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      Anastasia Devereaux

      

      The Sterling House was an iconic old-money Texas-style mansion nestled among flashy skyscrapers in downtown Houston. Texas-style in its 6000 square feet size.

      It was decorated for fall which meant bushels of yellow and gold chrysanthemums in vases, tall and small, scattered all around the house.

      Tall white pillar candles flickered on the fireplace mantle, the coffee table, and on wall sconces.

      The music room was large enough for two elegant chandeliers, lights flickering, one on either side. Above the chandeliers, the ceiling was painted with golden etchings. Below the chandeliers, the polished marble floors reflected the flickering lights.

      A lovely young lady in a formal maroon dress sat at the grand piano along with the rest of a four-piece orchestra. Their music echoed through the house.

      Silvery sparkling maroon velvet curtains hung at the tall windows with darker burgundy toppers.

      It was my brother Austin’s wedding day. A beautiful day in the middle of October. A good time to get married in Texas—just after the weather stopped being miserably hot.

      Not that he would notice the weather. He didn’t see anything other than his bride. Everything was as it should be.

      The morning ceremony was followed by a day of celebration before they left for the airport to board a plane for Paris.

      I didn’t envy him. He was only one year older than me, so we were almost like twins. I was happy for him and I liked his wife, Ava. Austin and Ava had dated in high school, then after going their separate ways for a few years, had taken no time picking up where they had left off. Engaged in December. Married in October.

      The Sterling House was crowded with formally dressed men and women, boys and girls. They came for Austin’s wedding, but I suspect many also came to see Sterling House.

      Our grandparents had built it in another century and lived there until Grandpa had passed away. Grandma hung on, living here for another couple of years by herself, but she missed her family and had moved to Maple Creek to live with her son and daughter-in-law.

      Investors had swarmed to buy the property for anything from a parking garage to a shopping mall. She, however, had gone a different direction. She had gotten the house registered with the National Association of Historic Places. Now Austin and Ava’s wedding launched what would be a premium venue for weddings and other occasions.

      As I walked passed an ornate gilded framed mirror, I almost didn’t recognize myself. Recently graduated from college, I hadn’t quite given up my wardrobe of jeans and t-shirts.

      But today I wore a long chiffon maroon dress. And high heels.

      Ava had picked me to be her maid-of-honor. Ava didn’t have any family. Our family had been her family since she started dating my brother the first time. Back when they were in high school. I’d missed her during those years when they’d gone their separate ways.

      Even now, the happy couple was doing something with cake.

      I needed a break.

      I stepped outside into the familiar backyard. We’d visited Grandma and Grandpa several times a year back when we were growing up.

      It always seemed like the opposite of how most people lived. Most people went to the country to visit their grandparents and lived in the city. We lived in the country and visited our grandparents in the city.

      We did all sorts of things in the city. We went to museums, plays, and baseball games. I had a particular fondness for downtown Houston, but I never pictured myself living here.

      I preferred the quietness of the country. At least that was my excuse. The truth was, the thought of living alone made me sad.

      I loved living with my family. Besides Austin, we had an older brother named Jonathan who was an overseas pilot. Jonathan was about seven years older than me and he only came home on occasions. Like today.

      We all knew he was our parents’ favorite child. It was okay. We all understood. I always saw Jonathan as being mysterious and interesting. Hard not to favor the mysterious and interesting one.

      Then there were our two younger siblings. Theodore and Gwen. They were still in high school. A different generation. Our parents, it seemed, had their children in blocks of two, except for Jonathan. Maybe that was another thing that made him so different.

      The maple trees had new green leaves. In fall, those leaves turned a beautiful red. Today in place of the bright red leaves, were tiny red twinkly lights. Someone must have come up with the idea of the red lights in place of the red leaves.

      Out here the music sounded different. Faint. Like it was far away. And the conversations were barely audible at all.

      If I closed my eyes, I could almost imagine myself back here as a child. When we weren’t what Grandma called getting cultured, we played. Playing out here was different from playing at home because out here we were surrounded by skyscrapers.

