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Chapter One
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Her heart thudded just a little louder now as she zipped her suitcase and looked around her apartment. She had managed to pack everything she could think of—everything she could possibly want or need to start over with. The place felt strangely hollow without her things, as if it already belonged to someone else.

The decision had come suddenly, yet once it was made, everything seemed to fall into place with unnerving ease. She’d sold off what she wasn’t taking, canceled her cell phone, and walked away from her job. A letter to her parents was already sealed and sent, and she knew another—meant for him—would have to be left behind before she went. Even now, she could picture it resting in the landlord’s hands, waiting for the moment she no longer could. 

She was lucky her landlord had understood the reasoning behind her desire to break the lease and leave the way she was. In fact, he was more than willing to help her transition out early. He’d surprised her with how gentle he’d been about it, how he’d waved off the usual penalties and told her he’d take care of the paperwork himself.

It wasn’t pity—she could tell the difference. It was something closer to respect. A quiet acknowledgment that whatever had pushed her to this point must have been big, and that sometimes people needed to leave fast before they lost their nerve.

He’d even offered to handle the final walkthrough so she wouldn’t have to linger in the empty rooms.

Now, standing in the doorway with her suitcase handle warm in her palm, she felt the weight of the moment settle in her chest. This was it. The last glance. The last breath taken in this space. The last time she’d lock this door behind her.

Her fingers tightened around the envelope as if it carried the last fragile piece of her old life. When the landlord stepped into the hallway—keys jangling softly at his side—she drew in a steadying breath and held it out to him.

He looked at it, then at her, eyebrows lifting with a quiet, knowing concern. He didn’t reach for it right away. “For someone specific?” he asked, voice low, careful.

She nodded. “If he comes looking for me.” Her throat felt tight, but she kept her voice even. “I disconnected my cell. I don’t want him calling. I don’t want him showing up here confused or... angry. But I don’t want to leave him with nothing, either.”

The landlord accepted the envelope with both hands, as if it were something delicate. “I’ll make sure he gets it,” he said. No judgment. No prying. Just a simple promise.

She appreciated that more than she could say.

He tucked the envelope into the inside pocket of his jacket, patting it once to show he understood its importance. “You’re doing the right thing,” he added, not as reassurance but as recognition—an acknowledgment of the courage it took to walk away from a life that had stopped feeling like hers.

She swallowed, her heart thudding again, louder this time. “Thank you. For everything.”

He gave a small nod. “Go on now. I’ll lock up behind you.”

She turned toward the stairwell, suitcase wheels clicking softly against the worn floor. Each step felt like a severing and a beginning all at once.

She slung the backpack over her shoulder, the familiar weight settling against her spine like a final anchor she was willing to carry. Then she wrapped her fingers around the suitcase handle—cool, sturdy, a small reassurance that at least one thing in her life was still predictable—and stepped into the hallway.

The landlord had already retreated into the apartment to finish the walkthrough, giving her space to leave without an audience. She appreciated that more than he knew.

The stairwell was quiet in the way buildings are before sunrise, holding the faint smell of old paint and someone’s forgotten takeout from the night before. Her footsteps echoed softly, each one steadying her heartbeat into something almost resolute. When she pushed through the front door, the early morning air met her with a crisp, cool breath—sharper than she expected for late April, as if the day itself hadn’t warmed to consciousness yet. A fine mist drifted low across the street, carried by a restless breeze that whispered along the empty sidewalks.

She was suddenly grateful for her hybrid jacket—lightweight but warm, its soft lining holding the chill at bay. Beneath it, she’d layered a simple sweater, soft at the cuffs and still holding a trace of last night’s warmth. Her most reliable jeans hugged her legs, molded to her shape from years of wear. Her boots were waterproof, scuffed at the toes, but steady on the damp pavement. She adjusted the backpack strap where it pressed against the jacket’s shoulder seam, feeling the familiar weight settle comfortably against her spine.

The street was still half-asleep. A single delivery truck rumbled somewhere blocks away, muted by distance. A traffic light blinked through its cycle for no one. She paused on the sidewalk, then began the walk toward the ferry terminal. The wheels of her suitcase clicked rhythmically over the uneven pavement, a quiet metronome marking the distance between who she’d been and who she was trying to become.

The city’s usual hum hadn’t risen yet. Her focus narrowed to the path ahead—the empty crosswalk, the quiet corner, the stretch of road that sloped gently toward the waterfront. The closer she got, the more she could smell the brine in the air, the faint metallic tang of the docks, the diesel from ferries idling in their slips like beasts waking slowly.

She didn’t look back. Not once.

By the time the terminal came into view—its glass front catching the muted, early light, its roofline familiar from a dozen past trips she’d taken for far smaller reasons—her pulse had settled into something calmer. Not peace, exactly. But readiness.

The terminal felt almost hollow at this hour, its wide glass front catching the faintest suggestion of dawn. She stepped inside, the doors whispering shut behind her, and the warmth of the lobby wrapped around her shoulders. Only a few travelers dotted the space—an older man with a newspaper, a woman rubbing sleep from her eyes near the windows, two workers in reflective vests murmuring over a clipboard. The city wasn’t awake yet, and neither was the terminal.

Her suitcase wheels softened on the polished floor as she approached the schedule board. The digital display glowed in muted blue, listing only two departures—because there were only ever two.

Ferry Service — Coastal Line Morning Departure: 6:45 AM Harbor Point → South Channel → Mariner’s Bluff → Fenwick (Final Stop)

Evening Departure: 5:10 PM Harbor Point → South Channel → Mariner’s Bluff → Fenwick (Final Stop)

That was it. One ferry. Two chances a day. Same route, same order, same slow drift down the coast until it reached Fenwick’s quiet dock at the end of the line.

