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The forward galley of the Boeing 777 hums with the low-grade vibration of auxiliary power, and I run my finger down the beverage manifest without reading a single line. The paper is a prop. What I am actually doing is waiting.

Three weeks of watching Leo Vance from the back of briefing rooms, from across the crew lounge, from the safe distance of a junior flight attendant who has no reason to be noticed. Three weeks of cataloguing the way he leans into women, the way his hand finds the small of a back and lingers, the way his smirk arrives half a second before the line he has used a hundred times. I have heard the stories in the crew rooms, the murmured recaps of invitations delivered low and private, the tally of conquests that everyone pretends not to keep. He has never lost. He has never even stumbled.

Today he will.

I slide the drawer shut and the latch clicks with a satisfying finality. The cabin is still boarding, a slow river of carry-ons and duty-free bags and passengers who cannot find their seat numbers, and I use the chaos to scan the aisle without appearing to. Priya catches my eye from the opposite galley. She does not smile. She gives me a single nod, small and deliberate, and then she turns back to the overhead bins. She knows why I transferred onto this route. She is the only one who does.

The cockpit door opens.

I do not look up immediately. I hear him before I see him, the particular weight of his footsteps on the cabin carpet, the way the air shifts when a man who believes he owns every enclosed space enters it. I count to three, then lift my gaze.

Captain Leo Vance moves through the aisle like a man who has never been told no. Broad shoulders, sun-streaked brown hair, the four stripes on his epaulettes catching the cabin light. His uniform fits him the way uniforms fit men who care about being looked at. He pauses beside me as I stow a drawer, close enough that I can smell his aftershave, something woody and expensive and probably chosen for the compliments it earns.

'Welcome to my cockpit, Miss Fox.' His voice is low, meant only for me. 'I trust you'll find the service... accommodating.'

The pause before the last word is practiced. I have heard about this pause. I have heard about the way he lets it hang in the air, an invitation that is not quite an invitation, deniable enough that he can retreat behind his stripes if the woman does not play along. Most of them do.

I turn to face him. My hands are steady. My heart is steady. I meet his gaze and hold it, and I let my own eyes go flat and unreadable, the way I practiced in the mirror of my apartment for three nights before this flight.

'I prefer to fly myself, Captain.'

No warmth. No apology. No softening smile to let him know I’m joking.

The silence that follows is a held breath. I watch his smirk flicker, just barely, a micro-expression that someone less attentive would miss. His jaw tightens and releases. Then he laughs, a short sharp sound that doesn’t reach his eyes, he turns and walks back toward the cockpit without another word.

Priya materializes beside me. 'Christ, Camila.'

'What?'

'You know what.' She busies herself with the coffee carafes, her silver nose stud glinting as she shakes her head. 'He's not going to let that go.'

'Good.'

She looks at me for a long moment, her brown eyes searching my face for something I’m not willing to give her. Then she exhales and returns to her station.

The service begins.

The cabin becomes a chessboard. I work the aisle with the automatic precision of someone who has done this for years, but underneath the routine I am tracking every move. Leo's first intercom announcement comes twenty minutes after takeoff, and his usual avuncular tone has been replaced by something sharper, more pointed. Is it her imagination or has his affable conversation changed. Priya's eyebrows lift as she passes me with a tray of juices, but she says nothing.

I pour coffee and smile at 14A, and I do not react.

An hour later he passes through the galley while I’m restocking the beverage cart. He stops. He looks at the coffee I have just brewed, and he says, 'I hope the coffee is stronger than the last batch.'

I pick up the carafe and pour a cup I have no intention of handing him. 'I've always found it surprisingly weak for something so bitter.' My gaze drops deliberately to his mouth, holds there for a beat, and then I turn away before he can respond.

I hear him exhale. I hear him leave.

Derek Mwangi is standing in the cockpit doorway during the crew change, tall and still, his close-cropped black hair and steady dark eyes giving nothing away. He has been watching. I noticed him noticing during the boarding exchange, and I notice him noticing now. He tracks the captain's movements with something I cannot quite read, concern or quiet alarm or something else entirely, and I file it away. He says nothing. He doesn’t need to.

The seven-hour service grinds toward its end. The cabin lights shift, the passengers grow restless, and the air in the galley feels pressurized beyond the normal cabin atmosphere. Every time Leo passes through, I feel him before I see him, a prickle at the back of my neck, a shift in the ambient noise. He doesn’t speak to me again. He doesn’t need to. The silence between us is louder than anything he could say.

