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      Delayed

      Delayed

      Canceled

      The departure screen did not have good news.

      Not a single flight was going anywhere, anytime soon, and all I wanted was to get home, feel the heat of a bath soak into my bones, and crash into bed—maybe not in that order. Months ago, a trip to the West Coast for a publishing conference in January seemed like a good idea. But now, as the North Carolina terminal, which was just supposed to be a quick layover, buzzed with delays and my phone pinged with ice storm warnings, it felt like a trap. The departing flight board was red-lit chaos.

      “Attention, travelers waiting on the flight to Rock City,” called the gate agent, her voice slicing through the noise. I snapped to attention. “We’re trying to get you out of here before the storm. Just waiting for the aircraft to arrive from Miami.” She didn't look convinced, and neither did anyone around me.

      I scanned the gate area. People filled every seat, slouched and scowling. Noise droned everywhere: kids immersed in video games, adults barking into phones, and the news blaring about the incoming storm. I spotted a free patch of floor by a pillar, dropped down, and pulled out my headphones, sketchbook, and phone.

      Settling in, I scrolled through photos until I found the one I wanted: a West Coast cab view through the backseat, complete with the driver’s profile, a rear-view mirror reflection, and a palm tree framed by the windshield. It had just the right layers—hints of where I’d been, captured without giving it all away.

      I put on my headphones, let the chaos around me blur, and lost myself in the details, when the PA crackled again. I pulled my headphones off so I could hear the announcement. “Good news and bad news, folks,” the gate agent’s voice rang out. “Good news: the plane from Miami’s arrived. Bad news: no one’s going anywhere tonight.”

      I sighed, unsurprised. No warm bath, no cozy bed. I reached for my phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey SiSi- Bad weather here in NC. The flight to Rock City is delayed.

      

      

      

      

      

      SiSi and I hadn’t known each other forever, but we felt like family. From the instant we met at orientation four years ago, we clicked in a way that “friendship” never quite described. She wasn’t just my best friend; she was my anchor, my creative partner, the person who’d file a missing person’s report if I didn’t show up in the studio on Monday. We kept each other grounded, dragged each other out of our heads when needed, and when the rest of our fellow students were out partying, we were in the studio, side by side.

      We’d shared a pivotal moment in our first year of art school when a renowned visiting professor warned the women in our seminar that a serious career might mean serious sacrifice—that juggling family with an art career might not be feasible. I caught SiSi’s eye across the room, and we exchanged a look that didn’t need words. We weren’t here to coast through art school. We were here to work, to carve out actual careers from what we loved.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Keep me posted, ViVi. Love you.

      

      

      

      

      

      I could picture her at our studio: canvas against the wall, paints lined up in the enamel pan we’d found at a stoop sale, a huge collage of reference images taped like a quilt on the floor. She’d be painting in her usual state—barely clothed because nudity was her way of stripping down mentally as much as physically. She said it helped her focus and was as much her uniform as any work, apron, or coveralls other students wore. It was just SiSi; I barely noticed the lack of clothing anymore.

      We were an odd pair, but we worked. While other students juggled bars, parties, and school, we stayed in the studio. Our professors loved us for our dedication, knowing that when graduation came, we’d be ready with bodies of work and connections to launch us forward. And while our mediums were different, we’d asked to share a space away from the chatter of classmates who took themselves less seriously. Our door wore a single warning, a piece of collaborative art we’d made declaring the space a “Fortress of Solitude”—a gentle hint we’d shut you out if need be.

      I glanced at the passengers disembarking from Miami, snapping photos as they walked by. I played with angles, contrast, and framing, seeing what captured the moment’s mood best. Cropping, filtering, and refining—turning chaos into simplicity was how I worked. I preferred focusing on parts of a scene, leaving the full picture open to interpretation.

