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      I’d had better days.

      I sat in a small private Cessna jet on the tarmac at a little airport just out from Aspen, Colorado.

      The sun came through the windshield with a vengeance. It was hot for an October day.

      A ridge of trees, flocked with shades of red, yellow, and gold started just off the edge of the runway and traveled up the mountainside until they gave way to bare rocks and finally snowcapped peaks.

      A flock of birds left the trees and flew into the sky.

      Yet I was left sitting here on the tarmac in this plane.

      The tail of the plane wore bright red letters. Skye Travels.

      One of Noah Worthington’s planes.

      Noah. My daddy.

      Daddy was known to hire only the best pilots to fly for the company he’d built from the ground up.

      It was an aviation empire now. One that rivaled some of the smaller commercial airlines.

      Out of six children, I was the only one of his children who became a pilot.

      Six. One brother. Three sisters. And one half-sister.

      Both my half-sister and my older sister had married pilots, but that didn’t count.

      I had Daddy’s blood running through my veins.

      Yet he wouldn’t hire me on until I had enough experience.

      Frankly, I thought he was being harder on me than anyone else.

      He’d let me haul cargo, but not people.

      “Miss Worthington?” A mechanic climbed up on the wing and stuck his head through the open door of my plane.

      “Did you find one?”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “We have to order one from the factory. Won’t be here for two days.” He glanced upwards. “And with the weather they’re predicting, all bets are off.”

      Damn.

      “Is there another plane I can use?”

      “You’ll have to check inside. I don’t have that information.”

      Of course he didn’t.

      I tossed my leather satchel over my shoulder, but left my pilot’s cap on the passenger seat.

      Daddy insisted that all his pilots wear a cap. He thought they added a level of distinctiveness to the pilots.

      “Come on Beau,” I said. “Let’s get out of here.”

      I picked up the leash and, leaning back, hooked it on Beau’s collar.

      This was supposed to be a day trip. Fly up. Get the dog—a cute, friendly solid black lab—and fly back to Houston.

      Simple.

      But then the alternator had gone bad.

      Apparently there was a shortage of alternators right now, at least for this particular plane.

      And on top of that, there was a snow storm coming in.

      I didn’t do snow.

      I was a Houston girl. Born and raised.

      My older sister, Madison, lived in Denver with her fiancé. But that was about as close to snow as I got.

      Though I was only picking up a dog, I was still flying a Skye Travels plane, so I was wearing part of my full uniform. White shirt. Low heels. Black jeans.

      I used every opportunity to show Daddy that I was ready to fly passengers, but today seemed like a good day to bend the rules.

      I had become adept at getting in and out of small planes, even wearing heels.

      The big dog was a bit of a different story.

      I barely had my feet on the ground before Beau jumped out, landing behind me.

      He shook his whole body, fur flying, and looked at me expectantly.

      I didn’t know a whole lot about dogs, but I could tell Beau was still a puppy. A big gangly puppy.

      Though the sun had been hot coming in through the windshield, there was a cold bite to the wind. I was wearing a little suit jacket. It wouldn’t do much to keep me warm though.

      “Let’s go,” I said, starting off across the tarmac toward the office where I’d left just an hour ago.

      Beau practically pulled me along behind him.

      He was being shipped from one family member to another. That’s all I knew. I’m sure there was a story behind it all, but my job was just to get Beau from one airport to another.

      My sister Madison would have known the whole story before she even had the flight scheduled. But she was a psychologist.

      Me. I was all about the flight.

      But right now I was stuck in an airport in the Rocky Mountains with a dog named Beau.

      I went inside the little office and walked up to the desk.

      “Hi,” I said to the young lady sitting behind the desk. Her nametag said her name was Claire. She was a tall, thin woman with short blonde hair. Her features were angular and sharp.

      “Hi,” Claire said with a bright smile, mostly for Beau.

      “They had to order a part,” I said. “for my plane.”

      “I know,” Claire said. “I’m sorry.”

      “So… can you get me out of here?”

      “Unfortunately we don’t have any extra planes.” She said it with a straight face.

      “I didn’t think you would,” I said, plastering a smile on my face, refusing to get snippy. “Do you have access to other flights out of here?”

      “I do,” she said. “There’s nothing. The storm.”

