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          SCOTTIE MONTGOMERY

        

      

    

    
      A double-strapped canvas tote bag hiked over my shoulder, heavy with an unopened bottle of wine, I stepped outside the terminal building into the hot Houston air that carried the scent of jet fuel, the smell of rubber from aircraft tires, and the heaviness of aircraft exhaust along with the faint scent of dried grass from the neighboring fields.

      The sound of jet engines roaring to life as airplanes taxied towards the runway was deafening. A baggage caddy rumbled past, the wheels of the empty cart behind it clattering against the hard surface. The driver, a bearded skinny man named Martin lifted a hand in greeting as he passed.

      I jumped aside, nearly losing my balance as I swatted at a horsefly buzzing past my ears. Quickly regaining composure, I swept a stray strand of my straight longish brunette hair out of my face and kept walking.

      For the airport and even the asphalt tarmac acreage to be such a busy, urban area, it still carried remnants of the undeveloped land that surrounded it. Like horseflies and other pesky insects straying from the prairie around it.

      A large jet went airborne, passing right over my head as it shot toward the sky, its wings glinting in the bright sunlight of the cloudless day.

      After reaching the sleek Phenom jet parked just outside the Skye Travels terminal and waiting for the stairs to automatically lower to the ground, I pulled at my white button-down shirt, unconsciously trying to cool my skin. It was barely eleven o’clock, but already the heat was nearly unbearable.

      I should be used to it by now. A born and bred Houstonian, I had never lived anywhere else and couldn’t say that I wanted to.

      With the stairs secure, I started up, holding the railing with one hand, careful with my high heels on the narrow steps.

      I wore the tight pencil skirt, reaching my knees, that was part of my uniform. The short jacket and little pillbox hat gave my outfit a Jackie Kennedyish vibe. According to all accounts, that was exactly the retro look that Noah Worthington, CEO and founder of Skye Travels, had been going for. I had no doubt he had gotten help with the look from his wife.

      The inside of the airplane was thankfully already cool.

      I carried the tote bag to the back of the airplane, set it down on one of the seats and pulled out the bottle of wine.

      It was a bottle of Chateau Latour merlot, the brand always requested by Ethan Sterling when he flew with Skye Travels. Most Skye Travels passengers were given complimentary wine of their choice, but Mr. Sterling paid extra for his—to get what he wanted.

      Part of my job was making sure it was on the airplane before it took off.

      With the wine secured in its place, I pulled out my phone, opened my app, and checked the wine off my list.

      My next task was to leave a pen and a little notepad in the cockpit for the pilot.

      The cockpit smelled like leather, disinfectant, and just the faint hint of vanilla and sandalwood.

      As I set the pen and notebook on the copilot’s seat, I recognized that I just might be imagining the vanilla and sandalwood.

      It was the scent worn by Thomas Johnson, the pilot of this airplane. Since the plane didn’t actually belong to Thomas—it belonged to Skye Travels—it was occasionally flown by other pilots.

      Ninety percent of the time, though, Thomas was the pilot.

      Thomas was not only a pilot, but he was the nephew of Noah Worthington, founder and owner of Skye Travels. Noah Worthington was Skye Travels. Or maybe it was the other way around.

      With my tasks complete, I made a quick survey of the airplane, making sure the cleaning crew had done their job, then headed back out into the heat.

      I remembered the day I met Thomas Johnson. It had been my first day of work and I hadn’t even known who he was until two days later.

      Thomas was the most handsome and charming man I had ever had the pleasure of meeting. Unfortunately, since I’d met him five years ago, he always had a girlfriend and as of two months, two weeks, and two days ago, he was engaged to Caroline Miller.

      The worst of it was that I actually liked Caroline Miller.

      It wasn’t her fault that I had been crushing on her fiancé for longer than she had known him.

      I glanced at my watch as I neared the terminal building. A quick glance toward the pilot’s parking lot told me that Thomas wasn’t here yet.

      He was uncharacteristically not early. I wouldn’t say late. Late wasn’t in his vocabulary.

      As I walked in through the back door, I opened my traffic app.

      Traffic was heavier than usual coming up 45 to the airport. That’s all it was. Thomas was delayed due to traffic.

      Going inside, I went to the elevator and waited for the car to slowly make its way down.

      As the client liaison, I had one assistant. She worked part time and, like me, was always on call. Her name was Annette and she was an online college student. She spent a lot of her time, like today, sitting in the upstairs staff lounge doing her schoolwork.

      Since I liked to be hands on, I didn’t mind. I’d taught her enough to fill in for me if I had to be off work for some reason.

      Since it wasn’t in my nature to miss work, doubly so since I enjoyed the work, that had yet to happen.

      “Need me to do anything?” Annette asked as I went in to the kitchen for a cold bottle of water.