As the aircraft begins its descent into Dubai, I secure my trolley and run through the landing checklist. I look up and catch him watching me from the cockpit jump seat as he holds the cockpit door half open, his expression unreadable, his jaw tight. I hold his gaze for three full seconds. One. Two. Three. Long enough to register the tension in the muscle beneath his ear. Then I return to my duties as though he is not there.

The landing gear deploys with a mechanical thud that vibrates through the cabin floor.

I allow myself a small private smile, and I wipe it off my face before anyone can see.

The passengers disembark in a shuffle of tired bodies and overstuffed bags, and I stand at the forward exit with my hands clasped and my expression pleasant and professional. Leo is behind me. I don’t turn around, but I feel his presence like a hand between my shoulder blades, and I know he’s looking at me. The question of what happens next hangs in the cabin air like vapour, unasked and unanswered.

I have drawn first blood. The war has begun.

The last passenger clears the jet bridge. I close the exit door and press my palm flat against the cold metal, and I let myself breathe.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​The Galley Chessboard

[image: ]


The briefing room smells of stale coffee and the faint chemical tang of whiteboard markers. I sit at the head of the long table, my flight plan open to the North Atlantic tracks, and I cannot focus on a single word of it.

Derek is beside me, his tablet angled so I can see the weather overlay if I choose to look. I don’t choose to look. I’m watching the door.

It’s been eight days since the Dubai service. I’ve flown a turnaround to the Gulf and a positioning leg to Frankfurt, and in both sectors, I caught myself scanning the crew manifest before I even put my bag in the flight deck. Her name wasn’t there. The flights were unremarkable, the cabin crew efficient and forgettable, and I should have been relieved. Instead, I felt something I had not felt in years: a low-grade irritation that had no source and no target, an itch I could not locate.

Derek clears his throat. 'Wind shear over the Atlantic is moderate. We'll want to brief the cabin on potential ‘chop’ around the four-hour mark.'

I grunt. My pen hovers above the NOTAMs. The door opens and I look up too fast.

Camila Fox walks in with Priya Kapoor, and the room reconfigures itself around her. She’s wearing the standard issue blouse and skirt, the same uniform as every other female crew member in this building, but on her it looks like a choice rather than a requirement. Her dark bob is tucked behind one ear. She doesn’t glance at me. She moves to the chair directly across the table, sets her briefing pack down, and begins unpacking it with small, precise movements. A pen aligned parallel to the folder's edge. A highlighter placed beside it. The ritual of someone who needs the world arranged exactly so.

Priya sits next to her and murmurs something I can’t catch. Camila's mouth moves in response, a flicker of a smile that vanishes before it fully arrives.

'Captain.' Derek's voice has an edge now. 'The fuel load?'

I drag my attention back to the flight plan. The numbers swim. I read out the figure from the dispatch release and my voice sounds normal enough, but I’m aware of Camila's silence across the table like a cold spot in the room. The other crew members, a second officer and two flight attendants I have flown with before, are nodding along, making notes. She is still. Her pen rests on the folder. Her gaze is fixed on the route map projected on the wall, and her expression is unreadable.

I make a joke about JFK ground delays. The kind of line that usually earns me a round of low chuckles, a loosening of shoulders, the small social tribute I have come to expect. The second officer laughs. The other attendants smile. Camila's expression does not alter. She might as well be looking at a departure board in an empty terminal.

The absence of her reaction pulls at me. I lose my place in the next sentence. 'The, ah... the arrival gate will be Terminal Seven, and we'll have a three-hour turnaround before the inbound.' The stumble is small, a half-second hesitation, but I feel heat climb the back of my neck. Derek's pen stops moving. He doesn’t look at me, but I know he’s registered it.

I finish the briefing. Camila will be working the forward galley, which means she’ll be the one bringing my coffee, the one I’ll see every time I step out of the flight deck. I tell myself this is coincidence, the natural outcome of seniority and roster rotation. I don’t examine the fact that I’m the one who approves the roster.

The crew disperses. Chairs scrape back. Papers shuffle into folders. I stay seated, pretending to review the flight plan, and I watch Camila and Priya move toward the lockers at the far end of the room. Their heads are bent together, dark and darker, and Priya's hand comes up to touch Camila's arm. The gesture is light, brief, but it is the touch of someone who knows something. Someone who has been told things.

I have seen that touch before. Between crew members who have compared notes about me in hotel bars and crew rest areas, who have warned each other with lowered voices and significant looks. But Camila doesn’t seem like a woman who receives warnings. She seems like a woman who issues them.

