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        I have too many secrets, and she has made a career of exposing them.

      

      

      Twelve days before Christmas and I’ve been lucky enough to be christened by the press as ‘The Executioner’. Everybody hates me. I’m the most despised man in Australia, and my face has been splashed over every news channel in the country. Thank God I’m heading to New York for the next few months, at least I’m not so well known over there.

      Bumping into Isobel (literally) was like fate. I couldn’t believe she didn’t know who I was, and that very fact, plus the fact that she was gorgeous, made me want to get to know her better. When I found out that she was ‘the press’ it was too late, I was already addicted to her.

      But my real identity isn’t the only one I’m keeping secret, and the other secret is so juicy that if she ever found out, there’s no way she wouldn’t feel obligated to share it with the world. But in doing so, she would destroy everything my family built for over seventy years.

      We may have been fated to meet, but there’s no way we could ever make this work, there are too many secrets.
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        14th December (local time)

        Sydney International Airport, Sydney

      

      

      Ho, freaking ho.

      I take a deep breath and force back the bad mood that threatens to overwhelm me. They were just doing their jobs, but they can be such arseholes that it’s difficult to forgive them. The bloody media are such a menace and they just love to tear down anyone who is juicy enough to give them a good run on the news sites. But it’s done now and thankfully none of them followed me here.

      My phone rings and I pull it out of my pocket to answer.

      ‘Sara,’ I say, my face breaking into a smile.

      ‘Hey big bro,’ she says. ‘That looked brutal.’

      I sigh. Trust my sister to watch the debacle that was the recent press conference I have just come from.

      ‘Yeah, it wasn’t pretty.’

      ‘You know they’re calling you the most hated man in Australia right now.’

      ‘Yeah, I got that Google alert, thanks very much.’

      She giggles. ‘So where are you now?’

      ‘Why? Are you going to give an anonymous tip to the paps and set them on me?’

      She laughs, a full belly laugh and I can’t keep the smile off my face. I love my little sister and she always knows just how to get past my bad moods. I’m ashamed to admit that there have been far too many of them of late. Grief, it’s a bitch.

      ‘I would never do that to you, Christian,’ she says and I can hear her smile in her voice.

      ‘I know, Sar,’ I replied with a sigh. ‘I’ll see you in New York, yeah?’

      ‘I wouldn’t miss it,’ she says.

      We disconnect and I just take a moment to breathe. I hate doing the whole press conference thing, especially when I have to give bad news. Announcing a round of job cuts less than two weeks out from Christmas was probably not a great way to introduce myself as the new CEO of The Hayden Group, but I really didn’t have any other choice. They were mostly middle management jobs and each employee would be offered a place in another arm of the company or a generous redundancy, but the press didn’t care about that. Job cuts and Christmas are all they heard. It kind of sucks to be me right now.

      Thankfully, my face isn’t yet that recognisable that I have the press following me everywhere. No doubt that time will come, but for now I’m still able to travel somewhat anonymously. It also helps that my last name isn’t Hayden, although the Hayden blood runs in my veins.

      Ah, Granddad, am I really the right guy for this job?

      It doesn’t matter whether I think I am or not; it’s now my job, and I will not let him down. Besides, the next twelve days are going to be a whole lot better than the last twelve. I finally get to fly to New York City, a city I love and have made my home, well at least for six months of the year, anyway. And it’s Christmas, my favourite time of year. Although this Christmas is going to be bittersweet because it is the first one without my grandfather. But that just means that we all need to try harder to honour his memory and the traditions he loved so much.

      With my head finally on straight, I take stock of the busy concourse. I have priority check-in, so I can go straight through security and customs and relax in the first-class lounge until my flight is called. As I scan the airport, getting my bearings, I see her.

      The stretchy black yoga pants that hug her curves. The tumble of glossy brown curls that she has tried to tame with a messy bun. The oversize t-shirt that slips off one shoulder displaying a tantalising expanse of sun-kissed skin and reminds me of the scene in Flashdance when Jessica Beals removes her bra while keeping her sweatshirt on. Yes, Flashdance. I know it’s probably not something that a CEO of a multinational conglomerate should admit to knowing anything about, but Sara has watched it so many times that I could probably recite the whole damned movie.