      “No,” I said. “It’s all taken care of. Everything is ready for Mr. Sterling.”

      “I can do that, you know,” she said. “You taught me well.”

      “I know. But then, what would I do?”

      Annette shrugged and went back to her homework.

      It was my job to make sure the airplane was ready for Thomas and I took my job seriously.

      “I don’t think Mr. Johnson is coming,” Annette said.

      “What?” Thomas wasn’t coming for his flight? “Why not?”

      “I don’t know. I heard Maggie talking about it to… someone.”

      Maggie was the office supervisor and scheduler. She knew everything there was to know about Skye Travels and everyone who worked or had ever worked here.

      Annette might know the basics of how to take care of our clients, but she still had trouble remembering who was who.

      “I’ll go find out what’s going on,” I said.

      Mr. Sterling would be arriving any minute and Skye Travels was known for having passengers where they needed to be when they needed to be there.

      But honestly, that wasn’t what concerned me.

      What concerned me was that Thomas was scheduled to be here, but he wasn’t here yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          HENRY ASHTON

        

      

    

    
      I stepped out of the Uber in front of the Skye Travels private terminal building into what felt like hell.

      According to the thermometers, it was one hundred and three degrees.

      An unnaturally hot temperature.

      Being from Pittsburgh, I was used to a more temperate climate.

      It wasn’t that I was a delicate hothouse flower. I liked going to the beach with the best of them. But at the beach a man didn’t have to wear clothes to speak of.

      Quite a difference from my current uniform.

      Noah Worthington, the founder and owner of Skye Travels insisted on his pilots wearing a uniform that consisted of black pants, a blazer, and a pilot’s cap.

      No matter the temperature.

      Fortunately, I only had to be outside for about four minutes which included unloading my carryon bag from the trunk of the car and walking to the front doors of Skye Travels.

      The Skye Travels logo was painted in bright red on the wall just inside the door. Nothing modest about that logo.

      Noah Worthington had done well for himself. I hadn’t actually met the man, but I looked forward to it.

      I pressed the elevator button that led up to the second floor where the offices were.

      I had never been here, but someone named Maggie had given me excellent directions.

      It was no doubt part of her southern Texas charm. I hadn’t spent much time in the south, but I’d always had a weak spot when it came to the soft spoken soft skinned southern girl.

      I rode up to the second floor and got off. If I had designed the building, I would have put wide stairs instead of an elevator, but that was just me.

      There were probably stairs somewhere around.

      On the second floor, I turned left and followed the hallway.

      It wasn’t my fault I was late. It was my connecting flight.

      Noah hadn’t given me any choices when he’d offered me the temporary job.

      I would not be here for long. His nephew was going on his honeymoon and needed someone to cover for him.

      Although Noah hadn’t said, I got the impression that the honeymoon was unplanned. That probably meant the wedding was unplanned, but I wasn’t one to make assumptions or to judge others.

      Live and let live and all that as far as I was concerned. I could get behind an elopement as well as the next man.

      When I reached the front desk, there was no one behind it.

      There was a man, obviously a client, sitting in one of the partitioned waiting rooms. Probably my passenger.

      I had some things to do before I could take the man up in the Phenom.

      I was supposed to have been here three hours ago. That would have given me enough time to get access to the Skye Travels system before my first flight.

      And now there was no one at the desk.

      I kept walking, going behind the desk, down the quiet hallway.

      Not normally one to go places uninvited, I saw this as extenuating circumstances. I had no doubt that my client was waiting to board for his flight.

      I turned the corner and ran headlong into a flight attendant wearing the female version of my uniform. Even knowing that I was biased toward a flight attendant in a skirt, didn’t change that opinion.

      I quick glance told me that she wore her version with a skirt much better than I wore my version.

      “Excuse me,” I said, grabbing her elbow to keep her from losing her balance and falling. It never made sense to me why flight attendants wore high heels. No sense at all.

      They were on the flight to work, not to be in a fashion show.

      “So sorry,” she said, automatically putting a hand on her little hat.

      “It’s okay. I’m looking for someone named Maggie.”

      “She should be at the front desk,” the flight attendant said, somewhat crossly, adjusting her blazer that did not need to be adjusted.

      “I agree,” I said. “But there is no one there.”

      “Maybe I can help you,” she said. “My name is Scottie.”

      “Maybe,” I said, but I wasn’t convinced that this flight attendant named Scottie was the person I needed to see, no matter how fetching she happened to look.

      She had that soft southern skin that I had just been thinking about. Soft features. Big green eyes framed with dark lashes. Southern women knew how to do things with their makeup that the girls from the north either didn’t know about or didn’t concern themselves with.

      Scottie’s lips, though currently in a little skeptical pout, were kissably plump and shiny. Even though I forced myself to keep my gaze on her eyes, it wasn’t easy to keep from soaking her in from head to toe.

