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Chapter 1 — The Captain's Seat
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The first thing Anna noticed was the sound.

A low, continuous hum surrounded her. It was steady, almost soothing, interrupted by occasional electronic tones and the quiet rush of air.

Then she noticed the light.

Sunlight poured through several large windows, illuminating rows of instruments, digital displays, and switches she could not identify.

She opened her eyes completely.

And stopped breathing.

She was sitting in the cockpit of an aircraft.

Not a small private plane. Not a flight simulator.

A commercial passenger jet.

Through the windshield, an endless field of blue sky stretched toward the horizon. Thin clouds floated far below.

The aircraft was already in flight.

Anna looked down.

Her hands rested on the armrests of a wide seat. They were larger than her own, with short nails, dark hair across the knuckles, and a pale mark where a watch had been worn for years.

Men's hands.

Again.

She closed her eyes.

No. Not here.

She had awakened in unfamiliar places before. She had opened her eyes in other people's bedrooms, offices, and lives. Each time, the same terrible uncertainty had returned.

Who was she now?

What had happened?

And what was she supposed to fix?

But this was different.

There was nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide until she understood the situation.

She was thousands of meters above the ground, in a machine carrying hundreds of people.

And she was sitting in the captain's seat.

"Everything okay?"

The voice came from her right.

Anna turned.

A man in his early forties sat beside her, wearing a white pilot's shirt with three dark stripes on the shoulder boards. His short brown hair was beginning to gray at the temples.

He looked at her briefly before returning his attention to the instruments.

"Captain?"

Anna swallowed.

"Yes."

The word emerged in a deep male voice.

Her stomach tightened.

"Just thinking," she added.

The man gave a small smile.

"About New York?"

"Something like that."

He nodded and turned back toward the windshield.

Anna studied him from the corner of her eye.

A name badge was attached to his shirt.

MARKUS.

The second pilot.

She had a name. At least that was something.

Her own uniform carried another badge, but she could not read it without drawing attention to herself.

She looked toward the instrument panel.

Hundreds of numbers, symbols, and colored lines filled the screens.

One number caught her attention.

35,000.

Altitude.

She knew enough about flying to recognize that.

Another display showed the aircraft's route, a curved line extending westward across a map of Europe and the Atlantic Ocean.

Frankfurt.

New York.

She was flying across the ocean.

Anna felt a slow wave of panic rising through her chest.

She could not fly an airplane.

She had never flown an airplane.

She barely understood how the instruments worked.

And somewhere behind the reinforced cockpit door, hundreds of passengers were trusting her to bring them safely to America.

"Coffee?"

Markus asked.

Anna blinked.

"What?"

"Coffee. I'm going to ask the crew."

"Yes. Thank you."

"Same as usual?"

She hesitated for a fraction of a second.

"Yes."

Markus pressed a button on the communications panel.

Anna leaned back, trying to appear relaxed.

She needed information.

Immediately.

But every question was dangerous. She could not ask where they were, what airline they worked for, or what procedures were expected of her.

The real captain would know those things.

And Markus clearly expected her to know them too.

She glanced at the central display again.

A small green indication caught her attention.

AUTOPILOT.

Relief washed over her.

The aircraft was flying itself.

For now.

She remembered reading that modern commercial aircraft could follow programmed routes for hours without direct manual control.

The knowledge helped.

A little.

But it did not solve the problem.

An autopilot could not make every decision. Someone still needed to communicate with air traffic control, monitor the systems, assess weather conditions, and respond if something went wrong.

Someone who understood the aircraft.

Someone who belonged in that seat.

Not Anna.

She looked at Markus.

He was calmly reviewing information on one of the displays.

Perhaps he could handle everything.

Perhaps she could remain quiet until they landed.

The thought lasted only a moment.

That was not how these awakenings worked.

She never appeared in a new life without a reason.

There was always something wrong.

Something unfinished.

Something she had to discover.

The only question was how much time she had.

"You're quiet today," Markus observed.

Anna forced herself to smile.

"Long night."

"Tell me about it."

He stretched his shoulders.

"At least we got away from Frankfurt without a delay."

Frankfurt.

Confirmation.

"How long have we been airborne?" she asked, then immediately regretted it.

Markus gave her a curious look.

"About an hour."

Anna nodded.

"I've lost track of time."

"That makes two of us."

He returned to his displays.

She exhaled slowly.

One hour after takeoff.

There were still several hours before New York.

Several hours in which something could happen.

She turned her attention to the flight deck.

A tablet rested beside her seat. Several documents were clipped near the center console. Her jacket hung behind her.

Everything looked organized.

Familiar to the man whose body she occupied.

Completely foreign to her.

She glanced down at the identification card attached to the uniform.

CAPTAIN DANIEL WEBER.

Daniel Weber.

That was her name now.

At least to everyone on this aircraft.

Anna repeated it silently.

Daniel Weber. Captain. Frankfurt to New York.

The words felt like the beginning of a puzzle.

She looked at her hands again.

A gold wedding ring rested on her left hand.

Married.

Somewhere on the ground, Daniel Weber might have a wife. Children. A house. People waiting for him to return.

She wondered whether he was aware of what was happening to his body.

Did he disappear when she arrived?

Did he sleep?

Would he remember anything afterward?

She had asked herself these questions before.

She still had no answers.

A soft electronic chime interrupted her thoughts.

Markus spoke into the communications system.

A woman's voice answered.

Anna caught only part of the exchange.

Coffee.

Water.

A few minutes.

Routine.

Everything was routine.

And that frightened her more than an emergency might have.

An emergency would at least explain why she was here.

Instead, the aircraft continued westward through a peaceful blue sky, its engines humming steadily.

No warning lights.

No alarms.

No visible danger.

Yet Anna knew better than to trust appearances.

She had learned that the strangest problems rarely announced themselves immediately.

Sometimes they hid inside ordinary conversations.

Sometimes behind familiar faces.

And sometimes they waited until it was too late to turn back.

"Daniel?"

She looked up.

Markus was watching her.

"You really don't look well."

"I'm fine."

"You sure?"

"Just a headache."

He studied her for another moment.

"If you need a break, say so."

Anna considered the offer.

There was an obvious solution.

She could tell him she was feeling unwell. Let him handle the flight. Perhaps request medical assistance after landing.

It would keep the passengers safe.

But what if her presence here meant something else?

What if the reason for this awakening was already developing somewhere behind the cockpit door?

She could not ignore that possibility.

"Can you handle the flight monitoring for a few minutes?" she asked.

"Of course."

"I need to clear my head."

Markus nodded.

"Take your time."

Anna turned toward the windshield.

For a moment, she allowed herself simply to look.

The earth was impossibly far away.

The clouds formed a white ocean beneath them, extending toward the horizon.

From up here, the world appeared silent and orderly.

No traffic.

No crowded streets.

No visible borders.

Just sky.

She wondered how many people behind her were watching movies, sleeping, drinking coffee, or thinking about the lives waiting for them in New York.

They believed this was an ordinary flight.

They believed the pilots were trained professionals.

They believed everything was under control.

Anna wished she could believe it too.

Markus adjusted a setting on one of the displays.

A quiet click sounded in the cockpit.

She flinched.

He glanced at her.

"Seriously, Daniel. You should get some rest after we land."

"I will."

"You said that last time."

Anna smiled weakly.

Apparently, Daniel Weber had a habit of working too hard.

Another small piece of his life.

She stored it away.

The more she understood him, the easier it would be to survive the next few hours.

But she needed to be careful.

She could not spend the entire flight pretending to understand things she did not.

At some point, a decision would be required.

At some point, Markus might ask a question she could not answer.

And at some point, someone might discover that Captain Daniel Weber was no longer Captain Daniel Weber.

