Skin. I wanted his skin against mine, wanted to run my fingers along the lines of the muscles his shirt more than hinted at. I tugged at the fabric of his shirt, and he sat up on his knees as my legs fell off his hips, my thighs open. A smile ghosted his lips as he reached behind his head and pulled the shirt off in a seamless move.

My breath abandoned me as I took in the sheer perfection of his torso. I was used to ripped guys, but Cruz was the most perfect specimen of man I’d ever seen. I reached for him, my fingers skimming over the deep indentations of his washboard abs, exploring the ropes of muscles that defined his torso. An Airborne tattoo stood out against the curve of his bicep, but the rest of him was unmarked—just yards of tan, velvet skin that my mouth was eager to taste.

“You…” I shook my head when I couldn’t find the words, my tongue swiping over my kiss-swollen lips. “You’re incredible.”

“I was thinking the same thing about you,” he said, running his hand between my breasts but never touching the rigid peaks. “Except maybe a little dirtier.”

My fingers wrapped around the silver chain he wore around his neck, a medallion fitting neatly into my palm as I pulled him back down to me. He lowered his weight slowly, dipping to tug at my lower lip with his teeth.

“How much dirtier?” I asked, my breath coming in near pants.

“Filthy,” he said against my neck, moving down to my neckline.

I was going to lose it if he didn’t touch me soon.

As his hands skimmed my rib cage, I arched up, and as if he read my mind, he palmed one of my breasts. I whimpered as his thumb rubbed over my nipple, the sensation tightening the bud but seeming to soften me everywhere else. My hips rocked against his, and he hissed as I felt him, long and hard where our bodies met, separated by only a few layers of fabric.

God, I wanted, and though the feeling was new to me, I welcomed it like I did every new experience—with eagerness. I was twenty-one years old, and if this was the only time I’d ever feel this kind of desire, then I was going to grasp it for as long as I could.

“Cruz,” I moaned as he set his mouth to my breast, his teeth raking me through the fabric of my shirt and bra. The friction was exquisite, and though he hadn’t so much as touched me beneath my waist, that’s exactly where the sensation gathered, making my hands fist in his hair as a glorious restlessness took over. “Please,” I begged, arching my hips to rub against him.

“Say it again,” he growled in a low voice that sent a wave of warmth through my thighs.

“Please,” I repeated, knowing I needed more and that he could give it to me.

He rose over me until our eyes locked. “My name, Penelope. Say my name. Someone as beautiful, as intoxicating as you are never has to beg, especially not when all I want is to worship every inch of you.”

Whoa. I melted with those words and the raging desire I saw in those brown eyes. He made me feel sexy, like some kind of powerful siren. My lips caressed his lightly, pulling back to keep the smallest space possible between us. “Cruz,” I whispered.

A low sound rumbled from his chest as he took my mouth, claiming it with his tongue the same way I wanted him to take my body, with sure, powerful strokes that drew out every ounce of pleasure he could.

My hips rocked again, seeking some kind of pressure to appease the need that spiraled tight within me. He flicked open the button of my jeans, and then rested his forehead against mine, our breaths mingling as he paused.

“Yes,” I told him, knowing he wanted the word. “Touch me.”

His hand slid into my open jeans, his fingers rubbing over the blue lace thong I wore. I’d never been so thankful to have a pretty underwear fetish.

Then all thoughts ceased as he swept the fabric to the side and ran his fingers along my seam. His mouth settled over mine, kissing me breathless as his thumb delved, brushing over my clit.

I broke the kiss with a gasp as pleasure radiated through me in a burst.

“Penelope.” He said my name like a revelation, in wonder, in reverence, stripping away every defense, every layer I’d carefully constructed. In that moment, I wasn’t Penna. I wasn’t Rebel. I was Cruz’s Penelope, and that was…everything. Our gazes locked, and I’d never felt such an intense connection to another human being in my life.

My hands slid to his shoulders, my nails biting into his skin as he stroked me, bringing out a feverish, all-consuming need to—

Bam. Bam. Bam.

There was a pounding at the door of the suite.

We both froze. “Expecting someone?” he asked, his breath controlled, but his eyes wild.

I shook my head. “No, but it could be Little John making sure I’m okay. Give me a second.”

I cursed the overprotective nature of my friends as Cruz rolled off me. Funny, we were no longer physically touching, but I still felt that same connection as if we were.

He watched me hungrily as I buttoned my jeans and zipped them closed. Little John would freak if he saw that I’d brought a stranger back to my room. Then again, right now Cruz felt like anything but a stranger.

