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            Chapter One

          

          DAKOTA ABRAMS

        

      

    

    
      It was one of those perfect days for flying. Mid-October which meant the weather was finally starting to cool off in Houston.

      It was time, finally, to pull out the boots and leather jackets. Hot chocolate and hot Texas chili.

      To start thinking about Halloween and Thanksgiving and Christmas right behind it. The holidays stacked up behind one another like rain clouds coming in from the west.

      And just like the rain clouds, they swept in turning everything upside down, then were gone. Leaving behind a calmness that begged for the next wave to come behind it.

      Each year the holidays came quicker and quicker on the heels of the last one. And from what people said, time would only pass more quickly as the years passed.

      Thin, wispy clouds banked against the horizon, making the sky and land blend together into what resembled an abstract Monet painting.

      Control tower chatter increased with my approach into the Houston airport. I was early.

      At ten thousand feet, the earth was still recognizable. Houses looked like houses. Roads like roads. And rivers like rivers.

      It was time to start my descent into the Houston airport.

      I disengaged the autopilot. The Phenom could practically land itself, but I liked to have my hands on the controls. Call me old-fashioned.

      Not surprising considering that I’d made my first flight twenty-eight years ago in a baby seat.

      Or so they told me.

      Making that first flight as an infant was a right of passage for any grandchild lucky enough to be born to private airline pilot Noah Worthington.

      Starting with just one little Cessna, Noah had grown Skye Travels from a dream into a wildly successful company with a fleet of airplanes based not only in Houston, but also at various locations across the country.

      College aviation graduates with newly minted pilot’s licenses, lined up at Noah’s door for a chance at one of the few and coveted jobs at Skye Travels.

      Any of Noah’s children and grandchildren were automatically expected to consider working for Skye Travels in some capacity. Consider. Not pressured.

      And no one was given a job without meeting the qualifications. And more.

      Noah hired his own with no shame. But he hired no one who didn’t deserve it.

      “Cleared for landing.”

      Straightening, I prepared myself for landing.

      I could make a landing in my sleep—and often did dream about it, but like Grandpa Noah said, there are no careless old pilots.

      Angling the Phenom toward the runway, I go into my version of autopilot. I’d made a thousand landings. I’d learned a long time ago that it was best not to overthink it. Kinesthetic memory.

      My wheels touched the runway in a smooth as silk landing. With no passengers, I was the only one on board to know. Still. I took personal satisfaction in it.

      I taxied toward Skye Travel’s private terminal.

      I ran down the list I’d been working on in my head.

      Early enough to make it home. Shower. Transform myself from pilot to femme fatale.

      Well, maybe not so much a femme fatale, but at least presentable enough to go out with my best friend Charlene.

      Normally, Friday nights like tonight were date nights. But my boyfriend of three years, Dillion, had an out of town flight.

      Being early, I might get to see him for a minute before he left.

      I taxied straight over to the hangar where the flight engineer took over.

      I slid my feet into the high heels that went with my skirt and blazer. Secured my handbag over my shoulders, crossbody style, and grabbed my leather computer bag.

      I had to go up an elevator, walk across a glassed-in bridge to the other building, then go down another elevator. It was an impressive design engineered by my architect cousin.

      As I walked across the bridge that connected the hanger with the office building and passenger waiting area, I powered on my cell phone.

      The second floor over the hangar and the bridge was a new addition, adding in more offices and bringing in more staff to fill them.

      As I waited for the second elevator I scowled at my phone.

      No messages.

      Not even one.

      Odd.

      Dillion must not have left yet. He always sent me a little message before he flew out.

      Maybe he was running late.

      The elevator door opened and I stepped inside. Pushed the second floor button and seconds later the door opened again dropping me into a completely different world from the hangar side.

      While the hangar side was the practical, down in the trenches side, this side was where everything looked magical.

      The passenger and executive office building had been redesigned several times over the years.

      It carried a distinct and familiar mixture of two unlikely scents of coffee and jasmine.

      The coffee came from the designer coffee machine in the waiting room that made one custom cup at the time. The jasmine came from Betty and whatever scent diffuser she was using at the moment. Wherever it came from, it was always jasmine.

      It was a typical Friday afternoon meaning no one was in the office.

      Although it was anything but, I thought of Skye Travels as a pop-up airport.

      It would quiet one minute with no one around. Then if someone scheduled a flight, last minute or not didn’t matter, it would come to life.

      Betty would appear at the receptionist desk, also known as concierge desk. Betty, or whoever was working in her stead, would be there to help the passengers make coffee. To make sure someone took their luggage out to the airplane. To make sure the pilot or pilots had whatever they needed.

