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      Twelve Years Ago

      

      “Come on, it’ll be fun.”

      “No,” I said, but I knew it was a losing battle.

      My cousin Ava had no fear. If there was an adventure to be had, she was going to jump right in with both feet. Her world was danger-free and lovely.

      Zydeco music came from all different directions, blending in with what by all rights should have been a discordant messy sound. Instead it was just downright festive.

      Ava and I stood in front of a fortune teller’s tent with a sign on a stand outside that simply read “Fortunes” in big red letters.

      At fourteen years old, Ava and I were dressed identically in white shorts and brand-new light blue t-shirts with New Orleans printed across the front. Her long brunette hair was pulled back on top of her head in a ponytail as was my blonde hair. We were as much alike as two best friends could be.

      “It’s creepy,” I said. It was just a regular canopy tent with a white top, but the sides were draped with silk curtains in blues and purples that rippled in the soft breeze coming off the Mississippi River. The door in the front was just an opening created by two panels held back with tasseled rope.

      Ava’s brows furrowed as she looked at the tent. “It looks cheerful,” she said.

      “You’re weird.”

      Ava turned and grinned at me. “You love me anyway.”

      “We should get something to eat,” I said, hopefully. Ava was always hungry. “We can get some more beignets.”

      Ava wrinkled her nose. “We just had those for breakfast.”

      “Fine,” I said. “When my sister comes looking for us and can’t find us, you’re the one responsible.”

      “Okay.” Ava grinned and dragged me by the elbow toward the tent opening.

      I groaned. If Ava weren’t my best friend forever, I’d hate her right about now. Even though I didn’t know anyone in New Orleans, it was still embarrassing to be seen going into a fortune teller’s tent.

      As I stepped inside the darkened tent behind her, she held my hand to keep me from going the other way. She knew me too well. The darkness was broken only by the dim light of half a dozen candles on a table at the back of the tent. Sunlight peaked through the curtains, but for the most part, they kept the bright sunlight out.

      I wrinkled my nose at the scent of incense. I only knew it was incense because my third grade English teacher used it to keep incense sticks on her desk. She claimed it was calming. Not that anything could keep a classroom full of third graders calm.

      Then I saw the young lady sitting on a mat in the middle of the tent. She wore a purple silk scarf over her long black hair. A full skirt spilled out around her.

      “Come in,” she said. Bells at her wrists jingled as she swept her hands wide. “My name is Marie. I am the great great great granddaughter of Marie Laveau. Sit. I will tell your fortunes.”

      Marie spoke in a thick accent that sounded a bit like French.

      I pushed at Ava to go in front of me, but Ava just pulled me along with her.

      We sat down on two pillows on the ground in front of the girl.

      “What are your names?”

      “I’m Ava and this is Chloé.”

      I said nothing.

      I watched Marie closely. She had glossy red lips and dark eyes framed with dark lashes. One of the most beautiful women I had ever seen, she was about my older sister’s age. It didn’t matter to me that she was beautiful. I still did not want to be here.

      All I had to do was to get it over with and get out of here. Ava could have her fortune read or whatever it was Marie did. I wanted nothing to do with it. The whole thing frightened me.

      Marie removed a scarf, revealing a crystal ball sitting in front of her.

      “I tell your fortunes,” she said.

      I was shaking my head. I did not want to know my fortune.

      Ava grinned.

      “But only one of you,” Marie said.

      “Why?” Ava asked.

      “It’s okay,” I said quickly. “Do yours.”

      “Why?” Ava asked again.

      “It’s what the spirits want.” Marie sat back and took her time looking from one of us to the other.

      I looked down, not wanting Marie to see me.

      Two children screeched as they ran past the tent. I wanted to run with them.

      “Do me,” Ava said. She was nothing if not a loyal friend. It helped that she really wanted her fortune read.

      “No,” Marie said. “You.”

      I slowly lifted my gaze to hers.

      Her eyes seemed to glow for just a second. I imagined it. I had to have imagined it.

      She smiled slowly at me and held out a hand.

      “Give me your hand,” she said.

      I glanced at Ava, then over my shoulder toward the door.

      “Give her your hand,” Ava said, impatiently.

      I glared at Ava.

      “I tell your fortune,” Marie said.

      Be brave. Be brave.

      I placed my palm against Marie’s. She closed her eyes.

      “We should go,” I whispered to Ava. Ava just made a face.

