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Chapter 1: The Departure
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The silence inside the apartment didn’t just feel quiet; it felt heavy, pressing against Brooke Holloway’s chest like a physical weight. She stood in the centre of her living room, her arms folded tightly across her uniform blouse, staring down at the low coffee table. Sitting right on the faux-wood surface was a crisp, white stack of legal documents. The top page bore the words Decree Absolute in a harsh, blocky font that looked entirely too clinical for the damage it had caused. The ink on the signatures was long dry, and her marriage to David was officially over, but looking at it still felt like staring into an open wound.

At thirty-four, she was supposed to be building a life, picking out paint colours for a suburban home, or discussing vacation plans. Instead, she was surrounded by cardboard boxes.

Six of them lined the far wall, sealed shut with thick, ugly brown packing tape. They contained the fragmented remains of a decade spent with a man who had slowly, systematically made her feel invisible long before the lawyers got involved. David had kept the house in Chicago. He had kept the dog. He had kept their mutual friends. Brooke had been left with a second-hand couch, her airline-issued roller bag, and a profound, echoing emptiness that followed her into every room.

She glanced at the digital clock on the microwave in the small kitchen alcove. 4:15 AM.

The numbers glowed in a harsh, synthetic green, casting a sickly hue across the unwashed linoleum. Her alarm wasn't set to go off for another fifteen minutes, but sleep had become a luxury she could no longer afford. For the past three weeks, her nights had consisted of staring at the water stains on the ceiling, listening to the rhythmic, distant rumble of traffic on the interstate, and waiting for a morning that offered no real relief.

Brooke walked over to the kitchen counter, her bare feet cold against the floorboards. Her fingers trembled slightly as she reached for the handle of the kettle. She needed coffee—something hot and bitter to shock her system awake, to burn away the thick, exhausting fog that seemed to wrap around her brain like wet wool. As she waited for the water to heat, she caught her reflection in the small window above the sink.

The glass was dark, streaked with the early morning Chicago rain, but the dim light from the hallway lamp was enough to reveal the sharp fractures in her appearance. Her skin looked pale, almost translucent under the shadows of her eyes. Deep, bruised circles spoke of her chronic exhaustion. She looked like a photograph that had been left in the sun for too long—faded, slightly blurred at the edges, and dangerously close to tearing apart.

"You're fine," she whispered to the glass, her voice sounding thin and hollow in the empty kitchen. "It's just another turnaround leg. Just get through the flight."

She forced her fingers to move, going through the mechanical motions of her morning routine. She pinned her hair back into a tight, professional bun, securing every loose strand with an aggressive number of hairpins until her scalp ached. She tied the silk airline scarf around her neck, pulling the knot taut against her throat, almost welcoming the slight, suffocating pressure. The navy-blue uniform vest went on next, buttoned precisely down the front.

As she pulled the fabric smooth over her waist, her hand brushed against the closet door behind her. It was slightly ajar. Inside, hanging on a lone plastic hanger, was David’s old grey cashmere sweater. He had left it behind during his final, chaotic move-out, discarding it like trash. It was oversized, worn thin at the elbows, and smelled faintly of the cologne he used to wear before everything went wrong.

Brooke stared at the grey wool for a long, frozen beat. A wave of intense, suffocating loneliness washed over her, so strong it made her knees feel weak. She reached out, her fingers hovering over the soft fabric, desperately wanting to pull it down, to wrap herself in something familiar, something that didn't feel like a straitjacket.

But the microwave timer suddenly buzzed, a sharp, piercing sound that shattered the silence. Reality snapped back into place.

Brooke dropped her hand, stepped back from the closet, and closed the door firmly. She picked up her rolling suitcase, checked her uniform nametag in the mirror one last time, and stepped out into the freezing, rain-slicked Chicago night, leaving the empty apartment and the legal papers behind in the dark.

The fluorescent lights of the crew briefing room didn't just illuminate the space; they vibrated with a harsh, relentless hum that gave Brooke Holloway a mounting headache. She sat at the corner of the laminate table, her fingers tapping a nervous, erratic rhythm against the edge of her tablet. She stared down at the screen, but the lines of text—the passenger manifest, the fuel loads, the weather updates for Flight 412 from Chicago to Seattle—were blurring into a grey smear. Every time she tried to focus, her mind dragged her right back to the stack of legal documents sitting on her kitchen counter at home.