      “Right,” I said. “The storm. But would you please check again?” Beau tugged at his leash and I had to catch myself to him from pulling me with him. “I have this dog I have to get to Houston.”

      Claire started to refuse, but I just raised an eyebrow and stood as though to say I was going to wait right here until she checked again.

      Claire clicked keys on the keyboard.

      Then looked back at me. “I’m sorry,” she said. “There’s nothing.”

      “Alright,” I said, pulling my cell out of my pocket.

      Daddy could fix this.

      Claire had no idea, obviously, how to make things happen.

      I shot off a quick text to Daddy.

      ME: Had to order a part. AND weather has flight delayed. Can you get me out of here?

      I walked over to one of the sofas and sat down. Beau jumped up to sit beside me.

      There was only one other man in the lobby, but his back was to me. A phone was pressed to his ear.

      “I don’t think you’re supposed to be up here,” I said, pushing at Beau.

      He didn’t budge.

      He was awfully heavy for a puppy.

      DADDY: Let me see. Hold tight. Be right back.

      Hold tight. He had no idea what he was asking.

      Claire was shooting me dirty looks for having Beau on the sofa.

      Well, it wasn’t like I could do anything about it.

      I stood up and Beau followed. We walked over to the window and turned our backs to Claire as I held my cell and waited.

      Clouds had gathered around the mountain peaks. I remembered Madison talking about how the mountain peaks would disappear in a swirl of clouds when it was going to snow.

      Then when clouds cleared, they would leave a layer of fresh snow.

      While waiting for Daddy to get back to me, I checked the weather on my phone.

      Wow. According to the projection, this whole area was going to be blanketed by snow in about… three hours.

      I needed to leave. Now.

      I turned and started back toward the desk, Beau in tow.

      Claire saw me coming. I know she did. She stood up and disappeared into the back.

      I stood in the middle of the lobby. Beau’s leash in one hand. My phone in the other.

      My thoughts scattered in a thousand different directions.

      There was no way I was getting out of here today.

      I had to find dog food for this dog. And a place to stay.

      A hotel that took dogs.

      I stared at my phone. Willing Daddy to write back.

      The phone rang and I jumped.

      “Hi Daddy,” I said. I had a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach.
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      I’d been on hold for far too long.

      But it had paid off.

      While I was on hold, listening to interminable elevator music, I’d watched the young lady who had come in with her dog.

      I couldn’t hear her conversation with Claire, the receptionist, but I could tell by Claire’s smug expression and the girl’s look of distress, that she was stranded here.

      I stood up. Stretched. The girl was pacing and talking on her cell. She was one of those dark-haired brunettes that automatically sent my pulse racing.

      But this particular dark-haired brunette had the beauty of an angel.

      I didn’t know who she was or where she came from. Frankly I didn’t care.

      I shoved my iPad into my satchel and tossed it over my shoulder.

      Hanging back, I waited for her finish her call. I could hear her voice, but she spoke low, so I couldn’t understand her words.

      “Love you, too,” she said before ending the call. I flinched.

      Didn’t matter. There were lots of people she could say that to. Didn’t mean she was taken.

      Either way, I could still help her.

      Claire had disappeared into the back. I’d dealt with her before, so I wasn’t surprised.

      The girl stood there, looking bereft.

      I walked over and stopped a few feet away.

      “Hi,” I said.

      She looked over at me and frowned. Her dog walked over and licked my fingers.

      They said dogs and owners tended to have the same personality, so I had hope for this girl.

      I nodded toward the receptionist desk. “Having trouble getting out of here?”

      “A bit,” she said.

      “Well, I just got clearance for takeoff.”

      She was frowning again.

      “Must be nice,” she said.

      “Can I give you a lift?” I asked, scratching her dog’s ears.

      “I don’t know you,” she said.

      “Your dog likes me,” I said.

      “He’s not—” Her phone chimed again and she glanced at it, then lifted her gaze back to mine.

      Her eyes were green. Not hazel. A deep emerald green. Mesmerizing.

      I took another step forward, holding out my hand.

      “I’m Wyatt,” I said.

      She hesitated, but then slipped her phone in her pocket and pressed her hand against mine.

      She had a professional handshake. That told me a lot about her.

      I grinned. “Now you know me.”

      She shook her head and grabbed the dog’s leash with both hands.

      “So can I give you a lift?”

      Claire walked back out to her desk and watched us.

