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Chapter 1 — Turbulence
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Daniel Reed hated delays.

Not because of the waiting itself—pilots were trained in patience—but because delays stripped him of the one thing that made sense in his life: forward motion. When the engines were silent and the aircraft stayed stubbornly on the ground, his thoughts had too much room to wander.

He stood just outside the cockpit, uniform jacket folded neatly over his arm, watching gate agents shuffle paperwork with forced smiles. Thunderstorms rolled somewhere over the Midwest, invisible but powerful enough to keep Flight 782 grounded for the foreseeable future.

“Captain Reed,” a flight attendant said gently, “they’re saying at least three hours.”

Daniel exhaled slowly. “Understood.”

Three hours meant missed connections, irritated passengers, and another night away from home—whatever home meant these days. He glanced down the jet bridge, where passengers clustered in small, restless groups. Business travelers tapping at phones. Families sprawled across seats. Couples leaning into each other like the delay didn’t matter as long as they were together.

That was when he noticed him.

The man stood apart from the others, jacket slung over one shoulder, tie loosened just enough to suggest exhaustion rather than carelessness. Dark hair, sharp eyes, posture too controlled to be accidental. He stared at his phone as if daring it to deliver better news, thumb flicking aggressively across the screen.

Daniel recognized the type immediately. High-stakes job. No tolerance for wasted time. The kind of person who scheduled his life down to the minute—and was furious when the universe refused to cooperate.

Their eyes met briefly.

The man’s gaze flicked to Daniel’s uniform, lingered for half a second too long, then dropped back to the phone. Daniel felt something odd twist in his chest. Not attraction exactly. Awareness.

Get a grip, he told himself.

He turned back toward the cockpit, but the delay dragged on, stretching nerves thin. Eventually, he found himself in the terminal café, nursing black coffee that tasted like regret. He’d barely taken a sip when someone slid into the chair across from him without asking.

“Let me guess,” the man said, voice smooth but edged with irritation. “Weather.”

Daniel looked up. Same man from the gate. Closer now, undeniably striking in a way that felt... dangerous. Not pretty. Intentional.

“Storm system over Iowa,” Daniel said automatically. “Safety first.”

The man huffed. “Of course. Safety.” He extended a hand. “Alex.”

Daniel hesitated only a moment before shaking it. “Daniel.”

Alex’s grip was firm, confident. He didn’t rush to pull away. Daniel noticed. He always noticed these things—habits leftover from a life where reading people mattered more than admitting what he felt.

“So,” Alex said, leaning back, crossing one ankle over his knee. “How bad is it, really?”

Daniel smiled despite himself. “Bad enough that arguing with me won’t change it.”

Alex snorted. “Worth a try.”

They sat in silence for a moment, the noise of the terminal filling the space between them. Daniel expected Alex to return to his phone, but instead he studied Daniel with open curiosity.

“You don’t look stressed,” Alex said.

“I am,” Daniel replied. “I just hide it better.”

Alex’s mouth curved slightly. “Must be useful. In my line of work, stress is a currency.”

“Finance?”

“Bank trading,” Alex said. “High-risk division. If I miss tomorrow morning’s market, it’s... not ideal.”

Daniel nodded. “I get that. Different stakes. Same pressure.”

Alex tilted his head. “Do you?”

The question wasn’t hostile. It was searching. Daniel felt it land somewhere deeper than expected.

“I fly several hundred people through the sky at thirty-five thousand feet,” Daniel said calmly. “I don’t get to have bad days.”

Alex studied him again, longer this time. Something shifted in his expression—respect, maybe. Or recognition.

“Fair point,” Alex said. “Guess we’re both trapped by responsibility.”

“Trapped,” Daniel echoed. The word lingered.

The delay dragged into evening. The café lights dimmed, and the terminal took on that strange after-hours quiet, half-asleep but still buzzing. They talked more than Daniel meant to—about travel, about cities they loved and hated, about the strange intimacy of lives lived in transit.

Alex talked about numbers the way some people talked about art. Daniel listened, fascinated despite himself. He hadn’t expected to enjoy the company of someone so sharp-edged, so relentlessly driven.

And Alex—Alex kept asking questions. About flying. About why Daniel had chosen this life. About whether it ever got lonely.

“Yes,” Daniel said honestly. “More than I admit.”

The admission surprised them both.

When the announcement finally came—hotel vouchers, delayed departure until morning—groans rippled through the terminal. Alex closed his eyes briefly, jaw tight.

“Looks like we’re grounded,” Daniel said.

Alex laughed, soft and tired. “You say that like it’s ironic.”

They stood together, collecting paperwork. As they walked toward the exit, Daniel felt a strange pull, the sense that this moment mattered more than it should.

Outside, rain streaked the windows, city lights blurring into reflections.

“Well,” Alex said, pausing near the door. “I suppose this is where we part ways.”

Daniel nodded. “Suppose so.”

Neither moved.

Alex met his eyes, something unguarded flickering there. “Maybe turbulence isn’t always a bad thing.”

Daniel smiled, slow and genuine. “Sometimes it’s how you know you’re alive.”

They exchanged numbers without acknowledging what it meant.

As Daniel watched Alex disappear into the rain, he felt the familiar itch of motion return—but this time, it wasn’t urging him forward.

It was pulling him closer.

