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      I was in hell.

      Somehow over the years it had become customary for the grandsons—not the granddaughters—of aviation tycoon Noah Worthington to marry by their thirtieth birthdays.

      This was not something anyone talked about, but it was one of those understood, unstated family customs.

      Not that the Worthington family was like any other family.

      Unfortunately, that particular custom was particularly interesting to the women who dated the Worthington men, especially those men nearing thirty.

      I had exactly twenty-eight days before I turned thirty and I had been quite content to let that custom go uncelebrated by me. Marriage was not something on my radar.

      Take tonight, for instance. My on-again, off-again girlfriend, Penelope had decided that we needed to get engaged. And not only that, she was skilled enough that she knew who to tell in order to make sure the information rippled through my family like a strong westerly wind.

      So tonight my high-rise condo had been hijacked. I barely even recognized my own home. Vases of red roses and white roses had been placed on my coffee table, on my dining table, and on the console beneath my television.

      About half of my entire family was crowded into my condo in order to celebrate this engagement that Penelope had orchestrated.

      Just for the record, I did not propose to her.

      Nonetheless, I was too much of a gentleman to publicly humiliate her by saying so. I would, however, find a way to stop this train. Just not tonight.

      “Would you like some champagne, Sir?” a handsome young man in a tux asked.

      Where had he come from? Why were there half a dozen servers running around my condo serving champagne? Wearing white tuxes and white gloves.

      Someone, Penelope, no doubt had put on one of my LP records. It was an old jazz song from the big band days. My favorite music. Or was until tonight. Hopefully it would last through the night.

      I couldn’t escape to my condo even if I wanted to. There were too many people here.

      “Sure,” I said, not even bothering to hide my surliness.

      Taking a glass of the bubbly champagne, my gaze landed on Penelope’s across the room.

      She smiled and gave me a little wave.

      I lifted my glass to her in a toast to her machinations.

      A completely innocuous interaction to a casual observer between a man and his girlfriend. Fiancée. Just thinking the word fiancée brought that metallic taste to my mouth that came from biting my tongue. Could be because I was, actually, biting the inside of my mouth.

      There were two dozen people in my condo. Unplanned. And I’d had nothing to do with it.

      Taking my glass of champagne, I turned my back to the guests and faced my wall of floor-to ceiling windows. The living room I stood in was on the north side of the high-rise on the twenty-fourth floor, giving me an unparalleled view of Houston. Downtown to my east and Uptown to my west.

      I took a sip of champagne and took a moment to focus on the sunset. The setting sun, dipping just below the horizon splashed the sky with reds and oranges.

      It brought to mind a sand mandala. The kind of masterpieces the Tibetan Buddhists spent endless hours creating, only to ritualistically destroy.

      I had watched hundreds, maybe thousands of sunsets from this spot and each one was different. Each one was equally majestic, lasting only a few minutes.

      My bedroom was on the east side, allowing me to wake to the sunrise, as each equally stunning as the sunsets. Not a bad way to start the day.

      My home was my sanctuary. A place where I could escape the madness of the world.

      But not tonight.

      The rumble of the elevator heading toward my floor snapped my attention back to the moment with huge dose of dread.

      As the elevator opened, I rubbed a hand over my face. Another guest.

      But the man who stepped out of the elevator into my condo was none other than my grandfather, Noah Worthington. Not only was he my grandfather, but he was the legendary founder of Skye Travels—the largest private airline company in the country.

      Good God. Penelope had outdone herself this time.

      Grandpa stepped off the elevator with his chauffeur Peter right behind him.

      I started to down the rest of my champagne, but my cell phone chimed with a message from the office.

      A message from the office meant a flight. And a flight meant no champagne.

      A message from the office also meant I could leave my guests here for Penelope to contend with. She had invited them, she could deal with them.

      Or they could let themselves out. It didn’t matter to me one way or the other. Although Penelope didn’t live here with me, it’s what she was angling for, so a little responsibility wouldn’t hurt her.