      “I don’t even know where you’re headed,” she said.

      “With this weather, I’m thinking it wouldn’t matter.”

      I could tell she was considering it. But she was still wary. A good quality for a girl who looked like her to have.

      Claire’s voice came over the loudspeaker. You’d think there was a roomful of people and not just the two of us.

      “The terminal will be closing in ten minutes.”

      I’d been in this terminal a hundred times and I’d never even known it to have a loudspeaker.

      Probably just for emergencies.

      But Claire was being an ass. I’d seen it before. This was different though. She was usually a lot more subtle about it.

      She smiled when she saw me looking in her direction. She raised a hand and sent me a smile.

      I ignored her and turned back to the girl.

      “Well,” I said. “I take that as my cue to get out of here.” I gave the dog another pat. “Good luck.”

      I turned and walked toward the door to the tarmac.

      Damn. I hated leaving this girl stranded here.

      But I understood where she was coming from.

      She had no idea who I was.

      And had no reason to leave with me.

      If she were my sister, I’d commend her caution.

      I reached the door and wrapping my fingers around the doorknob, prepared myself to face the air that seemed to be getting colder by the minute.

      “Wait,” the girl said from behind me.
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      As I watched Wyatt walk toward the tarmac, I felt sick to my stomach.

      Weather was one thing a pilot couldn’t control.

      Even my daddy, Noah Worthington, couldn’t control the weather.

      Normally, he would have sent someone to pick me up. But with the storm coming in, it was out of his hands.

      He told me to get a hotel room and wait it out.

      Either the weather would clear and the part would come in or the weather would clear and he’d send someone for me.

      Everything depended on the weather.

      Already a few stray snowflakes were starting to fall.

      Daddy had someone looking for a room in town for me, but so far everything was booked up.

      Not only was it that time of the year when tourists flocked to leaf peeking, but the storm had people stranded.

      And then I had this dog, so the hotel had to accept a pet.

      I couldn’t stay here. Claire was closing the doors, kicking me out.

      I could get transportation easy enough. A cab or an uber.

      But then what?

      This was not a good situation.

      Wherever Wyatt was going, it was out of here. If I could get away from this storm, I could get home.

      And it looked like he was my last ditch choice.

      He turned as I called out to him. Looked at me with a smug little grin on his face.

      I shrugged.

      Beau was already headed toward Wyatt. I just followed along.

      “We’ll come with you,” I said.

      “Glad I was able to twist your arm,” he said, holding the door open for me.

      I stepped through the door into air that colder than it had been when I’d come in.

      It hadn’t been that long, had it?

      “Do you have luggage?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “So no luggage.”

      He wasn’t asking. Even though I know he wanted to.

      Most people who flew had some type of luggage.

      I had my satchel with my iPad and a change of clothes. I always had that with me.

      But he didn’t need to know that.

      And I decided right then and there that I wasn’t going to tell him who I was.

      I’m not quite sure why. Maybe it was people I was tired of guys thinking I’d be easy to hit on because I was a pilot.

      Or maybe I wanted him to think I was just a regular girl with a dog.

      And not the heiress to an aviation empire.

      He didn’t know. And I saw no reason to tell him.

      He was giving me a lift. That was all.

      I had to admit though that he was good looking. He had that tall, dark, and handsome look that I was a sucker for.

      He had a five o’clock shadow and a charming little sideways grin.

      And those blue eyes. They seemed to just see right through me.

      And on top of that, he’d come to my rescue in a time of need.

      Wyatt was my knight in shining armor.

      We walked across the tarmac toward a Phenom 300 private jet. I’d seen it earlier and assumed it belonged to a movie star or a corporate tycoon.

      Daddy had been eyeing one of these for a while now, but there was a waiting list.

      I glanced over at Wyatt.

      We were definitely headed toward the Phenom.

      “Are we the only ones flying?” I asked, unable to keep quiet any longer.

      “Just us.” He adjusted the strap of his satchel.

      “You don’t mind if Beau goes along?” I already knew the answer, but I was having trouble wrapping my head around getting to fly in this jet that went for millions of dollars and was hard to get.

      “Why would I mind?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “Not everyone likes dog hair.”

      Beau was running ahead of us and it was all I could do to keep him from pulling out of my hands. It was like he knew where we were headed.

      “I like dogs.”

