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Chapter 1 — The Train That Leaves at Midnight
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The station looked different at night — less like a place people passed through and more like a place where decisions were made. Aeron stood under the departures board, backpack slung over one shoulder, hood damp from the drizzle that hadn’t decided whether it wanted to become real rain. Midnight trains always had a kind of hush hanging over them, a hum that felt like possibility.

Their sketchbook rested against their thigh, the elastic band worn out from years of stretching. Aeron thumbed it open, letting the pages fall like wings through doodles of mountain ranges they’d never touched, rooftops they’d only imagined, and buildings drawn too tall because they always wanted the sky to win.

Tonight, for the first time, they were moving toward those pages instead of away from them.

“All passengers for the Zürich–Innsbruck night route, track eight,” the speakers croaked in three languages. Aeron lifted their head. That was them. The train that would carry them into dawn, into somewhere new, somewhere that didn’t have to match the life they’d been living.

They stepped onto the platform, the lights casting their breath in thin silver shapes. The train waited — sleek, dark, humming quietly, as if excited to have a passenger as reckless as Aeron felt. They climbed aboard and found their cabin: a small compartment with bunk beds, a window, and curtains the color of early-morning fog.

Aeron sat by the window, letting their reflection shimmer over the glass before the outside lights erased it. Here it was: the first moment of the journey. The official leaving-behind.

They pulled out the sketchbook again. Across the aisle, someone shifted — a soft rustle of fabric, the click of an old camera lens.

Aeron glanced up.

The passenger who had just entered their cabin paused in the doorway. Tall. Hood down. Hair tied loosely at the back, wind-tamed and slightly curled from rain. But it was the eyes that held Aeron for a beat too long — steady, gentle, observant, like they were taking in the room in the same way people take in weather before deciding if they need an umbrella.

“Is this cabin 42?” the stranger asked.

Aeron nodded. “Yeah. You’re in the right place.”

The stranger stepped inside and set their camera on the small table between the beds. Aeron recognized the model — an old analog Leica, the kind photographers kept not because it was practical, but because it saw the world the way they wanted to.

“I’m Sky,” the stranger said, offering a small, unsure smile. “They/them.”

Aeron’s breath wavered just slightly. Maybe it was the name. Maybe it was the pronouns said without hesitation. Maybe it was the way the moment seemed to fold around them, a quiet understanding slipping in before anything else.

“Aeron,” they replied. “They/them too.”

Sky’s smile warmed. Not bright. Not loud. But real.

They settled onto the opposite bunk, placing their backpack at their feet and checking the film advance lever the way someone else might straighten their clothes. Aeron tried not to stare, but it was hard not to be curious — Sky looked like someone made of crossroads and unspoken stories.

The train jerked, then began to slide forward, pulling away from the platform. Aeron leaned toward the window as the station lights blurred into streaks of gold. Sky watched the reflection instead, as if studying Aeron’s face through the glass was more interesting than whatever was outside.

“So,” Sky said softly, “are you traveling home or away?”

Aeron let out a breath that was almost a laugh. “Away. Far away.”

Sky nodded like they understood the weight of that answer. “Same.”

Something loosened in Aeron’s shoulders. Not comfort, exactly — more like recognition.

The train gathered speed, night swallowing the landscape. Rain brushed the window, tracing thin lines that looked like the beginnings of constellations.

Aeron opened the sketchbook to a half-finished drawing: a mountain range they’d made up during their last long, restless night at home. Sky glanced over, their gaze lingering on the page.

“You draw the places you’re going?” they asked.

Aeron shook their head. “I draw the places I want to want. Sometimes that’s easier.”

Sky absorbed that for a moment, then said, “That’s honest.” A beat. “And brave.”

Aeron blinked. Brave wasn’t a word people usually handed them. Not for leaving. Not for wanting more.

Sky leaned back, their shoulders relaxing for the first time since stepping inside. “I take pictures of places I’m trying to forget,” they admitted, voice low, like the dark was listening.

Aeron looked up sharply, but Sky didn’t elaborate.

They just gazed out into the traveling night, the camera resting beside their hand like a companion that had seen too much.

The train lights dimmed for the overnight stretch. The rhythmic clatter softened into something steady, almost soothing. Aeron closed their sketchbook and let their gaze drift to Sky again. One traveler capturing memory; the other escaping it. Two people heading toward a horizon neither had defined.

Aeron didn’t know yet how often their paths would cross. How many cities would bring them back to the same street, the same hostel kitchen, the same unexpected sunrise. How many moments Sky would photograph without knowing Aeron was in the frame. How many sketches Aeron would make with Sky’s silhouette quietly woven in.

They only knew this:

The train that left at midnight was carrying them toward a version of their life that finally felt like their own.

