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      Stranded with a blue-eyed billionaire . . .

      Being a flight attendant for the rich and wealthy had its perks.  Like visiting glamorous places and exotic locales.

      But for all my travels, I never expected our plane to crash land on a small, private island in a violent storm.

      Or to find out that the island belonged to our passenger, billionaire Hayden Reid—a man who I had every reason to hate, considering his father was responsible for ruining a part of my mother’s life.

      Hayden doesn’t know about that past, and while I’m initially wary of him, his flirtatious charm has a way of persuading me to let down my guard and enjoy our time together on the island . . . and in his bed.

      I also realize that this billionaire playboy has hidden depths to him. That beneath the sexy, seductive grin there is a man who hides deeper pain of his own.

      But once we’re rescued and back in civilization, can we get past the one secret that threatens to tear us apart?
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      Rylee

      

      I took the stairs to the second floor of my New York City apartment building, smiling at a neighbor that I passed on the way. She was the nosy cat lady of the building, and I could almost feel her assessing me as I passed, trying to detect something she could gossip about.

      She wouldn’t have any luck with that. I was too boring to stir up any juicy conversation.

      When I reached the end of the hall, I opened the door of my apartment to the sound of heavy coughing. Frowning, I pulled the earbuds from my ears and went to the refrigerator to grab a bottle of water.

      My roommate and best friend, Evelyn, mentioned just before going to bed last night that she had a headache and runny nose. I woke up early this morning to go for a run, and she was still in bed. Now, based on the hacking coming from the direction of her room, I was willing to bet that her headache had turned into something more serious. She sounded like she was hacking up a lung.

      I filled the kettle with water and put it on the stove to warm up before heading to her room. She was blowing her nose as I knocked on the door, but managed to mumble, “Come in.”

      I pushed opened the door and cringed at the sight of her. Evelyn was the type of person that was always so well-put-together that it could be annoying. Her hair was always cute, her skin glowed, and she really didn’t even need to wear makeup. She was naturally stunning. If she wasn’t such a good person, my jealousy might have prevented us from becoming so close. But she was and we did.

      Today, she was a complete mess for the first time in the three years that I’d known her. Her hair was a tangled rat’s nest and there were dark circles under her eyes, made even more obvious by the paleness of her skin. She was sitting up with her back against the headboard of the bed with a tissue box tucked into her side and her thick, terry cloth robe wrapped tight around her, as if she was cold despite the warmth in the apartment.

      “I’m making you hot tea,” I said, lingering in the doorway. I loved her like a sister, but I wasn’t going to get too close. The last thing I wanted was to feel as miserable as she looked.

      “Thanks,” she replied, her voice thick and nasally.

      I felt a pang of sympathy. “How are you feeling?” It seemed like a dumb question, but I didn’t know what else to say.

      “Like I’m dying,” she moaned, grabbing another tissue just as she sneezed. “I just took my temperature. One hundred two degrees.”

      That seemed concerning to me. “Should we call a doctor?”

      She shook her head, then moaned again and put her fingers on her temples. Her head must have still hurt. “I just need to sleep and wait for it to pass.”

      I heard the shrill whistling of the kettle and headed back to the kitchen. Making some hot tea with honey for Evelyn, I glanced at the time displayed in a digital readout on the stove. It was almost nine in the morning and I knew that she was supposed to be on a flight at noon.

      I brought her the tea, setting it on the bedside table. “Have you called Rick yet?”

      Rick was our boss at the airline where we both worked as flight attendants for their two private jets. He could be a real hardass about call-ins, but what choice did Evelyn have? Whoever was on today’s flight wouldn’t want her serving them drinks while she was this sick, and I had my doubts that she could even stay on her feet for long. She’d probably pass out from exhaustion halfway through the trip.

      “I was waiting for you to get back,” she said, turning her big eyes with the dark circles under them toward me and sticking out her bottom lip. I knew she was about to ask for a huge favor. “Is there any way you can take the flight for me?”

      “You want me to take your place? Today?”

      “If I already have a replacement when I call Rick, maybe he won’t be so mad. Please.”

      I knew that Evelyn hated being yelled at. She even had a panic attack over it once before. It was a side effect of growing up in a household with a verbally abusive narcissist for a father.

      So, how could I possibly say no?

      Besides, it was good money, and I didn’t have a flight of my own scheduled for the next three days. I was supposed to have lunch with my mom today, but I could reschedule that.

      “Okay,” I said, and her body relaxed against the pillows. “Make the call and let Rick know. I’m going to take a quick shower.”

      I hurried out of the room. There was a lot to do before I got on the flight. I had to shower, do my hair, and apply makeup. It didn’t seem like much with a three-hour window of time before the plane left, but the New York City traffic was already clogging up the streets, so I needed to get moving.

      I arrived at the airport just half an hour before the flight was supposed to leave. I didn’t have a chance to ask Evelyn too many questions since I was in such a hurry, so all I knew was that we were heading to Costa Rica. Apparently, some big time businessman had an important meeting to get to. Before I left, I tossed a bikini into my overnight bag, figuring that I might be able to enjoy the limited time I had there.