      At night, especially, the skyline around us was awesome. Every time the Astros had a home game, there were fireworks right there where we could watch them from our bedroom windows.

      Even now I could hear the sounds of the traffic going up and down the streets. A police car, siren blaring, passed by, heading somewhere fast.

      Without the sounds of the city, it would be easy to forget that Sterling House was in the middle of Houston.

      It was for sure a different world from Maple Creek where we lived. In Maple Creek, the night sounds consisted of dogs and sometimes wolves howling in the distance. Crickets and owls. Not to mention the silent blinking of the lightning bugs.

      There were no lightning bugs in downtown Houston. Not tonight anyway.

      My grandmother stepped outside.

      “There you are,” she said. “I wondered where you got off to.”

      Grandma was an elegant woman in her sixties. Elegant, but easy to talk to. No one would ever suspect that she lived in a mansion in downtown Houston.

      “I just needed to take a moment,” I said. “To catch my breath.”

      “I understand,” she said. “It’s crowded in there, isn’t it?”

      “Very,” I said.

      “You know, Anastasia, weddings are supposed to be a good occasion for you to meet someone.”

      “Someone?” I asked with a little smile.

      “Surely your brother has a nice friend you could spend some time with.”

      “I’m okay.”

      A red bird flew past and landed on the birdfeeder in the backyard.

      “I thought you brought all the bird feeders when you moved in with us,” I said.

      “I must have missed one,” Grandma said. “I worry about you.”

      I turned to face my grandmother.

      “Why? Why are you worried about me?”

      “You’re what? Twenty-three?”

      “Twenty-four.”

      “It seems like you should have started dating by now.”

      I laughed. “I’ve had dates Grandma.”

      “Yes. Yes. I know.” She looked out across the twinkling lights of the maple trees. “But you should have a boyfriend by now. Someone to start sharing memories with.”

      Grandma sounded wistful. She and Grandpa had gotten married when they were barely even legally old enough to marry at all. She had memories with him for probably fifty years.

      I didn’t want to hurt her feelings by telling her that people didn’t do that anymore. That most young people waited until they were in their thirties to get married. By today’s standards, I was still young.

      Jonathan was thirty and he didn’t even have a girlfriend, at least not that I knew of.

      Austin was getting married, but he should have married Ava years ago. They had been fated together since they were in seventh grade. They were an anomaly.

      The music changed and people were starting to dance.

      “Do something for me?” Grandma asked.

      “Sure, Grandma. I’ll do anything for you.”

      She linked her arm with mine.

      “Let’s go back inside. And you.” She patted my arm. “You find a nice young man to dance with.”

      “I don’t want to dance, Grandma.”

      “Just one,” she insisted. “Just dance with one young man. I want to see you having some fun.”

      “I am having fun.”

      She gave me a look.

      “Okay,” I said. “I’ll see if there is anyone to dance with. But I can’t make any promises that there will be anyone.”

      “Just look,” Grandma said. “Looking is a good place to start.”

      “I’ll look,” I said, reluctantly.

      “Good girl,” she said. “Now let’s go mingle.”

      I much preferred my own company, but I didn’t want to disappoint my grandmother.

      I would go and talk to my brother and his new wife. That was about as close to mingling as I wanted to get right now.

      Hopefully, my grandmother would find something else to distract herself with and forget about me and my lack of social interaction.

      I did not need a boyfriend right now. My career was just getting started. That was how it was done now. Grandma wouldn’t understand.
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      Christopher Taylor

      
      I wasn’t supposed to be at what they were calling the wedding of the season.

      One of the pilots who worked for Skye Travels, specifically for Noah Worthington’s daughter, was getting married.

      Noah Worthington was the founder and owner of Skye Travels, the private airline company he had started with just one little Cessna airplane.

      It had grown quickly and was now a multi-billion dollar company. He hired his own family without shame. The only thing was they had to do in order to get hired was to be better than anyone else.

      Since I was in no way, shape, or form related to the Worthington family, I considered myself fortunate to land a job flying for Skye Travels.