      My feet are moving before I know it and then she turns and bumps into me and I get a whiff of her coconut scent that transports me instantly to a tropical paradise where she is laying next to me a in tiny little string bikini and all her luscious tanned skin is on display. She looks up at me and I can’t help smiling down at her. She has big, black sunglasses covering her eyes and soft pink lips that are just begging for me to kiss them. I want to know if she tastes as good as she smells.

      ‘Watch it,’ she says, her lips narrowing and her voice a low growl. Is it bad that her gruffness turns me on?

      She grabs the handle of her suitcase, and her bag twists, dumping her carry-on onto the floor and spilling the contents across the tiles.

      ‘Here, let me help you with that,’ I say as I squat down to help her gather her things. A flash of pink catches my eye and before I can think if it’s appropriate, I pick up the scrap of material and discover that they are a pair of polka dot panties.

      ‘I think you’ve done enough,’ comes her acerbic reply.

      She stuffs everything back in her bag and turns to me.

      ‘Did you forget something?’ I ask, holding up the knickers with a grin.

      She makes a grab for them, but I lift them out of her reach.

      ‘What do you say?’ I ask, barely containing my laughter.

      ‘Ah, give me back my underwear, you jerk?’

      My smile widens. I don’t know what it is about her, but her obvious crankiness appeals to me in some masochistic way.

      ‘What’s the magic word?’

      ‘Give me back my underwear you jerk, please?’

      I laugh and hand them over to her. Before I can ask her name, she is gone.

      ‘Thanks,’ she mumbles over her shoulder as she joins the crowd heading towards the check-in counter.
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        * * *

      

      I should just walk away. I am already checked in, my luggage is checked in, so there is no reason I need to be standing here watching a woman who has absolutely no interest in me. But I can’t help myself. There is something about her that draws me, a spark of interest that I haven’t felt in a long time. Not that I’ve been living like a monk, but the women I normally date fawn all over me. They know who I am, and they know who my family is. The more enterprising of them know how much I’m worth. It is like a breath of fresh air to stumble across someone who is completely oblivious to who I am.

      I loiter around the check-in counter, pretending to be checking something on my phone, but really I’m watching her. I want to know where she is going; I want to know who she is. I can’t seem to let go of her just yet. Odds are that we will never see each other again. We’re in the middle of a major international airport; she could be going anywhere. If I’m never going to see her again, then I just want a few more moments with her, as creepy as that might sound.

      ‘What do you mean I was downgraded to economy?’ I hear a familiar screech and look up to find her gesticulating wildly to one of the airline attendants.

      ‘You haven’t been downgraded,’ the other woman says reasonably. ‘You were never booked into business class.’

      ‘I don’t bloody believe this,’ she says, thumping a hand on the counter. ‘There is no way I am flying 16,000 kilometres in economy. Now get me a bloody seat in business class or point me in the direction of someone who can.’

      Sixteen thousand kilometres? Could she be actually flying to New York City? The odds are slim, she could be flying to London, but I live in hope.

      ‘Is there a problem?’ I ask, stepping up behind her.

      I feel her sharp intake of breath and know that she is as affected by me as I am by her.

      ‘It’s fine,’ she says through gritted teeth. ‘The airline just screwed up my booking and is now refusing to give me the seat I booked.’

      ‘I’m sorry, ma’am, there are no more seats in business class. I have the seat you booked in economy, or I have one first-class seat left. It is Christmas, you know.’

      ‘How much is the first-class ticket?’

      ‘Nine thousand dollars.’

      ‘What the actual f—?’ she stops herself from the profanity, and I wonder why. The situation calls for a bit of swearing. I would be if I had to sit in economy all the way to New York. She takes a breath and continues with barely restrained fury tainted heavily with sarcasm. ‘That is twice the price of a business class seat and eight times the price of economy. Is the ticket dipped in gold? Do I get a full-body massage and a magic pill to ensure I don’t get jet lag?’