Anna looked down at the instruments once more.

The aircraft continued along its programmed route.

No changes.

No warnings.

No problems.

She drew a slow breath.

All right.

Find out why you're here.

Keep everyone safe.

And whatever happens, don't touch anything you don't understand.

It was not much of a plan.

But it was all she had.

Behind her, the cockpit door remained closed.

Beyond it were hundreds of passengers, each carrying a different story.

Anna did not yet know that one of those stories had already ended five years earlier.

And that its owner was sitting on this very aircraft.

For now, she knew only one thing.

She had awakened as the captain of a passenger jet.

And there was no way to leave this life until she discovered what was wrong.
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Chapter 2 — A Perfectly Ordinary Flight
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For the next twenty minutes, nothing happened.

And somehow, that made Anna even more nervous.

The aircraft continued westward at thirty-five thousand feet. The engines produced their steady, almost hypnotic hum. Sunlight reflected from the upper surface of the left wing, and the clouds below stretched toward the horizon like an enormous white landscape.

Everything appeared normal.

Markus occasionally adjusted something on his side of the instrument panel, checked a display, or exchanged a few words with air traffic control.

Anna watched him carefully.

She was beginning to understand the rhythm of the cockpit.

There were long periods of quiet, interrupted by brief conversations and routine checks. Pilots did not constantly move levers or turn the controls. Most of the time, they monitored the aircraft, verified information, and prepared for what came next.

That was reassuring.

Until she remembered that monitoring an aircraft required understanding what the instruments were telling you.

She did not.

"Control wants us on the new frequency," Markus said.

Anna turned toward him.

"All right."

He selected another radio frequency and made contact.

"Good afternoon. Maintaining flight level three-five-zero."

A voice answered through the speakers.

There were numbers, a position report, and an instruction to continue along the planned route.

Markus repeated the relevant details.

Then the conversation ended.

Anna looked toward the sky.

"Quiet today," she observed.

Markus smiled.

"Not complaining, are you?"

"Absolutely not."

"Good. After last week's weather, I'll take a quiet crossing."

Last week's weather.

Another detail about Daniel Weber's life she knew nothing about.

She decided not to ask.

Markus continued studying the navigation display.

"Forecast still looks good all the way across. A little wind higher up, but nothing unusual."

"That's good."

"New York might have some clouds when we get there. Nothing serious."

Anna nodded.

She had no intention of expressing an opinion about weather conditions.

She could barely distinguish one cockpit display from another.

A soft chime sounded.

Markus glanced at the communications panel.

"Our coffee."

A moment later, the cockpit door opened after the usual security procedure.

A flight attendant entered carrying a small tray.

She was a woman in her thirties, with dark hair pulled into a neat bun. Her movements were confident and efficient.

"Good afternoon, gentlemen."

"You're saving our lives, Sophie," Markus said.

She laughed.

"Again?"

"Every flight."

Sophie handed him a cup.

Then she turned to Anna.

"Your usual, Captain. Black, no sugar."

Anna accepted it.

"Thank you."

"Everything all right up here?"

"Perfectly."

"Good. The passengers are settling in. Meal service is about to begin."

"Any problems?" Markus asked.

"Nothing worth mentioning. A few people unhappy with their seats, one gentleman asking for a different meal, and a little girl who wants to know whether pilots can see the moon during the day."

Markus grinned.

"Tell her sometimes."

"I did."

"Then you've done our job for us."

Sophie smiled.

"I'll leave you to the difficult part."

She collected the empty water bottles from a holder near the door.

"Call if you need anything."

"Thanks, Sophie," Anna said.

The door closed behind her.

Anna looked at the coffee in her hands.

Black.

No sugar.

She disliked black coffee.

Apparently, Daniel Weber did not.

She took a cautious sip.

Bitter.

Very bitter.

She set the cup aside.

Markus noticed.

"Not good?"

"It's fine."

"You look disappointed."

"Just hotter than I expected."

"That's what happens when they actually bring it fresh."

He returned to his instruments.

Anna allowed herself a small smile.

For the first time since awakening, she felt something approaching relief.

She had survived an encounter with another member of the crew.

No one had noticed anything unusual.

Perhaps this would be easier than she feared.

Perhaps she could sit quietly, let Markus handle the flight, and reach New York without attracting attention.

But the thought created another problem.

Why was she here?

In every previous life, there had been something to resolve.

A dangerous decision.

A missing person.

A secret.

Someone whose future depended on her actions.

She had never simply arrived, waited, and left.

There was always a reason.

Yet nothing in the cockpit suggested an emergency.

The instruments remained stable.

The aircraft maintained its altitude.

The weather was good.

And the people around her behaved as though this were the most ordinary day in the world.

Anna stared at the endless sky.

Maybe the problem was not in the cockpit.

Maybe it was somewhere else.

She thought about the passengers.

Hundreds of strangers traveling from Frankfurt to New York.

Businesspeople.

Tourists.

Families.

People returning home.

Every one of them had a life she knew nothing about.

One of those lives might be about to change.

Or end.

The possibility made her uncomfortable.

"Daniel?"

Markus was looking at her again.

"Yes?"

"Did you hear me?"

Anna felt her stomach tighten.

"Sorry. What did you say?"

"The fuel figures. They're right on plan."

"Oh. Good."

Markus frowned slightly.

"You really are distracted today."

"Just tired."

"You said that already."

"Because it's true."

He studied her for a moment.

"Are you feeling sick?"

Anna hesitated.

There was an opportunity here.

If she claimed to be unwell, Markus could take over the captain's duties. She would no longer have to pretend she understood the aircraft.

But she had no idea what the consequences would be.

A medical diversion?

Questions from the airline?

An examination after landing?

Worse, if she suddenly claimed to be unable to fly, Markus might decide to land at the nearest suitable airport.

That could end the journey before she discovered why she was here.

"No," she answered. "I'm all right."

"Sure?"

"Yes."

Markus nodded.

"Then try not to fall asleep on me."

"I won't."

He smiled and turned back toward the windshield.

Anna picked up her coffee again.

This time, she managed two sips.

Half an hour later, the aircraft remained perfectly stable.

Anna was beginning to recognize certain patterns.

Whenever air traffic control contacted them, Markus listened, answered, and entered or confirmed the necessary information.

He was not performing her duties for her deliberately. He was simply doing his own job, as he had probably done hundreds of times.

She had been lucky.

So far, there had been no reason for her to demonstrate any flying ability.

Markus checked the weather information, compared the flight plan with the aircraft's progress, and reviewed the fuel situation.

Nothing concerned him.

Anna could tell from the way he moved.

He was relaxed.

Not careless, but comfortable.

This was familiar territory to him.

A routine crossing.

She looked at the navigation display again.

The curved route continued west.

They were gradually leaving the European continent behind.

Ahead lay the Atlantic Ocean.

Thousands of kilometers of water.

Anna had always liked flying as a passenger. She enjoyed looking out of airplane windows, watching cities shrink beneath the clouds, and imagining the people living below.

But sitting in the cockpit changed everything.

From the passenger cabin, flying seemed almost magical.

From the captain's seat, it was a responsibility she was completely unprepared to carry.

"What are you thinking about?" Markus asked.

Anna hesitated.

"The ocean."

"The ocean?"

"How much of it there is."

Markus laughed.

"Quite a lot, last time I checked."

"I mean, when you're up here, you forget how far away everything is."

He considered that.

"Sometimes."

Then he pointed toward the navigation display.

"That's why we plan alternatives."

Anna followed his gesture.

Several airports were marked on the map.

She recognized some names.

Shannon.

Keflavík.

Gander.

Markus continued.