I leaned over, kissing him deeply and savoring his taste, the stroke of his tongue, the caress of his lips.

The banging started at the door again. “Damn it,” I cursed. “Just a second,” I promised Cruz and walked out of the bedroom, closing the door behind me and hoping my hair wasn’t a giveaway to what I’d been doing.

“I’m coming,” I called out as the banging came again. Someone had better be dead for this interruption, or they were about to be.

I yanked open my door to see the concierge standing there, a look of panic on his pinched features. “Miss Carstairs, I’m so sorry, but these gentlemen—”

Two police officers pushed past him, their blue uniforms sobering me instantly. “Penelope Carstairs?” they asked.

“Yes?” My stomach tightened in knots of nausea.

“We’re going to need you to come with us to answer some questions,” the shorter of the two said, spinning me quickly and yanking my arms behind my back.

Fuck. My. Life.

“Ow!” I said quietly, hoping that Cruz wouldn’t hear—that he wouldn’t come looking. If they knew I was the one who’d BASE jumped from the High Roller, they’d be after him, too. “What is this pertaining to?”

The cuffs were cold against my wrists as the short one pulled me through the door. “Where can we find your jumping partner?” he asked, ignoring my question and answering it all in the same breath.

I shrugged. “I don’t know which room he’s staying in. I only met him in the bar.”

He narrowed his eyes in suspicion, and I smiled at him. I’d learned early the best way to lie was to tell the truth as much as possible.

“So you admit to criminal trespass?”

I kept my smile sweet. “I admit that I’d like to call my lawyer.”

So much for stepping out on my own. Pax and Landon were going to kill me for this one. Then again, there really wasn’t such a thing as bad publicity when it came to stunts.

The cop shook his head at me, disgust evident in the set of his mouth, and walked me out of the room, heading toward the elevator. His radio went off with a few calls as we descended to the ground floor, but I tuned them all out, my mind racing, praying they didn’t find Cruz.

Which lawyer did I want to call? Not Daddy’s. He had his hands full with all things Brooke-related.

My thoughts were interrupted by the ding of the elevator doors. We walked out onto the crowded casino floor, and I was thankful that in Vegas a girl being led away by the cops wasn’t too uncommon an occurrence.

I ducked my head just in case I was recognized, and the cop led me through the very door where Little John had dropped me off, less than an hour ago. They’d found me unbelievably fast.

Another cop waited next to one of two patrol cars, and he opened the door as I approached, a wry grin in place. “Well, Miss Carstairs,” he said as he gently guided my head so I didn’t hit it as I was put into the backseat. “The next time you want to pull an illegal trick like that, you might want to make sure your location wasn’t tweeted out by an overzealous fan.”

The kid in the lobby. Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit.

He slammed the door, and I was alone in the patrol car briefly before they both took the front seats. Well, this was going to be a long night, and one I was never going to live down once Pax and Landon found out.

I wasn’t worried too much about the legality. I’d no doubt pay a fine, but it wasn’t like I couldn’t afford it. But shit, I was going to have to call Brandon—Wilder’s pain-in-the-ass, overly suited brother who got us out of crap like this when we screwed up.

Or maybe not. Maybe I could handle it on my own.

We pulled away from the Bellagio, but my head snapped back as another officer came through the door. My neck strained, trying to keep them in sight as we turned, but it was impossible.

No, oh no. Now I wasn’t worried, I was terrified.

I was going to have to call Brandon.

They had Cruz in handcuffs, too.




Chapter Four

CRUZ

LAS VEGAS

My knee bounced under the cold, metallic table of the interrogation room while my hands, still cuffed, rested on the smooth surface. The lack of a clock in the small room made it impossible to gauge how long I’d been in here, but considering the fact that I was hungry, I had to guess it had been hours.

Hours since I’d pulled my shirt on and gone into the hallway to see what was taking Penelope so long. Hours since I’d been shoved against a wall like I was some kind of threat and had my hands cuffed behind my back. Hours since they had dragged me down to this station, put me into this room, and promptly forgotten about me.

No phone call.

No bathroom in sight.

No information about where Penelope was.

Penelope. I tried to keep my mind from wandering to her—it would only drive me crazy when there was nothing I could do to help her from here, but she was on my brain every other minute.

Hopefully she was okay. Hopefully she wasn’t scared. The woman had a backbone of steel—I’d known that in the first moment I set eyes on her—but there was also something fragile about her, like all that armor she wore was held together by only a fraying string.

What the hell had I been thinking? For fuck’s sake, I was due to fly out of Vegas in what had
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