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Chapter One
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Zoe paced the waiting area, arms crossed, her gaze on the planes outside. Her power suit, like when she wore her workout clothes, helped her stay in her chosen persona: controlled, no-nonsense journalist. Her phone pinged. Elissa, her best friend, checking in, again. Stay strong, Elissa texted.

He won’t be there, she wrote back.

You’re de-lovely but de-lusional, Elissa pinged. In Zoe’s mind, Elissa sang the lines, mimicking the Cole Porter tune. Elissa was all retro sweet to Zoe’s modern bitter.

We’re boarding. ttyl, she texted.

She slid her phone into her purse and slung the bag over her shoulder. She waited for most of the other passengers to board. She pulled her shoulders back and walked to the doorway.

“Miss,” the boarding agent said. “You’ve been given a complimentary upgrade to first class. The flight is overbooked.”

Zoe nodded, but her shoulders tightened. She didn’t like unexpected changes. But, hey, it might be quieter in first class, more room and comfort to work on her article. “Thanks,” she said before she walked down the ramp onto the plane. She rolled her shoulders, which tensed again on seeing the empty first class. If the flight were overbooked, why was there no one in first class?

“Right here, miss,” the flight attendant said. “Please sit. We’ll be taking off shortly.”

Zoe stood still. “Where are the other passengers?”

“They’re all aboard, miss. Please, take your seat.”

Zoe sensed something off, but everything had been normal up to now. Surely, he couldn’t be behind this... The doors of the plane closed. She sat in the large seat the flight attendant had pointed to and smoothed her dark grey slacks. There was nothing to do about it now.

She set her purse in the seat next to her. Stretching her arms overhead, she rolled her shoulders and focused on her breathing. Easing her arms down, she placed her hands on her lap, palms up, and closed her eyes. Her meditation was interrupted by footsteps swishing on the plane’s industrial carpet. And a scent—his scent, ocean, cypress trees, sandalwood, and clean...man.

“Still meditate every day?” he said.

She squirmed in her seat. Her silk blouse suddenly seemed to cling to her, caressing her skin the way... He still got to her, still made her ache in places she’d rather forget existed. Acceptance, right? When it came to Theo Vassilias, it was all wrong.

She blew out a breath, tensed her muscles, and opened her eyes. Peeking at him while keeping her eyes slightly lowered, she took him in. He stood near in the aisle, his polished black loafers leading to long legs, a lean torso... Just his body and his stylish, crisp look in an expensive black suit were enough to make her glance to the window, embarrassed by her response to him.

“Zoe,” he said, making her name sound like a prayer.

She snapped her gaze to his face, narrowing her eyes. It didn’t shut out the appeal of his square jaw, determined mouth, the slight slope of his nose on his otherwise chiseled face. His olive skin gleamed in the low light from the small plane windows.

“Don’t speak to me.” He had no right to call her anything, after what he’d done, the rotten liar.

“I must. I vowed you would one day be Zoe Vassilias.”

This vow was news to her. Of course, he couldn’t have made it anyway, using a false name.

“So? You say a lot of things you don’t mean.” She wanted to cross her arms over her chest, but she knew better. The defensive posture would signal that he was getting to her, and she wanted him to believe she was indifferent to him.

He eased into the seat across the aisle from her, crossing his long legs. “I meant everything I said to you.”

“You lied about who you were. You lied about what you were doing. You got my story killed and almost ruined my career,” she hissed. It might be just the two of them right here, but there were flight attendants in front and other passengers behind the curtain that she’d seen down the aisle from her seat.

“I did what I had to do. I’m sorry you got hurt. But you’ve recovered, haven’t you?” His brown eyes gleamed, his gaze both scrutinizing and...tender.

She shook her head. “I have work to do. Enjoy your flight.” Keeping her gaze averted, she picked up her bag.

The flight attendant made themself known. “Miss, you’ll have to stow your bag during takeoff. If you’ll buckle your seat belt, we’ll be taxiing now.” They did a quick safety spiel and the captain made the usual announcement. Then the flight attendant went back to the front of the plane.

Zoe tapped her foot and looked out the window. The Chicago skyline faded from view as they ascended. Banks of white clouds surrounded them, obscuring any view. She pulled out her tablet and began reviewing her source material, but the words seemed as unclear as the view. She closed her eyes again and tried to meditate, but his presence distracted her.

Footsteps sounded again. “Would you like something to drink?” the flight attendant asked.

She opened her eyes and leveled a fierce stare at the attendant. “I’d like another seat, out of this section.”

“Sorry, but there are no other seats available. Can I get you something?”

“The lady will have a vodka sunrise. And I’d like a Pellegrino, please,” Theo said.

He knew exactly what she was going to order. She tapped her foot again. Her father would have snapped at her to stop fidgeting; he had seen it as both unladylike and a sign of weakness.

“If you prefer, I’ll sit over there.” Theo pointed to the far back corner of the section.