      “Congratulations,” Grandpa said, coming right up to me after a brief conversation with Peter.

      “Thank you,” I said. There was no excuse for bad manners, certainly not toward my grandfather, no matter what my mood might be.

      “Where’s Penelope?” he asked.

      “She’s here somewhere,” I said, waving a hand in a vague direction, making a face before I caught myself.

      Grandpa looked at me curiously. Nothing got past him.

      “I’m not much on parties,” I said, attempting to cover my expression. “She sprang this one on me.”

      “Uh huh,” Grandpa took a glass of champagne from a passing server.

      “But I’m really glad you’re here,” I said quickly. “It’s always good to see you.”

      My phone chimed again.

      “I think the office is looking for me,” I said.

      “They can go to the next person on the list. This is your party.”

      It wasn’t my party. It was Penelope’s party. As far as I was concerned, the sooner I could get away from here the better.

      “It wouldn’t be right to leave them short-handed,” I said, pulling my phone from my pocket.

      Noah clasped me on the shoulder. “You’re a dedicated pilot,” he said. “I’m proud of you.”

      “Thank you, Sir.”

      “When you get the chance,” Grandpa said. “You have to tell me about the Empire State Building.”

      I almost rolled my eyes. Almost. The whole Empire State Building thing had been a fiasco. Penelope, however, had been spreading a well-embellished romantic tale about the two of us getting engaged there.

      “Someday,” I said. “I’ll tell you all about it.” Someday after I figured out how to get out of this situation and put Penelope in my rearview mirror.

      “I’ll be looking forward to that,” Noah said before he pulled his own phone out of his coat pocket and checked the message on the screen.

      “Actually,” he said, with a calculated glance in my direction. “I think you should take that call from the office.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes. Unless you want to stay here for the rest of the evening.”

      “I should take it,” I said. “Definitely. Excuse me.”

      I pulled up the phone number for the Skye Travels office and five minutes later I was scheduled for a flight leaving in approximately one hour.

      Disconnecting the line, I turned back to Grandpa who was still standing there. “I have to get to the airport. I have a flight leaving in one hour.”

      “Peter?” Grandpa said. “Would you mind running Zach up to the airport?”

      “Of course not,” Peter said. “How will you get home, Sir?”

      “Savannah is on the way. I’ll ride home with her.”

      I groaned. Grandma was coming, too? This was truly out of hand.

      “Grandpa,” I said. I desperately wanted to tell him. I didn’t like having him think that I actually wanted to marry Penelope.

      “What is it, Zach?”

      But I couldn’t do it right now. There was no time. And besides, he would think I was a completely idiot. How could he not? I thought I was a complete idiot.

      “Nothing. Just… Would you let Penelope know that I had to leave? If you see her? I don’t know where she is and I don’t have time to look for her.”

      All I had to do was turn around and she would be right there. But it wasn’t a crime to feign ignorance in this particular situation, was it?

      “Go,” Grandpa said. “I’ll take care of everything here.”

      As Peter and I stepped onto the elevator that would take me away from here, I felt an enormous relief fall off my shoulders.

      “Everything okay, Sir?” Peter asked.

      “It will be. I just have some things I need to do.”

      “As do I,” Peter said.

      It was one of those nights.
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      Alexandra Thorne

      

      “There has to be something,” I said, standing at the commercial airline counter.

      The ticket agent behind the counter did not look the least bit sympathetic as he tapped keys on his computer.

      “I can get you to Whiskey Springs in the morning,” he said, finally, looking up at me over his glasses.

      “That’s too late. I have to get there tonight.”

      I was holding up the line. I could feel the impatience emanating off the people behind me. I could also hear their groans and grumbles. I didn’t blame them. But I’d waited my turn and I wasn’t going to be turned away without a fight.