She’d known this, but seeing it spelled out made the reality feel sharper. If she boarded this morning, she’d be on the only boat heading anywhere. And if she stayed on long enough, she’d reach Fenwick—no questions asked.

Her gaze drifted to the ticket kiosk. The options were simple: single-stop fares for each landing, round-trip tickets, commuter passes. All tidy. All certain.

Then, at the bottom of the screen, the option she’d noticed before:

Open Route — Valid for Any Landing. No Designated Stop.

It wasn’t meant for tourists or commuters. It was meant for people who didn’t know where they were going yet. And because the ferry only ran one route, an open-route ticket didn’t break any rules—it simply let the passenger decide when to step off. Or not step off at all.

She stepped closer, her finger hovering over the screen. Choosing a specific stop felt like committing to something she wasn’t ready to define. But choosing nothing—choosing possibility—felt like breathing.

She tapped the open-route option.

The machine whirred softly, printing the ticket with a faint mechanical click. She took it from the slot, the paper warm, the destination line blank except for a single dash. The ferry crew would scan it when she boarded, and she could ride it all the way to Fenwick without anyone asking why.

She slipped the ticket into her jacket pocket and turned toward the boarding area. The morning ferry wouldn’t depart for another twenty minutes. The terminal was still stretching into the day, but she felt something settle inside her.

Not peace. Not certainty.

Just readiness.

Silas Broome stood at the counter, clipboard balanced against his forearm, the morning manifest spread across its pages. He’d captained this ferry long enough to know the rhythm of its departures, the regulars who boarded without fail, the commuters whose names he could tick off almost without looking. The list was short today—lighter than usual, though that wasn’t surprising for early April. He checked off the familiar names with neat strokes of his pen.

Then his gaze caught on her.

She had moved through the terminal with quiet purpose, suitcase wheels whispering across the polished floor, backpack slung steady against her shoulder. He’d seen her pause at the kiosk, purchase her ticket, and slip it into her jacket pocket. For a moment, the edge of the paper had been visible—blank where a destination should have been. An open-route ticket. Rare. Most passengers knew exactly where they were headed. She hadn’t chosen any of them.

Silas made a note on the manifest, but his attention lingered. It wasn’t just the ticket. It was the jacket. Ice blue, a shade that stood out against the muted grays and browns of the terminal. Not loud, but unmistakable. In the hush of the morning, it marked her like a beacon—someone apart from the routine, someone who didn’t blend into the commuter tide.

He didn’t say anything. Years of ferry work had taught him patience—how to watch, how to notice, how to let people reveal themselves in their own time. Still, he tucked the image away: the woman with the ice-blue jacket, the suitcase, and the ticket that didn’t say where she belonged.

Closing the clipboard with a quiet snap, he tucked it under his arm and moved toward the boarding gate. The ferry would depart soon, and the crew needed him. But as he walked, he kept her in his peripheral vision. Not suspicion, not yet. Just curiosity.

She kept her eyes on the boarding gate, ticket folded neatly in her palm, avoiding the captain’s glance as she moved with the small cluster of passengers. The ice-blue jacket she wore caught the light from the terminal windows, a muted beacon against the subdued tones of the crowd. She adjusted the strap of her backpack, head lowered, as if the color itself might betray her.

Silas Broome watched from his post near the gangway, clipboard tucked under his arm. He’d already marked her ticket—open route, no stop listed—and now he noted the jacket again, its shade standing out against the gray morning. He didn’t speak, didn’t call her attention, but he made a mental note. Years of ferry work had taught him to notice the ones who didn’t fit the pattern.

She stepped aboard, suitcase wheels bumping over the lip of the deck, and found a seat near the window. Silas followed, steady and unhurried, moving toward the wheelhouse. He gave the signal to cast off, and the crew moved with practiced efficiency, ropes slipping free, the ferry easing from its berth.

The engines rumbled low, vibrating through the deck as he guided the vessel into the channel. Outside, the mist thickened, and the rain that had been a fine drizzle began to fall harder, tapping against the windows in uneven rhythms. The city receded behind them, its outlines blurred by weather and distance, while the open water stretched ahead, restless and gray.

Silas kept his hands firm on the wheel, eyes scanning the horizon, but his thoughts returned to her—the woman in the ice-blue jacket, the suitcase, the ticket that didn’t say where she belonged. He didn’t press, didn’t intrude. For now, he would simply watch.
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Chapter Two
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She pulled her hood tighter as the rain pressed harder against the ferry’s windows, the sound shifting from a soft patter to a steady drumming. The ice-blue fabric framed her face, shadowing her expression, and she angled herself toward the glass as if the hood could shelter her not only from the weather but from the eyes of others. She stayed close to the window, shoulders tucked in, suitcase at her feet, the backpack strap cutting its familiar line across her chest.

Around her, the ferry had begun to stir. The first stop came quickly—Harbor Point—and a handful of passengers rose, gathering their belongings with the weary efficiency of routine. She kept her gaze fixed outward, watching the blurred outlines of the dock through the rain, careful not to meet anyone’s eyes.

Silas Broome guided the vessel with steady hands, the wheel firm beneath his grip. He watched the passengers move, checked the manifest against the faces he knew, and noted the rhythm of departures. Most were predictable—commuters, workers, the same names he’d ticked off countless times before.

But she remained.

The woman in the ice-blue jacket, hood pulled close, ticket folded somewhere out of sight. She didn’t rise when others did. She didn’t shift in her seat. She stayed apart, sheltered, as if the rain itself had given her permission to withdraw.

Silas made a mental note. Not suspicion, not yet. Just awareness. The ferry slid back into the channel, rain
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