She shook her head. It wouldn’t matter where he sat. Anywhere in the same vicinity was too close. “This whole act, you being nice, isn’t going to work. I’ve ignored all your overtures for the last ten months. Doesn’t that tell you anything?”

He glanced forward. The flight attendant came out with the drinks and a plate of fresh fruit. They placed it on her tray and handed Theo his drink.

“Thanks,” Theo said.

“Certainly, sir. I’ll be up front if you need anything else.”

Theo nodded briefly, in a way that both acknowledged and dismissed them. He turned to her again. “I’d like to answer your question. But it would be better not to talk across the aisle.”

He was right. And it would be best to conclude this whole thing, rather than let him keep playing whatever piece he was. She moved her bag under the seat and slid into the window seat. She motioned for him to join her.

Rising, he twisted his signet ring, a ring he hadn’t worn while they’d dated. But it hadn’t been him she’d dated anyway, but some made-up man he’d invented—and maybe she had too, seeing only what she’d wanted to see.

“Well, Giorgos...oh, I mean, Theo, go ahead.” She purposely used the name he’d invented when they’d dated. She crossed her arms. His proximity made her get altogether too soft.

He smiled that smile that seemed to say oh, you cute little woman, and turned himself toward her. His deep brown eyes, though, shot sparks, burning with more feeling than she wanted to see. “To answer your question...it tells me you are hurt. Am I right?”

Her throat tightened around the yelp of frustration she suppressed. She sipped her drink. The vodka stung her throat, but eased her tension. She hadn’t had a drink in a long time. Already the tingly, lightheaded feeling she used to get when drinking had begun.

“Aren’t you always right?” She leaned her head back. It had been a joke between them. His confidence had appealed to her. His confidence remained, but there was nothing in the persona he’d created that was real, true. He’d pretended to be a hardworking journalist, a child of Greek immigrant parents who’d risen from poverty to wealth, a person of integrity and intelligence, all like she was, but he wasn’t. He was a reclusive media mogul from a wealthy family, a liar, master manipulator... So he was intelligent. She blew out a breath and met his steady gaze.

“Spend the weekend with me.”

A snort of laughter escaped her. “No way. Leave me alone.”

“I can get you an exclusive interview with anyone you want. I can—”

“I can’t be bought.” She dug her fingers into her arms as she tightened them around her ribcage.

“Payment for your time.” He put up his hands in a gesture of conciliation before placing them casually on his legs. Those legs...

She closed her eyes, the images of their day at the beach pooling in her mind. The way he’d looked in his tight swim trunks, his olive skin tanned and smooth under manly smatterings of dark hair. And more, the way he’d held her close while they watched the ocean, how they’d splashed and played in the waves, swam together, and lounged together. The way he’d fed her strawberries and cream from the picnic he’d packed. She squeezed her eyes tight, willing the images away, willing the feelings away. It was all a lie. It had all been a lie.

“I have no interest in working for you.”

“I don’t want that either.” He glanced down at his hands, twisting his ring again. His gaze now held sadness, almost pleading. “If you feel about me as you say, what harm can there be for you in spending the weekend at my home? You could have all the privacy you desire, everything you could want at the ring of a bell. One weekend, Zoe...”

She turned away and stared out the window at nothing. She pressed her hand on her heart, trying to ease the ache. She couldn’t stand it when he spoke to her in that soft, low tone that told of feelings that weren’t there. Why was he playing with her like this? Why was beside the point right now. Whatever his motives, what he was doing was working. Her anger ebbed away like the waves from the shore at low tide.

Her tablet binged new email. She checked it, needing a distraction. Her stomach plummeted, as if the plane were rocking with turbulence. But it wasn’t the smooth-riding flight. It was her career taking another dip.

“My article’s been dropped.” She faced him, her neck burning. “Did you have something to do with this?”

He met her fierce stare with concern. “No. I know you have reason to think so, but I promise you, I have not interfered in your life since... Who was the article for? I can make some calls—”

“No. I don’t need you to do anything for me. Just leave me alone.” She blinked, fighting the tears away. With a swipe to the screen, she went back to the inbox, scanning it without seeing what was there.

“I’m sorry I hurt you. If you’d let me, I can help you.”

She paused, taking in his apology. He sounded sincere. But one apology didn’t make up for months of lies. “I said I don’t want your help, thank you.” He may not have done anything this time, but it had taken her months to rebuild what he’d destroyed, and she still wasn’t on the same level as she had been.

She placed her tablet back in her bag and stared at the window, turning away from him. Objectively, she couldn’t blame him completely. Magazines were in transition, the whole print industry changing. She didn’t need to work, not financially speaking—her father had left her enough to be independent—but she needed work, for herself. Elissa would tell her this rejection was another sign that she should take the leap and start her own digital magazine like she’d been talking about. But she was practical, and getting enough funding to start a magazine was slow at best. She had to keep her name out there, show that she had what it took as a journalist and editor.