      I was the only one in my graduating class fortunate to be hired by Noah Worthington. And I literally was hired by Noah himself. He might be getting up in age, but he still personally interviews every single pilot who goes to work for his company.

      At any rate, I was the newest hire at Skye Travels and my mentor asked me to come along since his girlfriend was out of town.

      I was hardly in a position to tell him I couldn’t go. Not when I was just starting a brand new job.

      So that’s how I found myself at Sterling House, wearing a rented tuxedo, feeling exceptionally uncomfortable around hundreds of people I did not know, most of whom I would never see again.

      I was just a regular guy—a pilot. I didn’t attend fundraisers or other soirees unless I went as a client’s guest. So I chalked today up to a work function.

      The Sterling House was on the National Register of Historical places or some such. It belonged to Austin Devereaux’s grandmother.

      I’d lived in Houston my whole life, but I’d only been downtown a handful of times and I certainly didn’t know that there was a mansion nestled right downtown among the high rises.

      Like the other pilots, I drank a sparkling water in lieu of alcohol. I had a flight tomorrow and Noah Worthington had a very strict bottle to throttle policy.

      One drink would get a pilot a warning. Two would get him suspended. And three would get him a trip to rehab. Or so I had been told.

      I had a feeling getting fired was somewhere in there, especially for new guys.

      So I stuck to sparkling water and no one thought a thing about it.

      The little orchestra was set up in the music room, their music light and airy. It was happy music for a happy day.

      “Come on,” Frederick, my mentor said. “I’ll introduce you to Austin.”

      Frederick had been a pilot for Skye Travels for right at eight years. He knew his way around the family and a fancy wedding at a fancy house didn’t intimidate him one bit, even if he was more like me than he might want to admit.

      Frederick was what I would call a flashy guy. He always wore a flirty smile, especially when he was around the ladies and he walked with what could only be called a swagger. A pilot’s swagger.

      Even now as we walked across the ballroom, he attracted attention. Every single female we passed checked him out. I kept track.

      It wasn’t that I cared. I was not a playboy. I’d had a couple of girlfriends, but I didn’t date around. I didn’t have a girl in every port or anything like I happened to know that Frederick did.

      To each his own.

      Although we were different in that way, we were alike in other ways. Like me, Frederick was an uptown boy. Uptown was by far a rougher area than downtown. The opposite was nothing more than a misperception.

      “I think I met Austin once,” I said, but I went along anyway.

      “You can meet his new wife then,” Frederick said, making his way through the crowd. We had to move carefully because people were dancing now. Waltzing to be exact.

      Waltzing was most definitely outside of my purview.

      Austin and his new wife were sitting together eating cake and laughing with each other. Now that was something I envied. My sister was married. They had one little girl—wrapped around my little finger—and another on the way.

      That was the kind of lifestyle I wanted to lead.

      As we neared the happy couple, a dark-haired goddess wearing a maroon dress came up and sat down right behind them. Her long flowing hair framed a heart-shaped face with red bow-shaped lips.

      Frederick stopped in front of the couple and put a hand over his heart.

      “Ava,” he said. “You’ve gone and broken my heart.”

      Ava, apparently Austin’s wife, just smiled.

      “I have a feeling you’ll bounce back just fine,” Ava said.

      “Go find your own girl, Frederick,” Austin said with nothing but harmless amusement. “This one is mine.”

      “Fine. Fine. But first you need to meet Christopher Taylor. He’s the newest Skye Travels pilot.”

      “Try not to pick up Frederick’s bad habits,” Ava said. “He will get you in trouble.”

      The dark haired goddess sitting behind them was watching Frederick in that way that women did. Like they couldn’t take their eyes off of him.

      Personally, if I was a girl, I would be turned off by his muscles. I was lean and in shape, but my muscles weren’t cut. I didn’t care to look sculpted. Flying was my gig.

      “Nice to meet you both,” I said. “And congratulations on your marriage.”

      “Are you from Houston?” Ava asked me.