      Considering that all flights were private and often unscheduled, it ran amazingly smoothly.

      Right now was one of those quiet times.

      There was no one at the receptionist desk at the moment. Reservations were now made mostly online. A few people still liked to call in and there was always someone to answer the phone.

      Skye Travels was known for giving passengers a personal touch. It was not only a great place for people to work, it was also a great experience for passengers.

      Deciding to take advantage of the quiet as well as the extra time I had gained to do some paperwork, I walked down the carpeted hallway to the office I shared with some of the other pilots.

      Including Dillion.

      And Dillion just happened to be standing in the doorway.

      “Hi,” I said.

      “You’re early,” he said.

      I walked up and automatically stretched up to give him a quick kiss.

      “Yes,” I said. “And you’re… late?”

      I walked past him into our office and dropped my computer bag onto one of the desks.

      Maybe my paperwork could wait.

      I was, after all, early.

      About an hour early, actually.

      “Dillion,” a woman said, coming up behind him. “Can I take this on the plane?”

      Dillion turned around, blocking the door and my view of the woman. “You can take anything you want,” he said, his voice a bit low and strained.

      Dillion was supposed to be picking up a passenger in Whiskey Springs, not taking a passenger. Things must have changed.

      But… this passenger was in the private office area. And this conversation did not sound like a business conversation.

      “I’ll just be a minute,” Dillion said. “Wait for me—”

      “I left my purse.”

      I saw the purse then lying on the desk next to me. It was a big purse, the kind a person would take with them on a weekend trip.

      “I’ll bring it,” Dillion said.

      But the woman had already sidestepped him and walked into the office.

      She stopped halfway across the room and smiled uncertainly.

      “Hi,” she said.

      “Hi.”

      “I just need to…” She started walking again and picked up her purse.

      With her purse over her shoulder, she walked back to Dillion and looped her arm with his.

      “Ready,” she said.

      “I’ll meet you up front.” Dillion glanced at me over her shoulder.

      There was something in his eyes that I didn’t recognize.

      The girl, too, glanced back at me before releasing Dillion’s arm and heading toward the waiting area as he’d asked.

      With her gone, Dillion stood looking at me, his expression blank now.

      “I’ll see you later,” he said. The he, too, turned, leaving me standing there.

      The whole interaction had barely lasted five seconds and it took my brain an additional ten seconds to process it.

      I’ll see you later?

      Dillon had actually said that to me.

      No hug. No kiss. No proper goodbye.

      Just an I’ll see you later.

      I sat down. Thankfully there was a chair behind me.

      My flight was early.

      Dillion’s was… early or late. I didn’t even know anymore.

      As much as my mind fought it, I knew.

      A girl knew when her boyfriend was with another girl.

      Dillion had not left much to the imagination.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          REED TYLER

        

      

    

    
      Noah Worthington insisted on meeting me on the first floor.

      It wasn’t necessary. I knew my way around the Skye Travels building.

      “It’s good to see you again, Tyler,” Noah said as he pressed the button for the second floor.

      “It’s good to see you, too.”

      In the five years since I had seen him, Noah had a few additional gray streaks in his hair, but otherwise, he looked fit and healthy. Nothing like the many times over grandfather that he was.

      I’d first met Noah when I was twenty-one. That was ten years ago now.

      I’d been nervous that first time I’d met him, too. I was almost as nervous today, but in a different way.

      Ten years ago I had been meeting him because I was dating his granddaughter. Today I was interviewing for a job.

      I wasn’t sure which one was worse.

      I hadn’t even been sure Noah would even consider me for a job. The fact that he did told me that he probably didn’t know why his granddaughter and I had broken up.

      With any luck, it wouldn’t come up.

      Surely he wouldn’t ask me about that.

      We stepped off the elevator into the passenger’s waiting area of Skye Travels.

      What had once been a large open area waiting room was now partitioned off into smaller waiting areas.

      They all appeared to be empty.

      We walked past the receptionist’s desk. Betty, as indicated by the name plate, still ran things, even though there was no one sitting behind the desk at the moment.

      That explained why the air still carried the scent of jasmine. Whether candles or diffusers, or whatever she used, she always found a way. Maybe she ran the scent of jasmine through the air ducts.

      I followed Noah down the hallway to his corner office.

      He had the best view of the whole airport right here from his office.

      “Have a seat,” he said, taking two water bottles from the little glass refrigerator and handing me one before he sat down in one of the two armchairs in front of that view.

      “What brings you back to Houston?” he asked.

      A logical question even if a bit personal.

      “I needed to be closer to family,” I said.

      “How are they? Your mother and father?”