      Just then an older, middle-aged woman wearing sensibly flat shoes, came out of one of the offices behind us.

      “Oh good,” she said. “Henry, right?”

      “Yes,” I said, recognizing her voice. “You must be Maggie.”

      “Unfortunately there’s no time to orient you.” She glanced at her watch. “Your passenger is already here.”

      She pressed her fingertips against her chin.

      “I see you’ve met Scottie.” She nodded to herself. “I hate to throw this on you Scottie at the last minute, but I need you to go with Henry. Help him navigate our system.”

      “Go with him?” Scottie asked.

      “It’s just an overnight trip. Grab your bag and meet Henry at the airplane. I have to introduce him to Mr. Sterling.”

      Scottie looked at Maggie as though she’d just asked her to walk barefoot over hot coals.

      “Come on,” Maggie said to me, ignoring Scottie. “Let’s go meet your first passenger.”

      Scottie turned and went in one direction while Maggie led me back toward the waiting area where I was about to meet my passenger.

      Fortunately I knew how to fly a Phenom. As far as everything else related to Skye Travels, I was completely in the dark.

      It would be okay though. I would have a flight attendant along to help me navigate everything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          SCOTTIE

        

      

    

    
      “What’s wrong?” Annette asked as I marched into the lounge.

      “Nothing,” I said, annoyed that Annette could see that something was indeed wrong.

      She closed the lid on her computer and put her hands in her lap, watching me.

      I went straight to the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of water, hardly remembering that I had just opened one minutes ago. I didn’t, however, remember where I had left it.

      Still. My mouth was dry and the cold water helped to steady me.

      “I have to go on an overnight flight,” I said.

      “You?”

      “Yes.” I straightened and locked the cap back on the water bottle. Set it on the table in front of me.

      “But you don’t take flights.”

      “I used to,” I said, unnecessarily straightening my little cap. It had been before Annette’s time. Back when I was a flight attendant.

      “Okay. Why?”

      Good question.

      “Apparently Thomas Johnson has the day off.” I didn’t even know why he wasn’t coming to work, but I instinctively covered for him anyway.

      “Doesn’t make sense,” Annette said.

      “No,” I agreed. “It doesn’t, does it?” But Maggie ran a tight ship and I wasn’t about to cross her, especially since she typically left me alone and rarely asked me to do anything.

      “It has something to do with Henry Ashton?”

      So that was his name.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be studying?”

      “I am studying,” Annette said, opening up her computer again.

      “I can see that.” Why was sarcasm always lost on the younger generation? “Anyway,” I said. “You are on call.”

      Annette clapped her hands together in a little burst of enthusiasm.

      “You’ll have at least one client, probably three. You can check with Maggie. Where is your uniform?”

      “In my locker.” She closed her computer and slid it into her leather satchel.

      “It’s time for you to get dressed,” I said. “I have to leave… now.”

      I grabbed up my water bottle and headed toward my office to pick up my overnight bag.

      “Ask Maggie if you need anything,” I said over my shoulder. “She’ll help you.”

      I was calm on the outside. Always calm on the outside.

      But inside I was shaking.

      I didn’t have time to sort out just why I would be shaking on the inside.

      I wasn’t a nervous flyer. So that wasn’t it.

      Traveling overnight wasn’t a problem. I lived alone and the closest thing I had to a pet was an overgrown succulent that my sister had given to me as a birthday present several years ago.

      As I powered off my computer and double-checked to be sure I had everything I needed for the trip in my travel bag—phone charger being of utmost importance, I knew it had to be one of two reasons.

      One. I was concerned because Thomas hadn’t shown up for his flight. No one seemed to be worried about it. That told me that I was the only person who didn’t know where he was. The only one who hadn’t known that he wasn’t taking the Phenom up today.

      I should have checked the schedule. I had made an assumption.

      “Well,” I said to myself as I zipped up my bag. “That won’t happen again.”

      There was one other possibility.

      Henry Ashton. The pilot who showed up late and needed my help.

      It was his fault I’d nearly fallen down, but when he’d touched my arm to steady me, I had felt several unexpected emotions all at once.

      Safe.

      Off-balance.

      And something else I couldn’t quite identify.

      No time to analyze it right now. I had work to do.
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          HENRY

        

      

    

    
      I took my time going down the preflight checklist while I waited for Scottie, the flight attendant who was supposed to be here to log me in to the Skye Travels system.

      My passenger, Mr. Sterling, was already settled into his seat in the back of the plane. He’d been ready to go and didn’t seem the least bit concerned that his pilot had been switched out at the last minute.

      Noah Worthington had gotten my name from a list of pilots certified to fly the Phenom. Or at least that was what I had decided.

      Otherwise, how would he have known to contact me?

