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      Tara Rodgers slid into a little wooden desk in the front row of a classroom that would hold about a hundred students. But she was twenty minutes early and the room was empty.

      It wasn't an auditorium, but it was definitely large enough to be one. The room had an echo that all large unoccupied rooms had. The whole front wall of the room was covered in whiteboards.

      There was also a desk at the front of the classroom with a computer and cameras overhead. She wondered if her professor would teach the old-fashioned way using the whiteboards of if they would use the computer.

      She secretly hoped for the whiteboard. She loved the smell of the markers. She had a whiteboard in the little study off her bedroom where she sometimes played around with fashion design.

      Students began straggling in, most looking as nervous as she felt. She smiled at a girl who took a seat two rows over.

      There were now about seven other students scattered about the room, but she was the only one sitting up front.

      She didn't care if it was dorky, she was so excited, she could barely sit still.

      She pulled her iPad out of her backpack and connected her apple pencil. She opened up to a fresh page on the app with a little thrill of anticipation.

      This was her first college class. She was a student at the University of Texas. She had a brand new freshly printed identification card in her wallet and a parking permit hanging from the rearview mirror of her car.

      She wasn't supposed to be here.

      At least she hadn't planned on being here until two weeks ago.

      Those two weeks had passed in such a whirlwind, she was winded just thinking about everything that had happened.

      How everything in her life had changed in what seemed like an instant.

      Truth was, though, it had been coming for a long time.

      It had really taken root shortly after she'd met her sister-in-law Isobel.

      Isobel was an airplane pilot who'd married Tara's baseball player brother.

      The two had only known each other for two weeks when they'd decided to get married. They were a match made in Heaven.

      Tara had dated her high school boyfriend, Timothy, for two years. They were a match made in hell.

      But not a match anymore. No more.

      Tara had taken Isobel's advice and signed up to get a degree in fashion design.

      Well... sort of...

      First she had to take a whole lot of general classes. English. History. Math.

      Tara wasn't afraid of any of them

      She'd always been a good student.

      She just didn't particularly like math and science or even English and history.

      She liked fashion.

      Everything about fashion. She liked shopping and putting together outfits.

      But she also had an interest in designing her own clothes.

      She wouldn't even mind opening her own shop or starting her own clothing line.

      Again, she loved everything about fashion.

      Her two brothers - Matthew and Drake - had always given her a hard time about it.

      They didn't think there was any money to be made in fashion.

      Tara intended to prove them wrong.

      It was Isobel who had shown her the path. Unlike Isobel who'd taken every elective her university offered until she found her love in aviation, Tara already knew what her passion was.

      But she wanted to do it right. She wanted to learn everything she could about the fashion industry. About business.

      Tara wanted to make a career out of this fashion thing. Not just have it be a hobby.

      Tara had spent the year after high school graduation working downtown at the little wedding boutique store. The boutique had such an awesome reputation that people from all around north Louisiana came there.

      Tara hadn't needed money so she'd worked for free. It drove Timothy crazy. The owner had let her help customers try on dresses and had even let Tara wear wedding dresses while she worked. It was an innovative way to model dresses for potential customers.

      She always got a lot of attention and smiles when she walked down Main Street to get coffee or lunch take-out for her and the boss.

      Timothy's words still stung. All you care about is shopping and playing around with clothes. After we're married, you'll have to go to work at a real job.

      Tara sat up straight in her desk.

      A real job indeed.

      She didn't have to go to work at a real job. To Timothy, a real job was working at her father's bank as a teller.

      Her brother Matthew had gotten out of Marigold, Louisiana and so could she.

      She didn't think her brother Drake would ever leave Marigold. He was a forester and being around a lot of people gave him hives. Tara swore he was adopted, no matter how much her mother denied it.

      Her parents still lived there in what Isobel called a manor. They loved it there, but just because country life was for them, didn't mean it was for her.

      Her parents had a big house. A house with a goldfish pond that looked like a swimming pool. There was also an actual swimming pool and inside the house there was a pool table.