      He wasn’t giving me any answers.

      We reached the jet and he used a remote to lower the steps.

      As the steps lowered, I watched him. He seemed at ease with the plane.

      “Is this your plane?” I asked. Since he wasn’t going to volunteer any information, I’d just have to ask.

      Maybe he was like me. Maybe he figured he was giving me lift and I didn’t need to know any personal details about him.

      “All mine,” he said.

      I heard the undertone of pride that he was probably trying to hide.

      He wouldn’t have any way to know that I knew how hard it was to get one of these.

      “You first,” he said, holding out a hand toward the stairs.

      It took a bit of encouragement to get Beau to go up the stairs behind me.

      The plane smelled luxuriously new. Like leather and new fabric.

      I wondered just how new it was. And wondered again why Wyatt was so easy about letting a stranger, much less a dog on board.

      I watched as he secured the door.

      “You can sit wherever you like,” he said.

      “Oh. Right.” I’d just assumed I’d sit in the cockpit. With him.

      But I wasn’t telling him that I was a pilot, so it was little bit harder to explain.

      I looked around. There were so many places to sit. Not just chairs. But a sofa.

      Daddy had some nice planes, but this one was nicer than anything even Noah Worthington owned.

      Seems my knight in shining armor was not only a pilot, but a wealthy one.
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      My passenger seemed reluctant to take a seat.

      She was asking a lot of questions, but I didn’t mind. She should ask. She was the one putting herself in a stranger’s hands.

      “Can I sit in the cockpit?” she asked. “with you?”

      That was an interesting request. Most people, especially the ladies, liked to sit in the back and enjoy a glass of champagne during their flight.

      But I didn’t mind the company. In fact, I was happy to have it.

      “Sure,” I said.

      She smiled then. For the first time.

      And her smile lit up her face.

      I’d thought she was beautiful before, but that smile made her drop dead gorgeous.

      “On one condition,” I said.

      “What’s that?” The wariness had come back to her eyes.

      I just smiled.

      “Tell me your name.”

      “Ainsley,” she said.

      “Do you have a last name?”

      “Ainsley Richards.”

      “Well, Ainsley Richards. Welcome aboard. Unfortunately, we’re under a bit of a time crunch and have to get going.”

      She nodded and followed me to the cockpit.

      The dog, Beau, followed us.

      Ainsley went straight to the copilot’s seat, sat down, and buckled herself in.

      I looked at her questioningly.

      “What?” she asked.

      “You seem to know your way around a cockpit.”

      “Oh,” she said. “I’ve spent some time in planes.”

      I winked at her. “Good to know. You can let me know how I do.”

      She smiled and there was something in that smile that caught me a little off-guard. It was a secretive, knowing smile. It made me wonder if she did know enough to critique my flying.

      I shook off the feeling. I knew what I was doing anyway.

      I put on my headset and spoke quietly to the control tower.

      A minute later, we were approved for takeoff.

      I wasn’t surprised since we seemed to be the last flight out of the airport.

      It was irritating how quickly they’d closed everything down, but it was also impressive.

      All indicators looked good, so I pushed the plane and we took off.

      That moment when the wheels first left the ground was, for me, a magical time.

      I glanced over at Ainsley to see how she was fairing.

      She had her eyes closed and a blissful expression on her face. She looked like I felt.

      Beau had laid down between us and put his head down. If I didn’t know better, I think the dog was a frequent flyer.

      I took us into the air and we started a slow turn north. We’d get past the mountains, and the bad weather, then head northwest.

      Ainsley was staring at the computer screen, her brow creased.

      Then she looked up at me.

      “Why are we going to Wyoming?” she asked.

      Obviously, she could read a flight plan.

      “Going around the bad weather,” I said.

      She held up her hands and shrugged. Then pressed her button again. “Why not head south?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            AINSLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      My phone chimed and I looked down.

      I had a text message from Daddy.

      DADDY: Did you find a hotel?

      Wi-Fi? The plane had Wi-Fi?

      Of course it did. Obviously satellite.

      But right now I had bigger concerns.

      I put on my headset and pressed the button. “Why are we going to Wyoming?” I asked again.

      “Because I have to get home.”

      “Home.” I said to myself. I hadn’t bothered to ask where exactly Wyatt was taking me.

      I took a deep breath. The main thing was to get away from this storm.