      We’d be returning tomorrow afternoon.

      Stepping onto the plane in my standard flight attendant uniform of navy slacks and a white blouse, I saw the pilot, a woman named Sandra with dark hair cut into a stylish bob and a smile that always reached her eyes. I’d worked with Sandra on a couple of flights, but she and her co-pilot husband had only been working at the airline for three months, so I didn’t know them well.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked as she saw me. “I thought Evelyn was working today.”

      “She’s sick, so I stepped in,” I said, stowing my bag overhead.

      “That’s nice of you.”

      I grinned. “And now she owes me one.”

      Sandra laughed, and the door of the cockpit opened. Her husband, Dale, stepped out. He was short and stocky, with a dimple in his chin and a deep voice.

      “Hey, what are you doing here?” He repeated his wife’s question.

      “Rylee’s filling in for Evelyn today,” Sandra answered, her eyes going to the window. “And your time of arrival is perfect. It looks like Mr. Reid is here.”

      Mr. Reid?

      I didn’t bother to ask Evelyn if she knew who was flying today, because it usually didn’t matter to me which rich person we were carrying to business meetings or vacations or whatever. My job was the same, regardless.

      Provide drinks and snacks. Offer a pillow if the passenger wanted to sleep. And most importantly, leave them alone.

      Most of the time the job was easy because these people paid big money for private planes so that they wouldn’t have to interact with people. They wanted privacy and the ability to stretch out in the fully reclining seats. My role was just to be there when I was needed and practically invisible when I wasn’t.

      But as the town car pulled up outside and I saw Hayden Reid step out of the back in a tailored suit and looking like a billion bucks, literally, I knew that this passenger was different from the others.

      I’d never met him personally or any other Reid before, but I was well-aware of who they were. The patriarch of the family was an old man named Patrick, and the news had recently reported that he was ill, but no one seemed to have any details. Patrick’s son had died a few years ago, but he had three grandsons that ran the family company, KeenTech.

      Hayden was the youngest of the siblings. And gorgeous, I realized, with thick dark hair and a face that was movie star worthy.

      I hated how I was immediately attracted to him, despite every reason not to be.

      My knowledge of the family didn’t come from a place of envy or interest. It was more of a “know your enemy” kind of thing, having learned at an early age how wealth and power could so easily destroy a person’s life.  In this case, my own mother’s. All I knew from those painful years after my mother’s nervous breakdown after losing everything was that the Reid’s were the worst kind of wealthy snobs. Entitled and self-absorbed.

      Reid men took whatever they wanted in life with no regard for others. They were obscenely wealthy and completely out of touch. I worked with rich people all the time, but this was a different caliber of the elite upper class.

      I headed to the back of the plane and started going through my pre-flight checklist as Hayden boarded the plane. I heard Sandra and Dale introduce themselves to him, but I busied myself with what I was doing, hoping that he wouldn’t seek me out.

      I’d have to talk to him eventually, of course, but I was feeling slightly flustered by his unexpected presence. I’d formed my opinion of The Reid family a long time ago based on my mother’s interaction with them, but I never thought I’d run into one of them like this. Face to face, and at his beck and call as the flight attendant.

      Why didn’t they own a plane? They were certainly wealthy enough for it.

      Finally, I finished checking my station, and I had everything I needed, so I approached Hayden, who had taken a seat in one of the six chairs for passengers on the plane. He was wearing an expensive looking suit, but he’d removed the jacket for the flight and draped it over the back of the chair beside him. The blue shirt he was wearing matched the brilliant blue of his eyes that were glued to me as I approached.

      The pilots had gone into the cockpit, so it was just the two of us in this space. For some strange reason, that thought made me feel even more flustered, but in a way that was warm and completely unwelcomed.

      “Hello, Mr. Reid.” I greeted him cordially, then introduced myself. “My name is Rylee, and I’ll be your flight attendant. Is there anything I can get for you before we take off? We have a fully stocked drink station and snacks available.”

      Hayden’s eyes flickered down and for a moment, I thought he was checking out my chest. I was about to get angry, but then I realized he was looking at the name tag pinned to my shirt.

      “That’s an interesting spelling of your name,” he commented with a charismatic smile that made my heart flutter despite my dislike for the man.

      He was undeniably handsome with his thick dark hair and strong jawline. I could see why he and his brothers were considered to be the “sex appeal of the upper class” according to a magazine that featured Hayden’s older brother, Dylan, on the cover just last month. They were all unfairly good-looking, with the most captivating blue eyes, which almost didn’t seem fair, considering how lucky they were in all other areas of life.

      “My mom chose it,” I said, feeling like an idiot as the words came out of my mouth.

      Hayden chuckled. “That is the way it usually goes.”

      Not surprisingly, he was already flirting with me, but I remained professional, refusing to let down my guard. “So…would you care for a drink?”

      “Sure. I’ll take a gin and tonic,” he said, his voice smooth and deep. “And why don’t you make one for yourself too?”

      He gestured to the empty seat beside him, and I shook my head. “Sorry, I can’t. It’s against regulations.”

      He arched a dark brow, a playful light dancing in his eyes. “Rules are made to be broken.”

