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Chloe Mercer ran her fingertips along the edge of the galley curtain, a habitual check she performed without thinking. The fabric was crisp, the stainless-steel surfaces gleamed under the cabin lights, and the business class cabin smelled of leather and freshly brewed coffee. She moved through the aisle with the economy of motion that came from six years of doing this run, her smile calibrated to warm but not intrusive, her voice pitched low enough that passengers could ignore her if they wanted to.

She didn't mind being ignored. It was easier that way.

The morning light through the starboard windows caught the glassware on her tray, and for a moment she paused to adjust a champagne flute that didn't need adjusting. Outside, the tarmac at LAX shimmered in the heat, baggage carts trundling past in their slow, predictable circuits. Inside, the cabin was cool and quiet, the kind of quiet that preceded a full flight, the last few passengers still finding their seats and wrestling carry-on luggage into overhead bins.

Chloe glanced toward the cockpit door and thought of Garrett. He was flying the 777 to JFK today, Captain Hayes in the left seat, and she'd seen him in the crew lounge before boarding, his tie still loose, his coffee cup leaving a ring on the roster printout. He'd kissed her forehead the way he always did, a quick press of lips that felt more like habit than affection. 'See you on the other side,' he'd said, already turning back to his paperwork.

She'd stood there for a beat longer than necessary, waiting for something she couldn't name, then grabbed her own bag and headed for the gate.

Now she was here, thirty-seven thousand feet from the ground in another thirty minutes, and the thought of Garrett was already fading into the background hum of the engines. That was the thing about this job. The altitude made everything feel distant, even the things that were supposed to matter.

She reached row two and stopped.

The man in 2B had his phone pressed to his ear, his jaw tight, his free hand gripping the armrest. He was tall, blonde, somewhere in his forties, wearing a charcoal suit that had cost more than Chloe's monthly rent. His tie was loosened just slightly, the top button of his shirt undone, and there was a sheen of sweat at his temples despite the cabin's climate control. He was handsome in the way that men in business class often were, all sharp angles and expensive grooming, but his eyes were fixed on the seatback in front of him with an intensity that didn't match the surroundings.

'I don't care what time it is in Singapore,' he said, his voice low and controlled. 'Tell him to hold the position. Tell him I'll call back in twenty minutes and if he's sold a single share I’ll personally ensure he never works in this city again.'

Chloe busied herself with the drinks menu at the galley station, close enough to hear, far enough to pretend she wasn't listening. The man ended the call and immediately dialled another number, his thumb moving across the screen with a kind of desperate precision.

'Maya,' he said. 'No, listen to me. I need you to pull the quarterly filings. All of them. Before the market opens in New York.' A pause. 'I know what time it is. Just do it.'

He hung up and stared at the phone as though it had personally betrayed him. Then he exhaled, a long, slow release of breath that seemed to deflate his entire frame, and for just a moment he looked less like a man who owned boardrooms and more like a man who was drowning in one.

Chloe felt something shift in her chest. Not pity, exactly. Recognition.

She knew that look. She'd seen it in her own reflection, in the bathroom mirror of the apartment she shared with Garrett, after another evening of takeout containers and companionable silence and the slow, creeping awareness that she was twenty-eight years old and living a life that someone else had designed for her. Safe. Predictable. Small.

She picked up a glass of water and walked toward row two.

'Something to drink before takeoff, sir?'

The man looked up, and his expression rearranged itself so quickly that Chloe almost admired the craftsmanship. The tension in his jaw smoothed out. His shoulders dropped half an inch. His mouth curved into a smile that was warm and easy and entirely convincing, unless you'd been watching him thirty seconds earlier.

'Thank you,' he said, taking the glass. His fingers brushed hers, briefly, and she noticed his hands were steady now. 'Julian Croft.'

'Chloe.'

'Just Chloe?'

'For now.'

He laughed, a short, surprised sound that seemed to catch him off guard. 'Fair enough.'

She should have moved on. There were other passengers, other drinks, a cabin to prepare for departure. But she lingered a moment longer, her tray balanced against her hip, and she watched him take a sip of water and set the glass down on the tray table with deliberate care.

'Long day ahead?' she asked.

'You could say that.' He glanced toward the window, where the wing stretched out into the haze. 'New York's not my favourite destination.'

'And yet here you are.'

'Here I am.' He looked at her again, and this time the smile was smaller, more honest. 'And you? You do this route often?'

'Often enough.'

'You're very good at it.'

She tilted her head. 'You've known me for ninety seconds.'