      The woman looks at her aghast. ‘The seats recline into beds, gourmet meals and a wide range of beverages are provided⁠—’

      ‘Forget it,’ she says, cutting the attendant off. ‘I’ll take the economy one. There is nothing you can offer me that will make me agree to pay such an exorbitant fee. Not even if Chris Hemsworth was giving me the full body massage and Chris Pine was feeding me grapes would I pay that much for a flight…okay, maybe, maybe, if the two Chris’ were included I’d consider it, but seeing as though they’re not, economy it is.’

      I would do both of those things if it meant I could spend the entire flight with her.

      She hands over her passport and ticket and then lifts her suitcase onto the conveyor belt.

      ‘There will be a sixty-dollar fee for your luggage.’

      ‘What!?’

      ‘Your luggage is over the permitted weight⁠—’

      ‘Surely you can overlook it this time. It’s not over by much and there has already been a mixup with her ticket…’ I jump in, wanting to spare both women from the explosion I know is coming.

      She looks over her shoulder at me and I give my most charming smile to the woman behind the counter, willing her to just drop it. The other woman flutters her lashes at me and her cheeks turn rosy. The mystery woman who has me all tied up in knots just rolls her eyes at me.

      ‘Don’t worry⁠—’

      ‘Of course, sir,’ the airline employee says with a smile and an indecent invitation in her eyes that I may have taken her up on a lifetime ago. ‘We can waive the fee this time.’ She turns to the little hellcat in front of me and scowls, handing over my boarding pass. ‘Gate Twenty-Three.’

      She grabs her boarding pass and attempts a smile at the other woman, but it is more of a baring my teeth than a smile, and turns from the counter, once again bumping into me. I don’t mind.

      ‘You didn’t need to do that,’ she says as she walks around me, headed for the security gates and onto customs.

      ‘It was my pleasure,’ I say, calling after me.

      She lifts one hand in a wave without looking back. I turn back to the woman behind the counter.

      ‘Look,’ I say. ‘I have a spare seat beside me in first class.’ It’s true. I always book two seats so that I can spread out and work. ‘Was that woman heading to New York?’

      ‘I can’t⁠—’

      ‘I know it’s against privacy regulations and all that,’ I say, giving her my best smile. ‘But if she is going to New York, then I am willing to give her my extra seat.’

      ‘You’d do that for her?’ she asks, surprised. ‘She was so awful, though.’

      I shrug. ‘I think she might just be having a bad day. So what do you say? Can you upgrade her and make her day a little brighter? It is Christmas time after all.’

      The woman hesitates for a moment before smiling and nodding. ‘Okay,’ she says. ‘I don’t think I’m breaking any rules by doing that.’

      I beam at her. ‘Thank you. You’re doing a good thing.’ I pause for a moment. ‘Can you not tell her I did this? I’d like to stay anonymous if I can. Just maybe say that the airline realised its mistake and are upgrading her as an apology?’

      She bites her lip and then nods slowly. ‘I think I can do that.’

      I give her my details and then make my way towards the first-class lounge, feeling inordinately pleased with myself.
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        * * *

      

      I really hate air travel. Which really sucks because I do a lot of it. The Hayden Group has a private plane, but I refuse to fly on it. I feel a lot safer in a massive A380 Airbus than I do in a small private aircraft. I know it’s irrational, but at least on the jumbo I can distract myself with people watching rather than be hovered over by a flight attendant. It’s cheaper too, even if I do buy two seats every time I fly.

      Long-haul flights are both the worst and the best. The worst because they are so long but the best because I have time to settle after takeoff before I need to gear myself up for landing. Those are the two most dangerous times, and if I can experience them with a decent space between them, then I handle it a lot better. I’m a wimp, I know, and with all the air travel I do, anyone would think I’d be over it by now, but aviophobia has a powerful grip on me, and I will probably deal with it for the rest of my life.