      Then, my camera settled on an arm. Muscular, inked, the sleeve of a navy blue shirt rolled to the elbow. The arm belonged to a man, and I glanced up, taking him in. Broad shoulders, tall, dark hair cut short on the sides and longer on top. His beard had flecks of gray, and he wore a loosened tie, his suit jacket draped over a messenger bag slung across his back. Thirty? Thirty-five? Maybe older. He looked like he carried weight beyond his years, with a grounded confidence that caught my eye. His energy was tangible, a quiet force.

      He moved to the departure board, studying the rows of canceled flights, his expression stoic. I lifted my phone and took a photo of him from behind, his hands on his hips, absorbing the reality of the storm. With a shake of his head, he veered left and disappeared into the crowd. I flipped through my shots—mostly cropped angles: the arm, a profile, his hands, and a shot of his back as he looked at the screen. A head-on view would’ve been nice, but the side profile hinted at a strong superhero jaw. I would title his picture “Hot and Edgy Business Traveller.”

      I let out a breath and shifted back to my cab scene, cozying into my spot by the post and immersing myself in lines and shadows. The storm could do its worst; I’d let my work take me somewhere else entirely.
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        * * *

      

      Liam

      The moment I sat down, my eyes found her, an island of peace in contrast to the chaos of the airport. I could’ve made my way straight to the Elite Club lounge for a drink and joined the usual business travelers in cushy seats and quieter spaces, but people-watching in the main terminal had its own allure. It looked like I’d have more than enough time for work later. The way the departure screens were flashing, none of us were going anywhere soon.

      She was sitting against a thick pillar, sketchbook open in her lap, her brow furrowed in concentration. The tip of her pencil scratched across the page in rapid, fluid lines that seemed to come effortlessly, though I couldn’t quite see the details from where I was. Despite the constant noise, she was lost in her work, oblivious to the conversations and cacophony around her. The intensity of her focus stood out, sharp and vivid in the blur of travel chaos.

      Her hair, a light brown with hints of gold under the terminal lights, braided loosely over one shoulder and thick enough to keep my attention. My mind wandered, imagining that braid undone, the strands spilling down her back, long enough to cover her breasts but not quite to her waist. Tall, too, judging by the way her long legs stretched out in front of her, claiming her space. Tall women meant less stooping and less straining to meet them on their level, something I’d come to appreciate over the years.

      Then she stretched, raising her arms above her head, exposing the line of her neck and the subtle curve of her collarbone. A warmth bloomed inside me, spreading from my chest with a pull I couldn’t shake. She was pretty, in a natural way, in a much different way than the women I spent time with these days. I don’t think she was wearing makeup. I felt attraction, yes, but also something else—a strange sense of awareness, a draw I didn’t understand but couldn’t ignore. For a second, I wondered what it’d be like to be enough of a distraction to pull her from her work, to hold her focus for just a moment, to be the thing that captured her concentration the way that sketchbook did. Deep and instinctive, something in me told me not to look away, that she could matter, that she might even be important.

      But as I focused on her face, it hit me—she was young. Not irresponsibly young, not off-limits, but younger than the woman I typically let myself get involved with. It felt like too late for second thoughts. She glanced up, and our eyes met. There was a flicker of surprise, then something else in her gaze—a spark, maybe an invitation.

      I had a choice. I could look down, pick up my phone, and pretend I hadn’t been watching her for nearly an hour, absorbed in every move she made as if she were the sole subject of a documentary only I could see. Or I talk to her, break the silence, and see what she is working on. Maybe let me converse and connect with someone in person before I return to the demands waiting for me—my business with JP, the work at the studio in Miami that needed immediate attention, and all the responsibilities at the MC clubhouse. Thor, our president, would probably have my head for missing the officers’ weekly meeting, but JP could handle things in my absence.

      I met her gaze and, on impulse, tilted my chin in her direction, motioning to the empty seat beside me.
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      The ache in my neck and shoulders reminded me I’d been working for too long without a break. Sighing, I set my pencil and sketchbook down, stretched my arms above my head, and rolled my neck. That’s when I noticed him.