      Her parents, with a little help from her famous baseball catcher brother - Matthew, had made quite an oasis for themselves outside of the small town of Marigold. Marigold was just a dot on the map.

      Tara wanted to live someplace on the map where there was color. The oranges and yellows that indicated life and things to do.

      Not just a dot.

      So at Isobel's insistence, she'd moved to Dallas and moved in with Isobel and Matthew.

      Matthew hadn't seemed so happy about the arrangement at first, but they'd rented a really big two-story condo and she had a feeling she'd rarely ever see them.

      In fact, with Isobel off flying airplanes and Matthew off at baseball practice, Tara would be spending more time at the condo than they would put together.

      Tara had every intention of studying her ass off.

      She didn't care if she ever talked to another guy. So a social life was most certainly not on her agenda.

      She was to focus on school for the next few weeks. And that was it.

      After two years putting up with Timothy and his small-town attitude she'd had her fill of guys.

      Timothy had spent more time hanging out with his friends - hunting, fishing, drinking beer and just being stupid, than he'd spent with her.

      And to think that she'd been going to marry that guy.

      She'd learned her lesson.

      The classroom was filling up now as students came in and took their seats. Most were quiet, but there were a few conversations.

      She was glad she'd come in early and gotten a seat up front. She wanted to make sure she heard every word the professor said.

      The professor, a cute young woman not even thirty-years-old, came into the room and pulled out a black white board marker.

      Tara grinned.

      Her phone chimed indicating a text message.

      Irritated with herself for forgetting to silence her phone, she pulled it out of the front pocket of her backpack.

      The text message flashed across her screen.

      Drake has been shot.

      Frozen in place Tara stared at the message from her mother - her heart in her throat.

      She had to go. She didn't know what to do.

      All she could think was she had to go.

      She shoved everything back - iPad, pencil - into her backpack and, clutching her phone, headed toward the door.

      The professor looked at her with a questioning smile.

      Tara held up the text message for her to see.

      "Oh my," the professor said, waving her off. "Go. Get out of here."

      Tara reached the door and started running.
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      It was a beautiful, clear day in Dallas. But hot. September was always hot in Dallas. Everybody north of here was busy enjoying the cooling down of fall weather, but not Dallas. Dallas hung onto heat like a bad cold.

      The heat drifted off the tarmac in waves. Jonathan Cooper was having trouble adjusting to the heat. He was originally from Wisconsin, home of Wisconsin cheese and the Milwaukee Brewers.

      It was a far cry from Dallas. Home of the Dallas Cowboys.

      Jonathan liked all sports, but baseball was his game.

      Jonathan sat in the pilot's seat of the little airplane at the Dallas Airport private terminal and played a baseball game on his iPhone.

      This was an older airplane than he normally flew. But it was the only plane available at the last minute.

      It was supposed to be his day off.

      He'd only flown for Skye Travels about three months, but he was quickly learning that days off were never guaranteed.

      Noah Worthington, the owner and boss, had called him personally and asked him to take an immediate flight. No one told Noah no.

      His pilots would walk over hot coals for Noah.

      This particular flight sounded like some kind of emergency for one of the other pilots. Isobel, Noah had said.

      It had to be an emergency with the tricky flight plan Noah had gotten approved. They had to fly southeast instead of flying directly east.

      There was a storm going on between here and Ruston, Louisiana. A storm of this magnitude would have grounded any flight going that way, but between this being some kind of emergency and an emergency for a family member for one of Noah’s pilots, had him making an exception.

      This passenger was somehow related to Isobel, a pilot who’d been with Noah for a few years. But Isobel was off on a flight to Colorado. And she had to stay with the clients in case they needed to travel anyplace else while they were there or if they wanted to come home early.

      He'd met Isobel. She was pretty. Looked like the kind of girl he would normally go for, but not only was she a pilot, she was married. If the rumor was right, she was married to a baseball catcher.

      Jonathan couldn't even begin to imagine what kind of life that might be. A baseball player and an airplane pilot. He wondered if they ever even saw each other.