      His words were followed by a shameless wink that was probably supposed to be charming, but I wasn’t going to fall for that. I knew better. “Not by me,” I said, offering him a tight smile.

      Heading to the back of the plane, I made him his drink and delivered it just as the pilot turned on the signal to fasten seatbelts. I wordlessly pointed it out to Hayden, who rolled his eyes, but complied.

      I had a seat in the back of the aircraft that folded down from the wall, so I sat there while we took off. Once we were in the air, I was free to move around again, but I didn’t have much to do since Hayden was on a phone call and still had a nearly full drink.

      The flight was supposed to be about three hours, so I pulled out a magazine from my bag and flipped through it to pass the time. I couldn’t help catching snippets of Hayden’s conversation, and I gathered that whatever this meeting we were headed to was about, it was going to result in the Reid’s company making even more money.

      Figures. How much wealth did one family need?

      The flight was normal for the first hour. I refilled Hayden’s drink when he finished the first one and checked in with the pilots to see if they needed anything. When Hayden wasn’t talking on the phone, the device still had his full attention as he sent text messages or whatever he was doing. I was just glad that he wasn’t being flirty with me anymore. I didn’t like that I found him attractive enough to enjoy it a little.

      Then, the inside of the plane gradually seemed to grow dark. I frowned and moved to one of the windows, peering out. The bright sunshine that had been streaming into the fuselage through the round windows on both sides of the plane was now being blocked by clouds. The ones nearest to us were white, but thick.

      Ahead, they were dark and ominous.

      I didn’t check the weather forecast for this particular flight, but I wasn’t immediately concerned, even when everything outside became even darker and it started to rain.

      Bad weather was a part of flying. We just had to get through it and weather the storm, so to speak. These planes were designed to handle this sort of thing.

      But it didn’t take long to realize that this storm was severe. The rain was coming down so hard that I could hear it over the plane’s engine, hitting the outside of the aircraft. I made my way to the front of the plane, holding onto the backs of the seats as I went in order to keep my balance while the harsh wind buffeted the plane around.

      “Whoa, this looks serious,” Hayden said as I passed him. He moved out of his seat and went to the other side of the plane to look out and see that the same thing was going on over there.

      “I need you to stay in your seat and buckle up while we’re experiencing this much turbulence,” I said, still heading to the cockpit.

      “It’s just some wind.”

      “Yeah, that’s what turbulence is,” I snapped.

      I knew that harsh tone was unprofessional of me, but I was scared. I’d never flown in such violent weather before, and the way the plane was lurching and shaking turned my stomach.

      When I reached the cockpit, I knocked on the door before opening it. When Dale glanced back at me, I immediately knew that I had every reason to be afraid. The worry in his eyes spoke volumes and increased my anxiety.

      “How bad is it?” I asked.

      The moment the question left my mouth, I saw a flash of lightning in the sky directly in front us. Way too close. Thunder followed, and the deep rumble of it rattled the plane and made my knees feel weak.

      “It’s bad,” Sandra replied without turning to look at me. Even though she didn’t sound as panicked as I felt, I could see that she was tense. “Our visibility is impaired.”

      I could see that for myself. Staring out the front window, I could barely make out anything beyond the heavy rain hammering against the glass.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “Over the water,” Sandra said, turning on a switch on the instrument panel. “We’re slightly off-course. Florida is to the west of where we are, but it’s too far away. I don’t think we can make it there.”

      As she spoke, another flash of lightning appeared, this one much closer to the plane than the last, and I couldn’t help gasping.

      “What’s going on?” Hayden called out from behind me.

      At least, he was still in his seat.

      “We’re going to have to land,” Sandra said.

      “Land?” I repeated incredulously. “Are you serious? You just said we were over the water!”

      I could hear the panic in my own voice, which was a little embarrassing, but I couldn’t help it. I’d never been this frightened before and I’d been a flight attendant for years. Wasn’t flying supposed to be safer than driving a car?

      “There’s land ahead,” Dale chimed in, looking at some kind of readout on a screen in front of him that made no sense to me. “It’s some kind of island.”

      “It’ll have to do,” Sandra said, reaching above her head to start flipping switches and pushing buttons. “Strap in, Rylee.”

      She didn’t have to tell me twice. Closing the cockpit door, I started to return to the back of the plane. I stopped when I reached Hayden. His brow was furrowed and his jaw clenched.

      “We’re going to have to land,” I told him, struggling to keep my voice even. “There’s an island nearby that Sandra and Dale are going to aim for.”

      “Fuck…”

      There was a sudden lurch to the side, probably caused by an air pocket, and before I was able to steady myself, I went tumbling right into Hayden’s lap with a shriek of surprise. His strong arms came around me, and I didn’t even get a chance to right myself before he slid me over into the empty seat beside him.

      “Oh no, I should go back—”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” he said, shaking his head with a scowl at my stubborn attitude.

      The plane jolted again, rattling ominously, and I decided he was right. I’d probably get hurt if I got up now and attempted to walk to the back of the plane. Buckling myself in, I gripped the armrests and hoped for the best.

      This was going to be my first emergency landing and I had no idea what to expect.
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