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      “Tell me you’re joking,” Miranda said on the other end of the line, with that older-sister tone she used whenever Jenny misbehaved.

      Jenny Sadler slammed the door of her car and walked around to the trunk to retrieve the single suitcase for the trip that would change the rest of her life. Or so she hoped. “Yes. Well, I talked to Lewis this morning, and he’s still open to the idea. Told me to come to his birthday party and we’ll talk right after.”

      “Open to fulfilling a ridiculous pact you made when you were both twenty?” Miranda huffed. “Bless his heart. Don’t go into marriage with such pragmatism. You two aren’t even dating. You never even kissed. How can you jump from being good friends straight to marriage?”

      Jenny clicked her key to lock her car and held the phone against her cheek. She shouldn’t have been so desperate, but the helicopter taxi company her family used had been unable to secure her a flight at such short notice. The humidity typical of Dallas in August hit her with the subtlety of a horn.

      “You’re one to talk given how you’ve always been driven to succeed and are more practical than anyone I know,” Jenny said. God, Miranda had always met and exceeded their family’s expectations. Jenny could never measure up.

      “Hey. Maybe I’m thirty-five and single, but at least I’m not signing my life away just so a piece of paper will make me feel good about myself.”

      Jenny blew out some air, pretty sure she managed to make her recently cut bangs go in opposite directions. Never a good thing, especially when you had an epiphany and decided to choose a bold, blunt style for your hair. “I know. You’re different, though. You’re like a superhero. You don’t need anyone,” Jenny said. If an ounce of envy leaked into her voice, she managed to keep it from infecting the rest of the conversation.

      Her sister embodied the strong, independent woman who walked into a room filled with powerful men and didn’t blink. “I need you,” Miranda said in a soft voice. “Dang it. I need you unmarried and hopeful.”

      “Oh, I’m hopeful.” Jenny jogged through the parking lot leading to the offices. From not far away, the sound of small private jets taking off and the strong wind blended into one symphony of white noise. “I love Lewis. He’s great. He’s been one of my best friends, and he’ll make a great father one day,” Jenny said.

      She could do it on her own, she knew it. Motherhood wasn’t just for couples, obviously. But she wanted a partner, someone to share all the ups and downs with. And she trusted Lewis. A lot of people made do with a lot less.

      “Ma’am. May I help you?” a tall man in uniform asked her.

      Had he seen her limp? Her doctor and physiotherapists had given Jenny hope she’d lose the quick but noticeable hobble of her left leg. When she was in a hurry, it became particularly visible. She walked like one of her shoes was a tad uncomfortable.

      “I’m fine,” she mouthed, clutching the phone against her ear in one hand and grabbing her suitcase with the other. The reason she had this freaking limp should have taught her. Rash decisions like taking off with her ex-boyfriend, Colt, to go on a ski trip and full-assing it in the advanced area even though she was a beginner cost her a flawless walk. Colt sure got out of the picture fast. Or was it because he didn’t approve of her decision to drop out of medical school shortly after the accident?

      “Are you there?” Miranda called out.

      She drew in a breath. What did Miranda know? Miranda could land a hot date in a New York minute, and she didn’t have to deal with her ridiculously accomplished family of surgeons looking down on her because she dropped the last year of medical school to become a movie critic.

      “Yes. Listen, I gotta get going. I’ll call you after I land.”

      She slid the phone in her bag and reached for her ID. She’d made the reservation online, and now she stuck her driver’s license out to the skinny brunette with her hair in a bun. “Came as fast as I could,” she said. Jenny’s pal, Lewis, was giving a birthday bash later that day, and she’d not only attend—she’d follow through with their plan. In three months, she’d turn thirty. Today was Lewis’s day. He’d be turning thirty—and no kids or significant other yet. Why not go to his party and see where it led them? After all, she’d made a lot of bad decisions because of her impulsive behavior. What could it hurt to make one based on reality and pragmatism? “I’m Jenny Sadler.”

      “Jenny?” said the deep voice of a male behind her. Currents of awareness traveled through her, raising the little hairs on the back of her neck. One at a time. She turned in her heels, her throat thick and dry.

      One look at the man in front of her and she felt her legs get sticky and her pussy wet for a non-weather-related reason. He removed his aviator sunglasses and studied her with striking gray eyes. She unglued her tongue from the roof of her mouth and swallowed. Though he only had three years on her, a single premature strand of gray hair streaked from his temple into his textured brown hair, still cut short from his Air Force days. She gazed down, and a sand-colored uniform covered his impossibly broad shoulders, wide chest, and narrowing hips. “Mack? It’s so nice to see you,” she lied. When she was growing up, and he worked for her father on the ranch the family owned in the Texan panhandle, he intrigued her. Now…he fascinated her. Aroused her.

      He gave her a slow, small smile that knotted her insides. Fuck that man. He still had that power over her, and he knew it.

      “Glad you made it in time, Jenny. I’ll be your pilot today. When I read your name on the manifest, I had to come say hi first.”

      “You? My pilot?” Mack had worked for her father until he turned eighteen, when he left for the air force. She remembered Dad saying Mack had done well, and hell, hadn’t Mack attended a couple family parties a few years back? Only then, she hadn’t talked to him much. Why would she want to relive the days she crushed on the guy who paid her no attention?