      When Jonathan got married, he planned to marry a girl who stayed home. A good wife and mother.

      Personally, if Jonathan had a wife, he wouldn't want her going on a trip without him.

      Especially not a trip with a bunch of men.

      But not even with women.

      Even a group of women could get into a mess of trouble.

      Nope. He wouldn't want a woman who had to travel.

      In fact, he'd probably even take her with him when he traveled.

      What was the point of being married if you weren't together?

      His grandparents went everywhere together. In fact, if you saw one of them, you saw the other. They were a pair. Like salt and pepper shakers. Or soap and water.

      His parents were the same way except for work. But they were always together on evenings and weekends and always, especially on special occasions like holidays and birthdays.

      And definitely trips.

      He looked up when a cab pulled up next to the plane.

      He set his phone aside and watched to see who his emergency passenger was.

      The young lady who stepped out of the cab and ran toward the plane carried nothing but a backpack and her face was hidden behind big dark sunshades.

      He got up to help her board the plane.

      He stood at the door and waited for her.

      Reaching the bottom of the stairs, she placed one hand on the metal railing and looked up at him.

      "Miss Rodgers?"

      She nodded and flashed a quick smile that would have lit up any man's heart.

      And just as quickly, it was gone.

      For a moment, he thought maybe he imagined it. Then he remembered that this was an emergency flight.

      He stepped down and held out a hand. Without hesitation, she put her free hand in his.

      As she climbed up, he held her hand firmly. She was wearing white sneakers, jeans, and a white University of Texas tee-shirt. She had college student written all over her.

      He wanted her to take off her shades so he could see her eyes.

      He kept a grip on her hand as he led her to her seat. She was about a head shorter than he was and her long blonde hair was pulled up into a high ponytail at the top of her head.

      As she sat in her chair, he reluctantly released her hand.

      As she settled into her seat, her phone rang. She slipped it out of her front jeans pocket and answered it on the first ring.

      "How is he?" she asked in a smooth clear voice.

      As she listened to the caller, Jonathan buckled her into the four-point harness. Then he handed her a headset.

      She blinked and looked at him with wide green eyes rimmed with thick dark lashes.

      Jonathan just stared at her a moment, unable to pull his gaze away from hers.

      He finished buckling her in and stood up straight.

      "We're about to leave," she said looking at him questioningly.

      He nodded and tipped his hat.

      As he turned, he rolled his eyes at himself. In the three months he'd worn the captain's hat, he'd never once been inclined to tip it. He wasn't a cowboy, for God's sake.

      He'd barely lived in Dallas for three months and already he was tipping his hat.

      Leaving her there, talking on the phone, he went back to his pilot's seat and started running down his checklist.

      He forgot all about it being his day off.

      Instead, he felt like he was the most fortunate man in the world.

      With the most important job in the world.

      He had to get this girl to Ruston, Louisiana.
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      Tara was the only passenger in the little plane as it taxied down the runway.

      Her sister-in-law was a pilot, but Tara had never flown with her. In fact, Tara had only flown once and that was on a commercial plane.

      She held her phone to her ear, waiting for her father to come back on the line. They had Drake at the hospital.

      Tara had spoken to Drake for half a second during the taxi ride over. He was going to be ok.

      She had to keep telling herself that. Over and over. It was the only way she was able to hold it together.

      She'd called Isobel in a panic, knowing that Isobel could get her home quickly. But Isobel was in Colorado.

      Just hold on, Isobel had said. Get a cab to the airport and I'll call you right back.

      Tara had spent the ride to the airport on the phone. Between trying to get information from her frantic parents to getting instructions from Isobel about a flight.

      Her emotions were all over the place.

      Her brother had been shot by someone with a bow and arrow. A deer hunter had accidentally shot him. She didn't even know where. She only knew that he was conscious.

      That was all she knew about his condition.

      She'd gotten herself to the private terminal at the airport in no time. The taxi driver hadn't blinked at the request to take her to the exclusive area.

      The only time she'd put
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