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Chapter One — The Girl Who Watched the Skies

[image: ]


Silverridge always smelled like pine and morning dew. Even in late afternoon, the air carried that crisp mountain freshness that felt like a clean page waiting to be written on. Aurelia Hale stood at the edge of the small regional airfield, sketchbook tucked against her hip, watching a single white plane glide through the pale-blue sky like a brushstroke made with intention.

She wasn’t sure what drew her here every week. Maybe it was the peace. Maybe it was the sense of motion. Or maybe it was simply that flight—true flight—always felt like transformation. A promise that change wasn’t only possible, but beautiful.

A breeze lifted her hair as she watched the plane descend gracefully toward the runway. She lifted her pencil, capturing the angle of the wings, the curve of the nose, the poetry of movement. Her fingers moved instinctively, shading lines, breathing life onto the page.

She didn’t hear the footsteps approaching until a warm voice cut through the hum of the landing gear.

“You draw that plane better than I can fly it.”

Aurelia blinked, turning to find a man standing a few steps away. Tall, sun-browned, with windswept dark hair and a smile that seemed both confident and kind. He wore a flight jacket unzipped at the front, the Silverridge Airfield patch on one sleeve.

She felt her breath hitch—not out of fear, but surprise. People didn’t usually approach her so openly.

“Is that your plane?” she asked, closing her sketchbook gently.

He nodded. “Yeah. Name’s Leo,” he said, offering a hand. “Flight instructor. Occasional show-off.”

Auri hesitated only a moment before taking his hand. His grip was warm, steady, grounding.

“Aurelia,” she said softly. “Auri, for short.”

“Auri,” he repeated, tasting the name like it meant something already. “Beautiful.”

Her cheeks warmed, and she looked down toward her shoes, brushing a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

“I, um... I come here sometimes to sketch. Planes are...” She paused, unsure how much to reveal. “They’re comforting. Somehow.”

Leo’s smile softened. “I get that. Flying saved me, in a way. Or maybe it just reminded me I was more than my mistakes.”

Auri looked up, surprised by his openness. People didn’t usually give pieces of themselves so freely.

The wind shifted. Dust swirled gently across the runway. Leo nodded toward her sketchbook.

“You’re really talented. That’s not beginner stuff.”

“Thank you,” she said, hugging the book a little closer to her chest. “Drawing was how I learned to breathe again.”

He studied her quietly—not with prying curiosity, but with a warmth that made her feel seen rather than exposed.

“You’re welcome to watch the flights from inside the hangar if you ever want,” he offered. “It gets cold out here. And the view is better anyway. More... personal.”

Auri’s heart thudded softly at the invitation. No one had invited her into their world in a long time.

“I might take you up on that,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Good.” Leo grinned. “Then I’ll look forward to it.”

They shared a moment of stillness, the mountains rising behind them like guardians over a new beginning. Auri felt a flutter inside her chest—quiet but undeniable.

A change was coming.
And for once, she wasn’t afraid.
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Chapter Two — A Seat in the Hangar
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The next afternoon, Aurelia arrived at the airfield earlier than she meant to. The sun still hung high, casting shimmering light across the glossy wings of parked planes. The hangar door was half-open, humming softly as it rolled upward, and she felt her heartbeat rise with it—anticipation, warmth, and something she didn’t want to name yet.

Inside, the hangar smelled of engine oil, metal, and mountain air swept in by the breeze. It was surprisingly peaceful. Gentle. A place where things were repaired, refined, and made ready to fly again.

She stepped inside slowly, sketchbook against her chest, afraid to disturb the quiet.

“You came.”

Aurelia turned. Leo stood near the tool bench, wiping his hands with a rag. The afternoon light framed him in soft gold, making him look a little unreal—like a photograph she wasn’t ready to take.

“I wasn’t sure if it was... okay,” she said.

“It’s more than okay.” He tossed the rag aside and gestured to a small wooden stool near the wall. “That’s the best seat in the hangar. You can see every takeoff from there.”

Auri walked over, sliding onto the stool. The wood was warm from the sun. She opened her sketchbook, letting the blank page settle beneath her fingertips.

Leo worked nearby, checking valves, adjusting screws, humming softly under his breath. His presence was calming, grounding in a way she hadn't expected. She found herself stealing glances at him—at the curve of his shoulders, the way he brushed hair from his forehead, the focused crease between his brows when something caught his attention.

“So,” he said, glancing her way with a half-smile, “what inspired you to start drawing?”