      Once we landed in… where that airport in Wyoming was, I could find my way to Houston.

      Daddy texted again.

      DADDY: Bailey hasn’t been able to find anything.

      ME: Caught a flight out. Will be in touch when I land. Sorry. It was the last flight out. Didn’t have time to communicate.

      Daddy wouldn’t expect to hear from again until I landed.

      We always just assumed there was no cell service in the air. That cut down on a lot of worry when we didn’t hear from whoever was flying.

      I took another deep breath.

      It served me right for not asking questions.

      I’d actually never done anything like this before. But then, I’d never been in this kind of situation before either.

      I practiced deep breathing. Something I would never admit to doing. It would give my psychologist sister too much satisfaction.

      Closing my eyes, I pressed my head back against the headrest.

      Then made a mental list of things I needed to do when we landed.

      Dog food was at the top of the list.

      In fact… I needed to get the dog some water. And I needed water.

      “Going to the back for a minute,” I said.

      Wyatt nodded.

      I unbuckled and went into the back. Beau stood up, shook himself, and followed me.

      The fully stocked kitchen area had refrigerated water bottles and snacks and a fully stocked bar. I found a bowl big enough for him to drink from and filled it with water from one of the bottles.

      Beau got artisan water today.

      As he lapped up the water, I opened a bottle of water for myself and drank deeply. I hadn’t realized how thirsty I’d gotten. But then flying always made me thirsty.

      The plane wasn’t as big as I’d expected, but it had a lot of open space and had elegant furnishings.

      I sat down on the sofa to finish my water.

      And I wondered just who Wyatt was.

      If I had his last name, I could google him on my cell. But without a last name, I’d be wasting my time.

      Since I didn’t have any other choice at this point, I’d just go along.

      It wasn’t like Wyatt was hard to be around.

      In fact, I had a feeling he and I could be friends.

      And he was nice to look at.

      Besides, I was curious about who he was and what he called home.

      It was possible that this wasn’t actually his plane.

      Some pilots went in together and bought planes. That would certainly be more feasible that just one person owning a plane like this.

      Unless, of course, you were Noah Worthington. But even he didn’t have this kind of airplane.

      It was possible that Daddy and Wyatt knew each other.

      I hadn’t given Wyatt my real last name. I’d given him my mother’s maiden name. Richards.

      Anyone with the Worthington last name was far too easy to find on the Internet.

      Especially an unusual name like Ainsley.

      There was only one Ainsley Worthington in the world as far as I knew.

      Feeling more centered, I put away what had become Beau’s water bowl and made my way back to the cockpit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            WYATT

          

        

      

    

    
      Ainsley stayed gone longer than I’d expected.

      Just when I was about to give up on her, Ainsley came back to the cockpit, her dog at her heels.

      She was most definitely a mystery.

      We flew through some clouds just as she was about to sit down and hit some turbulence.

      I instinctively put out an arm to steady her.

      When I did, it tipped her toward me and with my arm around her, she grabbed my shoulders to steady herself.

      The turbulence only lasted a handful of seconds. It was over in a blink.

      But I had my arms around her and her fists were in my shirt.

      She smelled like honeysuckle and vanilla.

      Normally I wasn’t bothered much by turbulence. I knew how to handle it. It was common in the high altitudes around the mountains, so I had a lot of experience with it.

      But my heart was pounding like I’d been running a race.

      Ainsley pushed back, steadying herself.

      Our eyes met and for a moment, we didn’t move.

      It was like we were frozen there.

      But in reality it only lasted a fraction of a second. She straightened and went to her seat, buckling herself in.

      I adjusted the altitude to get us above the clouds.

      Ainsley took out her phone and kept her gaze focused on it, thought she didn’t appear to be doing anything.

      Then she blew out a breath and, looking over at me, gave me a little smile.

      That little smile sent my heart racing again.

      I shifted in my seat.

      When she’d practically been in my lap, I’d been enveloped in her scent. Something like honeysuckle and vanilla. Maybe some undertones of jasmine.

      It hadn’t smelled like heavy perfume at all. More like soap. Or maybe it had just been her essence.

      At any rate, whatever it was, it made my thoughts foggy. That and the way she’d looked at me.

      She was like some kind of mermaid calling me toward the rocks. Or whatever mermaids did.

      It had been a long time since a woman had this effect on me.

