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Chapter One

 


Shay trudged down the jet bridge clutching
her bag to her shoulder and tried to ignore her rising anxiety. She
hated flying, avoided it at all costs, but today it was a necessary
evil.

Her stomach dropped as she stepped through
the aircraft door, and she had to force her feet to keep stepping
forward. The flight attendant’s lips moved, but Shay couldn’t hear
over the blood rushing in her ears. Casting her gaze downward, she
made the short trip—that felt like miles—to her last row,
first-class seat.

She couldn’t really afford first class, but
it was the only way she’d fly. If she was going down, she was going
down in style.

After stowing her bag, she scooted into the
seat, pulled the seat belt as tight as it would go around her, and
closed her eyes, repeating the mantra, “I am calm. Flying is safe.
All is well.” It wasn’t working, but she figured it was better than
wringing her hands and rocking back and forth like a lunatic.

“Excuse me, miss.”

Her eyes popped open at the deep, throaty
voice that sent chills down her spine. His gray-blue gaze captured
her, seemed to see inside her, and to her mortification, tingles
spread between her thighs.

“Um. Yes?” she finally thought to ask.

“I believe you’re in my seat.”

“What?” She fumbled through her cardigan
pocket and pulled out her boarding pass. Oh no. No. She must have
screwed up when selecting her seat. She always sat at the window.
She would get claustrophobic if she didn’t. Even though the sun was
setting and it would be dark soon, something about the window made
her feel as though she could breathe a little easier.

Panic rose inside her, her hands shaking.
There were plenty of empty seats, why couldn’t he sit in one of
those and leave her alone?

“Hey.” Sexy sat beside her and put a strong
hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay. You can keep the seat.”

A tear slipped down her cheek and she felt
like an idiot, totally embarrassed by her reaction, but she was so
relieved, she wrapped her arms around him, giving him a quick
hug.

“Thank you,” she said, leaning back in her
seat, trying to calm the emotions stampeding her.

A reassuring smile lit his face, making him
even more handsome. “No problem. Not a fan of flying, I take
it.”

She shook her head emphatically. “Not at
all.”

“Well, try to relax, and feel free to hold
onto me for support.” He winked and held out his hand. “I’m
Max.”

Her fingers tingled, heat shooting up her
arm as she took his hand. “Shay.”

Once all the passengers made their way down
the aisle, the flight attendant came by and asked if they needed
anything before takeoff. Her gaze lingered on Max longer than
necessary before she left to cater to other passengers. Shay
couldn’t blame her. He was magnificent in his dark suit that
obviously covered a tall, muscular physique. His cropped brown
hair, intense gaze, and lips that begged to be kissed, didn’t hurt
either.

“So, Shay, what’s important enough to get
you on a plane despite your better judgment?”

Shay groaned and clutched her stomach. “My
sister’s wedding. I would have driven, but Houston to Atlanta is
too far for me. I’m not really that big a fan of driving
either.”

He chuckled softly. “Hmm. Shay doesn’t like
flying or driving. Tell me…” He leaned in close, his gray-blue eyes
piercing hers. “What do you like?”

She gulped at the heat in his voice. Tension
crackled in the air between them. What the hell was happening? It
was so…strange. “I—” she started, but the captain’s voice came over
the intercom announcing their departure, saving her from coming up
with a clever response.

When the announcement ended, Max buckled his
seat belt, then turned back to her and said, “You’d be more at ease
on my jet. Much more relaxing than…”— he motioned with his
hand—“this.”

Her eyes bugged. “Jet? You have a jet?” The
guy must have been as rich as he looked. “Why in the world are you
here if you have a jet?”

He grimaced. “I lost a bet.”

He practically choked on the word “lost”,
and Shay got the distinct impression that he wasn’t a man who had
much experience with losing.

“That’s what wealthy people do for fun?” she
asked jokingly. “Make bets where the loser has to fly first class?”
She shook her head and rolled her eyes. “Poor you. Your life must
be so hard.”

Max had the decency to look sheepish but
only for a brief moment. “You have a point. And if I had known I’d
be sitting next to beautiful Shay, I’d have lost the bet on
purpose.” He winked at her again before leaning back in his
seat.

She gaped at him, wondering if he was like
that with all women. Probably, she decided, but couldn’t deny
enjoying the attention anyway.

The more the plane sped up, the more anxiety
ate at Shay. Her hands clutched the armrest for dear life as the
wheels left the ground. She squeezed her eyes closed and tried not
to hyperventilate.