      He and I had never met and he would have no reason to even know that I existed.

      How could he when Skye Travels was based in Houston and I lived in Pittsburgh?

      But I was always up for an adventure.

      Being single and carefree had its advantages.

      I was a little surprised that my boss hadn’t protested the sudden request, but since he had been the one to tell me about the offer, I’d say he wasn’t bothered in the least.

      I heard Scottie’s shoes clicking against the stairs. I had to give her a pass since the flight came unexpectedly for her.

      All because my connecting flight from Pittsburgh had run late.

      I heard her talking to Mr. Sterling. He actually laughed at something she said. The man hadn’t so much as cracked a smile as we walked across the tarmac and boarded the airplane.

      Then I heard the stairs going up and the lock on the airplane door closed securely.

      Efficient. I liked that.

      Efficient and friendly with the passengers.

      Maybe I could ask for her to come along on all my flights.

      A good flight attendant was invaluable.

      She came to the cockpit and instead of standing behind me, asking me if I needed anything, she walked right into the cockpit, picked up the little notebook and pen in the copilot’s seat and sat down.

      I dragged my sun glasses off and looked in her green eyes. They reminded me of the Aurora Borealis over Anchorage in winter. And just like the northern lights, they were hard to look away from.

      “Hi,” I said.

      “Hi.” She held up the notebook and pen. “I take it you don’t use paper.”

      “Didn’t realize it was for me,” I said.

      “Well,” she said, sliding the notebook and pen into her blazer pocket. “It wasn’t.”

      “Oh,” I said with a shrug, handing my iPad over to her. “I think you’re supposed to do something with this.”

      “Okay.” She took the iPad and began typing.

      I busied myself with checking my email.

      After about three minutes, she set the iPad in her lap and buckled herself in.

      “It’s all taken care of for now,” she said. “I’ll monitor things as we go.”

      “Flight 453, taxi to runway one.” The air traffic controller’s voice came through the headset balanced around my neck.

      I pulled the headset over my ears. “Flight 453 proceeding to runway one.”

      Scottie tapped something on my iPad.

      Okay. She wasn’t like any flight attendant I’d ever met, but she appeared to be rather handy.

      Maybe they did things differently down here in Texas.

      There were worse things than having an attractive flight attendant with eyes that danced like Northern lights sitting in the copilot’s seat.

      “Before we take off,” I said. “Would you grab me a cup of coffee?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five
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      With the flight properly logged and registered in the system, we taxied down the runway to position ourselves for takeoff.

      All in all, things were going well, at least considering that I was on a flight that I didn’t care to be on.

      The engine was loud, making it impossible to hear much of anything. I put on my headset to prepare for takeoff.

      “Would you grab me a cup of coffee?”

      I must have misunderstood Henry. He’d just asked me to get him a cup of coffee.

      Staring at him for a few minutes, deciding if this was the hill I wanted to take a stand on, I studied his features.

      He had a lean build. A strong jawline. Blue eyes that looked right into the core of girl’s soul. His eyes remind me of a clear blue day just before a storm.

      His lips hinted of a constant hint of amusement.

      It was as though he had something that he found secretly funny. Something he wasn’t sharing.

      He was certainly relaxed, on the outside, anyway.

      “Coffee.”

      It was taking a while to taxi over to the runway. Runway one was the most distant of the three runways used by Skye Travels private airplanes.

      I took it as a sign that I should give him a pass this time. Maybe he wasn’t familiar with our coffee machines. That and he was about to take off the airplane. There was that.

      Flying the airplane was outside my job description.

      Actually being on this flight was outside my job description, much less getting the pilot’s coffee.

      He couldn’t very well leave the pilot’s seat to go make himself a cup of coffee.

      Maybe he hadn’t realized he needed caffeine until now.

      Whatever his excuse was, I unbuckled and stood up.

      “Don’t take off until I get back,” I said.

      “Wouldn’t think of it,” he said.

      I walked through the cabin where Mr. Sterling sat, wireless headphones in his ears, obviously on a Zoom call with someone.

      Since I had to get the coffee pot going, I made two cups of coffee. Handed one to Mr. Sterling.

      I happened to know that he liked his coffee black. People were always pleasantly surprised when I remembered something like that.

      It wasn’t a big deal. It was just what I did. Some people memorized baseball stats. I memorized people’s preferences for the little things.

      I took the other cup of coffee, which I took the liberty of dousing with sugar and creamer—just a guess on my part—back to Henry.

      “Thank you,” he said. “Buckle up. We’re cleared for takeoff.”

      Double checking the lid, I put his coffee in the holder and harnessed myself back into my seat.

      Yes. I would give him a pass this time.

      He was new here.

      Getting the pilot coffee wasn’t a big deal.

      I just didn’t want him thinking I was
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