      But then I’d gotten good at keeping my distance. I had something one of them had described as an icy wall that I throw up in an instant.

      But if anyone else had been through what I’d been through, they’d probably not only have a wall to throw up, they’d probably live behind it.

      So all in all, I considered myself to be managing fairly well.

      I picked up my clipboard, made a show of flipping through the pages, then casually laid it in my lap.

      Just in case my cock decided to embarrass me by choosing this particular time to come alive again.
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      I held my phone tightly in my hands just to keep my hands from trembling.

      It wasn’t the turbulence. Turbulence didn’t scare me one bit.

      I knew how to handle it as did any competent pilot. And Wyatt seemed more than competent.

      It was way he’d looked at me. And God help me, I’d liked the feel of his arms around my waist.

      I didn’t date pilots.

      At least, not any more.

      I’d broken my own rule once and it had led to a moratorium on men.

      Which I was still on, by the way.

      I wasn’t about to make an exception for Wyatt.

      He was still a man even if he wasn’t a pilot by trade. Flying a jet like this told me he wasn’t.

      Pilots couldn’t afford this kind of plane.

      He did something else for a living. Or maybe he was independently wealthy. An inheritance maybe.

      Or maybe he was a high-powered executive. He didn’t act like an executive. I’d seen my share of them, too.

      No. Whatever he was, he was a mystery.

      I tried to focus my thoughts on something else.

      But sitting here in the cockpit next to this handsome pilot—and at the moment he was a pilot—there wasn’t much space to think about anything else.

      I wondered if I should let somebody know where I was.

      I wasn’t on this man’s manifest. At least not under my real name.

      If we crashed, no one would know I was onboard.

      That thought jarred me a bit.

      I clicked open my phone and put on my headset. Pressed the button to talk.

      “What’s our flight number?” I asked.

      He rattled it off.

      I typed it into a text and sent it into cyberspace.

      The Wi-Fi wasn’t so good right now for some reason. But I felt better just letting someone know where I was.

      I sat back and forced myself to relax and enjoy the flight.

      Just as my heartrate had gotten back to a steady state, Wyatt’s voice came though my headset.

      “Where did you need to go?” he asked.

      I sighed. So much for relaxing and enjoying the flight.

      “Houston,” I said. Houston was a big city and wouldn’t tell him much.

      I wasn’t so sure it mattered anyway if he knew who I was.

      “I see,” he said. “Guess I’m taking you in the wrong direction.”

      “Just a little,” I said with a little smile.

      It wasn’t his fault I’d jumped on his plane.

      He had gotten me out of a bad place. With my own plane down for who knows how long and the storm coming in, and no rooms available in town, I could have been in a mess.

      “Guess we’ll figure something out,” he said.

      “I’m sure we will,” I said.

      We sat in silence a few minutes.

      “I just got another weather report,” he said. “Looks like the storm is bigger than they’d expected. You might be stuck in Wyoming for a while.”

      I looked blankly at him. “How long is awhile?”

      He shrugged. “A few days.”

      I didn’t have a few days to sit in Wyoming waiting out a storm.

      I had family obligations.

      “I’ll figure something out,” I said with a bravado I didn’t feel.

      There were a lot of things we could control.

      But weather wasn’t one of them.

      Weather was the great equalizer in the aviation world.

      It brought pilots back down to the level of those who had to travel on the ground.
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      A colorful radar screen was never a good thing.

      But we could make it to Beaufort Valley Ranch without any problem.

      Unfortunately, though, the storm had taken a turn and no one was going to be leaving by car, plane, or train anytime soon.

      I told myself not to be happy about this.

      But it wasn’t taking. I was fascinated by the girl sitting next to me.

      Her long brunette hair was pulled around to one side and she’d clipped it there. Her big green eyes were framed with long lashes. And her lips were rather pouty at the moment. I wondered what it would feel like to kiss her.

      She was wearing black jeans, but otherwise, she was dressed professionally. A cute little black suit jacket. A white blouse. And I hadn’t missed the red bottoms on the shoes.

      This was not an ordinary girl.

      She had no luggage, yet she was obviously a high class woman.

      I entertained myself for a moment inventing all sorts of background stories for her.

      Maybe she was a flight attendant. She knew enough about airplanes. Actually more than most flight attendants. She could read a flight plan.