When Max’s warm hand pried her fingers from
the armrest between them, she shot him a look. But when he raised
the armrest, then took her hand in his, giving it a reassuring
squeeze, her skin flamed and she melted. He was a stranger but a
hot, compassionate one, and she wished she could crawl onto his lap
and have him hold her in those big arms until they landed.

Finally, the plane leveled out and the
“fasten seat belt” sign went off. Not that she’d take hers off
under any circumstances, but it was a relief all the same.

“Better?” he asked and squeezed her hand
again.

Geez. She still had a death grip on him. Her
face flushed as she released him. “Sorry. And thanks. Not many
people would have done that.”

“For you?” He looked her up and down,
slowly, her body heating at his appraisal. “I think any man would
have done that and more for you.”

“I, uh, are you flirting with me?” she
blurted out.

He chuckled. “If you have to ask, I must not
be doing a good job of it.”

She wondered if she’d been imagining his
flirtation, wishful thinking and all that, but apparently not, and
that made her giddy. Sure, she’d been hit on but never by someone
as suave and put-together as him.

“Would you like drinks, a hot towel,
anything else?” the flight attendant asked, the latter
directed at Max.

Shay requested a vodka cranberry, Max a
whiskey and coke. When the attendant served the drinks, she also
presented them with warm chocolate chip cookies.

Max leaned in and whispered, “Who eats
sweets with liquor?”

Shay took a sip of her drink and whispered
back, “I do.”

He grimaced and handed her his cookie. She
took a big bite, washed it down with the vodka, and grinned at him.
“Thanks.”

“Well, I can’t get on board with that, but
at least now I know something you like.”

Max watched in mock horror as Shay finished
both cookies and washed them down with another vodka. “That was
delicious,” she said, laughing at the look on his face. “I wouldn’t
normally have downed both of those in one sitting, but it helps
with the nerves—having something in my mouth, I mean.” Holy Jesus.
Had she really just said that? To him?

A sly smile curved his sexy lips. “Good to
know. Very good to know.”

She looked away, mortified by what she’d
said. Part of her wanted to laugh hysterically, part of her wanted
to crawl under the seat and hide. It wouldn’t have been so bad had
he not let on that his mind had also gone straight to the gutter,
but it was obvious in his expression and in the tone of his voice
that it had.

Shay picked at a button on her dress while
trying to overcome her embarrassment.

“So what do you do, Shay?” As she was about
to answer, he waved a finger in front of her. “No, wait. Let me
guess.” He tapped the long, thick finger against those kissable
lips. “Supemodel?”

Shay snorted. She couldn’t help it. Really?
Anyone looking at her could tell she was no freaking supermodel.
Her shoulder-length brown hair was boring. Her breasts were small,
and her ass and thighs were out of proportion to the rest of her
body. She was comfortable with herself, but supermodel she was
not.

“Riiight,” she said, sarcasm dripping from
the word.

He eyed her up and down again. “Looks right
to me.” He tapped the finger against his lips again. “Sexy
librarian?”

Well, she might not be a beauty queen, but
he obviously liked what he saw, or he was one of those that flirted
with anything that had a vagina. She’d prefer to go with the
former, and her stomach flip-flopped at the knowledge. She laughed
and said, “You’re not very good at this game.”

He shrugged. “Maybe not. Tell me.”

“I’m a receptionist. Not very exciting, but
it pays the bills.”

“Sexy receptionist,” he corrected.
“Where?”

Her heart fluttered at his praise. “Steel
Solutions.”

He coughed, his eyes widening. “Really? I
frequent Steel when in Houston. I’ve never seen you there. Which
department?”

“Shipping.”

He frowned. “No wonder. I don’t get down
there much. I’d think they’d want someone with your looks up front,
greeting visitors.”

She couldn’t hold back the smile his
statement induced if she’d tried. She shrugged and asked, “What’s
your business at Steel?”

He smiled. “Guess.”

She sized him up as he’d done her.
“Um…lawyer. Handsome lawyer.”

He scrunched up his face. “I can work with
the handsome part. But not a lawyer, no.”

The plane bounced, lurched, dropped. Shay
clutched the seat. Max reached over and laid his strong hand on her
thigh. The desire that burned inside her for the stranger sitting
next to her almost made her forget her anxiety. Almost.

“Just a little turbulence. I have you,” he
said
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