      Across the hall, a man sat at the airport bar, watching me. No, studying me. A crisp dress shirt strained slightly against his broad shoulders, the sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms covered in intricate tattoos - Mr. Dress Shirt with Tattoos I photographed as he got off the plane. But this time, our roles were reversed. Now he was watching me. His gaze was steady, sharp, yet relaxed. He looked completely out of place in the chaos of the terminal, like someone who knew exactly where he belonged—everywhere.

      When our eyes met, a spark of something flickered in the space between us. He tilted his chin toward the seat next to him and gestured for me to join him.

      I glanced up at the departure board. Nothing had changed. My flight was still delayed. The idea of a drink, a break, and a bit of conversation—especially with someone who wasn’t a college kid—sounded better than continuing to work in this over-lit, overstimulating terminal. And let’s be honest: ‘cute’ wasn’t a strong enough word for him. He was stunning.

      I packed up my sketchbook and portfolio, slung my bag over my shoulder, and made my way across the hall. His eyes tracked me the entire time, and with each step, I felt a pull, a growing awareness deep in my chest. I only hoped he wasn’t a complete dick, because if this turned out to be a waste of time, I was giving up valuable work hours.

      When I reached him, he slid his bag off the stool beside him and pulled it out for me with an easy smile. “Hi,” he said, his voice low and rich, the kind of voice that made you lean in to hear more of it.

      “Hi,” I replied, grateful my voice didn’t squeak from lack of use and the nervous excitement of doing this thing that was so far out of my norm.

      “Looked like you could use a break,” he said, lifting his glass to his lips. I watched his Adam’s apple move as he swallowed. He was even more gorgeous up close—dark chocolate eyes under neatly groomed brows, a superhero jawline framed by a trim beard flecked with little bits of silver.

      “True,” I said, matching his smile.

      The server came by to take my order; her expression frazzled as she navigated the standing-room-only crowd in the bar.

      “What are you drinking?” I asked him, though I usually didn’t indulge in airport drinks. My budget was tight, but tonight felt like an exception.

      “A local cider,” he said. “Not bad.”  

      “I’ll take one of those,” I told the server, who raised a brow and gave me a skeptical look.

      “ID, please,” she said, her tone clipped.

      “Sure.” I dug my passport out of my bag and handed it to her.

      She frowned, holding it up with a scowl. “I’m sorry, but I can’t serve you.”

      “What? Why?” I was confused.

      “You’re not old enough. Drinking age is 21,” she said with a huff.

      I blinked and shook my head. “You did your math wrong.”

      Mr. Cider-Drinking-Dress-Shirt-and-Tattoos beside me held out his hand. “Mind if I take a look?”

      The server hesitated before turning the passport toward him.

      “She’s right,” he said, his tone calm but firm. “Vivian’s 22, coming up on 23. She’s been legal for over a year now.”

      The server flushed. “Oops. My bad. I’ll get your drink right away.”

      “Now that you’ve seen mine, will you show me yours?” I teased, tucking my passport back into my bag.

      He laughed, pulling out his wallet and handing me his license.

      “According to the state of New York, Liam Jacobs has been able to drink since November 12… 14 years ago.” I read before handing it back to him. I did the math. Thirty-five. Thirteen years older than me. “Impressive,” I said with a grin.

      He extended his hand. “Nice to meet you, Vivian.”

      His handshake was warm, his palm firm and steady, and I was acutely aware of every point where his skin touched mine.

      “You too, Liam,” I said. “What brings you to my corner of the airport?”

      “Business in Miami, trying to get home to Rock City,” he said.

      “Small world,” I replied. “Looks like neither of us is getting to Rock City anytime soon.”

      “Nope.” He gestured toward my bag. “So, what were you working on?”

      “Some rough drafts for a web comic I draw,” I said.

