
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Airline Owner



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1

[image: ]




First Class Collision

The first time Sarah Bennett noticed him, he wasn’t doing anything at all.

He wasn’t snapping his fingers for champagne. He wasn’t complaining about overhead space. He wasn’t trying to charm her with an overly polished smile or a gold watch flashed a little too obviously beneath a cuff.

He was simply watching.

Row 2A. Window seat. Navy suit cut with quiet precision. Silver threaded cleanly through dark hair at the temples. Strong hands folded over a leather folio instead of a phone. The kind of man who did not fidget because the world adjusted itself around him.

Sarah had worked long-haul international flights for six years. She could read first-class passengers in under thirty seconds. Tech millionaires wore arrogance like cologne. Politicians carried restless paranoia. Celebrities disguised exhaustion as detachment.

This man carried stillness.

“Champagne before departure, sir?” she asked, offering the tray with her usual steady warmth.

His eyes lifted to hers.

They were a striking gray—not cold, but assessing. Noticing.

“Yes, thank you.” His voice was deep, controlled, the kind that didn’t need to be raised to command attention. “And call me Luke.”

Most men in first class preferred to be called sir.

Sarah smiled politely. “Of course... Luke.”

She poured carefully, aware—though she would never admit it—that her hands felt slightly less automatic under his gaze.

He didn’t look away as she handed him the glass.

Not inappropriately. Not boldly.

Just... directly.

It was disarming.



The flight from New York to London was smooth for the first two hours. First class settled into its familiar rhythm—meals plated, coats hung, laptops opened, privacy screens raised.

Sarah moved efficiently, checking call lights, refilling water glasses before they were empty. Professional grace was a habit now; she wore it as naturally as her uniform.

When turbulence hit, it came fast and sharp.

The aircraft jolted, a sudden drop that pulled gasps from the cabin. Overhead bins rattled. A woman near the aisle clutched her armrest.

Sarah steadied herself with practiced ease.

“Ladies and gentlemen, please return to your seats and fasten your seatbelts,” the captain’s voice came over the intercom.

She moved quickly through the aisle, calm and composed, offering reassuring smiles.

“It’s just a patch of rough air,” she told an anxious passenger. “We’ll be through it shortly.”

Another sharp dip. A glass tipped over in 3C.

Before she could reach it, a hand extended, steadying the tray.

Luke.

“Allow me,” he said smoothly, holding the glass upright as the plane tremored again.

“Thank you,” she replied, their hands brushing briefly.

The contact was accidental.

But it felt deliberate.

His skin was warm. Grounded. Unshaken by the turbulence.

Unlike the others, he wasn’t gripping the armrest or closing his eyes. He watched her instead—as she soothed, reassured, managed the cabin with composed authority.

And something in his expression shifted.

Respect.

The turbulence passed as quickly as it had come.

The cabin exhaled.

Sarah resumed service, but she felt it now—an awareness she couldn’t quite shake. Every time she passed Row 2A, she sensed his gaze tracking her movements. Not possessive. Not entitled.

Curious.



Dinner service began once they reached cruising altitude again.

“May I recommend the sea bass this evening?” she asked him.

He studied her rather than the menu.

“You handle pressure remarkably well, Ms...?”

“Bennett. Sarah Bennett.”

“Ms. Bennett,” he repeated, as though committing it to memory. “And yes, I’ll take your recommendation.”

She noted the faintest hint of a smile at the corner of his mouth.

“You travel often?” she asked, keeping her tone conversational but light.

“Frequently.”

“Business or pleasure?”

He considered that.

“Responsibility.”

That wasn’t an answer most passengers gave.

“And what line of responsibility is that?” she asked.

His gaze held hers a fraction longer than necessary.

“Transportation.”

Her brow lifted slightly. “That’s... broad.”

“It is.”

Before she could press further, another passenger signaled for assistance. Duty called. She stepped away.

But she felt it—the unfinished thread of that exchange.



Three hours later, most of first class was asleep. Window shades lowered. Soft amber cabin lights dimmed to evening glow.

Sarah walked the aisle for routine checks.

Luke was awake.

Of course he was.

He wasn’t working. He wasn’t watching a film. He simply looked out the window at the vast darkness beyond, the wing light blinking against endless night.

“Can I get you anything?” she asked quietly.

He turned toward her. “Sit for a moment.”

It wasn’t a command.

But it wasn’t quite a request either.

She hesitated only briefly before taking the jump seat across the aisle. Technically allowed during calm periods. Entirely harmless.

“Yes?”

“How long have you been flying, Sarah?”

“Six years international. Two domestic before that.”

“And you enjoy it?”

“I do.” She smiled faintly. “It’s not just drinks and smiles. We manage crises people never see. Medical emergencies. Panic attacks. Lost children. Sometimes we’re the only calm in the sky.”

“I noticed,” he said simply.

The sincerity in his voice caught her off guard.

“Most people don’t.”

“That’s because most people aren’t paying attention.”

There it was again—that steady gaze. Intent. Evaluating, but not in a predatory way. As though she were something rare he’d stumbled upon unexpectedly.

“You fly this route often?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“With us?”

A pause.

“Always.”

Something in his tone made her tilt her head. “Loyal customer?”

“You could say that.”

Before she could decipher the meaning, the intercom chimed softly—crew-only signal. She rose automatically.

“Duty calls,” she said.

He inclined his head. “Of course.”

As she stepped away, she felt it again—the unmistakable sensation of being observed.

Not as an object.

As a variable.