And for the first time in a long while, Daniel didn’t know whether to resist it.
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Chapter 2 — Layover Confessions
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The hotel lobby smelled faintly of lemon cleaner and exhaustion.

Daniel checked in under the airline’s corporate block, accepting his key card with the detached efficiency of someone who’d done this too many times before. Another anonymous room. Another night where the walls felt too close and the silence too loud.

He was halfway to the elevators when a familiar voice stopped him.

“Captain Reed.”

Daniel turned. Alex stood a few steps behind him, jacket gone, shirt sleeves rolled up, tie shoved into his coat pocket. He looked less polished this way—more human.

“Looks like the universe isn’t done with us yet,” Alex said, holding up his own key card.

“Same floor?” Daniel asked.

Alex checked. “Same hotel. I’ll take it as a small mercy.”

They rode the elevator together, quiet but not uncomfortable. Daniel could feel Alex’s presence beside him—aware, restrained, charged. When the doors opened, Alex gestured down the hall.

“Drink?” he asked. “Before we both pretend we’re not awake for the next six hours.”

Daniel hesitated. He always did, when it came to invitations that blurred lines. Then he nodded. “One.”

The hotel bar was nearly empty, low-lit and hushed, as if it understood the mood of stranded travelers. They sat at the counter, close enough that Daniel could smell Alex’s cologne—something clean, understated.

“Whiskey,” Alex told the bartender. “Neat.”

“Same,” Daniel said, surprising himself.

They drank in silence at first. The whiskey burned, grounding him. Outside, rain streaked down the windows, the city reduced to blurred light and shadow.

“So,” Alex said eventually, rolling the glass between his fingers. “How do you do it?”

Daniel glanced at him. “Do what?”

“Be calm,” Alex said. “Even when everything’s out of your control.”

Daniel laughed softly. “I’m not calm. I just learned early that panic doesn’t help at thirty-five thousand feet.”

Alex nodded. “On the trading floor, panic is contagious. One mistake, one wrong call, and it ripples outward. Jobs lost. Futures altered.” He paused, jaw tightening. “You’re expected to be flawless. Every day.”

Daniel studied him, seeing past the sharp edges now. “That kind of pressure eats people alive.”

Alex exhaled slowly. “It already has. I just refuse to let it show.”

Daniel understood that too well.

“I spend most nights in places like this,” Daniel said quietly. “Rooms that all look the same. Cities I barely remember. People I don’t let get close because it’s easier to leave when you never arrive.”

Alex turned toward him fully now. “That sounds lonely.”

“It is,” Daniel admitted. The word felt heavy but honest. “But it’s also safe.”

Alex considered that. “Safe is overrated.”

Their eyes met, held. The air between them tightened—not rushing, not demanding. Just... present.

Alex took another sip of whiskey. “I’ve dated women,” he said casually, then glanced at Daniel, gauging the reaction. “Men too. I don’t advertise it. Finance isn’t exactly progressive when it comes to anything that complicates the image.”

Daniel nodded, his expression open. “I was married. To a woman. Long time ago.” He paused. “I don’t think I ever learned how to stay.”

Alex’s mouth softened at that. “Maybe staying is harder than leaving.”

The bartender drifted away, leaving them alone in the quiet. Daniel was acutely aware of how close Alex was now, forearms nearly touching. He didn’t move. Neither did Alex.

The attraction was there—undeniable—but it moved carefully, like something that understood the cost of being reckless.

“We should probably stop,” Alex said, though he didn’t sound convinced.

Daniel smiled faintly. “Probably.”

They paid, walked back toward the elevators together. Outside Alex’s room, they paused again, the moment stretching thin.

“Goodnight, Daniel,” Alex said, voice low.

“Goodnight, Alex.”

The door closed softly between them.

In his room, Daniel lay awake, staring at the ceiling, aware of the distance—measured in feet, not miles—between them.

For once, he didn’t wish himself somewhere else.

He just wished the night were longer.
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Chapter 3 — Crossing Altitudes
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Daniel didn’t remember deciding to leave his room.

One moment he was staring at the ceiling, the muted hum of the hotel air system filling the silence. The next, he was pulling on his jacket, checking the time—just past ten—and telling himself this was nothing. Just fresh air. Just movement.

The elevator doors opened in the lobby to reveal Alex leaning against a pillar, phone in hand, jacket back on like he’d been waiting without admitting it.

They looked at each other.

No explanations were offered.

“City’s still awake,” Alex said, pushing off the pillar. “Thought I’d see how much of it I could steal before morning.”

Daniel nodded. “Lead the way.”

They walked without a plan, the rain reduced to a fine mist that clung to streetlights and pavement. The city felt different at night—less performative, more honest. Bars hummed softly. Late-night cafés glowed warm behind fogged windows.

They ducked into a small diner, shared fries, talked about nothing important and everything that was. Alex laughed more here, shoulders loosening, sharp edges dulled by neon light and grease-stained menus.

“You’re not what I expected,” Alex said, watching Daniel stir his coffee.

Daniel raised an eyebrow. “Let me guess. Too quiet?”

“Too steady,” Alex replied. “It’s unsettling.”

Daniel smiled. “Most people find that boring.”

“I don’t,” Alex said. “I find it... grounding.”

The word sat between them.

As they walked again, Daniel became painfully aware of how attuned he


























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
DIFFERENCE

[he ilot and the Bank





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