Decree Absolute. The words were practically burned into her retina. The signature was yours, the ink was dry, and the marriage was officially dead. At thirty-four, David had stripped away her sense of security, leaving her with an empty apartment, a drained bank account, and a profound, terrifying sense of invisibility.

"You okay, Brooke?" Tanya Cross asked, her voice dropping into a quiet, protective register. She leaned in close, her uniform shoulder brushing Brooke’s, deliberately shielding her from the view of the flight deck crew at the top of the table. Tanya’s hand rested gently, firmly on Brooke's forearm. "You look like you haven't slept in a week. Seriously, your eyes are bloodshot."

Brooke forced her lips into a tight, rehearsed smile that didn't reach her eyes. "I'm fine, Tanya. Just a long night. Neighbours were loud."

It was a pathetic lie, and they both knew it. Tanya knew about the lawyers. She knew about the house being sold out from under Brooke. But before Tanya could press further, First Officer Liam Miller adjusted his tie and checked his watch.

"Alright crew, let's keep it sharp today," Miller said, gathering his paperwork. "Weather looks clear over the Rockies, but the automated systems are predicting some light chop on our descent into Sea-Tac. Let's get onboard, get the pre-checks done, and keep the cabin efficient."

An hour later, the Boeing 757 was climbing effortlessly through 27,000 feet. The cabin hummed with that familiar, white-noise drone—a sound that usually comforted Brooke, but today it felt like it was filling her ears with wet sand. She moved down the narrow aisle with the beverage cart, her movements entirely mechanical, driven by a decade of muscle memory. She smiled at passengers she didn't actually see. She poured black coffee she couldn't smell. She nodded politely at complaints about baggage space that she couldn't bring herself to care about. She felt like a ghost haunting the aisles of her own life, performing a role for a crowd that only saw the uniform.

Until her cart reached Row 14.

He was sitting in the window seat, 14A. The middle seat beside him, 14B, was completely empty, which was a rarity on a Friday afternoon flight. He wasn't like the other travellers. He didn't have a laptop open, he wasn't wearing headphones, and he wasn't flipping through a sky-mall magazine. He was simply leaning back, staring out the thick acrylic window at the endless expanse of blue sky, the high-altitude light tracing a sharp, remarkably handsome jawline. He wore a dark grey cashmere sweater that looked incredibly soft, his broad shoulders relaxed, completely unfazed by the cramped, pressurized cabin.

As the wheels of Brooke's cart clicked to a halt beside his row, he turned his head slowly. His eyes were a piercing, warm amber. The moment they locked onto hers, a strange sensation washed over Brooke. It was as if the ambient roar of the jet engines, the clinking of soda cans, and the chatter of two hundred passengers suddenly dropped into absolute, dead silence.

"Can I get you something to drink?" Brooke asked. The words were the same ones she had spoken a hundred times today, but her voice suddenly lost its rehearsed, robotic edge. It sounded vulnerable, even to her own ears.

He smiled, a slow, deeply comforting expression that made her chest tighten in a way it hadn't in years. It wasn't the polite smile of a passenger; it was the smile of someone recognizing an old friend. "Just water, thank you. You look like you're having a much heavier day than the rest of us, Chloe—sorry, Brooke," he corrected smoothly, his eyes dropping briefly to the silver nametag pinned over her heart.

Brooke felt a sudden, hot blush creep up her neck. In her line of work, passengers rarely looked at a flight attendant's face, let alone read their name or noticed their mood. To the world, she was just part of the aircraft's catering machinery. But this man was looking right through the makeup, right through the corporate smile.

"It's been a very long week," she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. She reached for a plastic cup, her hand shaking so noticeably that the water spilled slightly over the rim.

"Then I'm very glad I ended up on your flight," he said, reaching out to take the cup from her trembling fingers. His hand brushed against hers. The contact was shocking. His skin was intensely, radiantly warm, sending a jolt of pure energy straight up her arm. "I'm Evan."
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