      “May I see?” he asked.

      I hesitated for only a moment before pulling out my sketchbook. “Sure.”

      As he flipped through the pages, I picked up my phone. “Do you mind if I take a couple of pictures?” I asked. “I document what I see and hear and then work from those pictures. Nothing identifying, I promise.”

      “Go for it,” he said, still absorbed in my work.

      I snapped shots of his hands holding my sketchbook, our drinks on the bar, and—finally, for my personal use, not the comic—a better angle of his jawline.

      “You were in LA?” he asked, pointing to a sketch that featured an identifying skyline.

      “Yeah,” I confirmed. “A publishing conference.”

      “Are you published?” he asked.

      “The web comic is self-published for now but has a reasonable following,” I said. “But I have an agent, and she’s shopping a print proposal for a full-length graphic novel.”

      “Strong social media presence?” he asked.

      “My bread and butter,” I said with a nod, which was mostly true. It bought my groceries, but it wouldn’t be enough to support me completely.

      He smiled. “Publishers will salivate over work this good with a solid platform. You’re on the right track.”

      “Are you in publishing?” I asked. He sounded like he knew what he was talking about. My agent shared similar comments during our meeting this weekend.

      “Tech,” he said. “But I’ve dealt with licensing agreements for art before.”

      I was impressed, and our conversation flowed naturally as if we’d known each other for more than just this airport moment. When both our phones beeped, we looked down at the same time.

      “Canceled,” he said with a sigh.

      Around us, groans rippled through the bar.

      “Let’s get some food; we’ll be here for a while,” Liam suggested.  

      “But shouldn’t we get in the line for rebooking?” I asked, nodding toward the already-growing queue.

      He pulled out his phone and punched in a number. “I’m in the Milage Plus Elite Club.”

      I reached for my bag to my wallet to settle my bill for the cider. His hand shot out and covered mine. My head snapped up to look at him.

      “No, I’m calling for you too.” He lifted his hand, and I immediately missed its weight and warmth. He handed me a menu. “Sit. Eat. Let me handle it.”

      I sighed, but obeyed. Bossy. But I didn’t hate it.

      I was starving, even if adding a pricey burger to my tab meant skipping my allotted takeout for two weeks in a row. But the gnawing emptiness in my stomach decided for me.

      Liam wasn’t on hold long before someone picked up; he leaned forward slightly, speaking with a quiet authority that made it clear he was used to getting things done.

      “They’re hopeful the storm will clear,” he said, his eyes meeting mine as he ended the call. “There’s a chance we could get out of here late tonight.”

      “A chance?” I asked, skeptical, my fingers toying with the edge of the menu.

      “Possibly,” he said with a small shrug. “They rebooked both of us on an 11 p.m. flight. New itineraries should hit our emails soon, and the boarding passes will appear on the apps.”

      “Thank you. Membership really does have its privileges,” I said, a smile tugging at the corner of my mouth.  

      He waved it off like it was no big deal. “I travel enough for work; the membership is worth it for the express 800 number alone,” he said casually, leaning back into his chair.

      When the server came by, we placed our orders. I went for a burger and a glass of water; another glass of cider would use up the takeout budget for a third week. 

      “So, what kind of tech do you do?” I asked, breaking the silence as the server walked away.  

      “Data security,” he said, resting his tattooed forearms on the edge of the table.  

      “Do you have a card?” I asked, tilting my head with a playful smile. Turnabout’s fair play, after all.  

      Liam chuckled softly, reached for his wallet, and slid a sleek card across the table. A striking green dragon embossed on the back caught my eye before I turned it over to read the title: ‘Founder and CTO.’

      I raised my brows and glanced up at him. “Founder and CTO? Impressive, and a bit more than ‘work at a tech company.’”

      He shrugged, a faint smirk playing on his lips. “At the end of the day, it’s all just 0’s and 1’s.”  