      I’ve tried drugs and alcohol (not together, although maybe I should) but the best way I have found to deal with it is deep breathing and distraction. If I can be distracted during takeoff or landing, I cope much better. Which is one reason I was happy to give up my seat for the little minx I ran into in the airport terminal. No doubt she will be an excellent distraction.

      I look up to see her walking towards me down the aisle and I have to hide my grin at the way she is looking at me. There is no way she wants to sit beside me, but what choice does she have? It really is odd that I get so much pleasure out of torturing her like this. I should be offended by her instant dislike of me, but I am attracted to her and I want to see just how far this thing can go. We may hate each other by the time we reach New York which would actually be a good thing. I really can’t afford the complication of a relationship right now, especially one that seems so high maintenance. But in the very least she will keep me from thinking about dying in a fiery explosion as the plane takes off.

      ‘Here you go. Let me stow that luggage for you.’ The flight attendant shows her to her seat and I see the uncertainty in her eyes.

      That I did not expect.

      From the moment I saw her I admired her total self-awareness and her lack of need of validation. What other kind of woman turns up for an international flight in comfy, gym clothes? Only someone who has a healthy self esteem. But as she eyes the flight attendant, I can see a bit of self-criticism and it’s not a good look on her.

      She hands over her carry-on and then shoots me a glance and I smile back at her. She is no longer wearing sunglasses, and she has the most unusual grey eyes I have ever seen.

      ‘Would you like a glass of Champagne?’ the fight attendant asks.

      ‘God, yes,’ she replies, falling into the plush leather seat.

      ‘Hello again.’

      She turns and gives me a small, tight smile.

      ‘So you like Chris’s?’

      ‘What?’ She asks turning to me with a look of horror on her face.

      ‘You like the name Chris…Chris Hemsworth, Chris Pine…’ I say, trying to work out just why she had such a reaction.

      ‘Oh, sorry, I thought you said Christmas. Yeah, I don’t mind the name Chris, but it’s more about the man…wait, is your name Chris?’

      I grin at her, ‘It’s Christian, actually,’ I say feeling a victory for getting her to ask me my name.

      ‘Do your friends call you Chris?’

      ‘My mother would have a heart attack if people started calling me Chris. She has very strong opinions on nicknames.’

      ‘Strong opinions as in she doesn’t like them?’

      ‘It is her opinion that if she had wanted me to be called Chris, she would have had that written on the birth certificate.’

      ‘And what do you think?’

      I shrug, ‘It doesn’t bother me either way. What’s in a name really…’

      ‘You’re not going to quote Shakespeare to me are you?’

      ‘A rose by any other name⁠—’

      She rolls her eyes and I chuckle. ‘Okay, no Shakespeare. But now I’m at a disadvantage.’

      ‘How so?’

      ‘You know my name, but I am yet to know yours.’

      ‘I’m Isobel. Isobel Carmichael.’

      ‘Please to meet you Isobel Carmichael, I’m Christian Palmer.’ Her name sounds familiar, but I can’t place where I know it from.

      We shake hands politely and I like the way her hand feels in mine. I catch her tilting her head and looking at me thoughtfully.

      ‘Ah. I know that look.’

      ‘What look?’ she asks innocently.

      ‘The ‘where do I know him from’ look.’

      ‘It’s more like the ‘he kind of looks familiar look’,’ she laughs and it sizzles through me like an electric shock. I want to make her laugh again.

      I pretend nonchalance, and it takes everything in me not to react. I roll my eyes instead, hoping she doesn’t notice. ‘The answer is yes.’

      ‘What was the question?’

      ‘The ‘are you related to’ question that usually follows the look.’ I get it a lot, more so lately. I have my grandfather’s looks, same eyes, same smile. A lot of people think I’m familiar, but can’t place me.

      ‘Ah,’ she says with a knowing nod. ‘But I haven’t quite worked out why I should know you, so are you going to tell me?’

      ‘No,’ I say with a grin. I quite like her not knowing who I am, especially with the way the press has been branding me an executioner. There’s even a lovely little caricature of me with an executioners axe. ‘It will give you something to think
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