"Weather, fuel, medical emergencies, technical problems. We always need somewhere to go if the situation changes."

"Right."

"Fortunately, today we shouldn't need any of them."

Anna looked at the airports again.

They were more than points on a map.

They were places where the aircraft could land.

Places where hundreds of people could reach safety.

It helped to know they existed.

But she also understood that reaching one of them would require someone to make the right decisions.

She was glad Markus was sitting beside her.

"You ever think about changing jobs?" she asked.

The question surprised him.

"Changing jobs?"

"Doing something else."

Markus gave her an amused look.

"Like what?"

"I don't know. Something on the ground."

"After twenty years of this?"

He considered the question.

"Sometimes. Usually when I'm standing in a security line at four in the morning."

Anna smiled.

"But seriously?"

"Seriously, no. I complain about schedules, delays, hotel rooms, and airline management. Then I get up here, and I remember why I started."

He gestured toward the sky.

"Not a bad office."

Anna looked out.

"No," she admitted. "It isn't."

"Besides, what would you do without me?"

She laughed softly.

"I'd probably get lost."

"Exactly."

He turned back toward his instruments.

The conversation ended.

Anna remained silent for a while.

Twenty years.

Markus had spent twenty years learning this profession.

Daniel Weber was probably just as experienced.

And she had been placed in his body without a single hour of training.

She wondered whether the strange force that moved her between lives understood the danger.

Or whether it simply did not care.

The flight deck clock continued counting forward.

Minutes passed.

Then more minutes.

Anna began paying attention to small details.

The way Markus checked his displays before answering a radio call.

The way he cross-checked the information on the flight management system.

The way he never seemed to hurry, even when several things happened in quick succession.

Everything had a procedure.

Everything had an order.

And even though Anna did not understand all of it, the regularity was calming.

At one point, Markus reviewed the oceanic clearance information.

He explained a minor route detail almost automatically, apparently assuming that Daniel was listening.

Anna nodded at the appropriate moment.

She was becoming skilled at that.

Not understanding.

Nodding.

It was a dangerous talent.

But for now, it worked.

Later, Sophie returned to check whether they needed anything.

Markus asked for water.

Anna declined another coffee.

"Very quiet flight," Sophie remarked.

"Don't say that," Markus replied.

She raised an eyebrow.

"What?"

"You know pilots are superstitious."

"I thought you were trained professionals."

"We're both."

Sophie laughed.

"Then I wish you a completely uneventful afternoon."

"Much better."

She turned to Anna.

"Captain, would you like something to eat later?"

Anna realized she had no idea what meals were available.

"Whatever you've prepared is fine."

"All right."

Sophie paused.

"Are you feeling better?"

Anna stared at her.

"Better?"

"You looked a little tired earlier."

"Oh. Yes. Much better."

"Good."

She left.

Markus shook his head.

"See? Even Sophie noticed."

Anna sighed.

"I told you. I'm fine."

"All right, all right."

He held up one hand in mock surrender.

"No more questions."

For several seconds, neither spoke.

Then Markus added, "You know, if you ever need me to take over, just say so."

Anna looked at him.

His expression was serious now.

There was no teasing in his voice.

He was offering help.

She suddenly felt grateful.

"Thanks, Markus."

"Of course."

He returned his attention to the flight.

Anna looked at him for another moment.

In another life, under different circumstances, she might have told him everything.

That she was not Daniel Weber.

That she had awakened in his body without knowing why.

That she had no idea how to fly the aircraft.

But she could imagine his reaction.

Disbelief.

Confusion.

Concern.

And eventually, a very reasonable decision to remove her from the controls.

Perhaps that would be the responsible thing to do.

Yet she was still trying to understand what was happening.

And for the moment, Markus was handling the aircraft without difficulty.

She decided to remain quiet.

Not yet.

She looked at the captain's identification card again.

Daniel Weber.

She wondered what kind of person he was.

Did he love his wife?

Did he have children?

Was he happy?

What would happen when Anna left his body?

Would he remember these hours as a strange dream?

Or would he simply continue his life, unaware that someone else had briefly occupied it?

The unanswered questions frustrated her.

Every new awakening offered more mysteries than explanations.

And she was beginning to suspect that the greatest mystery was not any individual life.

It was the system connecting them.

Why her?

Why these people?

Why these particular moments?

She had tried to find a pattern.

So far, she had failed.

A radio call interrupted her thoughts.

Markus responded.

He confirmed their position and the next part of the route.

Everything was normal.

Anna found herself smiling.

Perhaps this time would be different.

Perhaps she had arrived in Daniel Weber's life for something small.

A conversation.

A decision.

A mistake that had not yet occurred.

Maybe she would simply need to help someone make the right choice.

Nothing more.

She almost laughed at the idea.

After everything she had experienced, it seemed absurd to hope for an easy assignment.

But she wanted one.

Just once.

One ordinary day.

One problem that could be solved without danger, violence, or a race against time.

She looked at the blue sky.

It was beautiful.

Peaceful.

Almost unreal.

"Nice day," she said.

Markus glanced outside.

"Perfect flying weather."

"No storms?"

"Nothing significant on our route."

"No problems expected?"

"None that I know of."

Anna leaned back.

For the first time since opening her eyes, she allowed herself to enjoy the view.

Maybe there really was nothing to worry about.

Maybe the hardest part of this life would be pretending to be a pilot until they landed.

That, she decided, would be enough excitement for one day.

Another fifteen minutes passed.

Markus reviewed a routine message from the airline's operations system.

Nothing unusual.

He made a note and continued working.

Anna watched the clouds moving slowly beneath them.

Her fear had transformed into boredom.

It was almost embarrassing.

An hour earlier, she had believed she might accidentally cause the deaths of hundreds of people.

Now she was sitting quietly, drinking water and watching the sky.

The contrast was ridiculous.

She wondered how pilots remained alert during such long flights.

There were so many hours of apparent inactivity.

So much time spent waiting for something that might never happen.

Perhaps that was the real challenge.

Not controlling the aircraft when everything worked.

But being ready when something did not.

She glanced at Markus.

He seemed perfectly comfortable.

"Do you ever get bored?" she asked.

"Sometimes."

"What do you do?"

"Monitor the flight."

"And when everything's normal?"

"Keep monitoring."

Anna smiled.

"Sounds exciting."

"That's the idea."

He turned toward her.

"An exciting flight is usually a bad flight."

She laughed.

"Fair point."

"Passengers pay us to make it boring."

"Then we're doing an excellent job."

"Exactly."

Markus returned to his displays.

Anna looked out again.

A boring flight.

She liked the sound of that.

For the first time, she imagined arriving in New York without discovering any terrible secret.

The aircraft would land.

The passengers would disembark.

Daniel Weber would go to his hotel.

And perhaps, sometime afterward, Anna would fall asleep and awaken somewhere else.

Another body.

Another life.

Another problem.

She did not know whether it worked that way.

But the possibility was comforting.

She closed her eyes for a brief moment, then opened them again.

The cockpit remained unchanged.

The engines hummed.

The sky was clear.

Everything was under control.

Or at least it appeared to be.

Then the communications panel chimed.

Markus answered.

"Flight deck."

A woman's voice came through the speaker.

Sophie.

"Sorry to disturb you, gentlemen."

Markus smiled.

"No problem. What's up?"

There was a short pause.

"Nothing urgent. I just wanted to speak with the captain."

Anna turned toward the panel.

Markus glanced at her.

"Sophie wants you."

Anna felt the familiar tension return to her stomach.

She leaned forward.

"Yes, Sophie?"

Another pause.

Then the flight attendant spoke.

"Captain, when you have a moment, there's something I'd like to discuss with you."

"Is something wrong?"

"Not exactly."

Sophie seemed to hesitate.

