
The Next Flight Out

by Victor Scott

Two strangers fake marriage while stranded at an airport storm.
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You know the feeling: you’ve got a heart that wants something real, but life keeps throwing you situations that demand a performance. Maybe you’re tired of pretending you don’t care, or you’re just looking for a story where the rules are tight, the stakes are immediate, and the chemistry doesn’t wait for permission.

In this book, a storm strands two people in the same place long enough for a fake story to become a real one - complete with borrowed names, borrowed rings, and the kind of forced proximity that turns “just for now” into “what if.” Follow their path through The Next Flight Out, where every chapter adds another locked door, another test of control, and one truth neither of them can keep sealed forever.

Chapter 1
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The Storm That Locks Them In
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The first time the power flickered, Mara told herself it was temporary - just another airline lie wrapped in a new font. Then the lights died for three heartbeats, the gate screens went dark, and the air turned stale in a way that made her throat tighten. When the overheads blinked back, the departures board showed only one thing with a stubborn glow: DELAYED. Everything else was blank, like the airport had been erased and redrawn without her permission.

She pressed her palm to the cool metal of the barrier between Gate C and the corridor toward hotels, trying to feel something steady. Outside the glass, rain slashed the runway in sheets, the storm loud enough to swallow the distant roar of planes that weren’t coming in. Inside, people huddled around outlets and charging cords like believers around candles. Mara had been in airports before - had learned which corners stayed warmer, which kiosks ran out of coffee fastest - but this felt personal. Like the universe had shut the door and then thrown the key somewhere she couldn’t reach.

Her phone buzzed again with a new notification: LAST SUITE BOOKED - PROPERTY HOLD EXPIRED. The message came from the hotel app she’d been refreshing like it could be negotiated with. She stared at the screen until the words blurred, then shoved it into her pocket hard enough to bruise her own knuckles.

“Hey.” A voice cut through the shuffle behind her, rougher than the airport chatter. “You’re going to wear a hole in your phone.”

Mara turned. The man beside her - tall, dark hair damp at the temples from the rain that had followed them in - looked like he’d been running without moving. His jacket was zipped halfway, collar turned up, one hand still gripping a rolling suitcase that looked too expensive to be real.

She didn’t know his name. She knew his face from the way he’d barged into the line at check-in with an apology that sounded like a threat. She knew he’d spoken to her earlier only because the airline staff had done their best to herd everyone into the same corner and he’d refused to be moved without an answer.

Now he studied her phone like he could see the message through her pocket.

Mara lifted her chin. “I’m not wearing a hole. I’m trying to keep us from sleeping on the floor.”

He blinked once, as if the floor was an argument he hadn’t considered. Then his gaze flicked to her carry-on - light, practical, the kind of bag that meant she’d planned for a normal life. “You mean you’re trying to keep you from sleeping on the floor.”

“Same thing,” she said, and hated how thin her voice sounded.

A laugh tugged at the edge of his mouth, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “It’s not.”

Mara stepped away from the barrier, forcing herself to move instead of freeze. “If you have a plan, share it.”

“I do.” He shifted the suitcase closer, wheels whispering on the polished floor. “But it’s going to sound like I’m trying to get something.”

She should’ve walked off. There were other people to ask, other counters to check, other lies to endure. But the storm had turned the airport into a closed fist, and she’d learned that hands like his were either the ones that grabbed you or the ones that pulled you out.

“What kind of something?”

His eyes met hers, steady, too direct for a stranger. “A room.”

Mara stared. “That’s not a plan. That’s a wish.”

“It’s a wish with leverage.” He leaned in slightly, lowering his voice beneath the roar of rain and the constant hiss of the ventilation vents. “You already know the last suite is gone.”

Her stomach dropped. “How do you - ”

“Because I’ve been watching the same board you’ve been watching.” He nodded toward her pocket like her phone was an exposed wound. “And because the hotel staff is telling everyone the same story: one suite, one night, first come - except the first come part is a lie.”

Mara’s fingers curled around the strap of her bag. “If you’re going to tell me there’s some secret backdoor, I swear - ”

“I’m not selling secrets.” He spoke like he’d rehearsed this, like he’d already decided not to let her accuse him of being a scammer. “I’m telling you the truth: there’s one suite left, but it’s being held under a reservation that can’t be used unless the guest meets their requirements.”

Mara’s pulse ticked up. “Requirements?”

He glanced away, just for a second, then back. “Marital status.”

The words hit like cold water. Mara’s mouth went dry. People around them were restless, murmuring into phones, dragging duffels and arguing about vouchers. But the air between Mara and the stranger tightened until all she could hear was the rain battering the terminal and her own breathing.

“Don’t,” she said, and wasn’t sure if it was a warning or a plea.

He didn’t flinch. “It’s not what you think.”

“Then what is it?”

He exhaled, the sound rough in his throat. “They’ll release the suite if the reservation reads as married. They don’t care who you are, only that you can present yourselves like you belong together.”

Mara stared at him, then at the expensive suitcase, then at the way his hands looked - steady, capable. The way he’d watched her phone instead of trying to take it. The way his voice had dropped into something almost careful.