“You have nothing to prove,” he said in a low tone. “Here’s my card, if you change your mind about the weekend.” He slid a business card onto her tray table.

She took it and stuck it in her purse, hoping he’d go back to his seat. She had everything to prove. She smoothed the fabric of her pants leg.

Why had she shared so much about herself with this man? He knew too much, knew her weaknesses. Not all of them, thankfully. He’d been enough of a gentleman not to try to get her into bed—he’d only ever kissed her once, a chaste peck on the lips. So he’d never know how he affected her, the way he made her limbs feel as floppy as the seaweed they’d found together that day, the day she’d fallen for him.

“Enjoy your flight.” He rose and his footsteps retreated.

She fidgeted with the seat next to hers, straightened the magazines in the pocket, went through the contents of her purse. Then she pulled out her tablet again and reread all her recent emails. Greg, she’d email Greg. He’d said he might be interested in investing in her magazine, even though he wasn’t too sure about the concept of a positive- and uplifting-only lifestyle and news magazine. And he made little secret that he wasn’t really interested in her magazine, but in her. She blew out a breath and shot off a quick, peppy-sounding email to him, asking for a meeting when she returned from Greece.

She’d have to change her ticket as well. No need to stay for a full treatment of an article that might not ever see print. She’d do enough research to go ahead with it, but...she hadn’t needed two weeks anyway. It was an excuse. An excuse to... She blew out another breath. She didn’t even want to admit to herself that she’d been dreaming about Theo, about being with him—that wouldn’t happen. It was enough that she planned to finally spread her father’s ashes in his native land. Tightness gripped her. She wasn’t good at letting go.

With a jerk of her legs, she rose and strode to the bathroom. There was nowhere else to go aboard this stupid plane. She leaned against the closed door of the tiny space and shut her eyes. Her usual tense state was layered with tightness and upset. The faint ammonia smell in the confined space didn’t help. A violent motion tossed her against the wall. Really, what now? She examined her hand, which she’d used to catch herself from face-planting. The plane tipped. She tried to brace herself and open the door at the same time.

“Please resume your seat,” the flight attendant said, buckling in.

Her stomach followed the motions of the plane. She nearly tumbled into her seat and strapped herself in. Theo appeared at her side.

“Didn’t you hear him?” she rasped out. “Go sit down.”

He sat in the seat next to hers. “Give me your hand, Zoe.”

The plane dipped. She placed her hand in his. His hand was strong, steady. Hers trembled and chilled, clammy. He pressed her hand closer.

“We’re going to be fine.”

“You can’t know that.”

“I know the pilot. He’s one of the best.”

She glanced at him. “You know... So, this whole flight is just a setup?” Angry birds ate the butterflies in her stomach. “Is he doing this on purpose?” She tried to extricate her hand from his grasp, but he held on.

“Your suspicions are understandable, Zoe, and show your journalistic nature, but no. I have no need for such tactics.”

“That’s not an answer.” Was anything real with this man?

“He is not doing this on purpose. Being on this flight is not my first choice. I usually fly in my jet, but I saw no other way to get you to speak to me.”

“Most people give up when someone rebuffs them for almost a year.”

“I’m not most people.”

She laughed. She couldn’t stop laughing. Her laughter turned desperate, a release of tension, of fear as the plane continued bucking through the grey, murky skies. Great, she was losing it. All her life, she’d fought to maintain control. Now, it was all dissolving in hiccupping, unstoppable laughter. Theo held her hand, rubbing her palm with his finger.

Finally, she caught her breath, her laughter quit. The plane had stopped its rocky motions. The pilot came on the loudspeaker assuring everyone they were through the worst of the storm. Theo kissed her hand, his warm lips sizzling away the last of her fear.

Her storm wasn’t over. It had only just begun.
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Chapter Two
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Theo kissed her hand once more, tasting the salt of her fear. Bitter. And she had reason to be. But he’d done what he had to do. It was over. He wanted a chance to start again. He got what he wanted. He wanted Zoe.

With his fingers, he smoothed her long deep-brown hair. She leaned her head back, eyes closed, her lush lashes fanning out. Her cheeks flamed, bright as her satin, tanned skin. Her scent was clean, fresh as the sea breezes that swirled onto the terraces at his home. Her breathing steadied after her hysterical laughter. He was affecting her—her show of emotion wasn’t just from the turbulence or the loss of her article.

“Didn’t I say we’d be fine?” His fingers lingered on the curve of her arm.

“You’re always right.” The bitterness seeped into her words.

“Going with that, I know you wouldn’t regret spending the weekend with me.”

“I have things to do.”

Like let go of her past. “I won’t interfere with your business.”

“Ha. Why would I believe you? My career hasn’t been the same since you derailed it.”

He shifted. His deceptions were beneath him. “I had to prevent you from smearing my family and our businesses. I did nothing directly, did I? You were already questioning yourself, and with the loss of your father—”
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