Anna looked at Markus.

He raised his eyebrows.

"What is it?" Anna asked.

"It's about a passenger."

Anna waited.

But Sophie did not explain.

Instead, she said, "It's probably nothing. We can discuss it in a few minutes."

"All right."

"Thank you, Captain."

The connection ended.

Markus shook his head.

"There's always something."

Anna tried to smile.

"Apparently."

He returned to his work.

And the aircraft continued westward beneath a cloudless sky.

Nothing had changed.

The instruments were normal.

The weather was good.

The passengers were safe.

It was still a perfectly ordinary flight.

At least, that was what Anna wanted to believe.
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Chapter 3 — A Passenger's Request
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Anna stared at the communications panel.

For several seconds, she said nothing.

Sophie had mentioned a passenger. That was all. No medical emergency, no disturbance, no indication of anything particularly serious.

Under ordinary circumstances, a flight attendant asking to speak with the captain would hardly qualify as an unusual event.

But Anna had learned to distrust ordinary circumstances.

She looked toward Markus.

He was reviewing information on the navigation display, apparently unconcerned.

"Something wrong?" he asked.

"I'm not sure."

"What did Sophie want?"

"She said there's something involving a passenger."

Markus shrugged.

"Probably someone complaining about their seat."

"Maybe."

"Or the food."

Anna smiled faintly.

"That would be nice."

Markus looked at her.

"Nice?"

"I mean, if that's the biggest problem we have today."

He laughed.

"Now you're sounding like a captain."

The remark made her uncomfortable.

She was not a captain.

She was a woman trapped inside the body of one.

And the longer she remained in the cockpit, the more she understood how little she knew.

Markus returned to his instruments.

Anna looked toward the closed door.

Somewhere beyond it, hundreds of people were continuing their journey to New York.

One of them wanted to speak to her.

Why?

She considered calling Sophie back immediately.

Then decided against it.

If the matter was important, the flight attendant would contact them again.

There was no reason to appear unnecessarily concerned.

She turned toward the windshield.

The Atlantic stretched beneath the aircraft, mostly hidden by thin layers of cloud.

The sky was clear.

The weather remained favorable.

Everything was exactly as it had been ten minutes earlier.

Except now Anna had a question she could not answer.

The second call came six minutes later.

This time, Sophie sounded less relaxed.

"Captain Weber?"

Anna answered.

"Yes, Sophie."

"I'm sorry to bother you again."

"It's all right. What's happening?"

"It's the passenger I mentioned."

"What about him?"

"He insists on speaking with you personally."

Anna glanced at Markus.

He had turned slightly in his seat.

"About what?" she asked.

"That's the problem. He won't tell me."

"Is he causing trouble?"

"No. Not at all."

Sophie hesitated.

"Actually, he's extremely polite."

"Then what's the issue?"

"He says he has information you need to hear."

Anna felt something tighten inside her chest.

"What kind of information?"

"He refuses to explain."

"Has he threatened anyone?"

"No."

"Is he behaving strangely?"

A pause followed.

"Not exactly."

Anna frowned.

"Sophie, I need something more specific."

"I understand, Captain. But he keeps saying the same thing. He wants to speak with you, and only you."

Markus leaned toward his microphone.

"Sophie, this is Markus. Is the gentleman demanding access to the flight deck?"

"No, sir. He says he understands that passengers aren't allowed inside."

"Good."

"But he wants the captain to come to him."

Markus shook his head.

"That's not a normal request."

"I know."

Anna remained silent.

She could hear the faint background noise of the passenger cabin through the communications system.

Voices.

Movement.

Perhaps the clatter of a service trolley.

Everything sounded ordinary.

Yet something about Sophie's tone suggested she was no longer treating the matter as a simple passenger complaint.

"Where is he sitting?" Anna asked.

"Business class. Seat 8A."

"What's his name?"

"According to the passenger information, Richard Bennett."

Anna repeated the name silently.

Richard Bennett.

It meant nothing to her.

"Has he said why the first officer can't help him?"

"Yes."

"And?"

"He said the captain is the only person who can decide what happens next."

Markus raised his eyebrows.

Anna felt a familiar uneasiness.

What happens next.

Those words sounded less like a complaint and more like a warning.

"Does he appear intoxicated?" Markus asked.

"No."

"Agitated?"

"Not particularly."

"Then tell him the captain is occupied with flight duties and cannot meet passengers on demand."

"I already did."

"What did he say?"

Sophie did not answer immediately.

Then her voice returned, quieter.

"He said he expected that response."

Anna looked at the speaker.

"And?"

"He asked me to tell you something."

"What?"

"He said, 'Tell Captain Weber that I wouldn't ask if it could wait until New York.'"

The cockpit fell silent.

Markus looked at Anna.

"Well," he said, "that's dramatic."

Anna did not smile.

Something about the message bothered her.

Not because it was threatening.

It wasn't.

The passenger had not demanded money, claimed to possess a weapon, or threatened the flight.

He had simply insisted that the captain needed to hear something before they landed.

That could mean anything.

A misunderstanding.

A personal crisis.

A medical concern.

Or something far more serious.

Anna leaned toward the microphone.

"Sophie, is there any reason to believe this passenger poses a security risk?"

"No, Captain."

"Does he have anything with him?"

"A small leather document folder. He hasn't shown me what's inside."

Anna considered the information.

"All right. Ask him to remain in his seat. I'll get back to you."

"Understood."

The connection ended.

Markus turned toward her.

"You're not seriously thinking about going out there?"

"Why not?"

"Because we're operating an aircraft."

"I noticed."

"And because passengers don't get to summon the captain whenever they feel like it."

Anna nodded.

He was right.

Of course he was right.

But she had another problem.

She did not know why she had awakened in Daniel Weber's body.

And now, for the first time since arriving, something genuinely unusual had happened.

A passenger wanted to speak exclusively with the captain.

The passenger refused to explain the reason to anyone else.

And whatever he knew apparently could not wait until New York.

That was enough to interest her.

"What if it's important?" she asked.

"Then he should tell Sophie."

"Maybe he doesn't trust her."

"Why wouldn't he?"

"I don't know."

Markus leaned back.

"Daniel, listen. We get strange requests all the time. Some people think the captain is personally responsible for every inconvenience on the aircraft."

"This doesn't sound like that."

"Maybe not. But there's a procedure for dealing with passenger concerns."

Anna looked toward the door.

"What if he knows something about the flight?"

Markus studied her.

"What do you mean?"

"Something that could affect safety."

"Then he needs to tell the cabin crew immediately."

"He's refusing."

"Then he isn't helping anyone."

Anna could not disagree.

Still, she felt the same instinct that had guided her through previous awakenings.

The sense that an ordinary conversation could become the first step toward something much larger.

She had felt it before.

Sometimes she had ignored it.

And sometimes that had been a mistake.

"I'd like to hear what he has to say," she said.

Markus sighed.

"You're determined?"

"Not yet. But I'm considering it."

He looked toward the navigation display.

The aircraft remained stable.

"At least we're in cruise."

"Exactly."

"Still, I don't like it."

"Neither do I."

That was true.

Anna did not want to leave the cockpit.

Inside, she had Markus, the autopilot, and a predictable routine.

Outside, she would have to interact with strangers who expected her to behave like Daniel Weber.

She might be asked questions she could not answer.

She might encounter someone who knew the captain personally.

And she would be abandoning the safest place she had found since waking up.

But she could not ignore the passenger.

Not completely.

"Let's ask Sophie for a little more information first," she suggested.

Markus nodded.

"That makes sense."

Anna contacted the cabin crew again.

Sophie answered almost immediately.

"Captain?"

"Can you describe the gentleman?"

"Of course."