      “Yes.”

      Mack Hunter. She hadn’t seen him for years. One thing she knew, though…being around him meant wrestling every part of her that could lead her back onto the wrong path. Shit.

      This would be a hell of a long flight.
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      “Cleared for takeoff,” the tower commander announced.

      Mack flicked the console’s buttons, turning on the engine, and glanced over his shoulder at Jenny. She sat behind him, with her legs crossed and hands on her lap. A rumble surged through his body. The last time he’d seen her at a party… he’d almost talked to her besides a polite greeting. He hadn’t.

      Why? She’d attended medical school, her family one of the most affluent and best known in Dallas. He had nothing to offer her—then why did he insist on taking the flight the minute he’d seen her name as a potential client? Why had a ripple of excitement expanded in his chest the second he decided to take her to Houston?

      Because you want to prove something, the voice inside him alerted before he shushed the fucker. A lot had happened since the days he used to be Mr. Dalton Sadler’s employee—and since the day he’d promised Mr. Sadler he wouldn’t get involved with his precious little daughter.

      Now, Mack owned the helicopter taxi company, and his business had grown and continued to do so. He didn’t need to prove shit to anyone.

      “There’s a little bit of a headwind. Weather looks good. We should be there in about ninety minutes,” he said after takeoff.

      “Cool,” Jenny replied. “The view from the top is breathtaking, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You’re probably used to it. To all this…perfection.”

      Was there a trace of bitterness in her voice when she’d enunciated perfection? Maybe not. Though when she’d walked earlier, he couldn’t help but notice a shift in her left leg—she limped a bit. Had she been in some sort of accident recently? His gut clenched. Asking her personal questions while he was in charge of her safety wasn’t an option.

      For the next thirty minutes, he kept telling himself the best way forward would be not to ask about her leg. Sweat slicked on his forehead, and he swallowed the lump of frustration. He used to be good about compartmentalizing. It had been hard to see Jenny and not touch her, not get to know her the way he wanted to in the past—and now, it seemed almost impossible.

      He kept on flying one hundred and forty knots, telling himself to focus on his task.   Suddenly, though, a blend of white and gray crashed into the windshield, and a violent sound shook the entire helicopter. His gut clenched, pulse skipping as he glanced at the seagull that had come out of nowhere and penetrated the windshield. If he didn’t find a place to land, he’d never even have the chance to ask Jenny about her leg.

      She shouted. He lowered the collective and pulled on the cyclic in an emergency effort to slow down the aircraft. His heart rate jumped. He’d find a place to land and get her out safely. Even if his life depended on it.
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      Jenny opened her eyes. Her head hurt, and she blinked several times even though she couldn’t see anything but the blurry mixture of green and blue in front of her. She stretched out her hand and touched a hard surface. Pain shot down her leg, and she hissed.

      Another ache pulsed in her temples, and she cradled her head, willing it away. What the hell?

      “Jenny,” a male voice called her. “Jenny,” he repeated, with a trace of urgency.

      She followed the sound of his voice and focused on the image taking shape in her field of vision. The contours of Mack’s face appeared. Mack. Mack…Hunter.

      “What?” She shifted, then realized she was leaning against a chunky piece of metal. The helicopter!

      Mack checked her pulse, and the moment he touched her wrist, her blood pounded in her veins. Her temples throbbed harder, and she shivered. Now was certainly not a good time to discover what a migraine and arousal felt like together.

      “How are you?”

      She touched her head with her free hand. “I feel strange. Achy. Hangover without a drop of alcohol in my system.” She looked around them, registering the bushes and the clear blue sky. She touched her leg, willing the crampy sensation away. Ever since the ski accident, whenever she tensed up, she stiffened her leg, and sometimes the pain lingered. “What happened?”

      “Penetrating bird strike is the technical term. A seagull hit the windshield and because of the speed and winds, she came through. The helicopter was vibrating too much, so to keep us safe I made an emergency landing in the closest field. Wasn’t as smooth as I’d hoped. Hence your headache.”

      What were the odds? Apprehension raced down her spine. “Wow. Where are we?”

      “The GPS got damaged, so it’s not one hundred percent accurate. But we should be in a rural area between Dallas and Houston. I was following the flight plan until the bird strike.”

      She propped her hands on the ground, clenching the grass. Determined to stand, she attempted to boost herself upright, but even her good leg wobbled. Sighing, she remained sitting. She brought her clammy palms together in a soundless clap. “What do we do?”

      She saw her bag and reached for it, retrieving her cell phone.

      “Phones aren’t working.” Mack knelt next to her. “I grabbed a map from the helicopter. There should be a little town called Aurora, some miles from here. We can hike there, and I’ll call for help.”

      Hike? She shivered at the thought. “How far is it?”

      He shrugged. “I’ll take you.” He opened a black backpack. “Put whatever you need right away in here. I’ll send for the rest later.”

      She clutched her own purse. “No. I can’t let you carry me for miles on end.” The image of his big strong hands on her popped up in her mind, but she willed it away. When she’d been
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