It wasn’t until descent into Heathrow that the illusion shattered.

The captain’s voice came over the speaker, warm and professional.

“We’d like to thank you for flying Harrington Air this evening...”

Sarah froze mid-aisle.

Harrington Air.

Her airline.

Her employer.

Her entire career for the past eight years.

She glanced—slowly, carefully—toward 2A.

Luke Harrington was fastening his seatbelt with unhurried precision.

No.

Her pulse skipped.

Harrington.

Luke.

Transportation.

Responsibility.

The realization hit with dizzying clarity.

She finished landing procedures on autopilot, heart thudding steadily beneath her pressed uniform.

When the aircraft reached the gate and passengers began to disembark, she stood by the exit door, offering her customary farewell smile.

“Thank you for flying with us.”

He approached last.

Of course he did.

Up close, she noticed the fine lines at the corners of his eyes—earned, not softened. He was older than most executives she’d glimpsed in company newsletters. Mid-fifties, perhaps. Distinguished rather than aging. Authority settled into his posture like it belonged there.

He paused in front of her.

“You didn’t know,” he observed quietly.

“No,” she admitted.

A flicker of amusement crossed his features.

“I prefer it that way.”

She swallowed. “Mr. Harrington—”

“Luke,” he corrected.

“Luke,” she tried again, the name feeling different now. Heavier. “If I’d known—”

“You would have behaved differently?”

Her chin lifted slightly. “No.”

A slow smile.

“Good.”

Passengers waited behind him, but neither of them moved.

“You were exceptional tonight, Ms. Bennett,” he said. “Under pressure. With your passengers. With me.”

Heat rose to her cheeks despite herself. “I was doing my job.”

“And doing it better than most.”

There was no flirtation in his tone.

That made it worse.

More intimate.

“I hope to see you again,” he added.

She found her voice. “We have many flights.”

“Yes,” he said softly. “We do.”

Then he stepped past her, disappearing into the jet bridge with the quiet confidence of a man who owned not just the aircraft—but the sky it crossed.

Sarah remained at the doorway longer than necessary.

Her heart was racing.

Not because she had served the airline’s billionaire owner without knowing.

Not because she might be called into a performance review.

But because, for the first time in years, someone had looked at her—not as part of the service.

But as something worth studying.

And something told her—deep in the instinct she trusted at 30,000 feet—

This was only the beginning.
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The Owner Onboard

Sarah told herself she wouldn’t look for him.

It had been three days since the London flight. Three days of domestic routes, routine safety demonstrations, and crew briefings where she half-expected to hear her name mentioned in some ominous corporate context.

No email from headquarters.

No summons.

No reprimand.

Which somehow made it worse.

By the time she checked the manifest for Flight 247 back to London, she had almost convinced herself the encounter had meant nothing.

Almost.

She scanned the first-class list out of habit.

Seat 2A.

Luke Harrington.

Her stomach dipped the way the aircraft sometimes did before stabilizing.

He hadn’t just happened to be on that flight.

He was on hers again.

Intentional.

She closed the tablet slowly, schooling her expression before joining the rest of the crew for boarding.

Professional. Steady. Untouchable.

That was who she was at work.



He boarded early.

No entourage. No assistant. No visible security.

Just a single leather carry-on and that same navy composure that seemed stitched into his spine.

“Good evening, Ms. Bennett,” he said as though they were resuming a paused conversation.

“Good evening... Luke.”

She refused to stumble over his name this time.

His gaze lingered—not inappropriately, not boldly—but with unmistakable awareness.

“You’re assigned to first class again,” he observed.

“Yes.”

“Good.”

The word settled between them, deliberate.

She gestured toward his seat. “Welcome aboard.”

As he passed, she caught the faint scent of something understated and expensive. Clean. Controlled. Like him.

He took 2A again.

Of course he did.



Boarding filled the cabin quickly. First class tonight included a tech founder loudly negotiating a merger over speakerphone, a honeymoon couple arguing in hushed but sharp tones, and a middle-aged man already irritated about the wine selection before they’d even left the gate.

Sarah moved through it like water around stone.

“Sir, I’ll need you to switch your phone to airplane mode.”

“It’s an important call.”

“I’m sure it is,” she said calmly, lowering her voice just enough to make him lean in. “But federal regulations don’t bend for mergers.”

A beat.

He complied.

Luke watched.

She could feel it. Not hovering. Not invasive. Just present.

The aircraft pushed back from the gate.

And ten minutes after takeoff, trouble arrived.

Seat 3C—wine complaint man—rang his call button with dramatic insistence.

“This is not the vintage I requested,” he snapped as she approached.

“I apologize, sir. The 2015 Bordeaux is what’s currently stocked on this route.”

“I specifically asked for the 2012.”

“I understand. Unfortunately, catering substitutions happen at departure airports. I’d be happy to offer—”

“I don’t want an alternative. I want what I asked for.”

Sarah held his gaze evenly.

At 30,000 feet, power dynamics shifted. Money meant less. Authority meant less. Safety and composure ruled the cabin.

“I’m afraid the 2012 isn’t on this aircraft,” she said, voice smooth as silk. “But I can offer you a 2014 from our reserve selection. It’s exceptional. Many prefer it.”

He huffed. “Fine.”

She poured it with steady precision, presenting the bottle label.

Behind her, she sensed movement.

Luke had stood.

Not intruding. Just watching.

She handed the glass to 3C, who grudgingly accepted it. After a cautious sip, his posture eased.

“This will do,” he muttered.
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