Priya glances back over her shoulder. Her eyes meet mine for a fraction of a second, and there is something in her expression I cannot read. Not hostility. Not quite. Something closer to assessment, the look of a person who is watching a situation develop and reserving judgement.

Derek stands and gathers his tablet. 'Everything all right?'

'Fine.' I close my flight plan. 'See you tomorrow.'

He hesitates. I can feel him weighing whether to say something more, and I don’t give him an opening. After a moment he nods and walks out, his footsteps steady on the linoleum.

I take my time packing up. The room empties. I walk to the coffee station and pour a cup I don’t want, and I stand there with my back to the door, listening to the last of the crew leave. When I turn around, the room is empty.

I walk through the terminal toward the crew car park, my bag slung over one shoulder. The afternoon light through the windows is thin and grey, the kind of London light that makes everything look rinsed out. I pass a window that overlooks the apron and stop.

Camila is standing on the other side of the glass, outside on the walkway that runs along the terminal's flank. Her bag is at her feet. She’s watching a 777 push back from the gate, the tug backing it slowly toward the taxiway. Her posture is straight, her chin lifted, and her hands are loose at her sides. She is completely still.

I’ve seen crew members watch aircraft before. There is usually something in it, a pride or a weariness or a longing for the next sector. Camila watches like the aircraft is a problem she’s solving. There’s a solitude in the set of her shoulders that is not loneliness. It is deliberate. Chosen. The posture of someone who has decided that standing alone is safer than standing with people who might let her down.

I know that posture. I have worn it in cockpit seats at three in the morning, in hotel rooms in cities where I knew no one, in the quiet after a woman left and the door clicked shut and the room was suddenly just a room. Seeing it on her makes something shift in my chest, a recognition I do not want and cannot shake.

She doesn’t see me. The glass is reflective on her side. I stand there for longer than I mean to, a man watching a woman watch an aircraft, and then I make myself walk away.

In the car park, I sit in the driver's seat and don’t start the engine. My hands rest on the wheel. The concrete wall in front of me is stained with exhaust and time.

I replay the moment in the galley eight days ago. The flat green of her eyes. The precise cut of her words, delivered without heat, without the flirtatious edge I’ve come to rely on. She didn’t attack me. She simply refused to play. And I’ve no idea what to do with a woman who will not play, because every move I know depends on the other person picking up a piece.

The splinter works itself deeper. I sit in the car until the light outside the concrete pillars begins to fail, and then I start the engine and pull out into the grey London afternoon.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​You're Losing Altitude, Captain

[image: ]


The cabin at three in the morning is a tunnel of blue shadow and recycled air. I move through it without sound, my flats silent on the carpet, my tray of collected glasses balanced against one hip. Most of the window shades are down. A man in 17A has his reading light on, the only warm spot in the entire forward section, and I make a mental note to check on him after my break. The Atlantic is somewhere below us, black and indifferent, and the 777 hums through it at thirty-six thousand feet with the steady drone of engines that have become, over three weeks, as familiar as my own breathing.

Three weeks on this route. Twenty-two days since I walked onto Leo Vance's service with a plan as clean and sharp as a scalpel. The war has settled into a rhythm I can predict: his intercom announcements laced with that particular warmth he thinks is charm, my responses clipped to the point of rudeness, the galley passes where his shoulder brushes mine and I refuse to flinch. Every shift a skirmish. Every exchange a move on a board only the two of us can see.

Tonight the rhythm is off.

His first announcement, an hour after takeoff from Heathrow, came out wrong. He stumbled over the tail number. Priya looked up from the beverage cart and caught my eye, one eyebrow lifting a fraction. The cockpit door has opened six times since we levelled off. I know because I’ve been counting. Twice he walked the full length of the cabin and back, his gait too slow for a man checking on his crew, his gaze finding me in the galley each time before he turned away. The third time he stopped at the forward lavatory and stood there for a full thirty seconds without opening the door, one hand braced against the bulkhead, and I watched the back of his neck flush above the collar of his shirt.

During the meal service Priya caught my arm as I reached past her for the wine bottles. Her fingers were cool through the sleeve of my blouse.

'He's off his game tonight,' she murmured, her voice low enough that the passengers in 3A and 3B could not hear. 'Be careful.'

I didn’t ask what she meant. I already knew. The look in his eyes when he passed the galley ten minutes earlier was not the predatory confidence I’d come to expect. It was something rawer, less certain, and it made the skin at the back of my neck prickle in a way I didn’t care to examine.