"Age?"

"Late fifties, perhaps early sixties."

"Appearance?"

"Gray hair. Dark jacket. No tie. He looks like a businessman, although he doesn't have much luggage."

"Behavior?"

"Calm."

"Has he spoken to other passengers?"

"Not that I've noticed."

"Is he traveling alone?"

"Yes."

Anna hesitated.

"Does he seem frightened?"

Sophie was silent for a moment.

"That's an interesting question."

"Why?"

"Because I was wondering the same thing."

Anna straightened.

"So?"

"He doesn't behave like someone who's frightened. He hasn't raised his voice. He hasn't demanded anything except this conversation."

"But?"

Sophie lowered her voice.

"He keeps looking around."

"Looking for what?"

"I don't know."

"Could he be nervous about flying?"

"Possibly. But I don't think that's it."

"Why not?"

"Because he's not looking out of the window."

Anna waited.

"He's watching the other passengers," Sophie continued.

The words changed the atmosphere in the cockpit.

Markus stopped what he was doing.

Anna leaned closer to the microphone.

"Watching them how?"

"Carefully. Every time someone walks past his seat, he looks up. He's done it several times since I first spoke with him."

"Does he appear to recognize anyone?"

"I can't tell."

"Has he explained why he's doing that?"

"No."

Anna considered her next question.

"Did he ask for me by name?" Anna asked.

"No. He asked who was commanding the flight, so I gave him your name."

"How did he react when you confirmed it?"

"He seemed relieved."

"Relieved?"

"Yes."

"Did he say anything else?"

Sophie hesitated.

"One thing."

"What?"

"He asked whether you were alone in the cockpit."

Markus looked sharply toward the speaker.

Anna felt her heartbeat accelerate.

"What did you tell him?"

"That there were two pilots, of course."

"And his reaction?"

"He nodded. Then he asked whether you could speak with him privately."

Markus shook his head.

"Absolutely not," he muttered.

Anna looked at him.

He was no longer amused.

She understood why.

A stranger who wanted a private conversation with the captain and asked about the cockpit crew could be entirely harmless.

But the questions were unusual enough to justify caution.

"Sophie," Anna said, "don't promise him anything. Keep an eye on him and let us know immediately if his behavior changes."

"Of course, Captain."

"And don't discuss the cockpit with him."

"Understood."

The connection ended.

For a while, neither pilot spoke.

Markus looked at Anna.

"Now I like this even less."

"Me too."

"Could be someone trying to get information about security procedures."

"Possibly."

"Or someone who just wants attention."

"Possibly."

"You have another theory?"

Anna looked at the closed door.

She did.

But she could not explain it.

She had a theory that she had awakened inside the body of a pilot because someone on this aircraft needed her help.

She had a theory that a passenger with an urgent secret might be connected to that reason.

And she had absolutely no evidence for either.

"No," she said.

Markus watched her for another moment.

"Then I'd let the cabin crew handle it."

Anna nodded.

"All right."

She meant to leave the matter there.

She truly did.

But several minutes later, she found herself looking at the cockpit door again.

Anna turned toward Markus.

"What if I speak with him for two minutes?"

He closed his eyes briefly.

"Daniel."

"Two minutes."

"We've been over this."

"I know."

"You're not going to let it go, are you?"

"Probably not."

Markus sighed.

"Then at least let's do it properly."

Anna tried not to show her relief.

He reviewed the flight status, checked that everything was stable, and considered the situation.

"There's no immediate operational reason you can't step away for a few minutes," he said. "But I want the cabin crew to assess the area first. And if anything changes, you come straight back."

"Of course."

"No improvising."

Anna almost laughed.

Her entire existence had become improvisation.

"I promise."

Markus looked at her.

"You're having a strange day, Daniel."

"You have no idea."

Sophie sounded surprised when Anna contacted her again.

"You want to speak with him?"

"Briefly."

"In the cabin?"

"Yes. Somewhere appropriate, away from the other passengers if possible."

Sophie hesitated.

"Captain, are you certain?"

"Has he caused any trouble?"

"No."

"Made any threats?"

"No."

"Then I think we can hear him out."

"Very well."

Anna could hear Sophie speaking quietly to another member of the crew.

Then she returned.

"We can arrange a short conversation in the forward galley. I'll make sure he comes alone."

"All right."

"And Captain?"

"Yes?"

"There's something else."

Anna waited.

"When I told him you might not be able to see him, he said he understood."

"That's reasonable."

"Then he gave me a message."

"What message?"

Sophie paused.

"He said, 'Please tell him I'm not asking for a favor. I'm trying to prevent a mistake.'"

Anna felt a chill.

"What mistake?"

"He wouldn't say."

The answer was becoming familiar.

The passenger refused to explain anything unless he could speak directly with the captain.

Anna was beginning to wonder whether the secrecy was genuine or theatrical.

"All right," she said. "I'll be there in a few minutes."

Leaving the captain's seat felt strangely difficult.

Anna unfastened the seat belt and stood.

For the first time since waking up, she could feel the full weight of Daniel Weber's body.

He was taller than she was accustomed to being.

His shoulders were broader.

His movements felt slightly unfamiliar.

She adjusted her uniform.

Markus watched her.

"Remember. Short conversation."

"Two minutes."

"And if he says anything about a threat to the aircraft, you inform the crew immediately."

"I will."

"Don't make promises you can't keep."

Anna nodded.

She understood the warning.

A captain could not simply grant special treatment to an individual passenger based on a mysterious story.

There were rules.

Responsibilities.

Limits.

Unfortunately, Anna did not know most of them.

She would have to rely on common sense.

And Markus.

He returned his attention to the instruments while the cabin crew coordinated a safe moment for the door to be opened.

Anna waited.

The delay gave her time to reconsider.

What am I doing?

She was about to leave a cockpit she barely understood to meet a stranger who might be delusional, frightened, or dangerous.

All because she suspected he might be connected to the reason for her awakening.

It was not rational.

But neither was waking up inside another person's body.

A signal sounded.

The crew was ready.

Anna glanced at Markus.

"I'll be back."

He raised one hand without looking away from the display.

"Keep it brief."

The door opened.

Anna stepped into the forward galley.

The atmosphere outside the cockpit was entirely different.

Inside, everything had been quiet, mechanical, and controlled.

Here, she could hear the life of the aircraft.

Conversations from the nearby cabin.

The faint clinking of glasses.

A child's voice somewhere behind the curtain.

Footsteps in the aisle.

The smell of coffee and reheated meals.

For a moment, Anna felt almost normal.

She had traveled on passenger aircraft many times.

The cabin was familiar territory.

It was the cockpit that had been foreign.

Sophie stood near the galley equipment.

She gave Anna a professional smile.

"Thank you for coming, Captain."

"Where is he?"

"Still in his seat. I wanted to speak with you first."

Anna looked at her.

"Is there a problem?"

"Not exactly."

Sophie glanced toward the business-class cabin.

"He's been watching the aisle ever since I told him you might come."

"Has he said anything else?"

"No."

"Then let's hear what he wants."

Sophie hesitated.

"Captain, I should warn you about something."

Anna frowned.

"What?"

"When I asked him why he needed to speak with you, he told me that if he explained it to anyone else, the conversation might never happen."

"Why?"

"He didn't say."

Anna looked toward the curtain separating the galley from the passenger cabin.

The man's behavior was becoming increasingly difficult to explain.

"What do you think?" she asked.

Sophie considered the question.

"I've worked with nervous passengers, angry passengers, people having panic attacks, people who've had too much to drink."

"And?"

"This man isn't behaving like any of them."

"Then how is he behaving?"

Sophie lowered her voice.

"Like someone who knows something terrible is going to happen, but doesn't know how to stop it."