      The goddess sitting behind them leaned forward and whispered something to Austin.

      “Yes,” I said. “Uptown. Nothing like this.”

      Austin was shaking his head at the goddess.

      “No,” he said. “Not a good idea.”

      She whispered something else to him.

      “Nothing wrong with Uptown,” Ava said. “Have a sparkling water and enjoy yourself.”

      “I will. Thank you.” I held up my glass of sparkling water and took note of the champagne glass in her hand. Austin was holding a glass of champagne, too. He wouldn’t be doing any flying tomorrow, not as the pilot, at any rate.

      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Austin told the girl sitting behind him, frowning.

      “Frederick,” he said. “This is my sister, Anastasia.”

      Frederick’s face lit up like he’d just been given the keys to a brand new Phenom.

      “Anastasia. What a beautiful name. For a beautiful lady. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” He held out a hand, but instead of shaking her hand, he brought it to his lips and kissed her palm.

      I refrained from rolling my eyes, but barely.

      Austin must have seen the struggle I was having. We exchanged a knowing look.

      So the dark-haired beauty was Austin’s sister. Anastasia.

      And Anastasia had just been introduced to the biggest womanizer I had ever known.

      Before I even caught onto what was going on, Frederick and Anastasia were headed out onto the dance floor where he pulled her into a waltz.

      They looked good together. I had to give them that. But they were both pretty people in their own right. There was no way they couldn’t look good together.

      “What was that about?” Ava asked her husband.

      “Something about Grandma,” Austin said, keeping his gaze on his sister a moment longer.

      “Well,” Ava said. “I don’t understand that.”

      “Unfortunately, I can’t watch out for her,” Austin said, cupping his wife’s chin and placing a kiss on her lips. “It’s my wedding day.”

      She smiled, then looked over at me.

      “Good point. But maybe Christopher could look out for her.”

      “Whoa,” I said, holding up a hand. “Frederick does what Frederick does. No offense to your sister.”

      “None taken,” Austin said. “I’m far too familiar with Frederick.”

      “You have to do something,” Ava said. “You can’t just introduce them and not watch out for her.”

      “Anastasia is a grown woman,” Austin said, then turned back to me. “Can you watch out for her? Just today. After that you’re off the hook.”

      I hadn’t known that going to a man’s wedding meant I would have to watch out for his sister. That seemed like a task far beyond the call of duty.

      “I’ll do my best,” I said.

      What was a man supposed to do?

      Offend a man at his wedding? Probably not a good idea.

      Refuse to keep an eye on his beautiful goddess of a sister? Not a chance.

      “Thank you,” Austin said. “I owe you one.”

      “No problem.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Ava said before Austin tipped her back in another kiss.

      Looked to me like the two of them were far beyond ready to get started on the honeymoon.

      Unsure what I was supposed to do now. What I was really supposed to do… I wandered over to the open bar and got myself a fresh glass of sparkling water.

      Then I leaned back against the bar and watched the dancers until I caught sight of Frederick whirling Anastasia around the room. They weren’t hard to locate. Not with her in her red dress.

      “Excuse me,” an older man, said as he came up to the bar. I stepped aside and looked around for another place to station myself with my unsolicited task.

      I was beginning to see the value in learning to waltz. Maybe I’d check into lessons. Not that I would have all that many opportunities to waltz. Not in the ordinary world I lived in.

      Still. It couldn’t hurt. Working for the Worthington family, I never knew what I might be called up to do.

      “Thank you Mr. Worthington,” the bartender said. “Enjoy.”

      I hadn’t recognized him at first, but that was THE Noah Worthington. Noah was a distinguished looking older man. He might have gray hair, but it only made him look all the more distinguished. A man could only aspire to be as successful as Noah Worthington and to remain as handsome with age.

      Noah stood next to me. I couldn’t tell if he was drinking champagne or sparkling water or maybe something else entirely.

      “How are you Christopher?” he asked.

      “Fine, Sir,” I said. “A beautiful wedding.”
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