      “Good. My grandmother fell down and hurt herself pretty bad.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” he said.

      “Yes. Well. Being here gives my parents a little relief, but mostly comfort. I think.”

      Noah nodded. “Being a commercial pilot doesn’t leave much time for family.”

      “No sir. It does not.”

      “What’s your availability like?”

      “I have no restrictions. They understand that my schedule will be erratic.”

      “Uh huh.”

      I had a feeling that meant something, but I didn’t know what that something was. Noah was looking at me as though he was considering something.

      “Let’s take the Phenom up. See what you can do.”

      “Yes sir.”

      Taking an airplane, any airplane up was better than sitting here under the microscope. And getting to fly a Phenom, a significantly smaller jet than I was accustomed to, sounded like an excellent idea.

      “Wait here,” he said. “while I take care of a couple of things.”

      “Sure.”

      After Noah stepped out of his office, I stood up and went to the window.

      A Phenom came in for a landing as I watched. The Skye Travels logo splashed along the fuselage.

      A smooth as silk landing.

      For some reason, that smooth as silk landing reminded me of another place. Another time.

      Dakota Abrams.

      She had a knack for landings. Not that she was the only one, of course.

      She was just the only female pilot I knew who could land like that.

      And she was the one girl I never stopped loving.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          DAKOTA

        

      

    

    
      Stunned into a frozen silence, I sat at the desk and did nothing as I tried to make sense of what just happened.

      It made no sense no matter how hard I tried to force it into some semblance of sense.

      It could have been his sister, but Dillion had no sisters.

      It would have been easier to come to a favorable conclusion if he hadn’t been so very cold.

      See you later.

      He had blatantly looked at me, then walked away. With her.

      Dillion was cheating. The realization hit me like a load of bricks.

      I had not seen this coming.

      He wasn’t perfect by any means. He was a pilot. Worked for my family. A convenient boyfriend.

      How long had this been going on?

      At the sound of a jet taxiing outside on the tarmac, I forced myself to stand up. To go look out.

      I watched as one of the flight engineers brought out a little Cessna. I didn’t judge myself for delighting in him taking a little Cessna and not one of the more elite Phenoms.

      But then another engineer brought out the Phenom I had just brought home.

      Was Dillion then about to take his girlfriend up in a Phenom after all?

      The two airplanes waited, side by side.

      Dillon and his girlfriend came out of the building and walked together, arm in arm toward the airplanes. I held my breath as Dillion went up to the nearest flight engineer.

      They talked. Then the flight engineer shook his head. Dillion and his girlfriend boarded the Cessna. At least there was some justice in the world.

      But who was the other airplane for?

      Grandpa Noah—that explained the Phenom—walked out of the building, I started to turn away.

      But he was not walking alone. He was walking with another man. A man wearing a business suit.

      I would have dismissed him as a client, but there was something about him that caught my attention. It was in the way he walked.

      He walked with a self-assured confidence that wasn’t uncommon among pilots. What was it then?

      A sense. It was quite simply a sense.

      He reminded me of Reed Tyler, the man I had dated for five years starting my senior year in high school. He had been three years older than me. An older man who had quite simply swept me off my feet.

      He’d already been a pilot and after I started college, also majoring in aviation, he had helped me study.

      Not that I needed him to help me study. I’d been learning how to fly before I could walk, but I wanted him to help me study.

      From the first time I saw Reed Tyler, I hadn’t stood a chance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          DAKOTA — BEFORE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ten years ago

      

      

      It was a beautiful fall day. One of those rare cool October days in Houston that promised a delightfully chilly night. Cold nights were perfect football weather.

      And tonight was my senior homecoming game.

      I had a busy schedule ahead.

      But first there was the game.

      I pulled my hair back and up into a high ponytail, making sure I left some strategically placed strands falling free, giving my ponytail a messy, casual look.

      Aunt Brianna had taught me how to do my hair. She knew everything about fashion. So much so that she had her own You Tube channel with about a million followers.

      After sitting down on the little sofa and zipping up my boots, I checked my appearance in the bathroom mirror. My teal and black short skirt contrasted nicely with the high neck long-sleeved top. The tall white boots were inspired by the Dallas Cowboy cheerleaders.

      I didn’t normally get dressed for a game in one of the bathrooms at Skye Travels, but tonight was one of those strange Friday nights when everyone seemed to have something to do.

      A charity function, I think. Supposedly very important and organized by my mother.

      But Grandpa Noah had volunteered to miss it specifically to go with me to my game. Or so he claimed. The truth was he was the one person who never missed one of my school functions.

      So that’s how I found myself at Skye Travels, getting dressed for the
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