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Chapter 1 — After
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Frankfurt greeted him the way it always did—efficient, gray, and politely indifferent.

Lucas moved through the terminal with the same practiced rhythm he’d had for years: the strap of his bag corrected with one hand, his ID tucked away without looking, his shoulders automatically avoiding the slow drift of tourists. The airport was a language his body spoke even when his mind was elsewhere.

Outside, winter pressed against the glass. The sky had that washed-out German color—like someone had tried to erase blue with an eraser and given up halfway. Breath turned white for a moment and disappeared.

He should have felt relief. Home base. Familiar streets. A clean bed. Silence.

Instead, he felt... the absence of an ending.

Not pain. Not longing. Nothing dramatic enough to name.

Just a small, stubborn sense of “not finished,” as if something had been left on a tray somewhere and nobody had called his name.

He told himself it was jet lag.

In the train, faces reflected in the window in layers—people and their ghosts. He watched his own reflection without really seeing it. He looked the same: tired eyes, clean shave that would be rough again by night, a posture that belonged to someone who slept in time zones. If there had been a line in his face that said something changed, it was too subtle to count as evidence.

The city slid past—low buildings, wet asphalt, bare trees that looked like sketches rather than nature. He recognized the stations by shape, not by name.

When he reached his apartment, the hallway smelled faintly of detergent and someone else’s cooking. His key turned with a soft complaint, and the door opened on darkness.

The place was exactly how he’d left it: neat without warmth, practical without personality. The kind of home that was less a statement and more a recovery room.

He dropped his bag in the entryway and stood still for a second, listening.

Nothing.

No refrigerator hum loud enough to notice, no neighbor’s music, no distant sirens. Just the soft pressure of indoor air, and the sensation that this silence was supposed to be comforting.

He turned on the light. The room didn’t change. It only became visible.

He unpacked like he always did: uniform hung first, toiletries set where they belonged, charger plugged in. The ritual was meant to reattach him to himself. To make the ground feel steady again.

It worked—almost.

Then his phone buzzed.

A notification. Not a message.

A system reminder about a schedule update, a gate change, some operational nonsense that would matter for exactly two minutes and then vanish into the next day.

He stared at the screen longer than necessary, waiting for something else to appear.

Nothing did.

He locked the phone and set it down.

The problem wasn’t that he missed someone. Missing implied clarity. Missing implied an object. A person. A specific hunger.

What he felt was quieter, more irritating. Like a thought that refused to become a thought.

A few days ago, he had been somewhere else—another city, another terminal, another life—and something had happened that should have resolved into either a beginning or an end.

Instead, it had remained suspended.

He moved to the kitchen and filled the kettle. The sound of water against metal was too loud in the stillness. He turned the stove on and watched the flame catch.

Tea. A normal thing. A thing people did when they were tired.

He leaned his hip against the counter and looked at the calendar stuck to the fridge with a magnet shaped like an airplane. The days were crossed out in pencil. He couldn’t remember crossing some of them out.

He could remember other details, though.

A streetlight reflecting on wet pavement. A voice that didn’t demand, didn’t perform. A laugh that wasn’t trying to be charming.

Emily.

The name came with a sensation, not an image. Calm. Not the cheap kind—real calm, the kind that arrived when you didn’t have to translate yourself.

He didn’t romanticize it. He didn’t build it into a story. He didn’t even call it her.

He just had to admit that his mind returned there, the way your tongue returns to a sore tooth without permission.

The kettle began to hiss. He took two mugs down, paused, and then put one back.

The smallness of the gesture annoyed him. He hated when his body betrayed him before his mind agreed.

He poured water into the mug, dropped a tea bag in, and watched the string darken as the liquid took color.

When he sat at the table, the chair scraped the floor in a clean, lonely sound. He opened his laptop, more out of habit than need, and scanned his upcoming roster.

Routes. Dates. Layovers. Duty times.

A map of his life that looked impressive from the outside and empty from the inside.

He highlighted one line and frowned. New York again, in two weeks. An Atlantic crossing. Night departure. Early arrival. The kind of flight that made you feel older than you were.

The screen looked back at him with perfect indifference.

He closed the laptop.