      So she knew too much to be a flight attendant. And her shoes didn’t fit. Flight attendants didn’t make enough money to buy shoes like that. Did they? Maybe I was out of touch.

      Maybe she had a pilot boyfriend. Now that definitely fit. That would explain her knowledge of planes and her shoes. And she happened to be here with a dog. In a private terminal. But where was the boyfriend?

      I should just ask her.

      And normally I would have. I was considered by most to be a straightforward kind of guy.

      But this particular situation was different.

      Ainsley didn’t seem to want to tell me anything.

      And I felt obligated to respect that. She was a passenger. Not a date.

      And that’s where things got sticky.

      I was actually interested in her.

      And that hadn’t happened to me in a really long time.

      I thought I had developed an immunity to women.

      I was certainly used to them throwing themselves at me.

      But it wasn’t happening.

      Now this aloof girl had my attention and she didn’t even know and didn’t even seem to care.

      All she wanted was to get out of Aspen and get to Houston.

      It didn’t seem like too much to ask. And I’d thought to put her on a plane out of there.

      It occurred to me that I could turn the plane around and fly it straight to Houston.

      It was possible. Hell, I had one of the best private jets on the market.

      But I had an obligation. Just like she probably did.

      And even if I didn’t have an obligation, I secretly wanted to take her home with me.

      The problem was I didn’t know what I was going to do with her.

      Bringing a pretty young lady home with me did not fit with my plans. Much less being stranded at the ranch with her.
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      We were getting close to our destination. Wherever that was.

      Some place in a valley. I wasn’t close enough to read the screen to see that actual destination.

      And my cell service hadn’t come back on, so I wasn’t able to look it up using the flight number.

      I was flying blind, so to speak.

      And depending on Wyatt to get us someplace safe.

      As we began our descent, I had a good view of the land below.

      It was absolutely stunning.

      The green valleys were surrounded by tall majestic mountains.

      As we hovered closer to the ground, I saw a herd of what looked like wild horses running below.

      I’d never been a on a horse. Houston born and raised.

      I’d ridden a lot of airplanes, but never a horse.

      Under other circumstances, I could see this trip as being an adventure.

      But instead, I was faced with uncertainty.

      What was I walking into?

      It could be anything.

      I ruled out serial killer. Airplanes were too high profile to use for serial killings. Just didn’t fit.

      My best bet was that he either worked for some big company or was a high-powered mogul in his own right.

      I wondered what kind of ranch he had. If he even had a ranch.

      I looked over at him from beneath my lashes.

      He wasn’t a cowboy, at least not the traditional type.

      He was wearing a pair of blue jeans. A white shirt. And a black tie. Like me, he was dressed in partial pilot’s uniform. Instead of cowboy boots, he wore regular dress shoes. Like a city boy would wear.

      At the moment, he was wearing dark shades and although they gave him a definite sex appeal, I was not a fan.

      I liked being able to see a person’s eyes.

      I’d left my own shades in my plane. Hopefully they would still be there when I got back to my plane. I’d left my shades and my cap.

      As we began the final descent, Beau sat up and let out a single bark.

      I looked over and my gaze met Wyatt’s.

      I’d flown animals before, but never one like this.

      Beau almost seemed to know his own way around airplanes.

      In this rare moment, I really wished I was more like my sister, Madison. She would have known the dog’s story.

      Maybe he was some kind of special rescue dog.

      I honestly had no idea. Because I hadn’t bothered to ask.

      I determined to work harder at finding out things about my passengers. Even if I didn’t think they were any of my business. Turns out you never knew when knowledge about something might come in handy. Like now. I wanted to know about Beau, but, of course, he couldn’t tell me. For all I knew, I was taking him to some little old lady in Houston or maybe to a kid with a terminal illness.

      “What’s his story?” Wyatt asked.

      Yep. I definitely needed to make a concerted effort to get know a little more about my passengers.
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      After a smooth landing, if I did have to say so myself, I taxied to my private hangar where I kept my plane.

      Though it was a bit hard to believe, Ainsley was the first woman I’d brought home with me.

      I usually stayed in town. With them.

      I preferred to keep my privacy private.

      Yet bringing Ainsley here seemed almost natural. I actually wanted to show her my place.

      Being private and living alone was nice, but sometimes it got a bit lonely.

      Watching my theatre sized television alone lacked something. Namely companionship.