Anna felt the words settle heavily in her stomach.

"Has he threatened anyone?"

"No. Absolutely not."

"All right."

She looked toward the cabin.

"Bring him here."

Sophie nodded.

Anna waited near the galley while Sophie walked toward seat 8A.

She could see part of the business-class cabin through the opening.

Passengers sat in wide seats, reading, working, or watching films.

A man in a blue shirt was typing on a laptop.

A woman near the window had closed her eyes.

An older couple were sharing something from a small packet.

Everything appeared normal.

Then Sophie stopped beside a seat on the left.

She leaned down and spoke quietly.

A man looked up.

Anna could not hear his response.

But she saw him glance toward the forward galley.

Toward her.

He stood.

He was approximately sixty, tall and slightly thin, with carefully combed gray hair and a narrow face.

He wore a dark jacket over a pale shirt.

In one hand, he held a small brown leather folder.

He did not appear confused.

He did not appear intoxicated.

He looked like a man who had spent a great deal of time preparing for a conversation.

Sophie accompanied him forward.

As he approached, Anna noticed something unexpected.

He was nervous.

Not visibly shaking.

Not sweating.

But his eyes moved constantly.

First toward the cockpit door.

Then toward Sophie.

Then back toward the passenger cabin.

He seemed to be checking whether anyone was watching him.

When he reached Anna, he stopped.

"Captain Weber?"

Anna nodded.

"Yes."

For a moment, the man studied her face.

His expression changed.

Not dramatically.

Just a slight movement around the eyes.

Something that might have been surprise.

Or disappointment.

Then he extended his hand.

"Richard Bennett."

Anna shook it.

His hand was cold.

"Mr. Bennett. I'm told you wanted to speak with me."

"Yes. Thank you for coming."

"Before we begin, I need to make something clear."

"Of course."

"This is an operating flight. I can't spend much time away from my duties."

"I understand."

"If you have a safety concern, you need to explain it directly."

The man nodded.

"That's precisely why I asked for you."

Anna looked at him carefully.

"What is the concern?"

Bennett glanced toward Sophie.

"Could we speak privately?"

Anna shook her head.

"A member of the cabin crew will remain nearby."

For the first time, Bennett seemed dissatisfied.

But he did not argue.

"Very well."

Sophie moved a few steps away, giving them some conversational space while remaining within sight.

Anna folded her arms.

"Now, Mr. Bennett. What is this about?"

He looked down at the folder.

Then back at her.

"How many passengers are on this aircraft, Captain?"

Anna felt a small jolt of alarm.

She did not know.

The number would have been included in the flight documentation.

Daniel Weber would almost certainly have been familiar with it.

But Anna had never checked.

"Why are you asking?" she replied.

Bennett studied her.

"Because I believe there's a problem with the passenger list."

Anna kept her expression neutral.

"What kind of problem?"

He hesitated.

"Before I explain, I need to ask you one thing."

"Go ahead."

"If I tell you something that sounds impossible, will you at least check it?"

Anna looked at him.

"That depends on what you're telling me."

"Fair enough."

He glanced toward the cabin again.

Anna followed his gaze.

Nothing unusual.

Passengers remained in their seats.

A flight attendant was collecting glasses.

A man stood near the aisle, waiting for access to the lavatory.

Bennett watched him until he moved away.

Then he turned back.

"I wasn't planning to take this flight," he said.

Anna waited.

"I changed my ticket yesterday. I had another reservation, for tomorrow morning."

"All right."

"I wouldn't be here if I hadn't received certain information."

"What information?"

He tightened his grip on the folder.

"Information about someone traveling on this aircraft."

Anna felt her heartbeat quicken.

"Someone you know?"

Bennett looked at her for a long moment.

"Someone I thought I knew."

"What does that mean?"

He did not answer immediately.

Instead, he studied the passengers through the opening in the curtain.

Anna was beginning to lose patience.

"Mr. Bennett, I need you to get to the point."

He nodded.

"Yes. I'm sorry."

He opened the leather folder.

Inside was a small stack of papers.

Anna noticed a boarding pass, what appeared to be a printed email, and several sheets folded together.

Bennett moved them aside.

Then he stopped.

His fingers rested on something underneath.

A photograph.

Anna could see only the back of it.

"Five years ago," Bennett said quietly, "I attended a funeral."

Anna waited.

"The man we buried was someone I knew professionally."

"What does that have to do with this flight?"

Bennett raised his eyes.

"Because I saw him today."

Anna stared at him.

"Where?"

Bennett glanced toward the business-class cabin.

Then he looked directly into her eyes.

"Here."

Anna said nothing.

"On this aircraft."

A few seconds passed.

She could hear the distant sound of someone laughing in the cabin.

A service trolley rattled softly.

The aircraft continued flying through the clear Atlantic sky.

Anna looked at the folder.

Then at the man.

"Mr. Bennett, are you certain you're not mistaken?"

"That's what I thought at first."

"People resemble one another."

"I know."

"Sometimes very closely."

"I know that too."

"Then perhaps—"

"Captain."

His voice was suddenly firm.

Anna stopped.

Bennett leaned slightly closer.

"I've spent the last hour trying to convince myself that I'm wrong."

"And?"

"I can't."

"Why not?"

He looked toward the cabin once more.

When he spoke again, his voice was barely above a whisper.

"Because the man I'm talking about doesn't exist anymore."

Anna felt a cold sensation move through her chest.

Bennett lowered his eyes to the folder.

Then he placed his fingers on the photograph.

"I need you to look at something."

Anna did not move.

Behind her, the cockpit door remained closed.

Somewhere beyond it, Markus was monitoring the flight.

And for the first time since waking up in Daniel Weber's body, Anna felt certain that she had found the beginning of her assignment.

Whatever had brought her onto this aircraft had not done so by accident.

Bennett slowly lifted the photograph from the folder.

"Captain," he said, "there is a man on this plane who officially died five years ago."

He looked at Anna.

"And I need to know how he got on board."
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Chapter 4 — The Man Who Died
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Richard Bennett held the photograph between two fingers.

For several seconds, he did not hand it to Anna.

He simply looked at it, as though he were giving himself one final opportunity to reconsider everything he was about to say.

Then he turned it around.

The photograph was old.

Not ancient, but old enough for its colors to have faded slightly. The edges were worn, and a pale crease ran across the lower corner.

Three men stood in front of a modern office building.

All three wore dark suits.

The man on the left was Richard Bennett, noticeably younger, with darker hair and a fuller face.

The man on the right was unfamiliar.

But the man in the center was the reason Bennett had asked to speak with her.

He appeared to be in his early forties, with short dark hair, a narrow face, and a reserved expression. His mouth formed something close to a smile, although his eyes remained serious.

There was a small scar above his left eyebrow.

Anna studied the image.

"Who is he?"

"Michael Grant."

"Who is Michael Grant?"

Bennett took a slow breath.

"He was a financial consultant. At least, that was how he introduced himself."

"Was?"

"He died five years ago."

Anna looked up.

"You said you attended his funeral."

"I did."

"Then why do you believe he's on this aircraft?"

"Because I saw him."

"Someone who resembles him?"

"No."

"Mr. Bennett, five years is a long time. People's appearances change. Memory isn't always reliable."

"I understand."

"Especially when someone reminds you of a person you knew."

Bennett nodded patiently.

"I've considered that."

"Then perhaps—"

"Captain, look at the scar."

Anna examined the photograph again.

The mark was small, barely visible in the faded image.

"What about it?"

"He has the same scar."

"That isn't conclusive."

"Of course not."

"And where exactly did you see this man?"

"During boarding."

Anna lowered the photograph.

"Here in Frankfurt?"