Her brain tried to find a way out that didn’t involve pretending to be someone else. But the storm kept closing options like doors slamming in wind. The last shuttle had already stopped running. The airline had stopped promising anything beyond “updates.” Even the floor - if she was lucky enough to claim it - felt like it would swallow her.

She forced the question out. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because I need it too.” He tipped his head toward the corridor. “And because if we both keep looking for separate ways, we’ll both end up with nothing.”

Mara’s chest went tight with anger she didn’t want to admit. Anger at the hotel. Anger at the airline. Anger at the fact that her longing for shelter - real shelter, not blankets and pity - had started to look like desperation.

“So you want to fake marriage with me,” she said flatly.

His jaw worked once. “We’d fake it. Temporarily.”

Mara laughed once, sharp. “You think it’s temporary like a costume.”

His expression shifted - frustration, maybe, or something closer to regret. “I think it’s temporary like a life raft.”

Mara’s gaze flicked to the gate agent’s desk, where a tired employee was handing out paper forms with a smile that didn’t reach their eyes. Behind the desk, a laminated sign listed “HOTEL ASSISTANCE: LIMITED AVAILABILITY.” Someone had written in pen: CALL THIS NUMBER.

She could feel the story forming already. She could feel the humiliation of being the person who accepted help with conditions. She could feel the way her own heart would betray her by wanting comfort too badly.

“Why you?” she demanded, because it was easier than admitting she already wanted the suite. “Why not find someone else?”

He held her gaze. “Because you look like you’ll fight anyone who tries to manipulate you.”

“That’s not a compliment.”

“It’s a survival skill.” His voice softened by half a note. “And because when the lights flickered earlier, you didn’t panic. You looked for a barrier to hold onto. Like you needed something solid. I recognize that.”

Mara swallowed. The storm’s noise pressed in, and suddenly she couldn’t tell if his words were meant to be kind or just accurate enough to make her feel seen.

“What’s your name?” she asked, abruptly.

He blinked. “Eli.”

“Mara,” she said, even though she didn’t know why it mattered. Maybe because names were anchors, and right now she was drifting.

Eli’s mouth tilted. “Mara. Okay.”

“Okay?” she repeated.

He glanced at her carry-on again, then at the corridor leading to baggage claim and the hotel desk. “We can make this work. If we do it right.”

“Do it right,” she echoed, and the phrase sounded like a trap.

Eli stepped closer, close enough that she could smell rain on his jacket and the faint citrus of the soap he’d washed his hands with - something clean in a place that felt permanently grimy. “We don’t have to be convincing to strangers who will never see us again.”

Mara’s breath caught at the closeness, at the way her body reacted before her brain could argue. She hated that her skin remembered proximity from other lives she’d tried to keep tidy.

“And what if they do see us again?” she asked.

His eyes flicked to her mouth, then away, like he’d felt the same pull and refused to indulge it. “Then we’re still married for one night.”

Mara tried to find a reason to say no. She found only reasons to say yes that made her feel weak. One suite. One bed. One door that locked. A chance to stop listening to the storm and start sleeping like she deserved it.

She lifted her phone again, thumb hovering over the hotel app. “If I do this, I need the details.”

Eli nodded once, quick. “We go to the hotel assistance desk. We ask for the hold code. We present ID. We answer a couple questions like we’re in love.”

Mara stared at him. “Love?”

He shrugged, but it didn’t look casual. “Don’t worry. We’ll fake it with the truth we can tolerate.”

That should’ve sounded like manipulation. Instead, it sounded like mercy - like he was offering her control over what they pretended.

Mara’s phone buzzed again, and her screen flared with another alert: HOLD WILL BE RELEASED IN 45 MINUTES. The timer didn’t care about her pride.

She looked up at Eli. “You’re sure?”

“I’m sure enough to stop wasting time.” He gestured toward the corridor. A group of travelers pushed forward, their voices overlapping, someone crying quietly into a scarf. The line at the desk shuddered with movement, then stalled again under the weight of impatience.

Mara’s throat tightened. “And you just... happen to know this.”

Eli’s expression tightened, too. “I got offered the same thing earlier. For a different person.”

The words landed differently than she expected. Not a confession, not an excuse - just a fact that carried a bruise.

Mara’s eyes narrowed. “What happened?”

Eli’s gaze dropped, just for a second, to his own suitcase handle like it might offer an answer. “He didn’t show up.”

Mara’s anger shifted, redirected into something hotter. “So you came back.”

“I came back,” Eli agreed. He looked up again, and this time there was something raw behind his steady face. “Because I can’t keep losing nights. Not when I’m already behind.”

Behind. Mara wondered what he meant - behind on rent, behind on a life, behind on an obligation he couldn’t afford to break. She didn’t ask. She didn’t want to pry at the exact point where his armor might crack.

The line lurched forward. People shuffled, shoes squeaking on the tile, the smell of damp coats and stale coffee thickening with every step. Mara and Eli fell into place side by side, close enough that she could hear his breath when he spoke, low and quick.

“This is going to be uncomfortable,” he
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