      “I can get you to Denver,” he said with a little shrug. “You could drive from there.”

      “Great,” I said under my breath. This man thinks he’s funny. “It’s urgent.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “It always is.”

      “The roads are closed between Denver and Whiskey Springs.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “But you don’t care.”

      I glanced back over my shoulder. The people behind me were just going on vacation.

      I turned my back on the unhelpful ticket agent. Looked at the two young men behind me. They were wearing shorts, sweatshirts, and baseball caps.

      “Can I buy your tickets?” I asked. “I’ll pay double whatever you paid.”

      The ticket agent slid his chair back with a loud scape and stood up. “Ma’am,” he said. “You can’t do that.”

      “Why not?” I turned back to him. “This is America. If these two men want to double their investment, who says they shouldn’t be allowed to?”

      I turned to resume my conversation with the two young men waiting behind me. They looked confused about what to do in this situation.

      The ticket agent picked up a phone and pressed a button. “I need the manager on duty.” Looking at him again, I lifted an eyebrow. “And security.”

      This was not going well. If I went to jail I would most definitely not make it to Whiskey Springs tonight.

      “Okay,” I said, holding up my hands. “I won’t do business with the customers behind me.”

      I was fairly certain I heard someone behind me use the word insane.

      Desperate times called for desperate measures.

      The manager, a young lady wearing a suit and blazer, looking very calm and professional, came up to stand next to the ticket agent.

      He silently slid my driver’s license over to her.

      “How can I help you, Miss Thorne?” she asked.

      “She was trying to buy someone else’s tickets,” the agent said. Some people just found it impossible to be helpful in a truly helpful way.

      “It doesn’t really work that way,” she said. “But I’d like to help you. Is this a family emergency?”

      I hesitated. If I hadn’t hesitated, she would have helped me. But I didn’t want to go into it.

      “It’s personal,” I said, knowing I could have made something up. But I had hesitated. Sometimes being an honest person was a definite disadvantage

      “I see.”

      One of the young passengers—not one I’d already spoken to—behind me tapped me on the shoulder. “I’ll sell you my ticket.” He was a middle-aged man with a beard who, if I’d had to think about it, would have given me the creeps. But I didn’t have time to think about it.

      “See,” I said to the ticket agent. “Problem solved.”

      “But you have to pay triple what I paid,” the passenger said.

      “Okay—”

      “Wait,” the manager said. “Before you do something rash, I have an alternative that might be better for you.”

      She pulled a business card out of her blazer pocket and slid it across the counter to me.

      She leaned forward and spoke softly so that no one else could hear.

      “If money is no object, call this number. They should be able to help you.”

      I looked at the card.

      Skye Travels.

      Why had it not occurred to me to book a private flight?

      The name on the card was Noah Worthington.

      I had met Noah Worthington, the owner of Skye Travels.

      And yet it hadn’t occurred to me that flying private was an option.

      Probably because I had spent the last ten years avoiding his grandson, Zach.

      But Zach’s name wasn’t on the card.

      Skye Travels was a big company with a lot of pilots. The odds of me getting Zach, even if I requested, him were slim to none.

      “Thank you,” I said, stepping away from the counter as a security officer approached.

      While the ticket agent explained why he had called security and the manager explained that there was no longer a situation to handle, I wandered over to the bank of windows overlooking the drop-off area and considered my options.

      Was I the only person who thought airports were one of the saddest places?

      For me, they ranked right behind hospitals. Both of them took love ones away.

      Looking away from the people being dropped off and saying their goodbyes, I pulled my cell phone out of my handbag.

      The only thing certain was that there were no commercial seats available tonight and ticket agents did not take kindly to the transfer of tickets.

      I had the money. I was just so used to flying commercial for work, that it hadn’t occurred to me to fly private.

      Now I had options.

      But was calling the phone number on this card worth the risk?
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      Zachary

      

      After Peter got me to the airport in record time, I went straight out to the little Phenom that had been brought around.