      I laughed, shaking my head. “Sure. And my sketches are ‘just’ lines on paper.”  

      His smirk softened, his dark eyes warm and focused. “Fair point,” he said, a low laugh rumbling in his chest.  

      The banter flowed easily, the tension of the delays and the sterile hum of the terminal fading into the background. For the first time all evening, the hours ahead didn’t seem so unbearable.  
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      1 Flight Delayed, 1 Flight Cancelled

      Talking with Vivian only made my inappropriate things worse. She was young—barely old enough to order a drink without getting carded, and still in college. The server, who stumbled over the math of her birth year, had at least saved me from the awkwardness of asking her age outright. But it didn’t change the fact that Vivian was far too young. I knew plenty of guys who wouldn’t let that stop them; I even called some brothers. But for me, I kept things simple. Short-term. The women I spent time with I met through the club, where we all understood the rules. I didn’t do commitment, didn’t date, didn’t show up with flowers and gifts, or pick them up at their curb. Young women brought complications.

      But damn, Vivian was stunning. Not in the polished, filtered way that screams effort but naturally beautiful. Sweet, too. And on top of that, she was whip-smart, with real talent. Her artwork was like nothing I’d seen. Sharp, crisp lines. Perspective that shifted so subtly, it felt like you were moving within the frame. She mixed hand-coloring and digital techniques in a way that brought every piece to life, the colors breathing in a way I’d never seen, even as a comic book junkie. She wasn’t just good; she was exceptional.

      Then there was that feeling—a quiet, steady weight pressing into my chest like it had settled in and wasn’t planning on leaving. It was strange and unfamiliar, but it felt rooted and almost comfortable, like it's always been there, just waiting to wake up.

      For a moment, I thought of my grandfather. The summer I finally patched in, after my run-ins with the law were behind me, I sat with him at the cabin on the lake, just past the clubhouse. My grandmother and mom had started on me about finding someone to stick around for more than a night or two, someone worth more than a passing interest.

      My grandfather had my back. “Back off, ladies,” he’d said, casting a look at my grandmother with a soft smile. “When he meets the right one, he’ll know. I felt it the moment I met you,” he said, squeezing my grandmother’s hand. “It’s a feeling like nothing else. And we Jacobs men, we’re like wolves. When we know, we know, and we mate for life.”

      At the time, I brushed it off. I had my share of women, and the only feeling I recognized was relief when we satisfied our mutual needs and could move on with no drama. I’d known no one I wanted to keep around for the long haul. But now, his words crept back into my head, uninvited, after years of lying dormant.

      When our flight got canceled, I could have just left and found my way to the lounge or anywhere else. But I didn’t. I stayed right where I was. And, to my surprise, I asked her to stay, too. I wanted more time. I wasn’t ready for this to end.
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      Vivian

      Liam glanced at me from the corner of his eye, his fingers curling around the glass of cider. "You're easy to talk to," he said, his voice a low, sexy rumble.

      "My grandparents raised me," I smiled around my glass and sipped. "I'm comfortable around older people."

      His head whipped toward me. A slow smile spread across his face, a gleam of white teeth appeared in the middle of his dark beard. "She’s got jokes."

      I felt the heat rise in my cheeks, a flush of pride. I’d managed to catch him off guard. It felt good. "Sometimes."

      His laugh was a low, rumbly, both surprising and comforting sound. I wanted to hear more of his laughs. He held my gaze. He seemed to consider me, considering what I didn’t know, but I didn’t hate his eyes on me. Just as I relaxed into the moment, his phone buzzed against the table. Then, almost as if it were some echo, my phone buzzed.

      Liam’s smile faded as he read his message, the curve of his lips falling into something more serious. "This is going to be interesting."

      I swallowed hard as I glanced at my phone, seeing the news that our re-scheduled flight had been canceled. A collective groan rippled through the airport, the low hum of discontent swelling around us. 