'I'm an excellent judge of character.'

Chloe felt the corner of her mouth twitch upward. She recognised this, too, the smooth, practiced charm of a man who was used to getting what he wanted. But there was something underneath it, a thread of exhaustion that his performance couldn't quite hide. She wondered what he looked like when he wasn't performing. She wondered if anyone ever got to see it.

The cabin intercom chimed, and the captain's voice filled the cabin. Thomas Drake, not Garrett. Garrett was up front in his own plane, but Thomas was handling the announcements, his baritone calm and reassuring. 'Ladies and gentlemen, welcome aboard. We've got a full flight to New York this morning, and we're looking at a flight time of approximately five hours and twenty minutes. Weather looks clear for most of the route, though we’re keeping an eye on some winter weather building over the Midwest. We'll keep you updated.'

Julian's phone buzzed again, and he glanced at the screen. His face tightened. He silenced the call and slid the phone into his jacket pocket.

'Work can wait,' he said, as though she'd asked.

'Can it?'

He didn't answer. The engines spooled up, a low vibration that Chloe felt through the soles of her shoes, and she moved back toward the galley to secure the cabin for takeoff. She strapped herself into the jump seat and ran through the safety checks on autopilot, her hands moving through the familiar motions while her mind stayed fixed on the man in 2B.

The plane pushed back from the gate. The safety demonstration played on the screens. The aircraft taxied toward the runway, and Chloe watched the terminal buildings slide past the window, shrinking into the distance, and she thought about Julian Croft's hands, steady on the armrest, and the way his voice had cracked just slightly on the word 'Singapore'.

She thought about Garrett, too, sitting in his cockpit with his checklist and his calm, measured competence, a man who never raised his voice and never lost his temper and never, not once in three years, had looked at her the way Julian Croft had looked at her in the space of ninety seconds.

The plane lifted off, the nose tilting skyward, and Chloe felt the familiar press of gravity against her spine. She closed her eyes for a moment and let the climb carry her upward, into the bright, sterile quiet of the cabin, where everything was in its place and nothing was out of order.

Except something already was.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chicago Diversion

[image: ]


The captain's voice came over the PA about ninety minutes into the flight, and Chloe knew from the first syllable that something had shifted. Thomas Drake had been flying for thirty years and his voice carried the particular flatness that pilots reserved for bad news they couldn't soften.

'Ladies and gentlemen, this is Captain Drake. We've been advised of a severe winter storm system over the Midwest that's closed JFK to inbound traffic. Chicago O'Hare is our designated alternate, and we'll be commencing our descent in approximately twenty minutes. I apologise for the disruption. The ground team at O'Hare will have more information once we've landed.'

The cabin erupted. Chloe unbuckled her jump seat before the seatbelt sign chimed, already on her feet and moving toward the aisle before the first passenger could press their call button. Six years on the job and she could read a cabin the way Garrett read a weather radar, scanning for the pressure points before they burst.

'What does he mean, closed?' A man in 4C had his hand up, fingers snapping. 'I've got a meeting at eight tomorrow morning.'

'Sir, I understand the frustration.' Chloe kept her voice low, steady. 'We'll have more details once we're on the ground in Chicago. The captain's priority is getting us down safely.'

'Chicago's not New York.'

'No, it's not. But it's got a runway, and right now that's what we need.'

She moved down the aisle, fielding questions, her professional smile doing the work her mind couldn't manage. The diversion meant hours of rebooking, frustrated passengers, coordinating with ground crew she didn't know. It meant a hotel room in a city she hadn't planned on, a break in the routine she'd come to rely on. The thought unsettled her more than the turbulence they'd hit somewhere over Nebraska.

And underneath all of it, a quieter pulse: Julian Croft was still in 2B.

She reached his row and found him exactly as she'd expected, phone pressed to his ear, his free hand gripping the armrest. His earlier composure had come apart completely. His jaw was tight, the muscle working as he listened to whoever was on the other end of the line. His voice, when he spoke, was barely above a whisper, but Chloe was close enough to catch fragments.

'I don't care what time it is in London. Tell him to call me the moment he lands.' A pause. 'No, I understand perfectly. I understand that if this doesn't resolve by morning, there won't be anything left to resolve.'

He ended the call and stared at the screen for a long moment, his thumb hovering over it. Then he looked up and caught Chloe watching him.

She should have looked away. Instead she said, 'Can I get you anything before we land?'

Julian's expression shifted, the charm flickering back into place like a reflex. But it didn't quite take. The exhaustion underneath was too raw, too
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