      Marie opened her eyes and held her hands above the crystal ball. I put both my hands under my arms, trying hard to ignore the tingling of my palm where she had touched me. My imagination was much too vivid.

      Fortune telling is not real.

      “I see…” Marie said, stopping and scowling at the crystal ball.

      I felt sick to my stomach. This was like one of those ghost stories my mother had on her bookcase. I never should have read any of them.

      “You are mechanically inclined,” she said.

      Ava looked over at me, her eyes wide. “You are.”

      “I am not.”

      “She is,” Ava said. “She fixed my bicycle.”

      “The chain had come off,” I said, wishing Ava would stop talking. I didn’t want anything Marie said to be anywhere near true.

      “You will…” Marie stopped again and looked very confused. Or very shocked.

      Whatever it was, I just tried to block it out. I forced myself to think about the two new kittens waiting at home for me.

      I wanted to be at home. New Orleans frightened me. But my parents wouldn’t let my older sister come with her boyfriend unless she brought me and Ava. Sometimes my parents were so clueless.

      I had no idea where my sister and her boyfriend were right now. Like having us here was going to make any kind of difference in what they did.

      Then Marie looked up into my eyes.

      I tried very hard not to squirm. Marie seriously creeped me out. I was terrified of anyone seeing into my future.

      “You will meet your soulmate underneath… an airplane.”
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      “Seriously?” I looked at the paperwork request now sitting on my desk. “Today?”

      “Yes ma’am. We’re out of options.”

      “Alright,” I said with a glance at my Apple watch. I had an appointment with the big boss, Quinn Worthington, in just about two hours.

      I could make it.

      “I’ll be right out,” I said, picking the clipboard up and handing it back to Bob. He was one of the top aircraft mechanics at Skye Travels. He’d been here for five years. I’d only worked here for five days and already I knew he was the best. I trusted his judgement.

      If he couldn’t figure out how to fix something, I wasn’t quite sure I could. Nonetheless, it was my job to try.

      I closed my office door behind Bob and shrugged off my suit jacket. Then I took off my silk blouse and hung it carefully in the little closet that was part of my office.

      My office. I liked the sound of it. Hated to remind myself that the position was temporary.

      My office still had that new building smell. That and coffee. There was always a pot of coffee going in the break room down the hall. It seemed to be a requirement of men. And since I was the only female who worked in this department, well, there was lots of coffee.

      I had a big wooden work desk. Not the kind an executive would have, but the kind a girl could spread schematics across. I had a nice lamp and the office chair provided for me was amazing. I never got tired sitting in it.

      The office was very clean and very tidy. I kept my desk cleaned off unless I was working on a project. I had two armchairs in one corner with a little table between them. That was for visitors, mostly meetings. Not that I had that many in here. But if I stayed here, I might. That’s what today’s meeting with Quinn Worthington was about.

      At any rate, it was nice to have my own private restroom and closet. Perks of being the maintenance engineer supervisor.

      As I changed into shorts and a t-shirt, I contemplated how many people changed clothes at work. Doctors maybe. Firemen?

      At any rate, it was something I had to do on occasion, especially days like today.

      Dressed now in my fight suit, I sat in one of the armchairs and tied the laces on my work boots.

      I pulled my long naturally blonde hair back and, after securing it in a scrunchie, tucked it beneath my cap.

      There. A quick glance in the mirror told me that I should be able to take care of the mystery malfunction without coming back smeared with grease. This was not the day to look like I worked in the field.

      Another perk of being the engineer supervisor was that one elevator ride took me straight down to the hangar.

      A definite perk, I decided as I stepped onto the elevator.

      When I reached the bottom floor, a door to the left would take me to the Skye Travels business offices. But I went to the right. To where the good stuff happened.

      Downside of being the maintenance engineer supervisor. Spending my days sitting behind a desk.

      Any day but today I would be pleased to be getting my hands dirty.

      I stopped at a work cabinet on the way out to the hangar and grabbed a pair of work gloves. I’d had my nails done just for today’s meeting. But it couldn’t be helped.

      Bob was waiting for me. He and three technicians stood next to a Phenom 100. It was a brand-new airplane. What could possibly be wrong with it?

      Bob handed me the schematic.

      “Thank you,” I said, taking it from him, but I didn’t look at it. I didn’t have to. There was nothing about the workings of a Phenom I didn’t know. I could work on any airplane, but the Phenom was my specialty.

      I crawled beneath the plane so that I could see up into the engine. First, even though I knew they already would have done it, I checked the basics. Nothing wrong there.