Now, with the cabin settled and the other crew rostered for later rest periods, I pull back the galley curtain and descend the narrow stairs to the crew rest compartment. The space below the main deck is cramped and windowless, a metal cocoon of four bunks, a small changing area, and the constant vibration of the airframe. I expect to find it empty. My break is scheduled for another twenty minutes, and the roster Priya showed me has Derek in the cockpit and the rest of the crew on the main deck.

The curtain slides back under my hand.

Leo Vance is standing in the confined space with his back to me, his captain's jacket hanging from a hook beside the upper bunk. His tie is loosened, the top button of his shirt undone, and I can see the line of his spine through the white cotton, the way his shoulders sit lower than usual. He turns at the sound of the curtain, and for a fraction of a second his expression is unguarded. Tired. Hollow at the edges, the way a man looks when he has been staring at something he can’t fix.

Then the mask slides back. The easy smile, the squared jaw, the eyes that have charmed a hundred women into bed. But it takes a beat too long, and I’ve already seen what’s underneath.

'Captain,' I say. My voice comes out level. 'I didn't expect to find you here.'

'I could say the same.' His voice is rougher than I have ever heard it, the practised charm stripped away by fatigue or something else. He doesn’t move to leave. Neither do I.

The compartment is too small for two people to stand without proximity. The bunks take up most of the floor space, and the changing area is a narrow alcove behind a second curtain. Where we stand, between the stairs and the lower bunk, there is perhaps half a metre of clearance. I can smell his cologne, something woody and expensive, mixed with the metallic scent of cockpit air and the faint salt of sweat. The combination is more intimate than I am prepared for.

He takes a half-step toward me. Not aggressive. Drawn, as if the narrow compartment has its own gravity and he’s stopped fighting it. The movement brings him close enough that I could reach out and touch the hollow of his throat, the place where his pulse would be visible if the light were brighter. I don’t touch him. My hands stay at my sides, and I hold his gaze without blinking.

Something shifts in his face. The mask is still there, but it is thinner now, and I can see the effort it costs him to keep it in place. His jaw is tight. His hands curl at his sides, the knuckles pressing white for half a second before he forces them open again. He is waiting for me to speak, or to leave, or to do something he can predict.

I lean in. Slowly, deliberately, close enough that my breath moves the hair at his temple. His cologne is stronger here, and underneath it is the clean scent of his skin, and I register both with a clarity that unsettles me. I don’t let it show.

'You're losing altitude, Captain.'

The words are soft, almost intimate. I watch the effect land. His jaw tightens further, a muscle jumping below his ear. His hands curl again and stay curled. And his eyes, those confident blue eyes that have never had to ask for anything, fracture. Not anger. Not humiliation. Something rawer than either. A startled vulnerability that I’ve never seen on a man's face before, and it hits me somewhere below the ribs, a sensation I didn’t anticipate and do not welcome.

I step back. The curtain falls between us with a soft whisper of fabric, and I climb the stairs to the main deck without looking back. My heart is beating too fast. I can feel it in my throat, in my wrists, in the soles of my feet as they find each step. I hate that I can still smell his cologne on my collar. I hate that my hands are not quite steady as I push through the galley curtain and into the blue-lit quiet of the cabin.

The forward galley is empty. I stand behind the counter and pour myself a cup of coffee from the pot we brewed an hour ago, and my hands are steady now, steady enough that the coffee doesn’t ripple in the cup. I hold the cup and don’t drink from it. The Atlantic slides past outside the window, black water under black sky, and the New York shoreline is still hours away.

I tell myself it was a tactical victory. Another piece removed from the board, another crack in the armour I came here to dismantle. The fracture in his eyes is exactly what I’ve been working toward for three weeks, and I should be satisfied. I should be cataloguing the moment, filing it away as evidence that the plan is working.

But the weight in my chest won’t resolve into satisfaction. It sits there, dense and unnameable, and when I close my eyes I see his face in that unguarded second before the mask came back. Tired. Hollow. A man who doesn’t recognise himself.

I set the coffee cup down on the counter. The galley is quiet except for the hum of the engines and the soft creak of the airframe adjusting to the cold outside. In a few hours the sun will come up over the eastern seaboard and we’ll begin our descent into New York, and I’ll serve breakfast to two hundred passengers and smile at them as if I’ve not just felt something crack inside my own chest.

Below the main deck, in the crew rest compartment, Leo Vance stands motionless with one hand braced against the bunk frame. I don’t see this, but I know it’s true. I know it the way I know the sound of the engines has shifted by half a tone, the way I know the cabin pressure has dropped a fraction as we begin the long, slow descent toward morning. The coffee cools in its cup. I don’t drink it. Outside the window, the Atlantic keeps its secrets, and the dark gives nothing back.
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