      I turned, eyes scanning the chaos for the server. My stomach churned with the thought of what awaited outside the small bubble of calm we’d managed to create in the chaos. 

      The server dropped the check on our table. I reached for my wallet.

      "I got it," Liam said, his voice steady again, cutting through the noise.

      I shook my head as I leaned forward. "You don’t have to pay for me," I replied, though some of me, largely the part of my brain reserved for keeping track of my weekly budget, really wished he would.

      “I know I don’t have to pay for you, but I invited you to join because I was nosy and wanted to see your work. Consider me a patron of the arts,” he explained. He pulled a black card from his wallet and slipped it into the bill folder. I hesitated even though I knew I should get in line at the gate; I didn’t want to leave him just yet. I wasn’t ready for this to be over.

      He watched me for a beat, then spoke again, the words slipping out casually. "Why don’t you come with me to the Elite Club Lounge? There’ll be less of a line, and we should be able to get re-booked faster." His voice was warm and inviting, the sound of it wrapping around me like a blanket.

      “Elite Club Lounge?” I echoed, raising an eyebrow. The thought of a quiet escape from the hectic terminal was undeniably tempting. "There's a lounge? I thought it was just a phone number and advanced boarding privileges."

      He shrugged, unbothered. "I never have to fight for a plug in the Lounge," he said, a hint of humor in his voice, "and it’s quieter." Black credit cards, Elite Club memberships, owner of a data security company - he wore his privilege with ease and an unassuming air. He wasn’t of my world.

      I glanced down the hall where the line to re-book stretched like an endless river of tired souls, all wearing the same look of weary disbelief. The sound of impatient footsteps and the sharp rattle of luggage wheels filled the air, underscored by the occasional muffled shout for attention from a harried gate agent.

      “Just a friendly offer. No strings,” Liam added, his eyes sincere but light. His presence felt solid amid all this uncertainty.

      “But will they give me a hard time if I’m not a member?”

      He shook his head with an easy grin. "You're with me." His tone was confident, but there was a flicker of something else, something a little softer, inviting.

      I found myself nodding before I even realized it. “I’ll take you up on that friendly offer,” I said, a laugh bubbling up, more from relief than anything else. "No line and a quieter place to work sounds perfect right now.” 

      “Shall we?” Liam tipped his head towards the crowded hall we had to navigate to get to the promised oasis of the lounge. 

      The airport chaos seemed to fade into the background as we stood up, Liam’s hand on my lower back, keeping us connected in the crowd.
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      He wasn’t wrong—there wasn’t much of a line. Just a frazzled-looking family with two small kids clutching their stuffed animals like talismans and a couple of business travelers who carried an air of impatience as if delays were beneath them.  

      The business travelers were efficient; their arrangements for hotel rooms were finalized with brisk nods before they disappeared down the terminal. That left the family and us. 

      “Mr. Jacobs, I have your new flight reservation all set,” the agent said, glancing at the screen. Then she frowned, her lips pursing. “But Ms. Mayer isn’t listed as a Club member.”  

      “She’s traveling with me,” Liam explained smoothly.  

      The agent raised an eyebrow, her skepticism clear.  

      Without missing a beat, Liam slid an arm around my back, his palm warm and steady, and stepped closer to me. The casual ease of the move sent an unexpected warmth rippling through my chest, and I fought to keep my expression neutral.  

      “You’re booked in first class, Mr. Jacobs,” the agent continued, “but Ms. Mayer is in economy.”  

      I turned to Liam, giving him a look that said, Well, Mr. First Class Elite Status, what now? 

      Liam didn’t miss a beat. “Honey, didn’t you upgrade yourself with my points like I suggested?”  

      I blinked, caught off guard by the sudden shift. Then I caught on and nodded, playing along. “I forgot, sugar bugger,” I said sweetly, trying not to laugh.  

      The corners of Liam’s mouth tightened
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distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
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