      A quick glance over my shoulder told me that the men had gone off and left me here.

      I shook my head and continued to search for whatever it was that had my men baffled.

      It didn’t take long before I found it.

      One of the gears was missing a pin.

      “It’s a stripped gear,” I said to no one in particular.

      “Sounds like a simple fix.”

      I looked up, nearly bumping my head on the fuselage. A man kneeling also on the other side of the plane was looking at my hands as I checked the lines.

      “It is,” I said. “But it’s damaged the brake line.”

      He didn’t answer right away.

      “Can you fix it?”

      Balancing with one hand on the concrete, I looked at the man.

      First of all I didn’t recognize him. Not surprising. I hadn’t been here long enough to recognize hardly anyone other than the men I was supervising and I was still learning their names.

      Second, he was not one of the mechanics.

      He was dressed in a pilot’s uniform.

      Third, I couldn’t see his eyes behind his aviator glasses. For some reason, that always annoyed me. Why couldn’t they take off their shades when they were inside the hangar? It wasn’t like there was any glaring sunlight inside. The shades merely served to keep what they probably considered a healthy distance between the mechanics and the pilots.

      Didn’t they realize that there wasn’t really all that much difference between us? A pilot had to know how to work on his or her airplane. A mechanic, however, did not have to know how to fly one and rarely did. Still. There was no reason to be snobby about it.

      “I can,” I said.

      “Good,” he said with a little nod and a glance at the designer watch on his wrist. “Can you have it ready before Noon?”

      “Maybe. I have to check the parts inventory.”

      He gave me a nod. “I’ll check back.”

      Then he left me to it.

      As I stood up and watched him walk away, with that distinctive pilot’s swagger, a voice from a very long, long time ago echoed in my head.

      You will meet your soulmate underneath… an airplane.

      I shook my head. And that was exactly why I had never been to a fortune teller since that day when I was fourteen.

      They put ridiculous thoughts in a person’s head.

      Absolutely ridiculous.
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      After leaving the private hangar, I strolled down the second-floor hallway of Skye Travels to my grandfather’s office. The offices were, in a premium position, right off the tarmac.

      About a year ago Grandpa had added offices over our private hangar for the airplane maintenance employees including technicians and engineers. Getting the staff in place for that was still a work in progress.

      My grandfather Noah Worthington was an impressive man. At nearly seventy years old, he still ran the company he had started—Skye Travels. My Uncle Quinn was the official vice-president, but unofficially he didn’t do anything without Grandpa’s approval. I figured it was as it should since Grandpa had started the company from a single airplane and made into a successful company. Usually fast growth was hard to manage, but not for Grandpa.

      I stopped at the lobby window overlooking the tarmac. All the windows in the building were floor to ceiling glass. Some people had windows to bring the outdoor of the forest inside their homes. Skye Travels had windows to bring the runway and airplanes inside the offices.

      I never grew tired of the sound of jet engines outside on the runway or the scent of jet fuel. I’d practically grown up here in the Skye Travels offices, playing at my grandfather’s feet while he conducted the business of the most successful private airline company in the country.

      While he talked business, expanding Skye Travels into Worthington Enterprises, I played with my collection of toy airplanes and, my favorite, a little toy airport. At the time I hadn’t known that many of my so-called toys were collector’s items.

      But today was my birthday. And Grandpa didn’t know I knew what he had gotten me.

      I knew because he gave all of his grandchildren something special when they turned thirty. Something they really wanted. And there was nothing I wanted more than the brand-new Phenom 100 sitting out in the hangar. The paint branding it as part of the Skye Travels fleet was still wet, but that didn’t make the airplane any less mine.

      I was proud to have the red Skye Travels logo splashed across the sides of my plane.

      Since today was my birthday, I already had plans for it. I was going to fly it up to Dallas to have drinks with Mindy. Mindy was my Dallas girl. One of the favorites in my proverbial little black book aka my cell phone.

      We shared a love for martinis and that was enough for me. I’d take her up in my new plane first, then we’d have a drink, a nice dinner, and a romp in her high rise condo. Maybe we’d fly somewhere for dinner, then back to Dallas for drinks. Either way it would be a good birthday.

      Reaching my grandfather’s open office door, I automatically knocked.

      Grandpa was standing his hands behind his back, looking out the window over the tarmac as he often did. I thought of it as his domain. He had never said that, of course, Grandpa was about as humble as a multi-billionaire could be.