Outside, the Alps rose like shadows learning how to sleep.
Inside, two strangers drifted in the same direction.
And somewhere between one heartbeat and the next,
Aeron wondered if the sky had always been waiting.
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Chapter 2 — A Window Full of Mountains
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Aeron woke to the soft rattle of the train shifting tracks, the kind of sound that lulled most people back to sleep. But the world beyond the window was already brightening, and the faint wash of early dawn light tugged them upward like a hand on their shoulder.

They blinked, adjusting to the pale blue glow that seeped into the cabin. Sky was still asleep on the opposite bunk, one arm draped over their eyes, the other hanging loosely off the bed. The camera sat beside them, strap curled like a sleeping animal.

For a moment Aeron just watched them — the rhythm of their breathing, the rise and fall of their chest, the peacefulness in a face that earlier had held quiet storms. It felt... intimate. Not romantic, not yet. More like seeing someone in their truest form, unguarded.

Aeron turned their attention back to the window.

And froze.

Mountains — sharp, towering, dusted in morning snow — rose on both sides of the train. The valley carved between them held a thin ribbon of river, catching the dawn in flashes of silver. Mist clung to the lower slopes, drifting like it wasn’t sure where it belonged.

Aeron’s breath left them in a soft, stunned exhale.

They had drawn mountains their whole life, but seeing them now, enormous and impossibly real, made their sketches feel like tiny, nervous approximations of the truth.

They reached for the sketchbook, flipping quickly to a blank page.

A low voice broke the silence.
“You’re up early.”
Aeron turned. Sky had pushed themselves upright, hair falling around their face in soft, messy waves. They blinked at the scenery, then at Aeron, then back at the scenery, as if needing to confirm both were actually there.

“I couldn’t sleep anymore,” Aeron admitted. “The light woke me.”

Sky smiled faintly. “Dawn sneaks up on you in the Alps.”

They slid off the bunk, stretching, then moved to the window. Their shoulder brushed Aeron’s as they leaned closer. Sky smelled like rain and cold air, the kind of scent that made Aeron suddenly, painfully aware of the limited space between them.

“Wow,” Sky murmured.

Aeron looked over. Sky’s eyes had softened in a way that made Aeron’s chest tighten — as if the mountains reflected something Sky had lost or was trying to find again.

“You’ve been here before?” Aeron asked gently.

Sky hesitated. “Passed through. Never stayed.”
Their voice tipped toward a memory, but they didn’t name it.
A moment of quiet pressed between them, warm despite the cold outside.

Then Sky straightened, reaching for their camera. “Mind if I...?”

“Go ahead,” Aeron said.

The shutter clicked softly — once, twice, then again. Sky didn’t take pictures quickly. They took them like each one meant something, like the world needed to ask permission first.

Aeron watched the way Sky’s hands moved, the way their expression shifted with each change of light. There was something grounding about it — someone capturing beauty instead of rushing past it.

“I wish I could draw that fast,” Aeron said.

“You don’t have to be fast,” Sky replied, not looking away from the lens. “You’re making something the camera can’t.”

Aeron blinked. “Which is?”

Sky lowered the camera and met their eyes. “The way the moment feels.”

Aeron felt that like a weight placed gently into their hands.

Before they could respond, the door slid open and the conductor peeked in. “Tickets, please.”

They both handed theirs over. The conductor stamped them with a practiced flick and offered a polite smile. “We’ll reach Innsbruck in about an hour. Beautiful morning for arriving.”

When he left, Sky tucked the camera away and sank onto the seat across from Aeron.

“So where are you headed after Innsbruck?” they asked.

Aeron hesitated. “I... don’t know yet.”

Sky’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “You’re traveling without a plan?”

“Without a destination,” Aeron corrected. “Big difference.”

Sky considered that. “And what are you looking for?”

Aeron wished the answer wasn’t so blurry. “Something that feels like movement. Something that feels like mine.”

Sky nodded with an understanding that ran deeper than coincidence. “Then you’re traveling the right way.”

A small silence settled — comfortable, like sitting beside a campfire instead of staring across a table.

“You?” Aeron asked. “Where are you going?”

Sky looked out at the mountains again. “East,” they said finally. “Just... east.”

That was both too vague and too revealing, but Aeron didn’t push. People on the run from something often talked that way.

The train curved around a bend, and suddenly the whole valley opened up wide — fields unfurling in soft green, the river glinting like a blade of light. Aeron felt the urge to sketch again, but instead they let the moment sink in. There would be time to draw later. Maybe in a café. Maybe on a ferry. Maybe in a city Sky would also happen to pass through.

For now, this was enough.

Aeron leaned closer to the window, letting the scenery press itself into their memory. Sky watched the world through their lens, capturing pieces of it with quiet precision.

Two travelers.
One journey.
Paths not yet defined, but already shifting toward one another.
The train sped onward, carrying them toward Innsbruck, toward whatever waited next, toward a sky neither of them had decided how to touch.

And somewhere deep in Aeron’s chest, a new kind of anticipation began to stir — something shaped like hope, and edged with the thrilling unknown.
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