On the shelf beside the couch, a book sat half-read. A small plant tried and failed to look alive. The apartment wasn’t sad. It was functional. He had built it that way on purpose.

A quiet space where nothing asked anything from him.

And now, for the first time in a long while, he wasn’t sure if that was comfort or avoidance.

He drank his tea. It tasted like tea. Not good, not bad—just existing. Even that felt symbolic in a way he didn’t want to indulge.

He reached for his phone again. Not to check anything specific.

Just... to see.

The lock screen came up. No new messages. No missed calls.

He didn’t know what he expected. He hadn’t promised anything. Nobody owed him anything.

Emily hadn’t asked for more.

That was part of the problem.

If she had been demanding, it would have been easy to label her: complicated, dramatic, not worth it. If she had been overly affectionate, he could have dismissed it as infatuation.

But she hadn’t tried to claim him. She hadn’t tried to decorate the moment into something bigger.

She had been... present.

And presence was dangerous, because it didn’t give him a clear excuse to run.

He locked the phone again and set it down carefully, as if the device might break under the weight of his hesitation.

He stood, walked to the window, and pushed aside the curtain.

Frankfurt glowed in small rectangles—windows, streetlights, the red dot of a distant tower. The city looked calm in the way only cities can look calm: so many lives, all separate, all contained.

He watched a tram pass like a thin, lit vein. A person crossed the street in a hurry, collar up, head down.

Lucas rested his forehead against the cold glass for a moment.

He didn’t think, I should write to her.

He didn’t even think, I want to.

The impulse was simpler and stranger.

He thought: This is where it should be quiet.

And then he realized he wanted to break that quiet—not with noise, not with drama, just with one line on a screen that said someone else existed.

It wasn’t loneliness. Not exactly.

It was the awareness that his life had space in it now, a space that hadn’t been there before.

He went back to the table. Picked up the phone.

His thumb hovered over the messages app.

He could send something neutral: Made it back.
He could send something polite: Hope your week’s going okay.
He could send nothing and keep the shape of his life intact.
He opened the chat anyway.

Emily’s name sat at the top, ordinary and impossible at once.

The last messages were uncomplicated—logistics, small observations, a joke about airline coffee that had made him exhale through his nose in the middle of a crew bus and then feel vaguely embarrassed about it.

He stared at the input field.

A blank space.

Waiting.

He typed: Back in Frankfurt.

He stopped.

It looked too final, like a report. Like a closed door.

He erased it.

He typed: Landed. Didn’t sleep much.

He stopped again.

Too revealing, too intimate for a first message after a gap that technically didn’t exist.

He set the phone down.

He ran a hand through his hair and let out a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding.

This was ridiculous.

He had flown through storms without shaking. He had handled emergencies with calm instructions and steady hands. He was trained to speak clearly under pressure.

And yet he couldn’t send a simple message to a woman who hadn’t asked him for anything.

He looked at the clock.

Late.

He could sleep. Reset. Pretend he was simply tired.

Instead, he picked the phone up again, almost angrily, like he was taking control back from himself.

He typed a different sentence.

Short. Ordinary. Honest enough to be true, neutral enough to be safe.

Home. Frankfurt’s as gray as ever.

He stared at it for a second.

Then, before he could rewrite it into nothing, he hit send.

The message left with that small, quiet swoosh that never matched the weight people attached to it.

Afterward, there was no dramatic shift. No relief. No panic.

Just a tiny change in the air of the room, as if a window had been opened somewhere far away.

He set the phone down and waited—not anxiously, not expectantly.

Just... waiting, the way you wait for a kettle to boil, even though you can hear it starting to happen.

He turned off the lights, left the kitchen clean, and went to bed.

In the dark, he listened to his own breathing. He told himself he would fall asleep quickly.

Minutes passed.

His phone buzzed on the table.

One vibration.

Then another.

He didn’t move right away. He let the sound exist without rushing to it, as if proving he still had a choice.

Finally, he reached over, picked it up, and the screen lit his face in a soft blue.

Emily’s reply was simple.

Not romantic.

Not urgent.

Just real.

And as he read it, Lucas understood something with a clarity that made him uncomfortable:

Life in Frankfurt was going exactly as before.

He was the thing that had changed.
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