"Yes."

"At the gate?"

"No. Inside the aircraft."

Bennett glanced toward the business-class cabin.

"He walked past my seat."

Anna waited.

"I recognized him immediately. At first, I thought I was imagining things. Then he turned his head, and I saw his face clearly."

"Did he recognize you?"

Bennett hesitated.

"I think so."

"Why?"

"Because he stopped."

"For how long?"

"Perhaps a second."

"Then what happened?"

"He looked away and continued toward the back of the aircraft."

Anna considered the answer.

"That could mean anything."

"I know."

"Perhaps he was simply waiting for the aisle to clear."

"Perhaps."

"Did you speak to him?"

"No."

"Why not?"

Bennett looked down at the photograph.

"Because I was supposed to believe he was dead."

Anna handed the photograph back.

Bennett did not return it to the folder.

Instead, he placed it on a narrow surface beside the galley equipment and reached for another document.

A folded newspaper clipping.

Anna noticed the date.

Five years earlier.

The headline read:

FORMER FINANCIAL CONSULTANT KILLED IN HIGHWAY ACCIDENT

Beneath it was a smaller photograph.

The same man.

Michael Grant.

Anna leaned closer.

The article described a fatal traffic accident outside Frankfurt. A vehicle had left the road at night and caught fire. The victim had been identified as a forty-three-year-old financial consultant who had worked with several international companies.

The report was brief.

It mentioned no suspicious circumstances.

No other victims.

No ongoing investigation.

Just an unfortunate accident.

"What am I supposed to understand from this?" Anna asked.

"That Michael Grant was declared dead."

"According to this newspaper."

"According to the authorities."

Bennett reached into the folder again.

He produced a second sheet.

A copy of an official death record.

Anna looked at the name.

Michael Grant.

The date matched the newspaper article.

She did not know enough about German death records to establish whether the copy was genuine.

But it looked convincing.

"Where did you get this?"

"Several years ago."

"Why did you keep it?"

Bennett's expression changed.

For the first time, he appeared uncomfortable.

"Because his death affected my work."

"In what way?"

"We were involved in the same project."

"What kind of project?"

"Financial."

Anna raised an eyebrow.

"That's not particularly specific."

"I know."

"Mr. Bennett, you asked me to leave the cockpit in the middle of an international flight. If you want me to take this seriously, you'll need to explain yourself."

Bennett looked toward Sophie, who was standing several steps away.

Then he lowered his voice.

"Michael Grant was working on an investigation."

"What investigation?"

"I can't explain all of it here."

"Then explain what you can."

Bennett hesitated.

"It involved money moving between several companies. Large amounts. Some of the transactions didn't make sense."

"Was he a police officer?"

"No."

"A government employee?"

"Not as far as I knew."

"Then why was he investigating?"

"Because somebody had to understand where the money was going."

Anna studied his face.

"Was this investigation legal?"

"Yes."

"Was it connected to a criminal case?"

Bennett did not answer.

That was an answer in itself.

Anna glanced at the documents again.

A financial consultant.

A mysterious investigation.

A fatal accident.

And five years later, a man who supposedly died was traveling on the same aircraft as someone who knew him.

It was an extraordinary story.

But extraordinary stories were becoming a regular part of her existence.

"Let me ask you something," Anna said.

Bennett nodded.

"Did you actually see Michael Grant's body?"

His eyes narrowed slightly.

"No."

"At the funeral?"

"The coffin was closed."

"Why?"

"Because of the accident."

"The fire?"

"Yes."

Anna looked at the newspaper clipping.

"You said you knew him professionally. Were you close friends?"

"No. Colleagues would be more accurate."

"How long had you known him?"

"Almost three years."

"And during those three years, did you ever have reason to believe he was using a false identity?"

"No."

"Did you know his family?"

"Not well."

"Who arranged the funeral?"

Bennett seemed surprised by the question.

"I don't know."

"You attended it, but you don't know who arranged it?"

"His employer handled most of the arrangements, as far as I understood."

"Which employer?"

Bennett hesitated.

"He worked through several consulting firms."

"Do you remember their names?"

"Some of them."

Anna waited.

But Bennett did not continue.

She was beginning to recognize a pattern.

Every time the conversation approached the man's professional activities, Bennett became less willing to speak.

He wanted the captain to believe his story.

But he did not want to explain the background.

That made him difficult to trust.

"Mr. Bennett, I don't think you're telling me everything."

He looked directly at her.

"I'm not."

The admission surprised Anna.

"Why?"

"Because I don't know which details are safe to share."

"Safe from whom?"

Bennett glanced toward the cabin.

"That's what I'm trying to find out."

A silence followed.

Anna could hear someone opening a storage compartment behind Sophie.

A flight attendant spoke quietly into a handset.

The ordinary activity seemed strangely distant.

"Are you suggesting someone on this aircraft might be dangerous?" Anna asked.

Bennett considered the question carefully.

"I'm suggesting that a man who has been officially dead for five years may have a very good reason to remain dead."

"That's not the same thing."

"No."

"Then tell me whether you have information about an immediate threat."

"I don't know of one."

"Any weapon? Any threat against the aircraft?"

"No."

"Has anyone threatened you?"

"Not directly."

Anna frowned.

"Not directly?"

Bennett lowered his eyes.

"When I recognized Michael Grant during boarding, he looked frightened."

"People can be frightened of many things."

"Not like this."

"How was it different?"

"He wasn't frightened of flying."

Bennett paused.

"He was frightened of being recognized."

Anna looked at the photograph again.

It showed a man who appeared ordinary.

Nothing in his expression suggested that he was involved in anything dangerous.

He could have been a banker.

A lawyer.

An accountant.

A manager returning from a business conference.

The photograph itself proved almost nothing.

Yet Bennett's fear seemed genuine.

"Can you describe the man you saw today?" Anna asked.

"Of course."

"Without looking at the photograph."

Bennett nodded.

"He's older now. His hair is shorter, and there's gray near the temples. His face is thinner."

"Clothing?"

"Dark blue jacket. Light shirt. No tie."

"Glasses?"

"No."

"Height?"

"About one meter eighty."

"Anything distinctive besides the scar?"

Bennett thought for a moment.

"He wears a silver ring on his right hand."

Anna raised an eyebrow.

"Did Michael Grant wear the same ring five years ago?"

"Sometimes."

"You're certain?"

"I remember it."

"Why?"

"Because he had an unusual habit."

"What habit?"

"When he was thinking, he would turn the ring around his finger."

Anna glanced at the photograph.

The man's hands were partly hidden.

"Did you see him doing that today?"

Bennett nodded.

"Yes."

Anna felt a slight chill.

A scar could be coincidental.

A resemblance could be misleading.

Even a ring might mean nothing.

But familiar habits were harder to dismiss.

Still, she had only Bennett's word.

"Where is this man sitting?"

"I don't know the exact seat."

"You watched him walk toward the back of the aircraft?"

"Yes."

"Economy class?"

"I believe so."

"Did you follow him?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"Because I wasn't certain whether he had recognized me."

Anna looked at him.

"And now?"

"Now I'm certain he did."

"What changed?"

Bennett hesitated.

"About half an hour ago, I went to the lavatory."

"And?"

"When I returned, I saw him standing near the rear galley."

"Did he approach you?"

"No."

"Speak to you?"

"No."

"Then what happened?"

"He turned around and walked away."

Anna waited.

Bennett tightened his grip on the folder.

"He was looking directly at me before he turned."

"And you believe that means something?"

"Captain, I spent three years working with that man. I know what he looks like when he's afraid."

Anna said nothing.

"He was afraid of me."

Sophie approached them.

"Captain, is everything all right?"

Anna turned.

"Yes. Thank you."