      I’d expected my usual Cessna, but there must not have been any available.

      I was certainly okay with the Phenom, especially for a night flight. Grandpa, no doubt, had something to do with this.

      I pulled up the flight on my iPad. Whiskey Springs.

      It had been a long time since I had been to Whiskey Springs.

      Thank God Penelope didn’t know I was headed to Whiskey Springs.

      Looking over toward the Skye Travels terminal, I halfway expected to see her running across the tarmac.

      But there was no one there.

      I was out here on the runway alone.

      Shaking off the feeling, I proceeded to go through my preflight checklist.

      I could do it in my sleep, but there were no shortcuts. According to Grandpa, there were no old pilots who skipped their checklists and took shortcuts.

      After all that was finished, I just waited for my passenger.

      I glanced over at the manifest. Then looked again.

      How had I not seen that?

      Alexandra Thorne.

      Surely it wasn’t my Alexandra Thorne.

      My Alexandra Thorn was practical and frugal. She would never take a private jet anywhere.

      It was just a coincidence—a very odd coincidence considering that it came on the heels of my engagement to Penelope—the one that I wanted very much to not be any part of.

      Sometimes it was a pain in the butt being a gentleman.

      But even being a gentleman was not enough to have me marry someone I wasn’t in love with.

      And I knew good and well what love was.

      I knew because of Alexandra Thorne. My Alexandra Thorne. The one I had not seen or spoken to in right at ten years.

      This Alexandra Thorne was probably an elderly woman with blue hair. The older women who flew private were always eccentric in one way or another. Blue hair was not unusual. Come to think of it, one of my teenage passengers had had blue hair.

      Anyway, she would have blue hair and probably would be bringing her cat or worse, a little yapping dog.

      By the time the black sedan rolled out and stopped next to the airplane, a service only some of the passengers used, I had myself prepared for a miserable flight with a blue-haired old lady with a yappy little dog.

      But seeing the name of the manifest had also brought back a ton of memories that were never far from the surface anyway.

      Alexandra—my Alexandra—and I had dated the fast and furious way. We’d moved from meeting each other straight into being attached at the hip. It had been uncannily natural.

      We’d been inseparable for all of seven months. It had been the most intense and wonderful seven months of my life.

      Then Alexandra had decided that she needed to move away. She hadn’t even told me where.

      It had not been the best time of my life. After that, I had gone a little bit wild. But no one could replace Alexandra. And no one could say I hadn’t looked.

      Even though I hadn’t gotten over her, I had settled down quite a bit. But not settled down as in married settled down.

      Marrying the wrong girl terrified me, probably because I knew who the right girl was.

      Peter got out first, opened the trunk and transferred the passenger’s luggage from the car to the airplane. We normally had staff to do that, but it was late and the staff had gone home.

      The woman traveled with a designer trunk. Granted, it was beat up a bit, but I knew designer when I saw it.

      After Peter had her luggage secured in the airplane, he went to open the back door for the passenger.

      I couldn’t look away. Just like in the movies, the first thing I saw was her legs. She was wearing high heels. Most definitely not an elderly lady. Elderly ladies did not have legs like that and even if they did, they would certainly not be wearing a short skirt.

      Before I could think of an exception, the girl took Peter’s hand and got out of the car.

      There was most definitely a problem here.

      My passenger was not an old lady with blue hair. She did not travel with a yappy little dog.

      And she was not an Alexandra Thorne imposter.

      She was my Alexandra Thorne.

      Only she had not been mine for right at ten years.
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      Alexandra

      

      As I stepped out of the chauffeured car and walked the few feet over to the stairs leading up into the little private jet, I was wondering why I hadn’t thought of traveling this way a long time ago.

      So much less hassle to make a reservation. Not even a problem for a last minute flight. The woman on the phone, the scheduler, had just texted me a link for my credit card information and it was done.