      “Come in,” he said, looking over his shoulder.

      I wasn’t a superstitious man, but if I was, I would have known something was wrong in that moment.

      He always said. “Come in. Sit with me.” Every single time.

      But not today.

      Not sure what else to do, I went to stand next to him. Matched his stance.

      “Today’s a big day for you,” he said.

      “Yes sir.”

      Grandpa nodded and made a noncommittal sound of agreement. Hopefully agreement.

      I had flashbacks to those times when I sat playing at his feet. I knew when Grandpa was working and when I could climb into his lap to show him my latest toy plane. I knew his business voice and his fun Grandpa voice.

      Today he was using his business voice.

      But I shrugged it off. I was thirty-years-old today. Maybe that was it. Maybe he saw turning thirty as serious business.

      I waited, being about as patient as I possibly could be. Patience was not one of my best traits.

      “Come sit,” he said.

      I let out a breath of relief as we went to his sitting area at the corner. Comfy arm chairs. Floor to ceiling windows. Perfect view of the tarmac.

      I loved it here. I could sit here all day, watching planes take off and land.

      Of course, I liked it better being in the cockpit, but if I was Grandpa’s age, I would spend my days watching airplanes.

      “I guess you know I have a present for you,” he said.

      “Yes, sir.” I grinned. I couldn’t help it.

      “Huh. Right.”

      The silence that followed was unbearable. So I filled it.

      “The mechanic is repairing the brake line now. There was a missing pin.” I didn’t tell him that the mechanic was a girl. I kept that to myself along with just how pretty the mechanic’s eyes were. Of course I had noticed. I always noticed a pretty girl or any girl for that matter. I couldn’t help it. It was my nature.

      “Uh huh.”

      I was practically squirming now. Why was he dragging this out like this?

      “I’ve come to a decision,” he said finally.

      “What’s that?”

      Grandpa was not smiling. Not even an ounce of a smile. And when Grandpa gave gifts, he always smiled. Come to think of it, Grandma Savannah should have been here. Getting the gift of an airplane was no small thing.

      “You can’t have it.”

      “What?” I sat back, stunned. “Why? It’ll be fixed in no time.”

      “That’s not it,” Grandpa said.

      “Then…?”

      “You can have it after you’ve been married for three months.”

      My mouth literally fell open.

      I had misunderstood. Or it was a joke. Grandpa was messing with me.

      I forced a smile. “Good one.”

      He shook his head. “I’m serious.”

      He was serious. I could see it in his eyes. Hear it in his voice. I knew he was serious. But… I could not understand it.

      “No one else had to.” I was the oldest of five siblings, but unless I had missed something, seriously missed something, none of my cousins had this kind of stipulation. He’d given some of my cousins high rise condos in his building. Cars and airplanes were not unusual gifts. The airplanes had to stay with Skye Travels, but still…

      “I’m trying something new,” he said.

      No. Not on me. Surely not.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “It’s not your place to understand,” he said. “It’s just your place to do it.”

      “But you can’t—”

      “I can.”

      “But who?” Who did he think I was going to marry? I’d never even been engaged. I happily played the field. Always had.

      A smile played about Grandpa’s lips now. Now he smiled. Not funny.

      “Figure it out,” he said. “You have plenty to choose from.”

      “I—”

      “And if you even try having one of those fake marriages, the deal is off.”
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      The problem with the Phenom 100 had been an easy fix. Too easy. I was pretty sure the guys were still testing me.

      I didn’t mind. I wasn’t one of those feminists who got offended when guys didn’t think I knew what I was doing.

      I knew what I was doing and that was all that mattered.

      I just had an affinity for working on airplanes and I liked doing it.

      But today, the timing was not the best.

      I let Bob know what the problem was. Asked him to have it fixed before Noon.

      To his credit, he looked a bit chagrinned and promised to have it fixed within the hour.

      With everything under control, I found my way back upstairs to change back out of my flight suit into my business skirt and jacket.

      What the men might not realize, or maybe they did, was that today was a very important day for me.

      Today I had an interview with Quinn Worthington to make the job I’d had temporarily for five days now into a permanent one.

      I’d only heard rumors about why the position was open. It didn’t sound like anything serious. The guy had some kind of personal issue and had decided at the last minute not to come back.

      So since I was here… I was offered first interview.

      Skye Travels was a family business and made no apologies for it. Family owned and operated. They made no excuses for
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