Sophie looked briefly at Bennett.

"Would you like some water, sir?"

"No, thank you."

"Are you feeling unwell?"

"I'm fine."

Sophie nodded, but she did not leave immediately.

Anna could see the concern on her face.

The flight attendant had probably been wondering why an apparently harmless passenger required such a long conversation.

Anna herself was wondering the same thing.

"Mr. Bennett," she said, "could you give us a moment?"

He nodded.

"Certainly."

Sophie indicated a place where he could wait, still within view.

When he had stepped away, Anna turned to her.

"Have there been any reports of unusual behavior among the passengers?"

Sophie shook her head.

"Not that I'm aware of."

"Arguments?"

"No."

"Anyone moving around the cabin unnecessarily?"

"A few people. Nothing unusual."

"Has anyone mentioned Mr. Bennett?"

"No."

Anna glanced toward him.

He was standing near the wall, holding the folder against his chest.

"How did he behave while I was speaking with you earlier?"

"Quietly."

"Did he make any telephone calls before takeoff?"

"I don't know."

"Any complaints about another passenger?"

"No. Only that he needed to speak with the captain."

Anna nodded.

Sophie studied her.

"Captain, may I ask what's going on?"

Anna considered what she could safely explain.

"A passenger believes he's recognized someone he knew."

Sophie waited.

"Someone he believes is dead."

Her expression changed.

"Dead?"

"According to him, five years ago."

Sophie glanced at Bennett.

Then back at Anna.

"That's unusual."

"Yes."

"Do you believe him?"

"I don't know yet."

"Is there a security concern?"

"Nothing confirmed. But I'd like you to remain alert."

Sophie nodded immediately.

"Of course."

"And please don't discuss this with other passengers."

"Understood."

Anna looked toward the cabin.

"Have you noticed a man in a dark blue jacket, around sixty, with short graying hair?"

Sophie thought for a moment.

"That describes several passengers."

"Scar above his left eyebrow?"

"I haven't noticed."

"Silver ring on his right hand?"

She shook her head.

"No. I'm sorry."

"That's all right."

Sophie hesitated.

"Would you like me to look for him?"

Anna considered the suggestion.

A flight attendant moving through the cabin would attract less attention than a captain asking questions about a passenger.

But she did not want Sophie approaching a potentially frightened or dangerous man without understanding the situation.

"Don't confront anyone," Anna said. "If you happen to notice someone matching the description, tell me privately."

"All right."

"And don't do anything that would make him suspicious."

Sophie gave a small, uncertain smile.

"Understood, Captain."

Anna returned to Bennett.

"I need you to understand something."

He nodded.

"Your photograph and documents don't establish that this man is on the aircraft."

"I know."

"And they certainly don't establish that he's dangerous."

"I never said he was."

"Then what exactly do you want me to do?"

Bennett looked toward the cabin.

"I want you to find out who he is."

Anna felt her stomach tighten.

"That's not normally the captain's responsibility."

"I understand."

"Airline passenger information is protected. We can't simply investigate people because someone believes they recognize them."

"I'm not asking you to break the law."

"Then what are you asking?"

"Verify that he belongs here."

Anna frowned.

"Of course he belongs here if he boarded with a valid ticket."

Bennett looked at her.

"Does he?"

The question hung between them.

Anna did not answer immediately.

She had assumed that every passenger on the aircraft had passed through the usual security and boarding procedures.

Why wouldn't they?

Modern airports recorded reservations, boarding passes, identity information, and passenger movements.

A person could not simply walk onto an international flight.

At least, that was what she believed.

Bennett watched her expression.

"Captain, I know how this sounds."

"Do you?"

"Completely."

"Then you understand why I'm skeptical."

"Yes."

Anna glanced at the photograph.

"But suppose you're right. Suppose this man really is Michael Grant."

Bennett became very still.

"What then?" she asked.

He did not answer.

"What do you think he's doing on this aircraft?"

"I don't know."

"Why is he traveling to New York?"

"I don't know."

"Why would someone officially declared dead be traveling on a commercial flight?"

Bennett looked at her.

"Because whatever made him disappear five years ago may no longer be protecting him."

Anna considered the statement.

It was speculation.

But it was also the first coherent explanation he had offered.

"What makes you think he's in danger?"

Bennett hesitated.

"Because when he saw me, he looked like a man who had just realized his hiding place wasn't safe anymore."

A passenger emerged through the curtain separating business class from the forward galley.

Anna moved aside automatically.

The man was middle-aged, wearing a gray sweater and carrying a small toiletry bag.

He apologized quietly and continued toward the lavatory.

Bennett watched him until he disappeared.

Anna noticed.

"You're doing it again."

"What?"

"Watching everyone."

Bennett looked uncomfortable.

"I suppose I am."

"Do you think someone is following you?"

"I don't know."

"Do you think someone knows about this conversation?"

His eyes moved toward the cabin.

"Possibly."

Anna looked at him.

"Mr. Bennett, have you received threats connected to your previous work?"

He hesitated.

"Not recently."

Anna caught the qualification.

"Not recently?"

Bennett sighed.

"Several years ago, after Michael died, I received a few anonymous messages."

"What kind of messages?"

"Warnings."

"About what?"

"To stop asking questions."

"Questions about Michael Grant?"

"Questions about the project he had been working on."

Anna studied him carefully.

"Did you contact the police?"

"Yes."

"What happened?"

"Nothing."

"Nothing?"

"They couldn't establish who sent the messages."

"And you stopped investigating?"

"Eventually."

"Why?"

Bennett looked down.

"Because I had a family."

Anna said nothing.

For the first time, she saw something beyond the nervousness.

Regret.

The expression of a man who had made a decision years earlier and had spent a long time questioning whether it had been the right one.

"Did you believe Michael's death was an accident?" she asked.

Bennett was silent.

Then he answered.

"I wanted to."

Anna checked the time.

She had already been away from the cockpit longer than intended.

Markus would be expecting her back.

Whatever this mystery was, she could not allow it to interfere with flight safety.

"Mr. Bennett, I need to return to my duties."

He nodded.

"I understand."

"I'll ask the appropriate crew members to review what can be checked through normal procedures."

"Thank you."

"But I need you to remain in your seat."

"Of course."

"Don't approach the man you believe is Michael Grant."

"I won't."

"Don't follow him."

"Understood."

"And if you notice anything that suggests an immediate threat, notify the cabin crew."

Bennett nodded.

Anna extended the photograph toward him.

He shook his head.

"Keep it."

She hesitated.

"Why?"

"So you can compare it."

"With whom?"

"The man in the cabin."

Anna looked at the image.

"Mr. Bennett, I haven't agreed to conduct an investigation."

"I know."

"Then—"

"Please."

The word was almost inaudible.

Anna stopped.

Bennett looked at her with an expression she had not seen before.

Not fear.

Not impatience.

Desperation.

"I don't know why he's here," he said. "I don't know what happened five years ago. And I don't know whether he's running from someone or toward something."

He paused.

"But I do know one thing."

"What?"

"If Michael Grant is alive, then everything I was told about his death was a lie."

Anna said nothing.

Bennett looked toward the cabin.

"And I need to know whether the people who told that lie are on this aircraft too."

Anna placed the photograph inside her jacket pocket.

Sophie accompanied Bennett back toward business class.

The captain remained in the forward galley for a moment.

She wanted to think.

The aircraft was halfway through an ordinary transatlantic flight.

The weather was good.

The systems were functioning normally.

And somewhere in the cabin, according to Richard Bennett, a dead man was traveling under an unknown identity.

Anna had no way to determine whether the story was true.

But she could already see how it might become dangerous.

If Bennett was mistaken, the situation was merely an unfortunate
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