      The thought of curling up with her on my leather sofa and watching a movie had an undeniable appeal.

      She didn’t say anything as we landed and I pressed the garage door app on my phone that let me into the hangar.

      Once we’d taxied inside, I hit the remote on my phone again to close the door.

      I wondered how she wasn’t just a little bit impressed. I was still impressed and I’d lived here for over a year.

      Most would consider it a long commute. But for me, getting to work was more fun than being at work. And that was saying a lot.

      Not too many people got to live their dreams.

      The three of us, me, Ainsley, and Beau prepared to exit the plane. Ainsley and Beau waited patiently while I went to the back and gathered up my duffle bag.

      I’d asked her about Beau, but she’d just shrugged noncommittally. I don’t think she knew much about him.

      I decided that he was her pilot boyfriend’s dog.

      I’d never seen a dog who seemed so comfortable in an airplane.

      So while knew absolutely nothing about Ainsley Richards, I’d invented quite a fictional life for her.

      I sort of actually hoped I was close to the truth because it was a good life. Reality could be so very harsh.

      I deftly batted away any negative ideas I had like maybe she was homeless and the dog had escaped from a shelter. They were helping each other survive.

      Hell, even my negative ideas had a positive spin on them.

      After securing the plane, I opened the door and we all three exited the plane.

      It was a bit of a walk to the house, but Ainsley didn’t seem to have any trouble walking in her designer shoes.

      Instead, she watched the clouds over the mountains.

      “It’s going to snow,” she said. “in the high country.”

      I followed her gaze. “Not just up there,” I said. “It’s going to snow down here, too.”

      “And you don’t have any deicing equipment for your plane.”

      “Wasn’t something I ever thought I’d need.”

      She looked me in the eyes.

      “I guess you haven’t lived here very long then.”

      Ainsley was good. I had to give her that.

      We’d no more than landed and already she’d figured out that I was not a Wyoming ranch native.

      Impressive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            11

          

          
            AINSLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      The sprawling ranch nestled into the mountain range of western Wyoming was impressive as we flew over it.

      When we landed, I expected him to get us into a car and drive us to one of the cabins up the mountain.

      That was typically how it went. Momma and Daddy had a cabin in Colorado, but they had to drive about an hour or so from the airport to the house. It was a mountainous area and there was no place to park a plane.

      This, on the other hand, was a flat valley area between two mountain ranges.

      From the air, I’d seen one big house and several smaller cabins around it, nestled in the trees.

      Again, not anything out of the ordinary.

      But when we took off walking down a pebbled walkway toward the main house, suddenly nothing was ordinary about this.

      So maybe he owned the plane, as he said he did, and he was using someone else’s…

      But he’d called this home.

      If this was Wyatt’s home, he was most definitely not what I expected.

      A wealthy Wyoming rancher?

      A little bubble of laughter escaped my lips and I quickly put a hand over my mouth to cover it.

      “What?” Wyatt asked. “What’s funny?”

      “Nothing,” I said, wiping the smile off my face. “So where are we? Exactly?”

      “Home,” he said, sweeping a hand around. “Welcome to Beaufort Valley Ranch.”

      “This is where you live?” I asked.

      He grinned at me with a crooked little smile.

      “Yeah. What do you think?”

      I looked around. At the mountaintops hidden in the clouds.

      There was a river nearby. Not only had I seen it from the plane, I could hear the rush of water.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said. “Big.”

      He nodded. “Agreed.”

      Though Beaufort Valley Ranch was quite impressive, I was a city girl, through and through.

      The thought of living in a small town was a nightmare for me.

      But a ranch? I didn’t even know what that would be like?

      I didn’t even know what kind of person would fly an airplane like that live on a ranch like this?

      The whole notion was outside of my experience.

      But if the cold wind blowing down from the mountains was any indication, I was about to get some sense about it.

      I’d made a quick check of the weather while Wyatt had been in the back gathering up his things.

      And he’d been right. There was one heck of a storm headed this way.

      And no one was going to be going or coming for a while.

      According to the weather report, the storm was much worse than anyone had predicted.

      As we reached the front porch of the big house, Wyatt adjusted the duffle bag on his shoulder.

      “I want you to feel welcome in my home,” he said. “So if there’s anything that you need, you have to let me know.”

      “Ok,” I said
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