      All she needed was a ninety-minute lead time to secure a pilot. Not a problem. It gave me time to get something to eat. There was a restaurant and bar across the highway that the Skye Travels scheduler had highly recommended.

      When I’d asked if I had time, she had reminded me that the airplane would not leave without me.

      I knew these things, but I had tucked them away, letting myself think I had forgotten them. It was better that way.

      The chauffeur who met me in the parking lot and offered to drive me out onto the tarmac—apparently it was part of the service—was a handsome man in his thirties. A kind man who had seemed especially happy about something or maybe he just had a cheerful demeanor.

      After he transferred my luggage to the airplane’s storage compartment, he opened the back door and held out a hand to help me out.

      I was still wearing my work clothes. High heels. A business suit with a pencil skirt.

      It wasn’t like I had been planning on flying anywhere today. I had a ticket, but it was the day after tomorrow—Christmas Eve.

      When we reached the steps leading up to into the airplane, Peter had followed me up, making sure I reached the top of the stairs without incident.

      The pilot, wearing dark sunshades waited for me.

      Something in what they called my “lizard brain” went on alert.

      I tried to ignore it. It was just a normal reaction to being back in a world I had reconciled myself to leaving behind.

      But when I reached the top of the stairs, I saw the reason the primitive part of my brain was reacting the way it was.

      This was not just any pilot.

      This was Zach Beaufort.

      My Zach Beaufort.

      The one man I had spent ten years avoiding.

      He removed his sunglasses and slowly smiled at me.

      “Hello Alexandra,” he said. “Welcome aboard.”

      I felt that smile all the way down to my toes. He had that way about him. Of making a girl feel like she was the only girl in the world.

      “Zachary,” I breathed his name. So softly I didn’t think he even heard me. It sounded strange on my lips. I said his name in my head all the time, but never out loud. Not anymore.

      He stood with his hands behind his back, looking every bit the professional pilot that he was. He wore the Skye Travels uniform and little captain’s hat that his grandfather insisted his pilots wear. That told me so much about him, catching me up in an instant.

      “Would you like to sit in the cabin or would you like to ride up front in the cockpit?”

      Did he recognize me? He was being so polite and formal. Maybe he didn’t even know who I was.

      It had been ten years. He would have moved on. I couldn’t see his hands. He could even be married. But it had been so very long ago and so much had happened in that time. I knew a lot had happened for me, so there was no reason to think that a lot hadn’t happened for him as well.

      I glanced at the cabin to my right with its soft leather seats and little rows lights illuminating the way. Then I glanced toward the cockpit with its bright computer screen lights.

      “The cockpit,” I said, despite the warning bells blaring in my head.

      My choice had nothing to do with sitting next to Zachary. I could tell myself that all day long and I’d still know it wasn’t true.
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      Zachary

      
      While Alexandra settled into the copilot’s seat, I closed the outside door, secured it, then checked the rest of the cabin. I grabbed two bottles of water from the refrigerator to take with me to the cockpit.

      Alexandra Thorne had grown up nicely. More than nicely. The last time I saw her, she was a college student. I didn’t know anything about her current life, but she was obviously a professional. She had the whole business suit vibe going.

      I had imagined seeing her again. I’d imagined it a million times. A pilot had plenty of time to himself when he was in the air. Plenty of time to think.

      Maybe too much.

      Sometimes I wondered if she thought about me.

      But I had never imagined her stepping onto my plane and not recognizing me. I’d imagined the two scenarios separately, but never together. I guess I thought if she ever ended up on a Skye Travels airplane with me—highly unlikely as it was—she would immediately recognize me.

      But ten years was a long time. Just because I’d thought about her a lot did not mean that she had been thinking about me.

      I’d looked for her. But she was a ghost. I had not been able to find her on social media. A person who wasn’t on social media didn’t really exist. Or so it seemed.

      But here she was. On my airplane.

      Now my questions would be
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