Auri hesitated, her pencil hovering above the page. She’d always been careful with her truths—choosing when to share, when to hold back. But Leo’s voice was gentle, patient.

“It was how I rebuilt myself,” she said quietly. “After... a lot of change.”

Leo met her gaze, and something like understanding flickered there. He didn’t ask for more. He didn’t push. He simply nodded, his expression softening.

“That makes sense,” he said. “Sometimes you need a new language to express what life has done to you.”

Auri’s breath caught. That — that was exactly it.

She let her pencil touch the page, sketching quick, fluid lines without thinking. The shape of wings emerged—small, delicate, opening into the sky.

Leo watched her draw for a moment, then stepped closer, his voice warm. “You know, if you ever want to see how it feels to be up there,” he said, gesturing toward the runway, “I could take you up sometime.”

Auri froze mid-line. “I... I’ve never flown before.”

“Then it’s about time,” he said softly. “No pressure. Only if you want to.”

Her heart fluttered, unsure if it was fear or excitement. Maybe both. Wings of change, she thought. Maybe this was what growth felt like—terrifying and exhilarating at once.

“I’ll think about it,” she whispered.

Leo’s smile deepened, as if he heard something more in her answer. “Good. That’s all I ask.”

A soft roar filled the air as a small plane taxied onto the runway. Auri turned instinctively, sketching its motion with quick strokes. Leo leaned nearby, watching the plane and occasionally watching her, his expression full of quiet admiration — the kind that made her skin warm and her heart unsteady.

The plane lifted into the sky, wings slicing through the sunlit air. Auri exhaled slowly, her pencil following the ascent.

Leo’s voice drifted to her like a promise.

“You belong here more than you think.”

She didn’t answer. She wasn’t sure she could.
But the truth settled inside her all the same.
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Chapter Three — The First Fear, The First Flight
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Aurelia stood at the edge of the runway, fingers trembling slightly as she watched the small plane waiting for her. Its white fuselage gleamed under the afternoon sun, looking harmless, almost gentle — but her heart pounded like she was staring at a cliff edge.

Leo walked beside her, hands tucked in his jacket pockets, calm as the sky above.
“You don’t have to do this today,” he reminded her quietly. “I meant it when I said no pressure.”
“I know,” Auri whispered, her voice small. “But I think... I want to try.”

Leo stopped, turning to her fully. “Are you scared?”

“Yes.”
It came out without hesitation.
He smiled — warm, understanding, not dismissive. “Good. Means it matters.”

The wind tugged at her hair. Auri took a breath, then another, trying to steady the storm inside her chest. She wasn’t afraid of flying, not truly. It was the unfamiliar. The surrender. The feeling of being lifted with nothing solid beneath her.

It reminded her of the times life had forced her feet off the ground before she was ready.

Leo stepped closer, lowering his voice. “Auri... I’ll be right there the whole time. You’ll be safe with me.”

Her breath caught — not from fear this time, but from how sincerely he said it. How deeply those words settled inside her.

He offered his hand.

She looked down at it, then slowly placed hers in his. Warm. Steady. Real.

“Okay,” she whispered.

Together, they walked toward the plane. Leo helped her up the small metal step, guiding her gently to the passenger seat. The interior smelled of sun-warmed leather and possibility.

He buckled her in, fingers brushing her shoulder lightly.
“Let me know if anything feels uncomfortable,” he said.
She nodded.

He slid into the pilot’s seat, flipping switches with practiced ease. The engine rumbled to life, vibrating beneath her. Auri’s breath hitched.

Leo glanced over. “Breathe with me.”

He inhaled—slow, deep.
Auri followed.
Exhaled.
Followed again.
The vibration became a rhythm instead of a threat.

“You’re doing great,” he said, voice barely above the hum.

The plane began to roll. The runway moved under them, faster, faster, a blur of gray and sunlight. Auri gripped the armrests—

And suddenly, they were rising.

The ground dissolved beneath them, slipping softly away as the plane lifted into the sky. Auri’s breath stalled — not from fear, but wonder. The mountains unfolded like ancient guardians, the forests spreading out in endless green waves. Silverridge looked small, delicate, like a model town painted with love.

Her heart opened like wings.

Leo glanced at her, a quiet smile tugging at his lips. “Still with me?”

“Yes,” she breathed. “Yes... I think I am.”

He adjusted the controls gently, the motion smooth as silk. “This is the part I wanted you to feel,” he said softly. “Not the climb. Not the nerves. This. The calm after.”

Auri placed a hand on the window, touching the sky as if she
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